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tHe JeeP® stoRY tHe JeeP® tRAILeR

F
ord’s reaction to Willys-Overland being 
awarded the contract for the supply of 
light 4x4 vehicles to the US Army was 

measured and formal, especially after the first 
order issued to Willys for the supply of 16,000 
units attested to the irreversibility of the 
decision of the military authorities. Moreover, 
after minimal commercial negotiations, the 
Detroit company gladly agreed to produce, 
under license to the Toledo firm, a copy of 
the Willys MB, the Ford GPW, after having 
proposed just one major modification – to 

replace the Willys “Go Devil” engine with a 
Ford engine. Acceptance of the change by the 
US Army would mean that the performance 
would be equivalent to that of the “Go 
Devil” (at least on paper), that Ford would 
realize considerable savings in setting up the 
assembly lines, and that the production of the 
Ford GPW would start earlier. 

For Ford, the contract to build the “¼-
ton, 4x4 truck” would have been just another 
government order, in addition to those 
already secured in various other sectors. 

tHe JeeP® tRAILeR
the ¼-ton trailer turned out to be  
a worthy companion to the Willys MB.

▲ The combination of the Jeep® 
MB with its trailer was envisioned 
as standard.
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tHe JeeP® stoRY tHe JeeP® tRAILeR

The original design of the 
Jeep® trailer had a load 
space with no openings.

Yet this was not the case for Bantam. The 
Butler company had staked everything on 
the contract to supply the Jeep® to the Army, 
which was its only guarantee of survival. For 
this reason, its reaction to the choice of Willys 
by the military was extremely vigorous at 
political and media levels as well as, ultimately, 
also a legal level. 
Bantam’s complaints 
were initially relatively 
muted, but their volume 
rose as the Butler 
company became 
increasingly aware that 
it could not re-enter the Jeep® business in 
any fashion. This was reinforced just after 
the United States entered WWII, when Ford 
finalized a contract for the production of 
15,000 Jeep® vehicles under license to Willys. 

Specifically, Bantam claimed to have 
played a central role in the development 

of the vehicle, stated that its model came 
closest to meeting the military specifications, 
and maintained that the supposed inability 
of its production facilities to fill the military 
orders with the required speed was baseless. 
In fact, between the summer of 1941, when 
Bantam submitted its first complaints, and 

March 1942, when 
the Butler company 
sent its last official 
protest, the military and 
political situation had 
evolved. Now, all the 
organizations and people 

involved could easily demonstrate that their 
choices had been based solely on the higher 
interests of national defense. 

An exemplary response was certainly that 
of the Quartermaster General to the request 
for clarifications by Senator Joseph S. Guffey 
of Pennsylvania. It ended with a request to 

Bantam’s complaints  
were initially  

relatively muted.
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tHe JeeP® stoRY tHe JeeP® tRAILeR

assign to Bantam part of the order issued 
to Ford for the production under license of 
15,000 vehicles. The answer stressed the 
fact that the Quartermaster Corps (QMC) 
had been instructed to assess the suppliers 
“not only in the light of finished vehicles’ 
performance as related 
to military requirements, 
but equally in terms of 
facilities for manufacture 
with consequent 
delivery possibilities 
in a minimum amount 
of time. The service 
test having been completed, we asked for 
bids on a large number from all probable 
manufacturers. The Willys-Overland 
Company was the low bidder and, meeting 

all requirements, was given the order.” In 
addition, it was pointed out that it was vitally 
important to standardize production on 
a single model. In addition, assigning the 
contested production license to Ford was 
based on the fact that the Detroit firm was not 

only able to set up the 
production lines, but also 
to build the machinery 
required to manufacture 
a vehicle conforming 
to the Willys model, 
totally independently 
of external suppliers. 

Bantam wasn’t able to do this and, therefore, 
it was concluded that “our investigation 
indicates that this order had been handled 
without any prejudice whatever against the 

“the Willys-overland company 
was the low bidder and, 

meeting all requirements,  
was given the order.”

Sturdy and easy to use, the trailer 
remained essentially unchanged 
for several decades.
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◀ Most of the ¼-ton 
trailers intended for 
the US Army were 
built by Bantam and 
Willys-Overland.

American Bantam Car Company and that the 
final disposition has been made to the best 
interest of the Army.”  

In March of 1942, despite a tireless, no-
holds-barred struggle, Bantam had to be 
satisfied with becoming 
a licensee of Willys-
Overland for the 
production of the two-
wheeled ¼-ton load 
trailer, ordered by the US 
Army from the Toledo 
company. In late 1941, the QMC had asked 
Willys-Overland to develop the Jeep® Trailer. 
The required specifications were for a trailer 
designed specifically to be towed by the 
Jeep® MB, and with which it should also share 
as many components as possible in common. 
A dozen units were to be supplied within a 
very short time frame for the certification 

tests. Nine of 
them had to be of 
the conventional 
type and three 
of the flatbed 
type (without 
side panels), 
to be used for 
transporting 
special loads. 

The twelve 
prototypes 
were delivered 
to the US Army 
for testing in 
early 1942 and, 
following some 

changes suggested by the military, the trailer 
began to be built at Willys-Overland under 
the name of MBT. Just like the Jeep® MB, the 
MBT included a load-bearing frame made of 
steel longerons and crossbeams onto which 

a welded sheet steel 
body was mounted. The 
design did not include 
fold-down side panels, 
thus enabling the trailer 
to float. For this reason, 
the technical description 

defined the trailer as “amphibian”. The 
initial order was issued to Willys, but very 
soon Bantam also became involved in its 
production. This allowed the Butler company 
to survive the war and remain in business until 
1956, when the majority of its share capital 
was acquired by the Armco Steel Company 
and the Bantam brand ceased to exist. 

A dozen units were to be 
supplied within a very short 

time frame.
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The trailer built by Bantam was very similar 
to that built by Willys, but some details were 
different because of the need to adapt the 
design to the Butler company’s production 
facilities. However, all the main components 
were interchangeable between the two units, 
which looked identical. The trailer built by 
Bantam was called the 
T-3 and differed from the 
Willys MBT (besides in 
the identification plate) 
in the chassis (the two 
longerons were joined 
by three crossbeams 
in the early production T-3, while the MBT 
had four) and in the shock absorbers (the T-3 
was equipped with two Gabriels bolted to 
the chassis, while the MBT had two Monroes 
fastened with washers and split pins, the 
same solution adopted in the MB). The 
overall weight was 500 lb (227 kg) and the 

dimensions of the load space were 72 x 38 in 
(183 x 97 cm). By the end of the war, a total 
of 143,357 trailers for the Jeep® had been 
produced. Most (about 133,000) were built 
by Willys and Bantam in approximately equal 
numbers. The remaining 10,000 units were 
contracted out to ten or so other companies. 

The design of the MBT 
turned out to be so 
successful that in the 
1950s, the US Army 
ordered an updated 
model (M100), which  
was virtually identical  

but with a different mechanism for the  
brake lever and two handles welded to  
the rear corners. The army ordered yet 
another version in the 1960s (M416). This 
version is recognizable by the fenders,  
which were made with bent, rather than 
rounded, sheet steel.

The trailers for light vehicles 
commissioned by the US Army after 
WWII (M100 and M416) possess all 
the characteristics, albeit updated, 
of the original model.

All the main components were 
interchangeable between  

the two units.
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GLADIAtoR & coMMAnDoTHE JEEP® BRAND

t
owards the middle of the 1960s, the 
market position of Jeep® was very solid. 
This was despite the appearance in 

the American market of the first domestic 
competitors (International Scout and Ford 
Bronco) and the marketing efforts of two 
potential foreign competitors (Toyota Land 
Cruiser and Land Rover). The introduction of 
the outstanding Wagoneer and the almost 
simultaneous launch of the new Gladiator 
pick-up truck (developed together with the 
Wagoneer with which it shared some design 
lines as well as mechanical and structural 

components) had vigorously reaffirmed the 
dominant position of Jeep® in the light and 
medium 4x4 sector. At the same time, the 
reorganization of the product range, a series 
of well thought out marketing initiatives, 
and a dynamic corporate drive linked to the 
merger with Kaiser had kept the company’s 
top management fully occupied. As a direct 
result of Kaiser’s acquisition of the majority 
of shares, in March 1963, Steve Girard, then 
Chairman of the Board of Willys Motors, 
announced that the company’s Board of 
Directors had approved the change of 

GLADIAtoR & coMMAnDo
During the sixties, Jeep® consolidated  
its position with two new models.

▲ The new Jeep® pick-up 
remained in production 
for over 20 years.
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GLADIAtoR & coMMAnDoTHE JEEP® BRAND

the company’s name to the Kaiser Jeep® 
Corporation. He justified the new name 
as a way “to properly identify the Toledo 
Company as one of the growing Kaiser family 
of industries.” 

In addition to the models that ensured its 
ongoing success during 
the fifties, the Jeep® 
line-up now included 
the new Wagoneer 
and its pick-up version, 
the Gladiator. This set 
the stage for a new 
class of commercial vehicles. The Gladiator 
was offered in an especially broad range of 
models, even for a market as demanding as 
the United States: two- and four-wheel drive 

models were offered, with two wheelbase 
variants (the J100 Wagoneer only came in the 
110 in / 279 cm wheelbase version), called  
the J200 (120 in / 305 cm) and J300 (126 in /  
320 cm). A new chassis with a 132 in (335 cm) 
wheelbase was added in 1967. Three load 

classes (½, ¾, and 1 
ton) were available, as 
well as five body types, 
including a panel truck 
based on the two-door 
Wagoneer (in which 
the rear glass windows 

were replaced with metal panels), two pick-up 
versions (Thriftside and Townside), a stake 
truck and, finally, the chassis cab. The front 
looked very much like that of the Wagoneer, 

the Gladiator was offered  
in an especially broad range  

of models.

The front end of the Gladiator 
utilized many body panels derived 
from those of the Wagoneer.
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but there were differences. For example, the 
fenders had more pronounced flares and the 
windshield frame had an upper protection 
visor that was absent in the Wagoneer. 

Sales skyrocketed immediately and very 
soon the dealers were 
clamoring for increased 
production to satisfy 
demand. The qualities 
of the Gladiator soon 
aroused the interest of 
the military authorities 
who, in 1966, issued a formal order worth 
US$91,000,000 for the supply of 20,680  
Jeep® M715s, the military version of the 
Gladiator (with a 126 in / 320 cm wheelbase). 
Moreover, the merger with Kaiser led Jeep® 
to broaden its activity in the government 
procurement area. In addition to sizeable 

orders of the FJ-3A Fleetvan for the postal 
administration, Kaiser Jeep® secured a 
contract from the US Army for the production 
of the M151 Mutt (8,204 units to be 
delivered by the end of 1964) and took over 

Studebaker’s South 
Bend, Indiana, plant. 
The contract for this 
acquisition also included 
the transfer from 
Studebaker of a large 
order for the supply 

of 6x6 trucks of the 5-ton load class to the 
armed forces. By the middle of the 1960s, 
government contracts made up about one 
third of the company’s revenues and exports 
accounted for 22% of civilian production; 
demand in the domestic market continued 
to grow at such a rate that the Kaiser Jeep® 

the qualities of the Gladiator 
soon aroused the interest  
of the military authorities.

The layout of the Gladiator was 
used by Jeep® to develop the light 
military trucks of the M715 series.
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JeeP® GLADIAtoR KeY sPecs

BUILt:   1963–1988

MAnUFActUReRs:  Kaiser Jeep® Corp.;  
American Motors Corp.; 
Chrysler Jeep® Corp.

net WeIGHt:  3,361 lb (1,525 kg)

GRoss WeIGHt:   4,000–5,600 lb  
(1,814–2,540 kg)

DIMensIons:   188.56 in (466 cm)  
x 78.9 in (192 cm)

MAXIMUM sPeeD:  89 mph (143 km/h)   

FUeL cAPAcItY:  20 gal (76 l)

RAnGe:   240 miles (380 km)

enGIne:    L6 SOHC 6-cylinder  
230.5 cid (3.8 l) “Tornado”

PoWeR:   140 bhp at 4,000 rpm

toRQUe:    210 lb/ft (29 kgm-285 Nm)  
at 1,750 rpm

WHeeLBAse:  120 in (304.8 cm)

tRAnsMIssIon:  3-speed x 2 speed transfer

production facilities were barely able to keep 
up with the orders. 

However, the company’s managers 
realized that the sales of some of its US 
competitors in the light 4x4 sector were 
growing more quickly than that of the Jeep® 
products, so they decided to take action. 
The Toledo brand was very strong in all the 
professional use sectors, therefore the Jeep® 
products were universally recognized as the 
best choice for heavy-duty use. However, in 
the growing leisure or light-duty market, many 
potential buyers turned to their competitors 

that offered more frivolous accessories or 
more stylish or fashionable color schemes 
than those offered by Jeep® . 

Specifically, the CJ line, while growing 
slightly, wasn’t matching the sales levels of its 
competitors. A two-pronged approach was 
chosen. In the short term, optional accessories 
targeted to non-professional users were made 
available, including as complete packages 
and on fully equipped vehicles, either at 
the dealers or directly on the assembly lines 
(this was the case, for example, for the CJ-5 
and CJ-6 Tuxedo Park). In the longer term, a 

slower and more complex 
approach was to develop 
a new Jeep® model based 
on the CJ chassis, thus 
following the path already 
trodden with the Jeepster. 

The new product line, 
launched in 1967, was 
offered in the Jeepster 
configuration, an elegant 
top-of-the-line convertible, 
and in the less refined 
Jeepster Commando 
version, made available in 
the pick-up, roadster, and 
station wagon variants.  
The new Jeep® was based 
on the CJ-6 chassis, with  
a wheelbase of 101 in /  
257 cm (later 104 in / 
264 cm). It had a new body 
that combined a front end 
in the same style as the 
successful CJ-5 and CJ-6 
with a new and original 
rear end, plus stylistic 
elements that evoked the 
then fashionable lines of the 
large station wagons. The 
standard engine was the 
classic 75 bhp “Hurricane” 
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F-134, a direct descendant of the historic  
“Go Devil”. However, the 225 cu in,  
160 bhp V6 “Dauntless” was available  
as an option, as was 
already the case for 
the CJ models. The 
Jeepster powertrain was 
exclusively four-wheel 
drive with reduction 
transmission and either 
a three-speed manual 
transmission or a Turbo-Hydramatic  
automatic transmission. 

The Jeepster Commando was only 
produced up until 1974, mostly because, 
after a promising start, sales of the new 

Jeepster slowed down considerably. This was 
despite the radical restyling of the front end 
introduced in the early seventies. In addition, 

in the late sixties, Jeep® 
expanded its range of 
the short wheelbase 
version of the Universal 
line – the then ageing 
CJ-5 – by adding a new 
model called the 462. 
This was just the first 

attempt by the Toledo firm to offer a sporty 
version of the CJ series. In essence, the 
foundations were being laid for the Renegade, 
one of the signature models in the history  
of the Jeep® .

The Jeepster Commando was removed 
from the product range only in 1974, after 
Jeep® became part of American Motors.

the Jeepster commando  
was only produced up  

until 1974.
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