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tHe JeeP® stoRY tHe eneMY

t
he Jeep® had made its combat debut 
even before the United States entered 
World War II. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t 

a real Jeep® (the Willys MB); rather it was one 
of the various models produced during the 
early development of the Truck, ¼-ton, 4x4. 

In essence, since the Willys models were 
deemed to comply more closely with the 
military’s requirements, the light 4x4 built 
by both Bantam and Ford issued to the US 
armed forces had been classified as “limited 
standard” even before the beginning of the 

war. Therefore, requests for vehicles of this 
type from countries that qualified to gain 
access to US credits for the purchase of 
military equipment were not subject to any 
restrictions by the US Army or Government. 
On the contrary, the latter was able to secure 
the volumes of raw materials needed both 
for the national defense needs of the United 
States and to supply aid and weapons to the 
other countries engaged in fighting Nazism. 
Obviously, these supplies also included  
light 4x4 vehicles. 

tHe eneMY
the qualities of the Jeep® certainly made  
an impression on enemy troops.

▲ The first BRC-40 used by  
the British Army ended up  
in the hands of the German 
AfrikaKorps soldiers.
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The first Axis troops that came into 
contact with the Jeep® were the Italian 
soldiers fighting British troops in North 
Africa. However, the progression of the 
military operations, which was going in favor 
of the British during 
the initial stages of the 
conflict, didn’t allow the 
capture of any vehicles 
in sufficiently good 
condition to be utilized 
or examined. It wasn’t 
until the summer of 1941 that Axis troops 
were able to get hold of some Jeep® vehicles 
still in good working order, after the German 
expeditionary corps (Deutsches AfrikaKorps) 
were deployed in North Africa to support the 

Italian troops in the region. These were mostly 
Bantam BRC-40s, transferred to the British as 
part of the Lend-Lease agreements. 

Due to the vehicle’s array of capabilities, 
the Italians really appreciated the Jeep® . 

However, they weren’t 
overly impressed 
because the prevailing 
strategic opinion within 
the Regio Esercito 
Italiano (Royal Italian 
Army) was still that the 

military Fiat 1100 was the light vehicle most 
suited to traveling in desert terrain. The 
mechanical assembly of this military vehicle, 
derived from the civilian sedan version and 
fitted on a body built for military use, was 

the first Axis troops that came 
into contact with the Jeep® 
were the Italian soldiers.

The mobility of the Jeep®  
was fully exploited by  
British SAS units.
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robust and dependable, but its 1.1-liter, 30 HP 
engine and exclusively rear-wheel drive meant 
that it was far from a paragon of mobility. 
However, its fuel consumption of 2.4 gallons 
per 62 miles (9 liters per 100 km) suited a 
“poor” army such as the Italian forces. The 
official reports stated verbatim that “the 
military Fiat 1100 is the only vehicle capable 
of traveling with the required dependability 
and speed on difficult 
operational terrains such 
as those of the North 
African theater.” 

At least at the official 
level, the first Jeep® 
vehicles didn’t greatly 
impress the Germans either. A statement 
probably inspired by their mindset described 
them, somewhat condescendingly, as 
“light vehicles inspired by the Volkswagen 
Typ 82 Kübelwagen. They are heavier, 
less maneuverable and mechanically less 

advanced that the Typ 82 model in service in 
the Wehrmacht.” The Japanese soldiers were 
probably the last to come into contact with 
this American military vehicle. Undoubtedly, 
they were favorably impressed, to the point 
that the BRC inspired the first Toyota off-road 
vehicle, the AK10. However, the technological 
limitations of its car industry meant that 
the Japanese didn’t see the need to build 

a military vehicle with 
capabilities that matched 
those of the Jeep® . 

This official stand, 
probably motivated by 
the priorities assigned 
to this type of vehicle by 

the war economy planners, contrasted with 
the attitude of the troops in the field. The 
soldiers of the Italian, German, and Japanese 
advanced units, as well as their commanding 
officers, seldom missed the opportunity to 
grab one of these vehicles and, usually, then 

the Japanese soldiers were 
probably the last to come into 

contact with the Jeep® .

All-wheel drive turned out to be 
a fundamental advantage for the 
Jeep® vehicles deployed in Africa.
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do everything imaginable to restore it back 
to working order. Often, even the captured 
vehicles requested for evaluation purposes 
or for tactical/strategic reasons were either 
never handed over to the higher echelons 
or didn’t reach the destination agencies 
because they were “requisitioned” along the 
way. This didn’t only happen to the Jeep® 
vehicles that, after being 
captured by the Regio 
Esercito Italiano in North 
Africa, should have been 
shipped to Rome (or 
Turin) to be examined 
by the Italian military 
or technical experts. It also happened to 
the Jeep® vehicles captured by the far more 
rigorous and disciplined German soldiers. 

The most striking example of this can be 
found in the German war diaries concerning 
the counter-offensive in the Ardennes (the 
famous Battle of the Bulge) in late 1944. 
Uniforms, weapons, and armored vehicles 
captured from the United States armed forces 

had been requested to credibly equip an SS 
commando unit. Under the orders of Otto 
Skorzeny, it was to infiltrate the American units 
to create havoc and occupy some key points 
along the route of the planned advance. 

Naturally, the Jeep® had to play a role. 
Large numbers of them had been captured 
by German troops during the battles that 

followed D-Day. They 
wanted many of them, 
because of their 
excellent technical 
characteristics, their 
large presence within 
the American units, and 

the services that these vehicles could perform 
during an operation of this type. However, 
although there was no shortage of captured 
Jeep® vehicles in good shape, those made 
available for the Ardennes counter-offensive 
were so few and in such poor condition that 
Skorzeny complained about the affection 
that the units felt towards the vehicles they 
were capturing from the enemy. The ironic 

the soldiers seldom missed  
the opportunity to grab one  

of these vehicles.

Jeep® vehicles were the first light 
4x4s to be deployed by the US 
Army in the Pacific theater.
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aspect of this “jealousy” towards the little 4x4 
was that when up to six disguised German 
soldiers were piled into a single Jeep® , they 
were easily identified and intercepted at the 
American checkpoints. This could have fatal 
consequences – soldiers 
captured while wearing 
the enemy uniform 
would face a firing 
squad… 

One of the most 
interesting anecdotes 
is surely that of a French sentry who stopped 
three seemingly legitimate American soldiers 
at his checkpoint and immediately requested 
the intervention of his commanding officer. 
The three spoke fluent slang and wore perfect 
uniforms, just like all the American soldiers 

operating in the area. However, when handed 
over to the (real) Americans, they turned out 
to be German raiders wearing American 
uniforms; for this they were tried and executed 
by firing squad. The French sentry received 

commendations from 
his commanding officer 
and from the American 
officer responsible for 
the security of the sector. 
The latter, when offering 
his congratulations, 

asked the sentry how he realized that he 
was facing disguised German soldiers, not 
American soldiers. The French soldier candidly 
explained: “Well, it was easy; there were three 
of them and they didn’t even have one Jeep® – 
they couldn’t possibly be Americans.”

Willys MBs were quickly 
distributed to the Allies. This slat-
grille unit was captured by the 
Germans in Stalingrad, Russia.

the disguised German soldiers 
were easily identified and 

intercepted.
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t
he second half of the 1970s was an 
important time for the off-road vehicle 
sector. The perception of the 4x4 as 

being purely a work vehicle was now over.  
The idea of the leisure off-road vehicle had 
taken hold, and the Jeep® brand played 
a leading role in this transition. The very 
denomination Sport Utility Vehicle (SUV) had 
been created by the company’s marketing 
managers to underscore the versatility of  
the Jeep® Wagoneer. 

The new trend, which had already started 
gaining acceptance in the early 70s, was an 

established reality around 1975 when Jeep® , 
also thanks to the product line innovations 
and other improvements that could be 
implemented for each model as a result of the 
merger with AMC, held around a 20 percent 
share of the American 4x4 vehicle market. 
The Jeep® product line wasn’t modified by 
AMC because market research confirmed 
that the general business approach taken 
by Jeep® was the most suitable for this type 
of product. It can even be said that the 
product development followed the course 
set before the two companies merged. The 

tHe cJ-7
the launch of the cJ-7 marked the dawn  
of a golden age for the Jeep® brand.

▲ In the 1970s and 1980s, 
Jeep® vehicles were among 
the most praised and coveted 
in the leisure vehicle market.
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Jeep® Renegade became a product line 
manufactured entirely at the factory. The 
Jeepster/Commando, which never gained 
much of a foothold in the market, was 
removed entirely from the American catalog 
listings (although the model would, for a 
long time, remain in the 
line-up of some foreign 
Jeep® licensees such 
as the Spanish Viasa). 
The equipment on the 
Wagoneer was further 
enhanced, thus making 
room for a new model 
named the Cherokee, 
which still had the 
structure and lines of the two-door Wagoneer, 
but had a more limited range of accessories  
in order to keep its price competitive. 

The entire Jeep® product line benefited 
from AMC’s know-how in terms of safety, 
road holding, driving comfort, and attention 

to practical use. This was made evident 
by numerous details introduced in top-
of-the-line Jeep® models, but also in the 
more popular models like the Jeep® CJ. 
The upgrades affected not only the more 
important elements, such as the engines, 

chassis, or suspensions, 
but they also extended 
to the smaller details. 
For example, all CJs 
were equipped with 
soft-feel knobs for the 
secondary controls; 
international symbols 
were introduced for the 
various accessories; the 

heating system controls were illuminated; 
and the windshield washer became standard 
equipment for all versions. 

In 1976, Jeep® announced the introduction 
of a third wheelbase in the CJ line: the  
CJ-7 was added to the CJ-5 and CJ-6.  

the market research confirmed 
that the general business 
approach taken by Jeep®  
was the most suitable for  

this type of product.

The CJ-7 had a longer 
wheelbase, providing 
more interior room and 
better accessibility.
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◀ The CJ-7’s longer wheelbase  
allowed space for both the 
automatic transmission and  
the all-wheel drive.

The wheelbase of the CJ-7 was 10 in 
(25.4 cm) longer than that of the CJ-5. The 
new model was more comfortable, quieter, 
and more accessible, thanks to the large 
metal doors; it could also 
be equipped with an 
elegant polycarbonate 
hard top with large glass 
surfaces. Within months 
of its introduction, 
demand for the CJ-7 
skyrocketed so fast that in the United States 
the production of the CJ-6 was interrupted 
in order to concentrate on the CJ-5 and CJ-7. 
Despite the increasingly lively competition 
from some American models and the gradual 

establishment of some Japanese-made 4x4s, 
in 1976 Jeep® set a new record. For the first 
time, sales exceeded 100,000 vehicles in a 
year, as 107,487 Jeep® models were sold. 

This represented a 
300 percent increase 
compared to the last 
year of the Kaiser 
Jeep® era. During this 
period, the brand’s main 
problem was the physical 

impossibility to fulfill all the orders generated 
by the dealers. 

Unfortunately, AMC was facing far more 
serious problems. The general car market 
was trending towards more compact vehicles 

than those offered by 
the company, especially 
because of a general change 
of attitude towards fuel 
consumption. Sales had 
dropped below warning 
levels and two alternative 
strategies had emerged at 
the executive level. The first 
alternative, supported by 
the vice-president Raymond 
McNealy, proposed halting 
the development of new 
AMC models and signing an 
agreement with Peugeot to 
build common models that 
AMC would distribute in 
the US market. The savings 
thus realized would make 
it possible to invest in the 
development of an entirely 
new Jeep® product line, 
one that was more modern 

Within months of its 
introduction, demand for  

the cJ-7 skyrocketed.
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JeeP® cJ-7 (1976) BAse KeY sPecs

BUILt:   1976–1986

MAnUFActUReR:  American Motors Corp.

net WeIGHt:  3,010 lb (1,366 kg)

GRoss WeIGHt:  4,150 lb (1,884 kg)

DIMensIons:   147.9 in (376 cm)  
x 67.6 in (172 cm)

MAXIMUM sPeeD:  83 mph (133 km/h)   

FUeL cAPAcItY:  15.5 gal (56 l)

RAnGe:   234 miles (374 km)

enGIne:    L6 SOHC 6-cylinder  
232 cu in (3.8 l) AMC

PoWeR:   100 bhp at 3,600 rpm

toRQUe:    185 lb/ft (24.5 kgm-251 Nm)  
at 1,800 rpm

WHeeLBAse:  93.5 in (237.5 cm)

tRAnsMIssIon:  3-speed x 2 speed transfer

and equipped with new engines with lower 
consumption and emissions. The second 
alternative, endorsed by the executive vice-
president Gerald Meyers, involved an overhaul 
of the car component of the AMC line-up. 
This would reduce 
investment to that strictly 
needed to develop a 
limited number of new 
engines that could be 
used by all AMC group 
brands. However, the 
departments dedicated to American Motors 
projects would be retained. 

The latter alternative was selected. 
Consequently, the strong revenues generated 
by the Jeep® operations 
were used to keep 
American Motors afloat. 
The operations of the Jeep® 
department were flying high. 
In 1977, the Golden Eagle 
was introduced into the CJ 
line. It was characterized, 
among other features, by a 
refined color combination in 
shades of brown, a transfer 
drawing of an eagle with 
spread wings on the hood, 
gold-colored rims, and  
an elegant interior finish.  
The list of optionals for 
the CJ had grown beyond 
measure. The Jeep® could 
be ordered directly from the 
factory already equipped 
with air conditioning, CB 
radio, front disc brakes, and 
adjustable steering wheel. 
The Cherokee line was 
broadened and updated 
with the introduction of 
the four-door body. The 
Wagoneer was equipped 

with even more exclusive accessories and 
even the pick-up line was enhanced with  
new versions. 

In 1977, Jeep® sold 124,843 vehicles in the 
United States, four times as many as in 1970, 

and the activities of the 
foreign subsidiaries were 
on a roll. For example,  
in Iran, the brand’s 
market share was 75 
percent; in Venezuela, 
the plant had to be 

expanded to meet demand; a plant capable 
of producing 12,000 Jeep® vehicles per year 
was built in Egypt; and in 1978, work was 
started to convert the AMC-owned Canadian 

In 1977, Jeep® sold 124,843 
vehicles in the United states, 

four times as many as in 1970.
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industrial site of Brampton, which was 
outfitted to build the Jeep® CJ-7. 

In 1978, Gerald Meyers became the CEO 
of AMC. The group faced severe headwinds 
and Meyers had adopted a strategy that 
involved signing an agreement with Peugeot 
to produce French-designed vehicles at the 
AMC plant in Kenosha 
in the US – he judged 
that the AMC dealers 
couldn’t survive by just 
selling Jeep® vehicles 
alone. The US-built 
French cars would have 
been an interesting 
new line for AMC. When the negotiations 
with Peugeot had reached their final stages, 
Renault came into the picture, entering into 
negotiations with Meyers with proposals 
that were more in line with Meyers’ ideas 
than those proposed by Peugeot. It was said 
that, just hours before concluding the final 

agreement with the latter, Meyers approved 
the analysis of Renault’s proposal. In the end, 
he deemed it to be more favorable to AMC 
than the proposal discussed with Peugeot. 

In January 1979, Meyers announced to 
the press the terms of the contract sealed 
with Renault: AMC would sell the French 

company’s products 
in the United States 
and most of Canada, 
while Renault would 
sell Jeep® and AMC 
vehicles in France 
and British Columbia. 
Relations between 

the two partners would become somewhat 
different from what Meyers had envisaged. 
Nevertheless, in 1979, Jeep® sold 207,642 
vehicles in the United States, an all-time  
high that surpassed, albeit by only about  
one hundred units, the number of cars  
sold by AMC.

The Jeep® Renegade and Golden 
Eagle were much loved in Italy.  
In most cases, they were 
powered by a diesel engine.

It was precisely in 1978  
that Gerald Meyers became  

the ceo of AMc.
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