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tHe JeeP® stoRY tHe AXIs PoWeRs

t
he Axis powers were already well aware 
of the existence of the Jeep® even 
before the United States entered World 

War II. The vehicle’s innovative features were 
much appreciated by the soldiers in the field, 
but assessments by the technical commissions 
of the Nazi-Fascist alliance’s member nations 
differed significantly for reasons that were 
both technical as well as doctrinal. 

In the jungles of the Pacific, where the 
Japanese had seized Jeep® and Bantam BRC 
vehicles from the Americans and the Dutch, 

the vehicle worked wonders, and was far more 
versatile than the Type 95 4x4 light vehicle 
that had been in service with the Japanese 
armed forces since the second half of the 
1930s. As a result, the Imperial Army’s Chief of 
Staff commissioned domestic manufacturers 
to develop a light truck that offered similar 
characteristics. The task was assigned to 
Toyota which, using some drawings as well as 
a number of seized units that they’d been able 
to examine, presented the AK10. The design 
was put together using what is now known 

tHe AXIs PoWeRs
Inspired by the Jeep® , the Axis nations  
designed similar 4X4 vehicles.

▲ General “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell 
(second right) pictured in a Jeep® 
in the Pacific. The chains on the 
four wheels are clearly visible.



2

tHe JeeP® stoRY tHe AXIs PoWeRs

as “reverse-engineering”, but in the past 
was simply referred to as “copying”: a seized 
Jeep® was taken to Japan and handed over 
to Toyota’s engineers, who reproduced the 
vehicle’s principal characteristics by adapting 
the mechanical components, chassis, and 
suspensions of Toyota cars and trucks that 
were already in production. 

The prototype, called the “Model AK”, 
was adopted by the 
Japanese Imperial Army 
as the Yon-Shiki Kogata 
Kamotsu-Sha (type 4 
compact truck), rated 
at 0.4 tons and put into 
production by Toyota in 
1942 as the AK10. It used Toyota’s 138 cu in 
four-cylinder Type C engine, the same as the 
one that was used on the Toyota AE sedan, 
and had a three-speed reduction transmission 
and front suspension with double cantilever 
leaf springs. The body was even more 
rudimentary than that of the Jeep® , with its 

inspiration taken partly from the Bantam (front 
end and fenders) and partly from the Jeep® 
itself (firewall and windshield). However, only 
its front end was made of steel, whereas the  
rear – the entire section behind the firewall, 
including the floor of the cab – was made  
of wood. 

The initial production models had square 
fenders and headlights mounted alongside 

the radiator; the final 
production models 
were, incredibly, even 
more basic, with a single 
headlight that was 
mounted centrally and 
single-fold fenders. Only 

a very limited number of units were produced 
and almost none were used operationally. 
After the war, Toyota used the AK10 as their 
inspiration to later develop the Land  
Cruiser family. 

Right from their very first contact with 
the vehicle, the Jeep® was also very much 

the design was put together 
using what is now known as 

“reverse-engineering”.

The rear end of the Toyota AK10, 
copied from the American Jeep® , 
was made of wood.
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appreciated by the Italians. A number of 
vehicles that had been seized in North Africa  
(in this case those taken from the British) 
were sent to Rome, to the Centro Studi della 
Motorizzazione (Motor Vehicle Research 
Center), and made available to Fiat technicians 
with a view to designing 
something similar. 
The Italian army even 
considered the need 
for two models based 
on the Jeep® – a lighter 
version, with a 67 cu in 
engine and mechanical 
components derived from the Fiat 508, and 
a heavier model, intended for senior officers, 
derived from the Fiat 2800 and equipped 
with a 2.8-liter six-cylinder engine. Unlike 
the Japanese project, neither of the two Fiat 
models managed to go into production: with 

the Kingdom of Italy concluding its armistice 
agreement with the Allies on September 8th,  
1943, both projects were shelved. This 
included the model with the 67 cu in 
engine, despite it being in its final stages of 
preparation at the Fiat factory in Turin. 

The Germans, who 
occupied Northern Italy 
and incorporated Fiat 
into their war industries, 
showed no interest in 
either model. Indeed, 
it is the attitude of the 
Wehrmacht technicians, 

those working for the armed forces of Nazi 
Germany, towards the Jeep® that is the most 
astonishing. The Landsers, the German 
infantrymen, were eager to get their hands 
on the seized Jeep® vehicles, while the official 
position was very dismissive – it almost 

Original technical drawings of the 
Fiat 585, one of the Italian models 
derived from the Jeep® .

Right from their very first 
contact with the vehicle, the 
Jeep® was also very much 
appreciated by the Italians.
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bordered on one of self-harm, since the 
Jeep® was perhaps the vehicle ideally suited 
to the innovative combat tactics based on 
the mobility and initiative of the small units 
employed by the Germans. In fact, the official 
position was more or less exactly the same 
as that expressed by the magazine Signal, 
published by Deutscher Verlag, a company 
that answered directly 
to the Oberkommando 
der Wehrmacht. Signal 
said: “… der sogenannte 
‘Jepp’. Konstruktion und 
Verwendungszwecke 
dieser in grosse Zahl 
erbeuteten Fahrzeuge entsprechen degne 
unserer Volkswagen…”, which translates 
as, “… the so-called ‘Jepp’ (sic). The build 
and use of these vehicles, which have been 
seized in large numbers, are similar to that 
of our Volkswagen.” This description was 
accompanied in Signal by a photograph of  
a Jeep® that had been seized in North Africa 
and reused by the Germans. 

In fact, if from a use standpoint there 
were no major differences (numbers aside, of 
course, since there were 50,788 Kübelwagen 
built compared to 662,727 Jeep® vehicles), 
when it came to the technical aspects the 
differences were immense and reflected 
the divergence in mentality between the 
two sides, both from a technical as well as 

a practical standpoint. 
The Volkswagen 
Kübelwagen, designed 
by Ferdinand Porsche, 
was a revolutionary 
vehicle. It was technically 
very advanced and, 

despite only being two-wheel drive (rear), had 
above-average mobility, achieved via a weight 
centering that favored the rear end, which was 
equipped with a self-locking differential. In 
addition, the vehicle had considerable ground 
clearance (11 in / 290 mm) thanks to the use of 
a portal rear axle and four-wheel independent 
suspension with transverse torsion bars. Its 
air/oil-cooled, overhead-valve boxer engine, 

When it came to the technical 
aspects the differences  

were immense.

The Axis troops were more than 
happy to reuse the Jeep® whenever 
the opportunity presented itself.
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which initially had a displacement of 60 cu in 
(23.5 bhp at 3,000 rpm), later increased (from 
March 1943) to 70 cu in (25 bhp at 3,000 rpm). 
Its load-bearing floor plate enabled the 
weight to be contained at 1,600 lb (725 kg) 
despite the integral folding roof and doors. 

Conversely, from a technical standpoint 
the Jeep® was far more traditional in 
comparison to the 
Kübelwagen. The 
German vehicle had a 
side-valve engine, solid 
axle suspensions with 
leaf springs, separate 
chassis and body that 
were held together 
with bolts, and a protective cover for the 
passengers that didn’t even have any sides. 
However, the cost of the Jeep® was far lower 
than that of its adversary: although it had a 
four-wheel drive, each Jeep® cost on average 
between US$740 and US$950, whereas the 
Kübelwagen came in at DM 2,782 (equivalent 

to approximately US$1,113 at the time). In 
addition, the Jeep® was robust and reliable, 
so much so that these characteristics became 
renowned even amongst those who did 
not know how to fully exploit the vehicle’s 
abilities. It was also exceptionally easy to 
repair, even using makeshift means: as 
previously mentioned, the German soldiers 

were more than happy 
to reuse the Jeep® 
against its previous 
owners whenever the 
opportunity presented 
itself. This was the  
case in Africa as well 
as in Europe, in Russia 

(Jeep® vehicles were also supplied in large 
numbers to the Red Army under the Lend-
Lease agreements), and in Asia. It should also 
be noted that the units that took possession 
of them were very reluctant to entrust the 
Jeep® vehicles to others, whether they were 
Japanese, Italian, or German.

General Montgomery of the 
British Army, pictured in a Jeep® 
used to carry wounded soldiers 
during Operation Husky.

the Jeep® was robust  
and reliable, so much so  

that these characteristics 
became renowned.
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cHeRoKee XJTHE JEEP® BRAND

t
he agreement that AMC signed with 
Renault at the end of the 1970s, 
although not perfect by any means, 

proved profitable for both companies, at least 
initially. The slowdown in the sales of Jeep® 
products that marked the early eighties was 
of no great surprise to the Toledo-based 
company. Indeed, it had already been looking 
into developing a completely new product line 
for some time, a model so revolutionary that 
it would go on to win an incredible number 
of accolades and awards for a vehicle of its 
kind, the last of which was awarded several 

decades after it was first developed. We’re 
talking about the Jeep® Cherokee XJ, which in 
2011 – ten years after the last vehicle came off 
the American production lines – was included 
among the “10 cars that refuse to die” by the 
magazine Kiplinger’s Personal Finance. 

The vehicle’s development began in 
1978, and it was one of the projects on 
which American AMC and European Renault 
technicians worked together right from the 
outset. Indeed, at the time Renault held 
a substantial proportion of the American 
manufacturer’s shares. With respect to the 

cHeRoKee XJ
A sleek new model consolidated the legend  
and fortunes of Jeep® .

▲ In the 1980s, the 
Cherokee represented  
a clear break from 
previous models.
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vehicle’s style profile, the design and creation 
of the body was entrusted to Richard A. 
Teague, AMC’s number two designer, who 
appointed Bob Nixon to lead the team 
responsible for the XJ’s innovative but classic 
look. The kinematic chain was designed by 
François J. Castaing, the 
same engineer who had 
been responsible for the 
development of Renault’s 
turbocharged Formula 1  
engines in the second 
half of the 1970s; the 
suspension system was designed by Roy Lunn, 
AMC’s Vice President of Engineering. 

The structure of the new XJ was extremely 
innovative, both by Jeep® standards – which 
until then had always used a separate chassis 

and body – as well as by the technology 
of that time. It consisted of two robust, 
pressed longerons welded under the floor 
of a monocoque body. This system, with 
sheet metal of appropriate thickness and 
specific welding methods, resulted in a 

structure that Jeep® 
named the “unibody”. 
It was essentially a 
perfect hybrid between 
a monocoque body 
and a conventional 
body separated from 

the chassis. It was a formula that Roy Lunn’s 
team had taken from concepts the US Army 
had developed jointly with Ford and the 
Edward Budd Manufacturing Company from 
Philadelphia for the M151. 

the design and creation  
of the body was entrusted  

to Richard A. teague.

Its all-welded unit body gave the Cherokee XJ 
a lightness that had never been seen previously 
with other models – it was advantageous both 
on and off-road.
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The result was a car that was light, 
very sturdy, and extremely versatile. It 
was subsequently even possible to use 
the Cherokee XJ, with its closed body, to 
develop the MJ Comanche, the pick-up 
truck variant with an open rear cargo bed. 
However, mindful of the problems that the 
independent suspension 
system had caused the 
M151 throughout its 
entire period of service, 
Lunn, right from the 
outset, considered the 
possibility of employing 
a pair of solid axles. The front axle was based 
on a Dana 30 axle anchored to the structure 
of the vehicle via four reaction struts and a 
Panhard bar, along with a pair of coil springs 
to provide shock absorption. For the rear 
axle, Lunn opted for a Dana 35 (Dana 44 or 

Chrysler 8.25 for certain models), with  
leaf springs. Both the front and rear were 
fitted with hydraulic double-acting gas  
shock absorbers. 

From a performance standpoint, the 
XJ performed sufficiently well even when 
equipped with the 2.5-liter AMC 150 gasoline 

engine (105 bhp) or the 
2.1-liter Renault J8S 
turbodiesel (85 bhp).  
The XJ was the first 
Jeep® model to feature 
this type of engine right 
from the outset, while 

it was decidedly rapid when powered by the 
2.8-liter V6 LR2 gasoline engine from General 
Motors. In the coming years, these engines 
would be succeeded by the 4.0-liter AMC 242, 
an inline six-cylinder gasoline engine (over  
the years increased from 173 to 190 bhp),  

the result was a car that  
was light, very sturdy,  

and extremely versatile.

The Cherokee XJ’s monocoque 
structure included two pressed 
sheet steel longerons, which 
formed a rudimentary chassis 
beneath the body floor.
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JeeP® cHeRoKee XJ DIeseL J8s 
BAse KeY sPecs

BUILt:   1984–2001

MAnUFActUReR:   American Motors Corp.

net WeIGHt:  3,285 lb (1,490 kg)

GRoss WeIGHt:  4,872 lb (2,210 kg)

DIMensIons:   165.3 in (419 cm)  
x 70.5 in (179 cm)

MAXIMUM sPeeD:  96 mph (140 km/h)  

FUeL cAPAcItY:  20 gal (76 l)

RAnGe:   484 miles (775 km)

enGIne:    Renault (Douvrin) L4 SOHC 
4-cylinder 126.2 cu in (2.1 l) 

PoWeR:   88 bhp at 4,200 rpm

toRQUe:    135 lb/ft (19.2 kgm-181.5 Nm)  
at 2,250 rpm

WHeeLBAse:  101.4 in (257.6 cm)

tRAnsMIssIon:  5-speed x 2 speed transfer

and a 2.5-liter diesel engine 
produced by the Italian 
company VM (the VM 425, 
114 bhp). The price was 
also particularly attractive, 
with the entry-level 4x4 
model with a two-door body 
available for US$9,995. 

Following its launch, 
the Cherokee XJ was 
voted Off-road Vehicle 
of the Year by America’s 
three foremost off-road 
vehicle magazines. More 
importantly, the response 
from the market was one 
of great enthusiasm: with 
the introduction of the 
Cherokee XJ in 1984, 
Jeep® sales in the United 
States and Canada almost 
doubled, with 171,036 
vehicles sold that year.  
In 1984, the sales of Jeep® 
products abroad also 
increased by 10%, totaling 
22,392 units. Following a 
very difficult period in terms 
of commercial success, 
Jeep® had regained a significant proportion 
of the market and, as a result, AMC’s profits 
for 1984 totaled US$15,000,000. Soon after 
the Cherokee, the new Jeep® Wagoneer also 
hit the market, whilst the 
models that originally 
bore these names, such 
as the classic (or full-size) 
Cherokee, went out of 
production. To avoid any 
confusion, the original 
Wagoneer was also given a new name: the 
Grand Wagoneer. 

The two-wheel drive variant of the 
Cherokee XJ came along almost straight after. 

It had the same practicality, robustness, and 
versatility as the 4x4 version, but the purchase 
price and running costs were lower, although  
it obviously did not offer the same mobility off-

road or on poor quality 
roads. The new model, 
which was much smaller, 
cost less and, above 
all, consumed far less 
fuel than the previous 
Cherokee. It boasted  

a passenger space that was only 10% less than 
that of the full-size model, but that was still  
far larger than that of its direct competitors, 
the Chevrolet Blazer and Ford Bronco.  

Following its launch,  
the cherokee XJ was voted  
off-road vehicle of the year.
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It was also the first Jeep® model to which the 
Product Lifecycle Management (PLM) criteria 
were applied, an approach whereby all of the 
product’s lifecycle phases were pre-planned. 
In this case, however, 
the forecasts fortunately 
turned out to be wrong, 
so much so that in 1993, 
when the PLM envisaged 
the replacement of the 
model with its natural 
successor (the Cherokee 
ZJ), it was decided that the Cherokee XJ 
would remain in production. It continued to 
be manufactured for another eight years, while 
the new model would still be added to the 
company’s line-up as the Grand Cherokee. 

Moreover, in 2001, when the Cherokee 
XJ was finally withdrawn from production in 
western countries to enter a well-deserved 
retirement – making way for its successor, 

the Liberty KJ – its 
production continued 
in China. There it was 
sold as the BJ 2500 or 
BJ 4000, an acronym of 
Beijng Jeep® 2,500 or 
4,000, depending on the 
engine displacement. 

In 2009, a model derived from the Cherokee 
XJ was introduced in China by BAW (Beijng 
Auto Works) under the name Qishi, equipped 
with a 2.0-liter (122 bhp) or a 2.4-liter (141 bhp) 
Nissan engine.

Two solid axles with coil springs on the 
front and leaf springs on the rear gave 
the XJ excellent mobility.

It was also the first Jeep® 
model to which the Product 
Lifecycle Management (PLM) 

criteria were applied.
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