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tHe JeeP® stoRY In-FIeLD UPGRADes

o
nce the Jeep® MB started being sent 
out to the various units, the American 
soldiers immediately realized that the 

vehicle could pretty much deal with anything 
they needed it for. The vehicle, already simple, 
agile, and light, also lent itself to being easily 
“improved” to make it more suitable for any 
particular need that might arise. The field 
workshops, when they weren’t busy working 
on major repair jobs, adapted any Jeeps® that 
had been involved in an accident or damaged 
in combat for use on a wide variety of tasks. 

Sometimes they adhered strictly to the 
original project plan, while others used a little 
“artistic license” to meet their requirements –  
they would use whatever was to hand to 
“cannibalize” other Jeeps® or motor vehicles, 
whether they be Allied or captured from  
the enemy. 

This trend started with the British in North 
Africa. The Jeep® vehicles that were assigned 
to the SAS units, intended to penetrate deep 
into the Italian-German rear, were lightened 
where possible and equipped with additional 

In-FIeLD UPGRADes
the Jeep® MB underwent several 
modifications to meet the soldiers’ needs.

▲ Some field modifications were 
quite simple; others, such as 
the Jeep® ambulance, had to be 
carefully designed.
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fuel tanks, fuel can holders, mounts for on-
board weapons, solar compasses, radiator 
expansion tanks, and a host of other minor 
modifications designed to optimize their 
performance in the field. 

As operations 
progressed, a number 
of other simple 
modifications – 
designed by various 
companies specialized in 
conversions – were added 
to those carried out in 
the field. In the United 
States, as early as during 
the prototype testing, more powerful weapons 
than the machine guns originally designated 
during the design phase were considered for 
the on-board ordnance. However, the various 
gun-mounted Jeep® prototypes showed signs 
of excess stress on the chassis and transmission 
components. As a result, versions of the Jeep® 
MB were developed to carry loads greater  

than the 550 lb (250 kg) approved by the US 
Army, including the Super Jeep® 6x6s and  
the Jeep® half-tracks. 

The first “specialized” variants to appear 
were the Jeep® 6x6s, meeting the requirement 

for greater load capacity 
(¾ ton compared to the 
standard MB’s ¼ ton) and 
more internal space – 
this requirement came 
from the Marine Corps 
to meet the need for a 
front-line ambulance. 
The new model, called 
the Willys MT Tug, was 

presented to the authorities towards the end 
of 1941, and news of its introduction, along 
with official photos, began to appear in the 
press in April 1942. The first truly operational 
prototypes received the official designation of 
“T-14 37mm Gun Motor Carriage“, reflecting 
their original purpose as a self-propelled 
platform for the 37 mm anti-tank gun. 

A number of other simple 
modifications – designed by 

various companies specialized 
in conversions – were added  

in the field.

The long-wheelbase Jeep® MBs were never 
produced by the car manufacturers, but 
were always developed in the field.
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In all truth, the military authorities 
were not terribly impressed with the initial 
prototypes. In the end, the US Army gave up 
on the idea of a Gun Motor Carriage based 
on the Jeep®, although this didn’t bring about 
an end to work on designing the Jeep® 6x6 
MT Tug. This Super 
Jeep®, the name by 
which it had become 
commonly known in the 
meantime, was used as 
the basis for developing 
armored vehicles (T-24 
Scout Car), troop transport vehicles with a 
pick-up style body, and even a tractor variant 
for semi-trailers, intended to serve as a service 
platform. The tests yielded satisfactory 
results, but the rate at which the needs of the 
various units changed ultimately discouraged 
the investment of further resources in the 

development of new Jeep® variants and 
encouraged the concentration of all efforts 
into the production of the MB. In reality, in the 
field, it was demonstrating that its robustness 
and versatility were capable of meeting  
99 percent of the needs of the military units 

engaged in the various 
theaters of operation. 

The extended 
chassis for the 6x6 
configuration were, 
however, used before 
the end of hostilities 

for the development of further, even more 
specialized, Jeep® variants, which were 
delivered to the military authorities between 
the end of 1943 and August 1944. The 6x6 
chassis was used, starting from the first half 
of 1943, to build a half-track version of the 
Jeep® to be deployed on operations in the 

A limited series of Jeep® 6x6s 
was developed to transport the 
37 mm anti-tank gun.

In the end, the Us Army gave 
up on the idea of a Gun Motor 
carriage based on the Jeep®  .
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far north and, in particular, to bases located 
in the Aleutian Islands. The initial prototypes 
(T-28 Jeep® Half Track, and T-29 Jeep® Snow 
Tractor) were built by Willys during the early 
months of 1943 by modifying an MT Tug, 
but Willys eventually 
had to stop its work on 
developing new models 
in order to devote all its 
resources to increasing 
production. The 
development of these 
Jeep® half-track variants was passed to the 
International Harvester Corporation. 

The T-28 and T-29 prototypes were 
followed by the T-29E1s (one produced 
by Willys, five by International) which were 
assigned for testing to the Mountain and 

Winter Warfare Board units stationed at Camp 
Hale in the Colorado mountains. The Jeep® 
vehicles were modified by replacing the front 
axle with a tubular component capable of 
being mounted with both wheels and skis, 

while on the rear a 4.75-
19 pneumatic wheel 
drove a wide rubber 
track with metal bars 
that provided traction 
on snow. The low 
ground pressure was 

more than adequate to ensure good mobility 
on soft, irregular surfaces, such as snow or 
mud. The results of the tests showed that, 
under operational conditions, the engine and 
drivetrain of the Jeep® caused no problems, 
but the rubber tracks wore out quickly. The 

Willys eventually had to  
stop its work on developing  

new models.

The most common modifications seen in the 
European theaters of operation were the 
front wire-cutting bar and the rear cargo rack.
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solution was to give Allis-Chalmers the task of 
developing a new snow vehicle, and it was this 
that was eventually chosen for production. 

A final point worthy of note, and which 
offers further testament to the versatility of 
the Jeep® MB’s design, is 
that of the “Rotabuggy” 
conversion developed 
by Raoul Hafner, a British 
helicopter pioneer. In 
1942, Hafner made a 
proposal to the British 
Airborne Forces Experimental Establishment 
to convert a Jeep® into a rotating wing 
glider. This proposal suggested that this new 
glider would have a load capacity of 3,500 lb 
(1,587 kg), a towing speed that could reach 
160 mph (257 km/h), and a conversion cost 
that would be much lower than the cost 
of producing a Horsa Airspeed glider. At 
least one prototype, made of plywood and 
plexiglass, was tested, initially with limited 

success towed by a Diamond T truck, then 
with greater success towed by a Bentley. 
Eventually, a test using three Bentleys as a tow 
truck succeeded in getting the Rotabuggy off 
the ground, but during one of the experiments 

the prototype flipped 
over on landing, 
damaging the rotary 
blade and causing one of 
the passengers to break 
several ribs. But the 
British were undaunted 

and continued their experiments by towing the 
Jeep® behind a Whitley bomber, completing 
60 test flights, each lasting 7–10 minutes, 
during which the Jeep® demonstrated that 
it could fly relatively safely at about 65 mph 
(104 km/h) and at an altitude of 400 ft (122 m). 
The landings were always smooth, “albeit 
precarious” (according to reports), hence why, 
in the end, priority was thankfully given to the 
new Hamilcar and Horsa MKII gliders.

The Rotabuggy was undoubtedly 
one of the most creative 
adaptations of the Jeep® .

the landings were  
always smooth,  

“albeit precarious”.
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B
y the end of the 1970s, the needs  
of the market were starting to look  
very different compared to those of 

1955, the year Jeep® launched the CJ-5.  
To this end, towards the latter months of  
1983, 12 prototypes of a new Jeep® intended 
to replace the glorious CJs had already  
been developed. 

By the spring of 1984, another nine new 
Jeep® YJs (the name given to the new 4x4), 
with the final versions of their bodies,  
were sent out onto America’s roads for 
endurance testing. 

These prototypes racked up a total of 
600,000 test-drive miles (965,600 km), proving 
the effectiveness of the new suspension, 
which was developed specifically to limit the 
vehicle’s chances of tipping over. The general 
suspension configuration of the Jeep® CJ, 
with its solid double axle and longitudinal 
leaf springs, was maintained, with anti-roll 
bars being added both to the front and the 
rear. The leaf springs were considerably wide 
and were mounted very close to the ends 
of the axles to counteract rolling as much 
as possible. Moreover, a particularly stiff 

WRAnGLeR YJ AnD tJ
two new Jeep® models received contrasting  
responses from the market.

▲ The Wrangler YJ wasn’t much 
different from previous models, 
with the exception of the radiator 
grille and the square headlights.
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calibration was chosen, making it possible to 
drive at any speed on good quality roads. 

The new set-up ensured excellent results, 
including from a durability standpoint. 
However, ride comfort was a particular 
weakness for the vehicle, as was the rather 
low, compressed stance. It was a far cry from 
the manufacturer’s 
off-road traditions, an 
issue that was further 
compounded by the 
15-inch wheels that were 
supplied as standard. 
The durability was 
ensured via the employment of the most 
advanced corrosion protection technologies 
available at that time. The kinematic chain, 
like the braking system and most of the 
mechanical parts, was derived directly from 

the components used on the new Cherokee, 
with the selectable Command Trac all-wheel 
drive and five-speed transmission. These were 
standard for the base model with a 2.5-liter 
four-cylinder fuel-injection engine (117 bhp 
at 5,000 rpm), and a three-speed automatic 
transmission was offered as optional for the 

version equipped with 
the 4.2-liter in-line six-
cylinder carbureted 
engine (112 bhp at  
3,000 rpm). 

The new Jeep®, 
called the Wrangler, was 

produced at the manufacturer’s Brampton 
facility in Canada and got its first public 
outing at the Chicago Auto Show in February 
1986. It was available for sale at Jeep® dealers 
from May 13th, 1986. The response from the 

the new set-up ensured 
excellent results, including 

from a durability standpoint.

The suspension on the Wrangler 
YJ still had solid double axles 
and longitudinal leaf springs.
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market was decent enough, but the new front 
end with seven-slot grille – which changed 
angle just below the headlight line – and 
the use of square headlights didn’t go down 
well with the majority 
of enthusiasts, who 
promptly rebaptized 
the YJ by changing its 
name from Wrangler to 
“wrongler”. 

Its sales, whilst 
keeping pace with the levels of the previous 
CJ-7, struggled to take off. The model always 
remained in the shade to a certain degree, 
not only with respect to the Cherokee, but 
also the Comanche pick-up, which was 
achieving better sales figures. In 1988, 46,264 
Wranglers were sold, compared to almost 
160,000 Cherokees. The model with the 
lowest sales that year was the luxurious Grand 
Wagoneer (16,288 units), but it was a far 

more profitable model for the manufacturer. 
The range was gradually updated with the 
appearance of special versions, new engines 
and so on, but these revamped YJs failed to 

make a mark. The front 
end never met with the 
market’s approval, but 
the manufacturer refused 
to acknowledge this. 

When the TJ 
appeared in 1996 – with 

its appealing round headlights, the decision 
to discontinue the prominent angle in the 
center of the grille, and a sinuous hood that 
brought back memories of the CJ-5 – it took 
less than a day for Jeep® enthusiasts to forget 
all about the YJ. Indeed, in addition to being 
objectively more pleasing on the eye, the TJ 
was also much more comfortable thanks to 
the new suspension which, whilst keeping 
the solid double-axle, had four coil springs 

It took less than a day for  
Jeep® enthusiasts to forget  

all about the YJ.

Round headlights were 
reintroduced with the Wrangler TJ. 
The suspension was composed of 
solid double axles and coil springs.
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JeeP® WRAnGLeR tJ 4.0i KeY sPecs

BUILt:   1996–2007

MAnUFActUReR:   Chrysler Jeep® / Daimler 
Chrysler LLC

net WeIGHt:  3,241 lb (1,470 kg)

GRoss WeIGHt:  4,354.13 lb (1,975 kg)

DIMensIons:   152.76 in (388 cm)  
x 68.5 in (174 cm)

MAXIMUM sPeeD:  108 mph (174 km/h)   

FUeL cAPAcItY:  19 gal (72 l)

RAnGe:   341 miles (549 km)

enGIne:    L6 SOHC 6-cylinder  
241.7 cu in (3.96 l) “Hurricane”

PoWeR:   177 bhp at 4,600 rpm

toRQUe:    218 lb/ft (31.1 kgm-296 Nm)  
at 3,500 rpm

WHeeLBAse:  93.3 in (237 cm)

tRAnsMIssIon:  5-speed x 2 speed transfer

instead of leaf springs. 
The new components 
were developed by the 
Platform Team responsible 
for the development of 
the Cherokee and Grand 
Cherokee models, and 
were combined with a 
suspension arm geometry 
derived directly from that 
used on these two models. 
In addition to increased 
comfort, the new suspension 
also offered superior road 
holding and increased  
wheel excursion when 
driving off-road.

The vehicle’s interior 
had been modernized, with 
a look that was something 
of a far cry from the 
traditional “utility” category 
roots of Jeep® vehicles, an 
aspect that caused some 
disapproval among the 
more traditional enthusiasts. 
Special attention had also 
been paid to the safety 
features employed on the TJ: 
the roll-bar was equipped with an additional 
strong full-curve arch which also protected 
the two rear-seat passengers. The TJ’s design 
had also been carefully 
thought through from a 
comfort standpoint – for 
the first time in a Jeep® 
of this category, the air 
conditioning system 
wasn’t considered a 
merely complementary 
element, but was designed along with the 
vehicle with the appropriate pipes and ducts 
being optimally positioned to guarantee 
maximum efficiency in all situations. 

The engines were effectively the same 
as those offered on the YJ series: a 2.5-liter 
115 bhp four-cylinder engine and a 4.0-liter 
180 bhp in-line six-cylinder engine, which 

gave the revamped 
4x4 respectable off-
road performance as 
well as boasting lower 
fuel consumption and 
emissions in comparison 
to its predecessors. The 
diesel version, even 

if it was initially considered, was ruled out 
right from the outset of the project. This was 
strange, to say the least, since before the 
TJ’s development had come to a conclusion, 

the tJ’s design had also been 
carefully thought through from 

a comfort standpoint.
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the Platform Team was already working 
on a project for the new WK series Grand 
Cherokee. This model, like the Cherokee XJ 
and KJ, featured this type of engine right  
from the start. 

Nor was the 
possibility of a long 
wheelbase version  
of the TJ considered,  
and the extended 
wheelbase version –  
the Wrangler Unlimited –  
was only introduced in the early years of 
the new millennium when the model had 
reached its swan song. Indeed, it wasn’t until 
2003, as the time for replacing the Wrangler 
TJ approached, that Jeep® expanded its 
range with the introduction of the Wrangler 
Unlimited (known as the LJ), which mirrored 

the TJ in almost every way, but featured a 
wheelbase that was 9.8 in (25 cm) longer. The 
LJ remained in the catalog listings until the  
TJ went out of production in 2007, at which 

point it was replaced  
by the new JK. 

This new vehicle 
incorporated and 
updated the look that 
had made the TJ so 
successful, with round 
headlights, a stronger 

off-road orientation, a diesel engine option 
being available right from the outset (a type 
of engine that, even then, was starting to 
generate some apprehension in the States), 
and the availability of a long wheelbase 
version, the JK Unlimited, also from  
the very beginning. 

The Wrangler TJ performed 
excellently off-road, much like 
all other Jeep® vehicles.

the LJ remained in the catalog 
listings until the tJ went out  

of production in 2007.
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