By Doug Stewart

Hail to the jeep!
Could we have
won without it?

Part packhorse, part Swiss Avmy Knife, the
ubiquitous World War IT vehicle, with its

four-wheel drve, was up to almost anything

In the exigencies of wartime, the bredkdown of an
alive press in some out-ol-thesway villuge behind the
front lines can seem like a minor detaill. But to the
struggling farmers of a hill town in western Sicily in
1943, the failure of a locul villa's water-powered olive
press was a catastrophe. Mountains of olives had been
harvested. Now the whaole crop, its oil the town's life-
blood, was doomed 1o spoil.

As luck would have it. US. troops had just invaded
the island and had a jeep they didn't need. Why don’t
we put it to work crushing olives? the soldiers sug-
gested. But the press is on the villa's second Hoor, the
villagers pointed out. Perfect, said the G.1's; jeeps are
great at climbing stairs, When the staircase turned out
to be too narrow even for jeep trafhe, the ingentous
Yanks hoisted the vehicle up the stairs on is side, In
the days that followed, with 1ts rear end up on blocks
and a belt looped around a wheel. the jeep squeczed
44 tons ol olive oil.

A year earlier, when the hrst standardized jeeps
began rolling off assembly lines in Ohio and Michigan,
it is unlikely that anyone imagined the Army’s boxy
new scout car would soon be voming 1o the aid of
Italian cuisine. But from the beginning. the wartime
jeep—ilso known as a peep, beep, beetle bug, bliz

I'he flying jeep trick was a cinch, except when
overly boisterous soldiers misjudged the trajectory,

buggy. Leaping Lena and puddle jumper—proved it-
self an overachiever. One part packhorse, one part
Swiss Army Knife, the jeep carried out with aplomb an
improbable assortment of missions. It spearheaded
raids und towed disabled tanks, rushed stretchers lrom
the bartlefield and hauled crates of ammunition across
swinging bamboo bridges.

In the eyes of none other than Gen. George Mar-
shall, the Army’s square-cornered midget car was "this
country’s most important contribution to the war.”
I'he jeep, newspaperman Ernie Pyle concluded, "is a
divine instrument of wartime locomoton.” “"Good
Lord.” he wrote in a disparch from North Afnica in
1943, “1 don't think we could continue the wir without
the jeep. Ir does everything, It goes everywhere, It's as
farthtul as a dog, as strong as @ mule, and as agile as a
goat, It constantly carries twice what it was designed
tor and sull keeps on going, It doesn’t even ride o
badly after you get used 1o ir."

High praise indeed for a machine that was specked
by commuttee and mtended as a lightweght reconnais-
sance car, one that could haul a few supplies and
maybe tow a gun, As Late as 1940, with America begin-
ning to mobilize for war, the Army was still struggling
to mechanize its system of transport. “The humblest
ditizen rides proudly and swiftly to his work in his
Model T or his shivering Chevrolet,” wrote a disgusted
Army colonel at the tme. “The imfantryman alone,
sole contemporary of the sodden coolie or the plod-
ding Hindu, carries the supplies and implements of his
trade upon his stooping back or loads them upon
tworwheeled carts drawn by himsell or by a harassed
and hesitating mule.”

T'o be sure, trucks were useful in rear areas, bur they
hogged down easily and offered a tempting target 1o

In 1941 Senator James Mead shows oft the new jeep
by driving a load of noncoms up the Capital steps,

enemy gunners il they rumbled too near the from
lines. Motorcyeles were agile and low, but they made a
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e 94,

Before arnival of self-rescue winch kits

stuck jeeps had to wait Tor help from other vehicles

lfted the car’s back end clear off the ground. Tis weight
ceased 1o he an 1ssue

What did remam an issue was Bantam’s precanous
hnanoal health: o had recently closed down s assem
remanned. It was des

bly line, and only 15 employer

perate lor a g government contract. The Army
understandably, was nervous abour entrusting the na-
tional security ta Bantam's fragile capabilities. It had
taken the unusual step of inviting representatives of
Willys-Overland and the Ford Motor Company to
wiatch the held mmals, which they were domng with keen

nterest, sketchbooks in hand, To make sure they didn’t

Ships of the desert in battle against Rommel's Afrika

Korps, jeeps carry British Eighth Army commandos

miss anything, an officer handed out copies of Ban-
tam’s blueprints, Willys and Ford soon delivered their
own prototypes, both remarkably similar to Bantam'’s,
Ihe Army liked them all enough to place large ordens
with each ol the companies, Fleets of jeeps soon began
arrving at Army camps around the country for further
abuse. {(The nickname “jeep™ caught on quickly,
though 1ts derivation is obscure, Some attribute i to

acter named Eugene the Jeep who “was neither fowl

Model GP. Others cite a Popeye cartoon chay-

nor beast, but knew all the answers and could do maost
anything.” Most likely, it was a pejorative Army term
tor anything insignificant or not yet proven reliable,
like 4 new recruit or o rest vehicle,)

Spartan, cramped and unsuntingly [unctional, the
frst jeeps were n)lllv'l'lllu{ entirely new in the automo-
tive world. What other car had slats for an ax and a
shovel on the driver’s side? There were no doors, The
windshield wipers had to be pushed back and forth by
hand, The from fenders were metal slabs, the rear
tenders nonexistent, The springs were stiff; rumor had
And the nde: one
“something like falling down-

it there were no springs at all
reporter sard it was
stanrs.” But it performed like nothing else on wheels
Ihe jeep's secret was four-wheel drive, unheard of
ina vehncle barely 11 feet long, Each version of the
jeep was so equipped, as the Army specified, bur the
\\l“\\

again more powerful than called [or

bHO-harsepower "Go-Devil” engine was half
I'he result was
the peppiest, fastest and hardest-climbing car of the

three. To squeeze it under the new 2,160-pound weight
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Jeeps could be delivered via landing craft, but most
came disassembled in crates stacked in freighters

racket and were too fragile for bushwhacking, Looking
for a tougher, nimbler cross-country vehicle, the Army
had considered and rejected a stripped-down Maodel 1
fitted with airplane tires, @ variety of midger racing
cars, and a low, motorized gun platform whose driver
lay on his stomach and steered with his feer

Finally, in the summer of 1940, with the war in
Europe already raging, the Army drew up a list of
specifications for a "low-silhouette scout car.,” Weigh:
ing no more than 1,300 pounds and standing barely
three feet above the road with its windshield folded
down, the hypothetical vehicle sounded more like a 1oy
than an implement of war. The Army invited 135
manulacturers to use its specihcations and design a car.
Only two bothered. Throughout the 19305, the Ameri-
can auto industry had been moving toward longer,
heavier and more styvlishly streamlined cars: the wdea of
butlding httle slab-sided, open-air buggies seemed like
an umappealing step backward.

Amerncan Bantam of Butler, Pennsylvanin, best
known for a line of minicars thit got 45 mules to the
gallon, was first to deliver a prototype. Virtually all the
mechamical parts were standard off-the-shell compo-
nents, but the body was custom-made. Its fenders were
hand-htied; us hood was a reworked trunk lid from a
junked car. Bantam designer Karl Probst babied the
assemblage during its 250-mile shakedown drive to
Camp Holabird in Maryland by keeping to 25 mules an
hour the whole way.

Ihe Army's held wsters were not so tentative, In the
ensuing weeks they sent the car racng through sand

62

Crossing o river near Volterra, Laly, after a flash

flood, four jeeps are temporarily hors de combat

traps and over log roads, careening through a lovingly
tended 300-foot mud pit known as the Hell-Hole, and
fiying off the end of a four-foot-high loading platform,
at up 10 30 miles an hour. Alter some 5,400 miles of
old No. I's frame began 1o crack, but the
testers were impressed. The car's chief failing was that
it was hall again as heavy as the Army had specified. a

this abuse

problem that Bantam’s sales manager had sidestepped
carlicr by slyly underreporung some 600 pounds when
typing out his company’s bid to build a vehicle. The
matter was resolved ar the testing grounds one day
when a b-foor-3 cavalry general siepped forward and






