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 The Iconic Jeep   by Cal Applebee 
 
It has been almost eight years since I first wrote an edition of the Chronicles on 
the development of the iconic jeep vehicle.  With our second annual Jeep 
Junction coming up on Saturday, June 16th at Johnston Motor Company, I 
thought it might be time to revisit that topic. 
 
Back in the late 1930’s, as war clouds from across the pond were moving towards 
America, military leaders were already in the process of seeking options for 
replacing the tried & true cavalry horse as a means for transporting troops.  It 
was time to mechanize the ‘modern army’.  After experimenting with a variety of 
other platforms, the Army Quartermaster Corps settled on a concept they thought 
would do the job, and developed specifications and put out an invitation to 135 
different automotive manufacturers to submit bids and prototypes. Out of that 
effort, only two auto manufacturers responded:  American Bantam Car Company 
in Butler Pennsylvania and Willys-Overland in Toledo Ohio. 
 
Eventually, the Army realized that Bantam’s production capabilities would not be 
able to keep up with the anticipated volumes of vehicles they would be ordering, 
so Willy’s continued with its prototype, and the Army eventually talked Ford 
Motor Company into also participating 
 
With the production constraints of Bantam, they were eventually dropped from 
the contracts after delivering just shy of 3,000 vehicles. Both Willys-Overland 
and Ford Motor Company went on to produce jeeps for the military thru mid-
1945, with Willys producing approximately 348,849 units and Ford producing 
approximately 277,878 units.   
 
After the war, American Bantam Car Company went on to manufacture a variety 
of other steel products, but never entered the automotive industry again, and 
eventually faded into oblivion in the mid-1950’s.  Ford Motor Company wasn’t 
interested, at the time, in continuing jeep production, and went back to their own 
passenger car and truck efforts in the post war years.  Willys-Overland realized 
the importance of the jeep vehicle that came out of the collaborative effort during 
the war, and even before war’s end, had started re-designing both the vehicle as 
well as uses for marketing, and in late 1945 and into 1946 began manufacturing 
the now famous CJ2A, both for the American market as well as overseas, where 
the jeep vehicle already had a lot of acceptance and credibility  
 
Though developed for military use initially, the civilian models would go on to 
unprecedented success for nearly eighty years, at current production. Not only 
does the original Jeep platform still exist, albeit considerably more refined from 
it’s origins, the Jeep has spawned a whole new genre of vehicles that evolved over 
time to the SUV market, with multiple clones following suit. 
 



In addition to the significant impact this little vehicle has had on automotive 
heritage, it also had an impact in the medical field. According to an article which 
ran in the February 28, 1944 edition of Time magazine, “Jeep Disease” was the 
name given by doctors for a disorder resulting in a congenital cist on a man’s 
spine – caused by the harsh ride of a military jeep! They don’t ride much different 
today. 
 
You can view multiple examples of this vehicle heritage at the Museum’s second 
annual event to celebrate the creation of the jeep, and the iconic vehicle it has 
become.  Military jeeps, CJ’s and Wranglers will be on display at Jeep Junction, 
and I hope you’ll be able to join us. You’ll see bone-stock vehicles, serious off-
road variations and a variety of restored military jeeps. Both Ford and Willys 
examples will be present, including one 1942 Willys from Eugene, restored as a 
US Army Air Force ‘follow me’ jeep. 
 
You can learn more about military jeep heritage (as well as other military 
vehicles) by visiting the website for Military Vehicle Preservation Association at 
www.mvpa.org, and you can learn more about the Oregon Coast Military 
Heritage Museum by visiting www.oregoncoastmilitaryvehicle.com.  


