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HoryHcnryFord Savcd the Jeep

Cast-Iron Charlie
DetroitFreePress June 30,1939, storyon the Ford 9N intrcduction.

Charles Sorensen was a force in early automotive history, almost
equal to that of his boss. His innovations in rnetallurgy earned
him the nicknarne"Cast-lron Charlie'i His skills included nr:t only
engineering, but production expertise, too. As America went to
war for the second time in the Fienry Ford era, Sorensen found
hinrself in charge of military contracts, includinq the building of
the 824 bomber. The planes, conrposed of 488,000 plus parts
were, by the wart end, being produced at the rate of one per
hour. He was also overseeinE the building of the Army's 7a ton
truck, aka, the military jeep.

The Ending of a Forty-Year Relationship
Sorensen's book, My Forty Years with Fard, details the sad

e ircumistances of Henry Ford forcing hirn out of the company in
1943. Tragically, Ford's son Edsel, who had been heading the
company, died and the old rnan had assumed responsibility for

BarryThomas

running the company again. Sorensen, fearing that Forej's mind
was unstable, told him that he needed to bring his oldest
grandson, who was serving in the Navy, home to run the
company. l"lenry ignored Sorensen and appointed himself
Edsel's replacement. Mrs. Ford was finally abie to convlnce Mr.

Ford that he had to give up the leadership" But Sorensen knew
he was no longer a part of the team that had been built over
forty years" Sorensen invoked the ret!rement deal he had made
in 1941 . Sorensen's departure caused great eoncern in Wash-
ington. He was aL:le to convince the governnient leaders, who
didn't trust Henry Ford, that his grandsons could bring stability
to the company" Shortly after Henry Ford's grandson was
released by the Navy and returned to head the company,
Sorensen headed to FIorida.

Why\Yillys-Overland?
Sorensen didn't stay retired for iong. Government officials and
other car manufacturers came knocking on his door. He was
the most famous and one ot if not the, highest paid production
exerutive of the time. The Defroit Free Press reported in June
1944 that Sorensen's last reported salary at Ford in 1942was
5220,000 ($4.0M in 2023 dollars) and Willys-Overland offered
him 552,000 annually ($880,000 in 2023 dollars) plus a huge
stock option. Clearly, he wasn't attracted by the salary. According
to at least one story, it was the jeep itself that sealed the deal. ln

aTttisWeek magazine article published In July 1945, just prior to
the civilian Jeep's introduction, Arthur Bartlett wrote the following:

"'Castlron Charlie,' as they call Sorensen in the autamative industry,

had been the pradudian genius of the Fard Allotar Campany far nearly

4A years when he resigned and retired about a year and c half ago.

Various industrialists began making him affers, trying to get him
bark into the making af cars. He turned them down. But then, one

day, Ward Canaday, chairman of the board of Willys-Overland,

tried a new farrn of persuasion. t"le sent Sarensen a Jeep.

Sorensen, of caurse, knew all about Jeeps frorn the manufacturing
standpaint. He had been making them at Ford. But now he began

to play araund with them as the ultimate consurner. He drave it
arouncl the farm...(h)e hauled things in it...{h)e used it as a
tradar...(h)e rigged attachments ta it... and had it.""da ather
jabs as a mabile power unif. And within three months, he had

adapted it as his past-war baby, and given up the idea of resting

any longer. He ncceptecl the presidency af Willys-Overland and
went ta work on the domesticatian of the Jeep far civilian uses".

Two of the most famous brands in the world are Ford and Jeep. Their existence is also linked to the same man, Henry Ford.

That Henry Ford created the Ford brand is obvious. That he is also responsible for the Jeep brand requires an explanation.

Henry Ford hated farm work. One of his life goals was to build a tractor that eyery fanner could aJford. In 1 9 1 9 , when Ford
Motor Company's stockholders didn't want him to build tractors, H.rry took his son, Edsel, and his righthand man,

CharlesE.Sorensen,andstartedanewcompany,Ford&Son,tobuildffactors. Fordsonuactorssoondominatedthesmall
ffactor market. In 1938, Henry met Harry Ferguson, inventor of the 3-point hydraulic implement lift, and the two shook
hands on adeal to build anewtype of tractor. H.*y sent Charles Sorensen, alongwith Ford engineers, off to designthe
new tactor. Unveiled in 1939, after only eight months of development, the Ford 9N series tractor with the Ferguson

3-point trydraulic lift system would revolutionize small acre farming.
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Fred Coldwellwrote of the picture accompanying the article:

"l imagine the photo af Sorensen in the JEEP is o publicity
photo taken some time before the Civilian Jeep lntroduction
an his CESAR form on )uly 1 8,1945. I alsa believe he awned an
MA jeep that he used an his farm during the wcr. Same prepra-
ductian CJ-2 jeeps, both Agriieeps and stamped JEEPs, were
tested on his farm during 1944 and 1945."

So even if the photo and the story were "staged", we do know
that Jeeps were on his farm at the time he made his decision.

'*,....

Phota fram This Week nagazine article showing Sorensen at the

wheel of a never-produced mode! that was the forerunner ofthe C.l-2A"

TheCivilianJeep
The World War ll rnilitary Jeep was an instant success, far out
reaching its purpose as a scout vehicle. Very early in the war, the
State Department began to study how the Jeep, as a substitute
farm tractor, could be used post-war to help feed a devastated
Europe. Willys-Overland (hereafter, Willys) began their own
testing and determined that the post-war Jeep would need
modifications to make it a truly useful farrn vehicle, Henry Ford,
the antiwar activist, had no need and no interest in producing a

civilian version of the Jeep.

Charles Sorensen, never a man to waste time, appears to have
immediately taken charge of bringing the civilian Jeep to market.
By July 1945, before the War had ended, Willys introduced the
Universal Jeep model CJ-2A in a demonstration held at
Sorensen's CESOR Farm. This was the same farm he had used
when testing the Ford 9N tractor"

The new CJ-2A was marketed to the returning Gl farmer who
had a small farm and who didn't own a tractor. Horses still
outnumbered tractors on the farm after the war and Willys
engineers had envisioned a Jeep that could take the place of
horses and mules, pulling ground-driven implements. But
within 14 months of the Ci-2A's introduction, Sorensen unveiled
a hydrauiic lift system for the Jeep that rnatched that of the Ford
9l\ tractor. Once again, the dernonstration took place on
Sorensen's farm.
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Love Hytlraulic Lift Performs on Cesor Farms

Photo taken from an srticle an the introduction ofthe i-paint hit{h that msde the Jeep a dir€ct campefitar ofthe Ford gtr! tractor

Only Sorensen could have made this happen. Suddenly the
Jeep was not a replaeement for horses, but a fully functional
tractor in the same class as the Ford 9N. lf a farmer in the i g40s
and the 1950s wanted a t"ractar with a hydraulic 3-point hitch,
he could buy a Ford tractor, a Ferguson tyactor or a Jeep. The
Jeep was the *nly farrn vehic|e that could be used as a truck, a
car, a mobile power $ource {for powering nrachines with a belt
or shaft) and a tractor"

While bringing in experts he had known at Ford, Sorensen
carefully constructed the design of the hydraulic lift to withstand
any patentfights, Ford Motor eompany and Harry Ferguson had
vigor*usly fought the big tractor ffianufacturers (and each
other) over patent infringements of the system that would
become tl're industry's :tandard. Jeep was n*ver sued for
patent infringement.

The hydraulic systern was an "add-an" that could simply be
bolted onto the J*ep without need for modifications. lt could
be installed at the factory, at the dealership or in the farmer,s
gaftge. This idea of cuEtomizingyou{ Jeep by adding aceesso-
ries to meet your n**ds (sr wirhes) is still with us today

TheUtilityline

Pttota tsken from the March 1946 Willys-Ovedand
finanrial report shawing the sroil1n wagan pratatyp€.
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Photo taken fram the March 7946 Willys-Overland financial report showing the
pickup truck prototype. (1 0)

Photo taken from the March 1946 Willys-Overland financial report showinE the

sedan delivery protatype.

Sorensen's biggest contribution to the Jeep brand wasn't the
hydraulic Iift. Jim Allen, writing in theWinter 2A21/2A22 issue of
The Dispatcher magazine, notes how Sorensen saved Willys
from itself. Willys'board and stockholders wanted a post-war
car. They saw the CJ-2,A as a mere sideline and not the purpose
of a real car company. Sorensen knew that Willys would never
be able to compete with the likes of Detroit's giants for resources,
including bodies" Sorensen wanted to create a line of utility
vehicles that could be assernbled from parts punched out by
appliance manufacturers: body panels would have minimal
curves and no intricate starnping. lt would make use of the
Willys 4-cylinder engine and the flat fender and slab sides
design of the military jeep to enable production to start right
away. The March 1946 Willys-Overland semi-annual frnancial
report lays out Sorensen's plan for a "Utility Line'i but also prom-
ises a future "fVlotor Car Line"when the time is right. By the time
this report is issued, Sorensen has been bumped upstairs and is
listed as the vice-chairrnan of the board.

Sorensen was actively involved in Willys only from 1944 ta 1946,
although he would be on the payroll into the 1950s. His"Utility
Line" of Jeep trucks, station wagons and panel trucks lasted into
the 1960s. Willys didn't have to rely solely on sales of the civilian
Jeep or compete in the car business and that move most likely
saved it from the fate of so many of the independent auto makers'

By 195'1, Willys had survived the post-war Detroit battles by
following Sorensen's plan of building on the basic utility vehicle
concept. They had avoided the costly annual model chanEes

and rnade changes to improve performance and efficiency, but
not style. But Willys leadership, who had been able to implement
Sorensen's plans, could no longer hold off calls from dealers and
stockholders who dernanded a car.

'1954 magozine ad for the Aero Willys. You remember the Aero Willys dan'tyou?

1952 saw the introduction of the Aero Willys, a cornpact sedan
in production until '1955. ln April 1953, Willys-Overland merged
with Kaiser-Frazer to form Kaiser-Willys. Kaiser-Frazer's Henry J

sales were faltering, and Henry Kaiser had to merge with someone
to stay in business. Willys-Overland was renamed Willys iVlotors lnc.

Patrick R. Foster in his book The Story of Jeep sums up what
happens next: "The sales organization called Kaiser-Willys,
existed as long as there was a Kaiser ear, which wasn't lcng. The
Willys ear was still enjoying decent sales, although it certainly
wasn't setting the world on fire. ln truth, the fate of both Wiilys
Mstors and Kaiser no longer rested cn their passenEer cars, but
rather on the continued success of the Jeep line:" (Emphasis the
author's)

One could argue that the names in the last statement could be
changed nine more times and it would still be true. From 'I945

until today, the Jeep brand ownership would change ten timesl
That must be a reeord"While many individuals deserve creditfor
preserving the Jeep brand for airnost eiEhty years, Charles
Sorensen deserves top billing.

Whatifl
Would the Jeep brand have survived for 80 years without the
intervention of Sorensen? We will never know. What we do
know is that Henry Ford dismissed Charles Sorensen and the
rest is history. /
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