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In the immediate post-Second World War period, the ubiquitous ‘jeep’
continued to serve the Australian Army as the standard light-weight 

1/4-ton truck. Although thousands were disposed of, enough were retained
for initial mobilisation requirements should another global war erupt. 

By Michael K. Cecil #11344, Colbert, Washington
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The Department
of Supply also
tested two
Austin Champs
powered by the
Austin A90
engine. This is
chassis number
WN1-15005
registered as C-
67997. Both
vehicles were
returned to the
UK after testing
was completed. 

In December 1951, a proposal was
put forward to award a contract to
General Motors-Holdens - the
Australian arm of General Motors
Corporation – for the design and
manufacture of a 1/4-ton military
truck. The principle justification for the
project was the uncertainty of the
supply of vehicles from the United
Kingdom (UK) in time of war. But the
proposal was never seriously considered,
as the government’s then-policy was to
procure all materiel requirements from
‘overseas sources’. This, in effect, meant
from the UK due to existing
standardisation agreements with the
British War Office and for financial
reasons. 
As a result, the Army requested that

an example of the current British Army
‘combat ¼ ton truck’ be obtained and
tested to ensure their suitability for
Australian service. The Australian
Department of Supply consequently
obtained an Austin WN1 Champ (FV1801) for
trials in 1953-54. Registered C-70749, it was given
a thorough series of trials in different climatic
regions, including severe tests in tropical
Queensland in
conjunction with
a Saracen APC,
Ferret Mk.1
scout car, and a
1 ton Humber
GS truck. 

The old and the new: the Austin Champ, bogged
during the tropical trials, with the comparator
jeep standing by in the background. The Austin
Champ was purchased to supplement existing
stocks of jeeps, rather than as a replacement. 
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The trials pushed the Champ to the limit. Here
a Diamond-T wrecker is used to extricate the
Champ from a jungle creek crossing.

The mobility trials in tropical Queensland included traversing mud flats, both with and without a trailer.

trials, they were returned to the UK. Although
demonstrated to the Australian Army, they were not
trialled on their behalf, and were never in Army
service.
The trial for the Army included mobility across
mud flats and along wet jungle tracks, both un-
encumbered and towing a ‘Trailer, 8-cwt, (Aust)
No.4’ loaded with sandbags. One mishap with
the trailer on a slippery track resulted in a
collision with a tree that tore the towing frame
off the trailer, and damaged the left side of the
Champ. On other occasions, the Champ was
subjected to bogging on mud flats and at least
one drowning in a jungle creek.
The trials were concluded in early 1955,

and the report distributed in June. Although
several defects were detected, the basic vehicle
was considered acceptable for Australian service,
provided some minor modifications were
incorporated in the production vehicles.
Subsequently, contract demand CD-50039 for
400 Austin Champs was placed with the British
Ministry of Supply. The vehicles supplied had
sequential chassis numbers from WN1-15751
to WN1-16150. These were allocated
Australian Army registration numbers from

Two other Austin Champs, chassis numbers
WN1-15002 and WN1-15005 and fitted with
Austin A90 engines rather than the standard Rolls-
Royce B40, were tested by the Australian
Department of Supply. At the conclusion of the
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Mud, and more mud!
Bogged yet again, the
crew await recovery by
the wrecker. The trials
included monitoring of
the temperatures in the
engine, transmission
and differentials, with
temperature probes
connected to large
gauges mounted on the
dash panel.

A major mishap occurred during the trials when the Champ, towing a fully-laden 8-cwt trailer, ran off the
road and side-swiped a tree, breaking the trailer A-frame and severely damaging the left side of the Champ.

104350 to 104749,
though the chassis
numbers were not
assigned registrations in
any sequential order.
The trials vehicle, once
repaired and a
modification kit from
the UK was installed,
was also permanently transferred to the Australian
Army when the trials project was formally closed in
October 1955.
The Austin Champ was initially accepted into

Australian service as the ‘Truck, 1/4-ton, CT, Austin,
Mk.1’. The ‘CT’ was a British War Office
classification indicating a combat vehicle, that is, one
specifically built for military purposes. As the
terminology was not in use in Australia, the
nomenclature was changed on 4 February 1959 to
‘Truck, Command Reconnaissance, Austin Mk.1’. 

The Austin Champ was not a particularly
popular vehicle with Australian troops. It was
considered by many users to be overly complicated
and difficult to service. There were also questions
about its stability in rough going, the common
consensus being that it had an alarming tendency to
roll over when cornering. This latter criticism
appears to be more a case of excessive speed and
mishandling by personnel used to the stiffness of a
jeep’s suspension, rather than any inherent instability
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The panel damage was extensive, with
the side panel bent inwards and the
dash panel warped and twisted. The
Champ was still mobile, however, and
was able to complete the trials.

When first issued in the mid-1950s, the Austin Champ was used by regular army
combat units such as 1st Armoured Regiment (Tank). It is towing a US-built 1/4-ton
trailer, a Lend-Lease item still in service well after the end of the Second World War.

Users were critical of the
tendency of the Champ to roll
over when traversing rough (and
not-so rough) country. This one
has come to grief at the hands of
a reserve soldier serving with
4th/19th Prince of Wales’s Light
Horse Regiment in the early
1960s – to the apparent
amusement of his mates! Once
the Land Rover was introduced
into service, the Champ was
quickly relegated to serving with
reserve units such as 4th/19th,
before being declared obsolete
and disposed of in the mid-1960s.

in the Champ’s independent
suspension design.
The Australian Army also equipped

several Champs with stretcher frames
for use as forward area ambulances, and
a single Champ was fitted
experimentally with an M40A1,
106mm Recoilless Rifle. One vehicle
was held at the Army Design
Establishment and used for trials such
as deep fording and the fitting of
various configurations of Larkspur
wireless equipment. 
With the acceptance of the Land

Rover Series 2 in the late 1950s as the
Army’s standardised 1/4-ton (and
shortly afterwards, 3/4-ton) truck, the
Austin Champ was quickly relegated to
a second-line status on issue to mainly
reserve units. As greater numbers of the
Land Rover became available, the
Austin Champ was withdrawn. They
were all disposed of in the mid-1960s. 
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One vehicle, registration 104710, 
was retained at the Army Design

Establishment for trials and testing.
It is seen here fitted with a suite of

Larkspur wireless equipment. Various
combinations of the Larkspur ‘C’, ‘B’

and ‘R’ series wireless sets were
mounted in the Champ.

An unusual
overhead
perspective 
of the 
Austin
Champ
equipped
with
Larkspur
wireless
sets.


