
Story of the World’s First ATV: The Twin-Engine Jiger 

 

Vintage ATV history is difficult to trace. Documentation is scarce, most people from the era have 
unfortunately passed away, and at this time 60 years later, oral history is speculation at best. However, 
we believe an invaluable piece of transportation history has found its way into our lives.  

 

 

Inventing a New Genre 

A world before side by sides, 4-wheelers and even 3-wheelers is difficult to imagine. In today’s world, 
consumers have thousands of choices when it comes to ATV’s. They are powered by a variety of small 
engines and transmissions that have been continuously developed for over half a century. The modern 
ATV provides as much reliability and nearly as many features as an automobile. 

In the late 1950’s when the earliest baby boomers were reaching teenage years, the ATV market didn’t 
even exist. Many families, including our own, hand built go karts out of old lawnmowers or purchased 
dirt bikes. John Gower of Toronto, Canada envisioned a vehicle that would transport the masses into the 
great outdoors while serving as a workhorse. 

 

In an interview with the Toronto Star newspaper for August 18th, 1961 Gower was explaining the origin 
of his vision. It took place during 1949 while working at a job cutting timber, and he mentioned, “I had 



to walk 5 to 10 miles through deep snow to the job. I wasted a lot of time, and I was pretty tired when I 
got back to camp.” Although he did not immediately craft the vehicle, it became clear when the time 
was right says the reporter, “He became more anxious for success – worried that somebody else might 
beat him – as he has watched a weird parade of craft sputter by: Skidoo, Amphicar, Snowbug, Jeep, 
Bombardier, Bug, Scoot, Tote Goat, Autoboggan, Trailster, to name a few.” 

 

Beginning in 1959, Gower started bringing his vision into reality. This unique vehicle looked like a 
bathtub sitting on 6 wheels. It was crudely made, with the main framework being chicken wire hidden 
by body filler. As high horsepower lawn and garden engines and transmissions did not exist, Gower 
utilized two 5 ½ HP chain saw engines for the driveline. The idea was simple: one engine per each side of 
the vehicle. Power was sent to the wheels through a variety of CVT clutches and bicycle-sized chain. In 
this early prototype, the chains did not fit inside the vehicle and rather were on the outside of the body. 
A small headlight, as if an afterthought, was bolted to the top of the mighty yellow painted ATV. Later 
changes were mounting the chains inside the vehicle’s body, which was now made of fiberglass. 

 

This revolutionary machine would be called the Jiger. John Gower’s birth name was Jack Rempel. Jiger is 
a play on names Jack, John, Gower and Rempel. Add an “I” and an “e” in between and you have Jiger. 

Newspapers and magazines rushed to cover the story, and it spread like wildfire. Reporters described 
their ride in the Jiger as a completely new experience, and detailed the endless number of uses for such 



a vehicle. Jiger most notably appeared in the Toronto Star two times in August 1961, Popular Science in 
December 1961 and Mechanix Illustrated in April 1962. North America was instantly put on the map as 
home of the ATV. 

It’s very likely the first prototype is the unit showcased in the Toronto Star, most recognizable by its 
short entry ways and grab handles. According to a member of 6x6world website forum, their uncle 
helped build the fiberglass components for Jiger in the 1960’s. He mentioned the side entries were 
redesigned to be taller, as they were susceptible for taking in water. During this time the grab handles 
were removed. This revised design is shown on the cover of Popular Science just four months later. 

 

The old design was still represented in Mechanix Illustrated in April of 1962, but in those times, news 
media was much slower than it is today. It was common for news sources to share the same exact 
photographs and articles, but it still took many months for each magazine to publish them. In print 
media, everything had to be planned ahead of time which made recent news not-so-recent. 

Following the hype of the Jiger, North American militaries were eager to get their hands on one. The US 
Army Tank Automotive Center conducted testing of the Jiger alongside its first competitor, the Terra-
Gator built by Andy Stewart Incorporated of South El Monte, California. Testing took place at Tomahawk 
Hills in Pontiac, Michigan during October 1962. Unsurprisingly, the Jiger performed pretty well. It was 
noted the rear-mounted fuel tank made it very rear heavy, and the driver had to get out of the vehicle 
during extreme grades, likely controlling the Jiger from the outside. The Terra-Gator suffered 
mechanical failures. Military demonstrations with the Jiger continued until at least May 1, 1963. 



 

Following extensive military testing, Gower continued to refine his amphibious ATV. The previously 
mentioned 6x6world user claimed that his father received one of the prototypes, so it is assumed the 
unknown number of prototypes were either dispersed between employees, or broken down for parts to 
use on other Jiger projects. We can’t imagine more than a few prototypes were ever built. 

The First Production ATV  

After a decade of dreaming and years of testing, John Gower was finally ready to release his product to 
the world. Jiger was officially the first company to ever produce an all-terrain vehicle. We estimate this 
to be sometime between summer of 1963 and early 1964, because changes were made directly after 
military testing, such as moving the fuel tank to the front section. Its filler neck was on the top body 
right where you’d imagine a headlight would mount.  

 

Most changes to Jiger’s design were in the rear section. A large cutout was made for the twin engine’s 
exhausts, and just below it was an indentation to fit an optional propeller for use in the water. We 
cannot confirm the exact number of twin engine Jigers produced. Given our experiences and research in 
the vintage ATV world, we believe total production was approximately 20 units. This is based on an early 
photograph of the Jiger factory. It showcases a room filled with twin engine Jigers that stand out due to 
their unique body design, and approximately 20 units are in various stages of assembly. We believe all of 



the units were built at the same time, or within a very short period of one another before being 
dispersed throughout North America.  

For example, we know that Starcraft of Topeka, IN produced around 50 ATV units with sequential serial 
numbers. All of them were built in 1971, just 7-8 years after the Jiger. Dozens of surviving examples have 
been spotted just in the last few decades. Many 6x6 ATV manufacturers claimed to have produced 
hundreds to thousands of a specific model, but if there is only a handful of survivors, the production 
number is likely exaggerated.  

 

Jiger Serial #MC319 – A True Survivor 

Jumping to fall of 2021, our Mudd-Ox online museum section was up and running. We regularly receive 
emails from ATV owners looking to sell their units, offering information, or to simply ask questions. On 
this particular day, an individual reached out to explain they’ve owned a twin engine Jiger since 
childhood… and were looking to sell. 

We have spent decades looking for a twin engine Jiger. With such low production numbers, we had 
never seen or ever heard of a surviving example in the last couple decades. However, we tried not 
getting too excited. It wouldn’t be the first time we received a similar email, and it ends up being a Jiger 
model Twin-Six. Although the name sounds correct, the Twin-Six was actually a single engine model, and 
it was mass produced by the hundreds. The true twin engine Jiger is a holy grail Smithsonian-level of 
importance artifact that we could never find. 

Hesitantly dialing the phone, we called the individual. He answered – and changed our world. 



 

This was not an average Jiger owner. His father started the very first Jiger dealership in the United States 
with serial #MC319. It was the first production ATV ever imported, and served as the dealer 
demonstration unit. #MC319 quickly became a favorite of the family’s children, one of whom is now 
grown up and sent us the infamous email. He and his brother would spent hours on end driving it 
around their property and across the local lake. 

 

One of their favorite pastimes in the Jiger was to cause utter chaos. One brother would lie on the 
ground while the other would patiently wait in the ATV. Once a car would drive up the road, the Jiger 
operator would run over his brother. It sounds horrible, but the Jiger is very lightweight and ground 
pressure is dispersed over 6 wide tires. Even Jiger themselves marketed running over people. An 
unknowing and terrified motorist would jump out of their vehicle to see if the child was still alive, as he 
would play dead until they leaned over him. Then he’d jump up and scare the daylights out of the victim 
before running off. It was all fun and games until their dad got a knock on the door from a few 
disgruntled drivers. 



 

Although a very neat vehicle, early Jigers had their fair share of design flaws. Because of its twin engines 
setup, one per side, it was difficult to keep everything operational. Getting two carbureted engines 
started and idling was a challenge. Not to mention crudely designed clutches and belts trying to work in 
synchrony. If the brothers were motoring across the lake and one engine failed, the Jiger would simply 
drive in circles until the second engine decided to run, or if they admitted defeat and paddled their way 
back to shore.  

 

Eventually, the family decided enough was enough. Double engines meant double the trouble, and the 
newer single-engine models were more user-friendly. They could simply transplant the modern setup 
into their beloved demo unit, and continue having fun. The twins made it out, but the single never made 
it in. As decades passed, the Jiger continued to sit upside down in the yard. Eventually the family 
decided the project would never come to fruition, and it was time to sell. 



 

We are extremely grateful for all of the events leading up to 2021. Although now partially disassembled, 
the original family preserved #MC319 for almost 60 years. Since picking up this unicorn ATV, we have 
cleaned it up and began to research as much information as possible to ensure an accurate and quality 
restoration. It’s an honor to have this Jiger in our collection of amphibious ATV’s. 

 

Other Twin Engine Survivors 

In 2022, two other early Jiger’s appeared on Facebook. Their serial numbers are simply 53 and 62, and 
are not accompanied by any letters. It adds to the mystery of how many units were actually produced. 
It’s not uncommon for manufacturers to use a non-sequential serial numbering system. Number 53 is 
complete and has been in the same family for decades. Number 62 was recently purchased as a 
disassembled project that is missing its engines. 



 

 

There are photographs from circa 2003 of another twin engine unit. However, this is the last time that 
anyone in the community has heard of it. 

In terms of unverified survivors, there are numerous posts from internet forums where users claim to 
own a twin, or know of one. It’s likely there are half a dozen survivors, but this cannot be verified until 
pictures surface.  

 



Jiger Resources 

One of the greatest places for information is http://www.jigeratv.ca which is a website operated by 
Wayne Edel, who is John Gower’s grandson. Wayne also created a Facebook page and group for sharing 
pictures, video and technical help. Most of the information used to create this article is from Wayne, 
6x6world forum, historic Jiger literature, and newspaper archives. 

 

  

 

 

 


