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ROAD TEST DEVON MOONRAKER TURBO DIESEL 
Report/pictures: Chris Burlace 

Moonraker motor caravan. 
The Moonraker name has a long pedigree, 

being used by Devon for 15 years or more. 
Early examples, on the 'Clipper' Transporter 
(1968-79), are still to be found, and are 
prized for their excellent oak cabinetwork. 
The name was brought back, at the turn of 
the decade, for the model which launched 
the new, and slightly larger, Transporter in 
1979. 

The layout, with kitchen along the offside 
and the rear seat pulling out to make the bed, 
was the one which set the standard for the 
new generation of VW motor caravans. 
Other converters have since produced inno
vative floorplans to exploit the extra space 
and flexibility offered by the latest VW Type 
2, but most still keep a side-kitchen model in 
their line-up. Devon, to meet the growing 
demand for two-berth motor caravans, have 
brought out a hightop version of the Moon
raker. 

The test 'van was a 'limited edition' Moon
raker, the Devon Gold hightop, of which 50 

Moonraker on ft 
When VW took the Golf's petrol 

engine and transformed it into a 
diesel, they created a winning 

formula. The Golf 'D' was, when introduced, 
the world's fastest-accelerating diesel car. It 
was also extremely economical. A 1500cc 
(later 1600cc) diesel delivering just over 
50bhp was sufficient to give a car in this class 
acceptable performance, much the same, in 
fact, as the 1100cc petrol engine provided. 
The Golf diesel was a success, and other 
manufacturers were forced to follow suit. 

In contrast, in the world of light commercial 
vehicles, Volkswagen were followers, not 
leaders, with a diesel option. Their rivals, here 
and in Europe, offered diesel engines - in 
Ford, Bedford, Peugeot, Citroen, and even in 
the Leyland Sherpa. 

When the new-shape Transporter arrived, 
for the 1980 model year, therefore, a diesel 
engine was a priority. The 'new' petrol 
engines, then still air-cooled, were updated 
versions of the old faithful flat-four. Surely 
they would not be transformed into diesels. 
Would VW buy-in an engine? Would they 
stretch the Golf diesel? 

The answer, when it came, was the obvious 
one, but nevertheless surprising. The Trans
porter acquired the Golf diesel engine. It was 

expected to pull up to nearly 21/> tons with 
only 1.6 litres - no size increase. The com
petition, almost without exception, opted to 
have two litres or more under their bonnets. 

The diesel Transporter won a good fol
lowing for short-haul work. Lack of perfor
mance was not important in stop-start city 
deliveries, but long distance users, and buyers 
of motor caravans in particular, demanded 
some more horsepower. It came last year in 
the shape of a turbocharged diesel for the 
Transporter. 

A boost of 20bhp, to70bhp, brought the 
power up to a figure just closer to that of the 
higher-powered (78bhp) petrol-engined 
Transporter than to the standard (60bhp) 
version. Torque went up from 76lbf ft to 
102 Ibf ft, almost identical to that of the two 
variants of the petrol engine. 

We were able to test a turbo diesel 
Transporter in Germany last year, shortly after 
its launch. First impressions confirmed it to be 
far more lively than the naturally aspirated 
diesel, to be able to cruise effortlessly at the 
(UK) legal limit, and to be commendably 
quiet for a diesel-powered vehicle. It was the 
end of the year, however, before a turbo 
diesel came our way for a longer test. When it 
arrived, it was an old friend, the Devon 

were built. Extras-as-standard in the Gold 
included the Hot-Box blown air heating unit, 
and, in turbo diesel form, the 'van was priced 
at £11,851 - a very keen price at the end of 
1985. 

Devon do not use VW's spacious but boxy 
hightop for their conversion, neither have 
they followed other constructors in designing 
something which is uniquely theirs. They fit a 
Sheldon top, well-known to professional 
constructors and D-l-Y converters alike. 

It has a smooth line which blends well with 
the Transporter, provides plenty of space for 
lockers, both fore and aft, but lacks the 
sleekness of the roofs fitted by companies 
such as Autohomes and Auto-Sleepers to 
their VW conversions. It wins on storage, 
however, with a cavernous overcab locker 
and four smaller lockers in the rear roofspace, 
to make the Moonraker hightop a capacious 
choice for the couple who like to be well-
provisioned when on tour. The hightop is 
carpet-trimmed for a warm appearance and 
freedom from condensation. 

Down below, the Moonraker is instantly 
recognisable for its layout and the Devon 
decor. The cabinetwork, built partly in chip
board and partly in plywood, is faced with a 
tough plastic laminate. It's smart and smooth 
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to look at, and easy to keep clean. Doors in a 
mid-brown, and worktops and tabletops in a 
ighter coffee shade, contrast with the mush-

room shade of the main panels. Inset brown 
Dlastic edgings give a neat finish, those on the 
door edges having a soft, feathered lip which 
ensure freedom from rattles when on the 
road. Strong pin-type hinges and recessed 
door catches add the final touch to a practical 
and smart design. 

The golden-beige carpet used as roof lining 
•vas continued in the lower part of the 'van, 
although (as in not a few VW conversions) 
the trim did not extend to the window 
surrounds. Curtains were in a toning oatmeal 
shade enlivened by a horizontal fleck. When 
pulled they gave a snug feeling of isolation 
and insulation from the world outside, well-
placed Velcro tabs ensuring a gap-free fit. 

The upholstery was a familiar pattern, used 
by Devon for a number of years, a tweedy 
fabric striped in browns on an oatmeal-shade 
ground. The standard VW cab seats were 
covered to match those in the caravan area, 
and the seat plinths were clad in grey 
carpeting - a practical colour which would 
not show the inevitable scuffing. 

The worktops of the long kitchen unit lifted 
to reveal further well-known Devon features. 
There was a sensibly-shaped sink and integral 
drainer in stainless steel. The matching two-

Right: Cab seats turn in
wards to make second 
dinette. Overcab area 
forms a giant locker. 

Below: The kitchen unit: 
soft plastic edgings to 

doors provide a smart, 
rattle free finish. Note 

good sink: drop front to 
grill protrudes into leg-

room. Splash-guard/ 
plate-rack for cooker is a 

regular Devon feature. 

ie Gold standard 
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burner-and-grill cooker had a folding splash 
guard and plate rack, also in gleaming 
stainless. The rear worktop section lifted to 
reveal a deep storage locker, which would 
have benefited from the provision of lift-out 
trays or baskets. 

There was reasonable cupboard space in 
the kitchen module, the rear cupboard using 
the hard-to-get-at space beside the rear seat 
to store two 907-size Gaz bottles. For perish
ables, the 122 Electrolux fridge was a stand
ard fitment in the Moonraker, while in this 
Gold model the double louvre window ad
jacent to sink and cooker also added nothing 
to the price. In combination with the fly-
screened rooflight fitted to the hightop, it 
would ensure good, all-weather ventilation. 

Completing the offside array of cabi
network was the wardrobe, filling the corner 
of the conversion over the engine deck. As 
always in a VW Transporter, there was not a 
lot of space, and that only providing a 
jacket-length hanging height. 

Built into the front face of the wardrobe, I 
noted, was the electrics control panel and the 
control-thermostat unit for the Hot-Box 
heater. Another Gold bonus was the fitting of 
a second battery (located in the driver's seat 
plinth) with charger and control circuitry. 

Behind the wardrobe, filling the space 
under the slope of the tailgate, I found 
another Devon feature - the lift-out, wheeled 
water container. Capacity is 7 gallons, and 
there is an electric, submersible pump. It's a 
convenient way of fetching water, but older 
owners, and those of slight build, won't relish 
the idea of lifting 70-pounds-plus back onto 
the engine deck. They can, of course, fill the 
tank in-situ with a hosepipe or from smaller 
containers. 

The rear bench seat in the Moonraker is 
well proportioned, and comfortable with its 
raked back. It's generously wide for two, and 

Right: Main table is 
island leg mounted. Rear 

roofspace provides lots 
of lockers. Note controls 
for electrics and Hotbox 

heater on face of 
wardrobe, left. 

Below: Seat drops to pro
vide a good, flat bed. 

Cushion roll at forward 
edge helps to retain 

pillows. 
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FACTS & FIGURES - DEVON MOONRAKER 
HIGHTOP TURBO DIESEL 

Engine 
4-cylinder in-line diesel with exhaust turbo-
charger. Overhead camshaft driven by toothed 
belt. 
Bore & Stroke (mm) 
Cubic capacity (cc) 
Compression ratio 
Max. power (bhp DIN) 
Max. torque (Ibfft) 
Gearbox 

76.5x86.4 
1588 

23.0:1 
70@4500rpm 

102(t?2500rpm 
5-speed 

Dimensions* 
Overall length (ins) 180 
Overall width (ins) 73 
Overall height (ins) 102 
Wheelbase(ins) 97 
Steering Rack and pinion 
Turning circle (ft) 29.8 
Suspension Independent 

Front Coil springs, upper & lower 
wishbones 

Rear Coil springs, semi-trailing arms 
Fuel tank capacity (gal) 13.2 

Caravan dimensions 
Bed (ins) 73x46 1 / 2 

Wardrobe (ins) 39 hanging height x 201/2 wide 
x 17 max deep 

Kitchen unit worktop height (ins) 33 
Tables (ins) 34 1/ i x21 and 19 x 19 
Water tank (gal) 7 
Gas 2 x Gaz 907 cylinders 

List price (at press date) £13,553 

'Mfrs. figures 

Test caravan supplied by 
Devon Conversions (CP) Ltd. 

will seat three for short trips, or if its 
occupants are smaller children. Conversion to 
a double bed could scarcely be easier, requir
ing just the release of the two, squab-securing 
rubber straps and then a lift-and-pull action 
with the squab section. Cushions are attached 
and follow into place. 

The low engine deck on the post-1979 
Transporters makes way for some storage 
space beneath the engine deck cushion. In 
the Moonraker there is a GRP tray, easily 
removed for access to the engine hatch 
below, which will be just the place for clothing 
which needs to be kept aired. The tray also 
has a separate section to stow table legs, of 
which the test vehicle had a couple. 

The standard table provision is an island leg 
unit mounting in front of the rear bench seat. 
The cab table, mounting on a cranked leg 
attached to the driver's seat base, is an 
option, which, when that seat as well as the 
one on the passenger side is swivel-mounted, 
creates a second dinette. 

A surprise discovery on the turbo diesel 
/vtoonraker was an additional heater for the 
caravan area when on the move. The 
Hot-Box heater, gas-fired and with electric 
circulating fan, I found on the nearside 
beneath the rear seat. Filling most of the 
other side of the underseat space was 
another heater unit. This is a heat exchanger 
and three-speed fan unit supplementary to 
the normal vehicle heater in the cab. It's for 
the independent comfort of passengers in the 
rear, and is apparently standard on 
passenger-carrying versions of the Transpor-

iV V .A .G. approved chassis 
straightening + measure
ment system. 

•fr Refurbishments + colour 
changes a speciality. 

it Insurance repairs. 

Welding - undersealed + 
rust proofed. 

•fr Sandblasting. 

•fr Hire cars available. 

S GUY ON 
01-675 6646 J 
21A HARBERSON RD 
BALHAM, LONDON SW12. 

ter fitted with the extra-power diesel. 
The Moonraker design may have been 

around for a while but, with the addition of 
the hightop, it is still a practical proposition 
and a contender in the competitive two-berth 
market, This particular test vehicle, however, 
was of interest more for what was new than 
for the chance to re-appraise a proven design. 
The turbo diesel held the promise of the 
performance which we have come to expect 
from the new, water-cooled, flat-four petrol 
engines combined with a miserly appetite at 
the pumps. 

In uprating their small diesel with a turbo-
charger, VW had the benefit of experience 
already gained with the larger, 2.4litre, unit 
used in the LT range. That engine, in fact, may 
justifiably be regarded as one-and-a-half Golf 
diesel engines. So many parts are common, 
bore and stroke are the same, and it just has 
six instead of four cylinders. In naturally 
aspirated form the LT diesel produces 75 bhp, 
half as much again as the standard Transpor
ter diesel unit. With the turbo the relationship 
stays the same, 105 bhp compared with 
70bhp. 

Invisible improvements include the use of 
higher grade materials for key components 
such as the cylinder head, swirl chambers and 
valves. The crankcase and crankshaft are 
strengthened, and piston cooling is improved. 
Visible improvements include a larger oil 
pump, increased sump capacity (lifting oil 
capacity from 4 to 41/2 litres), and improve
ments to air flow downstream from the 
radiator, which allow the standard diesel 

We believe we have a selection 
of the best used Beetles 
available. 

Water cooled models also on 
sale 
Hire purchase facilities available 

S PETER ON 
01-6756645 

DEPT. 
All mechanical + electrical 
repairs + servicing undertaken. 

S GLEN ON 
01-737 1795/01-733 6520 

UNIT ONE ELLERSLIE SQ. 
LONDON SW2. 

PETER NORRIS 
COACH WORKS SALES SERVICE 
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radiator to dissipate more heat. For heavy 
load operation, however, an additional, ther
mostatically-controlled, electric water pump is 
fitted to boost circulation. 

New Bosch injectors are employed on the 
turbo version of the V W diesel, and the 
injector pump achieves higher injection vel
ocities by use of a steeper cam. The turbo-
charger unit itself has been specially 
developed by Kuhnle, Kopp and Kausch (KKK 
for short) for improved response, and exten
sive improvements on the 'hot', exhaust 
turbine side have greatly reduced the lag 
from which some systems suffer. 

Boost starts as low down the rev range as 
1450rpm, which it is a modest 0.2 bar. By 
2000 rpm the boost has climbed to 0.6 bar 
and is close to the maximum, 0.7 bar. The 
effectiveness of the system is demonstrated 
by the excellent torque curve, which shows 
over 90lbf ft over the range from 1800 to 
3700 rpm. 

On the road, both for performance and 
economy, it pays to keep the revs higher than 
with the ordinary diesel, above that 1800 
mark. The turbocharger is helping engine 
efficiency, and is driven by energy which 
otherwise would go to waste - the energy in 
the exhaust gases. That's where the modem 
turbocharger, on petrol or diesel engines, 
scores over the supercharger, which was long 
used as a means of increasing engine power. 
The supercharger was driven by the engine 
itself, through belts or gears, and inevitably 
inflicted a fuel penalty. 

Through the gears, I found that the turbo 
Moonraker could reach an indicated 50mph 
(in third gear) in 14.4sees. That is not as good 
as some of the best 78bhp petrol-powered 
motor caravan versions of the V W Transpor
ter which I have tested, but the figure is not 
the worst either. The Moonraker hightop, 
too, it must be remembered, is 8ft 6in high 
overall, and the extra frontal area must add at 
least fractions to the acceleration time com
pared with that for a lower, sleeker, elevating 
roof motor caravan. 

Starting the turbo diesel from cold is no 
cause to delay take-off. If one remembers to 
turn the key to the 'heater' position, the few 
seconds needed to fasten one's seatbelt and 
check the mirrors are long enough for the 
indicator light to have gone out. 

The diesel engine then springs to life with 
the quickness and certainty which drivers of 
the petrol-engined Transporter take as 
normal. The diesel rattle at idling, however, 
leaves one in no doubt about the nature of 
the machinery in the tail! 

Before the speed is far into double figures it 
takes a keen ear, inside the vehicle at least, to 
tell that the Moonraker is diesel-powered. 
Keeping the revs up to get the benefit of the 
turbo does, nevertheless, make for busier-
sounding progress, and the outfit is, com
pared with a petrol-engined Transporter, a 
little noiser right across the speed range. By 
motor caravan standards as a whole, how
ever, it is on the quiet side. 

In the lower gears, the turbo diesel feels 
little different from the Transporter with the 
78 bhp boxer engine. It is only in top, with the 
speed in or above the mid-sixties, that some 

fall-off in performance starts to be detectable. 
Volkswagen quote a top speed of 79 mph, 
and that plus a little more seemed attainable. 
But whereas the 78 bhp 'vans will go on to 
speeds well into the eighties, and sometimes 
beyond, the turbo diesel has a very definite 
ceiling. 

Looking back to a test of an earlier 
Moonraker, an elevating roof model with the 
normally aspirated diesel, I found that driven 
very gently (seldom over 40 mph) it had 
achieved nearly 35 mpg. The turbo could 
manage that, I found, with a slightly heavier 
right foot allowing speeds up to 50-55 mph. 
Driven hard, with plenty of motorway work 
at 70, the economy slipped below the 30 
mark, but was no worse than the 28.3 mpg 
which the standard diesel returned in mixed 
motorway and A-road use with a 65 mph 
maximum. 

Overall, the turbo achieved just over 
32 mpg - a better figure, I would think, than 
the normal diesel, for which I had not done 
that calculation. Certainly the turbocharged 
outfit was the more pleasant to drive, needed 
less work at the gearbox and, in particular, 
was a far safer vehicle with which to 
overtake. 

Currently, the standard diesel costs about 
£500 more than a 78 bhp petrol-powered 
Transporter (or about £800 more than the 
60 bhp, which is perhaps the better com
parison). For the turbo diesel you'll need to 
find a further £500. With a motor caravan on 
the Transporter now costing around £12,000 
on the road, that extra sum looks like a good 
investment. If you intend to keep your 'van 
for a few years the extra purchase price will 
be recouped at the pumps. 

If you are a regular traveller to the several 
European countries where diesel is far 
cheaper than petrol, the savings will be 
quicker. With the standard diesel you'll earn 
your savings with slower journey times, and 
with frustrations when you'd like to pass but 
can't do so safely. With the turbo there'll be 
no such drawbacks! • 

NOTE: The Devon Moonraker Gold tested was 
a limited edition of 50 vehicles, all of which 
have now been sold. Price and specifications 
given in the Facts and Figures panel are for the 
standard Devon Moonraker with turbo diesel 
engine, for which extra-cost options are avail
able. - Ed. 

Above: Under engine deck cushion is a GRP 
storage tray. Wheel-away water container can be 
seen at rear of wardrobe. 

Below: The turbocharged version of the VW 
diesel. Turbo unit, shown right, is tucked away 
beneath air cleaner. 
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