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Preface

I don’t think a work like this is ever complete. 

The more I researched this book the more I realised I didn’t know. For 
that reason I apologise for any omissions and errors that are 
unknowingly contained within. I welcome any criticisms or factual 
corrections the reader may wish to inform me of.

Should you wish to advise me of any thing you think should go into 
future editions of this book please write to me.

email – Newstarbooks@aol.com

Phill Fenton – March 2007
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Introduction

Around about 1970 when I was 13 years old I visited the Kelvin Hall 
in Glasgow to see a car exhibition called “The Jackie Stewart speed 
show”. For me the highlight of the day was seeing a fabulous futuristic 
car called the “Probe 2001”. What astonished me though was that this 
car was being offered for sale at a price little more than what my father 
had paid for the brand new white VW Beetle he owned.

The Dennis Adams designed –“ Probe 2001”

The “2001” was only 37” in height and featured an electrical roof 
assembly that slid forward to allow the occupants to get in and out. 
The car was a development of an earlier design called the Probe 16.
This was even lower than the Probe 2001 with a height of only 34 
inches. Entry was also gained by climbing in over the roof .

The Probe 16 went on to be featured in the film “A Clockwork 
Orange” directed by Stanley Kubrick and starring Malcolm Mcdowell.

Only 3 Probe 16s were ever produced. 2 have been destroyed and the 
only remaining car is owned by Phillip Karam in Ottawa Canada.

The Probe 2001 was to be sold as a kit car based on BMC running 
gear. The car featured a mid engined transverse mounted 1800 BMC 
engine. Sixteen Body shells of the Probe 2001 were produced between 
1970 and 1972 (Four by Dennis Adams himself, and a further twelve 
by a company based in Irvine (Scotland) called The Caledonian Probe 
Motor company.
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In retrospect, I believe that the Probe was the precursor that sparked 
my passion for this type of car and led me to eventually build my own 
Nova which is described later in this book.
 
I also suspected that the Probe may have influenced the Novas design 
(though this has never been acknowledged in any of the magazine 
articles and literature I have read about it’s design history). The unique 
scalloped wheel arches and opening roof are common features of both 
cars. Consequently, during my research for this book, when I spoke to 
Richard Oakes (who designed the Nova) I asked if this car had 
influenced him. He mulled this over for a few seconds and replied that 
he had been aware of the “Probe” design exercises (indeed he knew 
Dennis Adams) and although he had not been conscious of this at the 
time, perhaps the Probe did indeed have a subliminal effect on his 
design.

Later descendants of the Probe (called the Pulsar and the Centaur) 
went on to be sold as kit cars in the early seventies, but to me these 
variants were never as beautiful as either the Probes or the Nova.

I sold my car in 1986 but still have fond memories of it. In recent years 
my interest has been re-kindled from looking at websites created by 
enthusiasts of the marque. However, after searching for a book about 
the car I was disappointed to discover that as of 2006 it would appear 
none had ever been written. I therefore resolved to do all the research 
necessary to write my own book. This would also provide an outlet for 
a detailed diary and set of photographs I had kept from the time when I 
built my own car back in 1983/4

What follows is the result:-
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The Nova Kit Car that I built in 1983/4
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Chapter 1

The History of the Nova

The Nova was the brainchild of Richard Oakes a talented individual 
who began his working life in 1962 as an apprentice sign writer. 

In 1968 he joined the Davrian car company where he first saw the 
potential for a well designed and engineered Kit Car. He left Davrian 
about a year later and went to work at Western Laminates (an 
industrial glassfibre company) based in Brixham, Devon. During his 
time there he managed to persuade his employers to allow him to 
create a fibreglass vehicle body to fit on a VW floor pan and by 1970 
he had produced his first design - the Tramp Beach Buggy. Richard 
created the car purely for himself, and gave the moulds to his 
employers to put the Tramp into production. Over 75 were made in its 
18 month production life. 

The Tramp Beach Buggy

Richard then went on to design the Nova, another VW based car. This 
was to be no ordinary Beach Buggy but a futuristic design with styling 
features only available on the “Super Cars” of the day. Richard 
realised there was a market for an affordable car that exploited a 
person’s ego. The Lamborghini Miura and the Ford GT40 were big 
influences in the Novas design. The height of the car was deliberately 
targeted to be close to the GT40s famed 40 inch height (the original 
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Nova ended up being 42 inches tall). The Mako Shark 2 show car of 
1965 (a design exercise to demonstrate future possibilities on 
production Chevrolet Corvettes) was another strong influence.

Richard believed these three cars had conditioned people to expect 
these influences in future car styling and he took what he felt were the 
best features from each design and added to them to create the Nova. 
Amongst other styling cues, the cars rear louvre panel was directly 
inspired by the Miura. The air intakes on the bonnet were a feature 
copied from the GT40 whereas the air intakes on the sides of the Nova 
were features copied from both the Miura and GT40. The Mako Shark 
is strikingly similar in profile even though this was a front engined car 
as opposed to the Novas rear engine layout. However, apart from the 
exotic design, what made the car really stand out from anything else 
available was the sensational opening canopy. This went one step 
further than extravagant gull wing doors… the entire roof section lifted 
up instead! This feature had rarely been seen in any car apart from the 
Testudo, a design exercise by Bertone in the mid 60s that featured a 
forward hinging opening canopy. 

The Bertone Testudo. This car was based on the American Corvair 
which also features a rear mounted air cooled Boxer engine (as per 
Beetle). Was this also inspiration for the Nova? (Picture reproduced 
by kind permission of Bertone)
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The Bond bug, (a three wheeler car aimed at the youth market) also 
featured a forward hinging opening canopy. The Bond bug was 
launched in 1970.

Richard told me that when he designed the Nova it had been designed 
for the enjoyment of the person looking at the car and not for the 
driver. Subsequently, in complete contrast to this, the cars he went on 
to design in later years were deliberately designed for the drivers 
benefit with the visual appeal of the car becoming of secondary 
importance.

Before Richard left Davrian in 1969 he had persuaded his boss to give 
his job to his friend Phil Sayers (a buddy since they were teenagers). 
Later, Phil was persuaded to quit Davrian to team up with Richard in 
his ambition to put his ideas for the Nova into production. Together 
they obtained financial backing from John Willment who ran a 
company called JW Automotive (amongst other things this company 
built GT40s for the Ford motor company). John Willment also owned 
a shipyard and provided workshop facilities for Richard and Phil in 
Woolston, Southampton. Thus the company “Automotive Design and 
Development Ltd.” was born.

It took about a year to produce all the patterns and moulds for the car 
(very quick by to-days standards). The first prototype Nova styled by 
Richard and engineered by Phil was completed in December 1971, and 
a production kit was announced early in 1972 selling for £750. Success 
came very quickly. “Motor” magazine even described the Nova as “the 
most Beautiful Car in the world”. 
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Richard is on the left, Phil is on the right.

The two man company went into the black within a few months of the 
Nova going on sale. Originally Richard and Phil had anticipated 
sufficient demand to warrant producing one car a week. However, 
following two major British car magazine stories and a low key 
advertising campaign demand was such that they soon had to double 
this to two cars a week. Even then they still had a 17 week waiting list 
for the car with customers even offering bribes to get themselves to the 
front of the queue.

The company quickly outgrew their premises in Southampton, and 
spurred on by Phils desire to move to the North of England the 
company decided to re-locate their manufacturing base to Acrington, 
Lancashire in late December 1973.

Around about this time the worlds oil crisis started to have an effect on 
the British economy. Added to this was the introduction of VAT 
(introduced in the UK in April 1973), rampant inflation and an unsure 
future meant that even though the car remained highly desired by 
many, orders were being cancelled and Phil Sayers left the company. 
Richard Oakes and his wife Annie determined to keep the company 
going by downsizing the business, subcontracting the fibreglass 
lamination work and moving to smaller premises in Earby, Lancashire. 

12



However, despite their efforts, by September 1975 it was all over and 
Automotive Design and Development Ltd. went into Liquidation. 

Altogether about 179 cars had been sold and Richard Oakes 
subsequently sold the moulds and the rights for the design for £5,000 
to a gentleman called Neil Mcmanus  (A.K.A. Noel Redding). who 
despite his good intentions never quite managed to bring the Nova 
back to the market on his own.

Over the next three years, the public interest in the marque remained 
buoyant fuelled by regular press releases and articles about the car. 
Finally in 1978 Vic Elam (a successful business man who had made 
his money in the bulk liquid haulage business) took over and re-
launched the car from premises in Queensbury West Yorkshire. The 
new company called Nova Cars was soon thriving. So much so that 
they were forced to move again to larger premises in Dewsbury, West 
Yorkshire. 

The first kits sold were based on the original jigs and moulds from 
Automotive Design and Developments (these cars later became known 
as the series one Nova). A basic kit consisting of all the fibre glass 
body mouldings as well as windscreen, hinges etc. was offered at 
£1250. 
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This series of photographs show the fibreglass components making up 
the basic kit

A deluxe kit which also included trombone exhaust systems, seats, 
wheels, tyres and instruments sold for £1850.

 

Photographs reproduced with kind permission of the Triford Motor 
Company, Huddersfield, England 

During this time two other versions of the Nova went on sale. The 
more ambitious of the two was Crestwick Ltd. a company run by Steve 
Driver. Steve had first owned a Nova in 1974 and many examples had 
passed through his hands providing him with a lot of experience with 
the cars. He planned to offer kits in primer finish complete with sun 
roofs for £1800 plus tax. Large adverts appeared in magazines and 
colour brochures were printed. Demo cars were also prepared (one 
with a twin cam Lotus engine) and the car was to be called the Nova 
SSD (the “SSD” stood for second series design). The moulds for this 
car were taken from existing body panels rather than from a properly 
prepared body plug. Workshop facilities were in Staines Middlesex 
and all fibreglass work was to be sub contracted.
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The second challenger was run by Don Law of Swindon, a sincere 
Nova enthusiast who had owned various examples of the car in his 
time. He was to act as a retail outlet for a very shy partner who 
claimed to own another set of moulds based on an early Southampton 
car. This operation planned to sell a set of body panels in primer finish 
for £620.

These two manufacturers struggled to source windscreens for the kits 
they were supplying and soon disappeared from the market place when 
up against the much slicker “Official” Nova Cars run by Vic Elam.

By 1981 a new version was launched by the Elam owned company 
called the Nova series two. This car featured a higher roof line which 
increased the occupants head space by 2 inches. The distinctive air 
intakes of the original Nova were also absent from the front bonnet 
section and the front under tray panel. The back of the car now 
featured a separate Bumper moulding and a re-designed rear panel. 
Inside the car, the dashboard was updated with a single dash layout 
instead of the earlier two pod design. 

The Nova also featured in films which came out in the early 1980s. In 
1981 “Condorman” was made. This was a Disney film starring 
Michael Crawford as the super Hero. Modified versions of the Nova 
were used in the film. 

Another Nova (an American derivative called the Sovran) could be 
seen in the film “Cannonball 2”, and the Nova also featured (albeit 
very briefly) in “Death race 2000 which was released in 1975”.

It is also rumoured that in the 1970s a Nova also featured in a live 
action film produced by Gerry and Sylvia Anderson (famous for the 
Thunderbirds TV series). My research has discovered that Gerry and 
Sylvia Anderson produced a number of different hour long pilot TV 
shows. None of which have ever been broadcast. The Nova may well 
have featured in one of these pilot programs.

In 1983 the company had moved again to new premises in Mirfield, 
West Yorkshire. By now the company had changed its name to Nova 
Sports Cars, and Craig and Carl Elam had also joined the business. 
Sales peaked at around twelve cars per month.
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Bridge Garage, Mirfield, West Yorkshire

I visited the company for the first time in March 1983 when I was 
shown around the entire operation and was given a test drive in a Nova 
demonstrator.

A Nova demonstrator on display in the showroom at Bridge Garage.

Production of the VW Beetle saloon had ceased in Germany on the 
19th January 1978 (Although the Cabriolet version continued to be 
manufactured in Germany until the 10th January 1980). Consequently, 
I could foresee a time when donor vehicles would be in short supply. I 
recall asking Carl Elam what they would do when there were no longer 
any donor vehicles available for people to build their Novas. “We’ll 
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start selling replica Beetle body shells for people to convert Novas 
back again” he replied. 

A complete kit awaiting delivery. This was a deluxe kit supplied 
complete with reconditioned floor pan assembly

Joking aside, the company was already looking towards the future and 
had even been involved in the development of a prototype chassis 
based on Triumph Herald running gear (this chassis was called the 
AVC which stood for Alternative Volkswagen Chassis). 

Another interesting development around about this time was the 
introduction of the “Bermuda” Top Nova. This was a re-designed roof 
section featuring a removable and storable rigid hard top, opening 
windows and a quarter side light. The Bermuda top sold for £380 plus 
VAT and could be fitted to existing cars
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The Bermuda top version of the Nova

The kit car industry was booming in the mid eighties and competition 
was very tough. Competitors started introducing their own “Exotic 
cars” with amongst others, replica kits based on the Lamborghini 
Countach and AC Cobra becoming available. These kits were designed 
around more modern running gear featuring bigger more powerful 
engines and purpose built chassis. Inevitably this affected sales of the 
Nova and gradually interest in the car began to wane. Nova sports cars 
Limited was dissolved in April 1988 and ownership of the Nova rights 
transferred to TFS Ltd. which continued to be run by the Elam family.

One highlight in 1988 was the announcement that the company had 
secured a contract with Pinewood Studios in England to supply a 
lifting canopy section for the forthcoming Batman movie.

In January 1989 it was announced that the ownership of the rights to 
the Nova had been transferred to a new company registered as Elams 
of Mirfield. 

On the 5th September 1989 the Nova rights were sold to Graham 
Slayford of Leigh on Sea, Essex, who started a new company called 
Nova Kit Cars Ltd. 

Initially things started well with the company planning to build up a 
stock of parts and panels before launching properly in April 1990 at 
the National Kit car show. However, they were soon experiencing their 
own problems when Transplas Ltd. (a sub contract company who 
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produced the fibreglass panels) folded. It took months of legal 
wrangling to prove that the moulds actually belonged to Nova Kit Cars 
and not Transplas. Eventually by May 1991 the moulds had been 
returned and Nova Kit Cars Ltd. were back in production. They even 
introduced a new Dash and Under tray moulding. However, by March 
1992 Nova Kit Cars were themselves forced to cease trading. A search 
of companies house register confirms that the company was dissolved 
in 1992. At this point in time Nova kit cars were subcontracting the 
laminating work to another company called “Vanguard Mouldings” 
who were given ownership of the moulds by the official receivers of 
Nova Kit cars in lieu of payment for work already carried out.

Not long after Nova Kit Cars ceased trading, Sam Cobley (another 
Nova enthusiast) found himself needing a new dashboard panel for his 
own car. He contacted the official receivers and was told the moulds 
now belonged to the subcontract company that had been supplying 
Nova Kit Cars. He visited the company in Southend-On-Sea in the 
hope of persuading them to produce a dashboard moulding for his car. 
The company weren’t interested in producing a “one off” and 
explained that they had been given ownership of the moulds as a 
consequence of not having been paid for the work they provided to 
Nova Kit Cars. They explained they were looking to sell the Moulds 
for £5000. Sam jokingly offered to pay them £1500 in cash and was 
stunned to have his offer accepted.

Being unsure about the “rights and title” of the Nova Sam checked 
with the official receivers to be told “you cannot legally sell an item if 
it is not fit for the purpose for which it is being sold”. When the 
receivers gave the subcontractors the moulds, the “rights and title” 
went with them. Consequently, when the moulds were sold onto Sam 
Cobley he automatically gained the “rights and title” as a result.

And so it was that in 1993 Sam Cobley and his wife Lynne formed a 
new company called Nova Developments Ltd. based in Newquay, 
Cornwall. At that time around about 1,000 Novas already existed in 
Britain which meant there was a ready a market for spare body panels 
to ensure a viable business. 
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Initially Sam had not intended to put the Nova back into production. 
His original intention was to supply spare parts only. However, soon 
he was being asked to supply a complete kit and once the word was 
out magazines became interested in his plans for the car. Consequently 
the Nova was put back on the market as a complete kit.

The Cobleys improved the car with new moulds for the front bonnet, 
front undertray and the side sills. The moulds that he’d bought 
included the original series one roof moulding. This was modified to 
produce a new roof section that was two inches higher and featured a 
less raked windscreen which also placed the screen two inches further 
away from the drivers head. Steel frames were introduced for the side 
windows to allow these to be hinged and removable to improve 
ventilation into the cockpit of the car. At the back a new rear panel 
was produced that utilised Vauxhall Cavalier tail lights fitted upside 
down. The rear louvre panel was discontinued and a neat lip spoiler 
was fitted above the rear window. The engine cover was also updated. 
Pop up headlights were offered as an option, whilst a new dashboard 
was designed for inside the car. A mid engined chassis based on Mk3 
Escort running gear was designed and two were sold at the Stoneleigh 
show even though the enquirers were advised that they weren’t really 
ready and required further development. The customers were so 
desperate to buy them they took them anyway. 

After three years in production the work took its toll and Sams 
marriage broke up. His wife (who had been a co-director) asked that 
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the company be dissolved and as a result Cobley Engineering was set 
up to continue production of the car.

After about a further 18 months with new legislation due to come into 
effect (SVA testing) Sam decided it was going to cost too much money 
to get the car to comply so he decided to sell the business.   

In the time that Sam ran his two companies he produced a total of 15 
full kits.

Since 1997 the marque has been owned by Shashi Dvyas and partner 
Martin Brown calling themselves Aerotec Nova. 

In 1999 Shashi Dvyas announced plans to withdraw completely from 
the Kit Car market and concentrate on developing a version of the 
Nova designed for racing. Since then nothing more has been heard.   

It would appear that these days there is no longer sufficient demand for 
this car for any company to remain commercially viable supplying 
Nova body kits. The VW Beetle is now a 70 year old design and is no 
longer in production. Not only is the running gear out of date – but the 
source of donor vehicles is also drying up! 

Perhaps now is the time for someone to launch a new company 
producing replica fibreglass Beetle body kits to allow Nova owners to 
convert their cars back into VW Beetles just as Carl Elam suggested to 
me all those years ago ;)
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Time Line (United Kingdom)

1971 – Nova Prototype Development (Richard Oakes/Phil Sayer)
1972 – Nova introduced by Automotive Design and Development.
1973 – UK introduces VAT, ADD moves to Acrington
1974 – Oil crisis knocks consumer confidence
1975 – Nova Ceases Production
1976 
1977 
1978 – Nova re-launched by Nova Cars (Vic Elam) 
1979
1980
1981 – Nova Series 2 Introduced
1982
1983 – Nova Cars re-named Nova Sports Cars
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988 – Nova Sports cars re-named TFS Ltd.
1989 – TFS Ltd. re-named Elams of Mirfield
1990 – Company sold to Graham Slayford who launches Nova Cars
1991
1992 – Nova cars liquidated
1993 – Sam Cobley launches Nova Kit Cars
1994
1995
1996 – Nova Kit cars become Cobley Engineering
1997 – Moulds sold to Aerotec Nova
1998 until 2007 – Nova out of production

22



Chapter 2

The Nova Derivatives

With the success of the Nova in Britain, an American company called 
California Component Cars (run by Norman Rose and Cecil 
Robertson) soon acquired the rights to supply the car in California and 
six surrounding states.

Norman and Cecil had already run a successful car repair shop but 
were becoming bored and looked around for something else to inspire 
them. The Nova fitted the bill, and Norman and Cecil wrote to 
Automotive Design and Developments in Britain in a vain effort to 
obtain a license to produce the car in America. Richard and Phil just 
didn’t have the time or the inclination to expand the business in to the 
USA so ignored these early letters. Eventually Norman and Cecil flew 
to Britain in an attempt to track down Richard and Phil and finally 
persuaded them to sell the rights to produce the car under license in 
California

 The Chevrolet Nova was already a registered name so the American 
version of the car had to be re-named the Sterling. 

In the early 1970s a complete Nova was purchased and brought to the 
USA in a 747 Cargo Jet. This was disassembled and used to produce a 
set of Moulds for the Sterling production model. This car was almost 
identical to the Nova being sold in Britain at that time. Richard Oakes 
and Phil Sayers spent a couple of weeks in California to provide 
technical assistance to help the American company to set up 
production of the car. The car was launched in the US in 1973.

Minor differences included a different canopy vent treatment to the 
Nova. Early Sterlings also had a slightly warped top near the front on 
the passenger side. 
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The Nova being driven at speed?

Me and Alison in the car

14/7/1984
The car has now been driven in the field behind our house quite a few 
times, on one occasion reaching a maximum speed of 25 mph! The car 
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is very noisy due to not having a rear window fitted and no interior 
trim. Otherwise it feels very good to drive. I also discovered that the 
front wheels rub against the wheel arches when on full lock. The rear 
suspension has settled quite a bit and the back of the car is now resting 
on the bump stops! This now means the rear suspension will have to 
be raised back up again. 

I also discovered that I had re-assembled one of the carburettors 
wrongly which resulted in the choke not working properly. With this 
fault rectified the engine now runs very smoothly. The car has very 
good acceleration due to the lighter fibreglass bodywork and the 
“Bugpack” exhaust system which has been fitted. 

The next stage will be to trim the interior.
 

24/7/1984
I am now getting around to the 1,001 minor details that need attending 
to. I have replaced all the fuel lines (original ex Beetle) with brand 
new hoses and jubilee clips. I also re-painted the rear louvre panel matt 
black (the original gel coat finish wasn’t up to the same standard as the 
rest of the cars bodywork. Likewise, the rear bumper panel was also 
re-painted). I also fitted “Hood pins” to hold the louvre panel down 
onto the bodywork. 

Inside the car I have fitted clips on either side of the interior to hold 
the roof section onto the body (it was bouncing up and down when the 
car was being driven).

21/10/1984      
Little progress has been made for the past few months. This was due to 
a lack of parts and the fact that Alison and I decided to use our money 
to go abroad for our summer holiday this year. With the holiday 
behind us it was time to get back on track with the car. Last weekend 
we headed south to the Nova factory at Bridge Garage, Mirfield, West 
Yorkshire to purchase more parts. This consisted of a purpose built 
wiring loom, lights, wiper motor, and an electric hydraulic roof lifting 
mechanism. I had originally planned to keep the costs down by using a 
manually operated roof system. However, I soon discovered the 
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manual system to be fairly inadequate. Alison struggled to open the 
canopy on her own, and the roof tended to bounce up and down when 
the car was driven. The addition of two catches at the sides of the 
cockpit failed to cure this. The hydraulic system with its negative 
pressure (pressing the canopy down onto the main body tub) should 
alleviate both problems completely.

The car has also now been trimmed and carpeted. The carpets were cut 
to size in situ and fastened to the floor pan using professional 
fasteners. I also made up trim panels inside the cabin by transferring 
the shape of the cockpit sides onto millboard (a sort of hardboard 
material). This was covered with 1” foam and vinyl leather cloth 
material.  Finally each panel was “buttoned”. The result was a 
professional looking interior with the added advantage that the panels 
could be easily removed for cleaning. The glove boxes and dash board 
were also trimmed with simulated leather cloth (the dashboard in black 
to prevent unwanted reflections on the front screen – all other panels 
were finished in a creamy off white, which helped to make the cabin 
feel less claustrophobic). 

Headlamp covers – these were made from 2 mm clear acrylic which 
was cut with a jigsaw, I also made the back window in the same way.

After returning from the Nova factory I began work on the wiring and 
hydraulic roof assembly. First I laid the wiring loom out in my living 
room to familiarise myself with the layout. I then carefully labelled 
every single connection before proceeding to route it in the car. It is 
now correctly positioned and held in place with electrical tie wraps 
(although no connections have yet been made). 

The gas rams have now been replaced with hydraulic jacks 
(Incidentally, I eventually had to revert back to the original position of 
the roof hinges as I found the hydraulic jacks worked more smoothly 
with the roof in this position). The hydraulic pipe work was routed in a 
similar way to the wiring loom.
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Chapter 7

November 1984

Completing the car and final registration

The final stages to complete the car were as follows:

Wiring – With the loom already routed in the car and all the 
connections labelled, it was a straight forward job to connect 
everything in accordance with the Nova build manual.

Lights – The headlights, rear light clusters, indicators and number 
plate lights were fitted to the car and the connections made.

Wiper Motor – This should have been straightforward but 
unfortunately I drilled the holes for the wiper motor and slave arm in 
the wrong position on the roof canopy. This caused the wiper motor to 
foul against the bodywork which prevented the roof from closing 
properly. The position of the motor had to be moved and the wrong 
holes were covered up using rubber grommets. The wiper motor 
wiring runs up the parallelogram hinges and though a box section in 
the roof. Routing the wiring was tricky but eventually it was achieved 
using a wire coat hanger bent to shape to pull the wiring through the 
box section.

Windscreen Washer – I decided not to install the washer nozzle on the 
roof section as I wanted to avoid the complication of running the feed 
hose through the box section in the same way as the wiring. Instead, 
the spray nozzle was installed on the front compartment lid (boot lid). 
The only thing I have to remember is not to operate the washer when 
the canopy is open otherwise I get a jet full of water in the face (good 
fun when demonstrating the system to someone else though). The 
washer motor was fitted inside the front compartment and a Beetle 
washer bottle was used (from a 1303 series Beetle). With the electrical 
connections made, the system works perfectly.

Engine – The connections to the engine are as follows: 
Two connections to the dynamo (these had to be lengthened to 
accommodate the type 3 engine I had fitted). An ignition controlled 
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live supply to the coil and carburettors and a single connection to the 
oil pressure switch.

Hydraulic Roof lifting Motor – The Nova loom contains all of the 
connections necessary for the roof hydraulics. This comprises a 
solenoid, modified headlamp change relay, key switch and push button 
switch. With everything in place, the hydraulic system was filled with 
the correctly specified hydraulic fluid. There are no bleed nipples 
anywhere so I had to leave the pipes disconnected at the ends where 
they should connect to the lifting jacks. I then ran the pump until all 
the air was expelled from the system. I then re-connected the pipes to 
the lower part of the hydraulic jacks and ran the pump again until both 
jacks were fully extended. The upper pipe connections were then made 
and that was it. With the canopy bolted back onto the roof hinges the 
system was tested and found to work perfectly with the roof opening 
and closing with a steady smooth action. The roof stays level and 
glides impressively up and down when operated. A huge improvement 
on the manual system and pretty sensational to watch!

All of the relevant switches were fitted onto the dash board and the 
steering stalk and key switch connections were also made. The Nova 
loom picks up its power from a connection at the starter motor. I ran a 
heavy duty cable from the positive side of the battery (fitted in the 
front compartment) along the driver side sill all the way to the starter 
motor in the rear of the car. The Nova loom then connects on from the 
starter. The only earth connections required are one from the negative 
post on the battery to the floor pan, and one from the Nova wiring 
loom (all the earths are included in the Nova wiring loom coming 
together as a bunch of cables that require only one good connection to 
the floor pan). Altogether, installing the wiring was very 
straightforward following Novas detailed instructions and nothing like 
as difficult as I had imagined. With the loom fully installed everything 
worked correctly first time.

Heating System
Novas are well known for problems with the screen misting up. For 
this reason I wanted to install a heating/demist system that was as 
efficient as possible. I therefore decided to duct all of the air from both 
heat exchangers directly onto the screen. Under the dash I glassed in a 
“U” shaped piece of fluted ducting and drilled a number of small holes 
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at the top of the dash were I wanted the hot air to come out. Fluted 
tubing was connected to the glassed in “U” section of tubing and ran 
along the sides of the car to be connected to the heat exchangers at the 
rear. These heat exchangers are operated in the same way as the 
standard Beetle using levers and cables controlled from inside the car.

Seat Belts
I used a set of static belts taken from another Beetle. These were 
bolted to the centre tunnel (using the standard Beetle fitments) and 
towards the rear of the side panels where the fibreglass is at its 
thickest. I drilled holes through the fibreglass and mounted the belts 
using the bolts saved from the Beetle. These pass through the 
fibreglass and bolt into threaded steel plates positioned behind the 
panels (these plates were bought from a local company).

And that was it!

The next day the car passed its MOT test first time, and after 
registration (I received a “Q” reg.) It was finally ready for the road!

Early first drives in the Car – My mother is in the passenger seat.
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My Wife Alison beside the newly registered car

14/12/1984
First Driving Impressions
The car is now completely finished, road registered and legal. So far I 
have covered over 500 miles in the car. Performance and handling are 
very good with the car probably feeling quicker than it really is due to 
the driving position being so low.

Initially the canopy section creaked quite a lot but I soon discovered 
that this was due to the heads of the self taping screws used to secure 
the roof seal rubbing against the body shell. These I removed (the seal 
was also glued in place so I didn’t really need them anyway) which 
has almost totally cured the problem. 

I have left the damper settings at their softest as I found the car was 
very uncomfortable when the dampers were set at anything else but 
their softest position (probably because the Nova is so light and the 
dampers were really intended for the much heavier Beetle body shell). 

These cars really do need to have the hydraulic roof and lowered floor 
pans to make them practical.
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Overall the total cost of the project has been just over £4,000 (in 1984 
a brand new Ford Capri 2.0 Laser cost about £6,000 to buy new). 
However, the car is almost as new with the exception of the engine 
which was fitted without any re-conditioning.

Me and my Father sitting in the car
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Chapter 8

February 1985

Disaster Strikes!
A little over two months since the car was completed, I was involved 
in a road traffic accident in the Nova. On a snowy day in February 
1985 I was pulling out of a road junction turning right when the car 
was hit on the driver side by a Triumph Dolomite. This caused 
substantial damage to the Nova.

The Triumph Dolomite that collided with the Nova

Side view showing the damage to the Nova
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Interior view after the accident. – This is one of the only pictures I 
have that show the original interior trim

View of the front compartment after the accident: This picture shows 
some of the detail described earlier. Here you can see the steering box 
cover plate, the windscreen washer installation, Brake fluid master 
cylinder and the battery.
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To repair the car I had to remove the body shell and weld in a new 
floor pan on the driver side. I repaired the damaged section of the main 
body tub using fibreglass and filler. The lower side pod was replaced 
with a new item bought from Nova Sports Cars. During the re-build I 
decided to re-spray the car red and fitted a removable sun roof. I had 
been trapped in the car after the collision when the hydraulic canopy 
failed to open and the addition of a sunroof provided much needed 
ventilation and a means of escaping in an emergency. (My passenger 
and I escaped from the car at the time of the accident by pushing out 
the acrylic side window and climbing out). 

The rebuilt car was used as daily transport until August 1986 when I 
eventually sold it.
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Postscript

So why did I sell the car? To be honest I think it was mainly because 
the Nova has such an extrovert appearance which makes it difficult to 
live with. I suspect that driving the Nova is a good taste for what it 
must feel like to be famous. It draws a lot of attention which makes 
you feel very self conscious. Some people may welcome the attention 
it brings them but this can quickly wear thin after a while.

Richard Oakes the designer of the car appreciated this fact. He once 
said “I don’t like driving the Nova about because I hate being looked 
at and watched. You get in and out of it and the lid goes up and 
everybody looks and thinks you’re something you’re not. I really don’t 
like that at all”.

Views of the rebuilt car re-sprayed red

A few years later I saw an advert for a Nova for sale in my local 
Autotrader. I was intrigued enough to make an enquiry about the car 
and discovered it was the very same one I had built some years earlier. 
I decided to go and view it as I was tempted to buy it back. 
Unfortunately the car had been badly neglected. It had been vandalised 
at some point when paint stripper or brake fluid had been poured 
across the bodywork whilst the windscreen had been broken and 
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replaced with an illegal acrylic panel. With it being in such a sorry 
state I declined to make an offer.

I often wonder what became of it. If anyone knows, please write to me 
c/o the publishers address. The cars registration number was Q388 
WFS. 

And what became of the Dennis Adams Probe– the car that started it 
all for me?

Around about 1977 I drove a friend to a back street garage in 
Edinburgh to pick up his car which had just been serviced. During our 
conversation with the owner of the garage I described my ambition 
(back then) to build a Nova Kit car.

“’I’ve got something that would interest you ” he replied, and he took 
me into a section of his garage where a partly deconstructed fibreglass 
car was stored. I recognised this for what it was. An original Dennis 
Adams Probe 2001.

I also often wonder what became of that car.
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A Modern day Nova?

So what would be todays equivalent of the Nova if such a car was 
brought to the market today.

Saab recently produced a design exercise featuring a car with an 
opening roof section. This is simply a show car and there is no 
intention to put this car into production.
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My Ideal Nova

Over the years there have been many attempts to update the Nova. 
Both Individuals and manufacturers have developed the car from the 
original Richard Oakes design. In particular attempts have been made 
over the years to increase the interior headroom for the cars occupants. 
This has involved a combination of raising the roof-line while 
reducing the rake of the windscreen. However, my personal view is 
that the original design was never improved upon. To my mind the 
original Nova and Sterling from the 1970s was the most beautiful of 
all. This car had the nostril intakes on the front bonnet which were 
removed in later years (I never understood why they were removed). 
The higher roofline on later models may have made the car more 
comfortable but this was at the expense of the cars styling (it simply 
looked better with the lower roof). The Sovran with its squared off 
arches was a mistaken attempt to update the cars styling

The Sebring was a fatter more ungainly version of the car that had lost 
the air intakes from the side and looked like a more bulky car. The 
Cimbria with its gull wing doors was a brave attempt to improve the 
styling which resulted in a car that was substantially different from the 
Nova but still not as beautiful.

The Purvis Eureka open top roof panel was to my eyes a success.

Various engines and engine configurations have been attempted over 
the years both by owners and manufacturers. Various water cooled 
engines have been tried over the years and mid engined layouts have 
been attempted. Non VW chassis have also been tried with varying 
degrees of success. Again to my mind the best solution was still the 
original air cooled VW engine and modified floor pan.

So if I was to build a Nova today, what would I build?

It would have to be based on an original series one body from 
Southampton. The running gear would have to be VW with front disc 
brakes and a double jointed transaxle as used on the automatic 1500cc 
VWs of the late 1960’s. The engine should be a 1600cc or 1800cc air 
cooled VW.
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Wheels – A set of Turbo Vec alloys would be ideal, or perhaps the 
more traditional Wolfrace slot mags as seen on most early cars.

I would have a spare (open) roof for the car. Either a Purvis open top, 
a Mike McBride open top, or a Bermuda open top from the Elam era. 

And what colour would the car be? Perhaps  silver because I’ve never 
seen a silver Nova. Alternatively, lime green should be the colour of 
choice - lime green from the early seventies because this would be a 
fitting tribute to Richard Oakes the genius behind it all.
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Appendices

Interviews

Richard Oakes – The man behind it all

Richard Cobley – UK Manufacturer from 1993 until 1997

Mike McBride – US Manufacturer from 1995 until 2005
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An interview with Richard Oakes

(The genius who designed the Nova and started it all)

(September 6th 2006)

Q How did you produce the original mock up for the car. Was this 
produced from detailed drawings or was the pattern “sculpted” and 
made up by trial and error? 

We did it the way we always do it, by using plywood and polyester 
filler. That’s pretty standard really.

Q And did you have accurate drawings that you worked from or was it 
basically sculptured?

Yes it was basically sculptured

Q So, you’re like an artist working rather than an engineer?

Well what you have to do is do part of the engineering and part of the 
pattern making at the same time because you’ve obviously got to work 
around the mechanical bits so it’s a mixture really of the two things. 
People often think you make a big plaster pattern using plaster and 
chicken wire but you can’t really do it that way because the pattern 
making and the engineering are done at the same time. You really 
need things which will stay separate so you can separate bits at any 
time and also fit around the mechanical parts. With cars there’s a lot 
of close fitting stuff so that’s really the best system to do it. It’s also 
best to stay with polyester for all the materials (pattern and mould) so 
you don’t get any strange reactions going on. It’s also very stable, as 
polyester is not de-stabilised by moisture or temperature.

Q Looking back, was it a good experience running Automotive Design 
And Development. What were the highlights, and what were the lows?

It was a real thrash to do it. Because a chap called John Willment was 
sponsoring it. Phil and I put in an estimate of what it was going to cost 
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and it was just hopelessly inadequate as these things are – because it’s 
very difficult to estimate things like that. 

It took a year to make all the patterns and the moulds and do all the 
bits of engineering and stuff, (which by todays standards is pretty 
quick for that amount of surface area). We also wanted it to be self 
finished so it also had a gel-coat finish which is something I can’t be 
bothered with anymore because it’s just so difficult to do. Also, things 
that are gel coat finish just look like kiddies paddling pools. There’s 
nothing like paint to make it look like a car. But in those days it was 
fine. It was just an extension of beach buggies really.

Q What could you have done better with the benefit of hindsight?

In my sons room there is a model of a car which was going to replace 
the Nova and it’s kind of what it really should have been I think. The 
lifting top is what really used to irritate me because it was so 
ambitious to get that thing to fit. It was kind of naive to try and do that 
because it was a double skinned moulding and it had to fit the outside 
shape of the lower tub every time in a sort of passive way whereby you 
weren’t trying to pull it into shape every time. It just had to land in the 
right place. And it was extraordinarily successful considering what a 
gamble it was. But I always hated it because in the winter it would just 
fill up with snow and let all the warmth out of the car when you were 
getting in and out.

Q And yet to my mind that’s what really made it and what people 
loved about the car?

Yes I think that’s probably right Phill, but for me it was just an 
irritating thing.

Q Do you ever regret selling on the rights to produce the Nova?

No I don’t anymore. We put the company into voluntary liquidation 
because there just wasn’t any more business to be done. In 1975 
because of the oil crisis we went from having about nine months worth 
of orders to practically nothing within a couple of days because people 
were just cancelling orders. Suddenly people didn’t want things like 
that anymore and so that was that. That was the point at which Phil 
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