
Conceived in 1970 and born at the end of 1971, the 
Moana is the result of a partnership between Roger 
Matigot and Yavan Labat. Was it the unwanted offspring 
of a gay partnership, or a happy coincidence? Ah, but I 
joke …but yet with some reason! 

I have heard people say, when seeing a picture of the 
Moana, “some cars are just born unfortunate”, while 
others delight in its style. Looking at some of the forums 
it is obvious that to a number of enthusiasts it has a 
definite appeal, quirky or not! For me, as long as it hangs 
together as a unit, then it’s all good; for what it is worth, 
I think it’s quite cutesy!. 

Roger Matigot had an idea for a basic sports car 
evolving out of the beach buggy concept. It was an idea 
that was starting to flower in Britain, America, Brazil 
and other countries too, but was still 
novel in many ways. However, the car 
itself was designed by Yavan Labat, but 
based on Matigot’s idea. The original 
car was constructed by an associate 
company called Serteu Serigny in Val 
d'Oise, North Paris, and presented at 
the Auto Sport show in January 1972 as 
the LEM Design Moana.  

After that it went to Cornely S.A. in 
Malakoff, near the centre of Paris, who 
released it in late 1972. Cornely may 
seem a rather unusual company to be 
building a car, for they were an old 
established factory making embroidery 
machines, and in fact still exist today. 

But beyond that front, Cornely is actually quite a big 
operation with involvement in many fields. At the time 
CEO Peter Dichamp had been studying all manner of 
vehicles; TT racing, Amphibious and others. He’d set up a 
special automotive department called Corvetta, and 
hence the name it’s sometimes referred to by various 
people. 

This name confusion is quite understandable, 
because although the promotional brochures and period 
material referred to the cars as LEM Moana, or LEM 
Design Moana when referring to its ‘parentage’, the 
contact details are given as CORVETTA, dépt auto de 
CORNELY S.A., plus address and contact details. Put this 
information together and it would indicate that the 
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Moana was not at all the unwanted child of either 
Matigot or Labat... LEM Design don’t appear to exist 
anymore, not least in their original form which as the 
name says, was a Design business that probably included 
Labat, E…. and Matigot as its team members. After 
Serteu Serigny 
produced the 
prototype, Dichamp 
became involved with 
LEM’s project and 
took on its 
manufacture in the 
Corvetta department 
of Cornely S.A.  

As is the normal 
European way, it was 
not to be a basic set 
of moulds with shells 
sold off to would be 
kitcar builders. 
Compliance was 
undertaken for 
French ECE 
compliance. This 
included crash 
testing, seat belt and 
anchorage testing, 
lights, glazing etc. 
Impact testing against 
a ‘wall’ usually 
included interior 
impact and steering 
column impact compliance too, and it was the ‘wall’ test 
that CORVETTA stated it complied with. As can been 
seen in the accompanying material, they even stated the 
compliance test details in their literature. 

The Moana fitted a full length unmodified VW Beetle 
pan of either the 1200, 1300 or 1500 variety. It included 
all VW interior instrumentation and accessories. 
Externally it used new headlights and tail lamps, but 
managed to incorporate the VW indicator lamps up 
front. It is not stated where the front windscreen came 
from, but it may have been specially made because it 
was supplied as part of the car when bought as a kit. 

Rear screens were a different thing; there are two struts 
between the B-pillar hoop and the lower ‘window’ 
frame. Around the windscreen aperture can be fastened 
a clear-light back panel, as found in convertible soft tops, 
or a clipped on curved acrylic window pane, or just 
simply left open to the air. There is a more recent photo 
of a red car that sports 3 acrylic panels filling the 
apertures, each mechanically fixed in place with multiple 
fasteners.  

The only other notable differences were the bucket 
seats, which were likely optional, and mag wheels. Cars 
could be bought ex-factory, starting at 4500 F T.T.C. Kits 
sold from 2900 F T.T.C. and came with complete 
fibreglass shell, primed and ready to paint, certified 
windshield, fuel tank, set of approved front and rear 
lamps (except for front indicators) and approved safety 
belts.  

 Styling is that of a Targa top, rather than a more 

familiar roadster, its layout being compared in France 
with the Matra 530. The approach to moulding 
bodywork is an inversion of the standard buggy method, 
which is in-one-piece including the floor, insides 
(complete cockpit) and topsides down to the waistline, 
where it stops. With the Moana the top and lower 
section is one-piece, from front to rear including 
windscreen frames, with the cockpit grafted in after.  
Like a sportscar, it also has a separate hinged engine 
bonnet at the rear that has neat ventilation slats across 
its tailboard just behind the VW cooling fan. The actual 
bodywork is raised across the top of the motor, and has 

A real Mk2 version ? Note different position of front indicator lights. 



long forward facing triangular air scoops each side to 
feed the engine. The shape under the front, with its 
‘inverted bugeye’ styling is a rather neat yet 
controversial approach to dealing with headlamps, but 
keeps the topside of the bonnet clean and smooth. 
Photos taken low down don’t do the car justice; the 
styling comes together better when viewed standing. It 
would be interesting to see the Moana’s drag and lift 
figures, and compare them with a regular buggy and 
some period sportscars like the Spitfire and Midget.  

Weight was stated as being 550kg, which is more  
than 120kg lighter than the Meyers Manx SR; Meyers 
1970’s equivalent of the Moana. Of course the Moana, 
being more of a sports car than a buggy, has more 
bodywork than an equivalent beach buggy, and 
incorporates two substantial windscreen frames with 
the rear one being a full Targa style offering. But looking 
at the photo of it behind a production car, and you will 

start to realise just how small and petite it is. As a 
consequence, its weight is on a par with most beach 
buggies that were offering just the basic buggy 
arrangement, shortened floorpan included (540-560kg). 
In fact, Corvetta were selling a buggy alongside the 
Moana that was called the Swamp. 

How fast? A close comparison is possibly the 1970 
Mk3 Triumph Spitfire which has about 95 bhp/ton; 
depending on who’s power and weight figures are used. 
The 1493cc VW engine puts out only 50bhp@4200rpm, 
but with only 550 kg to move compared with 749 for the 
Spitfire, gives the 1500 Moana a slightly better 98 
bhp/ton. However torque/ ton is a lot higher for the 
Moana, and provides 144 lb.ft/ ton compared with 100 
lb.ft/ ton for the Spitfire. A Mk3 1296cc Spitfire was 
tested at 14.5 seconds to 60mph, and 95mph (152kph) 
top speed. From the above data, one would expect the 
Moana to improve on the acceleration, while 95mph 
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would equal 4615rpm using the 4.125 final drive1500 
transaxle and standard VW 165R15 tyres...  

There were tuned VW engines available in Europe at 
the time too, that would have upped the ante. Gerhard 
Oettinger’s 1300 Okrasa engine could be had in 50bhp to 
75bhp versions. They were based on the basic 34hp 
motor, so were a considerable step up and were known 
for their solid torque. More powerful 
versions with special cranks, reworked 
heads, increased capacity, twin carbs 
and so forth could also be bought, but 
they were quite expensive. 

In the end it is said that only 18 cars 
were made between late 1972 and 1974. 
Cars were displayed again that year at 
the 1973 Racing Salon. In fact production 
of customer cars did not begin until 1973 
with the delivery time being just one 
month. It is claimed that two different 
models were built; but what the 
differences are is not stated or easy to 
spot from the photos. There is one car 

shown that includes upstanding driving lights, bumpers 
and more. Was this another version, or was it just 
customised… 

As a final thought, the badge is not easy to read, and 
only appears on original photographs, but the Moana 

had its very own; LEM Moana   It would seem, 

production ran short of its promise.  

 
 

Left: American Manx SR of same period. 

Mk2 Moana or just a tricked up Mk1 ? Note clear-light soft top.    
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