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CHIPS WITH 
EVERYTHING

Octane magazine’s associate editor Glen Waddington has had his  
family-hack diesel hatchback reprogrammed for more power. 
These are the results – and they make interesting reading…

I’LL ADMIT THAT I was a bit sceptical 
about what used to be known as chipping. 
Yes, I know, these days it’s about remapping 

your car’s engine management software rather 
than literally cutting out a microchip and 
soldering in a new one. Some of the power 
claims are pretty wild. Could they be feasible?

Then Peter Tomalin, the managing editor of 
Octane’s sister Aston Martin magazine 
Vantage, told me about the decade-old Renault 
Megane that used to be his family hack. He 
was regularly seeing 80mpg on the trip 
computer on longish, steady-state journeys. 
Turns out it had received attention from 
Buckingham-based Superchips.

And it also turns out that most of Superchips’ 

customers own modern turbodiesel cars. They 
don’t typically want better fuel economy, just 
more power and torque and better driveability; 
the increased fuel economy is often simply a 
desirable side-effect. They’re not all boy-racers 
either, the age range being from around 30 to 60.

That demographic includes me. For a year 
now, sharing out the family duties of shopping 
and school runs, the airport schlep, boring 
motorway rendezvous with photographers on 
shoots, plus commuting when I’m not behind 
the wheel of something more exotic (such as 
my old Porsche 944), has been a – wait for it – 
Skoda Fabia TDI. Exciting, huh? Absolutely 
not. But boy, is it practical and cheap to run. I 
won’t go on, but the difference in running costs 

between this car and our old Ford Focus 1.8 
petrol pretty much pays for the Porsche’s 
upkeep. Genius. Only I was too tight to sign up 
for anything more potent than the base 75bhp 
version. Performance-wise, it’s adequate – it 
can maintain the legal limit, anyway. But I’ve 
never driven it for fun.

Time for that trip to Superchips. While the 
Fabia was there, the technicians ‘unlocked’ the 
electronic control unit (ECU) and remapped it 
using their own software, which has been 
developed over years of experience. The 
mapping can be viewed on a computer screen 
as a 3D graph of the various parameters that 
are governed by the ECU, such as fuelling and 
turbo boost pressure. And here’s a surprise. 

My 75bhp car was the cheapest of three states 
of tune: you could also order a 90bhp version 
or the full-fat 105, all using VAG’s 1.6-litre 
engine. And there’s no mechanical difference 
between the three. Mine is simply electronically 
limited by the manufacturer.

So Superchips could instantly turn it into the 
105bhp version, and then apply their existing 
Bluefin software, which comes as a handset 
that plugs into the onboard diagnostic socket, 
so you can choose to return the car to factory 
settings. The car was tested on the rolling road 
and you can see the results in the table above. 
The headline figure is a peak power output of 
142bhp! Even taking into account the 
propensity for VAG engines to ‘over-produce’ 
(pre-remap, the Superchips rolling road rated 
it at 87bhp), I reckon the discrepancy makes it 
a properly believable 130bhp. Not bad.

Even more impressive is the shape of the 
power curve, and how it relates to the original. 
Now power stretches on right up to the red 
line at 4500rpm rather than drooping after 
3000rpm, and the torque curve is plumper, 
longer and flatter; before, the car had given its 
all by 3000rpm. I don’t think I ever had the 
patience actually to wind it round the clock.

And that’s borne out on the road. There’s 
still a bit of a hole at the very bottom, as the 
graph suggests, but a stab of revs generates 
more of a surge, there’s much greater response 
the moment the turbocharger cuts in around 
1500rpm, and it’s followed by a tidal bore of 
torque where once there was merely a bit of a 
swell. Changing gear is a smoother affair too. 
The Fabia has long legs and a big rev-drop 

between ratios, so an upshift often caused a 
pause in gathering momentum as the engine 
bogged down. Not any more! It genuinely 
romps round the revcounter in a way that was 
unthinkable before.

Hills no longer require an economy-sapping 
downshift, so you’re no longer constantly 
reminded that you’re driving an economy-
class car. Coming out of roundabouts you have 
to be wary of wheelspin. And more than a few 
times I’ve caught myself laughing out loud. 
It’s made such a big difference to my daily 
driving enjoyment.

An unexpected side effect is that the engine 
seems quieter at full chat than it used to, 
perhaps because there’s more boost at higher 
revs and it’s having a silencing effect on the 
exhaust. And the claims about fuel economy 
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VAG 1.6 TDI 75PS

Superchips remap Max 142 BHP @ 4455 Rpm Superchips remap Max 261 Nm @ 2389 Rpm

Original Max 87 BHP @ 4090 Rpm Original Max 199 Nm @ 2349 Rpm
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Above and below
Remapping made quite a difference both to outputs and the  

nature of their delivery The remapped settings are applied (or 
removed) via the diagnostic socket, using the Bluefin handset.

ring true as well. Grannying around the whole 
time in the thing before, I was averaging 
around 52mpg on my commute and managing 
up to 65mpg on a long journey. Already my 
commuting average is up to 55mpg, probably 
because I’m able to use lighter throttle 
openings more of the time than I had been.

True, there’s sometimes a temptation to use 
all the newfound power more of the time, 
which can bring the figure down in return for 
more smiles per mile, but swift bootfuls when, 
for instance, overtaking have a far less 
detrimental effect on trip-average economy 
than they used to.

Any downsides? Well, having your ECU 
remapped means that an engine-related 
mechanical fault such as a blown turbocharger 
would no longer be covered by the 
manufacturer’s warranty. And your insurance 
premium will increase too, though in my case 
it was definitely worth it. My renewal was due 
and Direct Line refused to quote. Superchips 
recommended Adrian Flux (www.adrianflux.
co.uk) and a very similar policy cost just £30 
more than my renewal would have been 
without the remap.

Having Bluefin applied to your car costs up  
to £450. Bearing in mind the potential power it 
can unlock, that’s something of a bargain. Try 
getting that kind of effect by mechanical means 
and see what it costs! For details on the range of 
cars that can be remapped and any that 
Superchips is interested in experimenting on, 
visit www.superchips.co.uk. And email me on 
glen@octane-magazine.com if you want to ask 
me anything more about my experience.  End


