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Life begins at 40 
Having recently celebrated 
their 40th Anniversary as a 
motorcaravan manufacturer, 
Auto-Sleepers are a true 
British success story with a 
great future ahead of them. 
Peter Rosenthal finds out 
more about what makes the 
company tick 

littering the quaint Worcestershire 
village of Willersey, there are few signs 

I that it is home to one of the UK's most 
popular motorhome manufacturers, Auto-
Sleepers. Only a small sign pointing to an 
industrial estate indicates the presence of the 
Britain's best-selling motorhome manufacturer. 

However, while the company currently 
claim to control around 28-30% of the new .and how it looked back in 1984, before the disasterous fire 
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- jto-Sleepers have a thriving owners' club - this CB22 (the company's first coachbuilt) was 
;een at the 1996 Club and Company Rally 

H E 

| 
The Commer formed the mainstay of Auto-Sleeper production throughout the '60s and 
remains sought-after by classic camper enthusiasts 

In the 1970s the Bedford CF was king, later becoming the basis for Auto-Sleepers' first 
monocoque coachbuilt, the SV100, styled by the late William Towns (designer of the Aston-
Martin Lagonda) 

motorhome market, they started from modest 
beginnings in the late 1950s, as A n t h o n y 
Trevelyan, w h o has been with the company 
since its inception, explained. 

'It all started with my parents preparing for 
a touring holiday in France', he comments, 'and 
not wanting to tow a caravan over there.' With 
his father being a metallurgist - specialising in 
stainless steel applications, and having helped 
develop Rover's gas-turbine car - and his 
mother being a d y n a m i c lady w h o had 
competed in the Le Mans 24-hour race, the)' 
were well-placed to try to create a more 
suitable holiday vehicle. 

Plans were duly drawn up and it wasn't long 
before a team of subcontractors was 
developing what was to effectively become the 
first prototype Auto-Sleepers motorcaravan. It 
wa>T plain s a i l i n g , though, and Anthony-
recalls that this early vehicle had its fair share of 
drawbacks: "We had a great holiday, but had 
problems with furniture sticking i n our ribs. . . ' 

Nevertheless, this earlv motorhome was 
sold on for a profit that almost paid for the 
holiday itself, and it wasn't long before the 
Trevelyan family had started w o r k on 
prototype number two. This example proved 
far more successful and a second holiday to 
France proved even more enjoyable. 

It was at this point, in the late 1950s, that a 
local garage expressed an interest in the 
motorhome and promptly placed an order to 
buy 12 vehicles over a period of a year. O n 
January 6, 1960, the Auto-Sleepers company 
was founded, with Anthony also joining the 
fledgling family business. 

The first Auto-Sleepers premises were in 
Manchester - reputedly having been bought for 
the princely sum of £99 - with the company 
relocating to Willersey, Worcestershire in the 
1960s. They initially specialised in converting 
B M C J 2 vans, before moving onto the Commer 
PB (from the Rootes Group) . Significantly, they 
were one of the first companies to establish 
direct supply links with Rootes, which greatly 
helped their business. 

By the 1970s the company were carrying 
out conversions on Bedford, Ford, Leyland 
(Sherpa), Commer (later Dodge) and V W (LT) 
base vehicles. Later came conversions on the 
first of the modern generation of front-wheel 
drive vans - the Renault Trafic and then the 
Talbot Express - but the oddbal l in the 
company's history was surely the short-lived 
Chevrolet high-top! 

The '70s were also a period of growing 
export sales, with Auto-Sleeper motorcaravans 
going to Austria. Switzerland. France, 
Australasia and Japan. At this point, Anthony 
saw the company's future being with the export 
market. W h e n President Mitterrand came to 
power in France in 1981 all this changed, 
however. Within just two months, Mitterrand's 
government had introduced new policies that 
made it uncompetitive for Auto-Sleepers to 
export to France. This was very much taken as 
a wake-up call and business strategies were 
rapidly revised to focus on the ever-expanding 
British market. By the 1990s Auto-Sleepers were 
not exporting any of their products, mainly due 
to the strength of the Pound. 

One of the low-points in the Auto-Sleepers 
history was in October 1992 when a large fire 
completely destroyed the Willersey premises. 
Everything burnt d o w n and it took 16 fire 
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The flagship of the 2002 range - the latest Ford-based Amethyst 

e n g i n e s , w o r k i n g a r o u n d the c l o c k , to b r i n g it 

u n d e r c o n t r o l . E v e n w h e n the f ire h a d b e e n 

f i n a l l y e x t i n g u i s h e d , the e m b e r s w e r e so hot 

that it r e i g n i t e d s o m e five d a y s after the start o f 

the in i t i a l b l a z e . 

T h i s c o u l d n ' t h a v e h a p p e n e d at a w o r s e 

t ime - the d a y be f o r e a m o t o r c a r a v a n s h o w -

a n d A n t h o n y ' s f irst c o n c e r n w a s that 180 

e m p l o y e e s s u d d e n l y h a d n o w h e r e to w o r k . 

A f t e r a 3 a m e m e r g e n c y m a n a g e m e n t m e e t i n g 

in a n e a r b y h o u s e , a p l a n o f a c t i o n w a s f o r m e d 

a n d b y the e n d o f the w e e k - w i t h lots o f h e l p 

f r o m s u p p l i e r s , d e a l e r s , i n s u r e r s a n d 

e m p l o y e e s - they h a d m a n a g e d to restart a 

m i n i - p r o d u c t i o n l ine . B y the e n d o f the year 

they w e r e b a c k in fu l l - sca l e p r o d u c t i o n a n d . 

f r ank l y , h a v e n e v e r l o o k e d b a c k s i n c e . 

O f f s e t t i ng s u c h l o w - p o i n t s in the c o m p a n y ' s 

h i s t o i y are s o m e great succ e s s e s , w i t h A u t o -

S l e e p e r s w i n n i n g m a n y p r e s t i g i o u s a w a r d s 

o v e r the years . O f these m a n y i n d u s t r y a w a r d s , 

A n t h o n y is m o s t p r o u d to h a v e b e e n a w a r d e d 

f ive g o l d m e d a l s - o n separa te o c c a s i o n s - for 

c o a c h w o r k qua l i t y , b y the Inst i tute o f B r i t i s h 

C a r r i a g e a n d A u t o m o b i l e M a n u f a c t u r e r s . 

T h e latest c h a p t e r o f the A u t o - S l e e p e r s 

h i s t o r y b e g a n to u n f o l d i n A u g u s t 2000, w h e n 

I an C a p e s - a l e a d i n g f i gure i n the a u t o m o t i v e 

i n d u s t r y - a n d h i s m a n a g e m e n t t e a m a c q u i r e d 

the c o m p a n y a n d I a n b e c a m e the new-

M a n a g i n g D i r e c t o r . A t the s a m e t ime h e a l s o 

a c q u i r e d t h e M a r q u i s d e a l e r s h i p n e t w o r k , 

e n a b l i n g h i m to h a v e m u c h g rea te r c o n t r o l i n 

the m a n u f a c t u r e , d i s t r i b u t i o n a n d af ter-sales 

b a c k - u p o f the m o t o r h o m e m a r k e t . 

A GROWING NETWORK 
P r i o r to the merge r , the M a r q u i s n e t w o r k o f 

m o t o r h o m e sales c en t r e s w a s p r i v a t e l y o w n e d 

b y D a v e W i l l i s , w h o in i t i a l l y s tar ted o u t i n 

b u s i n e s s i n the m i d - S e v e n t i e s r u n n i n g a garage . 

A f t e r t a k i n g in a V W c a m p e r as a t rade - in a n d 

Upstairs in the Willersey factory is the trimming and upholstery department 

d i s p l a y i n g it o n the forecourt, he w a s s o o n 

o f f e r ed a n o t h e r m o t o r h o m e to s e l l a n d h e 

r a p i d l y r ea l i s ed that s e l l i n g l e i su r e v e h i c l e s w a s 

the w a y to go . 

T h r e e years later the b u s i n e s s w a s t h r i v i n g 

a n d h e e m p l o y e d a s c h o o l b o y c a l l e d M i k e 

C r o u c h to h e l p h i m out . A f ter M i k e left s c h o o l 

h e w e n t to w o r k for the c o m p a n y fu l l - t ime a n d 

is n o w the M a r q u i s M D ! 

In the e a r l y N i n e t i e s the g r o u p w a s 

e x p a n d i n g r a p i d l y a n d a c q u i r e d a d d i t i o n a l retai l 

out le ts , m a i n l y a r o u n d the S o u t h West . B y 2000, 

the)- h a d e ight M a r q u i s b r a n c h e s b a s e d i n 

H a m p s h i r e , D o r s e t , G l o u c e s t e r s h i r e , S u r r e y , 

B e r k s h i r e , Sussex , L a n c a s h i r e a n d H e r t f o r d s h i r e . 

At a r o u n d the s a m e t ime, D a v e W i l l i s d e c i d e d to 

of fer the bus iness t ip for sa le a n d w a s d u l y 

b o u g h t out b y Ian C a p e s a n d his t eam. 

T o d a y the c o m p a n y is g o i n g f r o m s t r eng th 

to s t r eng th a n d 1 s p o k e to D a v i d Har t , w h o has 

b e e n w i t h M a r q u i s for s i x y e a r s a n d m a n a g e s 

the T e w k e s b u r y b r a n c h , to f i nd o u t w h y they 

h a v e b e e n s o s u c c e s s f u l . ' O n e o f the k e y th ings 

a b o u t M a r q u i s , ' h e p o i n t e d out , 'is that w e o n l y 

se l l m o t o r h o m e s . W e d o n ' t se l l c a r a v a n s a n d 

w e d o n ' t se l l cars . We ' r e v e r y f o c u s e d . ' 

' W e a l so h a v e a g o o d g e o g r a p h i c a l s p r e a d 

a n d , as w e o n l y e m p l o y a r o u n d 8 to 10 p e o p l e 

p e r s i te , w e c a n g i v e e a c h c u s t o m e r the 

u l t i m a t e in f r i e n d l y s e r v i c e . T h e s a l e s m a n that 

se l ls y o u y o u r m o t o r h o m e w i l l u s u a l l y l o o k 

after y o u t h r o u g h o u t y o u r o w n e r s h i p o f the 

v e h i c l e . W e h a v e a b i g c o m p a n y image , b a c k e d 

u p b y a p e r s o n a l i s e d s m a l l c o m p a n y se rv i ce . ' 

Q u i t e c l e a r l y there are m a n y c u s t o m e r s w h o 

s h a r e D a v i d ' s e n t h u s i a s m for the c o m p a n y , a n d 

the M a r q u i s g r o u p are r e s p o n s i b l e for s e l l i n g 

a r o u n d 1,600 v e h i c l e s a year , w i t h r o u g h l y h a l f 

b e i n g b r a n d - n e w . 

M a r q u i s c o n c e n t r a t e o n s e l l i n g B r i t i s h 

m o t o r h o m e s a n d o f fer the Swi f t , A u t o - S l e e p e r s . 

Bessaca r r , A u t o c m i s e a n d A u t o - T r a i l r anges t i n 

d e s c e n d i n g o r d e r o f sa les v o l u m e ) . B e i n g a 

m u l t i - f r a n c h i s e ou t l e t is c l e a r l y a great s t r eng th 

for t h e f i r m a n d e n a b l e s t h e m to o f f e r 
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Sandwich construction coachbuilts, like this Palermo, are built 'inside-
out' with most of the furniture going in before the side walls and roof 
being fitted 

A variety of brands at Tewkesbury, including special editions built 
solely for Marquis 

something to suit most tastes and budgets. 
The company also have several exclusive 

motorhomes, including the Lifestyle range 
(built by Swift), the County7 high-tops (from 
Auto-Sleepers) and the Majestic range from 
Autocruise. They also have the exclusive UK 
distributorship for the Mirage range of Italian 
A-class motorhomes. 

Not all Marquis branches sell all of the above 
marques, though, and one tiling that the new 
management team has taken great care over is 
not to upset any nearby Auto-Sleeper dealers. 
For example. Marquis Tewkesbury do not sell 
Auto-Sleepers, as Cotswold Motor Caravans in 
Gloucester have a long-standing relationship 
with the Willersey-based manufacturer. 

AROUND THE AUTO-SLEEPERS 
FACTORY 
The Auto-Sleeper factory is a fascinating place 
to visit - go along to one of their open days if 
you get the chance - and it's quite incredible 
the amount of work and effort that goes into 
producing their conversions. The company 
have three main production lines split into 
panel vans, sandwich construction coachbuilts 
and monocoque-bodied coachbuilts. The last 
type is quite clearly the jewel in the crown of 
the production line, and rightly so - the 
intricate GRP moulding is a masterful creation 
and, being made in one piece, it cannot leak. 

Watching how either a panel van. or 
chassis-cab, enters the Auto-Sleepers factory 
and then evolves into a well-made British 
motorhome is a real treat. As you'd expect, 
there are teams of workers swarming over the 
vehicles, and racks of fixings, interior trims and 

The parts and accessory 
appliances waiting to be slotted in place, but 
that's not what impresses the most. 

No matter which department in the factory 
you go in - be it the paintshop, the 
woodworking room, the fabric trimming 
department, or the main assembly line - it's 
clear that all the employees really put their 
heart into what they do. Their sense of pride in 
their workmanship is clear for all to see. 

It's all the little details and thoughtful 
touches that impress. Take the main production 
line for example. To ensure that the bodywork 
of the vehicles doesn't get scratched or marked 
in any way, each vehicle is swathed in blankets, 
bubble-wrap and cloth covers to such an extent 
that it's quite hard to tell whether a Ford, VAV or 
Peugeot lurks underneath. 

It's also fascinating to see how the vehicles 
are actually constructed. For example, the GRP 
flagship models have all the outer bodywork 
fitted before the interior trim is installed, 
whereas the sandwich construction coachbuilt 
models have the interiors partially built before 
having the roof, sides and rear panel installed. 

THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT 
The future of the Auto-Sleepers Group 
certainly looks healthy, with both companies 
looking to expand their businesses and offer 
more services to the customer. 

Marquis are concentrating their efforts on 
consolidating their existing eight retail sites, 
rather than tiying to open 20 branches across 
the country. Instead they're aiming to try to 
make each site a true one-stop shop for 
whatever motorhome needs you may have. 
Where they can, they're adding mechanical 

shop at Marquis Tewkesbury 
service centres, bodyshops and MoT 
workshops to their existing branches. They've 
also recently started offering their own brand 
of insurance and warranty products. 

Auto-Sleepers have recently introduced 
their Vivanti range of motorhomes, which can 
be hired for motorhome holiday packages 
throughout Europe. They're also becoming 
even more focused on the quality of their 
products and the amount of back-up they 
provide to customers. 

With this in mind. Anthony Trevelyan is now 
devoting his attention to the production and 
quality side of things, with his brother Charles 
being involved in the after-sales and customer 
support side of the business (and enthusiastically 
showing me around Auto-Sleepers well-
equipped new service centre). Rob Axton has 
now been appointed as the company's group 
marketing and development director. 

The current Auto-Sleepers line-up for 2002 
includes vehicles based on Peugeot, Ford and 
VW vans and chassis-cabs, with a wide variety 
of high-tops and coachbuilts being offered. 
Prices range from just over £26,000 for the 
smallest van conversions to almost £40,000 for 
the flagship Ford Amethyst. 

After visiting both the Auto-Sleepers factory" 
and Marquis Tewkesbury, it's very clear that the 
Auto-Sleepers Group as a whole are all singing 
off the same song-sheet and are utterly 
obsessed by offering the best service they can 
to the motorhome buyer. And with both 
Marquis and Auto-Sleepers looking : : irjrjxr.zi 
the quality of their products and sen:::.--
looks to be a very exciting time :cr the jrcup. 
Here's to the next 40 vears! • 

 
 
www.vwT25camper.info - a useful website for owners and enthusiasts of VW T25 / T3 Campervans


	img001
	img002
	img003
	img004



