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Manufacturers are currently 
tailoring products to 
tempt the customer and 

here we test two brand-new 
British low profiles pitched at the 
six-metre mark - both costing 
under that psychological £40k 

barrier. Both sport fixed beds, although they’re 
arranged differently.

Grimsby-based Auto-Trail has been building 

126 I MARCH 2009

Words and pictures 
by Andrew Bromley

1 The Auto-Trail cab features 
driver and passenger airbags

2 Autocruise’s Lux pack gives the 
cab a handy reversing camera 

and satellite navigation system

■  OVERALL LENGTH: 5.99m (19ft 8in)

■ OVERALL WIDTH: 2.21m (7ft 3in)

LAYOUT PLAN

AUTO-TRAIL EXCEL 600B

LOW AND LOVELY
In these straitened times, how many would consider 
investing in a large new motorhome? Would a smaller, 
yet still luxurious ‘van, fulfi l their needs?
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AUTOCRUISE SPORTSTAR

its range, particularly in panel van 
conversions. Sportstar is a new, 
compact addition to the Autocruise 
low profile (coachbuilt) Star range.

Both motorhomes tested were 
based on the Fiat Ducato chassis 
cab and powered as standard, by 
the least powerful, 2.2-litre 100bhp 
engine (with five-speed gearbox). 
Note: Autocruise also converts the 

Peugeot Boxer version of the Sevel base. 
The tested ’vans conform to current 

mainstream desires for a fixed bed, (the lounge 
converting to a further bed), with separate-
shower washroom and ‘British’ kitchen. In 
many ways they are similar, but offer a different 
layouts in compact and comfortable vehicles of 
manageable proportions.

Both were prototypes, so it follows that there 
may be some changes to production ‘vans. 

MOTIVE POWER 
Whether badged as a Fiat or Peugeot, the 
basic Sevel-built X250 is almost the same, 
with only minor differences. Peugeots have 
radio controls on the steering wheel as 
standard, which Fiats lack. The Fiat mid-range 
engine is of 2.3 litres, giving 130bhp, while the 
Pug makes do with 2.2 litres and 120bhp. Here, 
both contestants offer the larger engine as an 
option, while Auto-Trail also offers the tempting 
prospect of the 3.0-litre (157bhp) motor with 
ComfortMatic auto gearbox – albeit at a cost! 

Our test is of the ‘little’ 100bhp engine, 
which many (like me) will still find it quite 
acceptable. Perhaps a sixth gear would be 

■  OVERALL LENGTH: 6.08m (19ft 11.5in)

■ OVERALL WIDTH: 2.30 m (7ft 6.5in)

LAYOUT PLAN

2

motorhomes since 1982 and - these days 
- is renowned for producing medium and 
large-sized coachbuilts, including the ‘Native 
American’ series: from tinier Tracker to almighty 
Arapaho. The Excel series is a new departure, 
being a range of compact ‘vans offering value 
and differing bed arrangements. 

In 2007 Autocruise (also with a distinguished 
heritage) was taken over by the Swift Group, 
under whose ownership has rapidly expanded 
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nice – the five-speed transmission is actually 
quite low geared, making it powerful and nippy 
in ordinary driving, but a little breathless at 
motorway speeds (around 3000rpm at 70mph).

Both ‘vans utilise a chassis cab designed for 
coachbuilt motorhomes, featuring a wider track 
axle at the rear than at the front. It is low-slung, 
keeping down the overall height of the ‘van, 
lowering the centre of gravity, and assisting 
handling. Excel is built on the 3300kg MAW 
chassis as was the Sportstar, but production 
Sportstars will use the 3500kg MAW version 
– although according to the manufacturers, both 
‘vans have acceptable payloads. 

ROAD MANNERS
At 1200 miles, the Excel could reasonably be 
considered run-in. It went about its business in a 
cheerful bustling fashion and could be chucked 
into corners like a car - to my mind, as nice as 
a VW T5 and that’s no mean compliment. Great 
fun to drive, the experience was heightened by 
the conversion being remarkably quiet, with very 
few rattles or squeaks. The Excel has cruise 
control as a standard fitting, while the Autocruise 
lumps it with cab air-conditioning as part of the 
optional ‘Driver’s Pack.’ Both ‘vans have ABS 
and EBD as they’re standard Fiat fittings.

With only one mile on the clock, the Sportstar 
engine was understandably tight, but would 
loosen given a few miles. When moving, the 
interior provided more squeaks than the Excel, 
but it was acceptable. This Sportstar had a 
‘Lux Pack’ fitted, consisting of TV, awning and 
a reversing camera - a useful thing in a ‘van 
lacking a rear window. A removable satnav 
doubles as the screen for the camera and also 
forms part of the Lux Pack. Unfortunately, I had 
only a plastic facsimile (as it hadn’t yet been 
fitted), but it’s the thought that counts!

Both vehicles had very comfortable, height-
adjustable cab seats - Excel has airbags for both, 
whereas Sportstar offers only a driver’s ‘bag.

Trip-computers can be highly optimistic 
in calculating fuel consumption: my own Fiat 
Doblo’s is generally 14 per cent incorrect! 
Allowing for that, Excel claimed 31.6mpg, 
the Sportstar, 29.6mpg; I would expect fuel 
economy on both to improve with use. 

Now, what about hill reversing? My 
experience of 100bhp Sevels has generally been 
good (with little judder) and I’m pleased to report 
that both test vehicles performed satisfactorily, 
reversing in a straight line up moderate hills. 

On the Excel, the on-road experience could 
only be enjoyed by two, no rear seatbelts being 
fitted. However, a half-dinette, incorporating 
two three-point belts, is an option (£750). 
The Sportstar, by contrast, has two rear belts 
fitted as standard - the belt park of one kept 

escaping out of reach, but I think this is a 
problem easily rectified.

LOUNGE AND DINE
You enter both ‘vans through a robust 
caravan door that has a window and 
blind. The Sportstar has a short, 
electrically operated step (I thought it 
too shallow and potentially dangerous) 
and a high threshold, Excel has a 
moulded internal step which was much 
preferred. The Sportstar door has a 
small refuse container on its interior, 
whereas Excel has net-type pockets.

In both ‘vans, immediately before 
you is the lounge: first impressions in 
each are of (pale) tasteful upholstery and 
‘warm’ wood furniture. Excel features 

nice – the five-speed transmission is actually 
quite low geared, making it powerful and nippy 
in ordinary driving, but a little breathless at 
motorway speeds (around 3000rpm at 70mph).

AUTO-TRAIL EXCEL 600B

3 The interior features ‘warm’ wood furniture 
and a lounge with unequal length sofas

4 To the rear, a compact kitchen and washroom 
stand opposite a longitudinal double bed

5 The freestanding table proved tricky to access

3
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problem easily rectified.

LOUNGE AND DINE
You enter both ‘vans through a robust 
caravan door that has a window and 
blind. The Sportstar has a short, 
electrically operated step (I thought it 
too shallow and potentially dangerous) 
and a high threshold, Excel has a 
moulded internal step which was much 

 WE LIKED
■ Base vehicle and driving experience

■ Comfortable lounge

■ Quality of construction and finish

 WE  WOULD HAVE LIKED 

■  Improved lounge bed

■ Easier access to shower

■  More work surface and drainer in 

kitchen
■ Overcab storage

 WE  DISLIKED 

■  Lack of spare wheel

■ Cutlery drawer position
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comfortable, inward-facing settees on both 
sides - the offside being longer than that on the 
near. A freestanding dining table (with dedicated 
storage cupboard under the wardrobe), fits 
between them. Unfortunately, the table’s legs 
make access to the settees awkward and I 
would prefer a single centre mount. The cab 
seats do swivel, but only part way (leg-room is 
restricted), so eating is easier from the settees.

On the Sportstar, the lounge features a half-
dinette - the travel seats doubling as a settee, 
with the table fitted to the offside wall in front. 
Between the door and the cab passenger seat 
is another inward-facing pew – the ‘dicky’ seat, 
as we term it. Both cab seats swivel, but only 
the driver’s has good access to the table, the 
passenger seat being restricted by the dicky 
seat and too far away from the table for civilised 
dining. The table has one leg, which restricts 
access to the settee, and there’s no dedicated 
storage for the table once removed. On this 
prototype there was no rake to the seatbacks, 
which made for uncomfortable seating: this is 
certainly not lounging! 

The Sportstar’s Lux Pack’s 15-inch LCD 
television was swivel-mounted to the wooden 
moulding behind the driver’s cab-seat - fine for 
watching from the rear bed (what decadence!), 
but too close and too big to watch from the 
dinette. We’d prefer Auto-Trail’s drop-down 
10in TV that’s fitted centrally above the cab-
front, as part of the ‘Sport’ pack. However, this 
pack wasn’t fitted to the test ‘van.

COOK’S QUARTERS     
A British ‘van must maintain certain standards; 
it must have a proper shrine to the cook. No 
making-do with just a couple of burners and 
a huge fridge like Johnny foreigner - we need 
an oven for the roast, a grill for the toast and 
lots of storage for pots and pans. So, how do 
these two measure up?

The Excel sites the kitchen facilities on the 
offside, opposite the longitudinal fixed bed. 
This means the chef could get mixed-up with 
the sleeping bags, and as there is only modest 
workspace on the kitchen unit, I’ll bet they’ll end 
up using the bed to put things down. All this 
could give a new take on the term, breakfast 
in bed! There is the requisite three-burner 
- electronic ignition - hob, oven and grill, a 
77-litre fridge and a big corner sink. Sink and 
hob have hinged glass lids. However, there’s 
no draining board, while storage space is a bit 
lacking, with just two overhead cupboards and a 
pan cupboard at floor level, below the oven. The 
cutlery tray is hidden therein – a more awkward 
position I cannot imagine!

We preferred the Sportstar’s kitchen. It has 
the same level of equipment, but the cutlery 
drawer is in its rightful place directly 
under the sink. The fridge is slightly 
larger at 81 litres, while cupboard space 
was more commodious - including a 
dedicated moulded crockery store. 
There’s still no draining board, though. 
More importantly, whilst work surface 
is limited if the transverse rear bed is 
in its ‘sleeping’ position (cleverly, the 
bed base slides forward to create a 
full-width double, covering part of 
the kitchen’s worktop in the process), 
if reduced to ‘daytime’ mode an 
expanse of useful worktop is revealed. 

Both kitchens sport strip lighting 
under the high-level cupboards, 
opening double-glazed windows and 
rooflights. ▲
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6 Sportstar interior sports an equally comfortable ambience

7 A half-dinette provides two belted travel seats in the lounge

8 Swivel cab seats and ‘dicky’ seat enhance the lounge

 WE  LIKED
■ Base vehicle and driving experience
■ Quality of construction and finish
■ Large kitchen work area
■ Spare wheel
 WE  WOULD HAVE LIKED 
■  Improved lounge bed
■  Seatback rake in lounge, for improved 

comfort
■ Passenger airbag
 WE  DISLIKED 
■  Awkward entrance step
■ Bed ladder hard on bare feet!

6

8
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 PRICE
■ From: £35,258 OTR
■ As tested: £35,258.00 OTR

BASICS (*manufacturer’s figures)
■ Berths: 4
■ Three-point belted seats: 2 (inc. driver)
■  Warranty: Three years base vehicle 

and conversion
■  Badged as NCC EN1646 compliant: No 

(production models will be badged)
■  Construction: Low profile coachbuilt.

GRP clad sandwich construction with 
GRP/ABS mouldings

■ Length: 5.99m (19ft 8in)*
■ Width: 2.21m (7ft 3in)
■ Height: 2.79m (9ft 2in)*
■ Wheelbase: 3.45m (11ft 4in)
■ Rear overhang: 1.60m (5ft 3in)
■ Maximum authorised weight: 3300kg
■  Payload: 620kg (after weight of driver 

@75kg, 90 per cent fuel)

THE VEHICLE
■ Chassis: Fiat Ducato MWB chassis cab
■  Engine: 2.2-litre turbo-diesel producing 

100bhp
■  Transmission: Five-speed manual gearbox, 

front-wheel drive
■ Brakes: Discs all round with ABS and EBD
■  Suspension: Front: Independent with coil 

springs. Rear: Rigid axle on leaf springs
■  Features: Driver and passenger airbags, 

cab central locking, cruise control, electric 
windows, door bins, central storage 
locker, 12V socket, variable wiper delay, 
adjustable steering column, Fix and Go 
puncture repair system

INSIDE
■  Layout: Swivelling cab seats and twin-

sofa lounge ahead of offside kitchen and 
washroom, nearside wardrobe and fixed 
longitudinal double bed

■ Insulation: Floor 44mm, walls & roof 40mm
■ Interior height: 1.95m (6ft 5in) max

KITCHEN
■  Sink: Spinflo corner bowl with mixer tap 

and glass lid, no drainer
■  Cooker: Spinflo three-burner hob with 

electronic ignition and glass lid, Spinflo 
Duplex oven and grill

■  Fridge: Dometic 7271 three-way with 
freezer compartment. Capacity 77 litres

WASHROOM
■  Toilet: Thetford C250 swivel-bowl 

electric-flush with wheeled cassette 
■  Basin: Moulded plastic fixed bowl (in shower 

compartment) with mixer tap/ shower head 
■  Shower: Separate compartment with plastic 

lined walls, Remis glass-effect rigid plastic 
door, single drain-hole to shower tray, 
roof light, large mirror

BEDS
Rear permanent double
■  Length: 1.88m (6ft 2ins)
■  Width: 1.22m (4ft 0in), narrowing to 

980mm (3ft 2.5in)
Lounge double
■  Length: 2.00 m (6ft 6.5in)
■  Width: 1.22m (4ft 0in) max 1.00m 

(3ft 3.5in) min

EQUIPMENT 
■  Fresh water: Underslung 85 litres 

(18.7 gallons)
■  Waste water: Underslung 55 litres 

(12 gallons)
■  Water and Space Heater: Webasto 

DualTop diesel-fired boiler with blown-air
■  Leisure Battery: 110 amp hr
■  Gas: 2 x 7kg cylinders
■  Lighting: LED strip lights over kitchen, in 

toilet/shower compartment, above fixed 
bed, above settees and around rooflight in 
lounge, 2 halogen reading lights over 
fixed bed, awning light

■ Sockets: 230V: 1, 12V: None

OPTIONAL EXTRAS
Fitted to test vehicle 
■ Base: None
■ Conversion: None
Other options
■  Base: Cab air-conditioning (£915), 2.3-litre 

130bhp engine and six-speed gearbox 
(£1497), 3.0-litre 157bhp engine and 
ComfortMatic auto transmission (£3912)

■  Conversion: Sport options pack comprises 
metallic blue paintwork, drop-down flat 
screen TV with digital receiver, radio/CD/DVD 
player, Status 530 aerial, ‘graphite’ worktops, 
stainless steel kitchen appliances, dashboard 
trim, special upholstery, removable carpets 
(£1050), half-dinette for front lounge, 
including two three-point seatbelts (£734)

E&OE
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BED TIME       
Both ‘vans offer the prized facility to leave the 
main double bed made up during the day. Excel 
has a longitudinal bed on the nearside at the rear, 
the flank being sculpted to allow access (twixt 
bed and kitchen) to the washroom. The bed’s 
size suffers because of this - reducing in width 
from four feet to a bit over three feet at the foot. 
Whether this matters, depends on individual 
stature and levels of cuddlesomeness! The bed 
benefits from a side window view, while reading 
in bed is no problem, with nearly three feet of 
headroom under the high-level cupboards and 
LED reading-lights. 

Sportstar has a transverse double bed, 
above its garage. Access is by a light, alloy 
ladder, whose rungs proved hard on bare feet. 
This bed is six feet nine inches in length, and at 
four feet wide throughout, is a good deal more 
commodious than the Excel’s. In either ‘van, 
one partner will have to scramble over t’other to 

9

10
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BATHING SPACE      
Excel offers a washroom aft of the kitchen on 
the offside, enclosed behind a tambour door. 
Opening it reveals a Thetford C250 swivel-
bowl loo (with wheeled cassette) and (a tight 
squeeze beyond it) access to a good-sized, 
plastic-lined shower. This has but one drain 
hole and is closed off with a plastic screen. The 
fixed washbasin, with mirror above, is situated 
inconveniently within the shower compartment 
- the showerhead doubling as the basin’s tap.

To use the loo you may need to face 
into the shower: facing outwards, my knees 
rammed the inside of the tambour door! We 
felt the loo roll and towel holders were badly 

9 Lots of equipment in the kitchen, 
but a lack of storage space 

10 The washroom is a somewhat 
inconvenient convenience

positioned – perhaps they should be supplied 
unfitted, leaving it for the purchaser to decide 
on location? There’s a large opening window 
(fortunately with a blind, as the glass is clear), 
rooflight, LED strip lighting and wooden 
cupboard in the toilet area.

Sportstar has a roomy combined toilet/
shower compartment, the washbasin (with 
mirror over) being attached to a swing-wall. 
When swung, this wall meets a translucent 
plastic panel attached to the wooden 
outer door, creating a plastic lined shower 
compartment with two drain holes. Again, 
the showerhead doubles as tap for the 
basin. Foot room in the shower is limited by 
the intruding wheelarch, but is acceptable. 
There is no window - a small rooflight and 
LED lighting provide illumination. The loo 
is another C250, with wooden cabinet 
above. Again, we felt the accessories were 
misplaced.
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PRICE
■ From: £38,191 OTR
■ As tested: £39,165 OTR

BASICS (*manufacturer’s figures)
■ Berths: 3
■  Three-point belted seats: 

4 (including driver)
■  Warranty: Three years base vehicle and 

conversion
■ Badged as NCC EN1646 compliant: Yes
■  Construction: Low profile coachbuilt. 

GRP clad sandwich construction with alloy 
framing and GRP mouldings 

■ Length: 6.08m (19ft 11.5in)*
■ Width: 2.30 m (7ft 6.5in)* 
■ Height: 2.74m (9ft 0in)*
■ Wheelbase: 3.45m (11ft 4in)
■ Rear overhang: 1.68m (5ft 6in)
■ Maximum authorised weight: 3500kg
■  Payload: 475kg (after weight of driver 

@75kg, 90 per cent fuel, water, gas) 

THE VEHICLE
■ Chassis: Fiat Ducato MWB chassis cab
■  Engine: 2.2-litre turbo-diesel producing 

100bhp
■  Transmission: Five-speed manual gearbox, 

front-wheel drive
■  Brakes: Discs all round with ABS and EBD
■  Suspension: Front: Independent with coil 

springs. Rear: Rigid axle on leaf springs
■  Features: Driver’s airbag, cab central 

locking, electric windows and mirrors, door 
bins, central storage locker, 12V socket, 
variable wiper delay, adjustable steering 
column, radio/CD player, spare wheel

INSIDE
■  Layout: Swivelling cab seat ahead of half-

dinette with side seat, offside washroom, 
nearside kitchen, across the rear pull-out 
double bed over compact garage 

■  Insulation: Floor and walls 28mm, 
roof 30mm

■ Interior height: 1.94m (6ft 4.5in) max

KITCHEN
■  Sink: Smev corner bowl with mixer tap 

and glass lid, no drainer
■  Cooker: Smev three-burner hob with 

electronic ignition and glass cover, 
Smev oven and grill 

■  Fridge: Thetford N80 three-way with freezer 
compartment. Capacity 81 litres

WASHROOM
■  Toilet: Thetford C250 swivel-bowl 

electric-flush with wheeled cassette
■  Basin: Mounted on swing-wall, plastic 

fixed bowl with mixer tap/shower head, 
mirror above

■  Shower: Swing-wall helps create separate 
compartment with plastic walls, glass-effect 
plastic door, two drain-holes to shower 
tray, rooflight

BEDS
Rear permanent double
■  Length: 2.06m (6ft 9ins)
■  Width: 1.22m (4ft 0in) 
■  Headroom: 770mm (2ft 6.5ins) 
Lounge single
■ Length: 2.08m (6ft 10in)
■ Width: 485mm (1ft 7in) 

EQUIPMENT
■  Fresh water: Underslung, insulated 94 litres 

(20 gallons)
■  Waste water: Underslung 73 litres 

(16 gallons)
■  Water and Space Heater: Truma Combi 

4 boiler with blown-air, gas-mains operation
■  Leisure Battery: 120 amp hr
■  Gas: 2 x 7kg cylinders
■  Lighting: Cold cathode strip light over 

kitchen, LED lights in washroom, over fixed 
bed, over sofas and around rooflight in 
lounge. 2 LED reading lights over fixed bed. 
Awning light, 2 fluorescent lights in garage.

■ Sockets: 230V: 3, 12V: 1

OPTIONAL EXTRAS
Fitted to test vehicle
■  Base: As part of Lux Pack: portable satellite 

navigation system, colour reversing camera 
with night vision and sound

■  Conversion: As part of Lux Pack 3-metre 
roll-out Omnistor awning, 15-inch Avtex 
LCD colour TV with Freeview and 
DVD (£973)

Other options
■  Base: Driver’s Pack comprises cab 

air-conditioning, cruise control (£1164), 
2.3-litre 130bhp engine and six-speed 
gearbox (£1614)

■  Conversion: Roof rack and ladder (£538), 
Microwave oven (£112)

E&OE
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get to the loo at night - in the Sportstar, he or 
she risks a long fall out of bed. A security net is 
fitted that’s useful to retain bedding stored there 
whilst travelling. Sitting up in bed to read, or 
watch television, isn’t as comfy as in the Excel, 
as headroom is more limited at two-foot-six. 
However, reading lights and extra speakers 
(for the Blaupunkt London radio/CD player) 
are fitted. Sportstar’s bed and mattress is in 
two sections: during the day, the slatted bed 
base can be retracted (slid to the rear) and one 
mattress stored above the other; thus releasing 
the aforementioned extra kitchen work surface. A 
very good idea.

Both contestants offer further ‘occasional’ 
lounge beds, which I don’t expect would be 
used very often. The Sportstar lounge bed is 
easily formed by pulling out a slatted base from 
under the settee, meeting another pulled out into 
the centre of the van from under the dicky seat. 
The cushions are laid flat giving a single bed 6ft 

10in long. The problem? It’s only one-foot-seven 
wide for much of its length: you might never 
sleep for fear of falling off your perch! Kids, 
however, could probably sleep okay here.

Excel doesn’t excel in this regard either. Its 
lounge bed is made by pulling the larger settee 
out to the centre of the ‘van, while the end of 
the nearside settee base drops out to support 
an extra cushion. This cushion didn’t match 
the other bed cushions in thickness and needs 
an extra board for support, which (on this 
prototype) didn’t fit. This bed is actually longer 
and slightly wider than the rear fixed bed, but 
needs further development.

▲

11 The kitchen has a proper cutlery 
drawer and plenty of worktop

12 The washroom is roomy

13 A swing-wall helps create a separate showering area

11

12
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STORE ROOM    
These motorhomes offer big-‘van facilities, but 
are really quite small: good storage provision is 
therefore important, as bedding, clothes, hobby 
clobber, food and kitchen equipment all need 
to find a home. Surprisingly, both failed to make 
best use of their low profile overcabs. There 
are small side pockets, but no front-located 
cupboards. Auto-Trail places the TV here if 
you buy the Lux options pack, but surely there 
should be room at least, for a shelf? Autocruise 
fits a small shelf under the large, wind-up 
rooflight, but a proper lip, and maybe a slide-
out, would increase storage capacity. 

Under the Sportstar dicky seat (where you 
might expect a boot cupboard) lies the Truma 
heater - so no storage space there. Likewise, 
space under the dinette seat is filled with 
fuseboard and leisure battery. Lounge storage is 
therefore, in just the three high-level cupboards, 
and in the standard Fiat’s cab cubbies. There 
is a small, low-level wardrobe by the main bed, 
while the kitchen area is well catered for, with 
cupboards at high and low level. Of course, 
the main benefit from this layout is the garage, 
accessible from under the bed and through two 
outside doors. Large, well-lit and with access to 
the gas locker, it carries any amount of junk: just 
be careful you don’t overload the rear axle.

Excel doesn’t have a garage, but access to 
the under-bed storage area is available from 
an outside locker door. Inside, the bed can be 
raised, but there’s no gas strut to help and it’s 
quite heavy (even without bedding): once lifted, 
a central metal leg retains it. The offside settee 
offers more space, with a drop-down internal 
door, plus a further outside locker door. This 
also contains the (recessed) leisure battery, to 
which access is laudably easy. There is a good 
range of high-level cupboards throughout the 
Excel interior, but (as mentioned before) kitchen 
storage is limited. The small wardrobe (between 
the main bed and the caravan door) is at a more 
convenient height than that in the Sportstar.

In both ‘vans, the storage cupboards were 
of similar design and appeared well made, with 
strong catches.

LIFE SUPPORT   
Both ’vans make good use of the latest 
technology, with LED-equipped reading lamps, 
central lamps and strip lights in all main areas. 
However, though if you use the cab seats for 
lounging, you’ll find dedicated reading lights 
are lacking. With large rooflights in both ‘vans, 
these vehicles feel bright and airy inside. 

On the power side, there is a different outlook 
between the two manufacturers. Whereas 
Sportstar provides twin mains sockets above 
the kitchen and another next to the TV aerial 
point, Excel has just one in the kitchen. Auto-
Trail, it seems, thinks that everyone has different 
requirements for siting sockets, so it’s left to 
individual choice upon purchase. I think you 
should remember to budget for this expense and 
inconvenience. Likewise, Auto-Trail doesn’t offer 
reversing aids as factory-fitted extras; make your 
own arrangements according to needs and taste. 

Removable carpets are fitted over vinyl 
floors in both, but only in the lounge on the 
Excel. The Sportstar has carpets throughout, 
but unfortunately, the lounge carpet extends 
through to the whole cab. Remove it, and the 
cab floor is plastic covered. I would prefer a 
separate cab carpet.

To save internal space, both manufacturers 
site waste and (insulated) fresh water tanks 
underneath the vehicles. Those on the Excel 

STORE ROOM    
These motorhomes offer big-‘van facilities, but 
are really quite small: good storage provision is 
therefore important, as bedding, clothes, hobby 
clobber, food and kitchen equipment all need 

AUTO-TRAIL EXCEL 600B

14 The fixed double bed 
narrows considerably at its foot

15 Excel’s lounge bed needs further development

16 The bed base rises to reveal a large 
locker, but there’s no gas strut to assist you

17 The leisure battery is easy to 
get at in its under-sofa well
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are slightly bigger, while the fresh water tank is 
filled via a Truma Ultraflow system (with plug-
in hose) incorporating a water filter. I’m unsure 
about having to use a plug-in system for filling 
(we use water carriers to fill via a standard 
filler) so the Excel’s ordinary set-up would 
probably suit us better.

And so to heating, where Sportstar uses a 
Truma Combi 4 gas/mains-powered water and 
space heater, feeding blown-air outlets in the 
lounge and washroom. Excel saves room inside 
by having a Webasto DualTop 5.5kW diesel-
fired heater sited under the vehicle, which also 
blows warm air into the interior through outlets 
in the washroom, lounge and under the fixed 
bed. Although the Auto-Trail will use less gas, 
it retains the same capacity (2 x 7kg cylinders) 
as the Autocruise. Both heating systems can be 
operated whilst travelling.

Each ‘van features Remis blinds to the 
windscreen and Excel has them on the cab 
side-windows, too, whereas Sportstar uses 
insulated screens. Although the Remis side 
window blinds reduce visibility a little, I admit to 
being a convert: I’ve not broken any yet (honest), 
and they are convenient, if fragile. Windows 
in both are double-glazed with pleated blinds, 
flyscreens, and curtains where appropriate.

I was delighted to see that the Sportstar 
has a full-sized (accessible) spare-wheel, 
whereas the Excel relies on a 12V compressor 
and can of gunk (tyre sealant) to get you home 
after a puncture. I know which vehicle I’d 
prefer, if I suffered catastrophic damage to a 
tyre while in a Swedish forest!

CONCLUSION          
Two nicely made, highly-specified and 
attractive British ‘vans, either of which, one 
would be proud to own. The Autocruise has 
a base price nearly £3000 higher than the 
Auto-Trail, but for that, you get the heavier 
duty chassis, two more travel seats, more 
rooflights, larger main bed, garage and spare 
wheel. Excel, on the other hand, has comfier 
lounge seating and is capable of sleeping three 
or four (although only two can travel without 
the optional rear seatbelts). A passenger airbag 
and cruise control ice the base vehicle’s cake. 

Sportstar might appeal to a more energetic 
clientele, who don’t mind clambering up to 
bed, carry bikes/sports equipment and want 
the independence offered by a more complete 
kitchen and washroom. The particular Excel 
layout we tried would suit those who entertain 
friends more on site and want easy access to the 
‘van and to their bed. Of course, if this particular 
layout doesn’t appeal and you’re an Auto-Trail 
fan, the Excel range offers other interesting 
layouts for consideration.

18 The rear bed base slides to the rear during the 
day, exposing a big slab of kitchen worktop

19 Although easy to make, the front 
single bed is rather narrow

20 The garage will swallow lots of kit
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AUTOCRUISE SPORTSTAR
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Head-to-head test

 VEHICLES LOANED FOR 
 EVALUATION BY:
Auto-Trail Excel 600B
Auto-Trail VR Limited, Trigano House, 
Genesis way, Europarc, Grimsby, 
North East Lincolnshire DN37 9TU 
(tel: 01472 571000; 
web site www.excelmotorhomes.co.uk)
Autocruise Sportstar 
Autocruise Motorhomes Limited, 
Swinton Meadows Industrial Estate, 
Meadow Way, Swinton, Mexborough, 
South Yorkshire S64 8AB 
(tel: 01709 571411; 
web site: www.autocruise.co.uk)


