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T he editor was very excited, even by 
his standards. The idea was simple 
we take two campers up into the 

uncharted wilderness of Derbyshire with our 
children for a weekend away, him with his lad, 
Sam, and a Ford. Me, with my daughter, Evie, 
and a VW. 

The idea was prompted by the 
fact that our wives would be busy 
in London watching Adele and 
having a great time (except she 
cancelled the gig on the Saturday 
morning, with hotels and trains 
already booked...). 

We set off anyway, selflessly, two campers, 
two dads and two children in search of the 
great outdoors.

I’d already taken Peter’s ‘work in progress’ 
Renault for a long test drive so that I would 

have three of the best base vehicles to compare 
and contrast.

Having the opportunity to drive three new, 
fully specced campers back to back was too 
good to miss. On the face of it, the Ford Transit 
Custom, Renault Trafic and Volkswagen 

Transporter offer similar packages. All are 
modern, stylish vans that can sleep four people 
and could easily be used as daily drivers. After 
driving all three, I decided I could have happily 
lived with any of them. Having said that, I was 
glad I had the VW for the weekend.

Vee-dub feelgood factor
On paper the VW should have been the least 
appealing of the three: it had the least powerful 
engine (102bhp), only five gears and its design 
was starting to show its age. But there was 
something about it. Driving a VW camper 

makes you feel, well, special, like 
you’re part of a club. On two 
occasions over the weekend, 
complete strangers came up to us 
and started chatting about the 
camper. At another time, after 
we’d been parked for an hour in 

Bakewell, upon out return we found we'd been 
flanked by two other VW campers. Let’s not 
forget the wave you get from other VW drivers, 
yes, they still do that.

Little things like these make a weekend away 
just a little bit more special. If someone asks you 
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what you drive and you reply with  
‘VW camper’ they know exactly 
what you mean. There are no 
awkward explanations.

There are other differences,  
too. Compared to the buffet of 
buttons that is the dashboard of 
the Ford, the VW offers a simple 
Bauhaus brunch, with only what 
you need. No frippery. Just simple 
controls that are instantly familiar 
to any VW, Audi, Skoda, SEAT 
owner (my wife has a SEAT so it  
all felt very familiar). 

All of the controls are where 
you need them to be and do 
exactly what you need them to 
do. The plastics have that chunky 
mottled appearance that feels a 
little old fashioned now, but is 
actually reassuringly strong and familiar. I could 
imagine that they would look exactly the same 
in years to come, all part of the feeling of 
quality and permanence that you get from this 
vehicle. I can imagine people restoring this dash 
in 40 years time and paying ridiculous sums to 
own a classic VW...

Although minimalist in nature, the VW  
cab has plenty of toys and tech to keep  
most people happy. The front windscreen is 
electrically heated which is most welcome on 
cold, frosty mornings, while the heating and air 
conditioning is kept under control by the 
easy-to-use climate control. I particularly liked 
the media system that took care of all the DAB 
radio, Bluetooth and phone functions and even 
had a slot for an SD card, as well as a CD player.

On the road
The VW hides its size well (it’s an SWB and only 
4.89m long) and I soon felt confident on the 
narrow, twisty Derbyshire lanes. More than 
once, I had to back up to allow other road uses 
to pass and on these occasions, the rear parking 
sensors and good all-round visibility were most 
appreciated. Thanks to the Birchover Action’s 
layout, there’s no wardrobe blocking the driver’s 
side rear quarter window. 

The seating position was just right for my 
six-foot frame and all the important controls 
were nicely to hand. The clutch, brake and 
accelerator pedals were in the right place for 
me and pleasingly weighted. This was a 
welcome change after the Ford, as the pedals  
in that vehicle felt too high off the floor for  
me and made my legs ache (Peter reckoned it 
didn’t bother him at all, so go figure). The seats 
were very supportive and I never felt 
uncomfortable or hemmed in.

SPECIFICATION
Hillside Birchover Action
Base vehicle VW T6 SWB Highline
Drive Front-wheel drive
Engine 2.0-litre turbo-diesel (Euro 6)
Power 102bhp
Economy 36.5mpg
Gearbox 5-speed
Number of travel seats 5
Berths 4
Leisure battery capacity 80Ah
Payload 800kg (estimated)
Length x width x height 4.89m x 
2.28m (1.90m excluding mirrors) x 1.99m
Standard equipment Highline spec 
includes DAB colour radio with Bluetooth 
hands-free phone, electric heated door 
mirrors, multi-function computer, cab 
air-con, heated windscreen, cruise 
control, rear parking sensors, auto rain 
sensor and auto-dimming mirror, leather 
steering wheel, gearknob and gaiter, 
front fog lamps with cornering lights and 
Bluemotion stop-start. Swivelling driver 
and passenger cab seats. SCA pop-up 
roof. RIB travel seat / lower bed measuring 
1.8m x 1.28m (6ft x 4ft 2.5in), roof bed 
measuring 1.93m x 1.1m (6ft 4in x 3ft 
7.5in). Side kitchen with sink and lift-up 
cold water tap. 50-litre Waeco compressor 
fridge, two-burner hob, grill, 240V socket, 
2 USB sockets (plus additional USB and 
12V socket on dashboard). LED lighting 
throughout with two touch-sensitive LED 
lights in cargo area, LED strip lights in 
lining to side of roof bed
Optional equipment Davenport alloy 
wheels £995, Chrome Yellow paint £327, 
stickers £170
Price from £43,995
Price as tested £45,532

CONTACT
 hillsideleisure.co.uk 

☎  01332 207976

The real surprise was the 
102bhp engine. I was concerned 
that compared to the Ford’s 
125bhp engine, I might get left  
far behind, but I needn't have 
worried. Strangely, the VW’s 
engine felt like it had much more 
torque lower down which made  
it easier to drive. While the Ford 
needed more encouragement to 
get going from rest, its extra 
power became evident on the 
motorway where the VW felt a 
little flat (I understand they can be 
remapped very easily to give over 
160bhp, though).

Also, the VW’s engine was the 
noisiest, particularly when pushed 
hard up some of the Peak District’s 
steeper hills.

The VW handled the Dark Peak’s roads well, 
powering up Winnats Pass (even stopping to 
give an exhausted Air Ambulance paramedic 
and his kit a lift to a casualty) and up and over 
the brooding bulk of Mam Tor, one of the most 
breathtaking roads in Britain. It felt composed 
and capable and more then up to the 
challenge. After a hard day's driving we 
returned to the campsite.

Living it up
Here the convenience of the Hillside design 
became apparent. Simply undo two turnbuckle 
catches on the SCA roof, unhook the safety 
clamps and up pops the roof on a series of gas 
struts. The roof bed simply pushes up and out 
of the way to give masses of headroom. This 
left us with a great seating area and 
somewhere to enjoy the rolling countryside 
views that surrounded us.

The extra-wide seats are the most obvious 
feature of this interior and this gives ample 
seating width for three in the back. This in  
turn makes for a much wider bed and a better 
night’s sleep. Of course, all this comes at a price 
of slightly less storage and no full-length 
wardrobe. This didn't bother me and my 
six-year-old daughter, Evie. The Hillside had 
plenty of clever storage options for our clothes 
and Evie’s assortment of fidget spinners, 
marbles and colouring books.

The cab area also comes into play as both 
front seats turn easily around, aided by the fact 
that the seatbelts are not housed within the 
seats themselves. So no tangles here. As the 
cab floor is flush with the rear area, you can 
move easily between the two areas, too.

We only turned around the passenger seat, 
opting to leave the driver’s facing forward. 
However, we did need to adjust the driver’s seat 
backrest more vertically to allow us to access 
the fridge – which is hidden behind a door – or 
remove the table from its stowage. Once set up 
there is a good amount of space and plenty of 
light. I was surprised at how many windows the 
camper had. In fact, opening and closing 
curtains became somewhat of a pastime.

Lighting comes courtesy of LEDs throughout ■

HILLSIDE 
BIRCHOVER ACTION

PROS
  Good fit and finish to 

conversion

 Wide RIB bed and seat

  SCA roof bed is large and 
easy to set up

  Excellent visibility with 
windows all around

 Great-looking vehicle

 Easy-to-live-with VW base

CONS
✘  Engine more vocal than 

Ford or Renault

✘ Layout has limited storage

The real surprise was the 
102bhp engine. I was concerned 
that compared to the Ford’s 125bhp 
engine, I might get left far behind, 
but I needn't have worried...

Underseat storage is ideal for Porta Potti 
or just shove bulky coats into

Davenport alloys look the part

Narrow cabinet offers 
tambour-doored storage 

areas that are easy to access

Wider than usual RIB seat  
gives spacious feel to interior
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The VW T6 sometimes gets criticised for being ‘an old design’ and being expensive. Well, that might 
be true but you can’t help but appreciate its unfussy and professional nature. It does its job very well 
and with ease - that's just what you want from a camper. Hillside’s clever and efficient conversion 
goes hand-in-hand with the practicality of this base vehicle. The Chrome Yellow paintwork won't be 
to everyone's taste, but I loved it and thought it looked great. Summery and different. All in all this is 
a very convincing package and we didn’t want to give the keys back...

VERDICTcampervan

– as you would expect – with downlighters in 
the living area, two touch sensitive lights in the 
cargo area and LED strip lights in the pop-up 
roof bed. Phone and iPad charging is dealt with 
via a choice of a 240V socket or a twin USB 
port. The control panel for the electrical system 
is mounted towards the back of the vehicle and 
is in a convenient location to monitor the 
battery. The 12V fuse panel and 240V circuit 
breakers are located in the rear luggage area 
and are easy to get to if needed.

Cooking and eating
If you're looking for a van to prepare three-
course dinners in and clean up afterwards, it's 
probably best you look elsewhere. Refreshingly, 
only the minimum is on offer here, and I for 
one feel the van benefits from that. Despite this 
there is a neat two-burner hob with a 
drop-down glass cover, while opening up the 
front cabinet beneath reveals the fridge and a 
Smev gas grill and warming oven.

The sink is a slim but deep affair with a single 
cold water tap. If you want hot water, bring a 
kettle. The 50-litre Waeco compressor fridge 
was excellent, being both quiet and efficient. 
As we were only on the site for one night I 
didn't bother with the mains hook-up and the 
needle on the leisure battery gauge hardly 
moved. My only gripe is that the storage 
compartment in front of the fridge needed 
opening every time you wanted access. On  
the other hand it does offer lots more 
storage and it could be left open 
should you wish. It opens on 
large hinges and even has 
a roller fitted to its lower 
edge.

The rest of the 
cupboards are accessed 
via tambour doors 

opening to the side. 
These are fun to use 
and amused Evie no 
end. There is plenty of 
room for stowing food 
and utensils and nothing 

gets buried too deeply. 
The work surface is limited 

in area, but there is sufficient 
room for making a cup of tea.

Night-time
No real surprises here for us as this camper 
offers the now familiar pop-up roof bed with 
the downstairs RIB seating folding flat – via a 
couple of levers - to make a sizeable bed. 
Worth mentioning was the total darkness  
of the upper sleeping area. No early morning 
sun leaking in at all which makes a pleasant 
change. In fact, my daughter loved being in the 

roof, not only to sleep in, but to play in. 
The mattress was firm, but well padded and 

had slats underneath that made it feel much 
more bed like. It really was very comfortable. If 
it were just two going away for the weekend 
I'd probably opt to use the top bed and leave 
the seats down below in their usual position.

The downstairs bed benefits from the extra 
width afforded by the slimmer storage and the 
clever design whereby you sleep on the back 
surface of the seats and not on the contoured 
bits. It's easy to manipulate into a bed requiring 
very little effort. Once in position you still have 
access to many of the cupboards (vital should 
you like an early morning tea) and you can still 
get to the stowage for a Porta Potti (vital if 
you've had too many late night drinks). The 
underseat storage areas can be got at from the 
tailgate end as well, making loading and 
unloading a simple task.

Evie slept in the roof bed and 
used it as her playroom!

Downstairs bed is pleasingly wide

Fridge and oven are both hidden behind  
the door which offers handy extra storage

Boot space is ideal for bedding ■
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