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T

oday as I write this, it’s a
stunningly beautiful sunny day
in Martinborough, after what has
been a windy, blustery, wet few days.
I think back to the flight the Rock and I took
over to Blenheim in August, when we met the
Smith family who are the DeLuxe Group. I
reviewed their new Pilote product in the last
issue of RV Travel Lifestyle. We also reviewed
the Winnebago Airlie motorhome — which I’ll

look at in these pages — but the real pleasure
of the day was meeting the players who make
up this RV business.
The DeLuxe Group is a family business, with
brothers Gary and Greg currently at the helm.
Originally it was parents, Phyllis and Brad, who
bought the business back in 1972 from the thenowners. The name Deluxe originates from the
1920s when the original business was called
Reo DeLuxe Motors, which operated a small
school bus service in Blenheim, connecting
through to Picton.
Since 1972, ownership has been with the
Smith family with Phyllis and Brad originally
at the helm, with Greg and Gary working
part-time as schoolboys in the business, which
remained focused on a small but growing
school bus fleet.
After leaving school, Gary qualified as an
A-grade mechanic and worked for the local
Ford dealer. By 1978 he was ready to join
the family firm, and over time, he became
responsible for the growth of the importation
of bus units from Japan and the motoring side
of the business.
Greg joined the firm fulltime in 1980 as the
company was branching out into tourism. His
first job was as a coach captain, driving tourists

around the beautiful South Island.
Within a short time, there was a major
contract with Kirra Tours, a big player in the
tourism market then and now, which saw the
business needing to build new coaches and that
led to a new direction for the company. More
changes in 1989 saw the Smith family enter
a business partnership that took ownership
of the Adelaide-based Kirra Tours Company.
Those developments meant a lot of experience
in tourism and servicing people’s needs came
into play in the family business, as well as
sourcing/building/supplying buses for their
own needs as tour bus operators, and also for
a variety of other clients.
It must have been great for Phyl and Brad to
have their boys come on board, and I’m guessing
they recognised the different skills both men
had and could bring to their business. Greg’s
expertise with people and his tourism skills
and Gary with all the automotive, mechanical
and importing knowledge, have combined to
make for a successful long-term successional
family business.
A couple of years later in 1991, the Blenheim
Country Lodge Hotel needed a new owner,
and the Smith family saw some potential in
the run-down establishment. With a lot of

love and considerable capital investment over
a few years, and with Greg at the helm of the
Lodge, the family was able to offer quality
accommodation, meals and service to the local
community and to tourists alike.
By 2003, the family was ready for new
challenges to take the company forward,
and the result of that was the creation of the
DeLuxe Property Division of the company. This
division is thriving today, and is contributing
to the Marlborough region with a number of
innovative, quality residential developments
targeting the mid to top-end of the market
with hundreds of residential sections. Today
Greg is at the head of the Property Division,
with son Anthony as the Property Maintenance
Manager.
In 2009, a few changes started in the firm’s
Automotive Division with an initial toe-in-the
water approach to the RV motorhome market,
with a few second-hand units that had been part
of a rental fleet, being put on the yard for sale.
By 2012 this side of the business had grown
significantly, with customers from both the
North and South Island coming to them looking
for a caravan or motorhome, and more staff
were needed for this side of the business.

The team from left: Gary with daughter Laura in front, Greg with Brett in front, workshop manager Ray Walker
behind, with new assistant Matt on the right

Greg’s daughter Laura came in to help out - her
experience in transport industry administration
meant she was a perfect fit to take over the
administration and digital business realm,
as well as working on the sales yard helping
customers with their purchasing process.
About this time, the Rock and I had sold our

café business to take ownership of RV Travel
Lifestyle, and we were looking to do a lot more
travel. I remember shopping at the DeLuxe
yard, which had buses on it, and about six
motorhomes on show. Ever since then, we’ve
stopped in at the yard to say a quick ‘Gid’day’
whenever we’ve been passing.

The two vehicles we went to review on the day, the French Pilote motorhome and the
Australian Winnebago – both with great features to suit individual requirements
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Bottom is the sandwich panel
from a Winnebago motorhome,
the top piece is the honeycomb
flooring – interesting

This can of product will be logged into the vehicle’s
details on the computer in Germany to validate the
warranty. Great to see a manufacturer making an
effort to make sure the client’s vehicle is properly
maintained, and keeping within warranty conditions
- other manufacturers should take note!

Alongside this growth in RV and caravan
sales, came the natural growth of the workshop
out the back for servicing and customer
upgrades, and that meant someone with
knowledge of maintenance, panel and paint
was required. Fortunately Gary’s son Brett has
considerable experience in the motor industry
and with the business growing quickly, he made
the decision to join the family team and take
charge of this area, along with ex Apollo vehicle
refurbishments and sales, assisted by a couple
of other valued employees. The company only
services and looks after the needs of their own
customers - they don’t take on service or casual
repair work as their own stock and sales more
than occupies their resources. They prefer to
promote other local businesses for this out
work, or Nelson-based RV businesses, which
specialise in repairs and refurbishments.
Their brand range has increased over
recent years with ex-rental motorhomes from
Australian Apollo Motorhome Holidays being
very popular options on the yard, alongside
the Kiwi-built products.
By 2014, the growth of the RV business was
becoming quite intense - in fact they could
hardly keep product on the yard. Business
alliances became very important, with the firm
becoming regional agents for the UK Bailey
caravan range, and more recently joining with
Brent Thurlow from Central RV in distributing
the quality German Dethleff caravan range for
Acacia Motorhomes.
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I came away from our
visit feeling like we’d
spent the afternoon
with some real downto-earth people who
care very much for
their customer’s
happiness and
satisfaction with their
business dealings.

One cheap one, one good quality one – which one
would you want on your vehicle?

In 2015 Gary travelled to Germany and
with the help of introductions here and there
from Jonas Ng from Acacia Motorhomes (it’s
all who you know, you know), the DeLuxe
Group is now the sole importer of the French
manufactured Pilote Motorhomes, offering
a two-berth option and the Pacific range of
3500kg GVM motorhomes.
Alongside this expansion in brands, their
existing great relationship with Apollo Australia
has seen them become the distributor for the
Australian Winnebago brand motorhomes,
built in Brisbane for the Aussie and Kiwi
markets. They’ve also built relationships with
UCC in Christchurch and Country Caravans in
Mt Maunganui, who sell their vehicles as well.
We spent the last couple of hours of our visit
to the DeLuxe Group checking out the yard
and workshop, where the Rock and I learnt
what I deemed to be a fascinating point of
difference and interest with the warranty on

a Dethleffs caravan.
As part of your manufacturer’s body
warranty, you must have the vehicle serviced
every year, at a cost of around $360. As part
of this, the service agent must use a can of
product that has a serial number on its lid
that is then logged to that specific vehicle,
in the mastermind computer. That product
is used to reseal every single break in the
membrane of the undercarriage floor - every
screw, join, cable hole gets resealed. Seeing
that this brand, and many others, have exactly
the same construction flooring method — i.e.
marine ply base with a rubber sealant of some
description on the exposed side — I see this
as being a very important point of difference
in customer care, and in ensuring the validity
of your manufacturer’s warranty.
Gary tells me Acacia Motorhomes (as the
authorised New Zealand Dethleffs distributor)
contacts all owners of Dethleff ’s products
under their umbrella a couple of months ahead
of time, to ensure the customer can have the
yearly service done at their convenience, and
also making sure it happens for the client.
We also got a close up education on how
manufacturers save money - check out
our photo showing the difference in hose
pipe connections between two different
manufacturers. You do get what you pay for.
Later after chatting over lunch in a local café,
Gary took us around some of the developments
that the Property Division had completed and
those it was currently working on.
So here we are in October 2016: the original
parent-owners have passed the mantle to sons
Greg and Gary, who are both lucky enough to
have kids who’re happy to also come into the
family empire, and even more so, who have
different skills to offer as the company continues
to grow, sustainably and with integrity.
I came away from our visit feeling like we’d
spent the afternoon with some real down-toearth people who care very much for their
customer’s happiness and satisfaction with
their business dealings.
The RV industry is on a major growth
trajectory in this country and I feel comfortable
knowing these guys are part of the chain. A
big part of buying an RV is knowing you can
go back and seek advice, get repairs, upgrade
and be helped with warranty issues if they
should arise, with good natured and genuine
caring people who will support you.
And the growth in the business continues
- I hear they’ve taken on a new person in the
workshop, and now a new sales person as well,
to stay on top of the growth and to keep giving
their customers the service they deserve.
All in all, a very impressive story - welldone guys.

