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London beckons

ATCHING A VET PLUNGE
his arm a metre up a bovine’s
fundament is eye-watering enough.
Just imagine what it’s like for the cow.
No warning, no sweet-talking: vault the gare, slip
on the massive plastic glove and WHAM! Giant
cow glove-puppet ahoy.

The backdoor bovine probing is just a litde
more eye-watering after jumping straight from a
climate-controlled, gadget-laden SUV into the icy
blast of a rural Dorset morning, where the scents
of the farm hang heavy: hay and woodsmoke and,
most dominantly, poo. From leather-trimmed
luxury to a world where the cow skin is still
firmly attached to the cows.

We are deep in Thomas Hardy country — ‘one
of the queerest and quaintest spots in England...
breezy and whimsical’, as the romantic old sod
put it — with two cars thar represent something
of a new breed, a pair of mini-luxo-SUVs, the
Infiniti EX37 and BMW X1. To discover whether
they can hack it in the country, we have sent our
pair of urban SUVs to accompany a country vet
on his farm rounds. Sort of Withnail and I meets
James Herriot. With parking sensors.

Our Cow Doctor Supreme is Anthony
Wilkinson, who — having just removed his arm
from Lucy (she’s the cow, eight-to-nine weeks’
pregnant, since you ask) — is now hosing himself
down with disinfectant. Forget those country vet
stereotypes, bandaging up the paws of wide-eyed
puppies — though Anthony does the cutesy family
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pet stuff too. This is tough, grimy vetting,
wrestling cows around barns to pump their
stomachs, hurdling hedges to evade several tonnes
of hoofed, horned anger. Dorset is dairy country:
Anthony has some 130 farms and about 6,000
cattle on his books. “There are more vets than
doctors in this town,” he says, “but then, there
are more cows than people.”

Anthony drives a battered old Peugeot van.
“If I need to get to a field,” he says, “I either get
a lift on a tractor, or just walk. The farmers think
they pay for vets’ cars, so if I turned up in a posh
4x4, theyd say we were overcharging them. The
only people who drive posh off-roaders round
here are the horse vets.”

No wonder Anthony’s looking a little sheepish
out on his rounds in our pair of inescapably posh
4x4s. It's an old complaint that modern SUVs are
built for yummy Hampstead mummies rather
than West Country vets, but a rural workout is
well-justified here. These off-roaders push that
definition to its limit, with barely more ground
clearance than most road cars, their wheels and

tyres unashamedly geared to tarmac driving,

Ah, you may say, our urban-SUVs-do-deepest-
Dorset test is unfair: neither BMW nor Infiniti
is marketing their wares as true off-roaders: if you
want to cross deserts — or Dorset — without resort
to road, buy a Land Cruiser or a Defender. But

the promotional bumf for both these cars is
packed with photos of them tackling dirt tracks
and beaches: they are sold on the promise — if not
the reality — that they can go anywhere, provide
the sort of kerrazy free-thinking freedom that yer
average family saloon simply can’t. And, crucially,
if they can’t deal with mud and cowshit, why
would you buy one? Surely youd save your cash
and go for yer average family saloon instead?
After a thyme-scented, bird-singing morning
of tooling round the Blackmore Vale, one thing
is clear: for two cars that claim to have created
their own unique micro-niche, the X1 and EX

aren't half similar. Their profiles are near-identical,

their proportions suspiciously familial. The
consensus among the Dorset cognoscenti is that
the EX is better-looking, though neither is exactly
elegant (but what SUV is?). Both nail that Father
Ted trick of looking bigger from a distance,
surprising you with their compactness once you
get up close, and both are decidedly tight on the
inside. Rear legroom is limited, and even with
the rear seats folded flat, barely half of Anthony's

vetting stuff fits in either car. (A bewildering array

of equipment, by the way: hoses and pumps and

something that looks like Satan’s own speculum

and turns out to be, er, almost exactly that.)
This is not, we should stress at this stage,

a traditional twin test. Or rather, if it is, it’s

something of an imbalanced twin test. The two
cars we have here don't even gargle from the same
fuel pump: the EX37 is powered by the 3.7-litre
V6 from the Nissan 370Z, putting out a meaty
316bhp and 226b ft of torque, while the X1

gets the twin-turbo diesel from BMW’s 123d,
which trails the EX in the power stakes (205bhp)
but whups it on torque (2951b ft).

So neither is slow: the BMW will manage
0-62mph in 7.3 seconds, while the Infiniti
simply flattens it in 6.4 seconds. If you're
wondering why a two-tonne SUV needs to
be able to keep pace with a Ford Focus RS,
you're not alone, but the big V6 is the only
choice of engine in the EX until the diesel
arrives in late 2010. The X1, in contrast, is
being launched in the UK with a diesel-only
line-up, starting with the 143bhp X118d (a
snip at 23 grand, sir) up to the range-topping
car we have here. And, just to confuse you a
little more, the BMW comes in both four-wheel-
and rear-wheel-drive, which should hint as to
its off-road intentions. Or lack thereof.

We have the all-wheel-drive X1 here, and it
is laden to the brim with kit. Though prices for
the X123d start at £29,000, this car is tipping
the scales just short of £35,000. Whoever specced
this car clearly adopted the ‘tick every box and
let someone else pick up the tab’ philosophy.

Infiniti's genius parking cameras scuppered by rogue mud attack

oy
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Same story with the Infiniti, which weighs in at a
hefty £41,150. Again, you get much technological
cleverness for your cash, including a nifty set of
cameras that combine, though the miracle of
Science and Magic, to give a top-down view of
the car when manoeuvring at low speed. This is
truly useful when parallel parking in the middle
of London, but truly useless in the depths of the
countryside. Not simply because the countryside
boasts few undersized parking spaces, but because
the nifty set of cameras are rendered entirely
redundant when covered in a thick layer of mud.
After several hours of ploughing down dirt tracks,
the display screen reveals a vista of sheer brown.

But, as we tackle yet another crap-encrusted
farm lane, muddy cameras are the least of our
off-road worries. The X1 has rapidly revealed
itself to be entirely rubbish at dealing with muddy
paths strewn with potholes and rocks. The big
wheels — 18-inchers, no less, which still somehow
fail to fill the big arches — and low-profile tyres
don't help (so low-profile, in fact, that we have
to edge gingerly over the stones so as not to kerb
the alloys), but the biggest culprit is the rock-hard
suspension, which transmits every lump and divot
on the track straight up the driver’s spine. The
Infiniti is a little better, though not much. Softer-
sprung and riding on slightly taller tyres — though
also on 18-inch wheels — it absorbs bumps better

than the X1, but neither is exactly composed
on the bumpy stuff.

Different story on the road. The X1 is a weirdly,
implausibly focused drive, with weighty steering
and absolutely masses of grip. The stiff-sprung
suspension means there’s virtually no body roll
through corners, while the diesel proves brilliantly
smooth and quick. The EX is quicker sill, dimost
uncomfortably rapid on any sort of road in any
weather. When you really chuck them around, it’s
the X1 that gives more feedback, but the EX is the
more relaxed motorway cruiser, its responses light
and relaxed where the BMW feels skittish. In truth,
both are excellent on the road: not just with that
‘for an SUV’ qualifier, but for an anything.

Maybe we shouldn't be surprised. Both the EX
and X1 are barely taller than most family hatches —
the Infiniti stands 16cm shorter than a Freelander,
the BMW hardly taller. Anthony sums up the
confusion neatly. “The nice thing abourt 4x4s,” he
muses after testing out both our cars, “is that you
sit nice and high, you can see over hedges. But in
these, you hardly sit higher than in a normal car.”

Perhaps this is what these cars represent: the SUV
coming almost full circle. Soft-roaders were born
of the desire to give the impression of an off-road
lifestyle, a high vantage point and a feeling of
security without the need for locking diffs and
the like. Bur a high vantage point means topply

Anthony readies that trusty left arm for an Inspection of the EX (&}
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handling, so please welcome the SUV with the ride
height and road manners of, well, a car. Genius.

Yes, BMW and Infiniti’s micro-niching exercise
has successfully created a pair of... slightly tall road
cars. Factor in the slighdy tall price-tags, and it
becomes tricky to make a rational case for either
of these over, say, an Audi A4 Quattro. Or, at
tne other end of the scale, an SUV with proper
off-road abilities: a Freelander, for example.

Back on the farm, rounds are finished for the
day. Pungent smoke from a dung fire wafts over
the X1 and EX, caking their muddy flanks dry and
infusing them with the delicate (yet surprisingly
tough-to-shift) odour of cowshit. If a pair of SUVs
can look unimpressed, these two do: they did not
sign up for this life of gynaecology and grime.

Like Withnail and, indeed, 1, our pair of effete
urbanites have gone on holiday by mistake: cold
and confused, they're ready to return to the city.

The vast majority of X1s and EXs will never
endure such hardship. They shall, no doubr, shift
in droves to wannabe ruralites who shall, no doubt,
adore them, for they are — off-road incompetence
aside — fine specimens: immaculately built, with
magnificent engines, gadgetry and road manners.
If you want to play country at weekends, you could
do worse. But if you want — metaphorically and,
maybe, literally — to stick your hand all the way up
the cow’s arse, go for that battered old Peugeot van.@




