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There exist men who throw themselves at the mercy  
of the breeze, armed only with a kite and a skateboard.  
We go to meet them in the new Nissan X-Trail

Words: Vardhan Kondvikar Photography: Parag Parelkar

NissaN X-Trail

  Listen to the soughing of the wind. Listen to the soft 
thunder of crumbling waves, to the twee-wee-wee 
of the sandpipers.

If you listen hard enough, you may even hear the Goan 
sun sparkling off the sand…

Keep listening awhile, and you may hear something  
more disturbing. A low, guttural diesel howl. A howl 
getting closer.

You may hear the snap and crackle of silk in the breeze,  
the scurrrr of sand being churned up.

At this point, I hope you take that hat off your eyes, get your 
toasting body off the sand and look down the beach, into 
the heat shimmer.

Look into the eyes of the man three feet off the ground, 
held up by air power, into the eyes of the man driving 
a Nissan X-Trail straight at your watermelon-scented, 
30SPF-ed hide.

If I were you, I’d run like the blazes.
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Looking down at you, the airborne 

man has no time for existential mulling. he’s on a 

skateboard with pneumatic tyres, his torso wrapped 

in a harness that connects him to something halfway 

between a luridly yellow kite and a widow-making 

parachute. Strapped to the skateboard, all he can 

depend on is the wind and his own sense of balance 

– if he gets his landing wrong, he goes face-down 

onto packed sand. or bum-first, if he’s lucky, but 

either way, it hurts.

Land-boarding calls for instant decisions: you tug  

a little this way, a little that. at some particular angle, 

the wind catches, and you have to decide 

immediately – go for a ride or get away from the 

board. if you stay on, you do the same thing as 

before: keep your arms taut, wait for that little twitch 

that tells you the wind’s on your side.

and whoa! – you’re in flight, legs curled under you, 

wind taking you as high as 10 feet. get confused and 

you’re going to hurt yourself quite badly, either 

falling or getting the cables whipped across your face, 

or getting some air when you didn’t want any. 

Landboarding, gentlemen, is not for the indecisive. 

or for wimps.
inside the car, it’s less tense, but hard work all the 

same. the new X-trail may be a decent enough off-

roader, but sand’s a difficult bugger, and the steering 

wheel’s twisting under my hands, the engine 

straining to get the power down. i’m in 4x4-lock 

mode, but the engine continues to whine. i’m feeling 

some envy here for the land-boarder – the wind 

seems to have not much trouble hurling him around.

i should, at this point, explain Philippe. he’s half-

indian, half-british, and looks at least half SaS. 

when we were kids, a big thrill was riding a bicycle 

hands-free. Philippe – or so i surmise – did this on 

the roof of his house while doing backflips. 

at some point he discovered that if you understand 

wind conditions, you can use a board (wheeled or 

just flat) across pretty much any surface. water is 

obvious, beach is what we’re doing here, but he does 

it on sand dunes and on snow as well. and he can 

teach you to do it too. Six hours, he says, is enough 

to get you land-boarding. Make that six rather 

bruising hours, but think of how that’ll go down 

with the girls at work.

he’s here with his buddy rajiv, who imports 

kayaks into india, is also batshit insane and is 

currently jazzed on coffee. rajiv loves the car, loves 

the fact that he can sit on the split of the rear seat (it’s 

40:20:40 and the middle of the backrest flips down 

to form an arm-rest as well) and it doesn’t screw up 

his back. and he loves the muted burr of the engine.

i have to agree. this is a very civilised car; despite 

the hooliganism on the beach, the cabin’s a quiet, 

‘  At some angle, the wind catches, – and whoa! 

You're 10 feet in the air. Get it wrong, and you'll hurt 

yourself badly. Land-boarding is not for wimps’
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Kite makes pretty 
shapes in the wind; 
X-Trail, sadly, does 
no such thing

This is what the 
X-Trail's for: there's 
even a tray for 
your sandy shoes

Full-length sunroof. 
Goa. Beach Boys on 
the stereo. Did we 
mention heaven?
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comfortable place to be. Pretty good thing for a car 

that’s going to be hauling yuppies to office ninety-

nine per cent of the time.

now, there’s a hatari moment – the wind has died 

suddenly, the kite has become a soggy, flapping 

thing, and Philippe – so far keeping pace with me at 

50 – has dropped back. i take a tight turn, like John 

wayne going round a rhino, hear the tyres scream 

and bite the sand, whizz back round to where he’s 

dusting himself off, getting ready for another go. 

this is at fairly high speed, remember, and on sand, 

which can bog wheels down at any moment, but the 

car stays reasonably flat. not bad. hate the plastic 

feel of the steering (not just on sand) but this car’s 

getting to the right side of the Cool wall.

the one thing that holds it back is the styling. 

inside and out. i really liked the eccentric, distinctive 

style of the first X-trail – sleek and chunky at the 

same time, it set the right tone for an urban SuV.  

i loved the flat lines, the central instrument pod,  

the fact that nothing was where you expected it  

to be, yet didn’t bother you.

this one’s evolutionary, and a bit, well, nothing. in 

goa’s off-season, it only has to compete with omnis 

and the odd Mahindra for attention – how’ll it make 

its mark in Mumbai, alongside big, expensive, shiny 

metal? there is some nice stuff though: big, 

hexagonal scallops have been cut into the surface – 

looks terrific in the changing light, all sparkling facets 

and mysterious, geometric shadows.

no such luck inside, though, there’s nothing really 

memorable here. i’m only talking about the styling 

here – space and comfort are exemplary – but it does 

matter, does it not?

apparently, they’ve tried to make it more ‘SuV-

like’ and consequently more serious, which is a 

crying shame. it’s all reasonably sorted and 

ergonomically correct, but neither the shapes nor the 

colours make you breathe heavily. the only thing 

that caught my attention was for the wrong reason – 

the bright orange back-lighting of the music system 

and one little display was hugely distracting on our 

dark highway drive down to goa. the headlights 

weren’t crash-hot either, which made it worse.  

there’s no wind right now, so we take a five-

minute break. good time to close my eyes – sun 

glinting off water starts to hurt when you’ve had no 

sleep – and reflect a bit on that drive. despite the 

orange glow and the crappy headlights (and the fact 

that the windscreen seemed determined to kill me – 

Given the right 
wind, a land-board-
er can hit 60kph. 
On a skateboard... 

 Nissan X-Trail SLX (MT)

CONS: Forgettable styling (especially inside), high 

price, dealers still in short supply

BOTTOM LINE:BOTTOM LINE:

Rather bland but 
likeable and very 
capable SUV for 
lifestyle yuppies

PROS: Comfortable interior and ride, refined engine, 

nice combination of off- and on-road abilities

Price: Rs 23.18 lakh (ex-showroom Mumbai)  Max Power: 147bhp  Max Torque: 320Nm  0-100: N/A  Kpl: 10.5 

 BOTTOM LINE:



the washer fluid had no effect whatsoever on bug 

mash, and then it fogged up terribly, refusing to do 

anything about it) the drive was pretty much what i’d 

expect from a soft-roader. i.e. not as agile or planted as 

a sedan, but with good high-speed stability, a nice ride 

and lots of torque.

the stars? the engine and the ride. the motor’s 

smaller than last time – a 2.0-litre four-cylinder 

common-rail diesel rather than a 2.2, but it’s more 

powerful and torquier, and quieter. 150bhp, 320nm, 

nice engine note, especially when you start cruising, 

and you have a winner. Compare this with the new 

grand Vitara’s rev-happy, whiny 2.4 petrol and you’ll 

see why i like it. i hate six-speed gearboxes though: 

you’re always slotting fourth instead of second and 

fifth instead of third. not necessary, not smooth.

had i taken the old X-trail to goa, i probably 

would have hated it. it would have bounced all over 

the highway, hammered my back along the potholes of 

amboli ghat, twitched all over the beach. this time 

there’s a brand new platform, almost twice as stiff as 

the old, and better sorted suspension. So this car 

actually shields you from bumps the way it’s supposed 

to – it’s especially efficient over potholes – and if it still 

rolls and pitches more than you’re used to, you have to 

forgive the high centre of gravity. it’s a damned SuV 

after all – is your shiny executive sedan going to live it 

‘  In principle, it's easy. Push your weight in 

the direction you want to go, hold on to 

the T-bar, and pull yourself up. Balls it's easy’
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"Right junior. You're 
going to clean 
these before bed, 
with a toothbrush"

‘‘Um. Cheapo 
Global Insurance 

Company? We 
have a problem...’’



up on the beach?

back to the beach then – the wind, says Philippe, 

gets better towards sunset, and it’s perfect for a few 

quick stunts. in principle, it sounds easy – push your 

weight in the direction you want to go, hang on to the 

t-bar that connects your waist to the kite, and use 

your lower back, stomach and leg muscles to pull 

yourself up for the jump. easy.

My bruised left butt-cheek it’s easy.

Philippe hasn’t mentioned that the first thing you 

need to be an expert land-boarder, is the ability to keep 

your face straight when you see a fat man wobbling on 

a glorified skateboard. he’s good at that, he is.

but after a while, even he gives up. Packing up takes 

ages: the kite has to be stuffed into what looks like a 

six-foot condom, body armour needs to be stowed 

away, shoes need to be traded for flip-flops. here is 

where the X-trail really comes into its own. this is 

what it is meant to do: hurl your lifestyle gear into it, 

take off for a long drive, get onto the sand or mud or 

whatever, get the car dirty, and it will laugh and sing 

along with the beach boys. 

it isn’t cheap – the one we drove and the one i’d 

recommend, the high-end SLX with manual 

transmission, is rs 23.2 lakh ex-delhi – but none of 

this lifestyle stuff is. it’s perhaps not a car you can fall 

in love with, but living with it is desperately easy.

especially if you land-board. For someone who likes 

the outdoors, this car works.

get one, get that 30SPF lotion, feel for the wind. 

and listen to your breath being taken away.

We did it at Morgim beach in Goa, 

with Yogi kiting. You can do a six-

hour course on kite land-boarding 

or kite-buggying, for Rs 5000

For power-kiting, land-boarding, 

kite-surfing courses:

Philippe Dartnell, Yogi Kiting

Tel: + 91 9860 452 162

email: philippe954@gmail.com.

For kiting and kayaking equipment:

Rajiv Bhatia, Raesport, 

+91-22-6625-6100, sales@raesport.in
+91-22-6625-6100, sales@raesport.in

LANDBOARDING

Sorry, can you 
write a caption 

for this? A poem 
might be easier
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