You don't have to leave the UK to see the northern lights — with a bit of luck, you
can catch them on our shores. Richard Webber goes aurora-chasing in style
PHOTOGRAPHY LUCLACEY
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Stunning scenery is a given, cloud cover permitting
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<aurora forecast provided by the US’s National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA), which produces a predicted global
geomagnetic activity index called ‘Kp’.

“Youwant that to be as high as possible,” he
says. “It ranges from 0 to 9. If you can get figures
between 3 and 5, you’re in with a good shout of
getting aurora. If you're looking at 1s and 2s, it’s
going to be much harder.”

NOAA anticipates a Kp of 3 between 3am and
6am tomorrow morning, with a ‘view line’ (north
of which the aurora may be visible) promisingly
slicing across Scotland’s central belt. The Met
Office’s cloud forecast predicts patches of clear sky
all across the country, so we set off for as far north
as we can go in aday: Orkney.

Installed low in the Dawn’s hull, there’s lots of
light-fingered tiller-twirling as I familiarise with
its 5285mm bulk. This is the youth-oriented Black
Badge edition: matt black with shadowy accents
throughout, more power, bigger brakes, quicker
steering, tauter chassis, remapped gearbox and a
bassier exhaust. Still, it’s almost EV-quiet as we
thread through the Dean Village accompanied
only by the whisper of cobbles beneath 21in
carbon-alloy wheels.

We soon span Queensferry Crossing and lope up
the motorway, the ‘power reserve’ gauge mostly
kissing 100%. Of course, the 593bhp and low-down
6201b ft made by the 6.6-litre twin-turbocharged
V12 helps, as does sympathetic kickdown from
the eight-speed ZF transmission when you need
to hustle. Indeed, through the gears, the Dawn’s
2.6-tonne mass seemingly evaporates, scored by
nothing more than a muted growl.

Adaptive cruise control helps manage the
familiar plod up the A9, but there’s ominously
thick cloud skimming the snow-sieved southern
Highlands. It brightens as we skirt the Sutherland
coast and asequence of swift, empty sweepers
showcases the best of the Dawn’s genteel handling.
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'l'here was an occasional unseemly urban th'LllTlp
this morning, but the ride is now beautifully fluid,
as ifthe hovercraft’s skirts have inflated.

The sky turns pink over Brora, then it’s a
90-minute charge in the dark to the north coast. A
largely straight but knobbly B-road detour doesn’t
fetter the Rolls: most other sub-five-second-to-
60mph cars would be bucking and weaving along
here, but the Rolls holds its course, spearing along
in assured comfort.

At Gills Bay we board Pentland Ferries’ new
catamaran, the £14 million MV Alfred, in service
barely aweek and able to whisk 98 cars across to
Orkney in an hour. We're grateful for the gentle
crossing it provides.

After docking at St Margaret’s Hope, we push
on to our overnight stop at the Smithfield Hotel
in Dounby. Our host, Ann-Marie Clouston,
immediately guesses why we’re here and admits to
being a keen aurora-hunter, whetting our appetite
with some kaleidoscopic time-lapse footage she
recently took. Here, they call the northern lights
‘mirrie dancers’ — and dance they do.

We getdinner and some shut-eye, butit’s up
again at 1am for the short journey to Birsay at
the north-west tip of Orkney’s Mainland for
our oceanside stake-out. There’s no urban light
pollution out here and moonset was just before
midnight. Asifthe Dawn doesn’t already isolate
the senses, the featureless black we cleave through
en route renders our sleepy brains numb.

Thatall changes when we drop the roof of
our mobile observatory on arrival. It’s 3deg C,
the foamy sea is roaring, there’s an arresting
bouquet of seaweed on the stiff breeze and -
disappointingly - little spots of rain settle on the
rear deck’s black leather. We spy the odd star but,
for the most part, the sky is a mass of dank cloud.

There’s a chink of hope on the northern horizon,
though, in a barely perceptible strip of lighter sky.
From the UK, the naked eye might see only a >

A SEries of SWITT, empty
SWEENErs Showcases the
pest of the Dawn's handling

Blow of the aurora's
no-show is softened
by an Orkney dawn

22 JANUARY 2020 AUTOCAR.CO.UK 41



FIRST FOR NEWS AND REVIEWS

THIS IS IT!

went
Ae0 G ew oW |
- :‘& SPogy #

Visit
or call and quote

Terms & conditions This is a UK-only offer; for overseas offers, please visit themagazineshop.com or call +44 (0) 1604 251 466. All savings are based on the UK cover price
and are correct as of 26 June 2019. Please allow 35 days for delivery of your first issue. Direct Debit rates are valid for one year, after which they are subject to change; should
prices change, we will inform you in writing. Should you wish to cancel your subscription, it will be cancelled on expiry of the current term, which will not be refundable,

other than in exceptional circumstances. Details of the Direct Debit Guarantee are available on request. Trial offers are limited to two trials per title within a 12-month period,
and we reserve the right to refuse any orders over this limit. Offer ends 31 January 2020.




A week before, from Twitter: Kath Pigdon

< translucent, whitish haze, but a long-exposure
snapped the aurora at the same spot as above

photograph can collate the light to reveal a
colourful, glowing aurora. Lacey gets set up,
his red headtorch softening the blackness as if
working in an al fresco darkroom.

But the AuroraWatch UK magnetometers aren’t
picking much up, and nor are the sophisticated
sensors in Lacey’s digital SLR. It seems both the
space forecast and the earth forecast have let
us down. He perseveres through rain showers,
the electric roof doing its 20-second origami act
several times over, but by 6.40am we’ve had no
luck so callitquits and head east to capture the
sunrise. Ata blessedly benign Finstown slipway,
we're glad of both the dawn’s gently warming rays
and the Dawn’s intensely warming seats.

We return to the hotel for areviving breakfast,
over which we discuss our next move. We have
one more night at our disposal, and though the Kp
forecast is a lowly 2, some clear sky is predicted
over the Cairngorm Mountain ski area, where
amateur photographer Kath Pigdon captured a
lovely green auroral bar a fortnight ago.

To get there in time we need to catch the MV
Alfred’s late-morning sailing, so there’s no time
for sleep: we pack up and bound back across the
Churchill Barriers to St Margaret’s Hope where the
incongruously showy Rolls takes its place on deck
among theregular weekday cars and freight.

Another painless crossing later and we refuel
in John O’Groats. It's hammering down with rain
so I relieve the front nearside wing of its umbrella,
which is, of course, black and red to match our
car’s bespoke palette. (The brolly has a predictably
lubricious opening action.)

Soon a dazzling clifftop rainbow and subsequent
expanses of blue sky raise our hopes, but then
we plunge into a pea soup at Inverness. This sets
Lacey’s snapper senses tingling, however, and he
asks if we can push on to Cairngorm Mountain in
time for sunset.

Mist opportunity: dawn reveals more Highlands vistas

Cairngorms ahoy - or not, as a thick fog settles in

NURRGOMHAVALIE DRIVE STORY

&®
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windscreen, tNeres a
light Show happening
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The length of the solar
cycle. The next maximum
is expected in 2023-2026,
bringingincreased sunspot
activity and therefore

more aurora.

On the final

ar park,
the Dawn’s active anti-
roll bars can’t prevent
some hefty wallowing,
but once the body settles either to
port or starboard, a reassuring cornering poise
emerges. Slow is best, though, so we gently
trace the mountainside until Lacey’s hopes are
confirmed as we pop out above the fog and are
treated to a spectacular temperature inversion.
We’re sandwiched between two layers of cloud,
the lights of Aviemore glowing through from
below and the sun’s last rays from above. It’'sa
delightfully still evening, with only the tinkle of an
unseen stream breaking the silence, and I drop the
roof for the full IMAX experience from the reclined
and toasty driver’s seat.

‘We circle back to a hotel in Aviemore for
sustenance and a much-needed catnap, then
return to the mountain after 11pm. The smooth,
empty B-road to the ski area gently meanders
through thick forest, and the Rolls is flowing so
fluently that it feels surreal, as if in a simulator
- even more so when a yellow, stag-shaped icon
alerts us to a hidden, doe-eyed form somewhere
in the roadside trees.

Upon our arrival, it begins to snow, Hard. It’s
that horizontal, driving snow native to these
partsthat I canstill feel stinging my cheeks as
areluctant teen learning to ski. Waiting for a
reprieve, I check in on happenings in the upper
atmosphere. Just our luck: the Kp has jumped to
3, all of AuroraWatch UK’s magnetometers have
spiked and the ‘Glendale’ aurora app reports that
ageomagnetic substorm is happening: “There
should be an aurora on camera in northern
Scotland,’ it reports.

As snow pelts the windscreen, there’s alight
show happening somewhere above us. It's >
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£68,680

The cost of options over and
above the Black Badge's
£282,000list price.
Massage seats and night
vision are among
them.
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Built-in brolly exudes a hewn-from-solid classiness
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I've also appreciated the ‘need to know’ ethos
that permeates the car, starting with that power
reserve gauge, which sitsin place ’
concern yourself with the details

thL sturm;,. brakes, engine and transmission:
save for low-speed ride- hu;:,ht adj
amomentum-curbing engine braking setting,
there are no modes to play with, and you can’t
even choose your own gear. But behind the glo
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One minute the Daw

Not quite the
aurora borealis,
but pretty enough
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Dawn remains
sure-footed and
secure at all times

INTERNATIONAL AURORA-HUNTING
ROAD TRIPS

ICELAND

Icelandis ideally located
under the auroral oval and
offers excellent overhead
viewing. The Hotel Rangad in
Hella provides aurora wake-up
calls; it's 90 minutes from
Reykjavik onthe island’s
anti-clockwise ring road -
or15 hours clockwise.

FINLAND

It's an eight-hour drive from
Helsinki to Tornio in Lapland,
from where the 384-mile

‘Northern Lights Route’ runs
to Tromse on the Norwegian
coast. A favourite among
connoisseurs.

CANADA

Five hours from Calgary

is Jasper National Park,

the world's second-largest
dark sky preserve. Take the
Trans-Canada Highway to
Lake Louise, then the glacier-
studded Icefields Parkway to
the favoured viewing spot at
Medicine Lake.
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