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Among the stars



We drive into Death Valley at sundown, chasing 
mountain-sized shadows as they race across the khaki-
coloured desert. In the old days, pioneers bound for 
California’s gold fields crossed this place with wagons 
and horses, and those who made it out told tales of 
terrible thirst and lives lost. Years pass without a 
single drop of rain, and on a ranch near Furnace Creek 
– people actually live here – the temperature once 
reached 56.7°C, the highest ever recorded on Earth. 
And that was in the shade. A thermometer laid out in 
the open has gone as high as 93°C, hot enough to fry a 
steak on the bare ground.

But as the sun slips further behind the hills, like a 
coin dropped down the back of a sofa, it’s a much less 
lethal place to be. So we slow down a little and press 
the button to lower the roof of our 720S Spider. As we 
roll along, the rear deck flips up and the roof withdraws 
neatly beneath it, taking just 11 seconds from start to 
finish. Overhead the sky darkens to navy blue and the 
first tiny studs of starlight appear. Back up to speed, 
and with a warm breeze flowing around us, we streak 
along the highway towards a distant vanishing point.

The Spider is the new sibling to the 720S Coupe. 
It has the same 4.0-litre twin-turbo V8, the same 
shark-like silhouette and the same all-round visibility, 
thanks to two glass buttresses sweeping rearwards 
from the updated rollover protection system. You can 
have the retractable hard top in carbon fibre, or with 
an electrochromic glass panel which switches between 
transparent and tinted – handy when you need a little 
shade in a place like Death Valley. Except there is no 
place like Death Valley.

Nearly 140 miles long and up to 20 wide, the valley 
itself covers 3000 square miles of the Mojave Desert 
where south-eastern California butts up to Nevada. 
In the heat of the day a shimmering mirage hovers 
over the parched ground, offering false hope of some 
distant oasis. But there is no shade, no shelter, no 

streams or morning dew or leaves to suck it from. 
Not even a juicy cactus. Just mile upon mile of sandy 
gravel, smooth dunes, cracked earth and spiky shrubs, 
walled by lunar mountain ranges in ever-changing 
shades of gunmetal, oatmeal and sunburned pink.

From the north you enter through Last Chance 
Canyon. From the south it’s via Badwater Basin, a vast 
salt flat and the lowest point in America, at 282 feet 
below sea level. We approach from the east through 
Death Valley Junction, a one-horse town with a 
derelict gas station, a whitewashed motel and the 
world’s most out-of-place opera house. From there 
Highway 190 cuts a laser-straight line between the 
Funeral Mountains and Coffin Peak before wiggling 
into Furnace Creek. They love a cheerful place name 
around here, don’t they?

The road is empty and tempting. With nothing 
behind, you can hit the carbon ceramic brakes as hard 
as you like, just to feel them bite. Floor it again and the 
Spider shoots forward like a fighter jet catapulted off 
the deck of a carrier. Pull the blade-shaped shift paddle 
to hook another gear and it’s as if an afterburner has 
been lit, thrusting you forwards (that’s what 720PS 
will do for you). The turbos hiss like rattlesnakes in the 
sand dunes, while the eight-cylinder bassline sends 
sonic booms around the valley, adding to those of the 
F-22s on desert training sorties.

In the twilight, faint stars begin to sparkle. In fact, 
stars don’t sparkle, it’s just the way their light passes 
through our turbulent atmosphere, but that sounds 
less romantic. More romantic is the Death Valley Inn 
with its red-tile roof and palm gardens, built by an old 
mining company for reasons only they can explain.  
We park there and get out, discovering a strange 
saltiness in the air. You feel it on your skin and in your 
eyes, as if you’ve just dried off from a swim in the sea.  
It must whip off the salt pans, formed when ancient 
lakes evaporated and left behind their crusty minerals.
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There are few places in the world where the skies are dark  
enough to allow full appreciation of the stars. Too much  

light pollution. But Death Valley is no ordinary place. Its skies 
– and its roads – are among the clearest and most perfectly 

formed in the world. Under a magnificent sky and the very clever 
retractable roof of McLaren’s newest supercar, the 720S Spider, 
we set out to enjoy a show that, for drivers and stargazers alike, 

may be the greatest on Earth



Above: beautifully milled 
switchgear and stirring exterior 
detailing give 720S Spider true 
presence. Carbon door mirror 
casings are just one example of 
the many carbon fibre options 
available for the exterior and 
interior

Below: the new 10-spoke light 
alloy wheel design has been 
created exclusively for 720S 
Spider. Belize Blue is one of two 
brand new colours, along with 
Aztec Gold. There are 23 colours 
in all, including the reintroduced 
Heritage colour, Supernova Silver

Right: with the hard top retracted, 
the 720S Spider retains the perfect 
proportions of the shark-inspired, 
aerodynamically optimised Coupe. 
Unique glazed flying buttresses 
aid driver visibility – and also add 
visual drama

In the superheated summer, it’s unbearable, as air 
trapped between the mountains is baked by the sun 
and the whole place becomes a salty, sweaty pressure 
cooker. Even now, in the looming darkness of late 
January, it’s well over 20°C. Licking the salt from our 
lips, we raise the dihedral doors and get back into the 
Spider, sliding over smooth carbon fibre sills and down 
into the sculpted seats. The V8 fires into life behind us 
and the super-bright LEDs light up the highway in 
front, as a coyote runs for cover.

There are more than 300 miles of paved roads in 
Death Valley National Park (which extends either side 
of the valley itself ), including twisty passes over the 
Panamint Mountains to the west and the sweeping 
curves of Badwater Road in the south. Other sections 
feature endless straights where – to make up for the 
lack of corners – we do a few standing starts, blasting 
to 62mph in 2.9 seconds into a tunnel of white light 
beamed forwards by those LEDs. It all feels very  
warp-speed and sci-fi. Star Wars fans might even 
recognise the view as the desert world of Tatooine – 
the first three movies were filmed around here.

The Spider slips onwards through the night, 
diverting air around its muscle-fit bodywork and 
through channels in the double-skinned doors to the 
engine. Adding the retractable hard top required no 
structural reinforcement to the strong, carbon fibre 
core, which was designed with both Coupe and Spider 
versions in mind from the outset. The full-width rear 

spoiler still flips up to increase downforce and act as 
an airbrake, adjusting automatically depending on 
whether the roof is open or closed. You see it working 
in the rear-view mirror, if you can take your eyes off 
the endless vista through the windscreen.

Despite its apparent emptiness, the desert is  
actually full of furry, feathery life. There are coyotes 
and comical roadrunners with their gangly legs 
and tufty hairstyles – just like in the Looney Tunes 
cartoons – as well as bighorn sheep in the hills. Some 
life is perhaps more surprising: rare spring showers 
give birth to colourful wildflower meadows, while the 
Devils Hole pupfish – similar in colour to our Spider’s 
new Belize Blue paintwork – is a species unique to a 
single hot spring pool in the east of the park, just over 
the Nevada border.

You’ll bump into even more curious creatures after 
dark, including bobcats, kit foxes and kangaroo rats. 
Then there are things that will bite, sting, or at least 
bring you out in a troubling rash: rattlers, shovel-
nosed snakes, scorpions, black widows, tarantulas, 
gila monster lizards, bees and wasps. ‘To avoid getting 
hurt,’ says the National Park Service’s official safety 
advice, ‘avoid all contact with wild animals and look 
first before placing your hands or feet anywhere.’ 
Especially under rocks, you would imagine, or in a pair 
of boots you’ve left unattended for a few hours.

All of which sounds like a very good reason to 
stay in the car. Out here it’s a life-support machine, 
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‘You see the spoiler working in the rear-view mirror, if you  
can take your eyes off the vista through the windscreen’



without which Death Valley could easily live up to 
its name. Of course, the Spider – like the Coupe and 
other McLaren cars – is tested in all sorts of extreme 
environments, from the frozen wilderness of the 
Arctic Circle to searing deserts just like this one. But 
still, even cocooned in the cockpit and cooled by the 
air conditioning, you very much get the feeling that 
humans shouldn’t exist in a place like this.

There’s geological weirdness everywhere. In the 
north of the park is something called the Racetrack, 
about three hours’ drive along an off-road trail. Of 
course, it’s not a racetrack at all, but another dry lake 
bed, named for the 320kg boulders which fell from the 
surrounding mountains thousands of years ago, and 
now skid mysteriously over the surface, leaving long 
tracks like tyre marks. Nobody knows for sure how 
they do it, although one theory says they’re blown by 
the wind when occasional rainfall greases the surface.

The darkness is thickening now. Looking up from 
the Spider’s open cockpit, the scene above resembles  
a frayed fibre-optic cable. We’re starting to see why 
Death Valley – with its cloudless skies, isolated 
location and almost complete lack of light pollution – 
is one of just a handful of internationally recognised 
Dark Sky Parks with top-tier status. Even the bulbs  
in nearby settlements have been swapped for low-
wattage ones to minimise contaminating light spill.

It’s why stargazers travel for miles to get here. 
Actually everyone travels for miles to get here, it’s that 

remote, but stargazers especially. And so, somewhere 
in the flatlands below the park’s highest point – the 
aptly but coincidentally named Telescope Peak – we’ve 
arranged to meet up with 51-year-old Greg McKay 
from the Las Vegas Astronomical Society, who hosts 
regular ‘star parties’ in Death Valley and nearby.

Greg’s been staring at the sky since he found an old 
telescope in his family attic, pointed it at the Moon 
and began counting craters. Tonight he’s brought 
along a more sophisticated setup – a Celestron CGX 
mount with an Explore Scientific 127mm refractor, 
apparently – which he aims into space. It takes about 
20 minutes for your eyes to fully adjust to the darkness, 
and when they do the view is otherworldly: as if a neon 
mist has been sprayed across the sky.

With his green laser pen, Greg points to one 
particularly glittery strip of purple and blue, arcing 
right over our heads from one horizon to another. 
‘That’s the Milky Way, our galaxy,’ he says. ‘Imagine it’s 
a disc – we’re about halfway between the edge and the 
middle, looking outwards. In the summer we look the 
other way, so it’s denser and brighter. Sometimes the 
starlight is even bright enough to cast shadows.’

Seen through a telescope, it’s even more spectacular. 
Greg focuses on the Orion Nebula, a pinkish fog of dust 
and gas where new stars are born in a sort of celestial 
nursery. Next he swings around to Pleiades, an electric- 
blue cluster of middle-aged stars in the constellation 
of Taurus (they rest on the bull’s shoulder). With a 

‘At the Spider’s roof-down maximum of 202mph, it would 
take you 14 million years to get to Proxima Centauri’
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Left: Astronomer Greg McKay 
with his trusty refractor up on 
Telescope Peak. ‘Every time you 
look at the night sky you’re looking 
back in time’ 

Right: 720S Coupe’s dihedral 
doors were redesigned from the 
outset to work framelessly on the 
Spider. The cabin remains a study 
in elegance and technology



Right: 720S Spider playing to the 
galaxy at journey’s end in Death 
Valley. Beneath those alluring 
lines lurks a bespoke version of 
McLaren’s carbon fibre chassis – 
this one designated Monocage II-S 
– evolved from the Coupe with a 
modified rear section

little more galactic manoeuvring, we can even see the 
swirls and spiral arms of distant galaxies, just as in 
textbook illustrations of the universe.

‘Every time you look at the night sky you’re looking 
back in time,’ says Greg. ‘At the speed of light, the 
Moon is 1.3 seconds away. Mars is eight-and-a-half 
minutes. The furthest object we can see with the naked 
eye is the Andromeda Galaxy – that’s 2.5 million light  
years away. In other words, the light we’re seeing now 
left that galaxy when sabre-toothed tigers still walked 
the Earth.’

Beyond the Sun, our next closest star is Proxima 
Centauri, 4.22 light years away. On an interstellar 
cruise at the Spider’s roof-down maximum of 202mph, 
it would take you 14 million years to get there. And if 
you think that’s a long way, think again: the furthest 
known galaxy from Earth – the snappily named 
MACS0647-JD – is a whopping 13.3 billion light years 
away. The universe itself is only 13.7 billion years old, 
meaning MACS0647-JD’s light has been travelling 
towards us for almost the entire history of time.

After a few hours of gazing upwards, and with 
slightly sore necks, our luck runs out as a sheet of cloud 
slides across the sky; a giant stage curtain to signal the 
end of the show. It’s frustrating. But with over 200 
billion galaxies thought to exist, and around a hundred 
thousand million stars in each one, we probably 
wouldn’t have seen them all tonight anyway. Besides, 
with the Sun shortly to resume its daily nuking, 
bleaching out the rest of the universe for another day, 
it’s time to take cover. 

So we get back into the Spider and drive away in the 
early morning half-light, thanking our lucky stars we 
made it out alive.
Visit cars.mclaren.com/super-series/720s-spider
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