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‘holding the solstitial opposites of north; it 
knows both the affirmation of the never-
vanishing sun and the indifference of the 
18-hour night.’ He also rather splendidly 
observes that there is nowhere else in 
Britain where you could ‘better feel a sense 
of bigness outside yourself,’ borrowing 
a term employed by the American 
environmentalist Wallace Steigner. 
However, despite being a committed seeker 
of wilderness, the mountain’s solitude 
rather rattled Macfarlane, and his reaction 
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Left: the summit of 
Ben Hope in glorious 
conditions.
Right: the al fresco 
equivalent of a 
not-so-sadly lacking 
onboard shower. 
Below: appreciating 
Ben Stack. 
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ultimate destination was approximately three 
feet behind the driver’s seat – an agreeably 
peculiar feeling of rootlessness, this – we 
indulged in a little exploration. Climbing it that 
night wasn’t on the agenda, but finding a nice 
viewpoint to fall asleep to most definitely was.

“Here?”
“No. Can’t see it without straining my neck.”
Ten minutes along an exquisite loch later: 

“What about here then?”
“Mmm. No. Not the mountain’s best side.”
Another 20 minutes later, the van began to 

climb onto a high, airy road, silent of traffic, 
where the landscape suddenly rolled out in all 
directions. Chiming perfectly with our gasps, a 
pull-in appeared. “Ah. This will do nicely.” 

In his acclaimed book The Wild Places, 
Robert Macfarlane spends a night on 
Ben Hope’s summit. It’s fairly safe to say 
he was in thrall to Ben Hope’s otherness 
among British mountains: he describes it as 
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Ben Stack
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warrants quoting at length:
 ‘I turned east and south, straining to 

see if there was any flicker of light in the 
hundreds of miles of darkness around me. 
Even a glimpse of something lit, however 
distant and unreachable, would have been 
reassurance of a sort. Nothing. No glimmer.’

Were Macfarlane on the summit now, 
he would have seen a glimmer: our van, 
cosily lit, parked utterly alone and bereft in 
the darkness to the north. From my bunk 
inside, I read the chapter with saucer eyes, 
periodically peering through the blinds at 
the fading outline of Ben Hope, a boomerang 
of cloud arced across its darkening upper 
contours. Despite the somewhat intimidating 
nature of both my view and my bedtime 
reading, I couldn’t wait to get up there.

The following morning – after a highly 
civilised breakfast of bacon and egg rolls, 
fresh coffee and Radio 4 – we relocated to  
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