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NEW ZEALAND

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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French Pass, Marlborough Sound | Stanislav Kachyna/Shutterstock ©

New Zealand has been my home for over 20 years. I’ve travelled throughout the country and can confirm that the scenery is astounding no matter where you are. Seeing the Sky Tower reflected in the harbour on a clear autumn day in Auckland; the shocking colours of glacial lakes, kauri trees reaching impossibly high above you; the grandeur of the Southern Alps – the landscapes here are mesmerising. The earth is an intrinsic part of the local culture and its stories, and the bond between Māori and the land is remarkable. It sometimes feels as though this rugged, volcanic place wears its scars visibly on its surface. Yet many places remain untouched. It’s still relatively easy to find somewhere quiet and uncrowded, where there’s a sense of untamed land and possibility – the East Cape, Hokianga and Southland come to mind first, still isolated, peaceful and wild.

Roxanne de Bruyn

@farawayworlds.com
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My favourite experience is driving along the road to French Pass in the Marlborough Sounds. The views are incredible, and it feels as though you’re on the edge of the world.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places that, for them, define New Zealand.
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PHOTOS BRIANSCANTLEBURY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Just 30 minutes by plane from Auckland, Aotea/Great Barrier Island presents a very different side of New Zealand’s biggest city. There are brilliant beaches and forested walking trails, and Aotea’s traditional off-the-grid independence is now being complemented by a newer breed of island distractions, including craft beer, artisan gin and a focus on observing spectacular southern-hemisphere night skies.
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Brett Atkinson

@travelwriternz

Brett travels and writes with a focus on emerging destinations, street food and craft beer. Read more about Aotea/Great Barrier Island on.
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STHAPANA SRIYINGYONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

My home city of Auckland has more than 50 volcanoes, several of which hold special memories for me. But the one that tugs on my heart the most whenever I’m away for too long is Rangitoto, an elegantly sloped mountain sitting within the shimmering waters of the Hauraki Gulf. I very rarely set foot on the island itself, but I pine for the views of it rising above the city skyline or providing the backdrop to lazy days at the beach.
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Peter Dragicevich

@PeterDragNZ

Peter is a writer and the director of an arts- and education-focused charity. Read more about Rangitoto on.
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Jiri Foltyn/Shutterstock ©

Can’t beat a cruise out on Piopiotahi/Milford Sound. It’s equally superb whether you’ve got a mesmerising blue-sky day or it’s absolutely hosing down with rain. Waterfalls appear from nowhere, tumbling down vertical rock faces when it pours, while the surrounding peaks and towering mountains are breathtaking on a perfect day. What’s even better is if you’ve completed ‘the finest walk in the world’, the 54km Milford Track, to get there.
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Craig McLachlan

@yuricraig

Craig lives in and loves Queenstown, surviving as a ‘freelance anything’. You can read more about Piopiotahi/Milford Sound on.
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Blue Planet Studio/Shutterstock ©


It’s easy to think of Canterbury’s ancient landscapes as unchanging, not least the vast mountainous terrain of Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park, with its native wildflowers and birdlife including threatened rock wrens, endangered kea (alpine parrots) and incredibly rare kaki (black stilt) wading birds in the Tasman riverbed. Seeing the startling rate the Tasman glacier is retreating, though, is a forceful reminder of its impermanence – and the need to preserve this amazing planet.

[image: catherine-le-nevez-2012-coljpg]

Catherine Le Nevez

lonelyplanet.com/authors/catherine-le-nevez

A Lonely Planet author since 2004, Catherine has a doctorate in Creative Arts (Writing) and insatiable wanderlust. Turn to for more on Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park.
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It’s become more popular, but Mt Maunganui has always been my favourite beach escape. Sand and ocean stretch as far as the eye can see, and in recent years the town has come to life. It now boasts many well-loved businesses, from enticing bovutique stores to delicious cafes and restaurants. It also serves as a terrific base for exploring the rest of the Bay of Plenty – no adventure is too far away.
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Nicole Mudgway

@travelwithsmudge

Nicole is a travel and food blogger and enthusiast. For more about Mount Maunganui, turn to.
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DET-ANAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

As you travel around the South Island, remote landscapes become the norm. But there’s still something haunting about the quiet and wildness of Southern Westland, on the 120km drive between Fox Glacier and Haast World Heritage Area. Looking at a map, you’ll see what look like towns dotted along SH6: Karangarua, Bruce Bay (pictured), Paringa. In fact, there’s very little there, except for cold lakes, broad, braided rivers, stormy beaches, and untouched forests that tumble down the mountains to the Tasman Sea.
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Elen Turner

@eleninthewilderness

Elen is a writer and editor based in Nelson at the Top of the South. For more on Southern Westland’s Haast World Heritage Area, turn to.
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Rawinia Parata

Rawinia Parata is a wife, mother of three and local resident to Ruatoria on the East Coast of New Zealand. She is of Ngati Porou and Nga Tahu descent. She has a Master of Creative Writing and won the 2021 Brown Ink Award for her debut play, ‘Our Side of the Fence’, she was also selected to join Te Pou Theatre’s Koanga Festival where she developed her play ‘Poraru’.

Rawinia is an elected member of Council for the Tairawhiti Region and an active member of her community. She loves the quiet slowness of rural living and the beauty in the simplicity of country life.
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Take a Dip

As it’s an island country, you’re never far from the beach in New Zealand. Up north the sand is golden, and it’s often calm on the East Coast. On the West Coast of the country you’ll find volcanic sand, wild waters and huge waves. Further from the coast, New Zealand’s lakes and rivers offer the chance to cool off on a hot day, and soaking in thermal pools and spas is a luxurious and relaxing winter experience.

[image: GettyImages-861194404jpg]

Goat Island | NAZAR ABBAS PHOTOGRAPHY/GETTY IMAGES ©

Swim Safely

Check safeswim.org.nz or lawa.org.nz (in the ‘Can I swim here’ section) for water-quality levels in popular swimming spots and lifeguard-patrolled beaches.

[image: shutterstock_542982124jpg]

NICKICHEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Surviving the Heat

Take a cover-up for when you’re sitting in the sun, wear sunglasses and reapply sunscreen after you swim. Rash shirts are best for kids.

[image: shutterstock_2267196487jpg]

ALONA_HRINCHENKO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Icy Waters

Some lakes and rivers in NZ are fed by glacial run-off and temperatures are very cold, even in summer. This is especially likely in mountainous areas.


Best Swimming experiences
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Soak in the thermal waters in Hanmer Springs 1, a couple of hours out of Christchurch. The complex includes cascades, rock pools and waterslides.

Swim at Goat Island Marine Reserve 2, not far from Auckland.

Relax in the calm waters and white sand of idyllic Maitai Bay 3 at the furthest reach of Northland’s Karikari Peninsula.

Discover why Ōhope Beach 4, near Whakatane, is often referred to as the most loved beach in the country.

Rest in a golden cove in Abel Tasman National Park 5, at the top of the South Island, then kayak through clear water.







ON TWO WHEELS

Take advantage of New Zealand’s growing cycle network to explore the country at a slower pace, immersed in the stunning landscape. Cycle trails now criss-cross several parts of NZ and more than 20 Great Rides allow you to reach some of the most popular sites and activities in an environmentally sustainable way.

[image: GettyRF_148557087jpg]

Otago Central Rail Trail | MATTHEW MICAH WRIGHT/GETTY IMAGES ©

Great Rides of New Zealand

These 23 cycle routes showcase some of NZ’s most spectacular scenery. Visit nzcycletrail.com for more information on the tracks and trails.

Mountain Biking

Many of NZ’s mountains offer varied mountain-biking trails, catering for beginners through to advanced riders. Some are open year-round while others are seasonal.


BEST CYCLING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Travel coast to coast on the Twin Coast Cycle Trail 1, passing through Northland’s charming towns.

Cross suspension bridges between Arrowtown and Gibbston Valley on the Arrow River Bridges Trail 2.

Mountain bike along the rim of Lake Taupō on the Great Lake Trails 3, a set of three tracks on the lakeshore.

Discover the Tasman region’s best food and drink on the Great Taste Trail 4.

Explore Central Otago’s stunning countryside on the Lake Dunstan Trail 5, a purpose-built cycle route.







Kiwi Critters

Historically, New Zealand was home only to birds and one lizard, the tuatara, with no native mammals. The country’s isolation from other land masses allowed these species to evolve without predators. Other animals have since been introduced, so you’ll have to visit a predator-free sanctuary to see what NZ may have been like in the past.

Flightless Birds

Due to the lack of predators, NZ has more flightless birds than anywhere else in the world, including the kiwi, kākāpō and weka (pictured).

[image: shutterstock_1042451122jpg]

Frank Fichtmueller/shutterstock ©

Safe in the Bush

NZ has no snakes, scorpions or venomous insects. Venomous spiders – the native katipo, and red-back (pictured) and white-tailed spiders from Australia – are rarely seen.

[image: shutterstock_1862952361jpg]

KarenGiblettPhotography/shutterstock ©

In the Sea

Dolphins, whales, seals and penguins are found in NZ’s waters. Whales are best seen from Kaikōura, while dolphins and seals are visible on both islands.


Best Wildlife experiences

[image: jpg]

Watch seals relaxing on huge boulders at their colony at Cape Palliser 1, the southernmost point of NZ’s North Island.

Meet the cheeky kea (alpine parrot) in Arthur’s Pass 2, New Zealand’s highest settlement, en route between Christchurch and the West Coast.

See an abundance of marine animals in Kaikōura 3, including dolphins, orcas, seals and of course the local sperm whales.

Visit the albatrosses, see their breeding grounds and watch them soar through the air at the Royal Albatross Centre 4, just out of Dunedin.

Rakiura/Stewart Island 5 is the one of the few places you may see a kiwi in the wild, with the tokoeka (Rakiura brown kiwi) active during the day.







Journey on Foot

New Zealand is a hiker’s paradise, with a diverse range of trails to suit all levels of fitness and experience. Choose between short walks in stunning coastal and forest environments or multiday trekking adventures through rugged mountain landscapes. Some of the most popular tracks take you through breathtaking scenery and offer the chance to immerse yourself in NZ’s natural beauty, and see lakes, waterfalls and springs hidden from most visitors.

[image: shutterstock_640800763jpg]

Hiking Fiordland National Park | Puripat Lertpunyaroj/shutterstock ©

Dress for the Conditions

Remember to dress in layers and bring a wind- and water-proof jacket with you when hiking. NZ’s weather can change quickly, especially in the mountains.

[image: shutterstock_1770156305jpg]

Maridav/Shutterstock ©

The Great Walks

These 10 multiday tracks are well formed, easy to follow and take you through incredible scenery. They aren’t always easy, but the views are worth it!

[image: shutterstock_464351573jpg]

Tobin Akehurst/shutterstock ©

DOC Visitor Centres

You can find DOC visitor centres throughout the country, usually near popular national parks. Check in for advice and weather conditions before you set out.


Best Hiking experiences

[image: jpg]

Marvel at the dramatic, mountainous scenery on the four-day, 54km Milford Track 1, then top off the adventure with a boat ride under the falls.

Wander through native beech forest in Mount Aspiring National Park 2, passing alpine lakes, stunning views of the Southern Alps and the occasional waterfall.

Experience one of New Zealand’s best day walks on the Tongariro Alpine Crossing 3, or tackle the Tongariro Northern Circuit challenge.

Loop through a goblin forest to a collection of rock pools and waterfalls in the Wilkies Pools Loop Track 4 on Taranaki Maunga.

Hike the Kea Point Track 5 at Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park for spectacular views of Aoraki/Mt Cook, the Hooker Valley and ice faces.







The People of the Land

The indigenous culture is integral to NZ’s national identity, influencing many aspects of everyday life, including art, politics and sport, sometimes in a barely perceptible way. While you can learn about Māori history and see cultural artefacts at museums around the country, local maraes (meeting houses) are at the heart of Māori traditions. Visitors can experience local customs by watching a kapa haka (singing, dance and movement) performance and visiting a traditional Māori village.

[image: shutterstock_1575427843jpg]

Mine Bay, Lake Taupō | Leonard Zhukovsky/shutterstock ©

The Māori Population

Māori represent about 17% of New Zealand’s total population. The Tairāwhiti Gisborne, Northland and Bay of Plenty regions have highest percentage of Māori in their populations.

[image: GettyRF_82773708jpg]

Frans Lemmens/GETTY IMAGES ©

Māori Arrival in NZ

According to Ngāpuhi, an iwi (tribe) in the far north, Kupe was the first to reach NZ from the ancestral homeland of Hawaiki, around a thousand years ago.

[image: shutterstock_672793543jpg]

ChameleonsEye/shutterstock ©

Local Iwi

There are more than 100 iwi in New Zealand, with shared ancestors and roots in specific parts of the country. Each iwi has its own stories.


Best Cultural experiences

[image: jpg]

Learn about the Treaty of Waitangi and its importance to NZ at the Waitangi Treaty Grounds 1 in Northland.

Explore Waipoua Forest 2 with Māori guides to hear the indigenous wisdom about these ancient giants.

Admire the 10m-high face of Māori priest and explorer Ngātoro-i-rangi, carved into cliffs at Mine Bay 3 on Lake Taupō.

Take a tour of a Māori village at Te Puia 4 in Rotorua to witness singing, dancing and stories, and taste a hāngi meal.

Watch the sunrise from Maunga Hikurangi 5, sacred to local Ngai Porou people, and discover the stories of the demigod Māui.







Adventure Awaits

What better way to experience beautiful surroundings than with your adrenalin racing? NZ is known for its extreme sports and Queenstown is widely recognised as the adventure capital of the world. So while you’re here, challenge yourself to leap out of your comfort zone and see the scenery from a different perspective.

[image: shutterstock_696624736jpg]

Skydiving over Lake Taupō | Mohd Fuad Rahim/shutterstock ©

World Firsts

Kawarau Bridge, near Queenstown, is the site of the world’s first commercial bungy-jumping operation… and you can still jump there now.

Low-risk Excitement

For those after a slightly less extreme adventure, try wandering amid the treetops, kayaking down the Whanganui River or jet-boating through a canyon.


BEST ADVENTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Plunge from the deck at Auckland’s Sky Tower 1 on a controlled 11-second, 85km/h wired descent.

Free fall over Taupō 2, enjoying views stretching from its lake to the snow-capped mountains of Tongariro National Park.

Soar over an ancient native forest at Canopy Tours 3 in Rotorua.

Climb up the 60m-tall Twin Falls 4 near Wānaka using a network of ladders and bridges.

Enjoy a blackwater rafting adventure through the glowworm-studded Waitomo Caves 5.







Bright Lights in Dark Places

With untainted night skies covering the majority of the South Island and three-quarters of the North Island, New Zealand is an exceptional place for star-gazing. Visitors can admire the stars independently or with a tour in two internationally accredited dark-sky reserves – Aoraki/Mackenzie and Wairarapa – as well as dark-sky parks and sanctuaries.

In Māori Culture

The maramataka (lunar calendar) identifies the best times to plant, harvest, fish and hunt. The reappearance of the Matariki star cluster marks the start of the Māori New Year.

[image: shutterstock_1299512725jpg]

AstroStar/shutterstock ©

Star-gazing Tips

Pick a clear night with no moon, wear layers, bring a portable chair and use a red light to maintain your night vision.

[image: shutterstock_2178371901jpg]

Matt Makes Photos/shutterstock ©


Best Star-gazing experiences

[image: jpg]

Gaze at the stars in the pollution-free sky from among the dunes bordering Medlands Beach 1 on Aotea/Great Barrier Island.

Marvel at the sunset or the shimmering aurora australis on Rakiura/Stewart Island 2 – you’ll see why the Māori name means ‘glowing skies’.

Soak in the star-filled skies of the Aoraki Mackenzie International Dark Sky Reserve 3, the largest in the southern hemisphere, from Mt John Observatory near Tekapo.

Head to Wai-iti Domain 4 near Nelson on a cloudless winter night to see the Scorpius constellation and the Milky Way.

Look through the historic Thomas Cooke telescope, constructed in 1867, then experience how it feels to be inside a spaceship at Wellington’s Carter Observatory 5.







LAID-BACK LAKESIDE

New Zealand’s lakes are popular holiday spots with both locals and international visitors – and for good reason. The country has more than 775 lakes, including crater lakes formed by volcanic eruptions, remote alpine lakes hidden in high mountains and glistening glacial lakes surrounded by mountains. Rotorua, Tekapo, Taupō and Queenstown’s Lake Wakatipu are firm fixtures on the tourist trail, but many other lakes offer a peaceful escape in picturesque surroundings.

[image: shutterstock_539457340jpg]

Lake Rotoiti | Tobin Akehurst/shutterstock ©

Turquoise Waters

Glacial lakes and rivers are a beautiful turquoise colour, caused by fine silt particles left behind by glaciers melting into the water.

[image: shutterstock_1804674763jpg]

Darrenp/Shutterstock ©

A Volcanic Crater

Lake Taupō occupies a caldera formed when a supervolcano erupted. The volcano’s last major eruption, around 1800 years ago, was the most violent eruption in the world over the last 5000 years.

[image: shutterstock_633175526jpg]

ChameleonsEye/shutterstock ©

Sacred Places

Some lakes, such as Rotokākahi (Green Lake) in Rotorua and Rotokura near Ohakune, are tapu (sacred). No swimming is allowed in these lakes.


Best Lakeside experiences

[image: jpg]

Camp at Northland’s secluded Kai Iwi Lakes 1, with clear waters, white sand and a shady pine forest.

Cruise to Mou Waho island 2 in Lake Wānaka and see the remarkable islet in a lake in an island in a lake.

Wander the Great Lake Pathway 3, stretching along pretty bays from Taupō harbour to Waitahanui, some with hot water oozing up through the sand.

Explore the 16 lakes in peaceful Nelson Lakes National Park 4 from St Arnaud village on Lake Rotoiti.

Admire turquoise Lake Pukaki 5, with views of snow-capped Aoraki/Mt Cook in the distance.







Raise a Glass

Many Kiwis enjoy a drink, so it should come as no surprise that the country produces some excellent wine, sprits and beer. NZ is well known for its wine regions, particularly its Marlborough sauvignon blanc and Central Otago pinot noir. Beyond wine, NZ is home to a thriving craft-beer scene, and several boutique distilleries have recently opened. You can visit many wineries, breweries and distilleries for tastings, and quite a few also have good restaurants.

[image: AF0HK1jpg]

Schubert Wines, Martinborough | David Wall/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Craft Beer

Over 200 breweries in New Zealand produce and serve high-quality beer in a range of styles from light lagers to hoppy IPAs.

[image: shutterstock_1908296206jpg]

NataliaCatalina.com/Shutterstock ©

Local Gin

Several boutique gin distilleries have recently opened in NZ, using locally sourced ingredients to create unique products that are gaining popularity domestically and internationally.

[image: shutterstock_1751987201jpg]

Rusana Krasteva/Shutterstock ©

Local Wine Varieties

Sauvignon blanc, pinot noir, pinot gris and chardonnay account for 90% of NZ’s wine production. Other varieties are on the rise, including riesling, syrah and Bordeaux blends.


Best Wine & Beer experiences

[image: jpg]

Discover craft beer from around the country on the Auckland Beer Mile 1 from Mt Eden via Kingsland to Morningside.

Enjoy a glass of Central Otago pinot noir and lunch overlooking the valley at Mt Difficulty Wines 2 in Bannockburn.

Taste the flavours of West Coast rainforests at Reefton Distilling Co 3, known for its high-quality gins, liqueurs, vodkas and whiskies.

Visit the home of one of NZ’s most popular beers, Monteith’s 4, brewed in Greymouth since 1868.

Spend a couple of days in Martinborough 5 and sample local wines from the small, family-owned vineyards near the town.







Earth’s Restless Giants

Volcanic activity has left its marks on New Zealand, resulting in some extraordinarily beautiful landscapes. Many North Island hills and mountains are extinct or dormant volcanoes, including those around Auckland. Volcanic landscapes are part of everyday life here: locals ski on Mt Ruapehu, boat on Lake Taupō (in a volcano caldera) and even generate electricity from geothermal sources. Visitors to New Zealand can (safely) get up close to many geothermal activities during their trip.

[image: 2DYY416jpg]

Wairakei Terraces | Pavel Dudek/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Volcanoes Around Auckland

Auckland is surrounded by more than 50 volcanoes, which have shaped the city’s landscape. The volcanic field is considered dormant and unlikely to erupt.

[image: GettyRF_139620150jpg]
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Whakaari/White Island

Whakaari, New Zealand’s most active volcano and once a popular tourist destination, is now only visible from a distance after a deadly eruption in 2019.

[image: GettyImages-97843354jpg]

Kieran Scott/getty images ©

Mt Doom

Mt Ngauruhoe in Tongariro National Park served as Mt Doom in Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings movie. Despite being active, it’s a popular hiking destination, offering stunning views.


Best Geothermal experiences

[image: jpg]

Stroll up Maungawhau/Mt Eden 1, the highest of Auckland’s volcanoes, and wonder at both the view from the summit and the depth of the crater.

Climb 156m up Paritutu 2, the lava plug of an ancient volcano in Taranaki, and see the volcanic Sugar Loaf Islands (Ngā Motu) from the top.

Soak in the warm water at Wairakei Terraces 3, where subterranean water feeds an artificial geyser and cascades down silica terraces.

Explore a world of steaming springs, boiling mud and spurting geysers at Ōrākei Kōrako 4.

Cycle through Waimangu Volcanic Valley 5 in Rotorua and see the steaming Inferno Crater Lake, which rises and falls as it heats and cools.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Northern Highlights

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 809km


Starting in New Zealand’s largest city, this route takes you south along the East Coast to some of the beaches best loved by Kiwis. Learn about Māori culture and see geothermal wonders in Rotorua before heading back to Auckland.


[image: shutterstockRF_243868063jpg]

Redwoods Whakarewarewa Forest | ChameleonsEye/Shutterstock ©

1 Auckland [image: ] 2 DAYS

A couple of days in Auckland gives you the chance to recover from jet lag and see a couple of city highlights. Wander around the centre and have dinner at one of the excellent restaurants on Karangahape Rd (‘K Rd’), then explore further afield with a trip to Waiheke Island (pictured) or a black-sand beach on the West Coast.

[image: shutterstockRF_172736918jpg]

Troy Wegman/Shutterstock ©

2 Hahei [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spend a few days on the Coromandel Peninsula discovering why this is a favourite holiday spot for locals. Walk along the coastal trail to stunning Cathedral Cove (pictured), dig your own natural pool at Hot Water Beach and see some of the remote shores at the tip of the peninsula. Spend a day surfing in the breaks near Whangamatā or just wandering around the coastal town.

[image: jpg]

Peter Unger/getty images ©
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3 Mount Maunganui  [image: ] 1 DAY

This pretty seaside town is set around the base of an extinct volcano. Popular with cruise ships, and with a vibrant town centre, the Mount has a great selection of cafes, restaurants and interesting shops. It’s a great place for surfing, hiking and swimming. Relax on long, golden Main Beach or head a little further down the coast to Papamoa for a less crowded stretch of sand.

[image: shutterstock_548530981jpg]

Photos BrianScantlebury/Shutterstock ©

4 Rotorua [image: ] 2 DAYS

The centre of geothermal activity in New Zealand, Rotorua is also a great place to learn about Māori culture. Soak in a thermal pool, see boiling streams and wander through the stunning Whakarewarewa Forest to see the impressive redwoods. Visit a traditional Māori village and enjoy an authentic Māori feast. Round off your trip by stopping at Hobbiton or the Waitomo Caves on the way back to Auckland.
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ITINERARIES

Lower North Island

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 911km


This route takes you from compact Wellington on a journey around the lower North Island through some of NZ’s most beautiful yet less visited spots. See how the locals live along the rolling hills of Hawkes Bay and lakeside Taupō, probably the most touristy place on this itinerary.
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Tama Lakes | valiant.skies/Shutterstock ©

1 Wellington [image: ] 2 DAYS

Spend a couple of days in the small but quirky capital surrounded by rolling hills, scenic beaches and a lovely harbour. The city is renowned for its arts and cultural scene, with numerous galleries, museums and theatres showcasing local talent. Be sure to try the craft beer and at least a couple of the local restaurants during your stay.

[image: ] Detour: Taste local wine in Martinborough [image: ] 3 hours.
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2 Napier [image: ] 2 DAYS

Rebuilt in the 1930s after a devastating earthquake, Napier is known for its Art Deco architectural style. Wander around the city, see the gardens and nearby beach, then head on a tasting tour of the nearby Hawke’s Bay wineries. Be sure to visit pretty Havelock North and see the view of Te Mata Peak. Break up the drive to Gisborne with a dip at the Māhia Peninsula.
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3 Taupō [image: ] 2 DAYS

There’s a lot to do in Taupō, so make sure to spend a few days here, particularly if you enjoy the outdoors. Wander along the lake and enjoy the views, then choose from some of the activities on offer: hot springs, skydiving, bungy jumping, white-water rafting… This is the best base for Tongariro National Park, where you’ll find some of the best hiking in NZ.

[image: shutterstock_2073182549jpg]
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4 Whanganui [image: ] 1 DAY

Visit this historic riverside town, then spend the rest of the day canoeing or kayaking down the Whanganui River. If you have more time, extend your trip with the full three- to five-day Whanganui Journey, the only Great Walk that doesn’t involve any walking. Alternatively, take a jet boat down the river and walk on to see the remarkable Bridge to Nowhere surrounded by forest.
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ITINERARIES


Top of the South Island Adventure

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 995km


This itinerary takes you through the magical landscapes of the upper South Island. Here you’ll find ancient forests, the craggy Southern Alps, and the wild beaches of the West Coast. The contrasts between these destinations are startling and the longer drives are well worth the effort.


[image: shutterstock_1012720282jpg]

Hokitika Gorge | Guy Cowdry/Shutterstock ©

1 Christchurch [image: ] 2 DAYS

Christchurch has always been known for its English heritage, and its post-earthquake regeneration has brought cutting-edge architecture, street art and innovative projects to the city. Wander through the centre to see new buildings alongside the old, and stroll along the Avon River (pictured) with its stunning natural landscape. Then spend a day in nearby Akaroa, visiting its interesting museums and fascinating marine life.

[image: shutterstock_1065042743jpg]
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2 Hokitika [image: ] 2 DAYS

The route to Hokitika goes through beautiful Arthur’s Pass, before arriving in the West Coast’s ‘Cool Little Town’. Explore the quirky centre, see the driftwood sculptures on the black beach and try some of the excellent food. Don’t miss Hokitika Gorge, where a short walk brings you to a swing bridge hanging over a turquoise river.

[image: ] Detour: Drive further down the coast to see the Franz Josef Glacier. [image: ] 6 hours.
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3 Nelson [image: ] 2 DAYS

One of NZ’s oldest cities, Nelson is known for its thriving arts scene, craft breweries, and vibrant food and coffee culture. Located between the Tasman and Marlborough regions, the town makes a great base for day trips. Nelson Lakes National Park, Abel Tasman National Park, Golden Bay and the Marlborough Sounds are all within a couple of hours’ drive.
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GG-FOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Kaikōura [image: ] 1 DAY

Kaikōura is famous for two things – whale watching and crayfish – and you should try them both while you’re here. Go out on the water to see the whales, along with the resident dolphins and seals. In town, you’ll find many places to try excellent seafood, and several coastal walks offer breathtaking scenery. For more of an adventure, try whale watching by helicopter.
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ITINERARIES

Lower South Island Adventures

[image: jpg]

Allow: 2 weeks Distance: 1146km


The southern regions of NZ are known for their spectacular natural beauty and adventure activities. This route gives you a taste of them all. Travel from the resort town of Queenstown to the historic centres of Ōamaru and Dunedin, then through the Catlins to Milford Sound, a highlight of any trip to New Zealand.


[image: shutterstockRF_292890296jpg]

View from Queenstown Gondola | Naruedom Yaempongsa/shutterstock ©

1 Queenstown  [image: ] 3 DAYS

Queenstown is walkable and has excellent amenities, its restaurants are world class, and its surroundings are breathtaking. See the views from the top of the Queenstown Gondola, visit nearby Arrowtown and Glenorchy, try local wine, then choose from an endless list of outdoor and adventure activities.

[image: GettyRF_93420936jpg]

Olaf Bender/getty images ©

2 Wānaka [image: ] 1 DAY

Quieter than Queenstown, Wānaka also has lovely views, a pretty town centre and many activities to choose from, including water sports, lake cruises and mountain biking. Spend at least one night here if you’re planning to hike in Mt Aspiring National Park (pictured) or spend a day on the ski slopes.

[image: ] Detour: Visit historic Cromwell and the Central Otago Bannockburn wineries [image: ] 3 hours.
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3 Lake Tekapo [image: ] 2 DAYS

The drive through Mackenzie Country will bring you to enchanting Lake Tekapo, known for its stone chapel and otherworldly turquoise colour. Spend a night in nearby Twizel and see the stars in the southern hemisphere’s largest dark-sky reserve. The next day, go hiking in Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park. The views here are so stunning you may want to stay.
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4 Ōamaru [image: ] 2 DAYS

Ōamaru has a wonderful historic precinct and a quirky culture. Learn about the town’s history, visit the oldest public gardens (pictured) in the country and enjoy the overall vibe. In the evening, cosy up to watch the arrival of the little blue penguins.
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5 Dunedin [image: ] 2 DAYS

As well as having impressive Victorian and Edwardian architecture, and all the conveniences you’d expect from a large city, Dunedin is well positioned for visitors keen to see some of Otago’s most interesting wildlife. The Royal Albatross Centre (pictured) is a must-visit.

[image: shutterstock_1967509216jpg]
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6 Catlins [image: ] 1 DAY

The Catlins are a largely untouched place with a petrified forest, coastline and stunning waterfalls. Explore the McLean Falls (pictured), hike in the stunning Catlins Conservation Park and spot wildlife such as the New Zealand fur seal and the hoiho (yellow-eyed penguin).
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7 Te Anau [image: ] 2 DAYS

The gateway to Fiordland National Park, Te Anau is a good base for visiting the famous Milford Sound (pictured). While you’re here, do a short walk through the national park or opt for a multiday hike – the Milford, Kepler and Routeburn tracks all begin in the park.
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WHEN TO GO

New Zealand is a destination that can be enjoyed year-round, with different seasons offering their own unique experiences.


While summer is popular with locals, other times of year have lots to offer too. The shoulder seasons, spring and autumn, offer quieter and more budget-friendly travel options, with warm days, beautiful scenery and temperate weather. As you’d expect, winter is the best time to visit for snow sports and clear skies; the best snow falls in July and August. Summer is the best time to visit for sunny beach days, adventures on the water, and beautiful bushwalks and hikes.


I LIVE HERE

SAND DUNES & WARM SEAS

Northland-based Blair Coates is the founder and owner of a NZ natural skincare and wellness company @nudipoint

‘We visit Opononi regularly, but it’s at its best in spring and summer. The water is warm enough for swimming, and the sand dunes are stark against the blue sky and sea. Opononi is quaint and quiet; we come here to unwind and enjoy the stunning surroundings. When we arrive, I see the huge dunes rising out of the harbour and I know it’s time to relax.’



The Holiday Peak

December to February, particularly around Christmas and New Year, is peak time in NZ. The school holidays stretch from December to late January, and a scattering of public holidays mean locals are also travelling over this period. Accommodation and activity prices are at their highest and it’s important to book ahead. Visit from April to May (after Easter) or from September to November for the best prices.

[image: shutterstock_1010782432jpg]

Skiing, Mt Ruapehu | Guy Cowdry/shutterstock ©


RAINY DAYS

New Zealand is very green for a reason! It can rain a lot, and rainfall is relatively evenly spread throughout the year. Visitors should always pack a raincoat, as showers can occur at any time.




GO WHERE IT’S WARM

If you’re after a sunny stay, the Bay of Plenty, Hawke’s Bay, and Nelson and Marlborough are the sunniest places in New Zealand. During the summer months, daylight can last until 9.30pm due to daylight saving.

Big Events


Waitangi Day commemorates the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840. The festival takes place at the Treaty Grounds and features traditional Māori cultural performances, speeches and other activities. [image: ] February

The Pasifika Festival celebrates NZ’s Pacific Islander culture and takes place in Auckland. Visitors can enjoy music and dance performances, traditional food, and craft markets. [image: ] March

Enjoy three days of music, arts and dance at WOMAD, a festival in New Plymouth with international and local acts spread across multiple stages. When you need a breather, join an interactive workshop or browse through the art market. [image: ] March

Marking the Māori New Year, Matariki is a time to celebrate Māori culture and heritage, with events such as traditional hāngi feasts, cultural performances, and exhibitions held throughout the country. [image: ] June/July


I LIVE HERE

GOLDEN VINEYARDS

Josh Barclay is based in Blenheim and is the sustainability manager for a local winery @whitehavenwines

“I love Marlborough in autumn. The craziness of the grape harvest has died down and winemakers are hard at work preparing their new vintages. The summer crowds have dissipated, and the countryside turns a beautiful shade of gold as the vines prepare for winter. The days are warm and still, perfect for wandering through the vineyards and enjoying a glass of wine in the afternoon sun.”



Local Festivities


In Hokitika, the Driftwood & Sand Festival sees professional and emerging artists create works on the beach from natural materials (including, as you may have guessed, driftwood). [image: ] January

Get immersed in all things vintage at the Whangamatā Beach Hop. Held in the seaside town of Whangamatā, this annual event features a parade of classic cars, live music and a variety of market stalls. [image: ] March

Celebrate the turning of the seasons at the Arrowtown Autumn Festival, held in the charming historic village of Arrowtown. You’ll see the town at its best, with street parades, live music, arts and crafts, and stunning autumn leaves everywhere. [image: ] April

Devote 11 days to Nelson during the Arts Festival. Enjoy cutting-edge performances and thought-provoking installations by local and international artists. [image: ] October

PREPARE FOR THE SUN

Due to the hole in the ozone layer and low pollution, the sun in New Zealand is very harsh and strong, even in winter. Dress in layers, wear a hat and sunglasses, and apply sunscreen when you visit.

[image: GettyImages-1311720372jpg]

Pasifika Festival | Phil Walter/Getty Images ©

Weather Through the Year
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 22°C
 Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 23°C
 Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Avg daytime max: 22°C
 Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Avg daytime max: 19°C
 Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

MAY

Avg daytime max: 17°C
 Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 15°C
 Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 14°C
 Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 14°C
 Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 16°C
 Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 17°C
 Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 22°C
 Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 21°C
 Days of rainfall: 9






GET PREPARED
FOR NEW ZEALAND

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain


[image: shutterstockRF_793552309jpg]

Tongariro Alpine Crossing | Maridav/shutterstock ©

Clothes

Layers: The weather in NZ can change very quickly, especially in mountainous areas. Even in cities, it’s not unusual to have four seasons in one day, so dressing in layers is a good idea.

Hat and sunglasses: The sun is quite strong in NZ, so bring a hat with you, even if you aren’t visiting in summer.

Waterproof jacket: Rainfall is steady year-round. Bring a waterproof jacket with you, just in case. A compact one is best if you plan to go hiking.

Comfortable walking shoes: Bring a good pair of walking shoes or hiking boots if you plan to attempt a longer trail. Hikes in NZ can be more challenging than visitors expect and good footwear is essential.


Manners

Don’t sit on tables or desks as this is seen as disrespectful by Māori.

Take off your shoes when visiting people’s homes.

If you’re invited to someone’s house for dinner, bring something to share during the meal, or a small gift for the host, such as a bottle of wine or box of chocolates.

Learn a few Māori words – kupu.co.nz is a good place to start




READ

[image: Au_book_coverjpg]

Auē (Becky Manawatu; 2019) A beautiful and haunting novel about music, family and gang violence in NZ.

[image: Cousins_book coverjpg]

Cousins (Patricia Grace; 1992) The story of NZ history from the 1940s to the 1990s told through three women’s lives.

[image: The village_book coverjpg]

The Villa at the Edge of the Empire (Fiona Farrell; 2015) An insightful look at life in Christchurch after the 2011 earthquake.

[image: The penguin_book coverjpg]

The Penguin History of New Zealand (Michael King; 2003) A solid overview of NZ history.




Words

Aotearoa The Māori name for New Zealand, translating to ‘long white cloud’

‘Haere mai’ ‘Welcome.’ You’ll often see this written on signs as you come into a town.

bach A holiday home, often close to the beach

‘bro/cuz/mate’ Often used when talking to a friend

‘Ka kite ano’ ‘See you again soon’

tramping hiking or bushwalking

jandals Rubber flip-flops (known as thongs in Australia)

togs The local word for a swimsuit

‘Yeah, nah’ A noncommittal statement or acknowledgement often meaning no or maybe.

L&P Lemon & Paeroa, a lemon-flavoured soft drink originally made in the town of Paeroa in the Coromandel Peninsula but now mass produced by Coco-Cola Amatil

kai food

koha Translates as ‘gift’, but usually refers to a donation, often for entry

‘Morena’ ‘Good morning’

‘Ngā mihi’ ‘Greetings’, ‘thanks’ or ‘kind regards’. This phrase is often used to sign off emails, especially at work.

pākehā New Zealander of non-Māori descent, usually European.

whanau family

hokey pokey Local ice-cream flavour with chunks of butterscotch embedded in vanilla ice cream

chilly bin A portable cooler box or cooler bag

‘chur/chur bro’ means ‘thanks/cheers’

dairy corner store

‘kia kaha’ ‘Stay strong’ – this is an often-used phrase.

‘kia ora’ ‘Hello’

‘Sweet as’ ‘All good’ or ‘Well done’




WATCH

Whina (Paula Whetu Jones and James Napier Robertson; 2022) A biopic of Māori leader Dame Whina Cooper, an advocate for Māori rights and land.

Hunt for the Wilderpeople (pictured; Taika Waititi; 2016) A Kiwi classic, suitable for families and set in the NZ wilderness.

Under the Vines (Erin White; 2021) A comedy series about two city people who inherit an NZ vineyard.

New Zealand Today (Guy Williams; 2019) A local comedian investigates quirky stories in grassroots NZ.

Wellington Paranormal (Jemaine Clement, Jackie van Beek and Tim van Dammen; 2018) A smart, funny spin-off from the 2014 film What We Do in the Shadows.
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LISTEN

The Aotearoa History Show (Radio New Zealand; 2019) A podcast giving an accessible history of NZ.

Castle St (SIX60; 2022) The fourth studio album from this iconic NZ band is a feel-good accompaniment to a Kiwi summer.

Solar Power (Lorde; 2021) Lorde’s third album lets you recharge, take a breath and escape everyday life for a few minutes.

Gone by Lunchtime (The Spinoff; 2016) A regular podcast giving witty and typically Kiwi analysis of the NZ political scene.






THE FOOD SCENE

Indulge in New Zealand’s delicious bounty, featuring fresh seafood, local produce and exceptional wine.


[image: shutterstock_1227772579jpg]

Hāngī | Boyloso/shutterstock ©

Tasting the local food and wine is one of the many pleasures of travelling in New Zealand. The country has a thriving culinary scene, with chefs, winemakers and artisan producers who take full advantage of the excellent local and seasonal ingredients. New Zealand’s South Pacific location is reflected in the abundant kai moana (seafood) and fresh fish. The country’s diverse population has also led to a variety of international cuisine options, particularly in Auckland and Wellington.

Wine lovers will also be pleased to discover the abundance of vineyards that offer fantastic dining, often in the very same place where the wine is produced. For those who enjoy cooking or are looking to save money, local farmers markets provide a variety of fresh ingredients, making self-catering a tempting option. Regardless of whether you prefer to dine at a restaurant or cook your own meals, the local food will be a highlight of your travels in New Zealand.

Māori & Pasifika Food

An easy and delicious way for visitors to gain some insight into the local Māori culture is through food. Māori food showcases the deep connection between local people and the land and sea. Traditional dishes such as kai moana (seafood), hāngī (meat and vegetables cooked in the earth) and kūmara (sweet potato) are central to Māori cuisine, as well as to some other cultures of the South Pacific islands. To try some of these foods, join a Māori cultural experience in Rotorua or head to festivals and events, where food trucks might offer traditional dishes.

Vegans & Vegetarians

Over the last few years there has been an increasing focus on vegan and vegetarian options in New Zealand. Major cities, including Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch, are home to a range of plant-based restaurants, cafes and food trucks, and this is also becoming more common in smaller towns. You can usually find at least some vegetarian and vegan options in restaurants and cafes throughout the country. Supermarkets and speciality stores stock a variety of suitable products, from plant-based milks to meat alternatives.

Night Markets

Catering primarily to locals, and showcasing NZ’s diverse cultures, night markets are a vibrant celebration of food, culture and community. They’re particularly popular in Auckland, but they’re hosted in cities and towns across the country throughout summer. You can expect a hub of activity, with vendors selling an array of tasty street food, as well as crafts and locally made products. You can try everything from authentic Asian street food to contemporary vegan dishes, while taking in the buzz of live music. The atmosphere is lively, and the air is filled with the mouth-watering scent of sizzling meats, aromatic spices and fresh ingredients. For details on night markets in Auckland, check aucklandnightmarkets.co.nz and foodtruckcollective.co.nz.

[image: shutterstockRF_108990056jpg]

New Zealand mussels | zhgee/shutterstock ©


Best Kiwi Dishes

HĀNGĪ

Lamb, pork or chicken cooked underground.

NEW ZEALAND ROAST LAMB

Flavoured with rosemary, served with seasonal vegetables.

GREEN-LIPPED MUSSELS

Served grilled, steamed with white wine or in a fritter.

CRAYFISH

Resemble small lobsters; usually boiled and eaten with your fingers.

PAVLOVA

A fluffy, meringue-style dessert, piled high with cream and fruit.

CLASSIC NZ PIE

Depends who you ask, but steak and cheese or mince and cheese is the local favourite.

FISH AND CHIPS

Battered fish served with chips; eaten on the beach as a takeaway or in a pub.

PAUA

Black abalone cooked in cream or baked into a fritter.




FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Marlborough Wine & Food Festival (marlboroughwinefestival.com; February) Try the food and wine Marlborough is famous for at Blenheim’s longest-running festival of dining and drinking.

Hokitika Wildfoods Festival (wildfoods.co.nz; March) Celebrates the unusual and wild flavours and produce of the West Coast.

Bluff Oyster & Food Festival (bluffoysterfest.co.nz; May) Oysters, live entertainment and a variety of seafood and local produce take over the seaside town of Bluff.

Beervana (beervana.co.nz; August) At this Wellington event you can sample beer from around the country surrounded by live performances and quirky street entertainers.

Whitianga Oceans Festival (oceansfestival.co.nz; September) A celebration of local seafood accompanied by NZ beer and wine, live bands, buskers and cooking classes.
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Vineyard, Marlborough | Jeffrey B. Banke/shutterstock ©


THE YEAR IN FOOD

SUMMER

This is the time for stone fruit and berries, including blueberries, plums, grapes, avocados and Central Otago cherries. The best fruit is available from farmers markets and at roadside stalls.

[image: shutterstock_1294342438jpg]

HO SU A BI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

AUTUMN

Taste the richness of autumn with juicy citrus, fresh feijoas (pictured) and figs. Succulent Bluff oysters are also in season and it’s harvest time at NZ wineries.

[image: shutterstock_1084265075jpg]
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WINTER

Enjoy fresh shellfish, fennel, leeks and rhubarb. Savour Northland mandarins and oranges, try black Perigord truffles from the Bay of Plenty (or pick your own in Te Puke) and indulge in juicy kiwifruit.

[image: shutterstock_190170698jpg]
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SPRING

Artichokes and asparagus are in abundance in spring, and juicy strawberries and blueberries make their first appearance. The West Coast is a hot spot for whitebait, a popular delicacy.
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Classics

Mānuka honey Honey made with nectar from the mānuka tree; believed to have health benefits.

L&P Lemon-flavoured fizzy drink from the town of Paeroa.

Real fruit ice cream Fresh berries crushed into a vanilla ice-cream base.

Hokey pokey Solid lumps of honeycomb toffee in plain vanilla ice cream.

Cheese roll Bread smothered in a cheese sauce, then rolled and toasted.

Spaghetti on toast Canned spaghetti served on toast.

Kiwi onion dip Onion soup mixed with reduced cream and a squeeze of lemon.

Artisan cheese Some excellent cheeses come from Kapiti, Whitestone, Puhoi and Gibbston Valley.

Seafood

Mussels and oysters Try them smoked in the Coromandel Peninsula or served with broth in Marlborough.

Oysters Sample Matakana oysters or the famous Te Matuku oysters on Waiheke Island.

Whitebait Tiny white fish usually baked into fritters.

Kina Sea urchin, usually eaten raw; best for more adventurous eaters.

Crayfish Small rock lobsters; especially famous in Kaikōura.

Paua Black abalone.

White fish Snapper, gurnard or terakihi.

[image: shutterstock_1279624255jpg]

Hokey pokey ice cream | HO SU A BI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Drinks

Pinot noir Try it at wineries in Central Otago, Martinborough and Hawke’s Bay.

Sauvignon blanc Marlborough is famous for this white wine.

Craft beer Small-batch craft beer is popular and produced throughout the country.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Arbour Restaurant One of Blenheim’s top restaurants, renowned for its seven-course signature menu.

Hiakai This innovative take on modern Māori cuisine is Wellington fine dining at its best.

Restaurant Pātaka Kai Known for its traditional hāngī cooked in thermal steam in Rotorua.

Bar Magda Gives a Filipino twist to NZ’s seasonal produce in a low-lit, subterranean bar near Auckland’s K Rd.

Karaka Lobster Try crayfish served with salad and garlic bread on picnic tables just out of Kaikōura.

Mt Difficulty Terraced winery restaurant in Bannockburn, Central Otago, serving local pinot noir and shared plates.




How to… Visit Wineries in New Zealand

New Zealand is best known for its sauvignon blanc, but it also produces world-class pinot noir, chardonnay and other varietals. Its top wine regions offer stunning scenery, excellent winery restaurants and other activities close by.


[image: shutterstock_1280543569jpg]

Winery, Waipara Valley | SHERYL WATSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

When to Visit

March and April are beautiful months to visit NZ’s wineries as it’s harvest time, there are fewer visitors than in summer, and the weather usually stays warm and sunny.

Choose Your Region

Marlborough and Central Otago are NZ’s best-known wine regions, but its smaller regions also offer excellent tasting experiences. Here’s how you can incorporate a New Zealand wine experience into your trip.

If you love seafood, a trip to Marlborough allows you to pair some of the delicious local seafood with NZ’s famous sauvignon blanc. This is the largest wine region in NZ, and produces three-quarters of the country’s wine, including pinot noir, chardonnay and riesling.

Pair your adventure activities with wine in Central Otago. The world’s southernmost wine region is famous for its award-winning pinot noir and stunning landscapes. Take a tour through Bannockburn and Gibbston Valley, both easily accessible from Queenstown.

Acknowledge NZ’s wine heritage by visiting its oldest winemaking region, Hawke’s Bay. It’s known for its cabernet sauvignon and merlot, as well as chardonnay, sauvignon blanc and syrah (shiraz).

Take a break from Gisborne’s beaches and try some of the country’s best chardonnay and aromatic white wines.

Pressed for time and based in Auckland? Waiheke Island is just a short ferry ride from the city and produces cabernet blends, syrah and chardonnay in boutique wineries with stunning ocean views.

Escape Wellington for the day at the pretty wine village in Martinborough, just an hour out of the city. Martinborough is known for its elegant, complex pinot noir and family vineyards within walking distance of a charming town.


Tastings by Bike

Cycling through vineyards is a wonderful way to explore NZ’s beautiful wine regions. Several routes wind through picturesque vineyards, offering stunning views of the countryside and the opportunity to sample local wines. Bike the 9km Gibbston River Trail in Central Otago, and consider doing the iconic Kawarau Bridge bungy jump at the start of the trail. Explore Hawke’s Bay along the 20km Bridge Pa Wine Triangle and see Art Deco Napier and delightful Havelock North while you’re in the area. Or, after enjoying vintages and views in Marlborough, discover Tasman’s award-winning wineries on the Great Taste Trail.






THE OUTDOORS

New Zealand’s varied and spectacular landscape lets you experience alpine views, ancient forests and pristine beaches, all within the space of a day.
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Bungy-jumping, Kawarau Suspension Bridge | Mosedale/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Discovering New Zealand’s remarkable outdoors is a must for every visitor. NZ is famous for its stunning natural environment, and you really need to get outside to experience it. National parks, covering over 30,000 sq km, protect famous attractions such as Milford Sound, Franz Josef Glacier and North Island volcanoes, along with unique flora and fauna. With golden beaches on the East Coast, the dramatic West Coast for surfing, and huge mountains with hiking and bike trails, the outdoors is easily accessible and well worth the effort.

Hiking & Walking

Tramping (the local term for hiking) is a popular pastime in NZ and there are tracks and trails suitable for all fitness levels. Trails encompass everything from a multiday Great Walk (NZ has 10 of them) to a picturesque stroll, and often pass through native forest with spectacular views of mountains, lakes or sea. Local Department of Conservation (DOC) offices can provide advice on the best hikes for your experience level and the current conditions of the trails.

The best time to go hiking in New Zealand is typically from October to April, although January and February can be very hot. Be sure to take proper gear and adequate food and water with you. It’s also recommended to hike with a partner and let someone know your plans, as some trails can be remote and challenging.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Spot seals and penguins while cruising Piopiotahi/Milford Sound in Fiordland. The huge waterfalls are a highlight, especially if you get wet.

Snorkel with the fish at Goat Island Marine Reserve just north of Auckland.

Cross Queenstown’s Lake Wakatipu on the TSS Earnslaw and stop at Walter Peak Farm to meet sheep, pigs, alpacas and highland cows.

Wander through Wellington’s Zealandia at night when the glowworms, tuatara and little spotted kiwi come out. Kid-friendly night walks are available.

Sandboard down the Te Paki Giant Sand Dunes at Cape Reinga in Northland.

Walk among the tops of giants on Rotorua’s Redwoods Treewalk – go at night to see the forest lit up.



Cycling

Cycling in New Zealand is an exciting and adventurous way to explore the country’s stunning landscapes. NZ is home to a vast network of cycling trails, ranging from multiday trips such as the iconic Otago Rail Trail to shorter one-day rides. The best seasons for cycling are spring and autumn, which offer warmer temperatures and delightful scenery.

For those who want to tackle some of the more challenging terrain, mountain biking is a popular option. There are many dedicated mountain-biking trails, with degrees of difficulty from beginner to expert.

If you don’t have your own bike, there are many bike-rental shops located in popular tourist destinations. Before setting off, be sure to check in with the local DOC office for info on trail conditions and any necessary permits.

[image: shutterstock_766558984jpg]

Jet-boating, Dart River | Judith Lienert/shutterstock ©

Adventure Sport

Renowned as an adventure-sports destination, New Zealand has diverse landscapes that are a natural playground for thrill-seekers. Adventure sports have a long history in NZ, dating back to the opening of the first jet-boat ride in Queenstown in 1958.

Nowadays, Queenstown is known as the adventure capital of the world and offers a huge range of activities. These include well-known options such as bungy jumping, skydiving, jet-boating and paragliding as well as more unusual activities such as human cannonballs, huge swings and a high-speed, semi-submersible shark boat. Adventure activities are available throughout the country but are concentrated in Rotorua, Taupō, Auckland and Wānaka.

Many adventure activities also offer unique perspectives on New Zealand, with 4WD tours and trails and jet-boating rides taking visitors to remote and wildly beautiful destinations. You’ll also get the best views of the stunning scenery around you as you float from the sky while skydiving or paragliding.


Adventure Sports

JET-BOATING

Take an exhilarating ride along the braided Dart River and into the heart of Mt Aspiring National Park.

KAYAKING

Go on an epic five-day kayaking adventure down the Whanganui River, officially one of NZ’s Great Walks (yes, really!).

WHITEWATER RAFTING

Brave the highest commercially rafted waterfall in Rotorua’s Kaituna River, surrounded by stunning scenery.

Sailing

Squeeze through the Hole in the Rock (on Motukōkako Island) in the Bay of Islands.

Kitesurfing

Learn how to skim across the waves with your kite in Northland’s Karikari Peninsula.

Surfing

Experience the strong swells, steady winds and expansive beaches near Gisborne.

STAND-UP PADDLE BOARDING

Balance in the calm waters at Tahunanui Beach in Nelson, or try SUP yoga for a challenge.




ACTION AREAS

Where to find New Zealand’s best outdoor activities.
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THE GUIDE

NEW ZEALAND

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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MĀORI CARVING, TE PUIA, ROTORUA | Ruth Black/shutterstock ©




AUCKLAND

Urban culture, restaurants, island escapes

Explore multicultural dining precincts, get active on the Hauraki Gulf, and ascend a unique landscape for twin-harbour views.
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Tākapu (gannet) colony, Muriwai Beach | INPROGRESSIMAGING/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

According to its Māori name, Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland means ‘Tāmaki, desired by many’, which reflects the importance placed on this geographically blessed city for centuries. Two harbours bookend a narrow isthmus framed by the Tasman Sea and the Pacific Ocean: at the city’s narrowest point it’s only 1.2km between the Manukau Harbour and the Hauraki Gulf. For early Māori, the combination of fertile agricultural land, easy access to the ocean for kai moana (seafood) and the strategic value of building tribal pā (fortified villages) atop the region’s many volcanic cones meant Tāmaki Makaurau was also ‘Tāmaki, fought over by many’.

In the 21st century, Auckland is economically and demographically the most important city in New Zealand. Political deals may be wrangled in the nation’s capital of Wellington, but Auckland is definitely the big smoke in the land of the long white cloud. Accounting for almost a third of the nation’s total population, it’s the preferred destination for new immigrants to the country, making it the most diverse and cosmopolitan place to live. Impetuous growth means housing prices and rush-hour traffic consistently frustrate Aucklanders, but it’s still regularly rated one of the world’s top cities for quality of life.

The Waitematā Harbour is now the gateway for discovering Waiheke Island’s food, wine and art, or offshore adventures to more remote Aotea/Great Barrier Island for stargazing and forest hiking. Courtesy of harbourside development inspired by international sporting events, Auckland is increasingly taking advantage of its waterfront location, and the good eating and drinking opportunities around Viaduct Harbour and in the Wynyard Quarter are bolstered by cafes, bars and restaurants in heritage neighbourhoods such as Mt Eden, Ponsonby and Parnell. Centuries after their use as defensive settlements by Māori, Auckland’s maunga (volcanic mountains) are still vital to understanding the city. Infused with modern Aucklanders’ and visitors’ growing awareness of their historical and cultural importance, they’re also popular places for city dwellers to relax, exercise and take in spectacular views of their sprawling home.

Welcome to one of the world’s great on-the-water cities.
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Auckland city centre | Matteo Colombo/getty images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

CITY CENTRE & HARBOUR-FRONT

Harbour discoveries and sky-high thrills.

PONSONBY & GREY LYNN

Good eating, galleries and lakeside strolls.

Karangahape Road

Cultural and culinary diversity.

Parnell & Newmarket

Food, fashion, sport and history.

Mt Eden & Kingsland

City views, craft beer and great eating.

Devonport

Auckland’s heritage harbourfront escape.

TĀMAKI Drive

Cafes, beaches and harbour views.

West Auckland

Winemaking excellence and wild coastline.

Waiheke Island

Food, wine and coastal clifftop vistas.

Matakana & Around

Wine, craft beer and coastal surprises.

Aotea/Great Barrier Island

Stargazing, walking and sustainability.

South & East Auckland

Exploring Auckland’s more remote perimeter.




Find Your Way

Beyond the walkable Viaduct Harbour, Wynyard Quarter and central city areas, jump on Auckland’s (relatively) efficient network of Link buses to explore inner suburbs, or zip across the Hauraki Gulf and Waitematā Harbour by ferry. To discover more outlying areas, driving a car is most efficient for independent adventures.
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Plan Your Days

Learn about Auckland’s volcanic history, take in stellar harbour views, and eat and drink consistently well on Waiheke Island, beside the harbour or along hip Karangahape Rd.
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Viaduct Harbour | AsiaTravel/shutterstock ©


Day 1

Morning

• Kick off with breakfast and coffee in Mt Eden village before walking up Maungawhau/Mt Eden for elevated views of Auckland’s isthmus location and urban volcanic field.

Afternoon

• Learn more about Auckland and NZ history at the Auckland Museum, and then ascend the Sky Tower for even better views. Brave travellers can take on the SkyWalk and SkyJump challenges. Return to terra firma with a twilight drink at Viaduct Harbour, enjoying views from Dr Rudi’s.

Evening

• After dusk, admire the shimmering harbourside art of the Lighthouse before continuing across Te Wero Bridge for dinner along Wynyard Quarter’s North Wharf.




Day 2

Morning

• Jump on the TāmakiLink bus to explore along Tāmaki Drive’s waterfront route. Diversions on the way include kayaking or the innovative Kelly Tarlton’s aquarium.

Afternoon

• Return to downtown Auckland and board the ferry across the Waitematā Harbour to Devonport. Fuel up with lunch at Lily Eatery before riding a Segway up a couple more of Auckland’s volcanic cones.

Evening

• Options for dinner include Ponsonby Rd, or more raffish and bohemian Karangahape Rd. After cocktails and innovative Filipino, Lebanese or Peruvian flavours on ‘K Rd’, check out a live gig at Whammy Bar or The Wine Cellar.




Day 3

Morning

• After breakfast in the Britomart Precinct, catch the ferry to Waiheke Island. Pick up a rental car at Matiatia wharf and drive to the island’s eastern end to explore the Stony Batter Historic Reserve or Connells Bay Sculpture Park.

Afternoon

• Cool down with a swim at Onetangi Beach before lunch amid the vineyards of the Onetangi Valley. Dine upscale at Tantalus Estate or chill amid The Heke’s family-friendly vibe.

Evening

• Back at the Britomart Transport Centre, train’s the best way to travel to Morningside for a hoppy taste of the Auckland Beer Mile at The Beer Spot and Urbanaut.



You’ll Also Want to…

Venture beyond the city centre for clifftop walks, fine food, wine and beer, plus Hauraki Gulf sailing adventures and trips to more remote islands.

TAKE IN WEST COAST VIEWS

Explore high above West Auckland’s rugged surf beaches on the Mercer Bay Loop Walk (pictured) and Te Henga Walkway.
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ENJOY A DARK SKY EXPERIENCE

Journey to Aotea/Great Barrier Island for stargazing from Medlands Beach or at Kaitoke Hot Springs.
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WALK ACROSS THE COUNTRY

Walk across Auckland’s isthmus on the Coast to Coast Walkwayto end with a beer at Viaduct Harbour.
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EXPERIENCE NZ BIRDLIFE

View the tākapu (gannet) colony above Muriwai Beach, or catch a ferry to Tiritiri Matangi’s avian island haven.
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EAT & DRINK WELL AROUND MATAKANA

Experience Matakana’s vineyards, craft breweries and farmers market.
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LEARN ABOUT THE ALL BLACKS

Fast-track becoming a rugby fan at the All Blacks Experience or on a guided tour of Eden Park stadium.
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GET OUT ON THE HARBOUR

Help sail an authentic America’s Cup racing yacht, or cruise to see whales and dolphins.
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CITY CENTRE & HARBOURFRONT

HARBOUR DISCOVERIES AND SKY-HIGH THRILLS


Auckland’s central city is anchored by Queen St’s arrow-straight length of 3km. Traditionally the city’s hub for business, shopping and entertainment, Queen St has seen its glamour dim across recent decades, but nearby hospitality and retail developments such as the Britomart Precinct and Commercial Bay are restoring the balance. With convenient transport links for buses, trains and ferries, the central city is also endowed with Auckland’s widest range of accommodation.

City-centre highlights include the thrilling Sky Tower and the more calming spaces of the Auckland Art Gallery. Britomart’s rejuvenated warehouses and heritage buildings feature bars, restaurants and NZ’s best fashion designers, while the historic Ferry Building is the gateway to the islands of the Hauraki Gulf. West of the Ferry Building, boat trips venture from near Viaduct Harbour’s restaurant strip to explore the Hauraki Gulf, while the Wynyard Precinct is a popular destination for Aucklanders to eat, drink and relax.
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Ferry Building | Alistair Rennie/shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Auckland Art Gallery

2Sky Tower

SIGHTS

3Britomart Precinct

4Maunga

5New Zealand Maritime Museum

6Pou Tū Te Rangi

7Silo Park

8Viaduct Harbour

9Wynyard Quarter

ACTIVITIES

10SkyJump

11SkyWalk

EATING

12Baduzzi

13Depot

14Federal Delicatessen

15Ghost Street

16Hello Beasty

17kingi

18Mr Morris

19The Brit

DRINKING

20Brewers Co-operative

21Caretaker

22Dr Rudi’s Rooftop Brewing Co

23Sixteen Tun

ENTERTAINMENT

24All Blacks Experience

25Wētā Workshop Unleashed

SIGHTS

26City Farmers Market

27Deadly Ponies

29World

30Zambesi




TOP TIP

Downtown Auckland’s Ferry Building and nearby wharves are the departure points for passenger ferries to the islands of the Hauraki Gulf. Destinations include Waiheke, Rangitoto, Tiritiri Matangi and Rotoroa. Exploring the adjacent Viaduct Harbour and Wynyard Quarter precincts is best done on foot or zipping along the harbour’s edge on a Lime e-scooter.




Sky Tower

THE BEST VIEWS IN TOWN

At 328m high and visible from around the city, Auckland’s impossible-to-miss Sky Tower is the southern hemisphere’s tallest structure. Spectacular lighting renders it space age at night, the colours change for special events, and it’s lit up with fireworks on New Year’s Eve. A lift ascends to the tower’s observation decks in 40 stomach-lurching seconds; look down through the glass floor panels for an extra thrill. Good restaurants in the adjacent Federal St precinct include Depot and the Federal Delicatessen, both owned by acclaimed Kiwi chef Al Brown.
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Sky Tower | Jiri Foltyn/shutterstock ©

SkyWalk

AUCKLAND’S MOST EXTREME ADVENTURE

Are they mad? That may well be your first reaction as you consider taking on Auckland’s vertigo-inducing SkyWalk (skywalk.co.nz). At a height of 192m, just under Maungawhau/Mt Eden’s 196m as the city’s highest point, this 1.2m-wide walking platform encircles the Sky Tower. Participants are secured with a harness, but there are no safety rails and no handholds, just a very, very long drop to the streets below. Look forward to astounding views of the entirety of Waitematā Harbour and the city – and if you’re feeling really brave, the opportunity to lean out hands-free from the narrow steel halo framing the tower.

SkyJump

AUCKLAND’S ULTIMATE LEAP OF FAITH

Here’s more exciting evidence Auckland offers active adventures equal to Queenstown in the South Island. Standing in the plaza underneath the Sky Tower, you’ll probably hear people taking on the SkyJump (skyjump.co.nz) before you see them, with participants in bright-orange jumpsuits merging excitement and fear as they plunge from the tower’s observation deck on a controlled 11-second 85km/h wired descent. It’s a downwards experience equivalent to falling more than 50 storeys. Expect to be giggling uncontrollably as you touch down smoothly on the SkyJump’s landing pad, and also receiving the polite applause of a few impressed onlookers. Secure a discount by booking both the SkyWalk and the SkyJump. If (when?) you need a drink afterwards, it’s only a three-minute walk to the Brewers Co-operative.
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SkyJump | Matthew Micah Wright/getty images ©


Auckland Art Gallery

TāMAKI MAKAURAU’S PREMIER ART INSTITUTION

With a striking glass-and-wood atrium grafted onto its 1887 French Renaissance–style frame in 2011, the Auckland Art Gallery (aucklandartgallery.com) is one of central Auckland’s most interesting and surprising buildings, and its location on the lower slopes of Albert Park showcases several considered and well-curated exhibitions every year. International touring exhibitions – a 2022 event featured the work of Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera – also excite and enliven the city’s art scene on a regular basis.

Known as Toi o Tāmaki (‘Art of Auckland’) in te reo Māori, the gallery’s collection is the largest in NZ and includes more than 17,000 works. New Zealand artists, especially of Māori and Pacific Island descent, are strongly represented, and ever-changing exhibitions could include intimate 19th-century portraits of tattooed Māori subjects by CF Goldie and Gottfried Lindauer, or the text-scrawled canvases of Colin McCahon. Other iconic NZ artists whose work appears in the collection include Ralph Hōtere, Rita Angus and Robin White, while important works by Picasso, Cézanne, Gauguin and Matisse are also owned by the gallery. Ascend to the Edmiston Sculpture Terrace on level 2 for Albert Park views, and check Toi o Tāmaki’s website for information on themed talks and new exhibitions. Free 60-minute tours depart from the foyer at 1.30pm from Tuesday to Thursday, and there’s also a good cafe and gift shop.
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Auckland Art Gallery | GEORGECLERK/GETTY IMAGES ©


ALBERT PARK & AUCKLAND UNIVERSITY

Uphill from the Auckland Art Gallery, leafy Albert Park is a charming Victorian formal garden. The park was once part of the Albert Barracks (1847), a fortification that enclosed 9 hectares during the New Zealand Wars. Nearby, a section of the original barracks wall still stands on Auckland University’s campus. The stately University Clock Tower (1926) tips its hat to both Art Nouveau and the Chicago School. It’s usually open, so wander inside. Look for depictions of NZ flora and fauna in its design.




MORE IN THE CITY CENTRE & HARBOURFRONT

Wētā Workshop & the All Blacks

LEARNING ABOUT TWO NZ ICONS

Even if you’re not a sports fan, visiting the All Blacks Experience (experienceallblacks.com) is a fascinating insight into the history, success and culture of NZ’s most well-known sports team. Guided 45-minute tours exploring why the ‘ABs’ are rugby’s most successful team include sitting in a replica changing room listening to the recollections of famous All Blacks, and facing up to the haka, the team’s traditional pre-game Māori challenge. Presented on a 4m-high screen with surround sound, you’re right on the pitch with the All Blacks, and it’s a spine-tingling and emotional experience.

Once you’ve come down from the high of the haka, test your rugby skills in the interactive play zone. Kicking, passing and lineout throwing are all included, and most visitors get pretty competitive when they’re travelling with friends or family. Exit through the gift shop for All Blacks apparel and merchandise that’s definitely more interesting than a Manchester United football shirt or a New York Yankees baseball cap.


The adjacent Wētā Workshop Unleashed (wetaworkshop.com) is Auckland’s outpost of the Wellington-based movie props and special-effects company behind Avatar, and The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings film trilogies. Entertainment and education merge in 90-minute guided experiences exploring how Wētā Workshop’s innovative team brings creative magic to the cinema genres of fantasy, science fiction and horror.

It’s an immersive and multisensory experience. Look out for the giant robot and Jeff, a scarily realistic animatronic orc.
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Auckland Anniversary Day Regatta | Dave Simpson/Getty Images ©


FESTIVAL FUN

Auckland Buskers Festival

International performers enliven Viaduct Harbour and the Wynyard Quarter across late January’s Auckland Anniversary long weekend.

Auckland Anniversary Day Regatta

Boats big and small take to the harbour on the last Monday of January. A good vantage point is atop Bastion Point along Tāmaki Dr.

Lantern Festival

Three days of Asian food and culture in Albert Park to celebrate the Lunar New Year (usually February).

Diwali

Auckland’s Indian and Sri Lankan communities celebrate the Festival of Light with cultural performances and street food around Aotea Sq and Queen St. Held in October or November.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE CITY CENTRE

Hotel Britomart

Award-winning sustainable architecture near good shopping and restaurants in the Britomart Precinct. $$$

LyLo

Super-comfortable pods, larger ensuite rooms, and stylish shared spaces ideal for meeting other travellers. $

Hotel DeBrett

Centrally located in downtown, this historic but hip hotel has a duo of excellent bars. $$$

Restaurants & Retail in Britomart

EATING, DRINKING AND PUBLIC ART

Spanning nine blocks near the harbour and adjacent to the Britomart Transport Centre, the CBD’s main hub for trains and buses, the Britomart Precinct combines the reuse of former warehouses and heritage buildings with new builds integrating sustainable design practices. Dotted around the area are various examples of public art. Check out Maunga by Māori artist Shane Cotton, a five-storey mural on the Excelsior building on Commerce St. Outside the Hotel Britomart, Chris Bailey’s Pou Tū Te Rangi is an installation incorporating seven pou whenua (traditional Māori land posts).

Britomart’s Saturday-morning City Farmers Market kicks off at 8am, and after coffee and crepes, empanadas or cinnamon buns, most of Britomart’s shops should be open at 10am. Britomart is the central city’s main hub for NZ fashion designers, with flagship stores from World, Zambesi and Deadly Ponies. Options for lunch include kingi at the Hotel Britomart, where sustainably sourced NZ seafood is the star in the hotel’s shaded courtyard. A good drinks stop is The Brit, a brick-lined pub in a former shipping warehouse.

Britomart’s also a popular dining destination with standout restaurants including Mr Morris. Look forward to relaxed bistro dining with Asian and Pacific influences perfectly reflecting Auckland’s growing cultural diversity. In a basement dining room under the Hotel Britomart, Ghost Street features punchy Sichuan cuisine, robust cocktails and a good beer list. Nearby, bartenders at the equally subterranean Caretaker magic up bespoke cocktails based on your favourite flavours.


COMMERCIAL BAY

Spectacular views from Commercial Bay remind you you’re in one of the world’s great waterfront cities. The Harbour Eats food court has more than 30 well-priced stalls, and several retailers specialise in unique-to-Auckland offerings.

Enjoy fine dining with a relaxed Kiwi vibe and dishes harnessing the best of local kai moana (seafood) at Ahi, modern Korean flavours at Gochu, and Origine’s elegant southern Pacific update on a traditional French bistro.

Shop at Aotea for skincare products using sustainable native flora from Aotea/Great Barrier Island, and Edmund Hillary for technical apparel inspired by the achievements of New Zealander Sir Edmund Hillary (1919–2008): he and Nepali-Indian Tenzing Norgay were the first to climb Mt Everest, in 1953.



WHERE TO SHOP IN THE CITY CENTRE

Real Groovy

Legendary Auckland record store with loads of Kiwi vinyl, occasional live gigs and a music museum.

Kura Gallery

Design and art from Māori and NZ artists. Tucked away behind Viaduct Harbour’s restaurant strip.

Strangely Normal

Tailored menswear threads with a playful and retro 1950s and 1960s aesthetic. Cool accessories, too.

From Polynesia to the America’s Cup

EXPLORING NZ’S OCEAN-SPANNING HISTORY

From the arrival of the first waka (Polynesian voyaging canoes) around 800 years ago to more recent fame in hosting yachting’s America’s Cup on multiple occasions, Auckland has long celebrated a significant maritime heritage. The city’s unofficial nickname is the ‘City of Sails’ – yachting is very popular on the Hauraki Gulf – and from small stainless-steel runabouts (known locally as ‘tinnies’) to the occasional floating gin palace, it’s reckoned Auckland has the world’s highest per-capita rate of private boat ownership.

Adjacent to Viaduct Harbour, the New Zealand Maritime Museum traces NZ’s long seafaring history, with interesting recreations including a tilting 19th-century steerage-class cabin, and a retro 1950s beach store and bach (holiday home). The Blue Water, Black Magic gallery is a tribute to Sir Peter Blake, the Whitbread Round the World– and America’s Cup–winning yachtsman who was murdered in 2001 on an environmental monitoring trip in the Amazon. The museum’s Landfalls exhibition includes replicas of the pioneering Polynesian vessels that criss-crossed the world’s biggest ocean in earlier centuries, while more recent explorations from Dutch, English, French and Spanish mariners are also covered. Check the museum’s website (maritimemuseum.co.nz) for timings of one-hour guided tours.

After visiting the museum, cruise on the Ted Ashby, a heritage ketch-rigged scow, or board the SS Puke, a cute steam-powered tug that putt-putts gently around the inner harbour.
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New Zealand Maritime Museum | TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST ON (& ABOVE) THE WATER EXPERIENCES

Explore Group

Match-race on an America’s Cup yacht or cruise the Hauraki Gulf looking for whales.

Sea Auckland

Jet-ski adventures exploring the Waitematā Harbour, Hauraki Gulf and even Waiheke Island.

Fullers

Board the ferry from downtown across the Firth of Thames to Coromandel Town on the Coromandel Peninsula.

Auckland Adventure Jet

Exciting 30-minute blasts around the harbour. You’ll get very wet: pack a change of clothes.

Auckland Bridge Climb & Bungy

An optional add-on is the 40m leap of faith on a bungy cord.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE CITY CENTRE

Cassia

Modern spins on traditional Indian flavours partnered with artisan gins and a good wine list. $$$

Milenta

South American–influenced dishes served from Milenta’s wood-fired grill at its Victoria Park Market location. $$$

Giapo

Culinary art meets invention and innovation at this artisanal ice-cream shop in central Auckland. $

Harbourfront Highlights

BOAT TRIPS AND WATERFRONT DINING

Historically, Auckland’s not been great at enabling public access to the harbourfront, but two developments inspired by major sporting events have changed that dynamic across recent decades. Viaduct Harbour was once a raffish commercial port where fishing boats moored and freight was unloaded, but after NZ’s yachting victory in the 1995 America’s Cup in San Diego, the area was given a major makeover for Team New Zealand’s hometown defence in 2000 of international sport’s oldest prize. Now it’s a popular dining and drinking precinct, and one of the only places in town guaranteed to have at least a slight buzz any night of the week. Boat trips explore the harbour and the Hauraki Gulf. For elevated views, try Dr Rudi’s Rooftop Brewing Co, or head to Hello Beasty’s ocean-view tables for Japanese, Korean and Chinese flavours infused with a fun contemporary vibe.

Connected to Viaduct Harbour by a bascule pedestrian bridge, the Wynyard Quarter opened in advance of 2011’s Rugby World Cup, and with public plazas, waterfront eateries and a children’s playground, it’s a popular place for Aucklanders to relax. At its western end, Silo Park has occasional free outdoor movies and weekend markets over summer. See silopark.co.nz for what’s planned and download the map detailing public art around the precinct. Standout eating and drinking spots in the Wynyard Quarter include Baduzzi for Italian cuisine – try the crayfish (lobster) meatballs – and Sixteen Tun, serving a huge range of NZ craft beers from behind a burnished copper bar.
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Wynard Quarter | AsiaTravel/shutterstock ©


FREE MUSIC & MOVIES

From January to March, Auckland Council’s free Music in Parks (musicinparks.co.nz) and Movies in Parks (moviesinparks.co.nz) programmes are a great way to meet a few locals and maximise your travel budget. Bring along snacks – although food trucks also usually attend – and a picnic rug, and look forward to everything from blues, opera and hip-hop through to family-friendly screenings of The Minions, Top Gun: Maverick and Finding Nemo. Most convenient for visitors to Auckland are events at the Domain and Albert Park.



WHERE TO DRINK IN THE CITY CENTRE

La Fuente

South American–inspired small plates, craft beer and Auckland’s best mezcal menu.

Brewers Co-operative

Craft beers from around New Zealand served with fish and chips wrapped in newspaper.

Sunset

Cocktails and Indian street food combine with Waitākere Ranges sunset views atop the Sudima Hotel.



EXPLORING THE HARBOURFRONT

Start at the Edwardian-style, brick-and-sandstone 1 Ferry Building, built in 1912. Buy an ice-cream for the walk at 2 Island Gelato, and continue along Queens Wharf towards the harbour, passing the 3 Cloud, a white-clad events centre, to the 4 Lighthouse. Featuring a giant stainless-steel statue of Captain James Cook, the replica ‘state house’ installation by Michael Parekowhai is a commentary on sovereignty and colonialism. It’s particularly spectacular at night when it’s illuminated. Return to the Ferry Building and walk to Princes Wharf and the 5 New Zealand Maritime Museum. Adjacent to the museum at the entrance to Viaduct Harbour is 6 KZ1, a gleaming white monohull yacht sailed in New Zealand’s unsuccessful challenge to win the 1988 America’s Cup. Seven years later, NZ secured its first win in yachting’s oldest prize. Continuing with Viaduct Harbour on your left, often dotted with a few ostentatious super-yachts, walk across 7 Te Wero Bridge to the Wynyard Quarter. The pedestrian bridge is lifted to allow boats to enter and exit Viaduct Harbour, so you may have to wait a few minutes. On your right, a few working fishing boats gently bob as reminders of the area’s commercial heritage. Just across the bridge, the giant-size wooden deckchairs on 8 Karanga Plaza offer great views of Auckland’s skyline. You’ll occasionally see plucky orange-jumpsuit-clad adventurers negotiating the Sky Tower’s SkyWalk. Continue past the bars and restaurants of 9 North Wharf to 10 Silo Park. There’s a good children’s playground here, and views across to the Auckland Harbour Bridge. From Silo Park, it’s just 200m back to the 11 Auckland Fish Market for diverse dining options and live music on summer weekends from 1pm to 4pm.
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PONSONBY & GREY LYNN

GOOD EATING, GALLERIES AND LAKESIDE STROLLS



Traditionally working-class suburbs, Ponsonby and Grey Lynn have undergone significant gentrification over recent decades. A residential landscape of late-19th-century wooden villas and workers’ cottages still remains, but both are now more expensive neighbourhoods to live in. Ponsonby Rd is one of the city’s favoured destinations for cafes, bars and restaurants, and boutiques and art galleries also cater to a well-heeled demographic. For visitors to Auckland, B&B and hostel accommodation in gracious heritage residences make Ponsonby a good area to stay in.

Neighbouring Grey Lynn also retains an urban-village vibe, especially around the residential enclave of West Lynn on Richmond Rd. Down Great North Rd’s steep hill, Western Springs’ lakeside location hosts international concerts and a festival celebrating Auckland’s Pacific Island communities. Nearby MOTAT has a world-class aviation display, and attractions at the Auckland Zoo include high-climbing orangutans and diverse natural habitats with birds and reptiles from around New Zealand.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ponsonby Central

SIGHTS

2Auckland Zoo

3MOTAT

4Western Springs

EATING

5Bird on a Wire

6Blue Breeze Inn

7Chop Chop Noodle House

8eighthirty

9Foxtrot Parlour

10Gaja

11Olas Arepas

DRINKING

12Bedford Soda & Liquor

ENTERTAINMENT

13Silky Otter

SHOPPING

14Boh Runga Jewellery Bohtique

15Curionoir

16endemicworld

17Haus of Flox

18The Garden Party




TOP TIP

Commencing 1 December and ending on Christmas Eve, houses along Ponsonby’s leafy Franklin Rd are illuminated by Christmas lights. Virtually all homeowners participate, brightening up their houses with flickering lights, inflatable Santas and the occasional rampant reindeer. Check out ‘Franklin Road Christmas lights’ on Facebook for all the Yuletide fun and spectacle.




Ponsonby Central

EATING AND DRINKING THROUGHOUT THE DAY

In an area that’s one of Auckland’s prime destinations for eating and drinking, Ponsonby Central (ponsonbycentral.co.nz) is a destination in itself. Restaurants, cafes, bars and gourmet food shops fill the laneways and former warehouses of this sprawling corner location, offering dining options from breakfast right through to dinner and beyond. There are more than 20 places to consider, so check out their websites before you visit. Movies are screened at the on-site Silky Otter boutique cinema.

Kick off with fair-trade coffee from eighthirty before a breakfast burrito at Foxtrot Parlour. Its doughnuts, individually injected with a squirt of chocolate sauce, are also world-famous-in-Ponsonby. Lunch options include fresh salads and rotisserie chicken at Bird on a Wire, a bowl of ramen at Chop Chop Noodle House and Venezuelan street eats at Olas Arepas.

Channelling a Brooklyn vibe, Bedford Soda & Liquor is Ponsonby Central’s go-to spot for spectacular cocktails – including a few wreathed in smoke or looking like boozy snow globes – while both Gaja and the Blue Breeze Inn present fusion Asian flavours. Gaja’s Korean-influenced bulgogi beef tacos are a standout, while punchy rum cocktails, spicy cumin lamb, and roast-duck dumplings are served up amid the Blue Breeze Inn’s playful South Pacific tiki-bar interior.
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PONSONBY’S BEST VALUE

For additional global flavours – but at more budget-friendly prices than at Ponsonby Central – stroll 250m to the Ponsonby Village International Food Court. Japanese, Malaysian, Vietnamese, Lao and Turkish dishes are all on offer, and you’ll struggle to find a cheaper place in Ponsonby for a beer or a glass of wine. A popular night out for impecunious Auckland students is a curry and a beer followed by a few frames downstairs at the Ponsonby Pool Hall.




MORE IN PONSONBY & GREY LYNN

Only in Ponsonby & Grey Lynn

UNIQUE DESIGN AND GIFTS

Beyond the designer fashion boutiques along Ponsonby Rd, a few unique-to-Auckland retailers feature along one of the city’s most eclectic thoroughfares.

Visit endemicworld for art prints and photography from both established and emerging NZ artists. Almost 100 artists are represented, and many of the prints for sale reference NZ culture, landscapes and architecture. A few doors along, Curionoir specialises in bespoke fragrances, luxury soaps and delicate hand-blown perfume bottles. Founder and perfumer Tiffany Witehira draws on her Māori heritage to create uniquely NZ fragrances, and candles are poured in one-off ceramic vessels crafted in clay from Waiheke Island. Near the intersection of Ponsonby Rd and Richmond Rd, The Garden Party has plenty of affordable gifts with a Kiwiana or te reo Māori (Māori language) focus. Work from NZ artists and designers to look for includes woodcraft from Ian Blackwell, and screen prints, cushion covers and tote bags featuring NZ birds and plants from street artist Hayley King, aka ‘Flox’. She also has her own Haus of Flox studio and store nearby in Grey Lynn.

Completing Ponsonby’s focus on unique design is the jewellery store owned by Boh Runga, the lead singer and guitarist for NZ band stellar*. Head to her ‘Bohtique’ for delicate earrings, bracelets and pendants crafted in gold and silver. Most popular is her ‘Feather Kisses’ range, featuring two crossed feathers of the miromiro (tomtit).
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BEYOND PONSONBY CENTRAL

Ada

Italian dishes served in the Mediterranean ambience of The Convent hotel in Grey Lynn. $$$

Azabu

Japanese–Peruvian Nikkei cuisine with the freshest of NZ seafood. Also in Mission Bay. $$$

Beau

Come for the stellar wine list and stay for the French-inspired bistro menu. $$

Kol

Shared plates infused with wood-fire and tandoor flavours team with Indian-inspired cocktails. $$$

Ockhee

Modern Korean dishes shine at this relaxed spot. Try the dak gogi dubbap rice bowl with spicy chicken. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN PONSONBY & GREY LYNN

Franklin 38

Four sophisticated B&B suites in a heritage villa an easy stroll from Ponsonby Rd. $$$

The Convent

Once a retreat for nuns, and now a charming boutique hotel with an excellent Italian restaurant. $$$

Verandahs Parkside Lodge

Long-established hostel that’s still one of Auckland’s best. An easy walk to Ponsonby and Karangahape Rd. $

Auckland’s Historic Springs

LAKESIDE STROLLS AND TRANSPORT HISTORY

Energised by Saturday-night speedway races from November to March, and once a popular venue for massive music events – David Bowie’s 1978 gig attracted 84,000 people, one in 37 New Zealanders at the time – Western Springs Stadium sits above Western Springs Lake. The lake was formed by a confluence of volcanic lava flows – more than 4 million litres of spring water bubble up every day – and from 1877 to 1902 the springs were Auckland’s main water supply.


Now the historic lake and park make up a much-loved green space on the southwestern edge of Ponsonby and Grey Lynn. Completing the 1.75km loop trail around the lake takes 30 minutes or so, with optional stops including an excellent children’s playground and a formal Japanese garden bequeathed by Auckland’s sister city of Fukuoka in 2017. An undulating path with pedestrian bridges winds past algae-clad backwaters and diverse vegetation including willows, papyrus and nikau palms. Look forward to the avian company of geese, ducks, swans and pukeko. (Note the geese and swans can get a bit territorial, so keep your distance.) Adjacent to the lake, MOTAT (motat.nz; the Museum of Transport & Technology) has interesting exhibitions and a pioneer village. Catch the vintage tram to MOTAT’s second site nearby at Meola Rd, where the Aviation Hall features rare flying boats and a historic WWII Lancaster bomber. Auckland’s Pasifika festival is held at Western Springs in March.
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PASIFIKA FESTIVAL

Almost 250,000 Aucklanders of Pacific Island descent live in the city – 15% of the total population – with Samoans, Tongans, Cook Islanders and Niueans making up the largest communities. Pacific Island culture is increasingly influential in the city, especially in sports, art and music, and March’s Pasifika festival is one of Auckland’s most anticipated annual events. Held around the lake at Western Springs, it’s a two-day celebration of Pacific Island art, dance, culture and food. Be sure to come hungry so you can feast on freshly baked coconut buns and ika mata (raw fish marinated in coconut).



WHERE TO DRINK IN PONSONBY & GREY LYNN

Hoppers Garden Bar

Cocktails, gin, craft beer and a relaxed vibe. Bring along a (small) dog to really fit in.

Deadshot

Classic cocktails served amid the ambience of heritage Americana. Deadshot is cowboy parlance for ‘strong booze’.

Hotel Ponsonby

A modern reinvention of a classic pub, with craft beer, cocktails, and good grills and seafood.

NZ Fauna in the Country’s Biggest City

HIGH-FLYING PRIMATES AND LOCAL WILDLIFE STARS

Located adjacent to Western Springs, Auckland Zoo (aucklandzoo.co.nz) celebrated its centenary in 2022, and its modern incarnation is very different from earlier decades. Almost 150 species and more than 1400 animals are showcased in various habitats and immersive botanical zones. Opened in 2022, the South East Asia Jungle Track takes up 20% of the zoo’s total of 16 shaded hectares. Highlights of the track include a lowlands habitat for otters and Sumatran tigers, a swamp forest with Sunda gharial crocodiles, and a high canopy enjoyed by free-swinging simangs and a band of orangutans. Keep an eye out for the youthful Bahmi and her orangutan mum, Melur. There are also diverse species from Africa and South America in other habitats and along themed trails. Called Te Wao Nui (Living Realm), the zoo’s excellent NZ section is divided into six ecological zones: Coast (seals, penguins), Islands (mainly lizards, including NZ’s pint-sized dinosaur, the tuatara), Wetlands (ducks, herons, eels), Night (kiwi, naturally, along with frogs, native owls and weta), Forest (birds) and High Country (cheekier birds and lizards). Across January and February the zoo sometimes offers Zoo Late sessions by staying open until 8pm on a Thursday night. It’s a good opportunity to see the zoo’s animals being more active in the relative cool of a summer’s evening. Also check online for details of Behind the Scenes experiences.


HEAD WEST TO WEST LYNN

Around 1.5km west of Ponsonby Rd, an easy journey by Uber or Lime e-scooter, the residential and retail enclave of West Lynn is the kind of place that might have you checking out local real-estate listings. There’s a brilliant independent bookshop, Dear Reader, and a handful of bars and cafes you’d love to call your local. Kick off with eggy brunches at Honey Bones or relax with wine and wood-fired pizza at the adjacent Lillian. Freida Margolis is a compact neighbourhood bar where locals sip sangria, wine and craft beer to a soundtrack of vintage vinyl, and of course there’s a good farmers market every Sunday morning.



WHERE TO HAVE BRUNCH IN PONSONBY & GREY LYNN

Dizengoff

Longstanding Ponsonby cafe with a few Levantine touches on the menu. Order the Israeli plate. $$

Little Bird Kitchen

Raw, organic and plant-based, and damn tasty. Try the kimchi pancakes or kūmara (sweet potato) hotcakes. $$

Postal Service

Organic coffee, kombucha and a vegan/vegetarian menu. Try the huevos rancheros – Mexican-style eggs. $$



KARANGAHAPE ROAD

CULTURAL AND CULINARY DIVERSITY



Welcome to Auckland’s most eclectic neighbourhood, a cosmopolitan kilometre where vintage-clothing stores, restaurants and wine bars sit beside studios and art galleries. Gentrification has definitely arrived, but the thoroughfare known colloquially as ‘K Rd’ is still imbued with its gritty and bohemian vibe from recent decades.

Until the mid-1960s Karangahape Rd was Auckland’s busiest shopping street. From 1965 the development of Auckland’s motorway system relocated 50,000 local residents, retail activity moved to suburban malls, and K Rd developed a reputation as Auckland’s red-light area.

Echoes of those days remain, but visitors now eat at bistros helmed by emerging chefs, feast at multicultural restaurants, and shop for art and fashion. After dark, the focus is on nightclubs and live music, and there’s a strong commitment to Auckland performers at K Rd venues and a popular street-music festival. Pasifika-influenced art and culture is increasingly showcased at contemporary art galleries and performance spaces.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1St Kevins Arcade

SIGHTS

2Artspace Aotearoa

3Myers Park

4Studio One Toi Tū

5Tautai Pacific Arts Trust

EATING

6Apero

7Bar Céleste

8Bar Magda

9Bestie

10Candela

11Gemmayze Street

12Madame George

DRINKING

13Lowbrow

ENTERTAINMENT

14Whammy Bar

15Wine Cellar

SHOPPING

16Crushes

17Everyday Wine

18Flying Out

19Green Dolphin Bookshop

20Norwegian Wood

21Sinda

22Strange Goods




TOP TIP

LGBTQI+ venues along K Rd include Family, a brash nightclub, drag shows at G.A.Y., and the quieter vibe of Eagle Bar. Its video jukebox – hosting Kylie, Taylor and the Pet Shop Boys – soon gets the party started. Held in February, Auckland Pride is the city’s celebration of NZ’s rainbow community.




St Kevins Arcade

REINVENTION OF A HISTORIC SPACE

Opened in 1924, and once the location for Auckland’s leading photographers and finest tailors and dressmakers, St Kevins Arcade (stkevinsarcade.co.nz) links the streetwise energy of Karangahape Rd with the leafy calm of Myers Park. Historical leadlight windows and a soaring vaulted ceiling combine for an airy ambience, and the heritage space now hosts interesting shops and good cafes, bars and restaurants. Stores reinforcing K Rd’s bohemian vibe include Norwegian Wood for retro mid-20th-century and furniture, and vintage clothing at Sinda.

Beyond the groovy threads and cool lost-in-suburbia wall art, St Kevins is also a versatile all-day eating and drinking destination. During the day, Bestie’s location with views over Myers Park is ideal for brunch or lunch – try the hotcake stack with whipped butter and maple syrup – before the same area is taken over by Gemmayze Street for evening dining. Featuring Lebanese family recipes given a subtle contemporary twist, options include the four-course Jeeb tasting menu, or mixing and matching a few meze with aniseed-flavoured arak or Lebanese wine. If the grilled octopus is available, you know what to do. For a few drinks before kicking on to a gig nearby at Whammy Bar or the Wine Cellar, secure a table at Lowbrow. Natural wine, craft beers on tap and well-priced cocktails mean there’s a chance you may miss the opening act. Damn fine fried chicken, too.
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MYERS PARK

Stretching downhill from the end of St Kevins Arcade, compact Myers Park is a good alternative route while wending your way down Queen St towards the harbour. There’s a good children’s playground, and the slightly incongruous spectacle of a reproduction of Michelangelo’s Moses, actually crafted in marble sourced from the same Carrara quarry as the original. Secure a window table at Bestie for views of the park and the Sky Tower.




MORE IN KARANGAHAPE ROAD

Eating Around the World

BARS, BISTROS AND CHEAP EATS

Attracted by lower rents, Auckland’s up-and-coming chefs and restaurateurs have made Karangahape Rd the city’s most exciting dining area across recent years. And in a few cases they’ve seamlessly integrated the flavours of their countries of birth into their stylish openings. Booking ahead for weekend dining is recommended.

In Bar Magda’s underground dining room, chef and co-owner Carlo Buenaventura showcases the Filipino flavours of his southern province of Mindanao. Sit at the bar overlooking the kitchen – Carlos is often calmly running the pass – and order the lamb ribs with green sambal or the pork and duck albondigas (meatballs) with a licorice crumb.

At the opposite end of K Rd, modern Peruvian flavours shine at Madame George. Co-owner Pablo Arrasco Paz is usually on hand to introduce a menu informed by his regular trips back to Lima. The tiradito (cured fish) with aji chillies is one of Auckland’s best seafood dishes, and a pisco sour cocktail is best enjoyed at an outside table with views of K Rd’s passing parade.


Other K Rd dining standouts include Bar Céleste, equal parts wine bar and restaurant and inspired by the neo-bistro movement of Paris, modern Spanish-influenced dishes at Candela, and house-made terrines, charcuterie and sausages at Apero. With good-value Indian, Thai, Turkish and Malaysian restaurants also along its single kilometre, K Rd is one of city’s best eating and drinking destinations.
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WHY I LOVE KARANGAHAPE ROAD
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Brett Atkinson, writer

Even including a detour through the Auckland Domain, I can walk from our house in Newmarket to the city’s most interesting street in around 45 minutes. On a daytime visit to K Rd, I’ll check what’s new vinyl-wise at Flying Out, have Turkish coffee and baklava at Zeki’s Mediterranean Bakery and pick up Auckland’s best sourdough bread at Fort Greene. After dark it’s equally multicultural and exciting: a drink to start the night at GGx or Bozo, followed by dinner at Bar Magda or Madame George. There’s really nowhere else in Auckland quite like it.



WHERE TO DRINK ON KARANGAHAPE ROAD

GGx

Tiki-bar ambience with creative cocktails, spice-infused rums and a well-curated beer list.

Bozo

Sour beers, K Rd’s best selection of gin, and a soul, R&B and hip-hop soundtrack.

Barcita

The dramatic cocktail-fuelled sibling of Candela. Also tapas and al-fresco Sky Tower views.

Karangahape Road’s Art Scene

GALLERIES, STUDIOS AND PERFORMANCE SPACES

Filling the spaces between multicultural restaurants, hip wine bars and vintage-clothing shops, Karangahape Rd is home to the highest concentration of studios and art galleries in NZ. Neighbouring Ponsonby also includes public and dealer galleries, artist-run spaces and auction houses. See karangahaperoad.com/art-map to download a map outlining the galleries and studio spaces throughout the Karangahape Rd and Ponsonby areas. There’s also karangahaperoad.com/street-art-guide for a self-guided walking tour taking in more than 50 street-art locations

Auckland is one of the world’s pre-eminent South Pacific cities, and Pasifika culture is increasingly represented in its music and visual-arts scenes. Opened in 2020, Karangahape Rd’s Tautai Pacific Arts Trust (tautai.org) features a 500-sq-metre gallery space that’s a brilliant showcase for modern Pacific art, music, film and performances. A few doors along, Artspace Aotearoa (artspace-aotearoa.nz) adds a ‘K Rd’ coda of art, music and contemporary installations. Diverse events could include photography, artists-in-residence and exhibitions by NZ-born Pacific Islanders referencing their nations’ diaspora to Aotearoa.

Nearby on Ponsonby Rd, a historic 1906 building – formerly the Newton Police Barracks – is the heritage location for Studio One Toi Tū (studioone.org.nz), a multidisciplinary gallery space featuring pop-up art events, themed talks and exhibitions. For guided tours of studios and galleries along Karangahape Rd and in Ponsonby, contact Art Travel (arttravel.co.nz). Other areas of the city and Auckland region can also be explored from an art and cultural perspective.


STREET ART & STREET MUSIC

Explore around Karangahape Rd to find some of Auckland’s best street art, especially on Cross St, and also on Poynton Tce behind St Kevins Arcade. Cross St is also the venue for the annual Cross St Music Festival (crossstmusicfestival.co.nz) in March. The narrow urban thoroughfare is the perfect outdoor location for attendees to take in DJs and indie bands. Check out the festival’s Facebook page for occasional one-off gigs held throughout the year. An exterior wall of the Rockshop (100 Karangahape Rd) is used for street-art portraits of music legends when they pass away. Past murals have depicted Prince, David Bowie and Leonard Cohen.



WHERE TO SEE LIVE MUSIC ON KARANGAHAPE ROAD

Neck of the Woods

Versatile upstairs venue with indie bands and drum-and-bass and electronica DJs.

Whammy Bar

Punk, hardcore and various other guitar-wielding noise merchants, local and international.

Wine Cellar

Neo-folk, jazz and alt-country, usually more laidback than upstairs at Whammy Bar.

Beyond Vintage Along K Road

KIWI MUSIC, ART AND DESIGN

Explore beyond K Rd’s vintage clothing stores, international restaurants and stores selling hemp-related products for eclectic shopping. On nearby Pitt St, Flying Out is a top place to pick up recordings from NZ musicians. Interesting vinyl overflows at this compact record shop, and cool T-shirts make it worth a stop even if you’re more into streaming. Right next door, the Green Dolphin Bookshop is the kind of place you can easily browse for an hour or so. Packed with secondhand books – including lots of rare NZ titles – and secondhand movie posters, it’s probably K Rd’s best shop for reflecting the neighbourhood’s counterculture vibe of recent decades.

To enhance your vintage wardrobe, and pick up art and gifts made by NZ designers, visit Crushes near St Kevins Arcade. Products from more than 60 local makers, many with a sustainable focus, include ceramics, apparel, and skincare harnessing native bush botanicals. Strange Goods is another NZ-centric K Rd store, with jewellery, ceramics and prints sold alongside ‘zines and art- and culture-focused periodicals. For one of Auckland’s best selections of organic and natural wines – most K Rd restaurants will allow you to BYO (Bring Your Own) wine or beer – have a chat to the knowledgeable team at Everyday Wine. They’ve got a well-curated selection of craft beer as well.
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EAT YOUR WAY ALONG SYMONDS STREET

Linking Karangahape Rd’s eastern end to Mt Eden Rd, Symonds St is another diverse dining destination.

Sid at the French Cafe

Fine dining seamlessly blending French, Asian and Pacific influences. $$$

Lillius

Innovative menus with the best of NZ produce, including wapiti deer and pāua (an NZ shellfish). $$$

Mizu Bread

Japanese-style sandwiches with fluffy white bread and perfectly crunchy katsu pork or chicken. $

Carmel Israeli Street Food

Pita, falafel and superb baking just 500m away on France St. $



WHERE TO GO FOR CHEAP EATS ON KARANGAHAPE ROAD

Uncle Man’s

Malaysian street food including delicious satay, roti and curries. Order with a kopi ais (iced coffee). $

Poke Poke

Auckland’s best poke, packed with seafood and a bewildering array of healthy toppings. $

Sneaky Snacky

So bad they’re good (actually great) doughnut burgers crammed with fried chicken. Also very good ramen. $



PARNELL & NEWMARKET

FOOD, FASHION, SPORT AND HISTORY


Leafy Parnell is one of the city’s oldest areas. Stately 1850s and 1860s buildings, many constructed by the Anglican Diocese of Auckland, are historic architectural highlights, while the heritage facades along Parnell Rd house cool bars and restaurants, and contemporary art galleries. Visit the nearby Auckland Domain at the weekend to see its sports fields hosting club teams trying to get an upper hand in cricket or rugby.

Around 2km south, Newmarket is a busy shopping precinct, with the multilevel Westfield mall a destination retail experience. Venture beyond Westfield and off Newmarket’s main thoroughfare of Broadway to find boutiques from emerging NZ designers – especially worth exploring are Nuffield St and Osborne St – and also negotiate brick-lined laneways for good cafes and restaurants. Further reinforcing Newmarket as a dining destination, Khyber Pass Rd features good-value Asian restaurants serving up authentic versions of dishes from Malaysia, Japan, Korea and China.

[image: GFF13Ajpg]

Parnell Rd | Stephen Sykes/Alamy Stock Photo ©


[image: jpg]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Auckland Museum

SIGHTS

2Auckland Domain

3Cornwall Park

4Deanery

5Domain Wintergardens

6Holy Trinity Cathedral

7Judges Bay

8Kinder House

9Maungakiekie/One Tree Hill

10Neligan House

11Parnell Rose Garden

12Pukekaroa

13St Mary’s-in-Holy-Trinity

14St Stephen’s Chapel

ACTIVITIES

15Stardome

EATING

16Alpha

17Cornwall Park Bistro

18Creamery

19Wintergarden Cafe

SHOPPING

20Artis Gallery

21Black Door Gallery

22Creative & Brave

23Fantail House

24Huffer

25Karen Walker

26Kate Sylvester

27Kiwa Art

28Kowtow

29Poi Room

30Westfield




TOP TIP

Parnell and Newmarket are on the routes of the convenient InnerLink and OuterLink bus services, and from the Britomart Transport Centre trains on the Southern Line stop at both Newmarket and Parnell. The hop-on, hop-off Auckland Explorer bus also stops in Parnell, at Holy Trinity Cathedral, and at the Auckland Museum.




Auckland Museum

HISTORY AND SUPERB VIEWS

Dominating Auckland Domain, this imposing neoclassical institution (aucklandmuseum.com) was built in 1929 and capped with an impressive copper-and-glass dome in 2007. The galleries of Pacific Island and Māori artefacts are essential viewing, especially a carved wharenui (meeting house) – remove your shoes before entering – and Te Toki-a-Tāpira, a 25m waka taua (war canoe). Added in 2022, the Tāmaki Herenga Waka (‘the gathering place of the wakas’) gallery presents Auckland’s story on a spectacular 7m-diameter, 360-degree screen. There’s also a fascinating display on Auckland’s volcanic field, including an eruption simulation, and the upper floors feature military displays, fulfilling the building’s dual role as a war memorial. Guided tours include Māori cultural performances and The Incredible Rooftop Tour offers views over the city.
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Auckland Domain

HISTORIC GARDENS AND AUCKLAND’S FAVOURITE BACKYARD

Covering about 80 hectares, this rolling expanse also known as Pukekawa features the Auckland Museum and the Domain Wintergardens, comprising two historic and recently renovated glasshouses – one for temperate-region plants and one for tropicals – framing an ornate courtyard and pool with neoclassical statues. Elsewhere, there are sports fields – check out cricket in summer and rugby in winter – a duck pond with the occasional cormorant interloper, and the historic Wintergarden Cafe. The mound in the centre of the Domain is the remains of Pukekaroa, another of Auckland’s volcanoes. At its humble peak, a totara tree surrounded by a palisade honours the first Māori king.
>
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MORE IN PARNELL & NEWMARKET

City & Harbour Views

ONE TREE TO (EVENTUALLY) RULE THEM ALL

In earlier centuries, the terraced slopes of Maungakiekie/One Tree Hill’s volcanic cone were the most important Maori pā site on the Auckland isthmus. From the 182m summit – accessible on foot or by bicycle – there are 360-degree views across the city. At the base of the obelisk is the grave of Sir John Campbell, who gifted the land to the city in 1901 and requested that a summit memorial be built to the Māori people.

If you’re wondering where Maungakiekie’s famed ‘One Tree’ is, a lone Monterey pine was damaged by chainsaw-wielding Māori activists during land protests in 1994 and 2000, and in 2016 a grove of nine native trees was planted on the summit. Around 2036, the weaker-performing trees will be eliminated leaving just one standing. By 2023, the smart money was on a pōhutukakwa tree making the final cut.

Surrounding Maungakiekie/One Tree Hill is Cornwall Park, still a working farm, and from July to September newborn lambs and calves are a common sight. Spring daffodils also enliven the park’s tree-lined avenues. Embark on the Cornwall Park Loop Path (40 minutes, 3km) circling the base of Maungakiekie, being sure to include time for an ice cream at the historic Creamery kiosk. The adjacent Cornwall Park Bistro is well regarded for its leisurely high teas. On Maungakiekie/One Tree Hill’s southwestern slopes, Auckland’s Stardome (stardome.org.nz) offers regular stargazing and planetarium shows. Visit near the end of June to learn about Māori cosmology, and Matariki, the Māori New Year.
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WALK ACROSS THE COUNTRY

Heading right across the country from the Tasman to the Pacific (actually only 16km), the Coast to Coast Walkway encompasses Maungakiekie/One Tree Hill, Maungawhau/Mt Eden, the Domain and the university, keeping mainly to leafy parks and reserves rather than city streets. Linking Onehunga to Viaduct Harbour, it can be done in either direction, but our recommendation is to catch the train to Onehunga so you can celebrate with a beer at the Viaduct when you finish. From Onehunga station, take Onehunga Mall to Princes St and then pick up trail at the inauspicious park by the motorway. Heading north from Onehunga, look for the blue track markers. Search for ‘Coast to Coast Walkway’ on aucklandcouncil.govt.nz.



WHERE TO EAT IN PARNELL

Pasture

Book well ahead for the culinary theatre of Auckland’s surprising showcase of fermentation and wood-fire. $$$

Winona Forever

Some of Auckland’s best counter food – like stonking cream doughnuts – features at this always-busy cafe. $$

Gerome

Greek cuisine including slow-roasted lamb kleftiko and prawn manti (dumplings) with fermented chilli. $$

Auckland’s Oldest Suburb

ECCLESIASTICAL ARCHITECTURE AND HISTORIC HOUSES

Modern Parnell features cafes, cocktail bars and cosmopolitan art galleries, but it’s also regarded as NZ’s first suburb, established in 1841 – a year after the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi. Near the intersection of Parnell Rd and St Stephens Ave, an enclave of Gothic wooden buildings built from 1861 to 1863 includes a library, a baptistery and a bell tower, all part of the Anglican Diocese of Auckland. Next door, the Arts and Crafts–style Neligan House was constructed in brick from 1908 to 1910 – look for the house’s private chapel at the front – while across the road, volcanic stone from Rangitoto Island was used to build the Deanery in 1857. Also built in 1857, from volcanic rocks quarried from Maungawhau/Mt Eden, Kinder House on nearby Ayr St displays the watercolours and memorabilia of the Reverend Dr John Kinder (1819–1903), headmaster of the Church of England Grammar School.

Located between the Anglican Diocese and Kinder House, St Mary’s-in-Holy-Trinity is a spectacular Gothic Revival church (1886) with a burnished wooden interior and glowing stained-glass windows. The adjacent Holy Trinity Cathedral features an amalgam of more modern styles. Near the harbour end of St Stephens Ave on Judge St, tiny St Stephen’s Chapel was built for the signing of the constitution of NZ’s Anglican Church in 1857. From the much-loved church (a popular venue for weddings), an undulating walking path weaves past Judges Bay and through Dove-Myer Robinson Park – Robinson was Auckland’s mayor for two terms between 1959 and 1980 – to the Parnell Rose Garden. It’s at its blooming best from November to March.


SUMMER’S HOTTEST TICKET

Attending the women’s and men’s tournaments of the ASB Tennis Classic (asbclassic.co.nz) at Parnell’s Stanley St Tennis Arena is a popular way for many Aucklanders to kick off the New Year. Held across consecutive weeks from early January, it’s often used by players as a warm-up event before late January’s Australian Open in Melbourne. Look forward to relaxed afternoons and balmy evenings watching the occasional legend and the best of the tennis world’s up-and-coming players battle it out. The 2023 tournament attracted Venus Williams and three players in the men’s world top 10.



WHERE TO EAT IN NEWMARKET

Candyshop

Eggy breakfasts segue to Korean-influenced mains for lunch and dinner. Try the kalbi (beef short-rib). $$

Hungry Swine

Delicious roast-pork sandwiches served from a hole-in-the-wall location. $

VT Station

Indian street food teams with delicious cocktails and crafty brews. Named after Mumbai’s main railway station. $$

Galleries & Gift Shops

FASHION, ART AND GOOD EATING

Adjacent to Parnell’s cafes and restaurants, many of the historic 19th-century wooden shopfronts along Parnell Rd feature galleries and gift shops. Kiwa Art specialises in Māori and Pacific fine art and artefacts including weaving and woodcarvings, and many smaller, easily transportable items such as jewellery made from pounamu (greenstone). The focus at Fantail House is on NZ-made gifts and homewares, with work by more than 140 local artisans, including Kiwiana wall art crafted from recycled timber, and scarves and travel wraps made of fine merino lambswool. The most interesting of Parnell’s art galleries include the Artis Gallery, with a strong focus on contemporary NZ artists; the Black Door Gallery displays and sells NZ painting, sculpture and glass art. Between gallery-hopping, pop into Alpha, the test kitchen for Pasture and Boxer, and buy one of the best doughnuts you’ll ever eat. They often sell out by around 11am. Pricey but delicious.

Newmarket is anchored by the giant Westfield shopping mall, featuring both a multicuisine food court and a rooftop dining area with bars and restaurants serving cuisines including Japanese, Peruvian and Turkish. Shops to seek out in Newmarket include Creative & Brave and the Poi Room, both selling NZ-made art and design. Newmarket’s fashion cred is reinforced with stores from well-known NZ designers Karen Walker, Kate Sylvester and Kowtow. For stylish NZ streetwear with roots in snowboarding and skateboarding, visit Huffer’s flagship store in Westfield.
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Fantail House | Helen Skelton, The Fantail House ©


WEEKEND FARMERS MARKETS

Two of Auckland’s best farmers markets are weekend highlights when visiting Parnell. Arrayed around the Italian delicatessen Buono, Parnell’s Gastro Market combines live music with food stalls from global arrivals now proud to call Auckland home. Highlights on a Saturday or Sunday morning are Serbian-style cured meats and sausages from Salash, and paella crammed with seafood from the Paella Pan. From Saturday morning’s Parnell Farmers Market, in the shadow of the historic redbrick Foundation Building, it’s a short walk to the forecourt of the Auckland Museum for harbour views. Looking out over the city and Rangitoto Island is definitely improved with masala tea and Sri Lankan snacks from 7 Siri’s market stall.



WHERE TO DRINK IN PARNELL & NEWMARKET

Boxer

Cocktail wizardry paired with innovative small plates. An extension of the equally interesting Pasture.

Pineapple on Parnell

Enjoy classic cocktails and cheese and charcuterie platters amid a stylish gentlemen’s-club ambience.

The Lumsden

Craft beer from around New Zealand, outdoor seating and big screens to watch the big games.



MT EDEN & KINGSLAND

CITY VIEWS, CRAFT BEER AND GREAT EATING



Anchored by Maungawhau/Mt Eden, Auckland’s highest point, the residential suburbs of Mt Eden and Kingsland are popular eating and drinking destinations on the edge of the city centre. Transport from the centre is straightforward, and accommodation options including B&Bs in 19th-century villas make it a good place to stay.

With street art and good bars, especially busy before concerts or rugby matches at Eden Park, Kingsland is more raffish and energetic, while the heritage wooden buildings of Mt Eden village feature relaxed daytime restaurants and cafes. Stretching south from Eden Park, Dominion Rd is crammed with good places to eat. Malaysian, Japanese and Chinese cuisine features in the Balmoral neighbourhood, and flavours from India and Sri Lanka are the spicy focus in nearby Sandringham. For craft-beer fans, the Auckland Beer Mile is a hoppy itinerary taking in eight bars and taprooms as it wends from Mt Eden via Kingsland to Morningside.
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Auckland skyline, Maungawhau/Mt Eden | Natheepat Kiatpaphaphong/shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Maungawhau/Mt Eden

SIGHTS

2Te Ipu Kōrero o Maungawhau/Maungawhau Visitor Experience Centre

ACTIVITIES

3Staydium Glamping

EATING

4Blue Rose

5Eden Noodles

6JadeTown

7Jolin Shanghai

8Mr Hao

9Paradise

10Satya Chai Lounge

11St Anthony’s

DRINKING

12605 Morningside Drinkery

13Brothers Brewery

14Churly’s

15Fridge & Flagon

16Galbraith’s Alehouse

17Garage Project

18The Beer Spot

19Urbanaut

ENTERTAINMENT

20Eden Park




TOP TIP

Mt Eden Village, Eden Park and Dominion Rd can be reached on the OuterLink bus service, and trains on the Western Line departing Britomart stop at Kingsland. Construction is ongoing around Mt Eden and the CBD on Auckland’s City Rail Link incorporating new stations near the Town Hall and Karangahape Rd.



Maungawhau/Mt Eden

WELCOME TO AUCKLAND’S HIGHEST POINT

Begin a discovery of Maungawhau/Mt Eden (pictured) at the Te Ipu Kōrero o Maungawhau/Maungawhau Visitor Experience Centre, located in a Spanish Mission–style 1926 pavilion on the maunga’s northern slopes. Maps, photographs and a 3D model tell the story of Auckland’s volcanic field, especially its importance to Māori for agriculture and settlement in earlier centuries. There’s also a fascinating 10-minute video and a good cafe with city views.

From the visitor centre, follow the sealed road – pedestrians and bicycles only – up to the tihi (summit), at 196m the highest of Auckland’s volcanoes. A hardwood and steel-mesh boardwalk circles the summit, protecting Māori agricultural terracing and historic food-storage pits, and leading to a viewing platform looking out to the CBD, Auckland Harbour Bridge and the Sky Tower. Full 360-degree views take in the entire isthmus and both the Manukau and Waitematā Harbours, and on the northeast horizon the forested profile of Rangitoto Island rises from the Hauraki Gulf.

Known as Te Ipu Kai a Mataaho (the Food Bowl of Mataaho, the god of things hidden in the ground), Maungawhau’s symmetrical crater (50m deep) is considered tapu (sacred), and access inside the crater is forbidden. Completing your walk back downhill to the visitor centre should take around 45 minutes to an hour in total.

To reach Maungawhau/Mt Eden, catch bus 27 from the Britomart Transport Centre to the Tahaki Reserve on Mt Eden Rd.
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EXPLORING AUCKLAND’S OTHER VOLCANOES

Other important maunga around Auckland include Maungakiekie/One Tree Hill, Maungauika/North Head and Rangitoto Island.




AUCKLAND’S VOLCANIC FIELD

Some cities exist in the shadow of a single volcano, but Auckland is built on more than 50 of them. They’re not all extinct – the last one to erupt was Rangitoto Island about 700 years ago – but don’t worry: an eruption has only happened 19 times in the last 20,000 years. Tāmaki Makaurau’s unique urban landscape is on the tentative list to be awarded Unesco World Heritage status, and since 2014, guardianship of 14 of the region’s Tūpuna Maunga (ancestral mountains) has been co-governed by 13 Māori iwi (tribes).




MORE IN MT EDEN & KINGSLAND

Auckland’s Fortress of Rugby

GUIDED TOURS AND UNIQUE ACCOMMODATION

Opened in 1900 on the border of Mt Eden and Kingsland, Eden Park is NZ’s largest sports stadium – capacity up to 50,000 – and also the traditional venue for big rugby and cricket matches in Auckland. Across recent decades it’s where NZ’s national rugby team, the All Blacks, have had their most consistent success, and at the time of writing, the three-time Rugby World Cup champions hadn’t lost there since 1994. Eden Park’s also where the Black Ferns, NZ’s women’s rugby team, won the Women’s Rugby World Cup in 2022. Fuelled by the expectation of another win, fans fill bars in nearby Kingsland before matches, and since 2021 the historic stadium has also hosted big outdoor gigs by Billy Joel, Guns N’ Roses, Ed Sheeran and Aerosmith.

Beyond rugby and rock and roll, Eden Park also offers other attractions. Stadium tours led by authoritative sports historians include behind-the-scenes access to the players’ tunnel and changing rooms, while rooftop tours climb high for 360-degree views of the city. It’s a great perspective to take in Auckland’s volcanic field, including nearby Maungawhau/Mt Eden. Safety harnesses are mandatory on a guided stroll along the roof of the park’s main grandstand. Look forward to great photos at a height of 34m. Staydium Glamping experiences are equally spectacular, with overnight accommodation in a duo of comfortable glamping tents pitched high above the hallowed turf.
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All Blacks performing a haka, Eden Park | Peter Trant/Alamy Stock Photo ©


MORNINGSIDE PRECINCT

Housed amid brick laneways and a former curtain-making factory, the Morningside Precinct (morningside.nz) is energising one of Auckland’s quieter inner suburbs. A short walk from the Morningside train staton – and handy for hitting up before or after an event at Eden Park – eight eating and drinking venues include an artisan chocolatier, Taiwanese-style dumplings, and the essential combo of craft beer and fried chicken. Kind Cafe serves the healthier option of vegan and plant-based brunch dishes. Local apples are used for Morningcider’s refreshing craft-brewed ciders, while the Morningside Tavern hosts one of the city’s most competitive pub quizzes on a Monday night.



WHERE TO STAY IN MT EDEN & KINGSLAND

Eden Park B&B

Edwardian elegance, excellent breakfasts and a sunny garden combine with a warm Mt Eden welcome. $$$

Bavaria B&B

Spacious and airy en-suite rooms, shared areas for socialising and an easy walk to Dominion Rd. $$

Quest Mt Eden

Modern studio and one- and two-bedroom apartments near Maungawhau/Mt Eden and public transport. $$

Auckland Beer Mile

AUCKLAND’S BEST HOPS-FUELLED ITINERARY

OK, this hoppy circuit from Mt Eden via Kingsland to Morningside is actually around 4km (so: closer to 2.5 miles), but when the beer (and food) is this good, who’s complaining? Completing the entire route in one go is probably not advisable, but with two or three venues always in close proximity, it’s convenient to focus on more discrete sections. Public transport includes train stations at Kingsland and Morningside, and bus 22 travels the full route. Check out @aucklandbeermile on Instagram for regular events.

Galbraith’s Alehouse has Auckland’s best Sunday roasts, cask-conditioned real ales, and a sunny beer garden that’s perfect for a gin on a summer’s afternoon. Meanwhile, cool street art and 11 taps with beers from smaller NZ breweries are on offer at Fridge & Flagon. Ask if anything from its innovative Small Gods brewery is available.

Family- and dog-friendly Brothers Brewery has retro 1970s furniture and American-style barbecue from the on-site Juke Joint eatery. At Churly’s, 20 ever-changing taps serve beers from Behemoth Brewing, plus there are excellent burgers and nose-to-tail charcuterie.

The Auckland outpost of Wellington’s excellent Garage Project does a six-beer tasting flight, often including sour beers and wild-fermented brews. The Beer Spot boasts 40 taps and regular visits from Auckland food-truck stars including Miso-Ra (ramen) and Wood Spirit (Turkish pide).

With a friendly vibe, 605 Morningside Drinkery has the hard-to-top combination of chicken wings and craft beer. Urbanaut serves up smash burgers, herb and truffle fries, and a rotating selection of one-off and seasonal brews.


MUSIC AT THE POWER STATION

Before the doors open for a gig across the road at the Power Station (powerstation.net.nz), there’s a good chance punters will be queuing for cold pints at Galbraith’s Alehouse. For more than three decades, the Power Station has hosted gigs from the best of NZ bands, and also more than a few international performers before they’ve made it really big. Upcoming shows are listed on a billboard out the front, or check the website. Concerts from earlier years include gigs by Radiohead, Steve Earle, the Pixies and Public Enemy.



WHERE TO SHOP IN MT EDEN & KINGSLAND

Time Out

Much-loved Mt Eden Village bookshop with a wide selection of NZ fiction and non-fiction titles.

Royal Jewellery Studio

Kingsland’s showcase of contemporary work by NZ artisans, including pounamu (greenstone) jewellery.

Miann

Organic chocolate, gourmet afternoon teas from Friday to Sunday, and tasty gifts in the Morningside Precinct.

Auckland’s Multicultural Menu

GLOBAL DINING AND CHEAP EATS

One in three New Zealanders live in Auckland, and the country’s biggest city is also its most ethnically diverse. Celebrating Pacific Island food and culture are communities with their roots in Samoa, Tonga, the Cook Islands, Fiji and Niue, and more recent immigration – especially from Asia – has created a cosmopolitan restaurant scene. A brace of neighbourhoods on the edge of the central city offer authentic flavours of Auckland’s multicultural present and future.

Clustered around Dominion Rd’s Eden Quarter and Balmoral precincts are restaurants serving Auckland’s best regional Chinese food. Kick off with mouth-numbing mala (Sichuan pepper) dishes at Eden Noodles, or continue to Jolin Shanghai for xiao long bao (soup dumplings). JadeTown serves traditional Uyghur cuisine from the northwest province of Xinjiang. It’s a good area for lunch, and after dark, cold beers and grilled seafood and skewers are popular at Mr Hao.

A few blocks west in Sandringham are the city’s best Indian and Sri Lankan restaurants. Check out Paradise for excellent tandoor dishes and enjoy Sri Lankan curries and flatbreads at St Anthony’s. At night, the cosy Satya Chai Lounge teams Indian street food and NZ craft beers. For an only-in-Auckland snack, Sandringham’s Blue Rose bakes pies influenced by Māori and Pacific cuisine. Try the hāngi pie with pork belly and kūmara (sweet potato).

[image: shutterstock_617570186jpg]

Chinese noodles | Loh hang huay/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CULTUREFEST

Held in late March or early April in Mt Roskill’s War Memorial Park, this one-day festival celebrates the food, music, dance and culture of the more than 70 nationalities and ethnic groups that make Auckland NZ’s most cosmopolitan city. Feast on Afghan kebabs, be energised by Ethiopian coffee, or enjoy food from a Māori-style hāngi (earth oven). Don’t miss the day’s keenly contested six-a-side football tournament, where it could be Somalia versus Chile or Iraq versus Cambodia. CultureFest is part of Auckland’s annual three-week World of Cultures festival. See worldofcultures.co.nz.



WHERE TO EAT IN MT EDEN & KINGSLAND

OOH-FA

Just may be Auckland’s best pizza, served with natural wines and craft beer. All sorted for dinner on Dominion Rd. $$

Cazador

Wild game and house-made charcuterie, infused with the owners’ Iranian culinary heritage. $$

ZOOLZOOL

Superior ramen, cold beer and bar snacks enliven this modern Mt Eden take on an izakaya (Japanese pub). $$



DEVONPORT

AUCKLAND’S HERITAGE HARBOURFRONT ESCAPE



With heritage Victorian and Edwardian buildings, cafes, restaurants and good shopping, the harbourfront suburb of Devonport is a pleasant place to visit. It’s best reached by passenger ferry from downtown Auckland, and crossing the harbour offers excellent views of downtown and the Auckland Harbour Bridge

Devonport’s best views are from atop Maungauika/North Head and Takarunga/Mt Victoria, two of the many volcanic cones punctuating the Auckland isthmus. Both were places of settlement for Māori in earlier centuries, and their strategic value continued to be recognised until WWII. Walk, bike or journey by Segway up these two historic landmarks.

Devonport is less than 15 minutes from the central city. Upon arrival, settle in for lunch, have fish and chips on the beach, or explore an eclectic range of shops and art galleries. From Devonport’s leafy main thoroughfare of Victoria St, follow King Edward Pde along Torpedo Bay to the excellent Navy Museum.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Maungauika/North Head

2Takarunga/Mt Victoria

SIGHTS

3Cambria Reserve

4Torpedo Bay

5Torpedo Bay Navy Museum

EATING

6Devon on the Wharf

7Lily Eatery

8Riba Fish & Chips

9Signal Hill

10Vic Road Kitchen

DRINKING

11Tiny Triumphs

12Vondel

ENTERTAINMENT

13The Vic Devonport




TOP TIP

Auckland Transport passenger ferries cross the harbour from downtown Auckland’s Ferry Building to Devonport on a regular basis. On Devonport Wharf, look out for the Devonport Information Centre (devonport.co.nz), housed in a retro caravan. Pick up maps and brochures for self-guided walking tours of the historic suburb.



Takarunga/Mount Victoria

SUPERB VIEWS FROM DEVONPORT’S HIGHEST POINT

West of Maungauika/North Head, Takarunga/Mt Victoria is also a volcanic cone and a former Māori pā. From the car park on Kerr St, follow the road (pedestrians, Segways and bikes only) to the summit, where there’s another gun battery and a 3D relief map of the harbour. The quirky red and white toadstools are actually ventilation ducts. Takarunga translates to ‘hill standing above’, referencing Mt Victoria as the immediate area’s highest point, and also that it once towered above a third volcanic cone midway between Takarunga and Maungauika. That peak has been quarried away, and is now Devonport’s grassy Cambria Reserve.
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Takarunga/Mount Victoria | John Elk/GETTY IMAGES ©


Maungauika/North Head

DEVONPORT’S DEFENSIVE BASTION

Devonport’s Maungauika/North Head dominates the northern entrance to the Waitematā Harbour. In past centuries it was the site for a pā (Māori fortified village), and there’s evidence of agricultural terracing and rua tahuhu (food-storage pits). In 1836 a navigation station was built to mark the entrance to the harbour for the colonial settlement of Auckland, while the 8-inch gun of the Saluting Battery was established in 1886 to protect against the perceived threat of a Russian invasion. An underground network of tunnels and magazines was used to store ammunition, and enlarged during WWI and WWII. From the summit there are superb views across the Hauraki Gulf to Rangitoto Island, and also of Cheltenham Beach and Torpedo Bay (Te Haukapua), reputedly where the Tainui waka (Māori voyaging canoe) made landfall in the 14th century.
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Maungauika/North Head | ChameleonsEye/Shutterstock ©


MORE IN DEVONPORT

Torpedo Bay’s Fascinating Heritage

DOCUMENTING NZ’S NAVAL HISTORY

Devonport is the base for the Royal New Zealand Navy, and you’ll often see battleship-grey vessels docked at HMNZS Philomel, the navy’s administrative and engineering centre to the west of Devonport Wharf. To the east at the base of Maungauika/North Head is the National Museum of the Royal New Zealand Navy, also known as the Torpedo Bay Navy Museum (navymuseum.co.nz). Near the museum is Torpedo Bay, named when plans were made from 1904 to lay electro-contact mines (then dubbed ‘torpedos’) across the harbour to protect against the threat of Russian invasion. Following the defeat of Russia in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, the mines were never actually installed.

The navy has been in Devonport since the colony’s earliest days, and its history is displayed at this well-presented museum. Galleries focus on key moments including influential WWII naval battles fought in the Pacific and South America’s River Plate, and also more recent peacekeeping campaigns during the Balkan Wars of the 1990s. The navy’s vital contribution to search-and-rescue efforts and disaster relief throughout the vast expanse of the Pacific is also covered. A focus on poignant exhibitions showcasing the stories of the sailors themselves means the appeal of the museum extends well beyond military buffs, and it’s definitive proof of the contribution one of the world’s smallest countries has made to history’s biggest conflicts.
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Torpedo Bay Navy Museum | Hemis/Alamy Stock Photo ©


EXPLORING DEVONPORT BY SEGWAY

Getting around Devonport by Segway is a great way to explore the harbourfront suburb. After a quick practice on Devonport Wharf, tours with Pauline Baker from Magic Broomstick Segway Tours (magicbroomsticktours.co.nz) cruise along the shallow arc of Torpedo Bay, negotiate gentle hills through historic backstreets, or surge up Maungauika/North Head and Takarunga/Mt Victoria. Look forward to brilliant views across the harbour to downtown Auckland. Pauline’s replete with interesting anecdotes about local history, and there’s usually an opportunity to take your Segway off-road in a local park. Just remember to lean forward when you’re going uphill and you’ll be fine.



WHERE TO SHOP IN DEVONPORT

Devonport Chocolates

Handmade on-site with a range inspired by native birds and flowers. The hokey-pokey flavour is a NZ classic.

Peter Raos Studio Gallery

Colourful and innovative glass art. Pacific-inspired paperweights make a good gift or souvenir.

Paradox Books

A Devonport institution for more than 25 years, with plenty of NZ fiction and non-fiction.


Cross-harbour Dining

DEVONPORT’S BEST EATING AND DRINKING

Catching the ferry across the harbour to Devonport is a classic Auckland experience, one always made better by a good meal on the other side. Ferries run until around 11.30pm, an opportunity to take in the bright lights of the city when you return to downtown’s Ferry Building.

If you arrive in time for brunch, make a beeline for the corn fritters at Lily Eatery: they come with Middle Eastern accents of labneh, harissa and mint. Don’t forget to add a poached egg. Or try the glorious Turkish flavours at Devon on the Wharf – order the menemen (baked eggs) and leave room for a dessert of baklava. For an old-school Kiwi experience, head to Riba Fish & Chips. It’s a short walk to eat them picnic-style on the grassy slopes of Takarunga/Mt Victoria, or you can head back down to the waterfront for an al fresco meal.

In the evening, head to Signal Hill’s restored historic cottage for elevated bistro dishes. On warm summer nights, the verandah is the best place to be. Devonport’s best wine list partners with rustic Mediterranean dishes at the Vic Road Kitchen. It also has an adjacent wine bar and cellar.

Fancy a drink? Say g’day to Kurtis the friendly canine host at Vondel before trying a few Auckland-region craft beers from Sawmill or McLeod’s. Natural wines and shared plates also feature. Cocktails and more craft beers are the focus at Tiny Triumphs. Check Facebook for live gigs at this locals’ favourite. There are also arthouse movies and occasional live concerts at The Vic Devonport, a historic theatre that opened in 1910.
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Victoria Rd, Devonport | Pavel Dudek/Alamy Stock Photo ©


DEVONPORT’S ART SCENE

Reinforcing the suburb’s strong sense of community, Devonport has an interesting art scene. Tucked away beside the New World supermarket, Depot Artspace presents an always interesting rotating schedule of exhibitions by local and NZ artists. Painting, sculpture and photography are all covered. There’s also a music studio and a rehearsal space on-site. Check out the band posters for a few local acts from the suburb that gave the world singer-songwriter Lorde. Devonport’s Flagstaff Gallery showcases works from both established and emerging NZ artists, while Newton Andrews specialises in vintage maps, prints and photography. Many fascinating items feature NZ from earlier decades and past centuries.



WHERE TO GO FOR COFFEE IN DEVONPORT

Corelli’s Cafe

Corner location with sunny seating. Have the salmon Benedict before walking up nearby Takarunga/Mt Victoria.

Chiasso Coffee Roasters

Organic beans roasted on-site. Try the nitro cold brew served with a dash of cream.

Five Loaves

A few streets back from the water and teaming homestyle baking with excellent coffee.



TāMAKI DRIVE

CAFES, BEACHES AND HARBOUR VIEWS


Stretching for 10km from downtown Auckland to St Heliers, Tāmaki Dr is Auckland’s prettiest and most popular waterfront thoroughfare. On the first Sunday of March each year, it’s the venue for the Round the Bays fun run, attracting up to 30,000 runners, walkers and the occasional inline skater dressed in a Pokémon onesie. The city’s most spectacular coastal road is also part of October’s Auckland Marathon.

A few weeks after the marathon, the pōhutukawa trees lining Tāmaki Dr are resplendent with vibrant crimson blooms, and after New Year and into summer, the beaches and bays are crowded with visitors swimming, relaxing in cafes and restaurants, and meeting marine creatures in an enthralling aquarium. And while Tāmaki Dr travels through some of the city’s most exclusive residential real estate, it’s still an egalitarian destination enjoyed by Aucklanders from around the city. Across summer, visit on a weekday to beat the crowds.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kelly Tarlton’s Sea Life Aquarium

SIGHTS

2Achilles Point Lookout

3Kohimarama

4Michael Joseph Savage Memorial

5Mission Bay

6Mission Bay Fountain

7Okahu Bay

8Orakei Domain

9St Heliers

ACTIVITIES

10Bastion Point

11Fergs Kayaks

12Mission Bay Watersports




TOP TIP

Auckland Transport’s bright blue TāmakiLink bus travels from the Britomart Transport Centre along Tāmaki Dr to St Heliers, stopping at beaches and attractions en route. Riding a bicycle or e-scooter along Tāmaki Dr’s waterfront bike path is also popular. E-bikes and e-scooters can both be hired on the Lime and Uber apps.




Kelly Tarlton’s Aquarium

SURPRISING SEA LIFE BENEATH THE STREETS

Tucked beneath a headland on the eastern edge of Okahu Bay is one of Auckland’s most innovative attractions. Constructed in a subterranean labyrinth of massive pipes that was once part of Auckland’s stormwater system, Kelly Tarlton’s Sea Life Aquarium (visitsealife.com) is an educational and entertaining place to observe a whole bunch of unexpected residents of the country’s biggest city.

The unique aquarium is named after Kelly Tarlton (1937–1985), a NZ marine adventurer and entrepreneur who had the singular vision of building the attraction amid the framework of the city’s stormwater infrastructure. In line with his vision, and aided by designs from Auckland marine engineer Mike Murphy, visitors to Kelly Tarlton’s now walk through transparent tunnels as sharks, stingrays, turtles and other underwater denizens swim around them. Following the innovation of this first development, similar walk-through aquaria were developed by the Kiwi engineer in countries as diverse as Malta, Malaysia and the Maldives.

It’s a topsy-turvy underwater world that brings visitors eye-to-eye with many marine species. There’s a strong focus on education and conservation, and different interactive zones showcase natural habitats including the Hauraki Gulf and Antarctica. Other exciting possibilities include Penguin Passport tours, 60-minute behind-the-scenes experiences with Kelly Tarlton’s king and gentoo penguins, and snorkelling and swimming with sharks in the Shark Cage Adventure. Booking ahead online offers a worthwhile discount for both general admission and special experiences.
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Kelly Tarlton’s Sea Life Aquarium | NataliaCatalina.com/Shutterstock ©


PARNELL BATHS

Near the city end of Tāmaki Dr, the Parnell Baths have been a favourite with Auckland families since 1914. Most of the action is in the 60m-long saltwater pool, but there’s also a great kids’ playground pool and heated spa pools. Design aficionados should take note of the complex’s coolly retro 1950s mural. From Tāmaki Dr, access the Parnell Baths via the Point Resolution footbridge. There’s a bus stop nearby, or it’s a 2.5km flat stroll from downtown Auckland.




MORE ALONG TāMAKI DRIVE

Beach-hopping on Tāmaki Drive

SWIMMING, WATERSPORTS AND GOOD EATING AND DRINKING

Heading east from downtown Auckland to St Heliers, there’s a string of family-friendly and peaceful swimming beaches to stop at. Note that after heavy rain, run-off can occasionally negatively affect water quality, so it’s worth checking to make sure beaches are safe to swim at. See safeswim.org.nz.

Nearest the city, Okahu Bay is a compact cove backed by the rugby fields of the Orakei Domain. Join a game of touch rugby or head to Ferg’s Kayaks to hire kayaks, paddleboards and inline skates. Next up past Kelly Tarlton’s Sealife Aquarium and Bastion Point is Mission Bay, the most popular and most developed beach along Tāmaki Dr. Cafes and restaurants offer everything from fish and chips and Mexican food through to craft beer, coffee and cocktails, and the Mission Bay Fountain (1947) is an Art Deco highlight of the beach’s expansive and grassy foreshore. Mission Bay Watersports can arrange kayak and paddleboard hire and lessons.

A single arcing corner later, Kohimarama is more residential and a popular swimming beach. A few of Auckland’s world-beating professional sailors got their start as juniors at the Kohimarama Yacht Club. Marking the end of Tāmaki Dr is St Heliers, vaguely channeling an English-seaside vibe with its wooden-walkway esplanade. From St Heliers, Cliff Rd rises to the Achilles Point Lookout for panoramic views of Waitematā Harbour and the islands of the Hauraki Gulf.
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Mission Bay Fountain | Gr8/Shutterstock ©


PADDLING TO RANGITOTO

Rising from the Hauraki Gulf on the northern horizon, Rangitoto Island is a constant and calming presence along Tāmaki Dr. Ferries to the forested, volcanic cone leave from Auckland’s Ferry Building, but another option is to paddle out from along Tāmaki Dr. Based in Okahu Bay, Ferg’s Kayaks (fergskayaks.co.nz) offers six-hour twilight adventures to the island – including a guided walk to the summit – while Auckland Sea Kayaks (aucklandseakayaks.co.nz) runs daytime and twilight guided kayak trips from St Heliers to Rangitoto. Both Ferg’s and Auckland Sea Kayaks also offer guided kayak adventures to Motukorea/Browns Island, a 45-minute paddle from St Heliers.



WHERE TO EAT ALONG TāMAKI DRIVE

Azabu

Nikkei (Japanese and Peruvian) cuisine served in Mission Bay’s historic Melanesian Mission building. $$$

Good George Tap Room

Craft beer, ciders and artisanal gin team with good bar food and elevated Waitematā Harbour views. $$

Kohi Beach Eatery & Store

Breakfast and brunch classics segue to informal bistro dining at night. Also homestyle baking and takeaway sandwiches. $$


Bastion Point’s Imposing Promontory

HISTORY AND HARBOUR VIEWS

Politics, brilliant coastal views and lush lawns combine on this headland with a chequered history. An elaborate clifftop mausoleum honours Michael Joseph Savage (1872–1940), the country’s first Labour prime minister, whose 1930s socialist reforms made him popular with the public. On the left of the memorial, follow the lawn down towards the water to a WWII gun embankment, one of many that lined the harbour for the defence of the city. Other gun emplacements and defensive fortifications are set into the cliffs along Tāmaki Dr.

Bastion Point is known as Takaparawhau to Māori, and in the late 1970s the headland was the site of a land occupation by members of Ngāti Whātua Ōrākei, the local Māori hapu (sub-tribe). Triggered by the NZ Crown’s decision to sell the land for a high-income residential housing development, the protest lasted for 506 days and included the establishment of vegetable gardens and temporary housing. The protest ended on 25 May 1978 when 800 police and NZ Army personnel forcibly removed the occupiers, and it’s now regarded as a seminal moment in the highlighting of injustices against Māori. In 1988 the New Zealand Labour government returned Takaparawhau/Bastion Point and the Ōrākei Marae to Ngāti Whātua Ōrākei as part of a settlement process under the Treaty of Waitangi.

Beginning from Hapimana St in Orakei, the 3.3km-long Tamaki Drive Coastal Path takes in both Mission Bay and Bastion Point.
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ORAKEI BAY VILLAGE

Easily reached by train from downtown Auckland’s Britomart Transport Centre – catch the Eastern Line one stop to the Orakei station – Orakei Bay Village makes an excellent excursion from the central city. Pick up edible gifts of NZ gourmet and artisan produce at Farro Fresh, ease into a relaxed lunch at Ampersand Eatery or enjoy a leisurely dinner at Copia’s waterfront location. Copia’s gin list includes tipples from NZ distilleries Source and Scapegrace, and the nearby Brothers Beer Barrel Room teams craft beer with American-style barbecue. Even getting to Orakei Bay Village is a mini-adventure, involving a rail trip across the Hobson Bay causeway.



WHERE TO EAT ALONG TāMAKI DRIVE

St Heliers Bay Bistro

Upmarket takes on the classics (risotto, burgers, fish and chips) along with tasty brunches and salads. $$

Porch Bar & Eatery

Sunny outdoor seating in St Heliers. Perfect for an afternoon session of shared plates, spritzes and beers. $$

Village Co-op

Seasonal ice-cream flavours and good coffee – both ideal for enjoying on the beach at St Heliers. $



WEST AUCKLAND

WINEMAKING EXCELLENCE AND A WILD COASTLINE



From wild black-sand beaches and forest-shrouded ranges to the area’s proudly archetypal ‘Westies’ – rock-music-listening, Doberman-owning, hardworking tradie dudes – West Auckland epitomises ‘rugged’. Beyond the black-T-shirt-wearing stereotype, it’s also a diverse area with a cosmopolitan, multicultural population, and a food, wine and beer scene inspired by the Croatian families who first planted grapes at the base of the Waitākere Ranges. Wines crafted by the Brajkovich and Babich families are now recognised internationally.

Beyond being Auckland’s oldest winemaking area, West Auckland’s scenery attracts both visitors and locals. Windswept surf beaches provide inspiration for West Auckland artists, while clifftop walking trails overlook a unique seabird sanctuary, or meander high above a coastline of rocky coves. After a summer’s day of exploring beaches or forests, the preferred option for many West Auckland visitors is a beer at Riverhead or ice cream made with fresh local strawberries.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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TOP TIP

Auckland’s west-coast communities of Piha, Muriwai, Karekare and Bethells Beach were all impacted during Cyclone Gabrielle in February 2023. At the time of writing, road access was limited. Check for the latest information at auckland-emergencymanagement.org.nz.




Muriwai Beach

BLACK SAND, SURF AND AVIAN TRAVELLERS

Muriwai’s main feature for visitors is the tākapu (gannet) colony, spread over the southern headland and nearby rock stacks. Every August, hundreds of adult birds return to this spot to hook up with their regular partners. Expect lots of neck-rubbing, bill-touching and general snuggling. The result is a single chick per season, and from December to January the new fledglings start testing their wings. After establishing their nascent aviation skills, young gannets take on a 2000km journey west to Australia, spending several years there before returning and never attempting the journey again. Back at Muriwai, they lay claim to a clifftop perch – difficult, as it’s very crowded – before settling down with a partner to nest.

At the beach’s southern headland, follow the steps uphill to where the Maukatia Gannet Path leads through native bush to two platforms with up close and personal views over the colony at Ōtakamiro Point. If there’s a westerly wind, you’ll probably smell the birds well before you see them. Continue south along the clifftops to link to a trail leading down to the compact cove of Maukatia (also known as Māori Bay).

Muriwai’s also popular for surfing – swim between the flagged area watched over by lifeguards – and blokarting, an exciting mashup of land yachting and go-karting. Book in advance with the Muriwai Surf School (muriwaisurfschool.co.nz). It’s worth phoning ahead to check on wind conditions and tide times.
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Tākapu (gannet) colony, Muriwai Beach | S Watson/Shutterstock ©


PROTECTING THE FOREST

West Auckland’s Waitākere Ranges Regional Park is affected by the kauri dieback disease damaging the area’s kauri trees. Visit the Arataki Visitor Centre for information about the invasive disease and also to find out if any of the park’s walking tracks are currently closed. On tracks that are open, you may see cleaning stations at the trailheads. Clean your shoes thoroughly before entering and leaving the tracks, and always stay strictly on boardwalks or marked trails. Leaving marked trails or venturing onto closed tracks risks a significant fine.




Piha Beach

CLIFFTOP WALKING AND BLACK-SAND EXPLORING

Driving down Piha Rd, views of the West Coast and the black sands of Piha Beach are some of the Auckland region’s most spectacular. Crouched on its haunches near the centre of the beach is Lion Rock (101m), whose ‘mane’ sometimes glows golden in the evening light. It’s actually the eroded core of a 16-million-year-old volcano and a former Māori pā site. Due to rock falls, it’s not safe to climb the beach’s most famous landmark.

At low tide it’s possible to walk south along the beach and watch the surf shooting through a ravine – dubbed the Keyhole – in another large rock known as Camel Rock (Taitomo to Māori). Nearby, the waves crash through the Gap and form the Blue Pool, a safe swimming hole. Follow the path at the southern end of the beach to excellent lookouts around Kaiwhare Point.

To see Piha and the coastline from above, follow the Mercer Bay Loop Walk, a 2.2km trail starting high above the beach’s southern end. Taking around 45 minutes, the walk begins at the end of Log Race Rd, and amazing coastal views – especially on a clear blue-sky day – belie the short 40km drive from downtown Auckland.

Note that although Piha is popular, it’s also incredibly dangerous, with wild surf and strong undercurrents. Always swim between the flags, where lifeguards can provide help if you get into trouble.
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Piha Beach | Andrew Korson/Shutterstock ©


COOL SPOTS WITH GREAT VIEWS

An easygoing blend of taco eatery and DJ gig, Murray is the place to go for cool beats, great coffee and a relaxed Piha vibe. Breakfast bowls also feature, and the craggy profile of Lion Rock provides a spectacular backdrop.

For American-style barbecue and craft beer, pull up a comfy retro sofa at Brothers Beer’s adjacent location in the Piha Surf Lifesaving Club. The Summer Dhaze hazy pale ale with the low-and-slow-cooked beef brisket is the perfect Piha combo. It’s open Friday and Saturday, and throughout the week at the height of summer.




MORE IN WEST AUCKLAND

West Auckland Wine Country

WORLD-BEATING WINES FROM AUCKLAND’S OLDEST WINE REGION

Located around fast-growing Kumeū, West Auckland’s main wine-producing area features vineyards owned by the Croatian families who helped to kick-start NZ’s wine industry. Names such as Babich and Soljan are synonymous with winemaking in the area – they began by making rustic sherries and ports in the 1950s – but now West Auckland wines are lauded internationally. Joining a tour with NZWINEPRO or Auckland Wine Tours is recommended – some full-day experiences also visit East Coast cellar doors around Matakana – but if a travelling companion is willing to be a designated driver, wineriesoutwest.co.nz has good maps and winery information.

At Kumeū River Wines the Brajkovich family crafts chardonnays that have been judged some of the world’s finest. Nearby, Soljans Estate makes award-winning sparkling wines, and its bistro is a popular spot for brunch or lunch. West of Kumeū, Coopers Creek is a favourite for picnic platters and Sunday-afternoon jazz sessions from January to Easter. In Waimauku, near the turnoff to Muriwai, the Hunting Lodge partners its own wines – including a much-lauded 2020 albarino – with seasonal mains, while its more informal Lawn Bar teams burgers and wood-fired pizza with beers from Helensville’s Liberty Brewing. For more hops-fuelled action in wine country, stop at the Beer Spot in Kumeū. There’s a different food truck in residence each week.
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UPRIVER TO RIVERHEAD

Built in 1857, the gracious Riverhead is NZ’s oldest waterfront tavern. Until relatively recently it was a rough-and-ready haunt for roadtripping bikers, but it’s now been restored and reopened with elegance and style. Make a day of it and catch a ferry from Westhaven near central Auckland and enjoy lunch on the pub’s blissful terrace, shaded by oak trees and overlooking the river. See theriverheadexperience.co.nz to book ferry transport and a table. The river journey follows the trading routes of early Māori and colonial settlers.



WHERE TO STAY IN WEST AUCKLAND

Wainamu Luxury Camps

Glamping amid private farmland in three tents inspired by the safari camps of Botswana. $$$

Piha Beachstay

Spotless accommodation and a shared lounge and kitchen in an eco-friendly lodge framed by trees. $$

Vineyard Cottages

Self-contained settler-style cottages with sunny private courtyards. Near good wineries. $$$

Two Lesser-visited Beaches

A LAKESIDE RAMBLE AND A FORESTED CASCADE

Breathtaking Bethells Beach (also known as Te Henga) is a raw, black-sand beach with wild surf. From the main car park, follow the broad Waitākere River to the beach, which is often more windswept and rugged than Piha. Another car park 1km back along Bethells Rd is the starting point for a 4.7km (two-hour) loop trail around Lake Wainamu. En route you’ll need to take your shoes off to wade through a stream. Sand dunes up to 30m high punctuate the landscape – this is a popular place to go sand-boarding on bodyboards. Swimming in the lake isn’t recommended as it gets deep very quickly.

Linking Bethells Beach to the southern end of Muriwai is the Te Henga Walkway, a moderate 10km (three to four hours) trail high above the Tasman Sea. Dunes, lagoons and black-sand beaches can all be seen from its clifftop route. Search for ‘Te Henga Walkway’ on doc.govt.nz for trail notes and planning information.

South of Piha, Karekare has celebrated various onscreen moments. The undeveloped surf beach was the location for multiple Oscar winner The Piano, and also the fantasy series Xena: Warrior Princess. From the car park the quickest route to the beach involves wading through a stream. To reach the pretty Karekare Falls, follow the road from the car park over the bridge along Lone Kauri Rd for 100m. Karekare is a dangerous beach, so only swim when and where lifeguards are stationed.


BEST OF THE WEST

Jasmine Tuiā is an artist working and living in West Auckland. @jasmine.tuia

Moana Fresh

This Avondale gallery, marketplace and community space celebrates Pacific and Māori artists, creatives and authors indigenous to Moana Nui a Kiwa (the Pacific Ocean).

Taste of Sāmoa

Enjoy a To’ona’i (Sunday feast) any day of the week at Henderson’s Sāmoan takeaways.

Shopping in Henderson

Browse Henderson’s thrift stores for classic and cheap clothes, vintage picture frames and antique vases.

The Hollywood Avondale

This historic cinema is a unique space to enjoy classics and a variety of events.

Burnt Butter Diner

Enjoy a menu of sweet and savoury dishes with a soundtrack of local beats from Avondale’s multiple barber shops.



OUTDOOR ADVENTURES IN WEST AUCKLAND

Tree Adventures

Ropes courses, flying foxes and zip lines amid the leafy canopy at Woodhill Forest.

Woodhill Mountain Bike Park

Bike hire, riding tuition and forest trails catering to everyone from beginners to experienced mountain bikers.

AWOL Canyoning Adventures

Abseiling fun as you negotiate waterfalls and forest pools in the Piha Canyon. Optional transfers from central Auckland.

Art Amid the Forest

A WEST-COAST CAFE AND CULTURAL ENCLAVE

Framed by native bush, the West Auckland village of Titirangi marks the end of Auckland’s suburban sprawl, and is the last stop for petrol on your way west to the region’s rugged surf beaches. Translated from te reo Māori, Titirangi means ‘Fringe of Heaven’, an apt name for this gateway to the Waitākere Ranges.

Colin McCahon (1919–1987) is widely regarded as NZ’s greatest modern painter, and the forest-clad Titirangi cottage he lived and painted in during the 1950s is now the McCahon House museum (mccahonhouse.org.nz). The flash pad next door is home to the artists lucky enough to win the annual McCahon Arts Residency.

Te Uru Waitakere Contemporary Gallery (teuru.org.nz) is housed in a spectacular modern building at the edge of the village beside the heritage Spanish Mission style of the former Hotel Titirangi. Rotating exhibitions and installations are sourced both from NZ and internationally, and the curator’s remit could stretch from photography and sculpture to mixed media or video. A small shop sells interesting jewellery, pottery and gifts, and there are brilliant Manukau Harbour views from the upstairs galleries.

Options for good eating and drinking before heading further west include the adjacent Deco Eatery, combining Turkish classics with a broader Mediterranean focus, and the diverse street-food stalls at the Street Feast food hall. Titirangi’s best baking undoubtedly includes the pies and pastries sold at the Crafty Baker.
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Te Uru Waitakere Contemporary Gallery | EQRoy/Shutterstock ©


WHOA! STUDIOS

Exciting and educational kids’ shows are performed at this innovative theatre in the west Auckland suburb of Henderson – expect extreme fun and irreverence. The whole shebang also features a brilliant kids’ playground and the excellent Grounds Eatery. Check the website (whoastudios.co.nz) for what’s scheduled in the theatre. Performances usually run across school holidays, but it’s still worth visiting just for the restaurant and playground. Getting younger travellers active on the Rocket Ship, Dragon’s Castle or Pirate Ship Cove will ensure they expend a bit of their pent-up on-the-road energy.



CRAFT-BEER STOPS IN WEST AUCKLAND

Hallertau

Wood-fired pizza and superior bar snacks combine with hoppy brews at this Riverhead beer garden.

The Beer Spot

In Kumeū, with 40 taps of NZ beers and regular visits from diverse food trucks.

Liberty Brewing

Try the legendary Citra Double IPA or Prohibition Porter at Liberty’s Helensville taproom.



WAIHEKE ISLAND

FOOD, WINE AND COASTAL CLIFFTOP VISTAS


‘Slow down. You’re here.’ Waiheke’s famous signs welcoming visitors and reminding them to adjust to ‘island time’ are the perfect introduction to Auckland’s most popular Hauraki Gulf island. Emerald waters lap at rocky bays and sandy beaches, while Waiheke’s vineyards combine excellent restaurants and superb views. Art galleries are popular destinations, and for active travellers there’s kayaking, zip lining and walking trails.

And while Waiheke isn’t as laid-back as it once was – traffic is increasing and there are rumours a few international billionaires are building estates with Armageddon-proof bomb shelters – evidence of its off-the-grid roots is still evident. For many visitors, Waiheke is only experienced as a busy day trip, bouncing between vineyards, galleries and beaches, but it deserves at least a couple of days. Explore one of NZ’s best outdoor sculpture galleries, eat well at food trucks and cafes, and definitely slow down to island time.

[image: GettyRF_494120883jpg]

Vineyard, Waiheke Island | AnastasiaRas/GETTY IMAGES ©


[image: jpg]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Stonyridge

SIGHTS

2Connells Bay Sculpture Park

3Man O’War Bay

4Motutapu Island

5Onetangi Beach

6Rangitoto Island

7Rotoroa Island

8Tiritiri Matangi

ACTIVITIES

9EcoZip Adventures

10Kayak Waiheke

11Stony Batter Historic Reserve

12Waiheke Bike Shop

13Waiheke Dive

EATING

14Casita Miro

15Ki Māha

16Oyster Inn

17Poderi Crisci

18Three Seven Two

DRINKING

19Goldie Estate

20Man O’ War

21Mudbrick

22Tantalus Estate

23Waiheke Distilling Co




TOP TIP

Operated by Fullers (fullers.co.nz), passenger ferries run from downtown Auckland’s Ferry Building to Waiheke’s Matiatia wharf. Purchase an AT HOP card from Auckland Transport (at.govt.nz) to catch bus 50 to many island destinations. Sealink’s vehicle ferries (sealink.co.nz) leave from Auckland’s Wynyard Quarter and Half Moon Bay in east Auckland.




Auckland’s ‘Island of Wine’

STELLAR WINES NEAR NZ’S BIGGEST CITY

The first wines were coaxed from Waiheke’s coastal terroir in 1978, and now more than 20 tasting rooms feature in Auckland’s biggest wine region (waihekewine.co.nz). Elegant cabernet sauvignon, punchy syrah (shiraz) and fruity merlot were Waiheke’s early viticultural stars – the island’s microclimate is similar to that of Bordeaux – and in recent decades both chardonnay and sauvignon blanc have joined the party.

Founded as Goldwater Estate in 1978, Goldie Estate is Waiheke’s pioneering vineyard. Standouts include its cabernet franc, merlot and Bordeaux-style blends, and the grounds have superb views overlooking Putiki Bay.

Part of a cluster of wineries on Onetangi Rd, Stonyridge is Waiheke’s most famous vineyard, home to world-renowned reds like its iconic Larose, a Bordeaux blend reckoned to be one of NZ’s finest wines. Despite the kudos, it’s a very relaxed spot, so order a bottle of wine and a shared platter, and retreat to a garden cabana. Nearby, Tantalus Estate channels an Iberian ambience, and sophisticated seasonal menus combine with reserve wines including its award-winning Évoque.

If you’ve come by passenger ferry to Matiatia Wharf, it’s around 3km uphill by e-bike or taxi to Mudbrick, a spectacular vineyard and restaurant with harbour views back to Auckland’s CBD.

Pick up the Waiheke Island of Wine map and wine guide when you arrive at the wharf. Visiting Waiheke from Thursday to Sunday is recommended for the widest range of open cellar doors.
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Mudbrick | cktravels.com/Shutterstock ©


EXPLORING THE VINEYARDS

Convenient bus 50 will get you to vineyards and breweries around Onetangi, but for other vineyards and island restaurants, consider a tour, a private shuttle or Fullers’ Hop-On Hop-Off Explorer Bus (fullers.co.nz). If you’re staying awhile, a rental car allows independent adventures.

Ananda Tours (ananda.co.nz) and Waiheke Wine Tours (waiheke-winetours.co.nz) offer wine tours as well as food and distillery experiences.

In Oneroa, the Waiheke Wine Centre sells wine from all of Waiheke’s vineyards. Its sampling system allows customers to purchase pours of various wines.




MORE ON WAIHEKE ISLAND

Eating Well on Waiheke

MEDITERRANEAN FLAVOURS AND LOCAL SEAFOOD

Blessed by the island’s warmer and drier microclimate, eating and drinking well combine seamlessly at the best of Waiheke’s vineyard restaurants, and also at standalone eateries where ocean-fresh seafood is often the star.

Two destination restaurants offer a South Pacific spin on southern European cuisine. Recreating the owners’ travels in Spain, Casita Miro serves up delicious shared tapas and larger raciones. Wines are sourced from Casita Miro’s adjacent vineyard, and the relaxed garden setting is influenced by Spanish design master Antoni Gaudí. Poderi Crisci’s legendary ‘Sunday Long Lunches’ last around four hours, but from Thursday to Monday is also fine to experience its southern-hemisphere slice of Tuscany. The restaurant is in a quiet and remote southern valley, so booking ahead is recommended.

Referencing the first three letters of Waiheke phone numbers, Three Seven Two is a standout along Onetangi Beach. Outdoor tables have ocean views, and shared plates include kingfish tataki and NZ lamb with Sichuan pepper. Nearby, Ki Mahā’s waterfront menu includes freshly shucked treats from Waiheke’s Te Matuku oyster farm, while seafood and local bivalves also star at the Oyster Inn, a relaxed upstairs bistro along Oneroa’s main street. The Oyster Inn’s signature fish and chips with a glass of Passage Rock’s Waiheke sauvignon blanc is a classic Waiheke combo.
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Waiheke oysters | Michael Snell/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEYOND WINE

Part of Tantalus Estate, Alibi Brewing Company enjoys a fast-growing reputation as one of NZ’s best craft breweries. Standout beers include seasonal hazy brews and a superb Bohemian-style pilsner. Enjoy at the restaurant or buy a few cans to take away.

Sprawling, family-friendly The Heke is just up the road from Tantalus and Alibi. Its approachable, refreshing beers are brewed on-site, teamed with great pizza, smash burgers and seasonal shared plates. It’s also the home of Waiheke Whisky. Try a tasting flight of beer or whisky, or a ‘Boilermaker’ combining the two.

Archery, claybird shooting, petanque and giant chess combine with shared platters and local beer and wine amid Wild on Waiheke’s relaxed and unpretentious ambience.



WHERE TO STAY ON WAIHEKE

Fossil Bay Lodge

Good-value options, including rustic cabins, glamping tents and a self-contained apartment. $$

Waiheke Waterfront Lodge

Luxury B&B located near the beach in Oneroa. Owners Pip and Andy have plenty of local knowledge. $$$

Stay Waiheke

Self-contained accommodation around the island, including beachside villas and cute retro cottages. $$$

Getting Active

WALKING, KAYAKING AND AN EXCITING ZIP LINE

If you’ve overindulged on Waiheke’s good food and wine, the island also offers the balance of getting active amid great coastal scenery. With vineyard, native bush and ocean views, EcoZip Adventures’ three separate 200m zip lines make for an exciting ride, and there’s a gentle 1.5km walk back up through native bush after the thrills. Costs include free transfers from Matiatia Wharf or Oneroa if you don’t have your own transport. Booking ahead online (ecozipadventures.co.nz) is essential.

Based near the ferry terminal at Matiatia, Kayak Waiheke (kayakwaiheke.co.nz) offers paddling experiences following the island’s rugged coastline, often exploring remote coves and sand spits inaccessible from the land. Kayaks, paddleboards and e-bikes can all be hired, and guided kayaking tours include half-day coastal explorers and twilight experiences leaving around sunset. The Waiheke Bike Shop (waihekebikeshop.co.nz) also offers e-bike rentals, a good way to tackle the island’s rolling hills when hopping between vineyards. To explore under the waves, Waiheke Dive (waihekedive.com) arranges dive trips and snorkelling experiences. Book ahead for guided snorkelling tours and rental of snorkelling gear, especially on summer weekends.

Walking is also popular on Waiheke, and Te Ara Hura is a 100km network of connected trails taking in coastline, forests, vineyard stops and historic places. Detailed maps are available online at aucklandcouncil.govt.nz. Search for ‘Waiheke Island Walkways’. November’s Waiheke Walking Festival features more than 50 walks themed by food, history or art and culture.


GETTING ARTY

Waiheke is home to many artists, sculptors and craftspeople. Pick up the Waiheke Art Map at the Matiatia Wharf information centre for details of more than 30 artists dotted around the island. Studio opening hours are handily listed, but it’s usually best to phone ahead before visiting.

Galleries to visit around Oneroa include the Waiheke Community Art Gallery (waihekeartgallery.org.nz), open daily with an excellent shop presenting NZ works, and Space Art Gallery (spaceartgallery.co.nz), focusing on Waiheke artists. Walking tours exploring the local art scene are offered by Terra & Tide (terraandtide.co.nz). Held in even-numbered years in March, the biennial Sculpture on the Gulf festival (sotg.nz) features a 2.5km clifftop sculpture walk with up to 30 installations.



WHERE TO GO FOR COFFEE ON WAIHEKE

Island Coffee

Locally roasted beans, loads of vintage vinyl and some of NZ’s best cinnamon brioches.

Betty’s Coffee Cart

Cute retro caravan teaming creamy lattes and flat whites with baked sweet treats.

Akito

Super-healthy plant-based meals – try the Turkish eggs – and the best coffee along Oneroa’s main drag.

Exploring Waiheke’s Eastern End

MILITARY HISTORY, WINE, GIN AND OUTDOOR ART

Exploring Waiheke’s rugged eastern end is best achieved with your own vehicle, but local taxis can arrange drop-offs and pick-ups at recommended stops along the way. If you are driving, be prepared for one-way bridges, narrow and winding roads. and a few bumpy unsealed stretches.


From Onetangi Beach, detour inland onto Waiheke Rd and continue to the Stony Batter Historic Reserve (stonybattertunnels.nz), part of Auckland’s military defence network during WWII. Fascinating guided tours explore gun emplacements and underground tunnels on the hour from Thursday to Sunday. You’ll need to walk for 1km through farmland to the starting point.

From Stony Batter, unsealed roads continue to Man O’War Bay, travelling high above the coast with views of the Coromandel Peninsula on the eastern horizon. Housed in a historic cottage, Man O’War vineyard’s tasting room partners superb wine with shared plates and pizza. Try the Valhalla chardonnay with the barrel-smoked fish pâté. A wharf extends from a safe swimming beach, and Hauraki Gulf views include Pakatoa and Rotoroa Island. Book ahead for two-hour e-bike adventures exploring Man O’War’s farm and vineyards. It also offers convenient Thursday to Sunday bus transfers from Matiatia ferry terminal and Oneroa (manowar.co.nz).

From Man O’War Bay, it’s 5km to Cowes Bay and the Waiheke Distilling Co (waihekedistilling.co.nz), a popular destination for gin cocktails, local oysters, and cheese and charcuterie platters. Island botanicals are harnessed for their gin, and distillery tours can be prebooked. A few dusty corners later is the Connells Bay Sculpture Park (connellsbay.co.nz). Book ahead online for two-hour guided walking tours through a coastal gallery showcasing a superb collection of spectacular outdoor works by NZ artists.
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Onetangi Beach | cktravels.com/SHUTTERSTOK ©


BEST BEACHES

Onetangi

A wonderfully long stretch of white sand at the centre of the island. Good for bodysurfing and boogie-boarding. Three good restaurants make it perennially popular.

Oneroa

The main ‘town’ beach and near good shops and cafes. Popular with mooring yachties across summer. Adjacent Little Oneroa offers good swimming. Look out for Dragonfired’s pizza caravan, open daily in summer and on weekends other months.

Palm Beach

This pretty little horseshoe bay between Oneroa and Onetangi is a locals’ favourite. Join them for coffee and brunch at Arcadia.



FOOD TRUCKS ON WAIHEKE

Indy’s Curry Pot

Traditional curries and Sri Lankan snacks. Very popular, so worth booking ahead for takeaway. $

Waixican

Mexican dishes including tacos, quesadillas and pozole (soup). Near a small food-truck enclave and Thursday night market. $

Island Frenchie

Gourmet burgers and superlative baking with a Gallic spin. Pop next door to Island Gelato for dessert. $


Auckland’s Other Islands

DISCOVER THE HAURAKI GULF’S DIVERSITY

Rangitoto Island was formed around 700 years ago, and its volcanic origin is mentioned in Māori oral histories. Linked by a causeway, neighbouring Motutapu Island is much older at around 178 million years, and was used by Auckland iwi (tribes) for food cultivation. Rangitoto’s forested volcanic cone is reached along the Summit Track, an easygoing, one-hour hike that begins at coastal mangroves before continuing through a jagged lava field and New Zealand’s biggest forest of pōhutukawa trees. En route there’s a short detour to lava tubes created by the island’s eruption. Bring a flashlight. A separate 2½-hour trail explores Motutapu. Search for ‘Rangitoto’ on doc.govt.nz for track information.

Rotoroa Island (rotoroa.org.nz) was once where alcoholics and drug addicts were sent to be rehabilitated, but from 2011 it has been a protected bird sanctuary. Follow trails through regenerating native forests to three excellent swimming beaches, and learn about Rotoroa’s nature, wildlife and history on a guided experience with an island ranger.

Tiritiri Matangi (tiritirimatangi.org.nz) is home to many endangered native birds – almost 80 species in total – including the rare and colourful takahē. Well-maintained paths follow the island’s coastline and run through shaded forests. Join a guided walk to experience the best of the island’s avian chorus. An overnight stay offers the best chance to see little spotted kiwi or kororā (little penguins).
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South Island saddleback, Tiritiri Matangi | Mohamed R. Gohar/SHUTTERSTOK ©


GETTING TO THE ISLANDS

Ferries to both Rangitoto and Rotoroa leave from downtown Auckland’s Ferry Building and are operated by Fullers (fullers.co.nz). Check its website for visitor information, including biosecurity guidelines to protect the islands’ wildlife-sanctuary status. Booking ahead online for ferries is strongly recommended and also secures a discount. There’s nowhere to buy food on either island, so pack your own lunch and snacks.

Explore Group (exploregroup.co.nz) runs year-round ferries to Tiritiri Matangi, also departing from near the Ferry Building. Book ahead online, especially for summer weekends and during school holidays. Note there is a cafe on the island serving a limited range of drinks and snacks.



WHERE TO STAY ON AUCKLAND’S OUTER ISLANDS

Tiritiri Matangi

Comfortable bunkhouse with a kitchen and shared facilities. In the former lighthouse-keeper’s cottage. $

Rotoroa Island

Hostel-style accommodation with shared rooms and cosy and private cottages sleeping up to six. $

Kawau Lodge

Luxury boutique stay on leafy and historic Kawau Island. Reached by ferry from Sandspit and then water taxi. $$$



MATAKANA & AROUND

WINE, CRAFT BEER AND COASTAL SURPRISES


Around 20 years ago, Matakana was a rural village with heritage buildings and a country pub. Now it’s the centre of a cosmopolitan eating and drinking scene – including a farmers market and excellent craft breweries – and a popular weekend destination for visiting Aucklanders. It’s also a convenient base for exploring nearby beaches and some of Auckland’s best regional parks.

The reason for this transformation is Matakana’s wineries. More than 20 vineyards dot the region’s valleys and coastal landscape, many family owned and producing smaller volumes of wine only available exclusively at cellar doors or at Matakana restaurants. Seek out wine from vineyards including Heron’s Flight, Hyperion and Omaha Bay to best experience one of the Auckland region’s smallest and most distinctive winemaking areas.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Cape Rodney-Okakari Point Marine Reserve

ACTIVITIES

2Blue Adventures

3Goat Island Marine Discovery Centre

EATING

4Matakana Village Farmers Market

DRINKING

58 Wired Barrelworks & Taproom

6Sawmill Brewery and Smoko Room

7Vintry




TOP TIP

From Auckland, the Northern Motorway (SH1) bypasses Orewa and Waiwera heading north to Warkworth on the Northern Gateway Toll Rd. Pay online at tollingonline.nzta.govt.nz in advance or within the five days following your journey. Additional infringement fees are charged after 28 days, and rental-car companies follow up if you don’t pay the original toll.



Goat Island

EXPLORING CAPE RODNEY-OKAKARI POINT MARINE RESERVE

Lying 16km northeast of Matakana, this 547-hectare aquatic area also known as Goat Island was established in 1975 as NZ’s first marine reserve. Now the protected area resembles a giant aquarium, reinforcing what the coast must have been like before humans arrived. Step knee-deep into the water to see snapper, blue maomao and stripy parore all swimming around. Interpretive panels explain the area’s Māori significance – it was the landing place of one of the ancestral canoes. There are dive locations all around Goat Island, which sits just offshore, or you can snorkel or dive directly from the beach. Options to explore include trips with Glass Bottom Boat Tours (glassbottomboat.co.nz), and diving tuition and rental of snorkelling gear from Goat Island Dive & Snorkel (goatislanddive.co.nz). Visibility is said to be at least 10m, 75% of the time.
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Goat Island | Joana Kruse/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Goat Island Marine Discovery Centre

GET THE GOSS ON GOAT ISLAND

Staffed by graduate students from the University of Auckland, this centre is packed with interesting exhibitions on the ecosystem of the marine reserve, and is worth visiting before venturing into Goat Island’s waters. Interactive displays and a tide pool full of marine creatures make it an enthralling and educational place for children. Check the website (goatislandmarine.co.nz) for opening hours, usually restricted to summer weekends and school holidays. From Goat Island, it’s 12km northwest on a winding and unsealed road to Pakiri, a popular surfing beach. Eastern horizon views include compact Te Hauturu-o-Toi/Little Barrier Island, a protected bird sanctuary.
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Goat Island Marine Discovery Centre | ChameleonsEye/Shutterstock ©

MORE IN MATAKANA & AROUND


Wine, Craft Beer & More

THE ONLY PLACE TO BE ON SATURDAY MORNING

Around Matakana it’s impossible not to eat and drink very well, with local wine, craft beer and one of the region’s best farmers markets all responsible for consistently luring Aucklanders on the road north.

Held in a shaded location near the Matakana River, Saturday morning’s Matakana Village Farmers Market showcases local treats including cheese, kefir and olives, while Māori-style rēwena bread is good for on-the-road picnics. A few of Matanaka’s vineyards have stands, and the nearby Vintry wine bar specialises in serving and selling local varietals. See matakanawine.co.nz for vineyard and cellar-door listings for the region.

Fans of craft beer should continue along the road to the 8 Wired Barrelworks & Taproom, where one of NZ’s pioneering craft breweries runs the southern hemisphere’s biggest barrel-ageing programme, and also specialises in sour beers crafted with wild yeasts. Partner a five-beer tasting flight with innovative snacks from the food truck at Sculptureum gallery and sculpture garden. Popular beers to try include Hopwired, a punchy pale ale using New Zealand hops, and Wild Feijoa, a sour beer harnessing organic feijoa fruit collected from local farmers.

Good food and beer are the dual focus at the Sawmill Brewery & Smoko Room. Some of NZ’s best brewery food partners with seasonal hazy brews and punchy IPAs and pale ales harnessing the country’s surprising hops, and Sawmill’s relaxed garden bar featuring rural views is a Kiwi classic. The seasonal menu changes regularly, but the cumin flatbread with wild goat is a year-round favourite. Sawmill is renowned throughout New Zealand as being one of the country’s most sustainable brewing operations, and has been awarded B Corp certification for its commitment to the highest standards of environmental, workplace and social accountability.
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AL FRESCO ART

Two interesting destinations for art-loving travellers feature around Matakana.

At the Sculptureum on the road to nearby Omaha Beach – look for the giant pink snails out the front – a pleasingly confounding and contemplative collection of modern art is displayed amid garden trails and indoor galleries. Wines from the Sculptureum’s own vineyard partner with fine dining at its Rothko restaurant.

Located 10km south of Matakana, the Brick Bay Sculpture Trail features an hour-long artistic ramble through the beautiful grounds and native bush of Brick Bay Wines. Follow up with lunch at its architecturally impressive cafe, and ask about the annual ‘Folly’ competition, where an emerging NZ artist is funded to construct their winning design, which is subsequently installed at Brick Bay.



WHERE TO EAT IN MATAKANA & AROUND

Charlie’s Gelato

Gelati and sorbet, often infused with seasonal fruits. Also wood-fired pizza over summer. $

Matakana Oysters

Freshly shucked briny treats sold from a ramshackle roadside shed. Also on local menus. $

Leigh Sawmill

Burgers, tapas and pizza in a garden setting. Check online for regular live music. $$

On-the-Water Adventures

KAYAKING, PADDLEBOARDING AND A GREAT PUB

Beyond eating and drinking very well, there are also opportunities to get active in the region surrounding Matakana. Located at Port Wells en route to Omaha Beach, Blue Adventures (blueadventures.co.nz) offers kitesurfing, paddleboarding and wakeboarding lessons and rentals. The waters of the nearby Omaha estuary are sheltered and calm, making it an ideal spot to learn new on-the-water skills. For overnight accommodation, there are cute off-the-grid glamping tents a five-minute drive from Matakana village at Big Omaha beach. See tepee.co.nz.

Around 25km south of Matakana, Puhoi River Kayak Hire (puhoikayaks.co.nz) hires out kayaks and Canadian canoes for negotiating the 8km along the Puhoi River from Puhoi Village to Wenderholm Regional Park. It’s downstream all the way, making it an achievable experience for most paddlers. Kayaks and paddleboards can also be hired at Wenderholm Beach during NZ’s school holidays in January and February. After kayaking downriver to Wenderholm, transfers are available to return to Puhoi village. Top off the day with a meal and a cold beer at the historic Puhoi Pub, an essential part of the village since 1879. It’s a popular watering hole for groups of weekend motorcyclists.


BEST EAST COAST BEACHES

Matheson Bay

Framed by rocky headlands, the beach at this compact cove slopes away quickly, so it’s usually good for swimming.

Orewa

A 3km stretch of sand framing a popular residential area with good cafes. Nearby Hatfields Beach is quieter and more compact.

Te Haruhi Bay

Lined with pōhutukawa trees, the standout beach at Shakespear Regional Park offers great city and Hauraki Gulf island views.

Anchor Bay

The crowning glory of Tāwharanui Regional Park and the Tāwharanui Peninsula is this 400m-long strip of gleaming sand.



WHERE TO STAY IN MATAKANA & AROUND

BeauRegard Cottages

Three self-contained cottages in a rural Matakana setting. A good base for exploring the area. $$

Matakana Motel

Modern and spacious units and a swimming pool just a short stroll from Saturday’s farmers market. $$

Leigh Central

Motel units and boatshed-style cabins, all with a cool retro sheen. Also overnight campervan parking. $$



AOTEA/GREAT BARRIER ISLAND

STARGAZING, WALKING AND SUSTAINABILITY


Named Aotea (Cloud) by Māori, and Great Barrier by Captain James Cook, this rugged place is NZ’s fourth-largest island (285 sq km). Like the nearby Coromandel Peninsula, it was once a mining, logging and whaling centre, but Aotea’s focus is now on a sustainable future and pristine after-dark attractions.

Designated a Dark Sky Sanctuary by the International Dark-Sky Association in 2017, Aotea/Great Barrier is a brilliant place to observe the night sky. Because there is no mains electricity or street lights – all island residents utilise solar power and batteries – light pollution is minimal, and the 88km separation from Auckland means the big city’s ‘light dome’ has no impact.

An easy flight from NZ’s biggest city, it’s a special destination that’s worth a few nights’ escape.

[image: jpg]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Aotea Conservation Park

2Glenfern Sanctuary

3Hirakimata

SIGHTS

4Aotea Track

5Medlands Beach

6Whangaparapara Harbour

7Windy Canyon

ACTIVITIES

8Kaitoke Hot Springs Track

DRINKING

9Aotea Brewing

10Island Gin

11The Currach Irish Pub

12The Rocks

TRANSPORT

13Motubikes




TOP TIP

Aotea/Great Barrier Island is a 30-minute flight from Auckland with Barrier Air, or a five-hour ocean journey on the Sealink ferry. Flights are occasionally delayed. Contact Go Great Barrier (great-barrierislandtourism.co.nz) for packages incorporating transport, car rental and accommodation.



Windy Canyon & Hirakimata

HIKING HIGH FOR ISLAND-SPANNING VIEWS

Windy Canyon’s 15-minute mini-adventure is Aotea/Great Barrier’s most popular hike. An undulating bush path segues to steep staircases – around 150 steps in total – leading through a narrow canyon and past sheer rock faces to a lookout high above Whangapoua Beach. From the lookout, Palmers Track continues for around three hours to Hirakimata (Mt Hobson; 621m), the island’s highest point, offering even more spectacular views.

After the Stairmaster-like challenge of Hirakimata, schedule a stroll on the 45-minute Kaitoke Hot Springs Track, starting from Whangaparapara Rd and leading to natural hot springs in a bush stream. Check the temperature before getting in and don’t put your head under the water. See doc.govt.nz for trail notes and information on other island tracks.
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Windy Canyon | Photos BrianScantlebury/SHUTTERSTOK ©


Aotea Track

THE HAURAKI GULF’S MOST RUGGED ADVENTURE

Located in the Aotea Conservation Park, a protected area of more than 12,000 hectares, the Aotea Track is a 25km hiking adventure that can be accomplished in three days by well-prepared trampers with good fitness. Steep climbs, stairways and bridges all feature, and overnight stays are in the Department of Conservation’s Mt Heale and Kaiaraara huts. There’s an optional detour to the summit of Hirakimata, and bird species seen and heard include many now only found on NZ’s offshore islands. See doc.govt.nz for detailed Aotea Track information.

Glenfern Sanctuary

SCALE A BUSH-CLAD HILL FOR HARBOUR VISTAS

Overlooking the sheltered harbour of Port Fitzroy, Glenfern Sanctuary (glenfern.org.nz) covers 240 hectares of Aotea’s Kotuku Peninsula. Providing a secure haven for birdlife amid regenerating forest, Glenfern’s highlight is the 90-minute Loop Track, traversing a 2km trail of wooden stairs uphill through sylvan shade to the superb lookout of Sunset Rock. Near the summit, there’s a quick detour to climb into the bough of a 600-year-old kauri tree, and walkers can expect a subtle soundtrack from native birds as they ascend through the bush. Glenfern also offers comfortable accommodation in two restored homesteads, Fitzroy House and Glenfern Cottage.


MORE IN AOTEA/GREAT BARRIER ISLAND

Experience Aotea’s Dark-Sky Sanctuary

SOUTHERN-HEMISPHERE CELESTIAL THRILLS

Based on the progression of the astronomical year, Aotea’s night-sky highlights could include sightings of Jupiter, Venus and Saturn, or subtle and shimmering displays of the Magellanic Clouds and the Milky Way. Guided Look Up & Get Lost Dark Sky Experiences from Good Heavens (goodheavens.co.nz) are conducted by Hilde Hoven and Debra Kilgallon, both ardent and authoritative guides to the pollution-free skies above their remote island home. Their powerful telescope is set up amid the sand dunes fringing Medlands Beach, and participants are also guaranteed a few slices of what just may be NZ’s best chocolate brownie. Booking ahead with Good Heavens for your first night on the island is recommended to allow for maximum flexibility with weather conditions.

Also offering dark-sky explorations, including the opportunity to learn about Maramataka, the traditional Māori lunar calendar, are guided walks to Kaitoke Hot Springs with Phoebe Ngawaka from Star Treks (startreks.kiwi). Phoebe was raised on Aotea and is a member of the island’s Ngāti Rehua Ngātiwai ki Aotea iwi. Other Star Treks experiences – often led by co-owner Benny Bellerby, also born and raised on the island – include a full-day hike to the island’s summit, a guided e-bike tour of the scenic coasts, and discovering a former whaling station on Whangaparapara Harbour. And because it’s Aotea/Great Barrier, organic and sustainably sourced snacks and drinks are usually on hand for island refreshment.
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BEST BEACHES

Beaches on Aotea’s west coast are sheltered and safe, but care should be taken on the island’s surf-pounded eastern beaches.

Medlands Beach

Aotea’s most beautiful sandy arc is very accessible and framed by twin headlands. Dolphins occasionally play in the surf.

Mulberry Grove

Excellent beach for swimming, kayaking and paddleboarding, with a children’s playground and a cafe for summertime ice-cream treats.

Awana

One of Aotea’s best surfing beaches. The nearby Awana estuary is a haven for endangered birds. Be vigilant about rips in the surf.



WHERE TO STAY ON AOTEA/GREAT BARRIER

XSPOT

Spacious and modern one-bedroom apartment with spectacular 270-degree southern Pacific views. $$$

Alice’s Seaside Cottages

Two historic harbourfront ‘baches’ (cottages) renovated and restored with style and care. $$$

Destination Great Barrier Island

The official tourism website (greatbarrier.co.nz) is an excellent bookings resource. $$

Sustainable Aotea/Great Barrier

EVERYTHING’S GONE GREEN

Making the most of the island’s isolation and off-the-grid status, Aotea/Great Barrier is increasingly attracting entrepreneurs keen to develop a sustainable future.

Harnessing native bush botanicals and other local ingredients including citrus fruits and wild honey, Andi Ross from Island Gin crafts artisan spirits in her shimmering copper still. Visits to her tasting room are by appointment only (from 11am to 2pm Friday to Sunday), but her globally awarded gins are available at The Rocks bottle shop in Claris, or starring in one of NZ’s best gin and tonics at the Currach, Aotea’s popular Irish pub. Check out Island Gin’s unique bottles, made of recycled glass, and shaped to resemble a kina (sea urchin).

Also available at the Currach and in refillable flagons at The Rocks are island-brewed craft beers from Aotea Brewing (aoteabrewing.co.nz). Most popular is its hoppy Solar Charged American pale ale. There’s plenty of cool merch – including T-shirts and caps – for sale at The Rocks, and Aotea Brewing’s Summer Sessions outdoor gigs across January are very popular. Check its website for details.

Offering a unique solar-powered way to explore the island are sturdy electric motorcycles from Motubikes. They’re equally at home on unsealed roads, and chatty owner Seagar can arrange drop-off and pick-up services around the island. He’s also got plenty of ideas of where to go exploring. Handily, Motubikes can be rented with a normal driver’s license, and its setup is conveniently located near the airport.


AOTEA’S ACTIVE & ARTY SIDE

Aquahut

Kayak and paddleboard hire for exploring around Mulberry Grove. Based at the nearby Sunset Waterfront Lodge.

Crazyhorse Trike Tours

Tour Aotea on the back of a motorised trike. Owner Steve Billingham is well versed in island history and anecdotes.

Hooked on Barrier

Take in Aotea’s soaring peaks and arcing beaches from the ocean on fishing and sightseeing tours.

Aotea Community Art Gallery

Look for the colourful ocean buoy outside this heritage cottage showcasing local arts and crafts. Ask for directions to other studios and workshops dotted around the island.



WHERE TO EAT ON AOTEA/GREAT BARRIER

My Fat Puku

Welcoming garden cafe with an outdoor pizza oven and summery craft beer. $$

Swallow

Burgers piled high with fresh ingredients served from a roadside caravan. Try the pulled-pork burger. $

The Currach

Pub classics, plate-covering servings of fish and chips, and occasional live gigs with a Celtic and folky bent. $$



SOUTH & EAST AUCKLAND

EXPLORING AUCKLAND’S MORE REMOTE PERIMETER


Auckland’s southern and eastern edges are often overlooked by visitors. If you’re equipped with a car and a sense of adventure, it’s a rewarding area to explore, with Auckland’s lesser-visited regional parks, and coastal scenery ranging from white-sand coves to black-sand beaches.

Drive the tree-shaded curves of the Pōhutukawa Coast on a weekday, stopping at Mataitai Bay in Waitawa Regional Park, and you’ll probably have the beach all to yourself. In the Hunua Ranges Regional Park, a forest-clad waterfall and bushwalks make it difficult to believe you’re still within the boundaries of NZ’s biggest city.

On the Āwhitu Peninsula, windswept surf beaches mirror the ragged coastline north of the Manukau Heads in West Auckland, and from the Manukau Heads Lighthouse, the harbour’s entrance is revealed to be wild and treacherous. Reinforcing Āwhitu’s duality, rural roads on the peninsula’s eastern side lead to the sheltered bays of Āwhitu Regional Park.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Hunua Ranges Regional Park

SIGHTS

2Āwhitu Peninsula

3Āwhitu Regional Park

4Duder Regional Park

5Hunua Falls

6Karioitahi

7Manukau Heads Lighthouse

8Tāpapakanga Regional Park

9Waitawa Regional Park




TOP TIP

Enlivened by the crimson blooms of pōhutukawa trees across summer, the serpentine route from Beachlands via Maraetai to Duder Regional Park is dubbed the ‘Pōhutukawa Coast’. Buy fish and chips at Maraetai and stop at roadside picnic spots for an outdoor feast. Views across the Hauraki Gulf include the low-slung profile of Waiheke Island.




Hunua Ranges Regional Park

FOREST WALKS AND A SPECTACULAR WATERFALL

Just 52km from downtown Auckland, Hunua Ranges Regional Park is both Auckland’s largest area of native forest, and also the city’s biggest regional park. Popular walks include the Hunua Falls Path, an easy 800m stroll to Hunua Falls, a spectacular 30m-high cascade on the Wairoa River. It’s a favourite with wedding photographers, so don’t be surprised to see newlyweds being snapped with the waterfall as backdrop.

Another good walking trail is the Cossey-Massey Loop Track, a more challenging but still very achievable 8.3km trail leading to views of Cosseys Reservoir, one of the main sources of Auckland’s water supply. Look forward to plenty of steps, but the trail is well marked and well maintained. Both the Hunua Falls Path and the Cossey-Massey Loop Track meander through native bush, with ferns and centuries-old trees making up a forested landscape illuminated by diffuse and dappled sunlight.

It’s a popular place for a picnic, so stock up the ‘chilly bin’ – NZ slang for a cooler box – and have lunch near the waterfall or beside the river. Try to visit Hunua Ranges Regional Park on a weekday, as the most popular tracks can get busy at weekends. Mountain biking is also popular in the park. Search for ‘Hunua Ranges Regional Park’ at aucklandcouncil.govt.nz for more information on visiting. Note that swimming at Hunua Falls is dangerous, and several people have tragically drowned at the location in recent years.
>
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Hunua Falls | Andrew Korson/Shutterstock ©


PROTECTING THE FOREST

Like the Waitākere Ranges Regional Park west of Auckland, the forests of the Hunua Ranges have also been impacted by the dieback disease affecting the region’s towering kauri trees. Remember to clean your shoes thoroughly at the cleaning stations at the entry and exit points of trailheads. Search for ‘Protect our kauri trees’ on aucklandcouncil.govt.nz for a detailed and up-to-date map of which tracks are open or closed around the Auckland region.




MORE IN SOUTH & EAST AUCKLAND

East Auckland’s Regional Parks

SHELTERED BAYS AND COASTAL VIEWS

Favourites with Aucklanders are a trio of regional parks to the east of the city. Hauraki Gulf and island views come as standard, there are spots for swimming and relaxing, and weekday visitors often have the parks’ quiet coves and clifftop walking tracks all to themselves. It’s an area best explored with your own vehicle.

East of Maraetai along the gently winding Pōhutukawa Coast is Duder Regional Park. Traversing paddocks and pasture, the Duder Sustainable Trail (4km) showcases the sustainable practices used on the park’s farm, and its Whakakaiwhara Point location has views across the Firth of Thames to the forested Coromandel Peninsula.

Northeast of the gentrifying rural village of Clevedon, oysters are farmed in sheltered Kauri Bay, and Waitawa Regional Park is an essential stop before reaching Kawakawa Bay. Four walking tracks loop around Waitawa’s three headlands and it’s a popular camping stop on the Te Ara Moana kayak trail, a self-guided sea-kayak experience along Auckland’s southeastern coastline. From the park’s beachfront car park, make the short walk to Waitawa’s historic wharf.

Past Kawakawa Bay and Ōrere Point, Auckland’s most scenic regional park is revealed at Tāpapakanga. The undulating Tāpapakanga Coastal Walk (7.5km) combines coastal and rural views, usually including a few curious sheep and cows, and in February Tāpapakanga hosts the Splore festival, a popular celebration of music, dance and the arts.
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CLEVEDON VILLAGE FARMERS MARKET

Adding an artisan and gourmet accent to Clevedon is this popular weekend farmers market. Enjoy a breakfast of coffee and empanadas or bacon-and-egg rolls with fresh juices, and stock up on local buffalo mozzarella, smoked fish and sourdough bread for a picnic. Check out its Facebook page to create your own foodie hit list. Loads of locals bring along their dogs, so maybe find a temporary canine companion to fit right in on a Sunday morning.



WHERE TO EAT IN SOUTH & EAST AUCKLAND

Clevedon Coast Oysters

Beef and oyster pies and deep-fried seafood treats from a summer-only Food Galley caravan. $

Hallertau

Wood-fired pizza, tasty bar snacks and craft beer served in a spacious Clevedon beer garden. $$

The Churchyard

Coffee, kombucha and freshly baked treats a short walk from the beach at Kawakawa Bay. $

A Day on the Āwhitu Peninsula

HISTORY AND CROSS-HARBOUR VIEWS

For most visitors to NZ, their sole experience of the Āwhitu Peninsula is as their flight from Australia or Southeast Asia descends over Auckland’s west coast to land at the city’s international airport. Stretching from the Tasman’s entrance into Manukau Harbour south to where the Waikato River, NZ’s longest, flows into the sea, it’s a spectacular part of the Auckland region best seen beyond seat 55H on NZ127 from Melbourne.

Located via sealed and unsealed roads at the peninsula’s northwestern tip, the Manukau Heads Lighthouse (manukauheadslighthouse.org.nz) is the ideal place to take in the area’s coastal grandeur. From the squat lighthouse, built in 2000 as a replica of the 1874 original, views across the harbour include rugged Whatipu Beach in West Auckland, and information boards tell the story of the HMS Orpheus, NZ’s worst-ever maritime tragedy, when a naval corvette foundered at the entrance to the harbour in 1863, with the loss of 189 lives. From the lighthouse car park, follow the path uphill through farmland to a hilltop sculpture referencing the ancestry of the local Ngāti Te Ata Māori iwi.

On the peninsula’s sheltered inner harbour, Āwhitu Regional Park is popular for boating and swimming, while Karioitahi is a wild and windswept west-coast surf beach on the southern boundary separating Auckland and the Waikato region. From central Auckland to the lighthouse is around 100km and takes two hours’ driving, so make a day of it.


GLENBROOK VINTAGE RAILWAY

All aboard for one of the Auckland region’s best heritage experiences. Running across a 7.5km stretch of the historic Waiuku Branch Line from Glenbrook to Waiuku, the Glenbrook Vintage Railway departs from the lovingly restored Glenbrook station – you’ll be welcomed by conductors decked out in period garb. Wood-panelled and open-air carriages are equally true to heritage detail, and the 65-minute steam-train journey takes in farmland and arched bridges. Spend time exploring the historic town of Waiuku before catching the train back to Glenbrook. Trains run on selected Sundays and public holidays. See gvr.org.nz for the latest schedule.



WHERE TO STAY IN SOUTH & EAST AUCKLAND

Castaways Resort

Glamping, modern chalets and a day spa high above the Tasman Sea surf at Karioitahi. $$$

Kitenga Luxury B & B

Brilliant rural and coastal views and a swimming pool combine with architectural excellence near Clevedon. $$$

Ōrere Point Top 10 Holiday Park

Riverside, leafy campsites and cottages. A good option on the coastal route to Coromandel. $




BAY OF ISLANDS & NORTHLAND

THE WINTERLESS NORTH

Things start to get truly tropical north of Auckland, and the top of the country tops the list for beaches, camping and aquatic adventures.
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Whare waka (canoe house), Waitangi Treaty Grounds | ChameleonsEye/shutterstock ©, Shown courtesy of Waitangi Treaty Grounds.

The Bay of Islands is not only an area of exceptional natural splendour – it also plays an integral role in the story of modern New Zealand. It was here that a growing mass of mostly European would-be settlers established the first colonial foothold on these scenic South Pacific shores…and promptly turned their landing spot into an infamously lawless ‘hellhole’. It was also here in 1840 that, on behalf of the British Crown, those same tauiwi (non-indigenous settlers) inked the nation’s foundational Treaty alongside a collection of leaders from various iwi (tribes). While the Treaty/Te Tiriti continues to be a source of occasional political contention, the bay in which it was signed has, thankfully, been somewhat restored to the tranquility of its pre-hellhole days. Visit the sprawling Waitangi Treaty Grounds, set sail on the turquoise waters, or imagine yourself transported back to the colonial frontier in seaside Russell.

Wider Northland is expansive, eclectic and refreshingly less developed. If you have private transport and are willing to spend time behind the wheel, you’ll be surprised how many awe-inspiring experiences and world-class destinations the ‘winterless North’ has to offer: from sandboarding down towering dunes, gaping at the enormous kauri ‘giants of the forest’ and deep-sea diving in crystal-clear waters, all the way to artsy hideaways and wine-drenched gastronomy.
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lighthouse, Cape Reinga | Nazar Abbas Photography/getty images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

BAY OF ISLANDS

A nation born from turquoise waters.

MANGŌNUI

Historic gateway to the ocean.

WHANGĀREI

A hub for art, food and nature.




Find Your Way

Northland is deceptively vast, and further from Auckland than many are inclined to think. The further you roam, the smaller the settlements and more spartan the facilities. Fortunately, the beach is never far away!



[image: jpg]


Plan Your Time

Travel times can be longer than expected in Northland. Cruise your way through rural settlements, where breathtaking beaches beckon and history lessons await.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• The sprawling Waitangi Treaty Grounds feature multiple museums, landmarks and vistas, oozing with artefacts, memoirs and interesting information. Alternatively, dip your toes into the crystal clear waters of the Bay of Islands for a full-spectrum aquatic adventure: from sailing and kayaking to snorkelling and island trips, with most tours going past the famed Hole in the Rock. Finish the day off with a self-guided walking tour of Russell, followed by dinner and a pint at the Duke of Marlborough.




Three Days to Travel Around

• If you spent the day at Waitangi Treaty Grounds, spend the next day out on the water, or vice versa. Challenge yourself and spend a night under canvas on the hiking trail to Cape Brett for stunning ocean vistas, or opt for a more leisurely walk from the Treaty Grounds to the Haruru Falls. Take a day to recharge by driving the 20 short minutes to Kerikeri, lunching at leafy Marsden Estate or the lively Plough & Feather. Spend a night on Aroha Island, a sanctuary islet where a wilderness walk after dusk may yield a kiwi encounter.




If You Have More Time

• Northland’s best necessitates a road trip. After spending a couple of days in the Bay of Islands, venture northward, sparing a night or two for Mangōnui and the barely-touched Karikari Peninsula. Drive until the road runs out at Cape Reinga, then heel-turn to the south to learn what a true coastal highway looks like at Ninety Mile Beach. Stop in for some sandboarding fun at the Te Paki Giant Sand Dunes, then travel back down the western Kauri Coast, where the road is dwarfed by towering trees. Finish up at the magical Kai Iwi Lakes for idyllic lakeside camping.



Seasonal Highlights

Mild temperatures give the region year-round appeal. Some smaller towns hibernate during the quieter months, though, so book ahead. The ocean is at its warmest between January and March.

January

Welcome the new year with the Waipu Highland Games, a Scottish festival complete with tartan, bagpipes and competitive spirit.
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February

New Zealand’s national holiday, Waitangi Day, is marked on 6 February, with a lively festival at the Waitangi Treaty Grounds.
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March

A great time for a road trip: ocean temperatures are still inviting and there’s less competition for campsites and beach spots.
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June

Important in Māori culture, the rising of the Matariki constellation is now nationally recognised and celebrated, especially in Northland.
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July

The four day family-friendly Russell Birdman festival encourages costumed punters to leap from the jetty.
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August

The Jazz and Blues Festival marks the only time of year the ocean plays second fiddle in the Bay of Islands.
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November

Summer temperatures arrive early up here, and so too does the camping and beaching season.
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BAY OF ISLANDS
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The Bay of Islands, Northland’s crown jewel and the birthplace of modern New Zealand, will draw you in with its vaunted history and keep you with its postcard-ready radiance. Think white-sand beaches, tiny red bursts of pōhutukawa blossoms, leaping dolphins in turquoise bays and must-visit seaside idylls. Paihia has more accommodation options than its sleepier counterpart Russell, just a short ferry ride across the shimmering bay.

The magic truly takes hold once you’re out on the water, exploring the untouched beaches of the bay’s 150-plus islands. Take a cruise, fishing charter or paddle board, or take the plunge and dive into pristine waters. History buffs will also have their hands full with the nearby Waitangi Treaty Grounds, where New Zealand’s founding document was agreed between iwi and the Crown, and a wealth of other culturally significant sites and stories within striking distance.
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TOP TIP

The Bay of Islands is a cluster of small towns, rather than having a single epicentre. Public transport links are decent, however, and a simple ferry ride separates the twin centres of Paihia and Russell. Paihia is the more lively sibling, with broader accommodation and hospitality options.





WALK RUSSELL’S WATERFRONT
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Russell was once nicknamed the ‘hellhole of the Pacific’ – something that will shock its modern visitors! Thankfully, the lawlessness that earned New Zealand’s first ever capital its debauched reputation has been consigned to the history books, and the Russell of today is a charming seaside town brimming with eateries, boutiques, souvenirs and history. Perfect for those who want a break from the balmy northern sunshine, Russell is easily reached by ferries running every 10 minutes from Paihia. Disembark at the wharf, veer right and walk along The Strand, passing the 1 Town Hall and local cinema on the left before reaching signs for the 2 Russell Museum. Step inside for a fascinating cache of videos, photographs and even a digital map to demonstrate the region’s history. Continue along The Strand to the 3 Pompallier Mission and Printery, built in 1842, which offers tours to demonstrate the traditional printing and bookbinding process. Doubling back, next up is the pretty chapel of 4 Christ Church, the country’s oldest (built in 1836). Running parallel to the beachfront one street back, 5 York Street features restaurants, galleries and shops. Take a left on Cass Street to rejoin The Strand, then head north to the magnificent 6 Duke of Marlborough, the country’s earliest hotel and licensed pub (from 1827). Grab a pint or re-energise with a pub meal, before continuing north past the ancient 7 Morton Bay Fig Tree. At the northern tip of the bay, a 1.6km walking track can be accessed at low tide up to 8 Flagstaff Hill, the site where legendary chief Hōne Heke chopped down the British flagpole four times in protest of colonial rule. Today the hilltop is more peaceful, serving up expansive views over Russell and the turquoise waters of the bay.





TOP SIGHT
Waitangi: Where a Nation Was Born

New Zealand’s most historically significant site, the Waitangi Treaty Grounds are where, in 1840, Māori leaders and the British Crown laid the foundations for the modern state of New Zealand with the flourish of a quill. Today the Grounds are a repository of stories and artefacts, an enduring reminder of a pioneering union between colonial and indigenous peoples, which has not been without its challenges.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan the QR code for opening hours, admission prices and other information.
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Waitangi Treaty Grounds

TAKE A TOUR

Just shy of an hour in duration, a tour is the best way to kick off your visit to the Grounds. Many of the local guides are direct descendants of Treaty signatories, giving unique weight to their anecdotes, memories and insight. The guides are also extremely knowledgeable in native flora and fauna, as well as traditional Māori customs and way of life.


DON’T MISS

Te Kōngahu museum

Te Rau Aroha museum

A guided tour

Cultural performance at Te Whare Rūnanga

The Treaty House

The flagstaff

The picturesque grounds



Cultural performances

Every cultural performance begins with a traditional Māori welcome (pōwhiri). Indigenous culture is then showcased through song and dance, including a haka, and a skilfully rhythmic dance performed with balls attached to flax strings, known as poi. Performances last around 30 minutes and, following the show, there will be an opportunity to engage with the artists for questions and photos.


Te Whare Rūnanga

The House of Assembly is the most stunning and intricate building at the Grounds, and the venue for the cultural performance. Erected in 1940 to mark the centenary of the Treaty, it symbolises the partnership between the Māori and the British Crown. The building faces the Treaty House and is adorned with detailed carvings inside and out.

Treaty House

Also referred to as the ‘residency’, the Treaty House was home to James Busby, first British Resident and representative of the British government. Remarkably, the house arrived as a kitset from Australia, and Busby assembled it himself (although we suspect some preservation work has been done since then!). Nowadays, the house educates visitors about British colonisation.


Waitangi Day Public Holiday

Aotearoa New Zealand’s national day, known as Waitangi Day, is on 6 February. At the Grounds, a dawn service kicks off the day’s festivities, followed by live performances, workshops, over 150 market stalls and activities for the kids. It’s customary for NZ’s prime minister to be invited to visit the nearby marae (meeting house) – so keep an eye out for dignitaries!



Flagstaff

The exact spot where ink hit parchment is marked by a flagstaff flying three ensigns: the current NZ flag, the British Union flag and the original flag of the United tribes of NZ. The real highlight, however, is the flagstaff’s vantage point – a panoramic view of the bay.

Te Rau Aroha Museum

The newest addition to the Grounds is the Te Rau Aroha museum, opened in 2020. Te Rau Aroha is a term of respect given to people who embody courage and service – a fitting name for a museum commemorating the service and sacrifice of Māori in the NZ Armed Forces. The maiden exhibition is entitled the Price of Citizenship. Its three galleries focus on chronology, personal testimonials and remembrance.

Te Kōngahu Museum

A contemporary museum designed to blend in with its surroundings, Te Kōngahu is a must-visit at Waitangi. It weaves together stories, videos and taonga (cultural treasures) to comprehensively showcase the role of the Treaty in the past, present and future of Aotearoa New Zealand. Learn about the events leading up to the signing of the Treaty, the Crown’s subsequent transgressions, and the reactionary protest movement that led to the current process of state redress for injustices.


TOP TIPS

• Schedule your cultural show to be right after your guided tour. The tour ends where the cultural show is performed.

• Each ticket is valid for two consecutive days, so consider splitting your visit – there’s a lot to take in.

• Each tour group has to volunteer a representative at the pōwhiri – don’t be shy!

• Try to correctly pronounce Māori words when possible. Ask for guidance; no-one will be offended by someone making an effort.

• Don’t be alarmed if a local offers you their nose by way of greeting: this is known as a hongi, and is traditional in Māori culture.



Ceremonial Waka

Once a year on Waitangi Day, the world’s largest ceremonial canoe (waka), Ngātokimatawhaorua, is launched into the bay. Requiring a minimum of 76 paddlers and weighing more than 6 tons when dry, the waka is on display in dry docks for the rest of the year in the waka house – and yes, you can touch!




Fresh Approach to the Falls

HIKE OR KAYAK HARURU FALLS

Haruru Falls (haruru means ‘roar’ or ‘noise’ in te reo Māori) is a horseshoe-shaped cascade on Paihia’s outskirts, conveniently accessible from a roadside carpark. But let’s face it – you didn’t come to New Zealand because it was convenient! The best way to see the falls is by the same means as they were accessed by Māori, missionaries and traders in bygone centuries, when the lagoon marked the spot of New Zealand’s first bustling river port: on foot or by sea.

The on-foot option is a 6km stroll that begins across from the Waitangi Treaty Grounds. After briefly hugging the golf course, the track plunges into dense native bush alongside the banks of the Waitangi River, following a traditional route that previously linked nine (now disestablished) Māori village settlements. The trail soon turns to boardwalk as you draw closer to your destination, providing a rare opportunity to pass through mature mangrove forest – usually notoriously inaccessible terrain.

If you’re less of a landlubber, the falls are also a popular destination for paddlers. Organised tours usually run for 3 to 5 hours from Waitangi (with plenty of time for exploring), but a more direct paddler can reach the falls in an hour or less. Glide through the sheltered waters of the Waitangi Estuary, navigate the mangrove forest and keep your eyes peeled for abundant birdlife (including kingfishers, herons and shags).
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OPERATORS APLENTY

Talk to your tour operator about kayaking one way and walking the other, so you get to experience the best of both worlds. Common operators include Bay of Islands Cruise & Kayak, Coastal Kayakers and Bay of Islands Kayaking. These operators offer a range of kayaking trips, including exploring the different islands in the bay and their gorgeous untouched beaches. For those not wanting to kayak or hike, It is also possible to drive to the falls, which are just a few minutes’ walk from the carpark. Walking along the road is not advised, as there is no footpath and it is not suitable for pedestrians.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE BAY OF ISLANDS

Haka Lodge Backpackers

Very central hostel in Paihia ranging from modern dorms to private rooms with bathroom. $

Russell Top 10 Holiday Park

Conveniently located, well maintained campsite with tidy cabins and good views over the bay. $$

Duke of Marlborough Hotel

A recently renovated historic hotel, situated opposite the water and with a pub downstairs. $$$

A Caper to the Rock

MOTUKŌKAKO BY LAND OR SEA

Don’t let the decidedly austere name deter you – there’s a reason that the Hole in the Rock is included in every Bay of Islands bucket list. The ‘rock’ in question is Motukōkako Island (or Piercy Island, as named by Captain Cook), an uninhabited islet with towering rocky bluffs resembling impenetrable ramparts, a ruined castle in the sea. And the ‘hole’? A vaulted sea-arch bored through the castle’s base, just big enough to squeeze a tour boat through.

Impressive though it is, the Hole in the Rock serves as just one part of a broader nautical adventure. The Bay of Islands is an ocean-lover’s paradise, and some of the best ways to get to the Hole in the Rock are by jet boat, kayak or sailboat. Choose from a number of operators in Paihia or Russell and enjoy a spot of snorkelling or parasailing along the way, or simply relax on deck, wine in hand, spotting dolphins, seals and birdlife.

For those prone to seasickness, there is a path less travelled: the thoroughly worthwhile hike to Cape Brett. The 16km trail follows the spine of the cape and is challenging, terminating at a historic lighthouse presiding over Motukōkako Island. It’s a two-day undertaking, but the commanding coastal views are a worthy trade-off for aching muscles.

Along the trail, take the opportunity to swim or snorkel at the pristine Deep Water Cove, alongside the shipwreck of the HMSNZS Canterbury. Sleep overnight in the DOC hut (the old lighthouse keeper’s cabin; bookings are essential) and either hike out or catch a water taxi back to get a close-up look at the Hole in the Rock.


INDIGENOUS BATTLES

Māori legend tells of warriors paddling through the Hole in the Rock, believing that water dripping from the roof above would anoint them with fortune on the battlefield. So don’t be too put out if you happen to catch a trickle down your back! In recent years, a more ideological battle has been unfolding between local iwi and tour operators, grounded in the claim that iwi, as the stewards of Motukōkako, should receive compensation for the passage of each boat through the hole. Discussions are ongoing, but it might be that in the future a fee is added on by operators.




GETTING AROUND

Air New Zealand flies to Kerikeri from Auckland, otherwise drive or bus up from the big smoke. Paihia is a 25 minute drive south of Kerikeri, and has a pedestrian ferry that runs to Russell every hour. If you need your wheels in Russell, take the car ferry from Ōpua (5km from Paihia) to Okiato (8km from Russell). Paihia’s attractions are pedestrian-friendly, including the Waitangi Treaty Grounds.






Beyond Bay of Islands
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A patchwork of rural villages, orchards, creative stores and of course more beaches quilt the wider Bay of Islands.


When you’re not out sailing the Bay of Islands’ glorious tides or seeing living history at Waitangi and Russell, the Bay of Islands region has plenty more to offer. Kerikeri, steeped in history, is a mecca for foodies and artisans alike, leveraging the subtropical climate to support a thriving local-produce scene (spearheaded by the prized avocado). The Twin Coast Cycle Trail is a pleasant two-day bike ride through rolling countryside and native bush, linking the Pacific and Tasman Seas. There are numerous worthy stops along the way, including the country’s most photographed toilets. If you’re more into staying put (and quiet), camp out for the chance to spot kiwis on beguiling Aroha Island.
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Twin Coast Cycle Trail | Steve Todd/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Freshly caught seafood doesn’t have far to travel to your plate, so dive right in to any seafood menu.




Kerikeri by Artisan

CRAFTS, WINE AND FOOD

Just 25 minutes’ drive north of Paihia and largely spared the tourism spotlight, Kerikeri retains a refreshing local authenticity.

In a town surrounded by orchards, the perfect way to start the day is by foraging for fresh produce. The Bay of Islands Farmers Market convenes each Sunday morning, offering up oranges, avocados, kiwifruit and plenty of other fresh pickings. On Saturday mornings the Old Packhouse Market allows local artisans, winemakers and farmers to proffer their wares, with fresh coffee and pastry stalls to fuel the throng.

Just beyond the outskirts of town, you’ll find sun-kissed beaches and bountiful orchards. You’ll also find plenty of perfect places to while away the rare rainy afternoon, including creative galleries, Kiwiana crafts, jewellery stores, and the delightfully novel combination of ceramics and fudge at Get Fudged & Keriblue Ceramics. Specialist arts trail maps are available from the information centre, or simply joyride the country roads and be led into temptation.

Finishing the day with a vino comes naturally in Kerikeri. Northland’s prized red chambourcin grape is understated, underrated and flourishes in subtropical humidity. Pioneering missionary Samuel Marsden planted the country’s first vines here in 1819, and his legacy endures at Marsden Estate, offering tastings and long lunches on its leafy, lakeside terrace. For a more relaxed atmosphere, Kainui Road Vineyard serves up boutique wine and craft beer, and frequently hosts outdoor gigs.
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FOR ART’S SAKE

The Wharepuke Sculpture Trail (entry by koha/donation) displays a collection of over 40 sculptures from local and not-so-local artists in the serene setting of the Wharepuke Garden. It’s nothing fancy, but the 1km trail is a pretty stroll through gardens and will be enjoyed by art and nature enthusiasts alike. Another popular art trail, this one best taken by car, is the Kerikeri Open Art Studios Trail (KOAST). Originally an annual event, pandemic-fuelled interruptions have resulted in the trail becoming a year-round event – an unexpected upside! Check the website for more details.



PLACES TO EAT IN KERIKERI

Plough & Feather

Beautiful English-style gastro pub offering great food, local beer and live music on the regular. $$

Rusty Tractor

Serving Supreme coffee, decadent breakfasts and an outdoor area the kids will never want to leave. $$

Cafe Jerusalem

Serving generous portions of authentic Israeli food at reasonable prices – don’t miss the meze platters. $$



CYCLING TRIP
Coast-to-Coast on Two Wheels

Have you ever travelled coast-to-coast, from the shores of one ocean to another, purely on your own pedal power? The Twin Coast Cycle Trail does just that, over a not-too-demanding and oh-so-rewarding 87km journey. Linking Ōpua in the east to snaking Hokianga Harbour in the west, the trail navigates a diversity of landscapes, stopping off at towns packed with charm, not crowds. Book transport, bikes and accommodation well in advance.
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Kawakawa’s Hundertwasser-designed toilets | TravellingFatman/shutterstock ©

1 Ōpua

A cutesy port town with a large marina and ferries to Russell. At the time of writing, the Ōpua to Kawakawa portion of this trail was closed while restoration work is undertaken on the vintage railway. Until an alternative route opens, start or end your ride at Kawakawa – check before you ride!

The Ride: From Baffin Street, travel marina-side past a mangrove-lined estuary. Follow vintage railway tracks across Long Bridge and through a tunnel to the quaint Taumarere Station. Total: 11km.

2 Kawakawa

A vibrant town, featuring the country’s most photographed toilets. Designed by famous Austrian artist Hundertwasser, the toilets are adorned with Gaudi-like mosaic tiles, sculptures and cobblestone floors. (If you like Hundertwasser, check out the new Hundertwasser Art Centre in Whangārei.) Browse colourful cafes, gift shops, a museum and an art gallery. Watch out for the steam train which, in typical small-town-NZ fashion, shares the main street with traffic.


The Ride: Depart Kawakawa station and follow a gravel road past a disused wood mill. Gradually climb through farmland and native forest to the Orauta Stream suspension bridges and past the Kaikohe Aerodrome. Total: 34km.
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3 Kaikohe

Marking the halfway point, farm town Kaikohe is awash with pit-stop options. Relax in the authentic Waiariki Hot Pools at nearby Ngawha Springs, ideal for those weary legs after a day in the saddle. Explore the Kaikohe Pioneer Village: a 5-acre open-air museum detailing the area’s history.

The Ride: Head east, ascending to the trail’s summit with views spanning Hokianga Harbour to Mt Hikurangi. Travel through the Tahuna Tunnel and then head downhill to Lake Omapere. Total: 14km.

4 Ōkaihau

Ōkaihau is a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it community serviced only by a cafe, a takeaway shop, a small supermarket and public toilets. On Settlers Way, there are churches and a war memorial to explore, each with informative storyboards.

The Ride: Follow Settlers Way through more farmland, before reaching a series of switchbacks. Cycle riverside to a pleasant 1200m boardwalk, which snakes through a mangrove estuary to the Hokianga Harbour. Total: 28km.

5 Horeke

A harbourside town steeped in history. The Twin Coast Cycle Trail ends at the Mangungu Mission House (a heritage site). The town’s much-loved tavern is one of the country’s oldest, and Wesleyan Mission House also warrants a nosey, crammed with significant relics and overlooking the Hokianga harbour. Wairere Boulders offer a spot to swim, walking trails, a cafe and accommodation.




Camp out with Kiwis

ON THE ISLANDS OF LOVE

Aroha Island (the island of love) is a secluded pocket of paradise 12km northeast of Kerikeri. The island is a refuge for a wide range of flora and fauna, including several resident kiwi. With opportunities for camping, walking and swimming, it’s the perfect place for a wilderness retreat and to see Aotearoa’s reclusive nocturnal mascot.

Vehicles can reach the island via a permanent causeway through mangrove forest. At only 12 hectares, two feet is all you need to cover the island, but bring supplies if you want to sleep over – with options to camp, glamp or stay in a rental home. Nab a campsite down by the shelly beach and skim stones on Kerikeri inlet from the comfort of your tent.

The 30-minute bush walk around the island includes informative storyboards to help identify the native trees. Bird enthusiasts might need longer, as there will almost certainly be activity to observe. From kingfishers and herons to the much loved tui, birdsong is the trail’s favoured soundtrack.

Sleeping over affords visitors the chance to spot a kiwi in the wild, an experience that escapes even many New Zealanders. Ask at the Eco Centre for up-to-date information about where the kiwi are hanging out and once it’s dark, go forth and be stealthy. Follow your ears: you’ll hear them calling as they begin their nightly forage for food.
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NEW ZEALAND’S NATIONAL ICON

The kiwi is NZ’s famed yet elusive native bird. The brown kiwi (Apteryx mantelli) is the most common species, and the one found on Aroha Island. Sadly, the already small population is steadily declining, despite massive conservation efforts. The kiwi’s plight is complicated by its inability to fly and poor sense of sight. Perhaps the kiwi’s greatest asset is its beak, equipping it with a keen sense of smell and remarkable ability to detect vibrations on the ground. The main threats to kiwi are introduced species (cats, dogs and rodents) and habitat loss. Once mainstays on the mainland, predator-free island sanctuaries are increasingly the only reliable home for this precious icon.




GETTING AROUND

Buses connect Kerikeri to Paihia, but any further exploration requires your own transport. Buses also depart from Kerikeri for Whangārei and Auckland.





MANGōNUI
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There is no doubt that Doubtless Bay and its surrounds boasts some of New Zealand’s most utopian landscapes. Named for the fact that it was, without a doubt, a bay (thanks, Captain Cook!), the broad expanse of shallow sea is dotted with endless swimming spots along its coast. Despite its obvious allure, the population of the Bay is sparse and its environment pleasantly untouched.

Nestled on its shores is Mangōnui, a once prosperous whaling town, now a convenient base for exploring the winterless North. Mangōnui, meaning ‘big shark’, is well known for its big-game fishing – including sharks. Nearby, the golden sand of Coopers Beach, Cable Bay and Taipa offer ample opportunity for relaxation.

Like much of the far north, Mangōnui is rich in both indigenous and colonial history. A walk around the town offers charming old-world heritage buildings, converted into cafes, galleries and of course, the famous fish-and-chip shop.
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TOP TIP

Mangōnui is cute, but it is only small and easily experienced in a day or less. While salt-licked sand and beautiful beaches saturate the surrounding coast, Mangōnui’s relative civilisation is often welcome at day’s end, making it an ideal base for day trips and extended adventures.




Mangōnui: Then & Now

HISTORICAL BUILDINGS LIVE ON

Mangōnui has served as the area’s administrative centre for centuries. Many of the original buildings that supported its fledgling commerce remain, lending old-world charm to today’s boutique shops, cafes and galleries. Walking the 3km Heritage Trail is the best way to view the town’s historic sites, but don’t fret if you lose the path – you’ll quickly find yourself among handsome old cottages.

The Exhibit A Gallery was once the old Kauri Courthouse, built in 1892 to accommodate the booming population at the time. After proceedings were relocated to nearby Kaitāia, the building was restored through local crowdfunding efforts for its current use as a craft co-operative, showcasing the work of the region’s talented craftspeople.

The Old Oak Hotel has undergone a life of transformation, after interloping lives as a boarding house, private residence, butcher’s shop, restaurant and craft shop. The two-storey building from 1861 has returned to its roots, offering boutique accommodation in refurbished rooms.

Not to be outdone, the Mangōnui Hotel was once (perhaps generously) dubbed the most beautiful old hotel in the country by the New Zealand Historic Places Trust. Enjoy a drink with gorgeous sea views on the old-style veranda.

A visit to the Mangōnui Fish Shop is non-negotiable. Perched over the harbour, the shop uses only sustainable-yield, line-caught fish and ensures that the whole of each fish is put to worthy (and delicious) use.
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BIG SHARK, BIG FISH!

With a name that translates to ‘big shark’, it’s no surprise that the waters off the Mangōnui coast are famed for sizable sea life and big-game fishing. Hauling in snapper, kingfish, tuna or even a striped marlin is all in a day’s work for local mariners (and visitors!). This is a place where hauling in a record-breaking catch is a real possibility – the heaviest recorded marlin caught here weighed a hefty 230kg! So why not try your luck? Deep-sea charters operate from Mangōnui Harbour, but even hanging a line over the wharf’s edge can yield prolific returns of kingfish, kahawai or salmon.




GETTING AROUND

Mangōnui township is minute, but you’ll want your own car to go beyond.






Beyond Mangōnui
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Northland is not a place to be rushed. Slow down to appreciate its rustic charms.


In the north of the North, settlements become few and far between, but charm and splendour are in ample abundance. Glittering turquoise bays are linked by leafy hiking routes spanning mountains of sand – the beauty is unparalleled, and the region’s natural assets are second to none. The northernmost accessible point of the country, Cape Reinga, holds special significance to local iwi, as well as being a natural wonder: it is where the Pacific Ocean collides with the Tasman Sea.

Northland’s year-long summers ensure it is rarely overcrowded, and solitude is never hard to find. Get off the beaten track (unsealed roads and all) and explore all corners of the far-flung North.

[image: M7A17Tjpg]

Sandboarding, Te Paki Giant Sand Dunes | Jon Sparks/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

It may feel like no one’s around, but be mindful about locking your possessions and leaving valuables in your car.




Beach Day Out

BEACH HOPPING AMONG TURQUOISE WATERS

It’s never been easier to dig your toes into the sand than at Karikari Peninsula’s world-class beaches. The peninsula remains undeveloped and overlooked – even on maps, where plenty of beaches and roads go unmarked. Located a mere 30-minute drive from Mangōnui township, the Karikari Peninsula can be experienced either as a beach-hopping day trip or even better, across a relaxing few days.

Whatuwhiwhi Beach is one of the peninsula’s few outposts of civilisation, with a holiday park, fish-and-chip shop, and the launchpad marina for Doubtless Bay’s legendary fishing grounds. Nearby, Lake Rotopokaka (colloquially known as Coca Cola Lake) is stained reddish-brown by tannin. Its water temperatures are some of the balmiest in the area, but we don’t suggest a taste test!


Karikari’s trump card, idyllic horseshoe-shaped Maitai Bay, sits at the furthest reach of the peninsula. Forming a double crescent with its equally stunning twin Waikato Bay, the pair of crystal-watered, sandy-bottomed coves are regulars on any list of the country’s best beaches. To dry out afterwards, hike the 1½-hour headland track for unbeatable views.

Nearby, the squeaky-clean sands of Karikari Bay stretch westward, interrupted only by the scalable volcanic cone of Mt Puheke, a great spot to take in a sunrise over snow-white undulating dunes.

West-facing Rangiputa is another perennial best-beach contender. Follow the track at the road’s end to access a little-known pocket of paradise, especially at sunset. Freedom camping is permitted, and bring a snorkel – the rocky outcrop is home to plenty of fish, stingrays and octopuses.
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Maital Bay | Matthew Micah Wright/getty images ©


WHERE TO KITE SURF ON THE KARIKARI PENINSULA

[image: Zoe - Karikari kiteboarding_headshotjpg]

Zoe Maginn is an instructor at Airzone Kitesurf School and shares her favourite places to kitesurf. @airzonekitesurf



Rangiputa

I love Rangiputa for its westerly winds, turquoise water and white sand bars. It is great for beginners, with its large areas of waist-deep water – many bays around the peninsula have gently shelving beaches.

Tokerau Beach

Tokareau Beach is another favourite spot, for its easterlies and waves. The peninsula is windier than most places, with beaches facing every direction. When it’s windy at Rangiputa, I check out Tokerau Beach, meaning I can kite more often and experience different conditions, including flat water and waves.



WHERE TO STAY ON THE KARIKARI PENINSULA

DOC Maitai Bay Campsite

Location is everything at this popular first-in, first-served campsite offering basic facilities. $

Whatuwhiwhi Top 10 Holiday Park

Near the beach, family friendly with good facilities, barbecues and kayaks for hire. $$

Airbnbs

Plentiful around the peninsula, with options ranging from rustic baches to luxurious beachside escapes. $$

Sandboarding down the Dunes

SERIOUSLY SANDY, SERIOUSLY FUN

A small detour on the way to Cape Reinga yields a handsome reward, in the dynamic form of the Te Paki Giant Sand Dunes, located 75 minutes’ drive from Mangōnui. Sandboarding is the perfect reason to stop on the way to Cape Reinga, before the day’s temperatures increase and the wind picks up (usually in the afternoon). Even for those reluctant to sandboard, stepping onto the dunes is like stepping into another world (or at least, another continent).

The DOC-managed, 10km-long dunes are a part of the Te Paki Recreation Reserve. It’s public land, so if you take your own sandboard it need not cost a dime. Alternatively, hire a board onsite, which is convenient and you can trust they are built for purpose. Pre-book during summer though, and bring photo ID.

To reap the rewards, you’ll first need to scale the heights. Some dunes are steep – up to 150m tall – but walking upwards diagonally helps, as does kicking off your shoes. Secure all loose items: it’s a lot of sand to comb through for lost valuables!

On windy days, it (regrettably) may not be safe to sandboard. Despair not: watching the shifting sands in the wind is enchanting in itself, with landscapes changing at remarkable pace. Even in only a gentle breeze, sunglasses and a scarf to cover your face are recommended.

At the base of the dunes, the Te Paki stream and its accompanying flora and fauna forms an oasis-like contrast with the golden sands – it’s a magnet for photographers.


SLIP, SLOP, SLAP & WRAP

Due to New Zealand’s thin (but recovering) ozone layer, the sun packs a punch. Even when overcast, it’s much easier for tourists to catch a burn in NZ than overseas, and the increased levels of ultraviolet (UV) radiation means the consequences can be significantly worse, especially for those with lighter skin. A classic Kiwi adage for sun-smarts is ‘Slip, slop, slap and wrap’ – slipping on clothing to limit skin exposure, slopping on sunscreen (ideally SPF 50), slapping on a hat, and wrapping on sunglasses. Intense reflection on the dunes can increase the risk of burning even further. If possible, visit early in the day and stay hydrated.



TOUR COMPANIES

Harrisons Cape Runner

4WD along Ninety Mile Beach, stopping to sandboard and for a picnic lunch in Tapotupotu Bay. $$

Far North Outback Adventures

Customised 4WD tours; options to visit more remote areas such as Great Exhibition Bay. $$

Petricevich Cape Reinga Tours

Visit Cape Reinga and the Te Paki dunes, taking the local Ninety Mile Beach highway. $$


A True Surf Highway

BEACH FOR MILES

At 88 kilometres, Ninety Mile Beach may be a misnomer, but it is nonetheless an apt name for this spectacularly expansive stretch of uninterrupted foreshore. The seemingly endless beach ranges north from Ahipara on Northland’s west coast, and is flanked by the dense greenery of Aupouri Forest. Like any good beach, it’s renowned for its surf, sand and sunshine.

Surprisingly, Ninety Mile Beach is also a designated state highway, billed as a scenic alternative to Aotearoa’s arterial SH1. Just don’t let the flat aspect fool you. It’s a tricky drive and cars sometimes get stuck – rental car companies often exclude this ‘road’ from their insurance policies. Do your homework: only drive at low tide, follow tracks of those who have gone before, and start with a full tank. If that all sounds too much, take a purpose-built 4WD coach tour from Kaitāia. Or go on foot; just make sure to look both ways for traffic before crossing the beach!

The beach is also known to boast one of the best left-hand surf breaks in the world. It is mostly safe for swimming and is the perfect place to try surf-casting (land-based fishing). Another uniquely Kiwi activity is digging in the sand for tuatua, a native shellfish, at low tide. Serve ’em hot with melted butter. Delicious! Just be mindful of the catch limit, a sustainability measure.

The drive from Mangōnui will take you approximately 90 minutes, but tour buses run often from Kaitāia (only 40 minutes from Mangōnui) if you would rather focus purely on the sightseeing.
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Ninety Mile Beach | Renata Apanaviciene/SHUTTERSTOK ©


ORIGINS OF THE MISNOMER

Ninety Mile Beach is said to get its name from way back when horse riding was the main means of transport. European settlers knew their horses could travel up to 30 miles a day, and travelling the length of the beach took three days, so by their calculations it must be 90 miles long. Like something from a high school maths exam, they forgot to account for the delays caused by travelling on sand. That said, to hikers on the 3000km Te Araroa Trail – a legendary long hike that uses Ninety Mile Beach as its first (or last) segment – 90 miles probably sounds about right!



WHERE TO STAY AT NINETY MILE BEACH

Ninety Mile Beach Premier Holiday Park

Family-friendly place with camping and unit options, a playground and pool. $$

Endless Summer Lodge

Historic 1870s villa with a stunning beachfront location, barbecue and boards for hire. $$$

Airbnbs

Different vacation rentals scattered in the area. Enjoy basic amenities or upgrade to luxury. $$


Top of the Country

CULTURE, VIEWS AND A LIGHTHOUSE

Well, Cape Reinga (also known as Te Rerenga Wairua) is not quite the top of NZ, but certainly close enough. To wit: there is no town, no cafes and no public transport. There’s not even mobile phone reception. There is a famous lighthouse, presiding over the confluence of two oceans, and a heavy sense of spiritual significance. The 90-minute drive from Mangōnui is considerable, and although tour buses are an option, having your own car offers a lot of freedom for stopping.

In Maori culture, Te Rerenga Wairua is the ‘leaping place of the spirits’, where the souls of the dead leave for the afterlife. The souls slide down the roots of an ancient pōhutukawa tree, visibly gnarled and clinging to the rocks below, and into the ocean. They turn back for one final glance at Three Kings Island, before continuing on their journey. As a sign of respect, don’t eat or drink at Cape Reinga, but nearby Tapotupotu Bay offers an idyllic picnic spot.

A rite of passage when visiting Cape Reinga is the 10-minute stroll down to the iconic lighthouse. The winding path is wide and sealed and there are stunning 360-degree views. Information panels detail the area’s geology, ecology and cultural significance.

Look west from the base of the lighthouse to see where the Pacific Ocean meets the Tasman Sea. On a clear day, the different colours of the two waters make it easy to distinguish the two seas. When it’s stormy, the waves swell and crash together, causing magnificent seaspray up to 10m high.
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Cape Reinga lighthouse | Martijn Joosse/SHUTTERSTOK ©


SHINE BRIGHT LIKE A LIGHTHOUSE

The region’s first lighthouse was situated on Motuopao Island, and its remains can still be seen today. At the beginning of WWII, the lighthouse was relocated to its current position on the headland. The lighthouse is 10m high, retains its original glasshouse and light mechanism, and is one of the country’s most famous icons. It was staffed until 1987, but nowadays the electric lighthouse is operated remotely from over 1000km away in Wellington. Powered by solar batteries, the beacon can be seen from up to 49km away. Ships ahoy!




GETTING AROUND

To visit the far-flung attractions of the North, having your own transport is essential. Although tours run from Kaitāia, Mangōnui and Ahipara, they usually only stop in at Cape Reinga and Ninety Mile Beach. Private transport also means you can travel at your leisure – just keep an eye on the fuel gauge in more remote areas.





WALKING TOUR
The Next Great Walk

The Te Paki Coastal Track is a 48km multi-day hike weaving together the unique scenic character of the far north with stunning campsites and spiritual significance to boot. While not (yet) considered one of DOC’s prestigious ‘Great Walks’, it certainly warrants the label ‘great’ in the general sense. There aren’t any huts, so pack a tent as well as food, water and other essentials. Oh, and don’t forget bug spray!


1 Kapowairua (Spirits Bay)

Book a shuttle from Waitiki Landing to the trailhead at Kapowairua – a deeply significant Māori site, translating to grasping (kapo) the spirit (wairua). Soak up the golden sand, multi-coloured shells and glittering water, backed by dunes and marshlands, full of native wildlife.

The Walk: Head inland at the dune marker or use the track behind the dunes. Cross the lagoon on a boardwalk, followed by a short climb with stunning views behind. Total: 9km, 3 hours.

2 Pandora

A small, secluded campsite accessible only by foot, Pandora only has minimal facilities – it’s a true wilderness experience. In springtime, watch for fernbirds and grey warblers, and pink and white manuka trees, which are especially abundant on the next portion of the walk.

The Walk: Steadily ascend through vegetation before following the undulating ridgeline trail. Skirt coastal cliffs before dropping down to the estuary adjacent to the next campsite. Total: 9km, 5½ hours.
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Te Werahi Beach | Tomas Pavelka/Shutterstock ©

3 Tapotupotu Bay

Ignore the car campers arriving with the trappings of luxury, focusing instead on the beauty of the lush bush backdrop and neighbouring ocean. Hike to Sandy Bay, where whales have been known to use the rocky shore to scrape barnacles off their bellies.

The Walk: Climb steeply over a rocky headland before descending into Sandy Bay. At the other end of the beach, quickly climb to Cape Reinga. Total: 5km, 3 hours.
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4 Cape Reinga

According to Māori history, this is the point where the spirits of tangata whenua (indigenous New Zealanders) depart for the afterlife, and where the Pacific Ocean and Tasman Sea collide.

The Walk: Descend from rugged cliffs down to where the trail crosses dunes and pinky-peach sandstone. Pay attention to trail markers. Total: 2km, 45 minutes.

5 Te Werahi Beach

A more wild coastline, Te Werahi is best known for its surf break. If you’ve still got energy, detour 90 minutes to Cape Maria Van Diemen, the westernmost point of the North Island.

The Walk: Follow the path across peach-coloured earth and dune grasses, and enjoy expansive views. Approach the campsite from Twilight Beach. Total: 7.25km, 3 hours.

6 Twilight Beach

Another rugged surf beach. It’s an hour’s walk from the car park, so any surfers you encounter are truly committed! The campsite is fringed by pōhutukawa trees and nestled above the surf. It has minimal facilities, but it’s also free.

The Walk: Markers direct you across elevated scrubland, before stairs descend to Ninety Mile Beach. Walk along to Te Paki stream and follow it inland to the car park and toilets. Total: 11km, 4½ hours.

7 Te Paki Stream

Enjoy the unique expanse of Ninety Mile Beach and the Te Paki Giant Sand Dunes, before catching your pre-booked shuttle back to Waitiki Landing.





WHANGāREI


New Zealand’s northernmost city is nestled among green bushy hills, with a rapidly developing cosmopolitan character to sit alongside its obvious natural charm. The subtropical climate lends itself to mild temperatures, plenty of sunshine and the occasional storm system. Whangārei’s town centre is somewhat compact, and has pivoted perspective in recent years to focus more on the scenic Hātea River that threads through the town centre. The Town Basin is a thriving quayside precinct, and has tangibly elevated the city’s profile – boosted of course by the presence of its international marina. In 2022, the resplendent Hundertwasser Art Centre had its long-awaited opening, adding to the already vibrant artistic community and increasing the number of galleries along the waterfront. Nature is only ever a stone’s throw away – the not-to-be-sniffed-at Whangārei Falls are one of the city’s main (free) attractions, even featuring a swimming hole for those who fancy a dip.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Hundertwasser Art Centre

SIGHTS

2Burning Issues Gallery

3Clapham’s National Clock Museum

4Hihiaua Cultural Centre

5Reyburn House Art Gallery

6The Papermill

7Wairau Māori Art Gallery

8Whangārei Art Museum




TOP TIP

Northland isn’t necessarily a cheap destination, but Whangārei goes some way to counter that. With plentiful food and accommodation options, there is usually something to cater for everybody’s budget and there is also a huge range of free activities, including the scenic Whangārei Falls and many nature walks.




A Creative Network

ART, MUSEUMS AND GALLERIES

Whangārei has long been an artistic incubator, but the biggest and brightest jewel in its artistic crown is also its most recent addition: the Hundertwasser Art Centre. It’s named after the architect who donated the design to the city in the 1990s: legendary Austrian-born artist Friedensreich Hundertwasser. It’s been a long time in the making (development began in 1993), but its doors finally opened in February 2022. The building is truly unparalleled, and not only because of its complete lack of straight lines. Clad in chequered black-and-white mosaics, the building’s undulating pathways climb towards a striking gilded turret, while its forested spine (lushly populated by Hundertwasser’s so-called ‘Tree Tenants’) displays the Austrian master’s architectural ethos of harmony with nature. Of course, the wonder doesn’t end with the exterior. The interior is split between two distinct galleries and a well regarded eatery. One gallery features a collection of 80 original Hundertwasser artworks and architecture designs, the only permanent collection of originals outside of Austria.

The second gallery, the Wairau Māori Art Gallery is Aotearoa’s first public art gallery dedicated to exhibiting and celebrating the contemporary art of Māori creatives, commissioned on the insistence of Hundertwasser himself. It hosts three or four new exhibitions annually, ensuring that no two visits are the same. A stone’s throw away, the Hihiaua Cultural Centre is a purpose-built wood-and-glass building set a short distance back from the river, which seeks to preserve, create, display and promote Māori arts, identity and culture.

Showcasing exclusively Kiwi artists, the Burning Issues Gallery has everything from blown glass, ceramics and paintings to sculptures and jewellery, as well as a unique opportunity to watch glass-blowers at work. For something a little different, stop by the Papermill, a creative space for artists with intellectual disabilities. Members of the public can visit and support this community hub that provides its artists with the skills and materials to create not only quality handmade paper, but also artworks comprised of natural fibres. Take a guided tour or get your hands dirty making paper in the workshop.

Kids love visiting Kiwi North, a 25-hectare heritage park that is home to the Whangārei Museum. The kiwi enclosure swaps day for night, fooling its nocturnal inhabitants into putting on a show for day-walking visitors. It has never been easier to watch NZ’s native icon foraging for food (once your eyes adjust, that is), alongside tuatara and other native lizards. There are historic buildings to explore, featuring taonga (indigenous treasures) and relics from Northland’s early settler days. Down on the riverside, Claphams National Clock Museum shows visitors over 2000 different ways to pass the time with its charming collection of timepieces in all shapes, forms and mechanisms, sure to intrigue and bemuse in equal measure.

Embracing both heritage and modernity, the Whangārei Art Museum hosts both local and international exhibitions, and is the permanent home to the city’s official art collection. Similarly, the Reyburn House Art Gallery displays rotating monthly exhibitions, as well as a permanent collection of colonial works. For a hands-on experience, check online for weekend workshops and weekly art classes.
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Hundertwasser Art Centre | ROBERTHARDING/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


WHY I LOVE WHANGĀREI
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Nicole Mudgway, writer

I love Whangārei for its accessibility and its tendency to feel a world away from the big-city vibes of Auckland, where I live. Whangārei hosts a concentration of enjoyable walks and ambient cafes, and is tied together with a strong community feel. My favourite way to start any weekend escape is walking the Hātea Loop walkway, stopping at one of the riverside cafes for coffee and people-and-dog-watching. If the mood strikes, I’ll stop in at one of the riverside galleries to check out the latest exhibition. Whangārei can usually be relied on for even balmier climes than Auckland, which definitely comes in handy for extending the summer at nearby beaches.



WHERE TO STAY IN WHANGāREI

Whangārei Top 10 Holiday Park

Riverside and centrally located, it has a range of sleeping options and caters well to families. $

Lupton Lodge

Historic homestead turned B&B, offering a peaceful countryside retreat in the city’s outskirts. $$

Ara Roa

Boutique accommodation spaced around a coastal peninsula, each unique and all architecturally striking. $$$
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Claphams National Clock Museum | GRANT ROONEY PREMIUM/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEST EATERIES IN WHANGĀREI

Suk Jai Thai

An enormous, lively restaurant north of downtown with reasonably priced, decently portioned Thai food. $$

Mokaba Cafe

Riverside cafe offering ample seating, water views and a cabinet full of decadent sweet treats. $$

Fat Camel Cafe

Israeli food served all day long in a cosy setting, catering to all dietary requirements. $$$

Astroboy

Lively, modern restaurant known for its cocktails, manga-inspired fusion menu and mouth-watering bao buns. $$

Aqua Restaurant & Bar

Housed in the Hundertwasser, enjoy elevated brunches and dinners with the best views in town. $$$





BASED AT THE BASIN
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Whangārei’s Town Basin is a relatively recent development, but has rapidly become the focal point of the downtown core, and the city’s profile in the process. The riverside precinct features a dense grouping of restaurants, cafes, galleries, boutiques and, on occasion, market stalls, creating an atmosphere that is equal parts vivacious and leisurely. It also forms a section of the popular Hātea Loop trail, meaning it is frequented by joggers, walkers and their dogs. Start from 1 Pūtahi Park, with its tiered grassy seating centred around a lawn and an innovative playground with buried water jets, sure to keep the young ‘uns entertained. Check out the 2 Victoria Canopy Bridge, a pedestrian viaduct with views down the Hātea River. Double back and head towards (and past) the golden turret of the mesmerising 3 Hundertwasser Art Centre. Opened in 2022, the centre is one of only a handful of buildings worldwide designed by the late maestro Friedensreich Hundertwasser, lending serious credibility to Whangārei’s art capital status. Continuing south, al fresco cafe tables spill out onto the footpath opposite the masts and sails of the marina. Re-energise with something sweet from the much-loved 4 Fudge Farm Cafe, before passing the giant sundial that heralds your arrival at quirky 5 Claphams National Clock Museum. Whether or not you venture inside, make sure to observe the Rube Goldberg-esque intrigue of the intricate 6 Rolling Ball Clock. Next, the trail passes the historic 7 Reyburn House Art Gallery cottage and rose gardens, before meandering through the riverside sculpture walk. Evenly spaced plaques impart the history of the region, before terminating at the imposing 8 Waka and Wave sculpture.




GETTING AROUND

With short flights and buses directly to and from Auckland, Whangārei is an easy getaway. City Link Whangārei runs a bus service across the city, although it doesn’t operate on Sundays. While parking is no problem, the well-connected cycle network provides a heavy incentive to ditch the car.






Beyond Whangārei


World-class diving, beaches and kauri forests lure outdoor enthusiasts for a taste of the true, untouched North.
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East of Whangārei, the curvy coastline conceals stunning beaches between its many headlands and jagged ridgelines. The waters around Poor Knights Islands make for some of the world’s best diving, with uniquely favourable currents bringing a taste of the tropics to normally cool southern climes. Speaking of climbs, landlubbers can revel in the many coastal hikes between settlements, with a range of low-lying panoramic peaks to scale. To the south, charming Waipu brings the pride of the Scottish Highlands to Northland’s tranquil coastal plains, with coves, caves and cabers in plentiful supply. Alternatively, head west to discover some of the North Island’s finest lakeside camping, remote and wild beaches, and forests of the primordial giant kauri trees.
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Poor Knights Islands | Guy Hasler/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Northland roads can be less maintained and winding, with only one or two lanes. Budget for longer driving times, especially in squally weather.




Under the Sea!

NZ’S PREMIER DIVE DESTINATION

The once-inhabited Poor Knights Islands have been left to nature since 1825, allowing the bluff-bound outcrops and – more auspiciously – their surrounding waters to flourish. The islands are now regarded as one of the best diving destinations on the planet.

Visitors must adhere to a strict code of conduct within the marine reserve, and setting foot on the islands is forbidden, as local iwi consider the islands tapu (sacred ground). The islands are the world’s only breeding ground for the Buller’s shearwater bird, a seedbed for the vibrant red Poor Knights lily, and a sanctuary for NZ’s endemic lizard, the tuatara. The islands’ isolation has also allowed for a curious evolutionary quirk – the phenomenon of island gigantism means flora and fauna here grow larger than their mainland counterparts.

Dive boats depart from the bustling marina in Tutukaka, a tiny, single-purpose settlement 28km north-east of Whangārei. Yukon Dive is an owner-operator outfit offering small-group excursions. Dive! Tutukaka runs courses (including the three-day PADI open-water course) as well as the Perfect Day Ocean Cruise of snorkelling, cave kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding.


Explore archways, tunnels and shipwrecks teeming with sub-tropical sealife, many species of which are found nowhere else in New Zealand. The stunning water clarity, combined with the subtropical current from the Coral Sea, produces an eclectic seabed diorama, culminating in one of the world’s largest sea caverns, Rikoriko.
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Scuba diving, Poor Knights Islands | Nature Picture Library/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEST TIME TO GO?

Diving and snorkelling at the Poor Knights Islands is rewarding year round, for different reasons. From mid-January to the end of April, temperatures (both air and water) are particularly high and water clarity is fair. From May to early September, winter lowers both visitor numbers and temperatures, but visibility tends to be at its best (sometimes upwards of 30m). Insulated wetsuits are always an option! From September to January, visibility is at its worst (10–15m) due to an explosion in plankton population. However, plentiful plankton draws the attention of more fish, which bring their own secondary predators in tow, usually guaranteeing blockbuster levels of underwater activity.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND TUTUKAKA

Quality Hotel Oceans Tutukaka

Slightly dated, spacious rooms and onsite restaurant, across from Tutukaka’s marina. $$

DOC Otamure Bay Campsite

Minimal facilities (including cold showers), but scenic and close to a sandy, pōhutukawa fringed beach. $

Pacific Rendezvous

Clifftop resort with maximum views, located on the southern head of Tutukaka marina. $$$

Among Ancient Giants

TRACE THE ROOTS OF KAURI

New Zealand’s far north was once blanketed by magnificent kauri forests. Today these ancient giants live on in small pockets, most notably along the stretch of remote highway dubbed the Kauri Coastal Highway.

Begin at Matakohe’s Kauri Museum, one of the country’s best small museums, which details the region’s history and recounts the destructive history of kauri logging. Matakohe is situated approximately one hour from Whangārei and is a scenic drive across rolling hills, native bush and green countryside.

Travelling north along the Kauri Coastal Highway, you will reach Trounson Kauri Park, a dense kauri grove and bird sanctuary. The nearby holiday park offers night walks to spot wild kiwi and other nocturnal forest critters.


The most majestic forest of all, Waipoua Forest, is home to 75% of all New Zealand’s kauri, and the Kauri Coast Highway takes you right through it. Look out for the ‘Kauri Walks’ signposts, marking a 20-minute trail past the Four Sisters (a collection of closely-cropped kauri elegantly entwined at the base) to Te-matua-ngahere, the 2000-year-old kauri aptly named ‘Father of the Forest’. The biggest tree of them all is a short drive further north: Tane-mahuta, with an unparalleled girth of almost 16m (and likely still growing!).

Visit Waipoua Forest by night with local Māori guides (Footprints Waipoua) for a more intimate, spiritual experience. You will not only visits the iconic spots in the forest, but your guide will also impart enchanting Māori legends and educate with mātauranga (indigenous knowledge). The forest, including the visitor centre, cafe and camping ground, is under the guardianship of the local iwi, Te Roroa.
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Kauri tree, Waipoua Forest | IV4NGRIGORYEV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


CLEAN THOSE SHOES

The saying may be ‘leave nothing but footprints’, but in this case, even footprints can cause severe damage. New Zealand’s kauri forests are constantly battling to survive kauri dieback disease, a fatal fungal affliction spread by the movement of soil. The disease can kill a kauri of any size or age. Do your part to protect the trees by scrubbing soil off your shoes and gear, staying on the marked tracks and always using the DOC hygiene stations before and after hiking to contain the spread of contamination to more of the graceful forest giants.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR WAIPU

Cove

Beachfront heritage cottage offering everything from coffee and bagels to burgers and beers. $$

McLeod’s Pizza Barn

Crispy bases are the speciality, especially good when washed down with a house-brewed craft beer. $$

Waipu Cafe Deli

Pink weatherboard cafe on Waipu’s main street, serving salads, sandwiches, muffins and organic fair-trade coffee. $$

Kilt up and Get Festive

STARTING THE NEW YEAR RIGHT

Half an hour south of Whangārei, Waipu’s small size belies its brave heart. In 1853, some 800 pioneering Scots settled in the area, developing an economy based around fishing, farming and ship-building. The Waipu Caledonian Society was established in the 1870s to promote and maintain the Scots’ cultural roots. A century and a half later, the Society still organises a fixture event on the Northland calendar: the Waipu Highland Games. Taking place on 1 January, the festival not only starts the new year off in style, but it celebrates and showcases the Scots’ strong heritage. Think family-friendly fun, fiddles and food, tartans on show, and plenty of good-spirited competition.

Some events originate from the skills and resources required to survive on the lam in the remote Scottish Highlands, such as throwing giant logs (or cabers) and lifting heavy stones. Others, such as highland dancing, are steeped in tradition and invite participation from all ages. A crowd favourite is the tug of war, where clans, friends and families come together to battle it out. Clan Alley is a particular highlight of the festival, lined with colourful tents and marquees all flying banners and flags. There are tartan stalls with fabric and kilts, and friendly locals with family trees, maps and diagrams to help visitors trace their Scottish roots.

On all other days of the year, the main reason to visit Waipu is for its beautiful coastline, best experienced from picturesque Waipu Cove. Explore the lush native bush and waterfalls, not to mention the publicly accessible, glow-worm inhabited Waipu Caves and Waipu Cove’s famed ‘pancake rocks’.


BEAM ME UP, SCOTTY

Award-winning Waipu Museum was built in 1953 on the centenary of the migration of 800 settlers from Scotland via Nova Scotia (Canada) to Waipu. Originally known as the House of Memories, the museum uses multimedia displays to bring the migrants’ story to life. Keep a particular eye out for Emma McKay’s doll, a 200-year-old, unnervingly creepy effigy that was briefly stolen in 2019, before being anonymously returned two days later in a sealed bag, ‘partially scalped’ and missing two limbs. While only 10% of Waipu’s current residents can trace their lineage to the Scottish migrants, the locals never pass up an opportunity for a Celtic celebration. Just see the fervor on display at the Highland Games!



WHERE TO STAY ON THE KAURI COAST

Kauri Coast Top 10 Holiday Park

Pretty riverside campground, with swimming hole, guided night tours and playground. $

DOC Trounson Kauri Park

Extremely well-maintained campsite with hot showers and a communal kitchen, close to walking tracks. $

Highland River Retreat

Relax in the outdoor bath at this romantic glamping experience set among native forest. $$$


Hiking the Heads

COASTAL CLAMBER WITH OCEAN VIEWS

The laid-back beach town of Mangawhai (a 55-minute drive south of Whangārei) is famous for its Cliff Top Walk, iconic Sentinel Rock and hedonistic outlook. The nearby hills are dotted with scenic hiking trails, ranging from the Brynderwyn slopes up the coast to the palisades of Mount Manaia.

The Cliff Top Walk, which is both the closest to Mangawhai and the most popular, costs about three hours of your time. It is a segment of Te Araroa, the 3000km walking track that spans the length of NZ, and impresses through-hikers and day-walkers alike with its elevated ocean vistas. On a clear day, views span all the way from Bream Head to Coromandel, and include both Great and Little Barrier Islands, as well as the Hen and Chicken archipelago.

Park at the Surf Club car park and start on the beach, before ascending to a lookout point – the first of many, and a common spot for sighting whale tails. The trail then weaves along the coastal cliff face through native bush and across boardwalks. After your descent to the beach, note the archway rock to your right – if water is surging through the gap, the elevated tide will render the beach impassable, and you’ll need to retrace your steps. It’s possible to walk the loop in either direction, but views and photos are vastly improved by keeping the sun at your back.
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View of Hen and Chicken archipelago from Mangawhai | Mark Meredith/getty images ©


AFTER A CHALLENGE?

The other heads, Whangārei Heads, offer a far steeper climb in the 419m summit of Mt Manaia. Its jagged, tooth-like profile is visible from miles around, marking the entrance to the harbour. Walk through regenerating native bush and precious kauri forest surrounding the there-and-back trail that, unsurprisingly, features plenty of stairs. The extra effort is worth it, for the expansive views overlooking Bream Head, Whangārei Heads, Mangawhai’s harbour and the Hen and Chicken Islands. Allow 1½ to two hours for the walk, plus extra time to reward yourself with a picnic afterwards.



WHERE TO EAT IN MANGAWHAI

Dune

An elevated dining experience in an unexpected setting. Excellent weekend brunch. $$

Bennetts of Mangawhai

Lush Mediterranean-style courtyard for enjoying sweet cafe treats or decadent chocolate. $

Mangawhai Tavern

Casual beachy setting slinging craft beer and pub food alongside local live music. $$


A Freshwater Oasis

PICTURE-PERFECT CAMPING IDYLL

In a region dominated by dreamy ocean beaches, freshwater options are wont to be overlooked, but there’s no better place to rinse off the sea salt than Kai Iwi Lakes. Picture: three dune-bound lakes, with water so clear even the fish have shadows, ringed by pristine white sand, hiking trails and a rejuvenating pine forest. Paradise!

The lakes are 30 minutes north of Dargaville, just shy of the Waipoua Forest, and are close enough to the coast that you can hear the waves crashing at night. Smartphones are prone to leading visitors astray, so follow the road signs wherever possible. Stock up before you go: while sometimes there is a food truck in summer, the surrounding area is free of supermarkets and convenience stores.

Taharoa is the largest lake and is best for catching succulent rainbow trout, freshwater crayfish and mussels. Smaller Lake Kai Iwi is nearby and is off limits to motorised craft, so is the marquee name for kayaking and swimming. Lastly, Lake Waikere (‘rippling water’) is popular with water-skiers.

There are two campsites at Kai Iwi Lakes, at opposite ends of Taharoa Lake. Pine Beach is the larger and has better facilities, boasting coin-operated hot showers, while Promenade Point offers more rustic seclusion – in the off-season, the lakes can outnumber the campers! Day-trippers should snag themselves a beach spot nearest the Pine Beach campground, to make use of the playground and superior ablutions.
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Lake Taharoa | imageBROKER/Alamy Stock Photo ©


LOOP THE LAKES

For those after some quick and rewarding exercise, the 45-minute loop trail around Lake Kai Iwi meanders through manuka, kanuka and pine, affording glimpses of the crystal waters and white sand at every turn. At Pine Beach, climb back up the access road for two minutes to take in coastal views. If you’re in the mood for burning more calories, a two-hour Norwest trek through rolling hills will take you to the foot of Maunganui Bluff, a 460m tall seaside volcanic cone. Looping Lake Taharoa is a 2½-hour journey, but you’ll need to factor in time for the ample swimming opportunities.




GETTING AROUND

Buses run from Whangārei to Waipu daily. Tutukaka is also accessible via a shuttle from Whangārei, though advance bookings are necessary. Beyond that, public transport is scarce and private vehicles are recommended.







WAIKATO & THE COROMANDEL PENINSULA
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EXCEPTIONAL BEACHES AND RURAL HEARTLAND

A vast expanse of green fields punctuated by forested mountains, with some of New Zealand’s best beaches on its fringes.
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Hahei Beach | RODCOFFEE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

It’s sleepy at other times but in summer the Coromandel Peninsula bursts to life as one of New Zealand’s most popular beach destinations. In January it can seem like half of Auckland and Hamilton has landed here, recharging their batteries at the end of the working year on its white sands.

The huge expanse of farmland that forms the heart of the Waikato is one of New Zealand’s most fertile regions. The Waikato Tainui tribes were growing kūmara (sweet potato) and other crops here long before the British arrived. In the decades after the Treaty of Waitangi, united under their newly elected Māori king, they became an agricultural powerhouse, supplying most of the produce for the new city of Auckland.

In 1863 Governor Grey, keen to stamp his authority over the region, sent troops to invade the Waikato. Eventually King Tāwhiao retreated to the hilly region henceforth known as the King Country, undefeated but having lost his most productive land. The land was ‘confiscated’ (some would say stolen) and allocated to British soldiers, resulting in such bastions of Englishness as the town of Cambridge.

Despite past injustices, there’s a strong Māori presence in the Waikato, offering many opportunities for visitors to engage with the culture. The region also contains two of New Zealand’s big-ticket tourist attractions, the Waitomo Caves and the Hobbiton Movie Set.
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Hahei Beach | DMITRYSERBIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

THAMES

Gold-mining heritage.

WAITOMO CAVES

Glowworm-filled caverns.

WHITIANGA

White-sand beaches.

HAMILTON

City with outstanding gardens.

RAGLAN

Black-sand surf beaches.




Find Your Way

Routes heading south from Auckland fan out over the green fields of the Waikato. The Coromandel Peninsula stretches up from its northeastern corner. To the southwest is the hilly King Country.
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Plan Your Time

More than for most regions, allow the season to guide your plans here. If it’s summery and dry, allocate more time to the Coromandel Peninsula. The inland attractions aren’t as weather dependent.
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Cathedral Cove | ONDREJSUSTIK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Passing Through in a Day

• Book ahead for the first tour of the day at the Hobbiton Movie Set and a 5pm tour of the Waitomo Glowworm Caves. Start your morning immersed in a Middle Earth fantasy and then head to Cambridge for a quick look around and an early lunch. Continue on to Hamilton and spend the early afternoon exploring Hamilton Gardens and the Waikato Museum. Take the hour-long drive, passing Mt Pirongia, to Waitomo Caves, arriving in plenty of time for your tour. Finish up with dinner on the terrace of Huhu Cafe.




All-Seasons Highlights in Three Days

• Spend a couple of hours exploring Thames then drive up the west coast of the peninsula to Coromandel Town. After lunch take a ride on the Driving Creek Railway and then continue on to Whitianga. The following day, drive to Hahei and take the walk to Cathedral Cove. If the tides are right, dig your own spa at Hot Water Beach. Otherwise continue down the coast, stopping at Tairua, Whangamatā and Waihi as time allows. From here, drive through the Karangahake Gorge and continue on to Matamata. For your final day, follow the previous itinerary.




One Summery Week

• Spend your first day working your way up the west coast of the Coromandel Peninsula, exploring the gold-rush heritage of Thames and Coromandel Town. The following day, devote the morning to New Chums Beach then hit Luke’s Kitchen in Kūaotunu for lunch. Spend a couple of days in Whitianga, then beach-hop your way down the peninsula, being sure to check out Cathedral Cove, Hot Water Beach, Tairua (detouring to climb Mt Pāku), Whangamatā and Waihi Beach. From Waihi, drive through the Karangahake Gorge and pause to explore Hamilton on your way to Raglan.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer is the busy season in the beach towns, with peak craziness around New Year’s and early January. Beach weather continues well into March. Winters are wet and chilly.

JANUARY

Hot, sunny weather sees the beach resorts fill to bursting. Hamilton hosts the NZ Sevens rugby tournament.
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FEBRUARY

The warmest, driest month ushers in the Hamilton Arts Festival and Paeroa’s Highland Games.
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MARCH

Things get kooky with the Running of the Sheep in Te Kuiti and the Middle-Earth Halfling Marathon at Hobbiton.
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AUGUST

A wet, wintry month Turangawaewae Marae opens its gates for Koroneihana, the Māori King’s coronation anniversary.
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SEPTEMBER

Seafood is showcased in the Whitianga Oceans festival. Celebrate Bilbo and Frodo’s birthday with International Hobbit Day.
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OCTOBER

Coromandel gets artsy with the Open Studio Artstour and Art Waikino. The gruelling K2 Cycle Classic hits the roads.
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DECEMBER

Summer starts and pōhutukawa (NZ’s Christmas tree) begins to bloom. Beach towns gear up for a wild New Year’s Eve.
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THAMES
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Tucked away at the start of the Coromandel Peninsula’s west coast, the gold-rush-era town of Thames has a more laid-back, lived-in feeling than the summertime surf resorts to the east. In places it can seem like a movie set, with plenty of buildings lingering from its Victorian golden days.

When James Cook sailed up the Waihou River in 1769, he thought it looked like a certain river in England, and the name stuck. New Zealand’s first gold rush started further along the coast in 1852, but Thames’ Ngāti Maru tribe managed to keep its presence on their lands secret until 1867. Within a year they were swamped by 10,000 prospectors, with the population peaking at 15,000 in 1870 (it’s half that now), lubricated by over 140 pubs.

Aside from its gold-mining heritage, Thames makes a good base for walks in Coromandel Forest Park and rides on the Hauraki Rail Trail.
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SIGHTS

1Goldmine Experience

2Museum of Technology

3St James Presbyterian Church

4Thames Museum

5Thames School of Mines & Mineralogical Museum

ACTIVITIES

6Jolly Bikes

DRINKING

7Coromandel Distilling Co




TOP TIP

The Coromandel Peninsula was hit hard by Cyclone Gabrielle in early 2023. Slips caused major damage to the road network, some of which may take years to repair. It may pay to check your travel route on popular mapping apps or the New Zealand Transport Agency’s website before hitting the road.




Gold-Rush History

MUSEUMS, TOURS AND INTERACTIVE EXPERIENCES

As with any gold-rush town, Thames has a history littered with stories of booms, busts and dodgy dealings – and the town has plenty of places where you can hear all about them. One such unscrupulous scenario saw the Thames School of Mines built on a Māori burial site, the land gifted for the express purpose of building a Methodist church. You’ll learn about this and other fascinating stuff on a 45-minute guided tour of the school buildings, the oldest of which is a former Sunday school dating from 1868. Tours end in an impressive Mineralogical Museum where there are glittering crystals, gold-bearing lumps of quartz and ancient fossils.

For a more hands-on encounter, try the Goldmine Experience at the northern end of town. Here you can walk through a mine tunnel, watch a stamper battery crush rock and have a go panning for gold. It’s open daily from October to Easter, but only on weekends otherwise.

The Thames Museum offers an overview of the town’s history (golden and otherwise) but its most impressive display is a collection of wooden models of the town’s heritage buildings – one local gentleman’s labour of love. Up the hill behind it looms the Bella Street Pumphouse, built in 1896 to pump water out of the mines. It now opens on weekends as the Museum of Technology.
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Thames School of Mines | Gina Smith/Shutterstock ©


BEST FOOD IN THAMES

Coco Coffee Bar

It only serves counter food, but its terrace is a prime spot for a morning coffee and almond croissant. $

Melbourne Cafe

Hip, big-city-style cafe in a plant-filled brick warehouse, with a concise but interesting menu. $$

Nakontong

Long-standing local favourite dripping in gold ornamentation and serving a large menu of Thai crowd-pleasers. $$




HOTUNUI MEETING HOUSE

A great treasure of Thames’ Ngāti Maru people is the exquisitely carved and decorated meeting house Hotunui, dating from 1878. It’s on long-term loan to the Auckland Museum where it forms the striking centrepiece of the museum’s Māori Court.



WHERE TO STAY IN THAMES

Brookby Motel

Five comfortable, well-maintained units hidden away on a quiet hillside by a gurgling stream. $$

Lady Bowen Bed and Breakfast

Built in 1882, the venerable Lady Bowen offers tidy rooms with shared bathrooms. $$

Cotswold Cottage

Luxury B&B in a pretty Edwardian villa set on a hill overlooking the river and racecourse. $$$

Pollen St Shops

HERITAGE STORES AND GIN TASTING

There’s no better way to get a feel for the town than to take a wander along Pollen St, the main shopping strip, where gold-rush pubs rub shoulders with little Victorian stores selling art, books, wholefoods, antiques and vintage clothes. The most interesting part is the Grahamstown end, north of the large kauri-lined St James Presbyterian Church (1898).

Tucked in the back of a converted warehouse known as The Depot is Coromandel Distillery Co. Drop by for a tasting of their Awildian brand gin; the Coromandel Dry won the best classic gin category in the 2022 World Gin Awards.


GOING FOR GOLD

Unlike at the gold fields on the South Island, the Coromandel’s gold didn’t just lie around in rivers waiting to be picked up or panned for. Rather it was (and still is) locked up in solid reefs of quartz.

First the quartz needed to be chipped off and transported to a stamper battery for crushing – a deafening process that created clouds of silica which, when breathed in, resulted in a nasty, fatal condition called pulmonary fibrosis. Then it would have to be heated with chemicals such as mercury and, later, the more efficient cyanide to separate out the gold and silver. As such, mining here required a level of capital that shut out individual prospectors and favoured the formation of large companies.



Ride the Hauraki Rail Trail

CYCLE AN EASY ‘GREAT RIDE’

A beautiful bush-lined gorge, a tunnel full of glowworms, two sets of thermal pools and a giant soft-drink bottle are all features of this multiday ride through the Hauraki Plains. The Hauraki Rail Trail is the gentlest of New Zealand’s 23 official Great Rides, and can be split into bite-sized chunks or knocked off in three solid days.

From Thames you can take a 55km ride along the Shorebird Coast to Kaiaua or a 34km ride inland to Paeroa. From here a 24km spur track follows the Karangahake Gorge to Waihi (24km), or you can continue on the main trail to Te Aroha (23km) and Matamata (a further 37km). Operators along the way (such as Thames’ Jolly Bikes) rent bikes and offer shuttles.


OTHER GOLD-RUSH TOWNS

If Thames’ gold-mining history piques your interest, visit the peninsula’s other gold-mining towns: Coromandel Town and Waihi. In the South Island lies the prettiest of them all, Arrowtown, in the Queenstown Lakes District.




Getting Around

Thames is small and easy to traverse on foot or by bike. Local Thames Connector buses, operated by BUSIT, circle the town and head up the coast as far as Tararu.






Beyond Thames


Native forest covers the peninsula’s mountainous spine, while to the east there are beautiful white-sand beaches and an interesting mining town.


[image: jpg]

Thames sits at the base of the Coromandel Range, forest-draped mountains that stretch the length of the peninsula. The drive north to Coromandel Town is particularly lovely, passing a succession of little rocky bays that turn crimson in December when ‘New Zealand’s Christmas tree’, the pōhutukawa, is in bloom.

To the south are the Hauraki Plains, once vast wetlands that were drained and converted into pasture for dairy herds. The largest town here is Paeroa, a popular stop for antique shopping before zipping through the imposing Karangahake Gorge.

Beyond the gorge is the gold-mining town of Waihi, with its giant hole in the ground, and the breathtaking beaches of the east coast.
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Hauraki Gulf, Coromandel Peninsula | Dmitry Naumov/ Getty Images ©


TOP TIP

If you’re heading to Whitianga, it’s well worth taking the longer coastal drive north via Coromandel Town.




Explore the Karangahake Gorge

SCENIC DRIVING, WALKING AND CYCLING

A 30-minute drive southeast of Thames, the bush-lined ramparts of the Karangahake Gorge are an impressive sight, even if you’re just passing through on SH2. It’s well worth pausing as there are some excellent walks exploring gold-mining sites and a memorable swimming spot beneath a waterfall.

The car park at the centre of the gorge is the starting point of two tracks, each clocking in at 2.5km and taking around 90 minutes. The Windows Walk circles through native bush and short mining tunnels, illuminated by open ‘windows’ where workers tossed waste rock into the river below. There’s one patch where things get dark for a few minutes, but the light on your phone will remedy that. The Rail Tunnel Loop follows the river and then cuts through a dead-straight kilometre-long rail tunnel.

The loop is part of the Karangahake Historic Walkway, which continues along the river for 3.5km to Waikino Station. This is also a section of the Hauraki Rail Trail cycling route. Along the way are the ruins of the Victoria Battery, a former gold-processing site where on weekends enthusiasts offer tram rides and museum tours.

Just off the highway, at the start of Waitawheta Rd, you’ll find Owharoa Falls, where the water fans out into rivulets and cascades down a moss-lined cliff. At its base is a blissful swimming hole.
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Karangahake Gorge | Vadim Boussenko/Shutterstock ©


BEST CAFES IN PAEROA, WAIHI & WAIHI BEACH

The Refinery

Big old warehouse set back from the main strip in Paeroa serving delicious baked goods. $

Ti-Tree Cafe

Small cafe in an 1880s building in the heart of Waihi, spilling over into a garden. $

Surf Shack Eatery

Cool cafe/bar with lots of outdoor tables on the outskirts of Waihi Beach. $$




NEARBY HOT SPRINGS

There are three sets of geothermal springs within range of Thames: Miranda Hot Springs (25 minutes east), Te Aroha Mineral Spas and Swim Zone (both 40 minutes south), and Athenree Hot Springs (very close to Waihi Beach).



WHERE TO STAY IN WAIHI BEACH

Bowentown Beach Holiday Park

Friendly and well-maintained holiday park blissfully located at the far end of the beach. $

Athenree Hot Springs & Holiday Park

Guests have access to two small thermal pools at this estuary-facing holiday park. $

Beachfront B&B

True to its name, this comfortable downstairs flat has direct access to the surf. $$

Waihi’s Golden Legacy

COROMANDEL’S LAST WORKING MINING TOWN

The grand avenue of phoenix palms on the approach to Waihi (a 45-minute drive from Thames) is a hint to the vast riches that have been unearthed here since gold was discovered in 1878. Originally a 175km network of tunnels over 15 levels, Martha Mine is now an immense hole in the ground on the very edge of the town centre. It’s a mind-boggling sight. Circle it on the 4km (one-hour) Pit Rim Walkway, or just peer into its depths from near the towering 1905 Cornish Pumphouse.

Across the road, the whiz-bang Gold Discovery Centre tells the town’s story through interactive displays and holograms. It also books tours that take you behind Martha’s fence but not down the pit. Another legacy of the industry, the Goldfields Railway offers 30-minute vintage-train trips to Waikino, connecting to the Karangahake Historic Walkway.

From Waihi town, an 11km drive will take you to Waihi Beach – 9km of sandy gorgeousness stretching all the way to Bowentown on the northern limits of Tauranga Harbour.


BEST FOOD IN WHANGAMATĀ

Blackies Cafe

Kiwi cafe classics served under the awning of this beachy outdoor cafe behind the surf club. $

Port Road Project

Scandi style and sunny shared tables make this main-street cafe a standout. $$

Smoky Platter

American-style smokehouse bar serving beers, burgers, ribs and meaty platters with names like Big Bruce. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN WHANGAMATĀ

Breakers

Modern motel with a swimming pool, facing the marina on the Tairua approach to Whangamatā. $$

Surf n Stay

Three units in a house a block from the waves, offering packages including surfing lessons. $$

Southpacific Motel

Corner-hogging motel complex with large self-contained units within walking distance of the main strip. $$

Ride Waves in Whangamatā

COROMANDEL’S SURF CENTRAL

On the east coast of the peninsula, a 50-minute drive from Thames, Whangamatā (pronounced ‘fun-gah-mah-tah’) is a surf-loving town with a young, up-for-anything vibe in summer. Its population swells more than tenfold around New Year’s to more than 40,000 people, but in the colder months it’s a sleepy little place.

It’s all about the beach here, a long stretch of white sand with the horizon punctuated by picturesque islands. Surf lifesavers ensure swimmers are kept safe and the body-surfing is excellent. It’s also a great place to learn to surf, with both beginner and intermediate lessons offered by Surfsup. They also rent equipment and offer guided kayaking and paddle-boarding trips to the Whenuakura (Donut Island) wildlife sanctuary.


Hike the Kauaeranga Kauri Trail

CLIMB TO TOWERING PINNACLES

This 6km (each way) track through Coromandel Forest Park to the jagged summit known as The Pinnacles is the best day hike on the peninsula. The final ascent is via ladders and iron rungs bolted into the rock to a lookout offering sumptuous views all the way to the east coast. It takes about three hours to get up and a bit less to get back down, but many walkers choose to stay overnight at DOC’s excellent 80-bunk Pinnacles Hut near the top.

From Thames, it’s 12km to the Kauaeranga Visitor Centre and a further 9km along an unsealed road to the trailhead.
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Kauaeranga Kauri Trail | Janice Chen/Shutterstock ©


THE SEABIRD COAST

The marshy Firth of Thames is one of New Zealand’s most important shorebird habitats, with 43 recorded species spending time here at least part of the year. They’re attracted by the food to be found in 85 sq km of intertidal mudflats and the roosting opportunities in the large shell banks around Miranda. International jet-setters include the red knot and bar-tailed godwit, one of which was tracked making an 11,570km nonstop flight from here to Alaska.

To find out more, visit the Pūkorokoro Miranda Shorebird Centre. You can rent binoculars here to use in the three hides of the nearby Robert Finlay Wildlife Area. Thames also has its own hide, built with compensation funds from the French bombing of the Rainbow Warrior.



Stroll Through Rapaura Water Gardens

COROMANDEL’S MOST BEAUTIFUL GARDEN

About a 30-minute drive north of Thames (turn inland at Tapu), these private gardens are a manicured oasis in the middle of the bush. Start with the 20-minute loop along a raked path, passing a series of lily ponds and gurgling fountains. The longer walk skirts larger lily ponds lined with exotic trees but then takes a walk on the wild side, heading through native bush to a divine multilevel waterfall that has been dubbed ‘The Seven Stairs To Heaven’.


Getting Around

This area is best explored by car or bike (making use of the Hauraki Rail Trail), as buses are limited. InterCity’s services between Auckland and Tauranga stop in Thames, Paeroa and Waihi.


	


WHITIANGA
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The largest of the Coromandel Peninsula’s beach towns, Whitianga (pronounced ‘fee-tee-ung-ah’) sits within the great scoop of Mercury Bay, gazing out over tiny islands and sculpted headlands. The big attraction is the broad expanse of Buffalo Beach, which stretches for five sandy kilometres. Houses follow its curve, but the town centre is nestled right at the southern end, at the narrow mouth of Whitianga Harbour.

The town doesn’t have much in the way of impressive architecture or the like, but it has a highly attractive setting, especially when looking from the Esplanade restaurants towards the low bush-clad hills of the far shore. A busy marina attracts yachty types, giving it a slightly more upmarket ambience than some of the peninsula’s more surf-oriented towns.

Whitianga’s full name, Te Whitianga a Kupe (The Crossing Point of Kupe), is a reference to the great Polynesian explorer who discovered it.
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SIGHTS

1Cooks Beach

2Flaxmill Bay

3Lonely Bay

4Lost Spring

5Mercury Bay Museum

6Shakespeare Cliff Lookout

ACTIVITIES

7Cave Cruzer

8Glass Bottom Boat

9Ocean Leopard

10Sea Cave Adventures

11Whitianga Rock Walk

12Windborne




TOP TIP

Whitianga Harbour may be small but its tentacles stretch quite a way inland. The drive to neighbouring Cooks Beach takes half an hour, but you can take a short ferry ride and walk there in 25 minutes (or cycle there in less than 10 minutes).




Get Out on the Water

EXPLORE A DRAMATIC SHORELINE

As you may have guessed from the giant marina, Whitianga is a boatie town. There are plenty of options to get in on the fun, including lots of private fishing charters. Mercury Bay is renowned for game fishing, especially between January and March. Here’s your chance to get that highly sought-after grinning-with-a-fish pic for your social media.

If you’d rather admire the marine life than wrestle with it, various boats offer two-hour tours of the neighbouring Te Whanganui-a-Hei Marine Reserve. Although it was only established in 1992, this protected area abounds in aquatic life. If you’re lucky you might see fur seals, penguins, dolphins or orcas.

Cruises pass hidden beaches, caves, rock arches (the most famous being Cathedral Cove), tunnels passing clear through craggy islands, and meringue-like white cliffs where, if you look long enough, you’ll swear you see faces. Most will also give you an opportunity to swim and snorkel. Operators include Glass Bottom Boat, Ocean Leopard and Sea Cave Adventures. Cave Cruzer offers a white-knuckle blast in a rigid-hull inflatable. Windborne is a gaff-rigged topsail schooner offering bay sails, sunset cruises and day trips to the Mercury Islands.
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Cathedral Cove | Tupungato/Shutterstock ©


WHY I LOVE WHITIANGA
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Peter Dragicevich, writer



For Aucklanders like me, the Coromandel Peninsula is a magical summertime playground, a place of sandy beaches, endless body surfing, inspiring scenery and long lazy days under the shade of pōhutukawa trees. Whitianga is bigger than most of the other beach towns, so it has a few more eating and sleeping options. But really, this could have just as easily read ‘Why I love Hahei’, or ‘Pauanui’, or ‘Whangamatā’. Simply put, these are some of the most beautiful beaches in the world.



WHERE TO STAY IN WHITIANGA

Mercury Bay Holiday Park

Small holiday park set amongst houses but close to the harbour, marina and town centre. $

Aotearoa Lodge

Quiet, well-kept motel on the inland edge of town where you’ll wake to birdsong rather than traffic. $$

Beachfront Resort

Mid-sized motel only metres from the sand, down the far end of Buffalo Beach. $$

Visit Mercury Bay Museum

LOCAL HISTORY ON DISPLAY

Learn all about Whitianga’s connections to esteemed explorers Kupe and James Cook at this little museum occupying an old dairy building on the waterfront. In 1769, Cook witnessed the transit of Mercury while anchored near the beach that now bears his name.


BEST FOOD IN WHITIANGA

Cafe Coghill House

Side-street cafe with a sunny terrace, serving good counter food and generous breakfasts. Closed Mondays. $

Hula

Easy-going cafe down the beach end of the main street, with great coffee. $$

Blue Ginger

Whitianga’s best restaurant dishes up pan-Asian sharing plates, bright colours and good vibes. $$



Take the Ferry to Cooks Beach

LOOKOUTS AND GOOD-LOOKING BEACHES

For a change of scene, take the five-minute passenger ferry across the narrow head of Whitianga Harbour to the Cooks Beach side, where there’s another whole beach town to explore. From Ferry Landing it’s a five-minute walk to sheltered Flaxmill Bay, or 25 minutes to long, sandy Cooks Beach. If you bring a bike you can cycle to Hahei in 45 minutes or Hot Water Beach in an hour.

Before you set off, take the 400m Whitianga Rock Walk, which leads up to the remains of the pā (fortified village) that once guarded the harbour entrance. It’s a longer walk, but there are even better views to be had from the Shakespeare Cliff Lookout, positioned at the tip of the headland separating Flaxmill Bay from Cooks Beach. Tucked below it is pretty little Lonely Bay, the place to be if you prefer to swim nude.

Soak in the Lost Spring

GEOTHERMAL POOLS IN A TROPICAL SETTING

A block back from Buffalo Beach, the Lost Spring offers something entirely different from New Zealand’s numerous other geothermal pool complexes: an adult-focused retreat into a tropical fantasy with a full range of day-spa treatments to accompany it – with the added incentive of food and cocktails. Popular packages are targeted at couples and ‘girls’ getaways’. It’s a pricey indulgence, but a memorable one.


OTHER MARINE RESERVES

Including Te Whanganui-a-Hei, there are 35 marine reserves scattered around New Zealand’s many islands. If you like snorkelling, the easiest to access is at Goat Island near Leigh, north of Auckland. For diving, head to Northland’s Poor Knights Islands.




Getting Around

Whitianga is flat and the town centre is tiny, but bear in mind that it takes 45 minutes to walk from one end of Buffalo Beach to the other. If you’re staying at the northern end, you’re going to want a car or a bike to get around as there are no local buses. Bikes can be taken on the passenger ferry for an additional $1.50 on top of the regular price.






Beyond Whitianga


The northern half of the Coromandel Peninsula is a summertime playground famous for its beaches and sculpted coastline.
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Come summer, Kiwi and international visitors alike flock to the beaches around Whitianga in their thousands, instantly transforming quiet coastal settlements into bustling resort towns. The east coast is home to some of the country’s most famed beaches, with plenty of infrastructure to cope with the sudden influx.

Over on the west coast, Coromandel Town is the peninsula’s heritage treasure, an atmospheric reminder of New Zealand’s first gold rush. North from here, unsealed roads link a succession of handsome wee bays, many with bare-basic campsites and not a lot else.

On the culinary front, this area is highly regarded for its seafood, particularly mussels (smoked or otherwise), oysters and scallops.
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TOP TIP

Note that the craziest time here is the summer school holidays, especially the period from Christmas to the end of January.




Northern Coromandel Beaches

HOLIDAY RESORTS AND SECLUDED BAYS

The northern tip of the Coromandel Peninsula hides some of the country’s most heavenly beaches, some lined with holiday homes and others completely untouched by development. None of them are patrolled by lifeguards, so take extra care in the water.

From Whitianga, a 20-minute drive along SH25 brings you to Kūaotunu, a small holiday village with a store and a buzzy cafe, set alongside a white-sand beach. From here a nondescript, partly unsealed road leads over the headland to the long stretch of Otama Beach, deserted except for a few farms. Continue further on this road and you’ll reach Opito, another expansive beach, but this one is packed with flash holiday homes.

The next turn-off from SH25 after Kūaotunu leads to Matarangi, a purpose-built resort town on another sublime beach, which forms the eastern head of Whangapoua Harbour. Its population of 420 permanent residents swells to over 7000 in summer. Circle around the harbour and you’ll reach little Whangapoua. There’s a beach here, too, but its main claim to fame is as the launching point for New Chums.

New Chums Beach has hallowed status among everyone who has ever made the effort to visit. And it is an effort. First off you need to hunt for a park at the far end of Whangapoua, then wade through a stream and scramble along the rocky shoreline until you reach the short track cutting across the headland. But once you get here you’ll find a dazzling stretch of white sand backed by native bush, with no sign of human habitation in sight. From time to time, surrounding landowners draw up plans for developing the hinterland but they’re inevitably dropped due to the public outcry.

The chunk of peninsula north of Coromandel Town feels even more remote, reached by gravel roads clinging to the shoreline. Along the west coast, ancient pōhutukawa trees stretch over little stony bays all the way to a spectacular land’s end at Fletcher Bay. The east coast is more rugged still, with sandy beaches at Kennedy Bay and Waikawau Bay.
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BEST REMOTE CAFES & BARS

Luke’s Kitchen

Kūaotunu mainstay with a rustic surf-shack ambience serving coffee, craft beer and wood-fired pizza. $$

Colenso

Grab a table in the orchard of this garden cafe on SH25 south of Whitianga. $

Coroglen Tavern

Archetypal middle-of-nowhere country pub that attracts big-name bands to its large outdoor stage in summer. $

Hot Water Brewing Co

Modern craft brewery with outdoor seating serving wood-fired pizza. At Whenuakite, south of Whitianga. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN NORTHERN COROMANDEL

Leighton Lodge

Smart B&B in Opito offering a room with a view-hungry balcony and a self-contained flat. $$

Mahamudra Centre

Serene Tibetan Buddhist retreat near Colville offering simple camping, dorms and cabins in a parklike setting. $

Tangiaro Kiwi Retreat

Self-contained wooden cottages with barbecues and spa pools in the bush near Port Charles. $$$

Visit Coromandel Town

ENIGMATIC HERITAGE GEM

In 1852 gold was found at nearby Driving Creek, sparking New Zealand’s first gold rush. Coromandel Town’s enigmatic strip of Victorian buildings is a legacy of those times, although now you’re more likely to find cafes and craft shops than grizzled prospectors with tall tales to tell.

Aside from fishing charters, the main attraction these days is the Driving Creek Railway, a quirky ride up through regenerating forest via various switchbacks, tunnels and viaducts to the ‘Eye-full Tower’. The railway was the passion project of esteemed potter, the late Barry Brickell, whose studio still operates below. The newest attraction here is Coromandel Zipline Tours, an eight-span, 705m-long set of ziplines starting part way up the railway route.

From Whitianga there are two scenic driving routes to Coromandel Town, both taking around 50 minutes – coastal SH25 and the partly unsealed 309 Road cutting straight through the mountains.
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BEST SEAFOOD AROUND COROMANDEL TOWN

Coromandel Oyster Company

Tuck into fresh oysters and seafood-based takeaways by the water, 5km south of Coromandel Town. $

Coromandel Smoking Company

Little store in the town centre selling smoked fish and, your new obsession, smoked mussels. $

Coromandel Mussel Kitchen

Appealing bar and kitchen set among fields 3km south of town, serving mussels, pizza and craft beer. $$



Pilgrimage to Cathedral Cove

FAMOUS BEACH WITH ROCK ARCH

The star of many a New Zealand tourism poster (not to mention the Narnia movies), spectacular Cathedral Cove is one of those world-famous sights that really is worth the hype. At the centre of the beach is the giant Gothic-like rock arch, which gives it its name. The cove is only accessible from the water or via a 30- to 40-minute walking track, but that doesn’t stop it from attracting up to 4000 people a day in summer – visit off-season, early or late in the day to avoid the hordes.

Boat cruises from Whitianga inevitably stop for a look and it’s also possible to catch a pricey water taxi from the beach at Hahei. The car park for the walkway is 2km past Hahei (a 35-minute drive from Whitianga), but it fills up quickly in summertime. If you’re walking from Hahei Beach it will take around 70 minutes. Along the track is Gemstone Bay, where a snorkelling trail offers the opportunity to see crayfish, stingrays and large snapper. This is part of Te Whanganui-a-Hei Marine Reserve, so the underwater life is abundant.


BEST EATING & DRINKING IN COROMANDEL TOWN

Umu

Main-street cafe serving Kiwi classics such as mince on toast and sweetcorn fritters. $$

Weta Cafe

Courtyard cafe beside a little park serving made-to-order fresh sandwiches, toasties and cooked breakfasts. $$

Pepper Tree

Courtyard restaurant dishing up generously proportioned meals with an emphasis on local seafood. $$

Star & Garter Hotel

Atmospheric 1873 pub with a beer garden and pool tables, and live music on the weekends.



WHERE TO STAY IN COROMANDEL TOWN

Tui Lodge

Pleasantly rural but only a 15-minute walk from town, this is Coromandel’s best backpackers. $

Coromandel Top 10 Holiday Park

Well-kept, welcoming camp-ground with nicely painted cabins and attractive units. $

Jacaranda Lodge

Located among 6 hectares of farmland and rose gardens, this two-storey B&B is a relaxing retreat. $$

The Olive Motel

Upmarket motel close to the shops with spacious one- and two-bedroom luxury spa suites. $$

Hush Boutique Accommodation

Rustic but stylish private cabins in native bush in a quiet spot near Driving Creek. $$

Anchor Lodge

By the wharf, this motel has its own glowworm cave, heated swimming pool and spa. $$

Linger in Hahei

CLASSIC KIWI BEACH TOWN

While neighbouring Cathedral Cove is the poster child, Hahei Beach just gets on with the job of being quietly stunning. It’s only a 30-minute drive from Whitianga and makes a great alternative base if you fancy staying somewhere that’s smaller but still has a good selection of things to do and places to eat. When we say Hahei is smaller, the resident population is only 234 but it balloons to over 7000 people in summer.


Hahei’s long white-sand beach gazes out over a picturesque cluster of craggy islands. If you’re feeling energetic, take the steep 15-minute up to Te Pare pā, an abandoned Māori fortress at the beach’s eastern headland, for an even better view.

The surrounding waters are part of Te Whanganui-a-Hei Marine Reserve, and local operators Cathedral Cove Dive & Snorkel, Cathedral Cove Kayaks and Hahei Explorer (jetboats) will get you out amongst it.
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BEST EATING & DRINKING IN HAHEI

Little Blue Kitchen

Sells bagels and coffee from a shack near the petrol station. $

The Pour House

Appealing garden bar and pizzeria that’s home base for the Coromandel Brewing Company. $$

The Church

Swanky restaurant operating out of a cute wooden church building, serving a concise, seasonal menu. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN HAHEI

Hahei Pavilion

Charming hosts rent three en-suite rooms beneath their house, across a park from the shops. $$

Tatahi Lodge

Cosy wood-panelled motel units and cheaper lodge rooms (with shared bathrooms) in a bromeliad-filled garden. $$

The Church

Set within a subtropical garden, these beautifully kitted out, rustic timber cottages have plenty of character. $$

Soak at Hot Water Beach

NATURE’S SANDY HOT TUB

Here’s one to tell the folks at home about – that time you dug a hole in the sand to create your own little hot tub, barely metres from where the waters of the Pacific Ocean rolled in.

At Hot Water Beach, a 30-minute drive from Whitianga, there’s a patch in front of a rocky outcrop in the middle of the beach where hot water oozes up through the sand. It’s only accessible for two hours either side of high tide and only in this one area – but by all means dig away in other places at other times. It won’t get you anywhere, but it will amuse the locals.

Many accommodation providers in Whitianga and Hahei provide spades for guests to borrow. Otherwise you can hire one from the beach store or at the excellent Moko Artspace, where you can also purchase art and design with a Māori or Pasifika flavour.


Test the sands with your foot before you start digging as the main hot water flows are very localised, and the temperature can quickly change from frigid to scalding. It can get crowded, but once the novelty has passed people tend to move on.

Hot Water Beach is a gorgeous beach but it’s also responsible for some of the highest drowning numbers in the country – mainly due to dangerous rips directly in front of the hot-water area. Uninformed tourists see a calm patch and head into the surf to cool off, not realising that this is a key indicator of a rip. If the beach is patrolled, be sure to swim between the flags.


OTHER HOT-WATER BEACHES

The Coromandel Peninsula’s Hot Water Beach may be the most famous but there are other places on the North Island where hot springs bubble up through the sands, notably Kāwhia and Lake Taupō.



Tairua & Pauanui Twin Towns

DUO OF WHITE-SAND RESORTS

Facing off across Tairua Harbour, this pretty pair of towns is hugely popular in summer for their patrolled surf beaches and child-friendly estuary. Of the two, Tairua (a 40-minute drive from Whitianga) is more lived in and has better infrastructure, while Pauanui is more upmarket. In summer a passenger ferry tootles backwards and forwards.

On the Tairua side, the harbour is capped by little Mt Pāku, an extinct volcano that started life as an island. It’s well worth the steep 15-minute walk to the summit for sublime views over the white sands and turquoise waters of Pauanui. From the Memorial Reserve car park, the path cuts up between houses and crosses a road before delving through native forest.
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BEST CAFES IN HOT WATER BEACH & TAIRUA

Hot Waves

In summer everyone wants a garden table at this excellent Hot Water Beach cafe. $$

Manaia Kitchen & Bar

The most cosmopolitan spot on the Tairua strip, with courtyard seating for summer brunches. $$

Tairua Beach Club

In a heritage cottage near Mt Pāku, TBC combines a rustic Kiwiana vibe with great food. $$




Getting Around

You’ll need a car to get to most of the tucked-away beaches. Go Kiwi has a daily shuttle between Matarangi and Auckland, stopping in Kūaotunu, Whitianga, Hahei, Hot Water Beach, Tairua and Thames.





HAMILTON
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It may not rival Auckland or Wellington for big-city buzz, but the North Island’s bronze medallist has all the cafes, restaurants and bars you could wish for in a city of 180,000 people – not to mention an excellent museum and zoo, and one of the country’s best urban parks. It sits right at the heart of the Waikato region, on the banks of the river of the same name, making it a good base for day trips into the surrounding countryside.

Most of Hamilton’s dining and nightlife gravitates around Victoria St, the city’s commercial heart, which runs parallel to the west bank of the Waikato River. Around the corner on Hood St there’s a short strip of bars that bursts into life on a Friday night. It’s also worth taking a look at Grey St, over the river in Hamilton East, where there are more dining options and a fortnightly Sunday morning street market.
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TOP TIP

Every Sunday morning the Hamilton Farmers’ Market takes place in a big barn behind the Claudelands Events Centre, east of the river. It’s a great place to stock up on fresh fruit and vegetables, organic meat, cheese, honey, sourdough bread and kombucha while grazing on goodies from the food stalls.




Paradise at Hamilton Gardens

JOURNEY THROUGH TIME AND SPACE

As in life, the best things in Hamilton are free. Most impressive are the 17 walled gardens that form the core attraction of this large riverside park. The newest is simultaneously the oldest – an Ancient Egyptian temple garden that opened in 2022.

The themed gardens are split into three ‘collections’. The Paradise Garden Collection showcases different ideas of an earthly paradise in garden form, ranging from a Sung-dynasty Chinese Scholars’ Garden to a California-style Modernist Garden. Gardening meets art in the Fantasy Garden Collection, including a Surrealist Garden filled with oversized objects. The rest fall into the Productive Garden category, including one devoted to traditional Māori horticultural techniques.

After you’ve been thoroughly enchanted and transported, wander around the rest of the park and find a spot for a picnic under the mature trees on the lawn surrounding the rose garden.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN HAMILTON

Chim Thai

Journey to the northern suburb of Rototuna for tapas-style Thai street food and curries. $$

Edo

Japanese restaurant serving made-to-order sushi and other traditional fare. $$

Palate

Elegant, modern fine dining in a beautiful art-deco building right by the river. $$$

Mr Pickles Bar & Eatery

Overlooking the river with lots of outdoor tables, serving tasty sharing plates and good cocktails. $$$

Gothenburg

Tapas with some Swedish twists in a glassed-in pavilion with outside tables above the river. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN HAMILTON

City Centre Bed & Breakfast

Sparkling apartment and en-suite room opening on to a pool, in a tranquil but central riverside location. $

Arena Court Motel

Well-kept motel in a quiet spot near Waikato Stadium, within walking distance of the centre. $$

Atrium on Ulster

The best motel on the somewhat sketchy Ulster St strip, with spacious, modern units. $$


Rare Encounters at Hamilton Zoo

SHY NATIVES AND FLASHY FOREIGNERS

Hamilton’s big, leafy, modern zoo is a delight. It’s a good opportunity to get a glimpse of some of Aotearoa’s rarest critters, such as the tuatara (a reptilian survivor from the age of the dinosaurs), whio (blue duck) and, everyone’s favourite, the kea (a large, cheeky, alpine parrot). However, it’s the bigger exotic creatures that inevitably steal the show, particularly the chimps, siamangs, rhinos and Sumatran tigers.


BEST CAFES IN HAMILTON

Hayes Common

Bustling cafe with an adventurous menu near the river in Hamilton East. $$

The River Kitchen

Bright, chic cafe on the main strip serving cakes, gourmet breakfasts and fresh seasonal lunches. $$

Scott’s Epicurean

Across from the museum, with banquettes, pressed-tin ceilings, great coffee and an interesting menu. $$



Explore Waikato Museum

MĀORI CULTURE AND ROCKY HORROR

Right by the river in the centre of the city, Waikato Museum is an excellent free introduction to the region’s history and cultural life. The centrepiece of the gallery devoted to the local Tainui people is Te Winika, a magnificent carved waka taua (war canoe) gazing proudly over the river it once protected.

Regional stories are told in unflinching detail, including the invasion of the Waikato by the government in 1863, and the development of the city of Hamilton. There’s also an interactive science centre and large galleries set aside for art exhibitions.

For a further art fix, head to ArtsPost in the pretty Imperial Baroque–style former post office next door. Its focus is local contemporary art, and includes works for sale. It is also home to the Hamilton i-SITE visitor information centre, so stock up on brochures while you’re here.

Guarding both galleries with his three-pronged laser gun is a statue of Riff Raff, the time-warping alien played in the movie The Rocky Horror Picture Show by its writer Richard O’Brien. O’Brien used to cut hair in the Embassy Theatre building that once stood nearby, a partial inspiration for Rocky Horror’s late-night double-feature picture show.


OTHER WAKA TAUA

You can encounter other exceptional examples of waka taua (war canoes) at the Auckland Museum, the Waitangi Treaty Grounds and the Whanganui Regional Museum. These vessels are considered highly tapu (sacred) and have their own mana (gravitas and metaphysical importance).



River & Lakeside Walks

RIVERSIDE STROLLS AND PARKS

Flowing through the centre of Hamilton, the Waikato River is the very essence of the region that bears its name. The western bank has a continuous walking track all the way to Hamilton Gardens. On the eastern bank, Memorial Park features the remains of the Rangiriri, an iron-clad, steam-powered gunboat from the Waikato War, while neighbouring Parana Park has paddling pools and an aviary.

Another lovely (3.8km) track circles Hamilton Lake (Rotoroa), on the other side of the city centre.


Getting Around

The city centre is flat and fairly compact; easy going for walkers and cyclists, with cycle paths following the river. Parking in the centre is metered. Hamilton has a good bus network, branded as BUSIT, including an on-demand service to Hamilton Airport.






Beyond Hamilton
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A movie set is the big-ticket drawcard, but this verdant region also encompasses natural attractions and quaint country towns.


The countryside around Hamilton is a rural idyll of green fields, gently rolling hills and hobbits. Let’s just call it The Shire and be done with it. As well as being the home of the Hobbiton Movie Set – created by Sir Peter Jackson for The Lord of the Rings movies – it even has its own Old Forest (Pirongia Forest Park) and Misty Mountains (the Kaimai Range).

The Kaimai Range reaches a peak at Mt Te Aroha (952m), which rises above the little geothermal spa town that shares its name. Further south, the North Island’s highest waterfall leaps from the range’s rocky ramparts.

Hobbits aside, this is the heartland of both the Waikato Tainui tribes and the Kīngitanga (Māori King Movement).
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TOP TIP

Little Tīrau on SH1 is the area’s best pit stop, due to its good food options and wacky corrugated-iron sculptures.




Hike to Wairere Falls

NORTH ISLAND’S HIGHEST WATERFALL

The Wairere Falls plunge 153m off the top of the Kaimai Range – you’ll see this astonishing waterfall many kilometres before you arrive at the car park, an hour’s drive from Hamilton in the Matamata hinterland. From here it’s a relatively arduous 40-minute climb to the first lookout. The walk gets progressively prettier, following the river as it plunges through a jumble of boulders, in places forming rounded pools. Water trickles gently over moss-lined cliffs as you approach the first of the many steps ascending to the viewpoint.

It’s all worth it when you get to the top for the extraordinary stop-motion view of water cascading over a wall of black rock, forming several rivulets, then combining for the final drop. From here the hardy can slog it out for another 45 minutes to the top lookout for expansive views over the Waikato.
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WAIKATO’S HOT SPRINGS

Although not as famous as those in Rotorua, there are geothermal springs scattered all over the Waikato.

The best known and most upmarket are at Te Aroha, a sweet little town at the foot of the Kaimai Range. From the 1880s until the 1930s it was a popular health spa, and you can still soak in some of the pretty heritage bath houses scattered around the hot springs domain.

Most of the others are more like public swimming pools, priced for everyday Kiwi families and often attached to holiday parks. Good examples are Matamata’s Opal Hot Springs, Miranda Hot Springs (near Thames), Athenree Hot Springs (near Waihi Beach), Waingaro Hot Springs (east of Ngāruawāhia), and the middle-of-nowhere Okoroire Hot Springs Hotel.



WHERE TO STAY IN TE AROHA

The Nunnery

Humble 1970s convent converted into comfortable budget accommodation; most rooms share bathrooms. $

Aroha Mountain Lodge

Spread over two lovely Edwardian villas neighbouring the hot springs, Mountain Lodge offers affordable luxury. $$

Te Aroha Motel

Older but nicely renovated motel with comfy pillows right on the edge of the domain. $$

Look for Hobbits in Matamata

HOBBITS, HORSES AND HOT POOLS

‘Welcome to Hobbiton’, says a sign prominently displayed at the start of the main shopping strip in this leafy rural town, a 50-minute drive east of Hamilton. The Hobbiton Movie Set is actually on a farm 15km southwest of here, but Matamata revels in its role as the main gateway. A case in point is the excellent Matamata i-SITE visitor information centre, a half-timbered thatched gatehouse designed by the movie crew. It’s here that shuttles to Hobbiton depart.

Matamata’s other claim to fame is breeding thoroughbred racehorses, as a metallic horse-and-jockey sculpture near the mid-century clock tower on the main street attests. To learn more about the town’s non-hobbity history, particularly as it relates to farming, head to the Firth Tower Museum – a collection of relocated heritage buildings arranged in the shadow of an ostentatious 18m-high castle-like tower, constructed by the town’s founder in 1882.

The Opal Hot Springs are the opposite of ostentatious: a no-frills family-friendly pool complex attached to a campground 7km east of town. It’s one of the cheapest geothermal springs in the country.
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BEST EATING & DRINKING IN MATAMATA

Osteria

Popular restaurant on a corner by the clock tower with a menu of Italian classics. $$

The Redoubt Bar & Eatery

This mini-shrine to all things sporty and Matamata-related serves pizza and burgers, and hosts live music. $$

Merchant of Matamata

Cavernous outpost of Hamilton’s Good George Brewing serving pub-style food, and hosting quizzes and comedy. $$




OTHER MIDDLE EARTH EXPERIENCES

Although none of the other sets remain, there are recognisable filming locations all around the country. Fans shouldn’t miss the tours of Wētā Workshop on Wellington’s Miramar Peninsula and Wētā Workshop Unleashed near Auckland’s Sky Tower.



WHERE TO STAY IN MATAMATA

Broadway Motel

Sprawling family-run motel complex with a pool, a short stroll from the shops. $$

Tower Road Motel

Renovated mid-century motel surrounded by fields, a 20-minute walk from the town centre. $$

Matamata Central Motel

As its name suggests, this upmarket, two-storey motel is only a 10-minute walk from the main strip. $$$

Tour the Hobbiton Movie Set

FOLLOW IN FRODO’S FOOTSTEPS

Pricey tourist traps don’t always deliver, but the Hobbiton Movie Set is well worth the money.


The Alexander family can’t have known what would hit them in September 1998 when New Line’s film location scouts helicoptered in to their farm, a 50-minute drive east of Hamilton, asking to use it for Peter Jackson’s upcoming The Lord of the Rings movies. Following filming, all of the sets around the country were dismantled, but when the movie execs returned to secure the site for The Hobbit movies, the family negotiated to be able to retain Hobbiton.

Tours last two hours and start with a bus trip through the working sheep and cattle farm to the set, accompanied by a personal message from Sir Peter himself. Once here your guide will lead you through the heart of Hobbiton, pointing out features of the hobbit holes and their well-tended gardens, and where and how different shots took place. The attention to detail is painstaking, each hole giving hints about who lived there, even if they featured on screen for only a fraction of a second. Things wrap up with a complimentary beverage in the atmospheric Green Dragon Inn.
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BEST FOOD IN CAMBRIDGE

Onyx

Lofty licensed cafe, starting with brunch on weekends and continuing into the evening with wood-fired pizza. $$

Paddock

Trusty cafe spilling onto the main street, with excellent coffee, artisan sodas and healthy smoothies. $$

Alpha Street Kitchen & Bar

Sophisticated and adventurous modern dining in the heritage confines of the former National Hotel. $$$

Alpino cucina e vino

Upmarket Italian cuisine served in the elegant old post office building on the main street. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge Coach House

On Cambridge’s rural fringe, this garden property offers stylish suites and a self-contained cottage. $$

Cambridge Mews

Immaculately maintained chalet-style motel offering spacious units with spa baths, a 10-minute walk from town. $$

Kelly Rd Cambridge Lodge

Luxury motel accommodation in a modern two-storey block on the western edge of town. $$$

Walk to Te Waihou Blue Spring

MESMERISING CRYSTALLINE WATERS

There’s something inherently soothing about the sight of aquatic grasses gently swaying in waters that seem preternaturally clear, as if someone’s applied a real-time Instagram filter to nature itself.

From the car park on Leslie Rd – near Putāruru, just over an hour’s drive southeast of Hamilton – it’s a five-minute stroll to the Waihou Stream and another five minutes to the spring itself. Climb the stairs for a better view. As enticing as it looks, swimming is forbidden as it affects the water quality.

The spring can also be reached from Whites Rd via the easy 4.7km (each way) Te Waihou Walkway. Allow three hours for the return trip.

Stroll Around Cambridge

LEAFY WALKS, ANTIQUES AND RESTAURANTS

Only 20 minutes’ drive from Hamilton, this most English of North Island towns is a charming spot for a walk, a bite to eat and a spot of antiquing. The best time to visit Cambridge is on a Saturday morning when Cambridge Farmers’ Market fills Victoria Sq with stalls selling the likes of fresh produce, fancy sausages, smoked fish and sourdough bread.

Afterwards, take a stroll around little Lake Te Koo Utu, which sits in a tree-lined basin where weeping willows dip their leaves into the water, water lilies float decoratively and coots splash about.


A PERFECT DAY IN KARĀPIRO & CAMBRIDGE
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Emma Cunningham, University of Waikato lecturer, shares her recipe for an invigorating day spent in and around Cambridge.



The Boatshed, Karāpiro

Enjoy beautiful food and gorgeous views at this cafe, perched on the banks of Lake Karāpiro. It’s only open on Saturdays and Sundays.

Sanctuary Mountain Maungatautari

Take a walk through a beautiful and well-maintained bush setting, with a huge variety of birds and native trees. The trails are clearly marked and easy to follow.

Tivoli Cinema, Cambridge

Relax with a film at this elegant, intimate cinema with cosy two-seater couches. The coffee and cake are delicious, too.



Pirongia Forest Park Tracks

HIKE MT PIRONGIA’S FORESTED SLOPES

A 30-minute drive southwest of Hamilton, forest-shrouded Mt Pirongia (959m) is visible from much of the Waikato region. There are various tracks to the summit but it’s most commonly climbed from Corcoran Rd (three to five hours each way).

It’s possible to get a taste of the mountain’s enchanting (and possibly enchanted) forest via the best short walk in the Waikato, the 1.5km (50-minute) Mangakara Nature Walk. This little loop starts at the car park at the end of Grey Rd and quickly heads beneath a high canopy of rimu and kahikatea trees, where tangled supplejack vines cascade down towards the dappled forest floor and a pretty rock-strewn stream (Mangakara means ‘dark water’). The same car park is the trailhead for the Mahaukura Track to the summit (9km, four to six hours).


Getting Around

Having your own wheels will give you more flexibility and get you to places like Wairere Falls, Te Waihou Blue Spring and Pirongia Forest Park. BUSIT runs regular buses between Hamilton and Cambridge, and less-frequent Eastern Connector services between Hamilton, Matamata and Te Aroha. There are also InterCity services from Hamilton to Matamata and Cambridge. Shuttle operators provide transport from Matamata and Hamilton to Hobbiton.





RAGLAN
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Raglan might just be the perfect surf town. It’s small enough to be supremely laid back, but big enough for interesting shops, bars, places to eat and regular gigs in summer. The setting is exceedingly beautiful, the little town surrounded by emerald harbour waters, with bush-clad mountains on the horizon. Aside from the black-sand surf beaches, there are safe swimming beaches within the harbour, making it great for families, too.

The action gravitates around Bow St, a lively strip of quirky shops, cafes and bars, and there’s a smaller hub down at the old wharf where you’ll find artisan studios and a classic Kiwi fish and chip shop.

Kids regularly leap into the water from the footbridge connecting the town centre to the sandy spit containing child-friendly Te Kopua Beach. Continue along the black sand and you’ll reach the rolling breakers of the Tasman Sea.
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SIGHTS

1Raglan Museum

2Raglan Old School Arts Centre

ACTIVITIES

3Indicators

4Manu Bay

5Ngarunui Beach

6Raglan Kayak & Paddleboard

7Whaingaroa Wahinemoe

8Whale Bay




TOP TIP

The Bow St shopping strip terminates at a little waterfront park with a small jetty. From here there are views facing due west through the heads of the harbour to the Tasman Sea. It’s a wonderful place to watch the sunset.




Hit the Surf

RIDE WORLD-FAMOUS POINT BREAKS

It was shots of Robert August surfing on an empty Manu Bay in 1964’s cult surfing documentary The Endless Summer that put Raglan on the radar of bushy-haired and bare-footed acolytes worldwide. For goofy-footed surfers in the know, Raglan is legendary for its three elongated left-hand point breaks (in order of closeness to town: Manu Bay, Whale Bay and Indicators). Manu Bay is said to have the longest left-hand break in the world.

If you’re a novice and keen to give surfing a go, start at Ngarunui Beach, the long sandy stretch just beyond the head of the harbour. This is the only beach to have lifeguards in the warmer months, so it’s great for body surfing and boogie boarding, too. Raglan Surf School has been offering lessons here for over 20 years, with classes for kids and adults, whether they are beginners or already have basic skills.
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Surfing, Raglan | Evgeniya Hook Media/Shutterstock ©


BEST FOOD IN RAGLAN

Rock-It

En route to the surf beaches, this vibey cafe combines rustic decor with great food. $$

The Shack

The best of the town-centre cafes delivers an interesting menu from a bright corner site. $$

Orca

Good all-rounder with water views, morphing from cafe to bistro as the day progresses. $$




OTHER SURF TOWNS

Raglan sits at the top of the pile, but other towns that are similarly surf obsessed include Ahipara in Northland, Whangamatā on the Coromandel Peninsula and Ōpunake in Taranaki.



WHERE TO STAY IN RAGLAN

Raglan Backpackers

One of the country’s best hostels, right on the water, with kayaks and sea views. $

Bow Street Studios

Self-contained studios and a historic cottage, at the harbour end of the main street. $$

Raglan Sunset Motel

Large, upmarket motel set around a brick-paved courtyard, close to the shops. $$


Take a Sunset Cruise

HARBOUR VIEWS AND GREASY ROMANCE

Westward-facing Raglan’s sunsets are legendary. They’re even better from the deck of the 14m catamaran Whaingaroa Wahinemoe, with a serving of fish and chips and a drink in hand. Along the way you’ll hear about the harbour’s history and Māori traditions from the well-informed local crew. At lunchtime they also offer 90-minute nature-focused cruises – also with fish and chips, if you’re hungry.

Paddle Around the Harbour

EXPLORE THE LIMESTONE COAST

The many tentacles of Waingaroa (Raglan Harbour) offer some great kayaking opportunities, especially the labyrinth of unusual pancake-rock formations on the northern shoreline, which you can paddle right through. Raglan Kayak & Paddleboard rents vessels, gives lessons and offers guided tours.


BEST BARS IN RAGLAN

Harbour View Hotel

Classic old small-town pub with drinks on the shaded veranda and live music in summer.

George’s Beach Club

Sunny beer garden in central Raglan with craft beers courtesy of Hamilton’s Good George Brewing.

Iso

Bistro that doubles as a chic cocktail bar, with street tables and a cute back garden.

The Wharf Kitchen & Bar

Combine a cold beverage with afternoon sunshine or a Raglan sunset, near the town’s wharf.



Visit Raglan Museum

CELEBRATION OF SURF CULTURE

The ground floor is kind of what you’d expect from a small-town New Zealand museum: thoughtful displays about local history and a collection of ancient adzes, moa bones, rusty tools and old phones. Upstairs it’s a different story altogether – a celebration of Raglan’s place in the surfing firmament. Retro swimsuits sit beside old surfboards, trophies and vintage cans of surf wax, and there’s a section devoted to The Endless Summer, naturally.

Raglan Museum also acts as the town’s information centre, so call in for pamphlets outlining local walking tracks.

Engage with Raglan’s Arts Scene

ART, MOVIES AND MARKETS

It may be located in a Victorian schoolhouse but there’s nothing else old-school about the Raglan Old School Arts Centre. Quite the opposite – it’s something of a hub for Raglan’s artsy alternative lifestylers. There are exhibitions of local art, as you’d expect, but also movie screenings, pilates classes, men’s-group meetings, ukulele sessions and workshops on making everything from pottery to sourdough bread.

The hippie-ish Raglan Creative Market fills the grounds with food trucks, local produce and interesting arts and crafts on the second Sunday of the month.


Getting Around

The town centre is set on a compact peninsula; it only takes 15 minutes to walk its breadth, from the Bow St shopping strip to the wharf. A footbridge connects it to the neighbouring spit, where it’s an easy walk to swimming beaches and around the harbour mouth to Ngarunui Beach. To get to the main surfing beaches you’ll need a car or bike. There’s no public transport.






Beyond Raglan
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Go off the beaten track chasing a fairy-infested waterfall, a remote mountain peak, a vertiginous gorge and a surf’s-edge hot spring.


On a topographical map, the countryside around Raglan looks like crumpled tissue paper – a rugged landscape that’s more hill than valley. To the south are the peaks of Karioi and Pirongia, two extinct stratovolcanoes that, in Māori legend, are sisters.

The mountains mark the start of the King Country, a bastion of independent Māori rule until 1883 when King Tāwhiao, the second Māori king, negotiated with the government and allowed Europeans access to the area. It remains a stronghold of Māori culture, and communities like Kāwhia have a Māori majority to this day.

Kāwhia can be more easily reached from the east via SH31, but the windy road south from Raglan is the more memorable journey.
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Road to Kāwhia | Allan Kilgour/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Good places to eat and stay are in short supply in Kāwhia, but it makes an interesting day trip.




Climb Mt Karioi

KILLER CLIMB TO KILLER VIEWS

Whichever way you approach it, it’s a steep but satisfying two- to three-hour slog to the top of Mt Karioi (756m), the shapely ‘Sleeping Lady’ that provides the backdrop to Raglan views. The track can also be slippery and muddy, although that doesn’t wipe the smiles off the faces of those that have done it.

From Raglan it’s a 30-minute drive along a windy, partly unsealed road to Te Toto Gorge car park where the track starts. Its worth coming here whether you’re hiking or not, just for the vertigo-inducing view over the sheer cliffs of the gorge from the lookout.

From Karioi’s summit you can either return the way you came or continue on a similar-length track down the other side of the mountain.
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Wairēinga | Kristina Parchomchuk/getty images ©


THE TAINUI WAKA

The Tainui people are the powerful tribal confederation whose heartland is the Waikato region. Tainui was the name of the great waka (ocean-going canoe) that brought their ancestors to Aotearoa around 800 years ago.

After many stops around the upper North Island, the Tainui waka’s final journey took it to Kāwhia, where it was moored to a pōhutukawa tree before being dragged up a hill and buried. You can still see this ancient tree on the waterfront at the end of Kaora St (look for the stone carving). The burial site within Maketu Marae is off limits, but from the beach below you can see the sacred stones that were placed on the hillside to mark each end of the waka.



WHERE TO STAY IN KĀWHIA

Kāwhia Beachside S-Cape Holiday Park

Clean but very basic units in need of maintenance, right by the water. $

Kāwhia Motel

Old-style motel right next to the shops. $$

Sands of Kāwhia

Near completion when we visited, this smart-looking hotel could be a game changer for Kāwhia.


Witness Wairēinga

BUSH AND WATERFALL IN FAIRYLAND

Also known as Bridal Veil Falls, Wairēinga (meaning ‘leaping water’) pushes the natural-beauty meter close to bursting. Māori believed the area was occupied by patupaiarehe (fairies), and there is certainly a magical feel to the place. From the car park (20 minutes’ drive south of Raglan), a 10-minute walk through beautiful, bird-filled bush follows a little creek to the place where it launches itself in spectacular style off a cliff. It’s a mesmerising sight, the water appearing to be in suspended animation as it plunges 55m in a single plume into a mossy green bowl. A further 10-minute walk leads to the base of the falls.

Lock your car: theft can be a problem here.


BEST EATING IN KĀWHIA

The Rusty Snapper Cafe

Basic but friendly cafe serving cooked breakfasts, burgers and home baking. $$

Kāwhia Hotel

The busy town pub is often the only option for an evening meal (burgers etc). $

Kāwhia Boating & Angling Club

The clubhouse operates a bistro on Friday and Saturday nights, serving simple pub-style fare. $$



Kāwhia’s Sizzling Surf Beach

RAGLAN’S SLEEPY SISTER

On paper, Kāwhia (pronounced ‘kah-fee-ah’) and Raglan have a lot in common. They both have black-sand surf beaches and are set on pretty harbours steeped in Māori tradition. But that’s where the similarities end. While Raglan bustles with activity, Kāwhia still has a sleepy fishing village vibe, with very little infrastructure for visitors. From Raglan it can be reached via a scenic backroad skirting Aotea Harbour, taking around an hour.

Call into the Kāwhia Museum & Information Centre in the grand old county-council offices on the wharf, to find out what dining options are open and to brush up on local history. From the town centre it’s a 4km drive to Ocean Beach, a classic, achingly beautiful, west-coast surf beach…with a twist. Once you clamber over the giant sand dunes from the car park at the end of Te Paki Rd, there’s a patch in the intertidal zone straight ahead where hot water bubbles up through the sand – just like Hot Water Beach in the Coromandel, but unlike its famous cousin you may have it all to yourself. Bring a spade to dig a pool, and time your visit for an hour or two either side of low tide.


MORE ON TAINUI HISTORY

As well as the Kāwhia Museum, Tainui history is well covered in the Waikato Museum in Hamilton. (And if you’re taking SH3 to Taranaki, stop at Mōkau Museum, which is the home of the Tainui Historical Society.)




Getting Around

To explore this area you’ll need a car. Unless you’re a supremely fit cyclist, there’s no other option.





WAITOMO CAVES
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Any decent Top 20 list of classic Kiwi experiences is bound to include Waitomo. The famous glowworm caves have been captivating tourists since 1889 when local chief Tāne Tinorau first offered guided subterranean tours to paying visitors, just as his descendants do today. There are more than 300 mapped caves in the area, only a fraction of which are open to the public.

The eponymous tourist village that grew around the caves is a particularly pretty place, set in a green valley ringed by low hills. Nearby, a short track leads steeply up to the remains of Opapake Pā, a fortified village dating from the 18th century.

Other good walks in the vicinity include the Waitomo Walkway, a three-hour return trek along the Waitomo Stream to Ruakuri Scenic Reserve where there’s a natural limestone bridge. You don’t even have to go underground to see Waitomo’s famous glowworms – just drive to Ruakuri on a moonless night.
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Waitomo Glowworm Caves | Shaun Jeffers/Shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Waitomo Glowworm Caves

SIGHTS

2Waitomo Caves Discovery Centre

ACTIVITIES

3CaveWorld

4Down to Earth

5Kiwi Cave Rafting

6Legendary Black Water Rafting Co

7Spellbound

8Waitomo Adventures

INFORMATION

9Waitomo Glowworm Caves Visitor Centre




TOP TIP

Ask the Waitomo i-SITE staff about a caving experience to suit you. It could be one or more of the three main show caves administered by Discover Waitomo, or one of the private tours of lesser-known caves, or something more daring.




Delve into the Waitomo Caves

GLOWWORMS AND ROCK FORMATIONS

It is one of New Zealand’s most famous and magical natural experiences, drifting along an underground river through a limestone cavern lit by thousands of glowing threads. Start at the modestly priced but excellent Waitomo Caves Discovery Centre, attached to the Waitomo i-SITE visitor information centre, to learn about the geology that created the caves, their flora and fauna, and the area’s history.

A little further down the road at the main cave entrance is Discover Waitomo’s Waitomo Glowworm Caves Visitor Centre, an impressive piece of architecture incorporating Māori motifs. Here you can buy individual tickets for each of the three electrically lit show caves or one of a baffling array of combos, some including black-water rafting.


Even if you’re claustrophobic, the main 45-minute tour of the Waitomo Glowworm Caves isn’t overly challenging. For one thing it’s well lit, and it passes through the vast underground cavern known as The Cathedral where the likes of the Vienna Boys’ Choir and Dame Kiri Te Kanawa have given performances. Along the way you’ll pass remarkable stalagmites and stalactites, but the best feature is saved for last – a lights-out boat ride illuminated only by the luminescent strands of thousands of glowworms.

Spine-tingling and reputedly haunted, Ruakuri Cave is reached by a 15m-high spiral staircase, built to bypass a Māori burial site near its entrance. Tours take 90 minutes, delving through 1.6km of a 7.5km system. It’s the longest of the tours on offer, taking in delicate limestone tracery, underwater waterfalls and lots of glowworms. It’s customary to wash your hands at the end to remove the tapu (spiritual energy).

Aranui Cave is dry, so it doesn’t have glowworms. But it makes up for this with some of the most spectacularly beautiful limestone formations in the area and a colony of cave wētā – large native insects that look like crickets on steroids. The hour-long tour starts with a stroll through bush to the hidden entrance.

Smaller operators such as Spellbound, CaveWorld and Down To Earth offer a chance to beat the crowds in private tours of less famous caves located on farms in the surrounding countryside. If you’re after something a bit more audacious, Waitomo Adventures offers a range of tours involving subterranean abseiling, rock-climbing, ziplines, spider walking, waterfall jumps and tight squeezes.


GLORIOUS GLOWWORMS

The attention seekers of the gnat world, glowworms may look like nature’s fairy lights but their intent is far more prosaic – as is their proper name, fungus gnats. As larvae they spin and suspend sticky threads, and then use bioluminescence to lure bugs on to them. When an insect gets caught, it’s dinnertime.

Glowworms require moisture, darkness and an overhang to suspend themselves from, which makes caves ideal. However, a particularly dark patch of bush will do the trick. You’ll find them all over the country. If you come across them, don’t shine a light on them, make loud noises or touch the hanging threads. All of these things will cause them to dim and deprive them of a meal.



WHERE TO STAY AT WAITOMO CAVES

Waitomo Top 10 Holiday Park

Excellent campground in the centre of the village with good facilities, including a swimming pool. $

Waitomo Caves Guest House

Friendly B&B offering cosy hillside cabins, each with their own bathroom and private entrance. $$

Abseil Inn

Charming B&B with four themed rooms, excellent breakfasts and entertaining hosts. $$

Black-Water Rafting

NEXT-LEVEL RAFTING THRILLS

Rafting is exhilarating enough but black-water rafting is something else altogether. Invented in Waitomo, it involves getting into a wet suit and floating on inner tubes through subterranean streams under a Milky Way of glowworms. Operators include The Legendary Black Water Rafting Co, Kiwi Cave Rafting and Waitomo Adventures.


BEST EATING & DRINKING IN WAITOMO

Huhu Cafe

Modern Kiwi cuisine, wine and craft beer served on a terrace overlooking the valley. Lunch and dinner only. $$

Tomo Bar & Eatery

Friendly sports bar with big screens and lots of tap beer, serving burgers and pizza. $$




Getting Around

Waitomo Caves is 7km off SH3 and is serviced by tour buses and shuttles but not regular services. Once you’re in the village it’s easy to get around on foot. Some of the outlying cave tours offer transfers.






Beyond Waitomo Caves
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Embrace the national nostalgia known as Kiwiana in this rural heartland, birthplace of great chiefs and famous All Blacks.


Once covered in vast inaccessible forests, this is the hilly heart of the King Country. It was to here that Māori King Tāwhiao retreated following the 1863 invasion of the Waikato. It’s said that the king placed his top hat on a large map and declared that Te Rohe Pōtae (‘The Area of the Hat’) would remain under his mana (authority). It was never taken by the British.

After its opening up was eventually negotiated, the forests were converted to pasture and the stereotype of the laconic King Country farmer was born. It’s epitomised by legendary All Blacks captain Sir Colin Meads, whose statue stands in his Te Kuiti hometown, near that of The Big Shearer.
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The Big Shearer, Te Kuiti | Michael Williams/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

Te Kuiti i-SITE has an exhibition relating to the late Sir Colin Meads and his All Blacks brother Stan.




Marakopa River Walks

CAVERN AND WATERFALL

After a 40-minute drive west from Waitomo Caves the limestone landscape throws up more natural delights, set alongside the Marakopa River. First up, a five-minute walk through native bush leads to the free-to-access Piripiri Cave, where there’s a staircase leading to a viewing platform at the bottom of an impressive cavern.

A few minutes further along the road, a 600m track leads to gorgeous Marakopa Falls. At 35m, it’s not New Zealand’s highest or mightiest, but it is one of the most beautiful.

You can continue along this road for a slow but scenic alternative route to Taranaki, but it will add 50 minutes to the journey.
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Ōtorohanga Kiwi House | Doug Houghton NZ/Alamy Stock Photo ©


THE KĪNGITANGA (KING MOVEMENT)

Faced with encroachment on their land, a group of powerful North Island chiefs met in 1856 and elected Waikato chief Pōtatau Te Wherowhero as the first Māori king. It was hoped that his increased mana (prestige) could achieve the cohesion that the British had under their queen.

Despite the huge land losses of the Waikato War and the eventual opening up of the King Country, the Kīngitanga has survived as a major force for the protection of Māori land, language and culture. Although it’s not a hereditary monarchy (leaders of various tribes vote on a successor), Pōtatau’s line continues to the present day with King Tūheitia.

The Kīngitanga’s headquarters are at Turangawaewae Marae in Ngāruawāhia, 19km north of Hamilton.



BEST PLACES TO STAY BEYOND WAITOMO CAVES

Nàdarra Hideaway

Off-the-grid cabin and B&B rooms on a remote farm situated between Ōtorohanga and Waitomo Caves. $$

Waitomo Lodge Motel

Te Kuiti motel with modern units featuring contemporary art, flat-screen TVs and little decks. $$

Mōkau Motel

On the coast at Mōkau, this motel offers self-contained units and fishing advice. $$

Ōtorohanga Kiwiana

CRASH COURSE IN KIWI ICONS

Hanging flower baskets line the main street of Ōtorohanga (a 15-minute drive northeast of Waitomo Caves), interspersed with nostalgic images designed to set Kiwi hearts aflutter. The ‘Kiwiana Town’ gimmick is intended to tempt passing motorists out of their cars as they barrel down SH3, but it also offers visitors the chance to discover some of the nation’s cultural touchstones.

Start in the Ed Hillary Walkway connecting the main street to the train station, where display boxes will fill you in on Kiwi slang, the number-8-wire mentality and the Trans-Tasman pavlova wars.

There’s no icon more Kiwi than the kiwi itself, and the Ōtorohanga Kiwi House is the oldest of its kind in the country. Three of the five kiwi species are showcased in its nocturnal enclosures, while the outdoor aviaries house dozens of other native species. A highlight is the walk-through aviary where you might came face to face with fearless tuatara, New Zealand’s iconic (that word again) three-eyed reptile.


BEST CAFES BEYOND WAITOMO CAVES

Ō

Pronounced ‘awe’, Ōtorohanga’s best and friendliest cafe serves excellent avocado smashes and lamb burgers. $$

Origin Coffee Station

Boutique coffee roastery inhabiting Te Kuiti’s little heritage train station; there’s more emphasis on brew than food. $

Stoked Eatery

Busy cafe, bar and grill in Te Kuiti’s former railway station, serving up hearty fare. $$



Nature Walks at Maungatautari

PREDATOR-FREE MOUNTAIN SANCTUARY

Stroll through a Jurassic paradise in this ambitious ecological restoration project on the slopes of an extinct volcano rising up from Waikato farmland. Sanctuary Mountain Maungatautari is comprised of three separate enclosures comprising 34 sq km of native forest and wetland, encircled by 47km of predator-free fencing. Threatened native birds and reptiles have been reintroduced here, including North Island brown kiwi, takahē (a lumpy flightless swamphen) and kākā (a rowdy native parrot).

From Waitomo Caves it takes around 50 minutes to drive to the main visitor centre at the southern enclosure, where there are various loop tracks to explore and a 16m viewing tower to transport you up into the canopy. The northern enclosure has minimal facilities but is free to enter. A range of guided tours is on offer, including of the wetland enclosure where New Zealand’s little dinosaur, the tuatara, likes to hang out.

Not all of 797m triple-peaked Maungatautari is enclosed, but the birdlife spills over into the rest of the public reserve, as you’ll see if you hike the five-hour Wairere Traverse (Over The Mountain) Track.


OTHER KIWI HOUSES

Other places with nocturnal kiwi houses include Auckland Zoo, Kiwi North (Whangārei), National Aquarium (Napier), Pūkaha National Wildlife Centre (Mt Bruce), Wellington Zoo, Orana Wildlife Park (Christchurch), National Kiwi Centre (Hokitika) and West Coast Wildlife Centre (Franz Josef).




Getting Around

You’ll have a hard time getting around these parts without a car.






TARANAKI & WHANGANUI
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MOUNTAIN AND RIVER WITH CHARACTER

A brooding mountain and a living river simultaneously name, shape and dominate these agricultural regions on the North Island’s western flank.
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Back Beach, New Plymouth | Tom Camp/Shutterstock ©

To local Māori, Taranaki Maunga (Mt Taranaki) and Te Awa Tupua (the Whanganui River system) are more than just geological features. They’re living beings with their own personalities and spiritual energies. After some time spent exploring these regions you might find yourself agreeing with them.

Both are served by appealing mid-sized cities, which still retain many of their 19th-century buildings – elegant remnants of a time marked by dodgy land dealings, wars and the alienation of huge tracts of Māori land. Modern-day treaty settlements have sought to acknowledge and begin to right some of the wrongs of the past, including the reintroduction of original names (Taranaki Maunga is Mt Egmont no longer) and the recognition of the Whanganui River as a separate legal entity.

For outdoorsy types, the big attractions here are the two national parks: Egmont and Whanganui. Surfers also gravitate here to ride the breaks on Taranaki’s legendary Surf Highway 45 and continue on down the black-sand coast. Horticulture enthusiasts flock here, too, to stroll the paths of some of the country’s most beautiful parks and gardens. When the weather makes the outdoors less appealing, there are eclectic museums to visit – not to mention the 77 art galleries and studios comprising the Coastal Arts Trail.
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Dawson Falls, Egmont National Park | Jordan Tan/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

New Plymouth

Art, parks and surf breaks.

WHANGANUI

Heritage buildings and design galleries.



Find Your Way

Most places of interest lie south of New Plymouth and north of Whanganui; driving between the two takes just over two hours. Rugged backcountry separates this area from the Central Plateau.
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Plan Your Time

Let your interests and the weather guide you. A day in each of the cities is enough for a taster but allocate more time if surfing, hiking or canoeing are on the agenda.
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Three Sisters | Janice Chen/Shutterstock ©


If One Day is All You’ve Got

• If the tide is right, stop to say ‘hi’ to the Three Sisters on your way to New Plymouth. Once you reach the city, spend the rest of the morning at Puke Ariki learning about the region’s history, culture and volcanic activity. Grab lunch from one of the food trucks at Liardet Street Projects and then wander along Devon St, the main shopping strip, to the extraordinary Len Lye Centre attached to the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery. Afterwards take a long stroll through pretty Pukekura Park before heading to dinner at Social Kitchen.




Stretching it to Two

• On your second day, grab snacks for the road at the Public Catering Co then embark on a clockwise circuit around the mountain. Turn off State Hwy (SH) 3 before Stratford and follow the signs up Taranaki Maunga to the Dawson Falls Visitor Centre in Egmont National Park. Stretch your legs on the 80-minute Wilkies Pools Loop Track. Afterwards have a bite (and maybe a gin tasting) at Fenton Street Arts Collective in Stratford. In Hāwera, switch to Surf Highway 45. After a quick look around Ōpunake continue to Ōakura and linger for dinner at Black Sand Pizzeria & Bistro.




Three Days to Spare

• Follow the previous itineraries until you reach Hāwera, then stop to check out the Tawhiti Museum before continuing on SH3. Pass the Aotea Waka monument in Pātea, admiring how the highway aligns perfectly with the mountain, and continue on to Whanganui, then get ready for dinner at Maria Lane and a crazy night at Porridge Watson. Spend day three wandering Whanganui’s heritage precinct, visiting studios and galleries, riding the Durie Hill Elevator and exploring Pukenamu Queen’s Park. If you’re heading north the following day, consider taking the Whanganui River Rd through Whanganui National Park.



Seasonal Highlights

Summers are warm and winters temperate, but Taranaki Maunga gets cold enough to have a ski season. Spring and autumn are particularly pretty. New Plymouth is officially New Zealand’s sunniest spot.

JANUARY

The sunniest month heralds Opera Week and Vintage Weekend in Whanganui. Festival of Lights continues in New Plymouth.
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FEBRUARY

The driest month brings the New Zealand Masters Games to Whanganui (in odd-numbered years) and Festival of Cultures to Palmerston North.
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MARCH

Spring starts with the massive WOMAD festival in New Plymouth, and both Pride and Artists Open Studios in Whanganui.
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JUNE

Winter arrives and the ski season starts on Taranaki Maunga. The Manawatū Jazz & Blues Festival winds up.
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OCTOBER

The ski season ends but Whanganui Heritage Month begins. The Taranaki Garden Festival kicks off late in the month.
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NOVEMBER

The month starts with the Taranaki Garden Festival and ends with the NZ Tattoo & Art Festival in New Plymouth.
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DECEMBER

Summer begins, as does the Festival of Lights. Whanganui gets sporty with a marathon, motorcycle race and jetboat championship.
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NEW PLYMOUTH
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Known for both its beautiful gardens and its black-sand surf beaches, the biggest city on New Zealand’s west coast has an outdoorsy and quietly prosperous feel. And wherever you go, you’re never far from either views of the sea or of mighty Taranaki Maunga, the perfectly proportioned volcanic cone that shaped and still dominates the region.

The inner city has held onto much of its Victorian and Edwardian streetscape but it’s far from stuffy, with colourful street art brightening up the back alleys. Despite being out on a limb on the North Island’s left hip – over three hours’ drive from any of the other main centres – it doesn’t feel like a backwater. There’s a sophisticated dining scene, buoyed by a local economy enriched by oil, natural gas and dairy farming. A lively roster of events – Festival of Lights, WOMAD, Garden Festival – makes it a domestic tourism hot spot.
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SIGHTS

1Bell Block Beach

2East End Beach

3Fitzroy Beach

4Govett-Brewster Art Gallery/Len Lye Centre

5Ngāmotu Beach

6Paritutu

7Pūkākā Marsland Hill Historic Reserve

8Puke Ariki

9Pukekura Park

10Te Rewa Rewa Bridge

11Tūpare

12Wind Wand

ACTIVITIES

13New Plymouth Coastal Walkway




TOP TIP

New Plymouth spreads out along the coast but its commercial centre (with Devon St as its main strip) is compact and easy to explore on foot. The airport is 11km east of the centre off SH3, a 15-minute ride by taxi or airport shuttle.




Local Knowledge at Puke Ariki

MUSEUM, GALLERY AND INFORMATION CENTRE

Everything you ever wanted to know about Taranaki – its fiery geology, flora and fauna, Māori heritage and more recent social history – is all wrapped up in this excellent free regional museum. On a blustery day, you could easily while away a couple of hours here. Puke Ariki (meaning ‘Hill of Chiefs’) is positioned right at the centre of things, between the main commercial strip and the waterfront, on the site of a historic pā (fortified village). A highlight is Te Takapou Whāriki, the museum’s moodily lit Māori gallery.

It’s also home to New Plymouth’s main i-SITE information centre.
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BEST CAFES IN NEW PLYMOUTH

Chaos

Bohemian cafe in the city centre serving Kiwi faves such as lamingtons and Southland cheese rolls. $

Monica’s Eatery

Upmarket, greenery-filled cafe attached to the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery. $$

Federal Store

Popular retro-styled cafe on the busy road leading to the East End and Fitzroy Beaches. $$



WHERE TO FIND OUTDOORS EQUIPMENT IN NEW PLYMOUTH

Beach Street Surf Shop

Hires and sells surfboards, paddle boards and associated gear from a shop close to Fitzroy Beach.

Chaddy’s Charters

Hires kayaks, paddle boards and bikes, and has boat trips to the Sugar Loaf Islands.

Canoe & Kayak

Kayaks and paddle boards for hire, and also offers guided paddles on the Waitara River.

Tūpare Gardens & House

PICTURESQUE STROLLS AND RIVERSIDE PICNICS

If there’s anywhere sure to induce home and garden fantasies, it’s Tūpare. Located on a hilly site above the Waiwhakaiho River on the city’s southern fringes, this impressive property was developed in the 1930s as a family home but is now a free public park. It is considered to be one of the most important landscaped gardens in the country.

Paths meander down past the Arts and Crafts house, designed by prominent local architect James Chapman-Taylor, to the river flat where there are free barbecues and plenty of places to picnic on the lawn. Along the way there are gurgling water features, mature trees, colourful rhododendrons, and carpets of flowers that burst through the grassy banks in springtime. The house itself can be visited on scheduled free tours.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN NEW PLYMOUTH

Social Kitchen

Meaty sharing plates, many with a Latin American twist, served in a moodily lit heritage building. $$

Snug

Upmarket cocktail bar with delicious Japanese sharing plates including sashimi, dumplings, yakitori and tempura. $$

Meat & Liquor

Upstairs are burgers and top-notch dry-aged steaks. Downstairs there’s a gastro bar with an interesting menu of its own. $$$



Art Fix at Govett-Brewster

ART AND ARCHITECTURE COLLIDE

The Govett-Brewster Art Gallery was already one of New Zealand's most progressive regional galleries before the shiny Len Lye Centre was tacked onto its side in 2015. This fluted stainless-steel-clad extension has to be the most striking piece of public architecture to have been built in the country so far this millennium. It provides a ruffled mirror to the unusual partly see-through neon-lit clock tower across the road.

It's fitting that such an interesting structure should have been built to house the work of ground-breaking Kiwi kinetic artist Len Lye (1901–80). Lye is best known for his flickery experimental films and for his large-scale kinetic works, such as the Wind Wand on New Plymouth's foreshore and the mesmerising Sky Snakes, suspended silver cords that writhe from the ceiling of one of the main rooms here. He's the only New Zealand artist to have ever had a whole gallery devoted to his work.


Whir Along the Coastal Walkway

SURFSIDE CYCLE, JOG OR STROLL

Whether you knock off the whole 13km at once or dip in and out of it, the New Plymouth Coastal Walkway is a great way to get acquainted with the city’s urban beaches and some of its most recognisable landmarks. This flat cycle-, pram- and wheelchair-friendly path stretches between little Ngāmotu Beach, in the industrial zone near Port Taranaki, and Bell Block Beach on the city’s northeastern fringe.

The section following the rocky breakwater directly in front of the city centre is arguably the least interesting part, but it does include Len Lye’s kooky kinetic sculpture Wind Wand, a 48m-high red bendy pole that dances around in the wind.

From the Wind Wand it’s 4.5km via surfy East End and Fitzroy Beaches to the architecturally impressive Te Rewa Rewa Bridge over the Waiwhakaiho River. Completed in 2010, this 69m-long foot- and cycle-bridge is constructed from white curved beams resembling a whale’s ribs, perfectly aligned with distant Mt Taranaki.


BEST QUICK EATS IN NEW PLYMOUTH

Liardet Street Projects

Street-art festooned alley with food trucks, including the excellent Viet Nom Nom and Gamma Ray’s burgers. $

Public Catering Co

In the White Hart foodie complex, this hip bakery cafe has meat pies, gourmet sandwiches and doughnuts. $

Ms White Pizza & Beer Garden

A White Hart neighbour, Ms White serves tasty Italian-style pizza coupled with a lengthy craft-beer list. $



Climb Paritutu Rock

PRECIPITOUS CLIMB UP NATURAL LANDMARK

Visible for miles along the coast, Paritutu rises sharply above Port Taranaki to a lofty 156m. It’s actually the lava plug of an ancient volcano, the rest of which has long eroded away. It may only take around 15 minutes to reach the top but that’s almost entirely straight up, including a chain-assisted final haul over bare rock. It’s not for the faint hearted – or, indeed, for anyone if it’s blowing a gale.

From the top there are terrific views over Back Beach (popular with surfers) and the rugged Sugar Loaf Islands (Ngā Motu) immediately offshore, which were once part of the same volcano. The islands and the seas around them are now protected by a marine reserve and are home to thousands of seabirds and a colony of New Zealand fur seals.

WHERE TO STAY IN NEW PLYMOUTH

Ducks & Drakes

Character-filled hostel and motel in a well-maintained 1920s heritage building, also offering mountain transfers. $

One Burgess Hill

Located 5km south of the centre, with 15 slick units on a hillside overlooking the Waiwhakaiho River. $$

Dawson Motel

Smart-looking modern motel with views to the mountain and sea from the upper level. $$

Metrotel

Right in the city centre, the three-level Metropol lands somewhere between a motel and a hotel. $$

299 On Devon West

Older Spanish Mission–style motel with a kidney-shaped pool, within walking distance of the centre. $$

King & Queen Hotel Suites

Art-filled, hip and quietly luxurious boutique hotel just across from the art gallery. $$$

Stroll Through Pukekura Park

NEW ZEALAND’S PRETTIEST URBAN PARK

Starting with quite possibly the country’s cutest cricket ground, Pukekura Park stretches up and over a puke (hill) for 52 blissful hectares. Paths wind alongside streams and ornamental lakes to pretty bridges, themed plant collections, display houses, formal gardens, a fernery and tracts of native bush. Significant trees include a giant gingko and a 2000-year-old pūriri, the largest of the species in existence. There’s also a traditional Chinese garden and a hillside planted to evoke a Japanese forest.

Up the top is the city’s main outdoor concert site, the Bowl Of Brooklands, a large natural amphitheatre facing a sound-shell stage positioned behind a moat-like lake. Nearby, the free Brooklands Zoo is home to birds, reptiles, farm animals and little exotic charmers such as monkeys, otters, capybaras and meerkats.

Pukekura Park is gorgeous year-round but it is at its absolute best during the summertime Festival of Lights and the WOMAD festival in March.
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CRAFTY CONSUMABLES

The craft-everything craze has been going in New Zealand for years now, and New Plymouth has plenty of artisan operations of its own. The inner city alone has two boutique coffee roasteries, both occupying heritage warehouses liberally slathered in street art: Escape Coffee and Ozone Bean Store.

Not far from Escape, another old warehouse is now home to Shining Peak Brewing. Tuck into their range of IPAs, APAs, lagers, porters and stouts in the shadow of the shiny vats in which they’re brewed.

You’ll need to head out to an industrial area behind the hospital to find Juno, but it’s well worth seeking it out and settling in for a tasting of their award-winning gins and vodkas, followed by a visit to the still.



Explore Marsland Hill

VIEWS, MEMORIALS, CARILLON AND OBSERVATORY

A viewpoint that’s far easier to access than Paritutu (you can drive to the top), the Pūkākā Marsland Hill Historic Reserve was once a pā and then a military barracks. At the top are a collection of dishevelled war memorials, a 37-bell carillon dating from 1971, and New Plymouth Observatory, offering viewings through one of the country’s most powerful telescopes.


Getting Around

The city centre is compact and walkable, and cyclists can quickly get to the beaches via a flat ride along the Coastal Walkway. Citylink buses will get you anywhere else you want to go if you don’t have a car. Parking in the city centre is metered but not difficult to find.






Beyond New Plymouth
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An imposing volcano is the literal centre of attention, ringed by surf towns and surprisingly arty rural centres.


Magnificent Taranaki Maunga (aka Mt Taranaki and, formerly, Mt Egmont) is the absolute icon of the region that bears its name. On a clear day this 2518m volcanic cone, home to Egmont National Park, dominates the landscape – although it can just as easily disappear entirely behind a veil of cloud.

Surrounding the mountain is a vast expanse of fertile pastureland, largely given over to lucrative dairy farming. Along SH3, a set of pretty service towns – Inglewood, Stratford, Eltham, Hāwera and Pātea – have preserved much of their heritage while also boasting a lively arts scene.

On the other side of the mountain, the Surf Highway (SH45) provides access to beachy towns and uncrowded breaks.
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TOP TIP

At busy times (especially summertime weekends) the North Egmont car park fills up, so consider booking a shuttle.




Explore the North Taranaki Coast

DRAMATIC ROCK STACKS AND ARCHES

The most spectacular part of the Taranaki coastline is the section just off SH3, the main route north – a ruggedly beautiful landscape of wild surf, black sands, high cliffs and craggy rock formations.

You’ll need to time your trip for two hours either side of low tide to visit the absolute highlight, the collection of rock stacks known as the Three Sisters. Turn off the highway at Tongapōrutu, a 70-minute drive north of New Plymouth, and take the short drive past the row of colourful riverside cabins to the road’s end. Wear shoes you don’t mind getting muddy as from here it’s a squelchy walk along the riverbank past picturesque ferny glades scooped into the surrounding cliffs.

Right at the river mouth is the flax-covered islet known as Elephant Rock (arguably it looks more like an armadillo), where you can walk through two giant arches. Rounding the corner are the sisters themselves, a rocky family somewhat reminiscent of Easter Island moai. Some even have noses and bushy green hairdos.

On the same striking stretch of coast, a little closer to New Plymouth (turn off towards Waiiti and drive through the bucolic farmland to the end of the road), is the Whitecliffs Walkway. This 6.5km, three-hour loop walk heads along remote cliffs to the Wai Pingao Stream and then back along the beach (again, you’ll need to check the tides). The track passes through private farmland and is closed during lambing season (July to September).
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MĀORI TARANAKI

Today several Māori tribes call Taranaki their home, but the region has long been contested. During the 1820s an invasion from the north caused many to flee, so when British settlers starting arriving in 1841 much of the coast appeared deserted. Unscrupulous operators set about purchasing land from remaining Māori, some of whom had no right to sell it. As the tribes returned, tensions flared, leading to two wars in the 1860s. Massive land confiscations followed.

Around this time a remarkable nonviolent movement resisting land alienation flourished at Parihaka, on the western side of the mountain. The brutal invasion and occupation of the village by government troops in 1881 is now considered one of the most shameful events in NZ’s colonial history.



TARANAKI SHUTTLE SERVICES

Taranaki Mountain Shuttle

Shuttles between New Plymouth, North Egmont Visitor Centre and Pouākai Crossing trailhead on Mangorei Rd.

Ducks & Drakes

This New Plymouth hostel operates its own licensed shuttle to the visitor centre and trailheads.

Scott’s Airport Shuttle

The only dedicated shuttle service for New Plymouth Airport.

Trails on Taranaki Maunga

EXPLORE EGMONT NATIONAL PARK

As soon as the weather allows, drop everything and take a drive up the mountain. Taranaki Maunga really is the essential experience of this region, the mountain providing great views across the central North Island, which can be enjoyed on some terrific walks.

There are three main roads heading partway up its slopes and into Egmont National Park. From New Plymouth, it’s only 30 minutes’ drive via Egmont Village to the North Egmont Visitor Centre. Otherwise turn off near Stratford for the Manganui Ski Area on the eastern slopes, or the Dawson Falls Visitor Centre a little further south.

The last of these options has the best short walk on the mountain, the 2.3km Wilkies Pools Loop Track. It heads through a magical fern-filled ‘goblin forest’ (where the trees all wear straggly lichen beards) to a set of rock pools fed by snowmelt waterfalls and linked by a natural rock slide. Another track nearby leads to the 18m-high Dawson Falls.

If it’s a full-day hike you’re after, the best options depart from North Egmont and require more preparation. The strenuous Pouākai Crossing is one of the best day hikes in the country, traversing a wide range of terrain over the 19km route. Allow nine hours, pack plenty of water, and arrange a shuttle to transport you from one trailhead to the other. Even harder (and much more treacherous) is the 14km (eight to twelve hours return) Summit Track leading to the peak. It should only be attempted in summer by well-prepared, experienced, fit hikers, and preferably with a guide.

Multiday odysseys include the two- to three-day, 23km Pouākai Circuit, and the difficult four- to five-day, 52km Around the Mountain Circuit.


TARANAKI MAUNGA

It was 135,000 years ago that Taranaki first sprang to life and he’s not finished yet. On average there’s a major eruption every 500 years and a minor one every 90. Given that the last one was in the 1860s and the last big one in around 1655, the clock is ticking.

The name Taranaki is usually translated as ‘Shining Peak’, a probable reference to his year-round cap of snow. The mountain is highly spiritually significant to local Māori, who tell a tragic unlucky-in-love story about his origins and how he came to be sitting here, all alone.

In 2003 Taranaki’s pretty proportions landed him a role in the Tom Cruise movie The Last Samurai, subbing in for distant Mt Fuji.




KEEPING SAFE

Don’t underestimate the risks Taranaki Maunga presents. At least seven people have died on the mountain since 2007. The safest months for climbing are January to March.



WHERE TO STAY ON TARANAKI MAUNGA

The Camphouse

Basic DOC bunkhouse in an 1860s military barracks behind the North Egmont Visitor Centre. $

Konini Lodge

No-frills DOC bunkhouse near the Dawson Falls Visitor Centre, with cooking facilities and bathrooms. $

Ngāti Ruanui Stratford Mountain House

Well-run lodge accommodation with restaurant and bar, en route to the Manganui Ski Area. $$


Wander Garden Paths at Pukeiti

RHODODENDRONS AND RAINFOREST

Visit between September and November and Pukeiti will knock your socks off. Located on the edge of Egmont National Park, a 30-minute drive southwest from New Plymouth, it’s a surprising location for one of New Zealand’s most significant rhododendron gardens. There are over 1250 different varieties planted here and when they all burst into life in spring, suddenly there are great clouds of white, pink, peach, bright red and pale yellow blooms. Perhaps most surprising of all, the gardens are free to visit.

Yet out of Pukeiti’s 360 hectares, only 25 hectares are planted with rhododendrons. The rest is mainly native rainforest, which can be explored on various tracks, making it an all-season destination.
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BEST DINING ALONG THE SURF HIGHWAY

Black Sand Pizzeria & Bistro

Delicious pizza served on a sunny terrace by the beach at Ōakura. Evenings only. $$

Sugar Juice

Ōpunake cafe serving meat pies, date scones and a big breakfast menu. $$

Good Score Food Store

Hāwera bakery selling show-stopping doughnuts, sourdough bread, deli meats and cheeses. Thursday to Saturday only. $

Someday

Hāwera’s best cafe serves great coffee, legendary date-and-orange scones and tasty salmon Benedict. Weekdays only. $$

The Burnt Place

Hāwera’s most ambitious restaurant serves sharing plates and indulgent cocktails. Closed Monday and Tuesday. $$



WHERE TO STAY ALONG THE SURF HIGHWAY

Ōakura Beach Holiday Park

Beachside campground with a range of units, some fully self-contained and with enviable sea views. $

Ahu Ahu Beach Villas

Luxurious rustic-chic hilltop villas with views over beautiful Ōakura Beach from the quieter end. $$$

Ōpunake Beach Holiday Park

Right by the beach, with the surrounding cliffs providing a partial windbreak for campers. $

The Park Motel

Hāwera’s best motel offers 18 modern self-contained units, directly opposite the town’s aquatic centre. $$

Kerry Lane Motel

On Hāwera’s rural fringe, this 27-unit motel has shady lawns and farm animals to pet. $$

Tairoa Lodge

Gorgeous 1875 manor house with gardens in Hāwera, offering guest rooms and self-contained cottages. $$$


Drive Surf Highway 45

BEACHY TOWNS AND BREAKING WAVES

Whether you’re strapping a board to the roof or just going for a joy ride, the drive along the coast is a worthwhile diversion. From New Plymouth it takes around 90 minutes to reach Hāwera via this route, as opposed to an hour on SH3, but you’ll see a different side of the mountain and get to stop for a dip along the way. In summer, lifeguards patrol the surf beaches at Ōakura and Ōpunake, the two main towns along the route. Ōpunake also has a family-friendly lagoon, a restored cinema and some interesting artsy shops.

The Pihama Lavender Farm, 7km further on from Ōpunake, is worth a stop, especially in January when the flowers are in full bloom. Remote Kaupokonui Beach, 3km off the highway, is a long, wild stretch strewn with driftwood, accessed by a footbridge over the river. Nearer to Hāwera, you can walk the 5km between Ōhawe and Waihi Beaches, looking for fossils along the way, but only 2½ hours either side of low tide (allow three hours).


WHAT TO DO IN SOUTH TARANAKI
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Jacqueline Dwyer, local historian and fount of knowledge at the South Taranaki i-SITE, gives insider tips for the district.

Pātea Dam

For an off-the-beaten-track adventure, head to Lake Rotorangi in the hinterland beyond Hurleyville. You can do it as a day trip or camp overnight, off the grid, beside the hydro dam (circa 1984).

Aotea Utanganui

Situated opposite the Aotea Waka monument in the heart of Pātea, the South Taranaki Museum offers a concentrated insight into local Māori and European history.

The Burnt Place

This Hāwera restaurant is my pick for the district’s best dining experience. The name is a nod to the meaning of the word Hāwera.



Hāwera’s Kooky Museums

ECCENTRIC COLLECTIONS REFLECTING PERSONAL PASSIONS

Whatever route you take south from New Plymouth you’re bound to pass through the little town of Hāwera, positioned at the confluence of the Surf Highway (SH45) and SH3 (about an hour’s drive from New Plymouth via the latter route). It’s a sleepy little place with a smattering of heritage buildings, including the 1914 Hāwera Water Tower, which you can climb for views over the countryside.

On the town’s northern fringes, the Tawhiti Museum started as a hobby but has grown into perhaps the best private museum in the country. At its core is a large set of dioramas depicting colonial life, local industry and large-scale recreations of 19th-century battles. As well as thousands of miniatures, there are life-size figures made from casts of local people, arranged in recreated Edwardian shops and living rooms. Then there’s the Tractor Hall, housing a collection of vintage farm equipment. For an extra charge you can take a half-hour trip on the narrow-gauge bush railway or a 10-minute Disney-style indoor boat ride through life-like scenes depicting interactions between early traders and local Māori.

As one oddball small-town collection is never enough, call ahead to arrange a visit to KD’s Elvis Presley Museum. It’s more a shrine than a museum, with every surface of this local larrikin’s garage covered in Elvis memorabilia – records, newspaper clippings, photos, key rings, cigarette lighters, leaves pilfered from Graceland…you name it, it’s probably here.

Drive the Forgotten World Highway

CLASSIC DRIVE THROUGH REMOTE COUNTRY

Cutting a path through rough backcountry between Stratford and Taumarunui, this legendary 148km route takes in farmland, forest, native bush, four scenic saddles and villages that time forgot. It’s slow (allow 2½ hours), winding and partly unsealed, but that’s all part of the fun. You may even have the very Kiwi experience of having to negotiate your way through a herd of sheep or cows.

Leaving Stratford (30 minutes’ drive south of New Plymouth), Mt Ruapehu swiftly comes into view on the horizon. Cows and sheep graze among gently rounded hills, which progressively get more rugged. Patches of native bush start to alternate with gloomy plantation forest before the bush wins as you pass over the winding Whangamōmona Saddle.

Near the midpoint point is the lost-in-time heritage village of Whangamōmona, a place so remote and eccentric that they declared themselves an independent republic in 1989. The emphasis is on the ‘pub’ part of republic, as the Whangamōmona Hotel is at the heart of the community and issues its ‘passports’. It also serves tasty burgers and offers accommodation.

Driving isn’t the only option for experiencing the Forgotten World. If you’re fit and have two or three days to spare, there’s a 183km cycle trail (rated grade 4, for experienced riders). Otherwise, Taumarunui-based Forgotten World Adventures offers a unique tour riding converted golf buggies along the old railway track. The full journey takes two days, with an overnight stop at Whangamōmona, or you can knock off just the Taumarunui–Whangamōmona section in a day (but even the half-day option takes you through 10 hand-cut tunnels and over 25 bridges).
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ARTSY ELTHAM & STRATFORD

Positioned 10km apart on SH3, these quaint towns have an unusually energetic arts scene. Eltham, the smaller of the two, is home to The Bank, a deliciously quirky vintage design store occupying a zhooshed-up Edwardian building. Landscape painter and co-owner Mark Bellringer has his studio here. Next door, the Old Eltham Post Office is now a stylish boutique B&B.

In Stratford, another grand old building has been repurposed as the Fenton Street Arts Collective. Here, under one roof, you can peruse art, have lunch and then stop for a gin tasting in the in-house distillery. Follow up with a visit to the big, bright, community-minded Percy Thomson Gallery, around the corner on the main street.



WHERE TO STAY ALONG THE FORGOTTEN WORLD HIGHWAY

Regan House

Elegant B&B with just one guest suite, in Stratford at the start of the highway. $$

Whangamōmona Accommodation

Rooms in two heritage buildings: a 1902 butcher’s shop and a 1920s railway cottage. $$

Whangamōmona Hotel

Simple rooms with shared facilities above the pub, or en-suite units in a block nearby. $$
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THE REPUBLIC OF WHANGA- MŌMONA

It was a change of district zoning in 1989 that sparked New Zealand’s oddest revolution. Without consultation Whangamōmona was moved from Taranaki district to Manawatū-Whanganui, a crisis of identity that was too much for locals to bear. As a protest the townsfolk declared themselves an independent republic and elected a local farmer as president. Subsequent presidents have included Tai the Poodle and Billy Gumboot the Goat, despite Billy being accused of eating his opponent’s ballots.

Every year, on 1 November, the town celebrates Republic Day with a street party attracting many visitors from across the border in New Zealand. For a small fee (supporting local community initiatives) you can apply for a visa or a Whangamōmona passport in the pub.workshops.




Getting Around

Taranaki’s Southlink and Connector buses link the towns on both the Surf Highway and SH3. InterCity buses between New Plymouth and either Palmerston North or Wellington also service SH3. If you’re planning on hiking on Taranaki Maunga, shuttle services operate from New Plymouth.

A car will give you much more flexibility, offering access to remote beaches along the Surf Highway and North Taranaki coast, as well as the Forgotten World Highway.





WHANGANUI


[image: jpg]

Nestled in the final loop of the Whanganui River before it reaches the sea, the small city of Whanganui is at once sleepy and sophisticated. It was one of the earliest places in New Zealand to have been settled by the British and, up until 1936, it was the nation’s fifth-biggest urban centre. Now, with a population of just over 47,000 people, it barely scrapes into the top 20. Yet that doesn’t seem to have dented its confidence.

Few North Island cities have retained their heritage streetscapes and embellished them as thoughtfully as Whanganui has. Victorian and Edwardian buildings from the glory days share space with some interesting mid-century architecture, all of which is enlivened by eye-catching street art. Artists and designers have set up studios and galleries in the historic core, contributing to Whanganui being designated a Unesco City of Design in 2021.
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Downtown Whanganui | TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOC ©
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SIGHTS

1Durie Hill Elevator

2New Zealand Glassworks

3Quartz Museum of Studio Ceramics

4Sarjeant Gallery

5Whanganui Regional Museum

ACTIVITIES

6Alexander Library

TRANSPORT

7MV Wairua

8Waimarie




TOP TIP

Time your trip for a visit to the Saturday morning market that sprawls along the riverside promenade between Taupo and Moutoa Quays. While you’re here, call into the Whanganui i-SITE to stock up on brochures. The main heritage precinct stretches up along Victoria and Drews Aves.




Explore Pukenamu Queen’s Park

MUSEUM, GALLERY, LIBRARY AND MONUMENTS

Whanganui’s architectural treasures reach their apotheosis in this formal park just off the main street. The prominent buildings here aren’t just nice to glance at; you could easily spend half a day here exploring the city’s main museum, gallery and library.

The centrepiece of the ensemble is the Sarjeant Gallery at the top of the hill, a fine neoclassical building from 1919 with a contemporary extension due to be opened in 2024. Alongside it is the imposing Alexander Library; pop inside for a display of vintage photographs of the city. Set among the lawns on the Sarjeant’s other flank is the WWI Cenotaph, a spiral-shaped Peace Sculpture and a small carillon.

A grand stairway leads down to a palm-lined square, past a slumbering British lion – a monument to Imperial troops interred here during the New Zealand Wars. Facing off across the square are an elegant Modernist events centre (which won an architectural award when it was opened in 1960) and the wonderful Whanganui Regional Museum. There’s no better place to visit if you want to begin to understand the historical and spiritual significance of the Whanganui River to local Māori. Highlights include a magnificent 22m-long waka taua (war canoe) and a collection of 16 large, expression-filled portraits of Māori subjects by Gottfried Lindauer, dating from the late 19th century. Natural-history, nautical and colonial displays round things out.
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Durie Hill Elevator | JON LYALL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WHY I LOVE WHANGANUI
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Peter Dragicevich, writer



For me Whanganui is at its best on a Saturday morning when folks from all walks of life head to the riverside for the weekly market. Waka ama (racing canoes) whiz by on the muddy river, while stalls sell artisanal products, mussel chowder, traditional rēwana bread and hāngī (steam-cooked) meals. It’s a buzzy, artsy scene, which spills out into the surrounding heritage precinct where there are galleries, vintage stores and large-scale street artworks around every corner. Good vibes galore.



WHERE TO STAY IN WHANGANUI

Whanganui River Top 10 Holiday Park

Top-notch holiday park with campsites, cabins and units, 5km north of Dublin St Bridge. $

151 on London

Snazzy modern motel with large suites, two-bedroom family suites and good-value compact studios. $$

Rutland Arms Inn

Rooms with older bathrooms but attractively furnished bedrooms above a centrally located heritage pub. $$

Studios & Galleries

WATCH ARTISANS AT WORK

Sometimes it seems that every other shop in Whanganui is an art gallery, glass-blowing furnace, jewellery workshop or some other kind of artisan studio. A tourist map of the central city lists 20 such institutions within a few streets of the river.

One of the most engrossing is New Zealand Glassworks, housed in the art-deco Chronicle building on Rutland St. Wander in off the street and watch the glassblowers at work and then head up to the mezzanine to admire a dazzling collection of vases, bowls and abstract artworks. If you’d like to give it a go yourself they offer workshops, including the popular 30-minute ‘Make a Paperweight’ session.

Another place worth seeking out is the Quartz Museum of Studio Ceramics, a brutalist building on Bates St displaying 1000 ceramic works, mainly produced in New Zealand studios. Otherwise, just wander around Taupo Quay, Drews Ave and Rutland St and you’ll find plenty of arty places to peruse.


BEST DINING IN WHANGANUI

Little Curious Bagels

Hip bagel cafe on a suburban street corner. $

The Yellow House

Cafe in a charming old house, a little upriver from the centre. $$

Maria Lane

Whanganui’s best modern dining and great cocktails in a stylish setting. Closed Sunday and Monday. $$

Mud Ducks

Spiffy cafe with a deck by the river, with good food and attentive service. $$

High-Kut Bistro

Brick-lined restaurant on the main strip serving beautifully plated bistro dishes. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN WHANGANUI

Siena Motor Lodge

Dependable vaguely Tuscan-styled motel at the top end of the main street. $$

Kings Court Motel

Low-slung motel with clean studio and one-bedroom units, within walking distance of all the action. $$

Browns Boutique B&B

Upmarket B&B in an Edwardian house offering two rooms, each with bathrooms and private entrances. $$$

Circle Rotokawau Virginia Lake

PRETTY LAKESIDE PARK WITH AVIARY

Whether you’re pushing a pram or just fancy a stroll, little Rotokawau Virginia Lake on the northern fringes of the city is an attractive option. It only takes around 25 minutes to complete the sculpture-filled circuit but there’s also an art-deco winter garden to explore, a playground for kids, and an aviary full of parakeets, budgies and cockatoos.

Ride the Durie Hill Elevator

HERITAGE LIFT TO SCENIC VIEWS

A unique Whanganui experience, the rattly Edwardian Durie Hill Elevator links the southeast bank of the river to the top of Durie Hill. It was built in 1919 to entice people to purchase hilltop properties but now serves mainly as a quirky tourist trip. From the roadside near the City Bridge a pedestrian tunnel delves 213m into the hill where the operator-driven elevator awaits to whisk you the 66m to the top in 55 shaky seconds.

At the top there are two towers (which seems fitting for this Tolkien-obsessed nation): a smaller one housing the lift machinery (only 41 steps) and, nearby, the 34m stone War Memorial Tower dating from 1925 (176 steps). Both offer scenic views over the river, town centre and surrounding countryside.


BEST NIGHTLIFE IN WHANGANUI

Porridge Watson

Kooky and extremely hip takeover of a heritage club, with regular live music and DJs.

Frank. Bar + Eatery

Cavernous heritage building converted into an upmarket bar serving cutting-edge cocktails. DJs late on weekends.

Savage Club

Historic venue with great acoustics regularly hosting gigs, including by the Whanganui Musicians Club.



Cruise Up the Whanganui River

JOURNEY ON A VINTAGE VESSEL

Jump back over 120 years to a time when pleasure boats regularly plied the Whanganui River, which was touted as ‘the Rhine of the Pacific’. Two painstakingly restored boats take the trip: the 1900 paddle steamer Waimarie and the 1904 riverboat MV Wairua. The two-hour cruises are a genteel experience, heading through the city and surrounding farmland but never reaching the wilds of the national park. The olden-times vibe is reinforced on the Waimarie with the release of homing pigeons.


Getting Around

Central Whanganui is compact and flat, and easy to get around on foot. Bikes can be hired from Velo Ronny’s and The Bike Shed.






Beyond Whanganui
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Escape into nature in Whanganui National Park then journey through the lush green fields of New Zealand’s rural heartland.


The Manawatū-Whanganui region takes its name from the two major rivers that have shaped its destiny. To the north, the Whanganui River passes through rugged hill country, large sections of which are still wonderfully isolated. In the golden age of the paddle steamer in the late 19th and early 20th centuries it was touted as the ‘Rhine of Maoriland’ and became one of the country’s premier tourist destinations. Now it’s a magnet for hardy canoeists, kayakers, hikers and mountain bikers.

The landscape flattens out as you head south towards the Manawatū River, where the greenest of pasture stretches out towards the Ruahine and Tararua Ranges, which frame the eastern horizon.
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Tararua Ranges | S Watson/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Other bases for exploring Whanganui National Park are Taumarunui, Ōwhango and Ohakune in the Ruapehu district.




Drive the Whanganui River Rd

JOURNEY THROUGH RUGGED BACKCOUNTRY

The definition of off the beaten track, the Whanganui River Rd winds its way along the river for 64km, passing through moody sections of Whanganui National Park and a succession of isolated Māori communities. This is not a shortcut to anywhere. In fact, it will add over an hour’s driving time to the trip from Whanganui to Raetihi. It’s the journey itself that’s memorable.

The road branches off SH4 about 10km (10 minutes’ drive) past Whanganui and crosses a saddle where the Aramoana Lookout gives a good view over the river. Rejoining the river, the terrain is rough and hilly, with only the occasional patch of flat pasture.

It’s not until you reach Ātene that native bush starts to encroach – a sign that you’ve reached the first section of the national park. Ātene is a Māori transliteration of Athens, one of several pā (former fortified villages) along this stretch to have adopted the names of significant Old World cities. A couple of hiking tracks start here, the shortest of which is the Ātene Viewpoint Walk – a one-hour ascent through native bush to a ridge overlooking the national park. Advanced hikers can then continue on the 18km Ātene Skyline Track, a six- to eight-hour loop that tops out at 572m.


The road continues through Koriniti (Corinth) and on to Matahiwi, where a 1920s Native School building has been converted into the route’s only cafe. Check out the waharoa (carved entryway) and a prop boat left over from the 2005 River Queen movie, then head inside for quiche, cookies and local art. A little further along the road is the historic Kawana Mill, where you can poke around inside the rebuilt flour mill (originally from 1853) and peer through the windows of the neighbouring two-room cottage.

Next up is Rānana (London), where there’s an attractive roadside marae (ceremonial gathering place) with a wharenui (meeting house) attached to a 1950s art-deco hall. Don’t enter the grounds or take photos without permission.

The most famous of the villages along the road is Hiruhārama (Jerusalem), home to a Catholic convent founded in 1892 by Aotearoa’s leading candidate for sainthood, the ‘venerable’ Suzanne Aubert. Let yourself in to the wooden convent building where there are displays about this astonishing woman’s life. The little Gothic wooden church next door seems as if it could’ve been beamed in from rural France if it weren’t for the treasures of Māori religious art inside.

The River Rd comes to an end 12km further on in Pipiriki, which is also the endpoint of the Whanganui Journey. The 145km section of river north from here can only be explored by boat. From Pipiriki it’s a 27km drive to Raetihi and SH4, and a further 11km to Ohakune at the foot of Mt Ruapehu.
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Whanganui National Park | Gabor Kovacs Photography/Shutterstock ©


MEET TE AWA TUPUA

In 2017 the Whanganui River made history when it was recognised as a legal entity: in essence a separate being with its own rights and responsibilities. Te Awa Tupua is the term used to refer to it, a concept that incorporates the entire river system (including its tributaries) from the mountains to the sea, including all of its physical and spiritual properties.

The river has huge cultural significance to Te Āti Haunui-a-Pāpārangi, the local people, who have lived along its banks for centuries. The legal recognition was a key component of their Treaty of Waitangi settlement, aimed to provide redress for historic wrongs. As government minister Chris Finlayson pointed out, it’s no stranger than the legal status given to companies.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND WHANGANUI NATIONAL PARK

Blue Duck Station

At Whakahoro at the park’s northern end; accommodation ranges from dorms to cosy wooden lodges. $$

Bridge to Nowhere Lodge

Remote lodge near the Matemateāonga Track accessible only by boat. There’s basic camping also. $

The Flying Fox

Eco-cottages and campsite reachable only by boat or zipline across the river from Koriniti. $$
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Hiruhārama (Jerusalem) | PK289/shutterstock ©


SAINT IN THE MAKING

Born in France in 1835, Suzanne Aubert was a Catholic nun who arrived in New Zealand in 1860 and quickly immersed herself in the Māori language and way of life, with a particular interest in rongoā (traditional Māori medicine). She arrived in Hiruhārama (Jerusalem) in 1883 and it was here that she founded New Zealand’s first home-grown religious order, the Sisters of Compassion. The Jerusalem convent served as a school, orphanage, medical centre, dispensary and home for the chronically ill and disabled.

Aubert left Jerusalem in 1899 but the convent is still active today, and Aubert’s works of charity only intensified in Wellington. In 2016 Pope Francis declared Suzanne Aubert ‘venerable’, the first formal step on the path to sainthood.



TOURS IN WHANGANUI NATIONAL PARK

Bridge to Nowhere Tours

Based in Pipiriki, offering jetboating, canoeing, mountain-biking and hiking tours, packages and logistics.

Ōwhango Adventures

Guided or self-guided canoe trips, including logistics for the Whanganui Journey. Ōwhango based.

Whanganui River Canoes

Operating from Raetihi Holiday Park, offering guided and self-guided canoeing trips, including hire and logistics.

Whanganui Scenic Experience Jet

Jetboating and canoeing trips departing from a farm on the Whanganui River Rd.

Whanganui Tours

Join the mail van on its journey up the Whanganui River Rd. Cycling tours, too.

Adrift Tongariro

Based in National Park Village, offering one-day private or three-day group canoeing tours.


Paddle the Whanganui Journey

CANOE THROUGH WHANGANUI NATIONAL PARK

When is a Great Walk not a walk? When it’s the Whanganui Journey, one of New Zealand’s 10 official Great Walks, despite not involving any walking. Rather it’s an epic canoeing or kayaking adventure along an otherwise inaccessible section of the Whanganui River, traversing the heart of Whanganui National Park. This is real wilderness, with very few road access points along the route.

The full five-day journey starts in Taumarunui (a two-hour drive north of Whanganui) and heads 145km to Pipiriki at the top of the Whanganui River Rd. Alternatively, you can start at Whakahoro and knock two days and 57km off the trip. Various operators offer guided trips and hire gear (two-person Canadian canoes, kayaks, life jackets and waterproof drums for your provisions).

If you’re going without a guide, you’ll need to be fit, a confident swimmer, an experienced paddler and over 10 years old. Don’t attempt it alone and make sure there are enough adults to look after the kids if anything goes wrong. It’s not recommended in winter.
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Kayaking the Whanganui River | Matthew Micah Wright/Getty Images ©


BRIDGE TO NOWHERE

One of the oddest sights on any New Zealand hike is this well-constructed 40m-long concrete bridge sitting amid dense bush in Whanganui National Park, with no road on either side of it. It was completed in 1936 to open up farmland for WWI veterans but the land proved inhospitable and the settlement was abandoned six years later.

It’s a popular dry-land diversion for paddlers on the Whanganui Journey, as it’s only a 40-minute walk from Mangapurua Landing. Otherwise you can catch a jetboat here from Pipiriki, 30km downstream.

The trail is part of the 40km Mangapurua/Kaiwhakauka Track, a two- to three-day hike or one-day cycle between Whakahoro and Mangapurua, which is in turn part of the Mountains to Sea cycle trail.




Birdlife at Bushy Park

NATIVE WILDLIFE AND HIGH TEA

There can’t be too many places where you can hike through dense native bush looking for endangered birds and then sit down in an elegant Edwardian dining room for a high-tea service. Yet that’s exactly what’s on offer at this free eco-sanctuary, a 20-minute drive northwest of Whanganui.

The property was gifted to Forest & Bird in 1962, including 80 hectares of virgin rainforest, wetlands and a Category I heritage-listed homestead dating from 1906. A predator-free fence was completed in 2005 and introduced pests eradicated, and now Bushy Park Tarapuruhi is rated one of the best ecological restoration projects in Australasia. There are a series of short loops to explore, one of which leads past a 39m-high rātā tree – one of the biggest in existence. For birdlife it’s hard to beat the 25-minute Wetlands Loop.


If you want to catch the dawn chorus in full flight, stay overnight in one of the mansion’s five B&B rooms or book a campervan site.
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Te Marae o Hine/The Square, Palmerston North | ChameleonsEye/Shutterstock ©


BEST EATING & DRINKING IN PALMERSTON NORTH

Barista

Daytime cafe and after-dark bistro with a fantastical mural on the main shopping strip. $

Café Cuba

Popular old-style cafe on a corner with a jam-packed cabinet. Daytime only. $

Brew Union

Craft beer and gin specialists serving pizza, platters and burgers in a stylishly converted warehouse. $$

Little Savannah

Chic gastro bar with a South African flavour. $$$

Nero Restaurant

Palmy’s classiest dining, set within the darkened walls of an imposing city-centre house. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN PALMERSTON NORTH

Masonic Hotel

Despite first appearances this centrally located old pub offers good-value, nicely renovated, en-suite rooms. $

City Corporate Motor Inn

Luxury motel rooms with leather and timber finishes, some with in-room twin-size spa tubs. $$

Hacienda Motor Lodge

Motel accommodation ranging from studios to three-bedroom apartments, a 10-minute walk from The Square. $$

Palmerston North’s Museums & Parks

RUGBY MUSEUM AND RIVERSIDE PARK

Rugby is a national obsession. New Zealand’s men’s team, the All Blacks, are one of the most successful teams of all time in any code, while their female counterparts, the Black Ferns, won the 2021 World Cup. If you’re a fan, it’s worth making the trip to the unassuming inland city of Palmerston North (an hour’s drive southeast of Whanganui) just to visit the New Zealand Rugby Museum. Here the jam-packed display cases take a memorabilia-driven decade-by-decade journey through the nation’s rugby history. The Rugby Museum is the only ticketed section of Te Manawa, the city’s main gallery and museum, which is well worth a look, too.

Palmerston North’s grid of streets is set around Te Marae o Hine/The Square, a large civic centre spanning seven hectares and incorporating a war memorial, clock tower and the Palmerston North City i-SITE tourist information centre.

While you’re visiting, take a walk through Victoria Esplanade, a pretty public park spread along the banks of the Manawatū River. Here you’ll find nature trails, rose gardens, aviaries, duck ponds, sculpture, playgrounds and a miniature railway.


THE MIGHTY MANAWATŪ

The Manawatū River starts on the eastern slopes of the Ruahine Range, squeezes through the bush-lined Manawatū Gorge (separating the Ruahine and Tararua Ranges), and passes through Palmerston North on its journey to the Tasman Sea at surf-battered Foxton Beach. It’s only 180km long but in terms of water flow it’s the North Island’s second-mightiest river, behind the Waikato.

SH3 used to traverse the steep-sided Manawatū Gorge, but repeated slips forced the road to be abandoned in 2017. However, it’s still possible to enjoy the scenery on a 3½-hour, 11km track through native bush high above the river. For a taster, walk the 4km Tawa Loop at the track’s western end.



Go Dutch in Foxton

MUSEUM, WINDMILL AND DUTCH DELI

You’re not imagining it. That really is a working replica of a 17th-century Dutch windmill in the little SH1 town of Foxton, about an hour’s drive south of Whanganui. Stop to climb up inside De Molen and then buy a bag of stoneground flour from the little Dutch deli on the ground floor.

Directly next to it, Te Awahou Nieuwe Stroom is a combination cafe, library, art gallery and museum that tells the story of Dutch arrivals in New Zealand, from Abel Tasman onwards. Following WWII people from the Netherlands became one of the major non-English-speaking minorities in New Zealand, and now about one in 40 Kiwis has some Dutch heritage. The museum is a lot of fun, with a tulip wall, clogs to try on and sjoelen (shuffleboard) to play. There are also interesting displays about the local Māori tribe, Ngāti Raukawa ki te Tonga.


GETTING AROUND

Buses head between Whanganui and Palmerston North, but you’ll need a car to get to other destinations. The Whanganui River Rd can also be explored by bike.






TAUPŌ & THE RUAPEHU REGION
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THE NORTH ISLAND’S VOLCANIC HEARTLAND

A vast lake and a trio of rumbling mountains vie for attention, providing a picturesque backdrop for a myriad of outdoor adventures.
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Wairakei Terraces | TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Shaped by some of the biggest volcanic explosions in human history and still active today, this region has been intriguing visitors for centuries. From the time the Māori explorers arrived, a rich tapestry of stories was woven around its unique geological features. Many of these places remain sacred to their descendants, the Ngāti Tuwharetoa and Ngāti Rangi people, to this day.

In 1869, during the New Zealand Wars, the British built a redoubt where the town of Taupō now stands and a garrison of mounted police were stationed here. Following the wars, and with the growing intrusion of British pastoralists, the high chief of Ngāti Tuwharetoa gifted the volcanic peaks of the Central Plateau to the Crown so that they might be protected as New Zealand’s first national park.

In the 20th century, the proliferation of the motorcar saw Taupō grow from a lakeside village of about 750 people to a large resort town, easily accessible from most points on the North Island. Trout was released into Lake Taupō via the Tongariro River, and ski fields were established on Mt Ruapehu. Visitors still flock here in summer to go boating, fishing and swimming at the lake, returning in winter for skiing in Tongariro National Park. Adding to the mix are some of the most famous hiking and mountain-biking tracks in the country.
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Emerald Lakes, Tongariro Northern Circuit | CKTRAVELS.COM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

TAUPŌ

Lakeside hub with hot springs.

TONGARIRO NATIONAL PARK

Enfolds three lofty volcanic peaks.



Find Your Way

This region is deliciously compact. In just over an hour you can drive from central Taupō to the northern fringes of Tongariro National Park.
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Plan Your Time

Forward planning is required for some of the tracks, but be sure to allow some flexibility for the possibility of bad weather. Otherwise, just relax and move as the mood takes you.
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Tawhai Falls | Sheryl Williams - APSNZ/shutterstock ©


If You Only Have One Day

• Stop at spectacular Huka Falls on your way into Taupō. In the township, stroll along the lakefront and stop for a bite at one of the cafes. Take a leisurely drive along the lake, turning off at Tūrangi to continue over Te Ponanga Saddle towards Tongariro National Park. After the Whakapapa turn-off, stop for the short walk to Tawhai Falls then continue on to the Tongariro National Park Visitor Centre. Continue up Mt Ruapehu to ride the Sky Waka. Take a final stroll along the Ridge Walk to see in the sunset.




Three Days Free

• Start in Taupō with a stroll along the Great Lake Pathway, stopping along the way for a dip if the weather’s right. Lunch at Replete Café & Store then take a cruise to the Māori carvings. After dinner, head to Wairakei Terraces for a relaxing thermal soak, or Taupo DeBretts Spa Resort if you’re travelling with children.

• On day two, start with breakfast at Storehouse then hike the track at Huka Falls. On the way back, take a dip at Spa Thermal Park. Drive on to National Park Village, ready to tackle the Tongariro Alpine Crossing the following morning.




Five Days to Spare

• Follow the previous itinerary but add an extra day in Taupō to visit the bubbling mud pools of Ōrākei Kōrako and to cycle one of the Great Lake Trails. After completing the Tongariro Alpine Crossing head on to Ohakune for a celebratory dinner at Out Of Order. The following morning, if your legs are up to it, cycle the Ohakune Old Coach Road. In the afternoon, knock back a bagel at Thorn, and if you’ve still got energy take a stroll around peaceful Lake Rotokura. If not, drive to Waiouru to visit the National Army Museum.



Seasonal Highlights

There’s not really a bad time to visit the area. The ski season roughly runs from July to October. Spring, autumn and summer are great for hiking and biking.

JANUARY

January is the region’s sunniest and warmest month, perfect weather for getting out on Lake Taupō and hitting the trails.
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FEBRUARY

February is best for swimming, with the lowest rainfall and warmest water. Legacy acts rock the Taupō Summer Concert.
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MARCH

Ironman New Zealand comes to Lake Taupō, and the weather remains warm and dry.
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JUNE

Orange fever hits Ohakune with its annual Carrot Carnival on King’s Birthday weekend, a prelude to the ski season.
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JULY

The coldest month of the year is celebrated on Mt Ruapehu with the ski season springing into action.
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OCTOBER
a
Street artists brighten up Taupō’s back lanes during the annual Graffiato festival. Skiing winds down on Ruapehu.
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NOVEMBER

Cyclists descend in their thousands for the Lake Taupō Cycle Challenge at the end of the month.
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TAUPō
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A little tourist town set alongside a great lake, Taupō perfectly pairs the picturesque with the action-packed in the form of mountain biking, jetboating, bungy jumping, race-car driving and skydiving. But its main appeal is far more placid – the simple delight of taking a leisurely lakeside stroll, especially on a clear day when the distant snow-capped peaks of Tongariro National Park come into view across the still waters. That the lake is actually one of the world’s most violent supervolcanoes in disguise only adds to the intrigue.

The town centre itself is compact and buzzy, with colourful murals enlivening many of its back lanes – a by-product of its annual street-art festival. You’re never far from a good cafe or restaurant and, at the end of the day’s exertions, there are plenty of pubs and bars for a lake-gazing beverage.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Lake Taupō Cruises

SIGHTS

2Aratiatia Rapids

3Craters of the Moon

4Hot Water Beach

5Huka Falls

6Spa Thermal Park

7Taupo DeBretts Spa Resort

8Taupō Museum

9Wairakei Terraces

EATING

10Craters MTB Park

11Great Lake Pathway

12Taupo Bungy & Swing

13Taupō Tandem Skydiving




TOP TIP

While the commercial centre sits in a tight wedge between the lakefront and the Waikato River, the town sprawls along the surrounding bays. Many of the main sights are north along the river, around Wairakei. Across the river, Acacia Bay is a cute beachside settlement.
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Get Out on Lake Taupō

CRUISES, PADDLES AND FISHING TRIPS

Lake Taupō may be pretty to look at from the shore, but it’s even better once you get out on its glistening surface. In fact, one of its most famous features can only be seen from the water. In the late 1970s master carver Matahi Whakataka-Brightwell and his students etched a series of carvings into cliffs near Mine Bay. At their centre is the stylised 10m-high face of Ngātoro-i-rangi, the Māori priest and explorer who guided the Tūwharetoa tribe to the Taupō area in around the 14th century. It’s a stirring sight and the highpoint of regular Lake Taupō cruises, which depart from the Taupō Boat Harbour, tucked behind the i-SITE information centre and Taupō Museum, at the start of the Waikato River.

Trips can be booked from the little kiosk on the waterfront, with options including yachts, fancy launches and a little steamboat. Most journeys last between 1½ to 2½ hours, and some offer food, cocktails or sunset sojourns. There are also plenty of private boats that will take you out fishing for trout on the lake.

Alternatively, it’s possible to hire kayaks, canoes, paddle boards, motorboats or sailboats from several spots along the shoreline, including Taupō Boat Harbour, Two Mile Bay and Acacia Bay. Kayakers can either paddle out on their own or join a guided tour.
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Ngātoro-i-rangi carving, Mine Bay | CrystalMage/shutterstock ©


LAKE TAUPŌ’S VIOLENT ORIGINS

It may look peaceful now, but Lake Taupō sits in the caldera of a supervolcano that has caused two of the largest eruptions in human history. Taupō first started erupting around 300,000 years ago but the present caldera was formed by a collapse during the Oruanui super-eruption about 26,500 years ago, which spurted out over 1100 cu km of volcanic material, making Krakatoa (8 cu km) look like a pimple. The last major cataclysm, which took place around 181 CE, was the most violent in the last 5000 years. Writers as far away as China and Rome reported strange sunsets and other atmospheric effects thought to be linked to the eruption.



LAKE TAUPŌ CRUISES

Sail Barbary

Cruise to the carvings on a zero-emission electric yacht or fish from a 12m catamaran.

Ernest Kemp

Replica steamboat offering both family and cocktail cruises.

Chris Jolly Outdoors

Daily cruises on a swanky modern launch, along with fishing charters and hiking/fishing combos.

Waikato River’s Raging Rapids

WITNESS NATURE IN FULL SPLASH

When New Zealand’s longest river emerges from its largest lake and is slammed through a narrow channel, it really is a staggering sight. While the biggest drop is only 11m, the churning waters of Huka Falls have the force of 220,000L per second behind them, creating a mesmerising maelstrom in shades of icy blue. From the footbridge and nearby lookout you can experience the immense power of the torrent that Māori called Hukanui (Mighty Foam).

The falls are well signposted about 5km north of town and only a short walk from the car park, but getting here can be part of the fun. The Huka Trails are a set of walking and mountain-biking tracks that can be joined together in a large loop, stretching all the way to the next major set of cascades on the river, the Aratiatia Rapids.

These spectacular rapids are now controlled by a hydroelectric dam, but you can still see them at full effect when the floodgates open for 15 minutes at 10am, noon and 2pm (plus 4pm from October to March). It’s fascinating to watch from the bridge as the water surges through the dam, and then take a short walk through native bush to two good vantage points further downstream.

You can add to the thrill by zipping to the falls and rapids by jetboat or by taking a more relaxed cruise between the two.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN TAUPŌ

Master of India

One of many Indian restaurants in the town centre, with a large menu specialising in balti dishes. $$

The Bistro

Taupō’s fanciest restaurant offers a dark-hued dining room, good service and seasonal European-style bistro dishes. $$$

Brantry Eatery

Operating out of an unobtrusive house with a glassed-in gazebo, with three-course menus focusing on modern NZ cuisine. $$$



Wander the Great Lake Pathway

GENTLE LAKEFRONT STROLLING AND CYCLING

There’s no better way to soak up the tranquil lakeside ambience than to take a sedate stroll or cycle along the Great Lake Pathway, which runs for 10km along the lakefront from Taupō Boat Harbour to Waitahanui. Along the way you’ll pass a succession of pretty bays, some of which have hot water seeping up through the sand. A key arboreal feature of the path is the kōwhai, a pretty tree that produces bright yellow flowers in spring, which are much loved by native birds.

WAIKATO RIVER BOAT RIDES

Hukafalls Jet

A 30-minute blast to the base of Huka Falls and downstream to Aratiatia Dam.

Rapids Jet

Sensational 35-minute ride along the lower part of the Aratiatia Rapids.

Huka Falls River Cruise

A relaxed and comfortable 80-minute cruise from Aratiatia Dam to Huka Falls.


Take a Scenic Skydive

HURTLE OVER THE LAKE

Once you’ve got over the initial terror of falling through the air, there’s a time in every tandem skydive where the parachutes are launched and you can start to relax and enjoy the scenery on the slow descent to terra firma. There’s a reason Taupō is the skydiving capital of the world: the views here are phenomenal, stretching over the deep-blue lake to the snowcapped mountains of Tongariro National Park. If you’ve ever wanted to give it a go, this is the place to do it.

For the ultimate experience, Taupō Tandem Skydiving offers an 18,500ft (5639m) drop, which will give you 75 seconds of free fall before the chute opens.


BEST CAFES IN TAUPŌ

Replete Café & Store

A local institution, Replete offers appealing counter food and a menu loaded with Asian flavours. $$

Storehouse

Taupō’s coolest cafe has two plant-filled levels, a kid’s play area and a cabinet filled with yummy food. $$

Victoria’s

Big, bright and modern cafe, with a polished concrete floor and tables out on the main street. $$



TAUPŌ ADRENALINE EXPERIENCES

Taupō Tandem Skydiving

Long-standing operator that boasts about having thrown over 200,000 people out of its planes.

Formula Challenge Racing

Hurtle around Taupō International Motorsport Park in a single-seater or V8 race car.

Big Sky Parasail

Offers 12-minute flights that rise up to 1000ft (305m) above the lake surface.

Taupō’s Steamy Geothermal Areas

GET IN HOT WATER

If you needed a reminder that you’re in the presence of one of the world’s most devastating volcanoes, there are plenty of steamy spots around Taupō to explore. Approaching Taupō from the north you’ll pass through Wairakei, the area’s main hot spot, home to a large geothermal power station. When it first started producing carbon-neutral electricity in 1958, the change in subterranean water levels inadvertently created the steamy valley known as the Craters of the Moon. After paying the modest admission charge you can take a 45-minute loop around steaming vents and gurgling mud craters, though there aren’t colourful mineral pools or geysers like you’ll see at Rotorua or Ōrākei Kōrako.

Nature has been given a helping hand at nearby Wairakei Terraces, where superheated subterranean water feeds an artificial geyser and flows along artfully created silica terraces within a recreated Māori village. However, the real attraction here is the opportunity to soak in warm, mineral-rich water in a lovely garden setting, without children splashing about (minimum age 14). They’re easily the best hot pools in the Taupō region.

If you do have kids in tow, head to Taupo DeBretts Spa Resort where there are hydroslides and large outdoor pools.

You don’t have to pay an admission fee to bathe in hot water either. The thermal waters of the Otumuheke Stream meet the bracing Waikato River at Spa Thermal Park, creating a free spa bath with natural nooks. From the car park at the end of County Ave, it’s an easy 10-minute walk along the Huka Falls Walkway to the stream. Take care: people have drowned trying to cool off in the fast-moving river.


Hot water also bubbles up through the sands of Lake Taupō in several places including Hot Water Beach, taking some of the edge off the chilly lake water.
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BEST BARS IN TAUPŌ

Vine Eatery & Bar

Wineglass chandeliers hang from the sky-high industrial ceiling at this restaurant/wine bar.

Craft Trout Brewing Co

The beer has only had to journey up the stairs at this main-street brewery bar.

The Deck

Popular 1st-floor bar offering panoramic pool-table views of Lake Taupō.



WHERE TO STAY IN TAUPŌ

Finlay Jack’s YHA

An old motel converted into a bustling hostel, with a central courtyard and handy location. $

Gables Lakefront Motel

Well-run motel gazing straight out over the lake from its perch on the main strip. $$

The Lake Motel

Step onto the set of Mad Men at this retro-fitted boutique motel. $$

Jump with Taupō Bungy & Swing

PLUMMET OVER THE WAIKATO RIVER

It’s such a beautiful spot, this cliff high above the Waikato River, with the aquamarine waters sparkling below. It also provides the best vicarious entertainment in town: watching the more reluctant jumpers edge their way along the 47m-high cantilevered platform and build up the courage to take the leap of faith with Taupō Bungy & Swing.

A few chicken out but most eventually jump, often accompanied by much full-throated screaming. The ropes are adjusted for your weight, so you should be able to touch the water below. Strap yourself to a mate if you’d rather go tandem, or swoop out on a giant swing reaching speeds of up to 70km/h.


Art & History at Taupō Museum

ENTER A CARVED MEETING HOUSE

Unless invited on to a marae (traditional tribal complex), it’s not often that non-Māori get an opportunity to enter a wharenui (meeting house) – which makes a visit to Taupō Museum a special treat. Its centrepiece is Te Aroha o Rongoheikume, an elaborately carved and decorated wharenui dating from the 1920s. Take off your shoes, as custom requires, and take a look at the woven flax panels, rafter patterns and other treasures displayed inside. Another large gallery is devoted to telling the story of Ngāti Tūwharetoa, the local iwi (tribe).

Other displays cover volcanic activity, trout fishing and a quirky 1960s caravan, set up as if the occupants have just popped down to the lake. There’s also a gallery devoted to local and visiting art exhibitions. Horticulture enthusiasts should check out the rose garden next door, as well as the ‘Ora Garden of Wellbeing’ in the courtyard, a recreation of NZ’s gold-medal-winning entry into the 2004 Chelsea Flower Show.
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BEST TAUPŌ FESTIVALS & EVENTS

Taupō Summer Concert

Big-name international acts of yesterday perform at the Taupō Amphitheatre over Waitangi Weekend (early February).

Ironman New Zealand

Some of the world’s finest athletes swim, cycle and run around Taupō in early March.

Graffiato: Taupō Street Art Festival

Watch artists create large-scale works on Taupō’s streets over the Labour Day weekend (late October).

Lake Taupō Cycle Challenge

NZ’s biggest annual cycling event sees thousands pedalling around the lake on the last Saturday in November.



Get Mucky at Craters MTB Park

MOUNTAIN BIKE ALONG FOREST TRAILS

Cementing Taupō’s reputation as one of the country’s leading mountain-biking destinations, purpose-built Craters MTB Park in the Wairakei Valley offers 50km of tracks for bikers of all abilities. Grab a pass from Bike Taupō online, and then test your mettle on Grade 3 and 4 jumps and drops on the more advanced loops.


GETTING AROUND

Taupō’s town centre is compact and flat, so it’s easy to get around on foot. However, many of the main sights are on the periphery and bus services (operated by BUSIT) are limited, with most routes only running a couple of times a day. A car will come in handy, but there is also a good network of cycling and walking routes.






Beyond Taupō
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Short hops from Taupō land at geothermal marvels and some of the nation’s best mountain-biking tracks.


The countryside north of Lake Taupō is a mixture of hilly farmland and forestry blocks, with its defining feature being the Waikato River. New Zealand’s longest, it starts at Taupō and meanders for 425km before hitting the Tasman Sea. Along the way, on the shores of one of the river’s eight artificially created hydroelectric lakes, is Ōrākei Kōrako – one of the country’s most extraordinary geothermal sites.

This region is also a magnet for mountain bikers, boasting two of New Zealand’s 23 official Great Rides. Both explore remote, scenic stretches but one of them keeps the country’s biggest lake in view while the other delves through the depths of remnant rainforest.
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Mountain biking, north of Taupō | Jon Sparks/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

Travelling between Ōrākei Kōrako and Pureora, take the scenic stretch of State Hwy (SH) 30 along the Waikato River.




Ride the Great Lake Trails

MOUNTAIN BIKING WITH STUPENDOUS VIEWS

How often do you get to mountain bike along the rim of a supervolcano? Officially one of the 23 Great Rides of New Zealand, the Great Lake Trails are a set of three tracks in different parts of the northern lakeshore, each of which can be knocked off in a half-day to a full day, depending on your level of fitness. With the aid of land and water shuttles they can be combined into a three-day odyssey. If you enlist the help of a specialist bike-tour company, they’ll arrange it all for you.


Along the ride you’ll pass native forest rich in birdlife, waterfalls, dramatic gorges, unusual rock formations and, of course, spectacular views of Lake Taupō, stretching all the way to the peaks of Tongariro National Park. Plus each day offers ample opportunities to cool off in the clear waters of the lake.

The three legs can easily be tackled on day trips from Taupō but the most logical base is Kinloch, a small town on the lake’s northernmost bay, a 20-minute drive west of Taupō.

[image: shutterstock_1355819048jpg]

Ōrākei Kōrako | Dmitry Naumov/shutterstock ©


BEST BIKING TOURS

Taupo Kayaking Adventures

Offers bike and kayak combos, and biking packages for all the regional trails.

Chris Jolly Outdoors

Guided options include Great Lake Trails, Huka Trails and ‘Bikes and Coffee’ in central Taupō.

Adventure Shuttles

Small-group specialists sorting all the practicalities for local trails (bike hire, shuttles, accommodation and tours).

FourB

Based near the Craters MTB Park, offering bike hire, shuttles and tours for the major trails.



TIMBER TRAIL ACCOMMODATION, SHUTTLES AND BIKE HIRE

Epic Cycle Adventures

Offers shuttles, bike hire and glamping tents in its own campsite near the halfway mark. $

Blackfern Lodge

Rustic but comfortable accommodation, along with shuttles and bike hire. $$$

Timber Trail Lodge

Smart en-suite rooms, with packages including meals, bag transfers, shuttles and bike hire. $$$

Geothermal Wonders at Ōrākei Kōrako

COLOURFUL TERRACES AND BUBBLING MUD

Situated a 30-minute drive north of Taupō, not only is Ōrākei Kōrako the region’s best geothermal attraction, it’s one of the best in the country.

It lies on the shore of Lake Orakuri, and the first part of the adventure is a short boat trip across the water. Here a 2.5km walking track follows stepped boardwalks around the silica terraces for which the park is famous, dazzling in shades of orange, green, white and grey. If you’re with kids, hold on to them; there are no barriers between the path and pools of boiling water and mud.

A short side track leads to Ruatapu Cave, one of only two geothermal caves in the world. At its base is jade-green Waiwhakaata (‘the Pool of Mirrors’), which was once used by Māori women preparing for rituals (Ōrākei Kōrako means ‘the Place of Adorning’).


PROTECTING PUREORA

Pureora was one of the last tracts of New Zealand’s virgin forest to be opened for felling, with loggers gaining access to the prized native timber in 1946. However, a protest movement seeking to protect the remaining forest gained momentum throughout the 1970s, culminating in a treetop protest in 1978. As a direct result of the protesters’ actions the logging was stopped, Pureora Forest Park was established and the Native Forest Restoration Trust was set up to replace the pine plantations that had been planted on the cleared land. In a pleasant irony, a 12m-high tower has been built near the site of the protest, offering bird’s-eye views over the magnificent canopy.



Leafy Tracks in Pureora Forest Park

RIDE THE REMOTE TIMBER TRAIL

About an hour’s drive northwest from Taupō, the mountainous 780-sq-km Pureora Forest Park embraces a magnificent remnant of podocarp rainforest, with many trees over 1000 years old. It’s prized by mountain bikers for the 85km cycleway known as the Timber Trail, another of the Great Rides of New Zealand. The track crosses eight large suspension bridges on the two- to three-day journey through the heart of the forest.

Hiking routes through the park include tracks to the summits of Mt Pureora (1165m) and the rock pinnacle of Mt Titiraupenga (1042m). Good short walking tracks include the 1km Tōtora Walk loop at the start of the Timber Trail.


Getting Around

Specialist cycle tours provide shuttles from Taupō or Kinloch for the Great Lake Trails. For other destinations you’ll need a car, as there is no public transport available.





TONGARIRO NATIONAL PARK
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The three active volcanoes at the centre of the North Island are an awe-inspiring site, rising majestically from a vast plateau that is protected as both a national park and a Unesco World Heritage Area.

At 2797m, Ruapehu is by far the largest of the trio. Periodic lahars (volcanic mudflows) and eruptions (the last significant one in 2007) don’t keep people off its slopes for long. This is the North Island’s top ski resort, and a popular summertime hiking destination.

Ask five-year-olds to draw a volcano and they’ll probably come up with something resembling 2287m Ngauruhoe. Its classic conical proportions landed it a starring role in the Lord of the Rings movies, where it played the part of Mount Doom. It may be the least lofty of the trio (1967m), but Tongariro has 12 distinct cones and is the most recent to have erupted, shooting ash skyward in 2012.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Tongariro Alpine Crossing

ACTIVITIES

2Mounds Walk

3Ridge Walk

4Silica Rapids Track

5Sky Waka

6Tama Lakes

7Taranaki Falls

8Tawhai Falls

9Tongariro Northern Circuit

10Tukino

11Tūroa

12Waitonga Falls Track

13Whakapapa

14Whakapapa Nature Walk

INFORMATION

15Tongariro National Park Visitor Centre




TOP TIP

The only accommodation within the park is at Whakapapa Village, on the slopes of Mt Ruapehu. Most visitors stay on the park’s fringes at either National Park Village or Ohakune. Ohakune is a proper town with good infrastructure, while National Park Village is more convenient for tackling the Tongariro Alpine Crossing.




Hike the Tongariro Alpine Crossing

NEW ZEALAND’S BEST DAY WALK

Rocky moonscapes, vibrantly coloured lakes, steaming vents…there’s a reason that tens of thousands of people hike the Tongariro Alpine Crossing every year. It’s basically a crash course in volcanoes crammed into a reasonably arduous six- to eight-hour hike. The ‘crossing’ part refers to the route it takes over the saddle between Mt Ngauruhoe and Mt Tongariro, reaching a peak of 1886m above sea level as it traverses the lip of Tongariro’s Red Crater.

Given its popularity, there are plenty of operators available to shuttle you to one trailhead and pick you up from the other, most commonly embarking from Whakapapa, National Park Village, Ohakune, Tūrangi or even Taupō (booking essential). Guided walks are also offered.

The biggest problem about this track’s popularity (aside from it at times resembling a slow-moving conga line) is that some walkers try to shoehorn it into their itineraries no matter the weather, or their level of fitness or preparedness. People regularly have to be rescued from the track and some have died. There’s little point attempting this track in winter, when route-finding is difficult and many of the highlights are hidden by snow. Even in summer you’ll need proper footwear, wet-weather gear (conditions can change quickly) and enough water and snacks to last a full day.
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Emerald Lakes, Tongariro Northern Circuit | Peng Shi/500px ©


TŪWHARETOA TERRITORY

The major iwi (tribe) of Taupō and much of the Central Plateau is Ngāti Tūwharetoa, one of the few iwi in New Zealand that have retained an undisputed ariki (high chief). It was Horonuku Te Heuheu Tukino IV, the great-great-grandfather of the present ariki, who we can thank for Tongariro National Park. The mountains of Tongariro have great spiritual significance to local Māori, and Horonuku was mindful that settlers were eyeing up the land for grazing. In 1887 he gifted the mountains to the Crown for the purpose of establishing New Zealand’s first (and the world’s fourth) national park. In this way he was able to preserve their natural beauty and the tribe’s sacred sites in perpetuity.



WHERE TO HIRE OUTDOOR EQUIPMENT AROUND TONGARIRO NATIONAL PARK

Edge to Edge

Hires out an extensive range of skiing, climbing and alpine gear from Skotel Alpine Resort.

Ruapehu Alpine Lifts

The company operating the fields offers ski hire from their bases at Whakapapa and Tūroa.

The Alpine Centre

In National Park Village, the Alpine Centre hires out skiing, hiking and biking gear.

Get Informed at the Visitor Centre

INTERESTING DISPLAYS AND EXPERT ADVICE

More than just a source of tourist information (although it does that well, too), the Tongariro National Park Visitor Centre in Whakapapa Village is a like a mini museum, with a 3D model of the park and displays on everything from biodiversity to the history of skiing on the mountain. Most importantly, it’s a wealth of information on track conditions, weather forecasts, avalanche risk and practical advice on tracks to suit your level of ability and preparedness. You can also purchase maps and book huts here.
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WHY I LOVE TONGARIRO NATIONAL PARK
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Peter Dragicevich, writer



My West Auckland high school wasn’t fancy but it had one asset that set it apart from far posher schools, and that was its own camp in Tongariro National Park. At ages 14, 16 and 17, we hiked to the Tama Lakes and along the Alpine Crossing, stayed overnight on Mt Tongariro, splashed about in the Tokaanu Thermal Pools, rafted rapids on the Tongariro River and squeezed through crevices in caves that I’d never attempt now. I fell in love with the unique landscape then and, after researching the entire country for various publications, it’s still one of my favourite places.



SHUTTLE SERVICES AROUND TONGARIRO NATIONAL PARK

Tongariro Crossing Shuttles

Shuttle service from National Park Village to Whakapapa and the Tongariro Alpine Crossing trailheads.

Summit Shuttles

Shuttles from National Park Village to Alpine Crossing trailheads and the ski field.

Tongariro Expeditions

Alpine Crossing shuttles from Taupō, Tūrangi and the Ketetahi trailhead Park N Ride.

Tongariro Track Transport

Private tours and shuttles from National Park Village to Alpine Crossing and Northern Circuit trailheads.

Active Outdoor Adventures

Shuttles from Tūrangi, National Park and the Ketetahi trailhead for the Alpine Crossing and skiing.

Ruapehu Scenic Shuttles

Hiking, mountain-biking and snow transport to Whakapapa, Sky Waka and trails.

Tongariro Northern Circuit Expedition

‘GREAT WALK’ CIRCLING MT NGAURUHOE

Not only is it one of New Zealand’s 10 official Great Walks, the Tongariro Northern Circuit incorporates the highlights of the country’s best day walk, the popular Tongariro Alpine Crossing, including the Red Crater and Emerald Lakes. The loop starts and ends at Whakapapa Village and takes a complete circuit around conical Mt Ngauruhoe, traversing an alien landscape sculpted by constant volcanic activity over the course of millennia. A highlight of the final leg is the striking blue-green Tama Lakes.


As it’s a Great Walk, you’ll need to book huts in advance during the official walking season (mid-October to April). At other times, walking isn’t recommended due to snow, ice, shorter days and avalanche risk.

The national park’s other epic multiday walk is the 66km Round the Mountain Track circling Ruapehu. This is a much more challenging four- to six-day odyssey, more suitable for experienced hikers due to some potentially tricky river crossings.
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Red Crater | Filip Fuxa/shutterstock ©


KEEPING SAFE IN THE MOUNTAINS

Visitors regularly get into trouble in New Zealand’s mountains, leading to costly rescues and preventable deaths. At high altitudes, the weather can change abruptly, so make sure you’re equipped for every eventuality. Appropriate clothing is essential, especially sturdy boots and wool, fleece and waterproof layers. Pack plenty of water and food, as well as sunscreen and first-aid supplies.

Ensure that a responsible person knows your plans and will follow up if you don’t return on time. Call into the local DOC visitor centre for advice and up-to-date track and weather conditions. Many centres, including Tongariro, also hire out distress beacons.

The New Zealand Mountain Safety Council’s ‘Plan My Walk’ website (planmywalk.nz) is an excellent resource, providing weather and track alerts.



Ski the Slopes of Mt Ruapehu

HURTLE DOWN AN ACTIVE VOLCANO

The thrill of swishing through powdery snow is only enhanced by the knowledge that you’re doing so on the side of a barely sleeping giant. Ruapehu is the North Island’s premier skiing and snowboarding destination, with two main ski fields on opposite sides of the mountain: Whakapapa on the northwest and Tūroa on the southwest. Sadly, a difficult few years (COVID-19, followed by an unusually warm winter) pushed the company operating both of them into voluntary administration in late 2022. Plans are afoot to ensure skiing continues regardless.

The ski season generally runs from June until October. The snow here isn’t as consistent as the South Island fields, but after a good fall it’s a match for anything in the country. Spread over 550 hectares with a maximum altitude of 2320m, Whakapapa has the best facilities, including the Happy Valley area for learners. Tūroa has Australasia’s longest vertical descent (722m) and NZ’s highest lift, the High Noon Express (2322m).


There’s also a small club field, Tukino, on the eastern side, offering 170 hectares of uncrowded, backcountry runs.
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WATCH THIS SPACE

COVID-19 closures followed by a bad snow season had a major effect on businesses on Ruapehu. At the time of writing the company operating the ski fields was in voluntary administration and the grand old Chateau Tongariro, the magnificent 1929 hotel at Whakapapa, had closed its doors. Local ski clubs (with government assistance) will ensure that the skiing goes on. However, it’s unclear which of the cafes, restaurants and bars will reopen. If you’re after a bite on the Whakapapa side, at least you can be sure to grab a toastie and a coffee at the TNT Pataka Food Truck stationed beside Whakapapa Holiday Park.



WHERE TO STAY IN TONGARIRO NATIONAL PARK

Whakapapa Holiday Park

Options include campervan sites, a backpackers’ lodge, cabins and self-contained two-bedroom units. $

Discovery Lodge

Near the Whakapapa turn-off, this attractive complex has campsites, wooden chalets and en-suite rooms. $$

Skotel Alpine Resort

On the slopes in Whakapapa Village, offering a combination of backpacker and motel-style rooms. $$

Day Walks on Mt Ruapehu

EXPLORE RUAPEHU’S LOWER SLOPES

You don’t have to be geared up for a major expedition to get a taste of what Ruapehu has to offer. Waterfalls, lakes, silica terraces, hummocks, alpine vegetation and, of course, sweeping views can be accessed more or less on a whim from the roads leading to the ski fields.

Easiest of all is the wheelchair-accessible Whakapapa Nature Walk, a 15-minute loop through beech trees bearded with moss, in constant earshot of a gurgling stream, starting around 250m above the Visitor Centre. Nearby is the Ridge Walk, a 30-minute, 1.2km return track that starts in beech forest and climbs through tussock and low scrub to a lookout offering views of all three peaks and, on a clear day, west to distant Mt Taranaki. If you’re visiting around sunset, this is the place to be.

Middle Earth enthusiasts shouldn’t miss the short track (20 minutes return) to Tawhai Falls, starting 4km back down the road. The falls crash off the edge of an old lava flow, over rapids and into a basin with a little gravel beach. It was here that Gollum found the One Ring in the Lord of the Rings movies. About a kilometre further down the road is the start of the 20-minute Mounds Walk, a short stroll past hummocky formations left behind by lava flows, offering a wonderful panorama of Ruapehu from atop the final hump.

If you’ve got more time and you’re a little better prepared, three longer tracks depart from the Whakapapa Village. The 2½-hour, 7km return Silica Rapids Track leads alongside a bubbling stream and through beech forest before arriving at creamy-white terraces formed by silica deposits. A two-hour, 6km loop track leads to Taranaki Falls, which plunge 20m over a 15,000-year-old lava flow into a boulder-ringed pool. This can be extended into a full-day walk by continuing on to the two colourful Tama Lakes, located on the exposed Tama Saddle between Ruapehu and Ngauruhoe. Allow around five to six hours in total for the 17km return trip from the village.

On the Tūroa side, the 4km-return (1¼-hour) Waitonga Falls Track is a doozy, leading up through mountain beech and cedar forest to an alpine wetland, where small but perfectly positioned ponds provide a mirror for majestic views of the summit. The track then heads back into the forest and ends at the base of the national park’s highest waterfall (39m).


RUMBLING RUAPEHU

Mt Ruapehu is one of the world’s most active volcanoes. One eruption began in March 1945 and continued for almost a year, spreading lava over Crater Lake and sending huge ash clouds as far away as Wellington. No wonder, then, that the mountain’s name translates to ‘pit of sound’.

Ruapehu rumbled in 1969, 1973 and most recently in 2007, but its worst disaster was on Christmas Eve 1953, when the lip of Crater Lake collapsed. An enormous lahar (volcanic mudflow) swept down the mountainside, destroying everything in its path, including a railway bridge. Shortly afterwards a crowded train plunged into the river, killing 151 people; it is one of NZ’s worst disasters.



Ride the Sky Waka

EASY ACCESS TO ASTONISHING VIEWS

Why should skiers and mountain climbers hog all the views? Sky Waka, an enclosed leather-seated gondola (cable car) transports awestruck passengers for 1.8km from Whakapapa’s ski hub to Knoll Ridge Chalet, perched below a ridge at a height of 2020m. Waka is the Māori word for canoe but doubles up for other modes of transportation.


Getting Around

The nearest public transport (trains and buses) stop in National Park Village and Ohakune. You’ll need to drive or catch a shuttle to reach the trailheads, ski fields and Whakapapa Village.






Beyond Tongariro National Park
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Natural beauty isn’t confined to the borders of Tongariro National Park, with plenty to be found in its immediate surrounds.


Known as the Central Plateau, the area surrounding Tongariro National Park has its own unique flora shaped in part by the high altitude and the effect of thousands of years of volcanic activity destroying forests and causing mass sterilisation of seeds. Yet these expansive plains of low scrubby plants have their own unusual beauty.

Meandering down from the mountains on its journey to Lake Taupō, the Tongariro River is beloved by rafting enthusiasts and fly-fishers alike. Tūrangi is the main hub for both activities. National Park Village and Ohakune both act as gateways to the national park, while, to the east, Waiouru’s role is more prosaic, being home to a major military camp.
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Trout fishing, Tongariro River | Damon Taylor/alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

Ohakune’s main commercial hub is strung along the highway, but in winter the action shifts 2km north to Ohakune Junction.




Trout Fishing in Tūrangi

FLY-FISH IN CRYSTALLINE RIVERS

It’s not for everyone but if fly-fishing is your thing, Tūrangi is the place to be. The likes of Harrison Ford, Liam Neeson, Michael Keaton and former US president Jimmy Carter have all journeyed to this nondescript little town (20 minutes’ drive north of Tongariro National Park) to while away the hours wading knee deep in the beautiful clear waters of the Tongariro River, casting for rainbow and brown trout. Between the edge of the allowable fishing area and the river’s outflow into Lake Taupō there are dozens of natural fishing pools. As always, the locals know the best spots, so it’s worth engaging one of the many local guides to arrange your gear and licences and get you started.

Even if you’re not keen to catch and dispatch your own dinner, a visit to the Tongariro National Trout Centre is surprisingly interesting. Before you reach the entrance you’ll be greeted by the sight of huge fish lolling about in the stream lining the path. Inside there are displays on water ecology, volcanic activity and Māori fishing techniques. Fishing nerds can geek out over displays of old flies, reels and rods. More interesting for laypeople is the freshwater aquarium, trout hatchery and the viewing chamber that provides a fish-eye view of the stream. Budding anglers can try their luck in the children’s fishing pond.
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Tongariro National Trout Centre | BRACKISH_NZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


A BOUT WITH TROUT

Trout aren’t native to New Zealand’s rivers. They were introduced by British settlers towards the end of the 19th century for the express purpose of sport fishing. The fishery is highly regulated and the only way you can consume New Zealand trout is if you catch it yourself, or have someone catch it for you. It was US author Zane Grey who made fishing in the Tongariro River famous after writing about it in the 1920s.

There are plenty of rules regarding where, when and how trout can be fished (not to mention a well-established fishing etiquette). Licences are required and can be bought online at doc.govt.nz or fishandgame.org.nz.



WHERE TO STAY IN TŪRANGI

Riverstone Backpackers

Home-away-from-home hostel in a refitted house, with a good kitchen, huge lounge and deck. $

Creel Lodge

Set in lush gardens beside the Tongariro River, this motel offers spacious self-contained suites. $$

Parklands Motor Lodge

Well-presented units set back beyond an epic front lawn facing SH1. $$

Take the Tongariro River Trail

RIVERSIDE BIKING AND HIKING

From Tūrangi, get better acquainted with the pristine waters of the Tongariro River on a 15km loop track. The Tongariro River Trail heads up past the National Trout Centre to a suspension bridge before crossing the river and returning along the opposite bank. At a fast clip you can walk it in two hours or pedal it in 30 minutes, but allow more time to soak up the scenery.
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Rafting the Tongariro River | Carole Anne Ferris/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEST FOOD IN TŪRANGI

Creel Tackle House & Cafe

A tiny room behind a backstreet tackle shop serving Tūrangi’s best breakfasts. $

Rust

Gourmet-burger bar in the town centre furnished with high stools and a cowhide couch. $$

Hare & Copper

Sophisticated restaurant tucked away in farmland, serving Asian- and Latin American–style shared plates. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN NATIONAL PARK VILLAGE

Adventure Lodge & Motel

Mix of motel units and cheaper rooms with shared backrooms, catering to Alpine Crossing hikers. $$

Tongariro Crossing Lodge

This pretty, farmhouse-like cottage is decorated with baby-blue trim and rambling blooms in summer. $$

Plateau Lodge

King Studio pods have outdoor baths; lodge rooms have either en-suite or shared bathrooms. $$

Raft the Tongariro River

SPLASH ALONG A PRISTINE RIVER

Crash over Grade III rapids or take a gentler Grade II ‘family float’ on one of the North Island’s best rafting rivers. A regular half-day trip takes in over 60 rapids on a 14km journey. Tūrangi is home base for well-established rafting operators Rafting New Zealand and Tongariro River Rafting. The former also offers raft fishing, while the latter has the Blue Duck Experience, a rafting ecotour stopping at remote spots to check predator traps and to seek out the endangered whio (blue duck).

For something more advanced, head to remote River Valley, a 70-minute drive from Ohakune and the national park, where they offer Grade V rafting expeditions on the Rangitikei River.

Mountain Biking from National Park Village

PEDAL TWO RENOWNED CYCLING TRACKS

Hurtle through forest north of Tongariro National Park on two classic, largely downhill rides. Ideal for mountain bikers with little experience, Fishers Track starts at the National Park railway station and heads for 27km through native bush and the Erua Forest (allow two to three hours). The 42 Traverse is more challenging, a 46km trail through the Tongariro Forest which takes four to six hours. There’s a nice swimming hole on the Whakapapa River, 1.5km before the finish at Ōwhango. Shuttle services from National Park Village will whisk you to and from the trailheads.


BEST FOOD & DRINK IN NATIONAL PARK VILLAGE

The Station

Cosy little restored railway station serving cakes, eggy brunches, sandwiches and a gastropub dinner menu. $$

Schnapps Bar

Popular sports bar serving standard pub fare (burgers, ribs, steaks, curries) with views of the mountains. $$



Embrace Ohakune’s Big Carrot

NZ’S MOST HUGGABLE BIG THING

As roadside ‘big things’ go, Ohakune’s oversized mascot is one of the odder ones. Even in the dark days before Instagram, the lure of this big orange photo opportunity was irresistible to passing motorists. The Big Carrot was erected in 1984 to celebrate Ohakune’s largest crop; local farms grow two-thirds of the North Island’s supply.

Carrots were first grown in the area during the 1920s by Chinese settlers, who cleared the land by hand and explosives. Their story is told in the Ohakune Carrot Adventure Park, a free public park that has sprouted around the Big Carrot and now includes a Big Parsnip, Big Suede, Big Potato and, every child’s favourite, a Big Brussels Sprout. There’s also a playground, gym equipment, a mountain-bike track, a confidence course, a petanque court, a rhododendron dell and a carrot-shaped racing car to pose in.

The Big Carrot is on SH49 on the edge of Ohakune, a five-minute drive from the edge of Tongariro National Park.


MOUNTAINS TO SEA

Other sections of the Mountains to Sea mountain-biking trail include the Mangapurua/Kaiwhakauka Track and the Whanganui River Rd.



WHERE TO STAY IN OHAKUNE

Hobbit Motorlodge

Motel rooms are a little dated but clean and well priced. Some bunkroom accommodation too. $

Peaks Motor Inn

This well-kept motel offers spacious rooms with good bathrooms and full kitchens. $$

Powderhorn Chateau

Swiss-style chalet hotel with woody interiors; this is the place for mountain recovery and revelry. $$$


Cycle the Ohakune Old Coach Road

ANCIENT FOREST AND IMPRESSIVE VIADUCTS

One of the best day rides in the country, the Ohakune Old Coach Road, a 15km cycling and walking track, follows the route that horse-drawn wagons used to take from 1886 up until the main trunk railway line was completed in 1908. Engineering enthusiasts will appreciate the impressive Hapuawhenua and Toanui viaducts – the only two remaining curved viaducts in the southern hemisphere. The track also passes through an ancient forest that survived the Taupō blast of 180 CE, being in the lee of Ruapehu. Views extend over the odd-shaped hillocks around the foot of the volcano.

The route heads between Horopito and Ohakune, on the southern fringes of Tongariro National Park. Cyclists are best to start at Horopito (a 15-minute drive from the Ohakune edge of Tongariro National Park) for more downhill overall. The odd push uphill may well be required, but you’ll get sufficient in-the-saddle time to justify the effort – especially on some of the sweeping downhills underlaid with historic cobblestones. The track is rated Grade 3, suitable for intermediate-level riders. Cycling shops at both ends hire bikes and provide shuttles so that you don’t have to backtrack. Allow 2½ hours (one way) if you’re cycling and 4½ hours if you’re hiking.

The Old Coach Road is part of the Mountains to Sea (Ngā Ara Tūhono), a 231km route (including 32km by jetboat or canoe) from Mt Ruapehu to Whanganui.


DRIVING THE DESERT ROAD

The Desert Road is the name given to the stretch of SH1 to the east of Tongariro National Park. It passes through the so-called Rangipo Desert – not a real desert (it gets plenty of rain) but an inhospitable landscape of low scrub broken only by the occasional river and an almost-sculptural row of electrical pylons. Although it may sound grim, the Desert Road is one of New Zealand’s legendary drives, offering exceptional views of the volcanoes.

Icy weather and snow storms periodically cause the road to be closed, so if you’re travelling in winter don’t be surprised if diversions are in place. Large signs on each approach will provide plenty of advance warning if this is the case.



BIKE HIRE IN OHAKUNE

Mountain Bike Station

Offers bike rental, shuttles to cycling trailheads and luggage transfer.

TCB

Hires electric and manual bikes and arranges Old Coach Road transport.

Kune Shuttles & Bike Hire

Hires a range of mountain bikes, and provides shuttles for major trails.

Hike Around Lake Rotokura

SACRED LAKE WITH VOLCANO VIEWS

It may be just outside of the national park, but the walk through giant ferns and beech forest to a secluded pair of lakes is no less magical. The trailhead is at the end of a partly unsealed rural road just off SH49, a 15-minute drive east from the Ohakune edge of Tongariro National Park. The broad, dappled track heads for 15 minutes up to the lower of the two lakes, the paradoxically named Dry Lake. Waterfowl splash around the lake’s reedy fringes and you might even spot some kahu (hawks) swooping overhead.

From here it’s another 15 minutes to pretty Lake Rotokura, a deep-green basin with majestic views of Ruapehu rising above the tree line. You can circle it in 20 minutes via a narrow bush track. Rotokura is sacred to the local Ngāti Rangi people, who use its waters for healing rituals. As such it’s strictly forbidden to swim or eat here (save your picnic for the table down by Dry Lake).


Waiouru’s National Army Museum

NZ’S MILITARY HISTORY ON DISPLAY

The signs warning motorists approaching Waiouru to stay in their cars due to live shelling should leave you in no doubt that this is a military town. It’s worth taking the 25-minute drive east from the Ohakune edge of Tongariro National Park for the well-presented and often very moving National Army Museum, which occupies a suitably bunker-like brutalist building on the side of the highway, flanked by large pieces of artillery. Inside, the New Zealand at War exhibition starts in the 1840s with the New Zealand Wars and continues through to the present day.
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Giant ferns, Lake Rotokura | Mark Meredith/getty images ©


BEST FOOD IN OHAKUNE

Thorn

Hole-in-the-wall cafe with a covered veranda on the main strip serving bagels, toasties, smoothies and juices. $

Osteria

Warm up amid rustic decor with a pizza or generous risotto in this contemporary Italian restaurant. $$

Out of Order

Globe-trotting menu of sharing plates, delicious desserts and an extensive craft-beer and gin list. $$




FOR MILITARY HISTORY BUFFS

If you’re interested in militaria, visit the Auckland Museum, the Torpedo Bay Navy Museum, Sir Peter Jackson’s collection of fighter planes at the Omaka Aviation Heritage Centre, and Wētā Workshop’s extraordinary Gallipoli exhibition at Te Papa Tongarewa.




GETTING AROUND

InterCity buses stop in Tūrangi, Waiouru, National Park Village and Ohakune. The last two towns are also stops on KiwiRail’s Northern Explorer service, although it runs infrequently. Shuttle buses service the ski fields and main trailheads.






ROTORUA & THE BAY OF PLENTY
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ADVENTURE IN THE COUNTRY’S CULTURAL HEART

A bountiful region that balances a stunning sandy coastline with a raw volcanic interior.
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Mount Maunganui | Aerometrex/shutterstock ©

Rotorua has long enjoyed the warmth of the global spotlight – frequently sporting the ‘must-visit’ label – and is a stalwart inclusion on almost any New Zealand travel itinerary. We’re not about to tell you differently. The ‘Adventure capital of the North Island’ is a triple threat – masterfully combining scenery that is equal parts beautiful and expressive with a richly preserved cultural tapestry and, more recently, tourism operators that have shown a real commitment to innovation and exceptional customer experience. Marvel at geothermal wonders in an embryonic landscape that is still in the process of its own creation, dose up on adrenaline in sub-tropical forests, then relax and learn about a millennia-old indigenous culture and heritage. Rotorua’s attractions are many and varied, leaving only one question: whistle-stop tour or week-long stay?

Wherever you land, be sure to spare time for the rest of the region – most notably, the golden sands and uniquely easy-going clamour of its preeminent beach resort, Mount Maunganui. Nestled at the base of the iconic beachside volcanic cone from which it derives its name, this seaside suburb of greater Tauranga mixes surfy sensibilities with a lively village vibe and head-turning hospitality scene. If you need a break from the sun, recharge with a day trip through endless orchards, discovering hidden waterfalls along the way, and ultimately gaining a fresh appreciation for the region’s plentiful moniker.
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Wai-O-Tapu Thermal Wonderland | IAN WOOLCOCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

Rotorua

Adventure, culture and fascinating geography.

Mount Maunganui

Trendy surfside suburb.




Find Your Way

Located two to three hours southeast of Auckland, the region is conveniently compact, with the three major centres (Tauranga, Rotorua and Whakatāne) forming a tight triangle that encompasses most key attractions of the otherwise vast Bay.
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Plan Your Time

Meander between relaxed coastal towns and beaches in the Bay of Plenty, or head inland for scenic lakes, geothermal activity, adrenaline activities and an immersion into Māori culture.
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Redwoods Treewalk, Rotorua | RODCOFFEE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Pressed for Time

• Follow your nose to delightfully pungent Rotorua, and stick around until your other senses catch up! Start with a walking tour of the city’s lakefront, dodging jets of steam and bubbling mud pools at Kuirau Park and Sulphur Point. Lunch at Eat Streat before heading out to Te Whakarewarewa Thermal Valley for an afternoon of cultural insight and the thunderous Pōhutu Geyser. Feast on a traditional Māori hāngi for dinner before touring the Redwoods Treewalk. By night, lanterns illuminate the 700m tree-top trail, sure to leave the whole family enchanted.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Start the day early with a swim at Rotorua’s Blue Lake. After exploring the city’s lakefront, feed your appetite for adrenaline by ziplining with Canopy Tours. Alternatively, ride the rapids of Kaituna River, or mountain bike at Whakarewarewa Forest. Get road-ready with coffee and cronuts from Ciabatta Cafe and Bakery and drive north past Lake Rotoiti to Ōhope Beach, stretching your legs on the short walk to Otarawairere Bay. Relax for a day at Mount Maunganui, hiking up Mauao and catching a surf lesson at Main Beach before a night dancing on Maunganui Rd.




A Week-Long Stay

• Spend two to three days soaking up Rotorua’s geothermal and cultural offerings, then park up beachside at your coastal launchpad, Mount Maunganui. Cross the harbour bridge for a half-day walking tour of Tauranga’s waterfront and Tauranga Art Gallery. Refresh with an inland day-trip to McLaren Falls Park, picking up a first-hand taste of the Bay’s horticulture from one of the many roadside stalls. Climbing Mauao might become a daily pilgrimage (when in Rome!), best capped off with an ocean dip at Main Beach. Spare a day to head eastward to Ōhope’s Otarawairere Bay, before hunting Te Puke Truffles on the way home.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer crowds make advance bookings essential in Mount Maunganui, and it is when the ocean is at its warmest. Rotorua’s adventure activities and cultural attractions beckon year-round.

JANUARY

Mount Maunganui sees holidaying families flocking to beaches, and revellers to the Bay Dreams festival, and traffic often gridlocked.
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FEBRUARY

Crowds start to dissipate as kids go back to school, but the weather remains perfect for beaching, hiking and camping.
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APRIL

Every Easter, Tauranga hosts the longest-running jazz festival in the southern hemisphere, accompanied by good food and fine wine.
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JULY

Hunt for and harvest the treasured black Périgord truffles with Te Puke Truffles.
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AUGUST

Score winter deals on accommodation and activities in adrenaline-focused Rotorua without the school holiday crowds of July.
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NOVEMBER

Bright red pōhutukawa blossoms start to emerge, temperatures pick up and the horticultural harvest heats up.
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DECEMBER

Festive season means summer produce is abundant. Stock up on avocados from roadside stalls in and around artsy Katikati.
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ROTORUA
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In Rotorua the beating heart of the North Island sits just inches beneath the surface. At this raw, primordial place, the earth displays its spectacular power, and the first of your senses to be captured will be smell. Located in one of the most geothermally active areas on the planet, the ground on which the city is built gives rise to gushing geysers, bubbling mud pools and its richly satisfying (or gag-worthy, depending on who you ask) sulphurous aroma.

From these enviable natural building blocks, the Rotorua of today has become a tourist playground. Despite its natural hazards, the area has nurtured Māori for centuries, and today the locals make it NZ’s best place to learn about Te Ao Māori (‘the Māori world’), sharing Māori knowledge, history, skills and generosity of spirit through a range of experiences. It is also an adrenaline mecca, with outdoor activities for young and old alike, as well as world-class mountain biking trails, thoroughly earning it the moniker ‘Queenstown of the North’.
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TOP TIP

Tourism operators here are well established and savvy. They know tourists will pay top dollar for authentic cultural experiences and adrenaline activities. Fortunately, there’s no entry fee for some of Rotorua’s natural highlights: try Kerosene Creek and Kuirau Park for free geothermal wonders.




Rotorua’s Neck of the Woods

ADVENTURE THROUGH EXOTIC GROVES

The tranquil Redwoods Whakarewarewa Forest is a playground for outdoor enthusiasts, with spectacular opportunities for walking, mountain biking and horse riding. A network of trails weaves their way through a lush native undergrowth, set in the cool shadow of towering exotic giants. The resulting shield of canopy ensures the redwoods can be enjoyed rain or shine.

Hikers can ply their trade on a range of trails of differing length and intensity. Some, including the Redwood Memorial Grove and the Waitawa Walk, are flat, easy and conveniently close to the car park. The Redwood Memorial Grove is a 2km loop, winding through 100-year-old majestic California Coastal Redwoods (reaching over 75m high) and native tree ferns. More experienced hikers can endure the Whakarewarewa circuit, which includes shoreline strolls along the sacred Blue Lake and Green Lake.

For those looking to reach new heights, the forest is also home to the Redwoods Treewalk. With 28 bridges spanning dizzying heights between lofty tree platforms, this 700m canopy walk offers a bird’s eye view of the forest floor below. Sustainably designed by David Trubridge, the treewalk celebrates, rather than dominates, its surroundings, accommodating natural growth with minimal intrusion. Interpretive signs tell the forest’s story: its history, cultural significance and contribution to the ecosystem. For maximum enchantment return after nightfall, as lanterns light up the trail with other-worldly luminescence.
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Redwoods Treewalk | Beautifulblossom/Alamy Stock Photo ©


WHERE TO MOUNTAIN BIKE IN ROTORUA

Annemarie Bailey is a local mountain biker and shares details about her favourite trail. @annemariebailey



My favourite year-round trail, the Forest Loop, is an easy grade, 33km loop with a variety of terrain, some incredible scenery (including panoramic views of the city and lakes) and a whole lot of fun. I would allow about three to five hours on an e-bike, and there are several places to refuel along the way. My insider tip is once you’re done cycling, head across the road to the (not so) Secret Spot hot pools to relax. The mountain biking at the Whakarewarewa Forest MTB park is unparalleled in the country, and arguably some of the best worldwide. Bikes can be hired onsite (at Waipa State Mill Road access).



WHERE TO EAT IN ROTORUA

Rotorua Night Market

Thursday nights see Tutanekai St transformed into a lively microcosm of global street food. $

Ciabatta Cafe and Bakery

Try a cronut and coffee or perfectly baked ciabatta at this funky industrial cafe. $

Atticus Finch

A literary-themed eatery, offering fun cocktails and a modern menu designed for sharing. $$



WALK YOUR WAY: ROTORUA’S LAKEFRONT
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Start at 1 Kuirau Park on Ranolf St, a free-to-the-public geothermal spectacle. The expansive park grounds feature boardwalks and meandering trails over and around boiling mud pools. Keep your eyes peeled, as mini-eruptions have been known to occur without warning! Next, follow Arawa St to Tutanekai St, and head down 2 Eat Streat, a lively hub of al fresco dining and bars – some of the city’s best. Under cover of a sprawling canopy and underlaid with a thermally heated footpath, Eat Streat is an all-weather treat. Directly opposite, the 3 Village Green regularly plays host to markets, festivals and sporting events. Here, a robust community spirit can be felt between the half-court basketball, smooth-surface loops for bikes and skateboards, and a space-age, two-storey slide for the little ones. Explore the boardwalk and its intertwining pathways, with ample space for walkers, joggers and cyclists. It’s also where you’ll find several tour operators, offering a gateway to the lake and beyond. Continue following the promenade along the shoreline to the meticulously manicured 4 Government Gardens and 5 Rotorua Museum. Although the museum is closed until 2025 for earthquake strengthening, its Elizabethan Revival exterior remains one of the most photographed in Rotorua. The gardens are a drawcard, including 6 Te Arawa Soldiers Memorial, sculptures and (of course) more geothermal activity on show. Follow your nose (or the signs) down Hatupatu Dr to 7 Sulphur Point where more mud pools and sulphur vents await. Enthusiasts will appreciate the abundant birdlife in the reserve. Follow Hatupatu Dr further south to reach the luxurious 8 Polynesian Spa, a collection of picturesque outdoor geothermal pools, creating the perfect setting to unwind with a massage or spa therapy.




Soaring through the Treetops

TAKE FLIGHT IN A VIBRANT FOREST

Glide weightlessly through treetops, suspended above native bush, brushing shoulders with endemic birdlife. It’s hard to name a better way of immersing yourself in New Zealand’s flora than to see it through the eyes of its flying fauna. Ziplining is essentially a flying fox for adults (which of course kids love too) but its appeal is broader than a simple adrenaline rush – in Rotorua, the fun is combined with lush scenery and a sense of serenity.

Rotorua Canopy Tours is a local outfit with a sterling reputation for world-class ziplining (one single zipline stretches for a mammoth 200m!). For those looking to push their boundaries, there are several swing bridges, tree-top platforms, and a vertigo-inducing cliff walk to get the head spinning and the heart racing. Experienced guides will put your mind at ease while simultaneously regaling you with tales of the region’s history and natural and cultural insights. It really is the ultimate eco-adventure.

The ancient Mamaku forest, in which Canopy Tours operates, has transformed in recent decades. When the operation installed its first cables in 2012, the forest was largely silent. It had been completely overrun by non-native predators – possums, rats and stoats – decimating the bird population and the surrounding ecosystem. Thankfully, visitors today will find a forest that is thriving: lush groves that echo with the sound of birdsong. And if you’re lucky, you might even see, or hear, some of the magical wildlife up close.
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White-water rafting, Kaituna River | RODCOFFEE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WHERE TO GET AN ADRENALINE RUSH IN ROTORUA

Eloise Roxburgh is a Rotorua local and marketing manager at Rotorua Canopy Tours and shares her favourite adventure activities. @rotoruacanopytours

White-Water Rafting

The ultimate adrenaline fix. Kaituna River is home to the world’s highest commercially rafted waterfall, featuring an impressive 7m drop. Combined with the river’s scenery, rapids, cultural history and friendly rafting guides, this experience is an absolute must-do.

Velocity Valley

This is ‘where speed, adrenaline and fear collide’, offering a smorgasbord of experiences to get the adrenaline juices flowing. The region’s natural assets, combined with unique, quality experiences, offer something to push everyone’s comfort zones.




GETTING AROUND

Rotorua’s city centre is pedestrian and cyclist friendly. Buses run every hour to many of the outlying attractions, while others offer their own shuttle service free of charge. Don’t shy away from a rental vehicle, though, as parking and navigation are a breeze. Rotorua airport is located 9km northeast of the city and is serviced by shuttles, taxis and bus.





TOP SIGHT
Te Whakarewarewa Thermal Valley

Te Whakarewarewa Thermal Valley (pronounced ‘fah-kah-reh-wah-reh-wah’) provides unique Māori cultural insight in a steamy setting. Punctuated by more than 500 natural hot springs, the valley comprises Whakarewarewa village and Te Puia complex. There’s a Kiwi Conservation Centre, Māori Arts and Crafts Institute and Pōhutu Geyser, spewing mud and steam 30m in the air 20 times a day.
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PRACTICALITIES

Explore prices, options and hours on and tepuia.com.
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Whakarewarewa: A Living Māori Village

The sub-tribes of Tūhourangi and Ngāti Wāhiao have lived for centuries at Whakarewarewa, a land dominated by primal forces of creation and destruction. Nowadays, Whakarewarewa is NZ’s longest-running Māori tourism operation, a living village where the modern world and pre-colonial Māori way of life collide. Stores sell authentic arts and crafts, and the residents generously share their time and knowledge to teach visitors about Māori traditions such as flax weaving, carving and tā moko (tattooing). Try a hāngi pie from the Geyser Cafe, or hot sweetcorn pulled straight from the mineral pool – genuine geothermal kai!


DON’T MISS

A cultural performance

Pōhutu Geyser

A guided tour

Authentic food/hāngi

The Whaka Geothermal Trails

Kiwi Conservation Centre

NZ Māori Arts and Crafts Institute



Take a Village Tour

Tours are led by residents, most of whom are direct descendants of the area’s first inhabitants. Soak up the precious stories and experiences shared amid the geothermal hubbub, including a lookout from where you can spot nearby Pōhutu Geyser. Opt into a ‘cultural experience’ and be treated to traditional singing and dancing, and bear witness to the hallowed sharing of treasured oral histories for which Māori are renowned.

Hit the Trails

The Whaka Geothermal Trails, a network of paths that weave through bubbling mud pools, hot springs and native mānuka bushland, are not dissimilar to something you might find in Jurassic Park. Suitable for every age and stage, the walks are mostly flat. Grab a map for a self-guided jaunt, and check out the information boards to gain a deeper understanding (and appreciation!) of your surroundings along the way.


AS LEGEND HAS IT

According to Māori legend, Whakarewarewa traces its origin to two sisters (and goddesses of fire), Te Hoata and Te Pupu, who travelled from Hawaiki to relieve their brother’s chills. Moving in the form of fire, the siblings created New Zealand’s volcanoes, mud pools, geysers and hot springs – and clearly remain very much active today!



Te Puia: A Cultural Centre

Neighbouring Te Puia is an educational mecca for Māori culture across the centuries and spans 70 hectares of mostly mud pools, geysers and silica formations. Pōhutu Geyser (meaning ‘big splash’) is the largest active geyser in the southern hemisphere. It erupts around 20 times a day, ejecting water to heights of up to 30m. The key is to be patient, and not to turn your back! Amid the excitement, don’t forget to check out the country’s national mascot in the state-of-the-art Kiwi Conservation Centre.

NZ Māori Arts and Crafts Institute

NZMACI is the national hub for courses in indigenous carving (bone, stone and wood) and flax weaving, training up the next generation of artists from around the country. The best part – watching students work their magic.

Guided Tours

See (and hear) it all with a guided tour. The daytime option tours the entire complex, featuring the carved meeting house, a recreated pre-colonial village and, of course, scores of geothermal delights. To experience a pōwhiri (traditional welcome) and a kapa haka (war dance) concert, add on the ‘cultural experience’. Night visitors can also enjoy a cultural show and a hāngi meal (a feast cooked below ground), followed by a tour through the thermal zone.


TOP TIPS

• Te Puia is more expensive than Whakarewarewa, but it also has more to see. Check out the Pōhutu Geyser, Kiwi Conservation Centre and NZ Māori Arts and Crafts Institute.

• It is possible to view the exploding Pōhutu Geyser from a lookout point in Whakarewarewa village. Just ask your guide to show you.

• It is now possible to cycle the Whaka Geothermal Trails, which is ideal for time-poor visitors! E-bikes can be hired onsite.

• Book online in advance for both attractions to ensure you get your preferred time slot and visiting day, especially if you want to eat at Pātaka Kai.



Restaurant Pātaka Kai

You don’t need a ticket to enjoy a meal at the stunning Pātaka Kai. Authentic hāngi meals are served buffet style, while the floor-to-ceiling windows offer views of the Pōhutu Geyser and the valley below. Keep an eye peeled for creative culinary touches that play on the restaurant’s surrounds, such as genuine geothermally steamed pudding.






Beyond Rotorua
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Geothermal activity dominates and defines the hinterlands of Rotorua, owing its swimmable lakes, forested valleys and Martian mountaintops to volcanic origins.


The area’s freshwater lakes (remnants of former craters, calderas and valleys blocked by lava flows) are popular summer boltholes for holidaymakers from cities across the North Island, and can offer visitors an authentic glimpse of how locals flock to the regions to spend the long, lazy (and legendary!) Kiwi summers. For fans of natural history, Mt Tarawera looms large – infamous for the massive 1886 eruption that tragically buried nearby settlements and the stunningly beautiful Pink and White Terraces, once touted as the eighth wonder of the natural world. Climb the chasmal volcano itself, or hike one of the many trails that hug the crater lakes or wind through regenerative forest.
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Blue Lake/Tikitapu | RIEKEPHOTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Rotorua’s lakes are close by and easily accessible to private vehicles, but public transport links to the lakes are scarce.




Lakeside for the Summer

SWIM, HIKE, FISH AND RELAX

In high summer, (almost) the entire nation of New Zealand clocks out. Cities empty, as workers escape to campgrounds or baches (holiday houses) at lakes or beaches. The central Bay of Plenty is a notorious hot spot, boasting 18 freshwater bodies sure to keep the North Island humidity at bay.

Popular Blue Lake/Tikitapu is a short drive from Rotorua and is frequented by locals and passers-through alike. The inviting azure water makes it a popular swimming destination, ringed by a 5.5km pooch-friendly track connecting to the Whakarewarewa Forest. Walk to the lookout point between Blue Lake and neighbouring Green Lake/Rotokakahi, and view the magnificent colour contrast across the narrow isthmus. Although swimming is prohibited at Green Lake, it’s a picturesque picnic spot. After nightfall, scout for glow worms at the dell, a stone’s throw from the car park.

Lake Rotoiti’s irregular shape masks its considerable size, with multiple distinct communities dotting its shores. Any visit to Rotoiti should include a trip to the secluded Manupirua Springs. The springs are accessible only by water, so either befriend a boat-owning local, or hitch a ride with a water taxi or tour operator.

For a less crowded lake, try Ōkāreka, a smaller lake known for terrific trout fishing, a broad, sandy swimming beach, and a timber boardwalk through the wetland habitat of over 50 native and endemic bird species. Plenty to keep the amateur ornithologist entertained!
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Green Lake/Rotokakahi | Judith Lienert/shutterstock ©


WALK THE PATH OF HINEHOPU

The 2.2km Hinehopu/Hongi’s Track connects Lake Rotoiti’s eastern reach to Lake Rotoehu at picnic-perfect Korokitewao Bay. The track weaves its way through native forest, passing the stunning Hinehopu Wishing Tree, an arresting roadside landmark on SH30. It is named firstly after the Maori chieftainess, Hinehopu, who lived in the area around 1620. Her mother was said to have hidden her from enemies in the tree on the roadside and as Hinehopu grew older, she would often travel between the two lakes. It is also called Hongi’s Track, after the leader of a Ngāpuhi war party who dragged his canoes between Rotoehu and Rotoiti about 200 years later to perform a raid nearby.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND ROTORUA LAKES

Lake Ōkāreka Campsite

A first-in, first-served DOC campsite – basic facilities and easy fishing and swimming access. $

Blue Lake Top 10 Holiday Park

Modest cabins, suites and campsites only a stone’s throw from swimmable Blue Lake. $$

Solitaire Lodge

Luxury all-inclusive resort overlooking Lake Tarawera, with excellent restaurant offering degustations. $$$



CYCLING TRIP
Thermal by Bike

Going offroad in Rotorua is a fun, rewarding way to tick off some of the adventure capital’s geothermal and cultural highlights. The 51km Te Ara Ahi (Thermal by Bike) trail is mostly flat, beginning at the lakefront and finishing at Waikite Valley Thermal Pools. Though best ridden over two days, with a few hours in the saddle for each, return shuttles can also make a day trip possible.


1 Whakarewarewa

Start at the Prince’s Gate and Archway, a short ride from the i-SITE in town. The signposted trail hugs the lakeshore past the Government Gardens until it reaches Whakarewarewa, which offers tours and cultural performances. Sight the mighty Pōhutu Geyser, visible from Whakarewarewa.

The Ride: Follow the Hemo Gorge along SH5 until the entrance to the Mountain Bike Park (about 5km).
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Thermal pool, Whakarewarewa | Anupam hatui/Shutterstock ©

2 Redwoods Mountain Bike Park

Rotorua is world-renowned for its mountain biking, and any enthusiast would be remiss not to explore the (free) 150km trail network. Budget some extra time here for the Forest Loop – 35km of one of the best easy-riding trails in the country – or re-caffeinate at the ‘Hub’.

The Ride: The trail turns to concrete and continues along SH5 to Waimangu Valley Road (14km). It’s a smooth and easy 6km ride to Waimangu.
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3 Waimangu Volcanic Valley

Swap the bike for a walk and a cruise, while exploring one of the planet’s youngest landscapes. Visit the world’s largest hot spring, see the iconic blue water of the ever-refilling Inferno Crater or take a boat trip on tranquil Lake Rotomahana.

The Ride: Follow Okaro Road onto SH38. Cross and head offroad around Rainbow Mountain, before crossing Old Waiotapu Rd. Detour left for a visit to Kerosene Creek. This portion is about 10km.

4 Kerosene Creek

A local favourite, these rejuvenating springs feature a 2m-high waterfall that flows into a peaceful natural hot pool. Fringed by lush native bush, it’s a perfect retreat to enjoy a free thermal swim.

The Ride: Backtrack to the Kerosene Creek turnoff, and continue on the path to Waiotapu, approximately 8km. This is the steepest part of the trail: some parts may require walking your bike.

5 Wai-O-Tapu Thermal Wonderland

Offering pools with eye-popping colours (including the vivid Champagne Pool), steaming lakes and bubbling mud pools, the thermal wonderland is also home to the famed Lady Knox Geyser, which erupts, remarkably, at 10.15am daily. The neighbouring town of Waiotapu is a convenient place to stay and is famed for its deliciously sweet Arataki honey.

The Ride: From Waiotapu, it’s a 8km ride along Waikite Valley Road to reach the thermal pools.

6 Waikite Valley Thermal Pools

Experience the ‘living waters’ of the Waikite Valley with a dip in the geothermal hot pools and private spas. Stay a night in the campsite before heading back to Rotorua. Make time to follow the Eco-Trail to the magnificent Te Manaroa Spring, New Zealand’s largest natural boiling springs.




Gushing Geysers & Geothermal Galore

THE WORLD’S YOUNGEST GEOTHERMAL VALLEY

The stories of the devastating Mt Tarawera eruption often focus on what was lost – life, homes, and the spectacular Pink and White Terraces. However, it’s also a story of creation. As incredible heat and pressure ruptured the mountain in two, a 17km lesion was cleft into the Earth’s surface, forming the crater-filled Waimangu Valley (a 20-minute drive from Rotorua), terminating in tranquil Lake Rotomahana.

Waimangu (‘black paint’) geyser generated international buzz in the early 20th century as the most powerful geyser on the planet – shooting an almost unfathomable 450m into the sky. The geyser is now dormant, but the valley still emanates a raw, brooding power.

Guide yourself through the valley’s new-growth forest, before catching a shuttle back to the Visitor Centre from one of several pick-up points. At the end of the 4km trail, treat yourself to an informative 45-minute boat cruise on Lake Rotomahana.


Don’t miss the powder-blue Inferno Crater Lake, which refills and empties every 38 days; Frying Pan Lake, the world’s largest hot spring; and Warbrick Terrace, where cascading water leaches vivid yellows and greens.

The eggy smell is here to stay – a small price to pay for this fizzing, spurting and sizzling experience. Download the free Waimangu App to uncover hidden content, reimagine the Pink and White Terraces, and more.

[image: shutterstock_289642034jpg]

Inferno Crater Lake | Filip Fuxa/shutterstock ©


MAKE A SPLASH, TAKE A DIP

Inviting as the geothermal pools might appear for a dip, it’s a lot safer to hold out for a thermal spa. Rotorua is famed for mineral springs and hot pools, harnessing its natural endowments to offer various relaxing and indulgent experiences in both indoor and outdoor settings. Visit Hell’s Gate for a unique and authentic mud bath, the Polynesian Spa for a luxurious spa treatment, or Secret Spot for a springwater experience in a lush forest setting, where you can learn the meaning of ‘shinny dip’. For the budget-conscious, Kerosene Creek offers a rejuvenating geothermal swim at no cost.



OTHER GEOTHERMAL ATTRACTIONS

Kuirau Park

A free central park with boardwalks circling hot springs, mud pools and curated gardens.

Wai-O-Tapu Thermal Wonderland

An elevated experience, expensive but home to the most colourful landscapes.

Whakarewarewa

Cultural learnings in a steamy setting. Guided tours teach how the locals use the power of nature.

A Complete Tarawera Immersion

FROM DISASTER, BEAUTY WAS BORN

In the early hours of 10 June 1886, the hulking Tarawera massif catastrophically burst into life, blanketing nearby settlements with ash and mud, killing hundreds, and forever burying the famed Pink and White Terraces. Evidence of the disaster – one of the most severe in New Zealand’s history – is ubiquitous in the region, and the still-fresh scars give visitors a fascinating insight into Tarawera’s fury.

Recent efforts to excavate the site of one of the villages buried by the eruption have yielded New Zealand’s very own take on Pompeii. Te Wairoa Buried Village (20-minute drive from Rotorua) showcases survivor stories from the eruption, and eyewitness accounts of the spectacular Pink and White Terraces. Take a guided tour through New Zealand’s most visited archaeological site, or show yourself around.

Nearby Lake Tarawera (a 25-minute drive from Rotorua) is a popular destination for boating, fishing, swimming and walking. Catch of the day every day is rainbow trout, which is highly sought after for both its size and flavour. Take a charter or cruise, and while you’re at it, visit some of the many geothermal springs and lakeside hot pools. Water taxis and cruises leave from the Tarawera Landing at the end of Tarawera Rd, where you’ll also find a cafe, public toilets, a boat ramp and a jetty.

After the ultimate adventure? Why not take in the view from the top of Mt Tarawera itself. The volcano is revered by local Māori and it is only possible to climb to the crater on a guided tour, offered exclusively by Kaitiaki Adventures (a 15-minute drive from Rotorua). The guided hike is about four hours of moderate uphill through Martian terrain, culminating at the edge of the dramatic chasm at the epicentre of the eruption.

One of Tarawera’s most stunning creations is the Waimangu Valley. An area rich in history, geothermal activity and mesmerising sights, it’s an opportunity to experience New Zealand’s youngest geothermal valley up close and personal.


LAKESIDE ZZZS

While there is a surplus of private accommodation around Lake Tarawera, camping at Hot Water Beach in Te Rātā Bay makes for a unique experience that is accessible only by boat or by hiking the Tarawera Trail. The one-way, 16km walk is considered challenging, beginning at the Tarawera Landing (a common launch point for the lake, with a cafe of the same name) and offering spellbinding views of the lake and volcano en route to the campsite. The highlight is the natural hot springs abutting the water’s edge, giving Hot Water Beach its moniker. Book a water taxi in advance to save some steps on your return to the Landing the following day.




GETTING AROUND

Having your own wheels (car or bike) is a must. Some of the commercial operators (such as Hell’s Gate) offer transfers from Rotorua, but filling an itinerary in Rotorua’s hinterlands becomes a lot more difficult without your own transport.





MOUNT MAUNGANUI
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The lively beach town of Mount Maunganui has long been the cooler, younger sibling of Tauranga, sitting on the opposing harbour shore. The name Maunganui translates to ‘large mountain’, a reference to the ancient volcanic cone that sits poised at the end of the narrow peninsula occupied by the township. Despite only being 232m high, the prominent hill is visible for kilometres around and gives the town both its name and a significant part of its identity.

The population swells during summer, as holidaymakers flock to enjoy the lifestyle the area offers. It’s also a popular stop for cruise ships, and a full berth means a special buzz takes hold, as locals flood the gentle shores of Pilot Bay to picnic and bid the visitors bon voyage. Swim and surf at Main Beach, kayak and play at Pilot Bay, or simply wander the town’s streets and experience boutique shopping, welcoming cafes and trendy bars.

[image: shutterstock_1918392458jpg]

Mount Maunganui | Patricio Ogalde/shutterstock ©
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TOP TIP

Accommodation prices in Mount Maunganui surge over the summer period (December to February), but are much more affordable in the off season. Splurging to stay central is certainly worth it, but for cheaper alternatives during those busy months, consider staying in Tauranga or down the coast in equally beachy Papamoa.




Start with a Summit

HIKE UP OR AROUND

Mauao (te reo Māori for the Mount’s iconic cone) means ‘caught by the dawn’. Fitting, given there’s no better way to start the day than from the top of this mini mountain, a hulking point of reference on the horizon. Climbing the now-extinct cone’s 232 vertical metres is a must – just ask the estimated one million annual visitors! The view from the top extends down the endless Bay of Plenty foreshore, across the harbour city of Tauranga, and over the unspoilt expanse of Matakana Island to the southern reaches of the Coromandel.

Through incorrect usage, Mauao is often referred to as Mount Maunganui, which is actually only the name of the adjoining township. So when locals refer to climbing the Mount, it’s a reference to Mauao.

Signage says to allow an hour for the climb, but many are quicker. Speedsters often ascend via the Waikorire track, where the trade-off for a direct approach is more stairs. The other trail, Oruahine, winds around Mauao before joining the 4WD track halfway up. The top provides both shade and seats to contemplate the rewarding view and choose your path down.

A more gentle option is the 3.4km mostly flat loop trail at the mountain’s base. The adjacent harbour mouth offers ample opportunity for yacht and cruise-ship spotting, and wildlife frequently navigates the passage. To the west, Matakana Island’s empty beaches form an alluring backdrop.

The trails are sheltered by pōhutukawa trees and impeccably maintained, but don’t be afraid to detour onto the shelly beaches and rock pools at low tide. Just be mindful of rogue waves, and the occasional resident sheep!


WHY I LOVE MOUNT MAUNGANUI
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Nicole Mudgway, writer



I love Mount Maunganui for the lifestyle it evokes. My favourite thing is getting up early and going for a morning walk along the beach before work. It’s so liberating having the sun rising over the ocean next to me. As a dog lover I appreciate that the whole strip (except Main Beach) is dog friendly, and there are people everywhere exercising or catching up with friends (without feeling crowded). Energised by a coffee from one of the many lively cafes, I can feel the town come to life around me. If I have time, I sit and watch the surfers catching the first waves of the day.



WHERE TO GET COFFEE

Three One One Six

Across from the beach, serving predominantly coffee and deli-style food to takeaway. $

Eddies & Elspeth

Delicious bakery (Elspeth) and brunch parlour (Eddies) share premises and a passion for good coffee. $$

Eightyeight

A mouthwatering spread of baked goodies is just the start at this trendy main street cafe. $$

Full Immersion

SURFING FOR ALL LEVELS

New Zealand’s hippest beachside town, Mount Maunganui is a sunseeking mecca, with world-class waves, weather and watering holes to entice even the water-phobic. The shallow continental shelf creates mellow beach breaks, perfect for beginners, and the curving coastline between Mauao and the eastern town of Maketu creates secondary swells and harder right-hand points, catering to all levels. When offshore winds prevail, it’s hard not to be happy.

In the heart of Mount Maunganui, Main/Maunganui Beach is synonymous with good surf. Bookended (and mostly sheltered) by the base of Mauao and Moturiki (Leisure Island), it becomes especially popular when winds are up elsewhere. Its convenient location is also its downfall: its biggest hazard will usually be to swimming holidaymakers.

Just past Main Beach is the locally known Mussel Rock. Its slow, late-breaking waves are perfect for newbies finding their feet (or trying to). Beyond, the sand feels endless and where there’s waves, there’ll be surfers. The Hart Street locality is known for its bigger swell, and the Tay Street break is popular with longboarders. Tay Street is home to plenty of competitions and a popular cafe with the same name.

Improve those surfing skills with a lesson from Hibiscus, scout their trailer at Main Beach. Another mobile trailer, Average Joe’s, offers group and one-on-one sessions, as well as skateboard lessons for the landlubbers. Lastly, if you need some fresh gear, Mount Surf Shop sells surfboards, skateboards and beachwear, and also rents surfboards.
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Pōhutukawa tree, Mount Maunganui | Visual Collective/shutterstock ©


WHERE TO FISH IN MOUNT MAUNGANUI

Summer Mark is a local fishing enthusiast and shares her best spots. @asplashofsummer

Pilot Bay

End the day with a sunset kayak on the inner-harbour’s Pilot Bay. Not only are you guaranteed a beautiful view, you might also snag some snapper or kahawai for dinner. Stay close to the tug boats, as it helps avoid the current.

Omokoroa Wharf

Across the harbour, Omokoroa Wharf is a rival spot with less boat traffic. Fish at high tide to avoid hooking mud crabs.

Head out Deep

A fishing charter (such as Blue Ocean Charters) takes the trouble out of planning, and features a lap of stunning Mayor Island and a chance to sight orcas, dolphins, stingrays and sharks, as well as ensuring a generous haul of fresh fish.



WHERE TO DRINK

Rising Tide

Operating as the tasting room for Mount Brewing Co, with a tasty dumpling house within. $$

Cider Factorie

A tasting tray will help you sample all the delicious flavours at this quaint countryside cidery. $$

Astrolabe Brew Bar

Retro vibes permeate this centrally located, funky beer garden. The burgers are great too. $$



A STROLL ON THE STRAND
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Tauranga’s waterfront precinct offers glittering views, lively hospitality, and just a pinch of history. Follow your nose to 1 Bobby’s Fresh Fish Market for some of the city’s freshest fish and chips, then continue north along pōhutukawa-lined Dive Crescent past the dockside 2 Trinity Wharf Hotel. Near the end of the road, a signpost reading ‘Marsh Street Access’ will guide you up stairs to 3 Mission Cemetery. With a shady canopy and harbour views, it’s a pleasant respite and a great chance to learn about local Maori history. Next, cross the Marsh St bridge to Cliff Rd. A slight detour down Mission St leads to the gorgeous grounds of 4 The Elms, home to some of the region’s oldest buildings. Double back to Cliff Rd and head south, stopping to smell the immaculate rose gardens of 5 Robbins Park to the left, before descending the grassy tiers of 6 Taumatakahawai Pā through the 7 Monmouth Redoubt archeological site. 8 Te Awanui ceremonial waka, carved in 1972, is displayed at the foot of the slope. Cross the road to gaze upon the 9 Matariki Constellation Carvings, and decipher their meaning from the informative plaque. Rejoin the waterfront and turn south, passing pint-sized 10 Herries Arch and the ‘Floral Steamer’ – a topiary creation that’s kept positively ship-shape! Cafes, bars and restaurants line the street on the right (Oscar and Otto, The Phoenix and Macau Bar all deservedly popular). Kids will love the 11 Hairy Maclary bronze sculptures with all the main characters from the popular Kiwi children’s books. Consider a one-block detour up Wharf St to the 12 Art Gallery, otherwise follow the Strand past prestigious 13 Harbourside Restaurant to the 14 Matapihi Footbridge Lookout for harbour vistas.



The Artsy Branch

ROTATING CONTEMPORARY EXHIBITIONS

Tauranga’s central Art Gallery, cached one block back from the Strand, is a boutique museum offering a rotation of diverse exhibitions in a light-filled, contemporary setting. The tone is set before you even step inside, with the striking postmodern exterior providing no hint of its previous occupant before the gallery’s 2007 opening – a bank branch. Once inside, it’s easy to imagine a busy banking floor, complete with a vault and mezzanine. If you can keep your eyes off the atrium art, that is!

A friendly team of volunteers is on hand to point you in the right direction, but the layout is pleasantly intuitive. Starting in the old banking hall – the flagship exhibit space – climb the staircase on your left. Follow the upstairs passage, where multimedia displays are frequently projected onto the corridor walls. Explore smaller chambers, each home to their own immersive exhibit, before descending a second staircase to the ground floor and exiting (as always) through the retail space.

With a perpetually rotating schedule, no two visits will ever be the same. If any particular exhibition catches your eye, relive it on the gallery’s website through recorded interviews with the artists. The gallery also often offers the opportunity for in-person meetings with the artists, along with a busy suite of community events onsite, including workshops, seminars and yoga classes. Check the website ahead of your visit for details.


GALLERY DAY

On those rare rainy days in the Bay, there are plenty of local galleries to keep art aficionados occupied. Sumer Contemporary Art, around the corner from the Tauranga Art Gallery, showcases artists from every echelon of the art world, from local ‘starving artists’ to established globetrotters. Mount Maunganui’s Pohutukawa Gallery celebrates all things New Zealand, with Kiwiana jewellery, souvenirs and gifts, as well as rotating exhibits. Tauranga’s Historic Village is a unique collection of all things artsy and creative. Dive head first into an assortment of galleries, boutique shops and studios, or visit one of the many community groups supporting the arts, cultural and social needs of the local community.



WHERE TO STAY

Trinity Wharf

Boutique hotel overhanging the harbour water with a full gym, infinity pool and upmarket dining room. $$$

Beachside Holiday Park

Nestled at the bottom of Mauao, location is everything at this well-maintained campground. $$

Westhaven Motel

Modest, well-furnished units located in peaceful Pilot’s Bay, a stone’s throw from the village centre. $$


Refresh in the Foothills

SWIM, CAMP, PICNIC, WALK

Lush McLaren Falls Park is an easy 20-minute drive from Mount Maunganui. The picturesque 190-hectare green space offers a bit of everything for outdoor enthusiasts, from trout fishing and bush walks to scenic picnic spots and campsites for those simply wanting to soak up the beauty. Let’s not forget the McLaren Falls themselves, a popular swimming hole in summer.

The waterfalls themselves are hardly a showstopper – a slow cascade spread across multiple rocks – but the punchbowl pools are popular with swimmers and sunbathers. And the show truly begins when a nearby dam opens the floodgates (check the schedule online). Nearby, a short-and-sweet forest trail leads to a rival cascade that steals the show after dusk, as the faint silvery glow of bioluminescent worms comes into view. Though less renowned than their Waitomo cousins, you can still get an up-close view of nature’s fairy lights by taking to the water on kayak.

While you’re there, why not join the disc golf craze: functionally similar to the rules of golf, but with discs (Frisbees), and chain-link baskets for holes. This 18-basket course is particularly beautiful, with plenty of leafy obstacles. Naturally, the greenery changes with the seasons, and the autumnal colours make for spectacular photos and delightfully crunchy bush walks. An especially scenic backdrop is the Cherry Bay picnic area, which, true to its name, offers gorgeous cherry blossoms in spring.
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McLaren Falls Park | Photos BrianScantlebury/shutterstock ©


SUMMER SWIM SPOTS

If the sea salt becomes a bit much, head inland for a freshwater dip. The dog-friendly Kaiate Falls involves a 30-minute hike through scenic woodland to reach two waterfalls. The first is three tiers, and the second is a 15m drop into a pool, perfect for swimming. A favourite with locals is the Pori Pori water hole, near the Wairoa River bridge. Surrounded by rocks and forest, and only a short walk from the car park, there are some great rocks (and dizzying heights) for pool jumping. Nearby Waimarino Adventure Park offers a fun day for the whole family – kayaks, inflatables, waterslides and even a gladiator pole for some good-natured jousting.




GETTING AROUND

In summer, parking is scarce and traffic can be gridlocked in the heart of Mount Maunganui. Thankfully, everything a summer-lover needs is within walking (or biking) distance. Tauranga is connected to Mount Maunganui by the Harbour Bridge, a route serviced by the bright yellow Bay Hopper buses every 30 minutes.






Beyond Mount Maunganui
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Small, sun-drenched towns pepper a patchwork of orchards, farms and beaches. Nowhere is too far from the sea, especially during summer!


The Bay of Plenty is defined by endless swathes of sand stretching from Waihi Beach and the Kaimai Ranges in the west, all the way to Ōpōtiki and Te Urewera foothills in the east. The region’s many small towns aren’t afraid to flaunt the bounty of the bay – road-side stalls sit overflowing with cheap fruit and vegetables, and oceans of orchards line either side of the highway. The freshness doesn’t stop there either, with an abundance of fresh- and saltwater activities to pack the calendar. New Zealand’s most active volcano, Whakaari, lets off steam on the Whakatāne horizon, a steady reminder of the tragic December 2019 eruption.
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Katikati War Memorial Hall | Michael Williams/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

Unless you’re staying for the beach, most of Mount Maunganui’s satellite towns can be visited in a day.





THE CANVAS TOWN
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Fifty minutes from Mount Maunganui is the quaint town of Katikati, the perfect leg-stretching pit stop, positively brimming with over 70 murals, sculptures, carvings and mosaics. Begin at 1 Digglemann Park (on SH2), home to the pit stop essentials: ample parking and a public washroom. Head to the high street and catch a first glimpse of the many murals that pay homage to the town’s early residents and heritage. Ahead lies the 2 Katikati War Memorial Hall, a local icon that frequently hosts markets and other community events. Detour down Talisman Dr to caffeinate at 3 Common Ground, before crossing the road to the 4 Arts Junction. Equal parts information centre and creative hub, this is where you can pick up a mural map, the key for deciphering the many frescoes that earn Katikati the moniker of ‘New Zealand’s Mural Town’. If you’ve got time, stop by the 5 Western Bay Museum, which showcases historic artefacts from the local tribe, Ngāi Te Rangi, inside a former firehall. Tucked away down the lane around the back of the museum is the 6 local garden, with plaques to identify the abundance of plants and herbs, and explain their uses. As you continue down the lane, you might start to notice words carved into the rocks and boulders in a familiar 5-7-5 structure. Descend the staircase to join the 7 Haiku Pathway down to 8 Haiku Park, which boasts the largest collection of haikus outside of Japan, etched in stone along the banks of Uretara Stream. At the footbridge, you’ll have the choice of crossing to take in more boulder-borne poetry (ultimately ending at 9 Uretara Landing Reserve), or climbing the hill to a mural-filled alley that emerges back at Digglemann Park.




Unearthing Truffle Treasures

MOVE OVER, KIWIFRUIT

Te Puke’s iconic town sculpture gives a larger-than-life clue to the town’s dominant industry – kiwifruit – which is defined by its semi-sweet, semi-tangy flesh and cloak of furry brown skin, reminiscent of its namesake’s plumage.

Just 20 minutes’ drive from Mount Maunganui, the area is blessed with fertile soils that give the Bay of Plenty its bountiful name. Ironically, the latest delicacy for which the region is becoming renowned is known more for its scarcity than its surplus: black Périgord truffles. Notoriously tricky to grow and even harder to harvest, the formidable fungus has gained a foothold in the region’s optimal microclimate and volcanic soils. In recent years, several truffières (or truffle farms) have set up shop locally, including in nearby Whakatāne and Kawerau.

Fulfil the epicurean fantasy of foraging your own truffles at Te Puke Truffles. Beginning with the planting of 212 oak and hazelnut trees in 2008, it took seven years (and lots of patience!) before the first nugget of ‘black gold’ was unearthed. Harvest months are winter (May through July), but you can catch a tour year-round.

Tours are led by Jed, the friendly truffle-hunting canine, and his expert nose while his human companion fills you in on the history and cultivation of truffles. Once the foraging is finished, experience how truffles can elevate even basic dishes, from scrambled eggs to bread, and stock up on fresh, artisanal truffle products for later.

[image: GettyImages-1249718433jpg]

Ōhope Beach | Peter Unger/getty images ©


THE BAY’S PLENTIFUL PRODUCE

The Bay of Plenty has long laid claim to the cornucopian capital of New Zealand’s produce sector. Kiwifruit remains NZ’s biggest horticultural export, and the region accounts for over 80% of crops. While tobacco, hops, rice and vines have all successfully grown in the region, nothing flourished like pip and citrus fruits. Chinese gooseberries were first planted in the 1930s, but it wasn’t until 1959 that the term kiwifruit was first coined. A marketing masterstroke, as the fruit is now synonymous with New Zealand, which dominates the global market in green kiwifruit as well as its sweeter, golden cousin. The industry continues to innovate, and is currently looking at bringing peelable and bite-size varieties to market.



WHERE TO EAT IN TE PUKE

Anann

Experience local banter over handcrafted pizza and six different craft beers on tap. $$

Daily Cafe

Food and coffee fueled by an ethos of giving back to the community. $$

Trading Post

Enjoy locally sourced produce while you’re cosied up to the fireside or in the garden. $$

A Pocketful of Seashells

DISCOVER A HIDDEN GEM

Down the hill from coastal Whakatāne (and one hour from Mount Maunganui) lie the glittering sands and waters of Ōhope Beach. It’s almost 11km long and it takes barely a moment to appreciate why it’s regularly considered NZ’s most loved beach. The West End, the best end, is sheltered by the Whakatāne headlands and entices local surf schools with its slow, peeling waves.

The hidden jewel in Ōhope’s well-adorned crown is Ōtarawairere Bay. The first few footsteps reveal why the beach is also known as Shelly Bay: the beach is covered in finely crushed shells, not sand. Spend time relaxing with the shells underfoot, paddling in the waves and exploring the rockpools for crabs and sea stars. The little ones will love the rope swing, and the native pōhutukawa trees give shade to picnics on the pretty beach of crushed seashells.

The easiest way to get there is hiking 20 minutes across the hill from the end of West End beach. Unfortunately, landslides frequently cause the trail to close, so check it’s open before heading off. Fear not, there are plenty of alternatives! Approach from the end of Ōtarawairere Rd or take the lengthy scenic route from Whakatāne via the popular Ngā Tapuwae o Toi hiking trail. Avoid high tide (when the trail is impassable) and ride in on it instead! Sea kayaking makes for a glorious morning workout, especially before the sea breeze gets going.


WHAKAARI/WHITE ISLAND

From Ōtarawairere Bay, cast your eyes seaward and look for the plumes of steam on the horizon. Their source is Whakaari, New Zealand’s most active volcano. The island’s summit is 321m above sea level, but most of its mass sits beneath the ocean surface. The island was a tourism hot spot, with visitors walking to the crater, admiring the yellow sulphur formations and jets up close. On 9 December 2019, an eruption sprang forth from the deep while a tour group was ashore in the crater. Twenty-two of the 47 people on the island died, while over 20 others suffered severe burns. Tourism operations paused immediately and have not resumed, and court action is ongoing.




GETTING AROUND

Te Puke, Whakatāne, Ōhope and Rotorua are all easily accessible from Mount Maunganui via the bright yellow Bay Hopper buses, which run regularly and at affordable prices. Buses also run to Katikati and Waihi Beach in the northwest. For prime beach-hopping, get your hands on your own wheels.






THE EAST COAST
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WINE, HISTORY AND REMOTE ROAD-TRIPPING

Diverse landscapes, orchards and vineyards combine for a superb food and wine scene, while New Zealand’s traditional heartland of Māori culture is authentic and proud.
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Art-Deco Masonic Hotel, Napier | HOFMEESTER/GETTY IMAGES ©

New Zealand is known for its wildly diverse landscapes, but on the East Coast of the North Island the sociological contours are also pronounced. There’s a full spectrum of NZ life here, from the earthy little fishing and farming villages around East Cape to Havelock North’s moneyed streets to the busy cafes and restaurants lining Napier’s waterfront esplanade of Marine Pde.

Māori culture is also never more visible in NZ than it is on the East Coast. Exquisitely carved marae (meeting house) complexes dot the landscape, and te reo and tikanga (the language and customs) are alive and well. For history and architecture buffs, there’s the heritage splendour of Napier’s Art Deco buildings, a townscape that evolved from an earthquake almost a century ago, while active pursuits include gentle coastal cycling, hilltop walking on Te Mata Peak or the four-day Great Walk challenge of the Lake Waikaremoana Track.

Intrepid travellers will have no trouble shaking off the tourist crowds here – venture along the Pacific Coast Hwy, through rural back roads, onto remote beaches or into misty and mystical Te Urewera. And when the call of the wild gives way to caffeine/craft-beer withdrawal, you can always secure a quick fix in the region’s cities. You’ll also find plenty of wine, as both Hawke’s Bay and the area around Gisborne are scored with rows of vines.
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View from Te Mata Peak | Martin Vlnas/shutterstock ©

During research for this chapter the East Coast region was hit with a series of cyclones, causing widespread damage. We have tried to ensure that our information is as up-to-date as possible, but due to the constantly changing situation readers are advised to check governmental advice before undertaking any travel to the region.


THE MAIN AREAS

Napier

Art Deco, wine and history in a seaside city.

Pacific Coast Highway

Māori culture and a spectacular coastal journey.

Hastings

Spanish Mission architecture, plus eating and drinking.

Havelock North

Coastal cycling, gannets and Te Mata Peak.

Gisborne

Wine, food, and colonial and Māori history.




Find Your Way

Hawke’s Bay is a compact region, while Gisborne and the East Cape are more spread out and isolated from the rest of New Zealand. Don’t underestimate travelling times from the North Island’s major cities of Auckland and Wellington.
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Plan Your Days

Superb food, wine and beer provide the background for discovering architectural surprises and learning about traditional Māori culture. Climb high for amazing views from a remote lighthouse and a rugged escarpment rising from coastal plains.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Stay in Napier, beginning with breakfast at Mister D, before joining a guided tour to explore the city’s superb Art Deco architectural heritage. Afterwards, learn more about the region’s history and Māori heritage at MTG Hawke’s Bay. Enjoy a lunch of local seafood at Hunger Monger, then rent a bike and explore Marine Pde’s elegant oceanfront. Highlights include the little blue penguins at the National Aquarium of New Zealand and colourful Sea Walls murals promoting the well-being of the planet’s oceans. Late-afternoon drinks at Monica Loves or the Rogue Hop Speakeasy should segue to innovative dining at Bistronomy.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Continue to Hastings and nearby Havelock North. Options to get active include cycling the Bridge Pa Wine Triangle and an energising walk up Te Mata Peak. Take your pick of the excellent restaurants and bars in Hastings’ East 200 precinct, and include a stroll to admire the city’s Spanish Mission architecture. On your third day, book a trip to the clifftop eyrie of Cape Kidnappers’ tākapu colony. Top off the day back in Havelock North at the Giant Brewing Co, followed by dinner at the super-cosy Mary’s.




If You Have More Time

• Also visit the Tairāwhiti region, learning about East Coast history at Gisborne’s Tairāwhiti Museum and C Company Memorial House. Try surfing at Waikanae Beach before mingling with the friendly stingrays at Tatapouri. To the north, SH35’s winding route takes in the coastal settlements of Tokomaru Bay and Tolaga Bay – including superb seafood pies and New Zealand’s longest wharf – and runs through the heartland of the region’s proud Ngāti Porou Māori iwi (tribe). Join a sunset tour up sacred Maunga Hikurangi and climb around 800 steps for edge-of-the-island views at Te Araroa’s East Cape Lighthouse.



Seasonal Highlights

Remote beaches, a 1930s-themed festival, and local food, beer and wine events are centre stage before Gisborne celebrates Aotearoa’s biggest (and the planet’s first) New Year’s Eve party.

JANUARY

Long, dry summer days are the best time to enjoy the isolated bays and beaches accessed along SH35.
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FEBRUARY

Dress up in 1930s clobber and enjoy the fun and frivolity of Napier’s Art Deco Festival.
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SEPTEMBER

Stroll amid the golden- and terracotta-hued autumn foliage at Eastwoodhill, New Zealand’s National Arboretum.

[image: shutterstock_1770658805jpg]

DragonWen/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

OCTOBER

Right across the region, the Hawke’s Bay Arts Festival is celebrated with music, art, dance and theatre.
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OCTOBER

Also in October, it’s Gisborne’s gourmet time to shine at the First Light wine & food festival.
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NOVEMBER

Celebrate with Hawke’s Bay’s beer, wine and fine local produce at FAWC!. Also held in June.
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DECEMBER

Greet the New Year at the three-day Rhythm and Vines festival, kicking off on 29 December in Gisborne.
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NAPIER
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Napier in the 21st century is a sunny coastal city with a few subtle echoes of an English seaside resort, a silver lining of the dark cloud that was 1931’s deadly earthquake. Rebuilt in the prevailing architectural style of the time, the city retains a unique concentration of Art Deco buildings. Don’t expect the soaring extravagance of the Chrysler Building – Napier is resolutely low-rise – but you will find amazingly intact 1930s facades and streetscapes that can provoke a Great Gatsby–esque swagger in the least romantic soul. Stay a while to discover wonderful cafes and some of regional New Zealand’s best restaurants, and also two historic wineries that have been influential in the development of the country’s winemaking industry. Along Marine Pde’s elegant promenade you can best zip between attractions (including coastal gardens and an entertaining aquarium) on two wheels along well-established cycle trails.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Church Road Winery

2Mission Estate Winery

3Otatara Pā Historic Reserve

SIGHTS

4Art Deco Trust

5ASB Bank Building

6Bay Skate

7Bluff Hill Lookout

8Daily Telegraph Building

9MTG Hawke’s Bay

10Napier Prison

11National Aquarium of New Zealand

12National Tobacco Company Building

13Pania of the Reef

14Sunken Gardens

15Tom Parker Fountain

EATING

16Pacifica

17Poivre et Sel

DRINKING

18Urban Winery




TOP TIP

Explore the streets inland from Marine Pde for more than 50 Sea Walls: Artists for Ocean street-art murals displayed across central Napier and nearby Ahuriri. See seawalls.org for all the locations or pick up a map at the Napier i-SITE. All the works celebrate the health of marine ecosystems.




Art Deco, Napier Style

A NATURAL DISASTER’S ARCHITECTURAL LEGACY

Following the devastating earthquake of 1931, emerging New Zealand architects planned the city’s rebuild by drawing inspiration from international architectural styles that were popular at the time. The result is one of the world’s best-preserved 1930s streetscapes, best explored on a guided walk with Napier’s Art Deco Trust (artdeconapier.com). Visit before a tour to view the 20-minute Hawke’s Bay 1931 Earthquake documentary, and return to browse the gift shop with Art Deco gifts and souvenirs. Other tour options include cruising around the city in a vintage car – complete with a driver decked out in 1930s clothing – and specialist tours about the Napier earthquake. For completists, the Inside Story experience is a private tour of stunning Art Deco interiors not usually accessible to the public.

Exteriors to explore include the Daily Telegraph Building at 49 Tennyson St, a superb design confection of ziggurats, fountain shapes and a symmetrically patterned facade. If the doors are open – the building now houses a resource-management company – pop inside and check out the wonderfully restored foyer. Nearby, on the corner of Hastings and Emerson Sts, the ASB bank building combines Art Deco with Māori-inspired design. Look for the fern frond and hammerhead-shark motifs. In Ahuriri, the glorious National Tobacco Company Building is Napier’s architectural masterpiece, combining Art Deco forms with the natural motifs of Art Nouveau. Roses, raupō (bullrushes) and grapevines all frame the elegantly curved entrance. Inside, superb chardonnays crafted by Hawke’s Bay winemaker Tony Bish are showcased at the Urban Winery (theurbanwinery.co.nz).
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WHERE TO EAT IN NAPIER

Bistronomy

Seasonal fine dining with the added attraction of the on-site Vinotech tasting room and wine shop. $$$

Mister D

A perennial Napier favourite segueing effortlessly from daytime cafe vibes to bustling evening bistro. $$

Hunger Monger

New Zealand kai moana (seafood) served with global influences including Mexican and Italian flavours. $$

Discovering an Elegant Waterfront

COASTAL ESPLANADE WITH DIVERSE ATTRACTIONS

Dotted with motels, cafes and restaurants, and historic wooden villas, Napier’s seaside avenue of Marine Pde is lined with huge Norfolk Island pines. Near the northern end is the Art Deco Tom Parker Fountain, best viewed at night, when it’s extravagantly illuminated. Nearby is the Pania of the Reef sculpture, infamously stolen and then recovered in 2005. Other highlights include the Sunken Gardens near the Napier i-SITE visitor information centre.

With pedestrian- and bike-friendly paths heading south down the bay, Marine Pde is a fine place to discover Napier favourites. For travelling families, there’s a playground and a mini-golf course, while Bay Skate is one of the nation’s best skate parks. Napier’s National Aquarium of New Zealand (nationalaquarium.co.nz) is in a modern oceanfront complex with a stingray-inspired roof. The aquarium’s undoubted stars are the little blue penguins, a thoroughly entertaining crew that are fed at various times throughout the day. Check out the aquarium’s Instagram page (@nationalaquariumnz) to see who’s won the prestigious Penguin of the Month Award most recently. Native Icons guided tours departing daily at 10.30am incorporate the cheeky penguins, kiwi, New Zealand’s national bird, and tuatara, the country’s ancient reptiles, which date back to the era of the dinosaurs.

Good restaurants are found amid Marine Pde’s heritage buildings, structures that survived the 1931 earthquake and subsequent fires in the central city. Try Pacifica for innovative five-course menus by award-winning Jeremy Rameka, who’s always doing amazing things with New Zealand kai moana. A few doors along, Poivre et Sel is an excellent French bistro.


TRAGEDY ON A TUESDAY MORNING

At 10.46am on 3 February 1931, Napier was levelled by a catastrophic earthquake (7.9 on the Richter scale). Fatalities in and around the city and nearby Hastings numbered 258. Napier suddenly found itself 40 sq km larger, as the earthquake heaved sections of what was once a lagoon 2m above sea level (Napier airport used to be more ‘port’, less ‘air’). A rebuilding program ensued, and architects influenced by the styles of the day created designs resulting in one of the world’s most uniformly Art Deco cities. Beyond the commercial buildings in the centre of the city, the nearby suburb of Marewa is also resplendent with Art Deco houses.



WHERE TO DRINK IN NAPIER

Monica Loves

Big-city laneway style featuring creative cocktails, local craft beer and a Hawke’s Bay–centric wine list.

Rogue Hop Speakeasy

Seventeen taps dispensing NZ craft beer, a savvy wine selection and excellent Asian-inspired tapas.

Matisse Wine Bar

International and NZ wines teamed with platters and shared plates showcasing Hawke’s Bay produce.

Heritage & Culture

ECHOES OF PAST & PRESENT

Equal parts museum, art gallery and cultural centre, MTG Hawke’s Bay (mtghawkesbay.com) is housed in a gleaming contemporary space near the water. Highlights of the building include a poignant exhibition about the 1931 Napier earthquake, while the Taonga Māori Collection – taonga translates to ‘treasure’ in te reo Māori – features art and artefacts from around Hawke’s Bay and the rest of New Zealand. Many of the treasures are from the country’s third-largest iwi , Ngāti Kahungunu, based in Hawke’s Bay. It’s always worth checking the website for special one-off international and local exhibitions.

Local history of a different kind is featured at Napier Prison (napierprison.com). New Zealand’s oldest prison was established in 1862, and is still imbued with echoes of its grim and tragic past as an execution centre and an asylum. It closed in 1993 after 130 years as a pivotal part of the country’s penal system. Self-guided audio tours include history- and ghost-themed options – including the stories of the villains, victims and occasional heroes who came through the institution – and you can even have a mug shot taken at the end of the tour. Themed escape rooms including five different experiences offer the chance to stage your own breakout within a 60-minute time limit. Further up the slopes of Bluff Hill (102m), a lookout provides excellent views across the city, bay and port. It’s a steep walk of 4.4km from Marine Pde, so the view is probably best experienced by driving up the winding road.


AHURIRI’S HARBOURSIDE VIBE

The location of Napier’s port before the 1931 earthquake, the oceanside precinct of Ahuriri is a fine 3km detour northwest from Marine Pde and central Napier’s Art Deco townscape. Heritage wooden cottages punctuate the streets inland from Ahuriri’s compact beach and waterfront esplanade, while former warehouses along the area’s raffish wharves have been transformed into cafes, bars and restaurants. Along West Quay, the Thirsty Whale and the Gin Trap are recommended for a few cold ones on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon, and cafe options while exploring the Sea Walls murals of Ahuriri’s shaded backstreets include Milk & Honey and FG Smith. Benefits of overnighting in Ahuriri include oceanfront accommodation and a fine arthouse cinema.



WHERE TO STAY IN NAPIER

Bluff Hill B&B

Choose between a cosy garden cottage and a modern suite. There’s also a shared swimming pool. $$

Masonic Hotel

Art Deco style with colourful and characterful rooms and a brilliant location on Marine Pde. $$$

Navigate Seaside Hotel

Self-contained apartments in close proximity to Ahuriri’s waterfront cafes and restaurants. $$

Historic Taradale

EXPLORING THE ROOTS OF NZ WINEMAKING

Southeast of central Napier on the city’s rural fringe, Taradale is important for both Māori history and the heritage of Hawke’s Bay winemaking. Established by French Catholic missionaries in 1851, and regarded as New Zealand’s oldest winery and the birthplace of winemaking in the country, Mission Estate Winery (missionestate.co.nz) is reached by a driveway that arcs to its hilltop location. The cellar door is housed in the elegant Grande Maison, a historic restored seminary, and there are elevated views from the adjacent restaurant. Team the confit chicken and kūmara (sweet potato) chips with Mission’s Jewelstone chardonnay. In 2023, Mission Estate’s popular concerts featured Brit stars Rod Stewart and Robbie Williams.

Just down the hill, Church Road Winery (church-road.com) is equally important, with legendary Hawke’s Bay winemaker, the late Tom McDonald, crafting pioneering wines from New Zealand’s first cabernet sauvignon vines in the early 1960s. Dine at Church Road’s Orton’s restaurant, and ask if any of the TOM series of wines are available. Named after Tom McDonald, these wines are only produced following exceptional vintages. Other attractions at Church Road include wine tastings in its fascinating underground wine museum, and occasional Sunday-afternoon Live Sessions music events.

To explore Taradale’s Māori history, visit the nearby Otatara Pā Historic Reserve (doc.govt.nz). Wooden palisades, pou whenua (land posts) and a carved gate all bring this pā (fortified village) site to life. Historically it was one of the region’s most important settlements and defensive complexes, and its ownership was robustly contested between Māori iwi over many years. An hour-long loop walk across grassy hills offers views of the surrounding countryside.


BEST FESTIVALS & EVENTS

Art Deco Festival

More than 100 Art Deco–themed events enliven Napier in the third week of February.

Mission Estate Concert

Held annually – usually from February to April – at the region’s oldest winery. Past performers include Sting and Elton John.

Hawke’s Bay Arts Festival

Venues across the region present music, theatre and dance in October. Look forward to many free community events.

FAWC! Food & Wine Classic

Held across the bay in June and November, the Food & Wine Classic offers gourmet events, tastings and culinary workshops.




GETTING AROUND

Central Napier is very walkable, and local goBay buses run frequently to Ahuriri. Electric scooters – including Fat Boy Harley scooters with wide tyres – can be hired from Napier City Scooters. Beam e-scooters can be hired for short, one-off rides on the Beam app. Napier’s Marine Pde is best explored by bike or e-scooter along its coastal cycling path. Uber and local rideshare company Zoomy are available around Napier, Hastings and Havelock North.





HASTINGS


[image: jpg]

Positioned 20km south of Napier at the centre of the Hawke’s Bay fruit bowl – a renowned agricultural area providing fresh produce around the country – busy Hastings is the commercial hub of the region. Spanish Mission architecture inspired by California’s early-20th-century revivalist design template was Hastings’ response to the devastation wrought by the 1931 earthquake, and pride in these unique buildings is both renewed and ongoing. Stroll around Hastings’ compact and walkable city centre to see how these structures have been recently renovated and repurposed for retail, arts and hospitality. Also shining a light on the region’s good food, wine and beer is the centrally located East 200 precinct, adding an urban and cosmopolitan accent to Hastings’ traditionally rural and regional vibe. Further emphasising Hawke’s Bay’s food and wine credentials is the Bridge Pa Wine Triangle, best explored on a sunny and easygoing afternoon of cycling and wine tasting.
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SIGHTS

1Harvey’s Building

2Hawkes Bay Opera House

3Municipal Building

4Westerman’s Building

EATING

5Funbuns

6Long Island Delicatessen

7Oh My Goodness Specialty Breads

8Opera Kitchen

9Sazio

10Ya Bon French Baker

DRINKING

11Brave Brewing Co

12Common Room

12Decibel Central

14Hastings Distillers




TOP TIP

Around 4km north of central Hastings, Bareknuckle BBQ is one of New Zealand’s most authentic low ’n’ slow American-barbecue joints. Experienced pitmaster Jimmy Macken turns out fine brisket, ribs and pulled pork, plus burgers and steaks. Hawke’s Bay craft beers combine well with rollicking country music.




Spanish Mission Splendour

HAWKE’S BAY’S OTHER ARCHITECTURAL STYLE

While some architects looked to the Art Deco influences of Europe after the region’s 1931 earthquake, in Hastings the design template for the city’s rebuild also included the Spanish Mission style, pioneered in southern California from the 1910s, and a homage to the simple adobe buildings built by Spanish missionaries from 1769 to 1834. Like California, Hastings enjoys plenty of sunshine, so the architectural style incorporating terracotta tiles, textured walls and decorative ironwork was a good fit for another sun-kissed region south across the Pacific.

Begin a Spanish Mission discovery of central Hastings at the city’s i-SITE visitor information centre in the whitewashed Municipal Building. The centre can usually supply the Art Deco Hastings brochure detailing two self-guided walks. Around the corner, the Hawke’s Bay Opera House – actually built in Spanish Mission style pre-earthquake in 1915 – reopened in 2020 after six years of 21st-century restoration and earthquake strengthening as the Toitoi – Hawke’s Bay Arts & Events Centre. Nearby, Opera Kitchen is a top spot for breakfast or lunch.

Other Spanish Mission buildings include the Westerman’s Building, built in 1932 and elegantly spanning the corner of Russell and Heretaunga Sts. The facade also integrates elements of the Art Nouveau, stripped classical and Art Deco styles, evidence of the freewheeling creative licence often employed by local architects. Next door at 106 Russell St, the Harvey’s Building from 1933 now houses the Hastings Community Arts Centre Gallery, showcasing work by artists and craftspeople from around Hawke’s Bay. Art Deco walking tours of Napier also point out a few Spanish Mission buildings erected there after 1931.
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CYCLING THE BRIDGE PA WINE TRIANGLE

Located amid gentle terrain west of the city, the Bridge Pa Wine Triangle (bridgepatriangle.nz) features seven wineries. Visit in January for the Bridge Pa Wine Festival, or embark on an independent journey on dedicated cycle paths. Bikes can be hired from On Yer Bike (onyerbikehb.co.nz), based at Ash Ridge Wines. Visiting from Thursday to Sunday offers the widest range of open cellar doors. Highlights include the certified organic wines at Alpha Domus, food-truck dining and occasional live music at Trinity Hill as well as spritzy rosé, single-vineyard chardonnay and shared platters at the bijou Oak Estate.



WHERE TO DRINK CRAFT BEER AROUND HASTINGS

GodsOwn Brewery

Relaxed spot serving European-inspired brews and wood-fired flatbreads in a rural setting 22km east of Hastings.

Giant Brewing Co

Hyper-local Havelock North taproom with 12 rotating taps. Try a tasting flight of four beers.

Abbey Brewery

Teamed with a Bridge Pa winery and offering regular Summer Sessions live gigs on weekend afternoons.

Eating & Drinking Around East 200

HASTINGS’ MOST FLAVOUR-PACKED PRECINCT

Traditionally, Havelock North’s village vibe has been the leading culinary destination in southern Hawke’s Bay, but now a section of central Hastings is also attracting locals and visitors keen to sample the best of the region’s eating and drinking. It’s informally dubbed the East 200 precinct – addresses along this stretch of Heretaunga St run from 200 to 240 – and other openings in nearby streets are also adding to the city’s all-day assemblage of foodie highlights.

Begin with coffee and a cinnamon roll at Ya Bon French Baker, or maybe stock up on sourdough from Oh My Goodness Specialty Breads and picnic fixings from the Long Island Delicatessen. Options for lunch or dinner include the South America–meets–Southern Europe menu at Sazio – courtesy of co-owners Daniel Pistone (Argentinian) and Laura Crespi (Italian) – while Funbuns’ bao buns and dumplings definitely deliver on the promise of their name.

Brave Brewing Co’s taproom teams burgers and street-food-style shared plates with its own beers brewed on-site – try the hoppy Tigermilk IPA – while local wines and craft beer from around the bay are the focus nearby at the Common Room. Also look forward to a compact garden bar and a worthy tune-scape ranging from jazz to alt-country and indie. Organic and sustainable wines are a speciality at Decibel Central, while Hastings Distillers are New Zealand’s first certified-organic distillery. Botanicals are wild foraged or grown in their own gardens, and L’Opera is Hastings Distillers’ version of an Italian-style bitter-orange aperitif. Try it in a Negroni cocktail or join a guided gin tasting.


CYCLONE GABRIELLE

In February 2023, the East Coast and other northern parts of New Zealand’s North Island were hit hard by Cyclone Gabrielle. Following record-breaking amounts of rain, many stopbanks and rivers were overwhelmed, causing flooding of up to 7m, and inundating Hawke’s Bay vineyards and orchards with water and silt. North in Tairāwhiti, ‘slash’ (discarded debris from forestry) flowed downstream to destroy bridges, overwhelm roads and litter beaches. Tragically, 11 people died across the country, including nine around the East Coast, and the cost of the damage exceeded NZ$13 billion. East Coast road infrastructure was significantly affected. See journeys.nzta.govt.nz for information on any detours. Also check tairawhitigisborne.co.nz and hawkesbaynz.com for current advice from regional tourism offices.




GETTING AROUND

Like Napier, Hastings is very flat and walkable. If you’re travelling without a car, goBus has frequent local services to both Napier and Havelock North. Rideshare services with Uber and Zoomy are also an option.





HAVELOCK NORTH


[image: jpg]

Southeast of Hastings, and still separated from the city by farmland and orchards, Havelock North has a more village feel than its busier urban neighbour. It’s a popular retirement area, and more moneyed than Hastings, both factors contributing to a more subdued character. Arrayed around a garden-trimmed central roundabout is an excellent eating and drinking scene, with bars, cafes and restaurants all loyally frequented by Havelock North locals. From the centre of town it’s just a short drive to some of Hawke’s Bay’s most esteemed cellar doors and vineyard restaurants. Providing active balance to Havelock North’s culinary focus is Te Mata Peak, towering above the town’s southeastern edge, and a fine place for walking and mountain biking. Set a pre-dawn alarm to rise bright and early and join Hawke’s Bay locals walking on the peak and watching the sun rise across the southern Pacific to the east.
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Hiking Te Mata Peak | Ripio/shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Te Mata Peak

EATING

2Deliciosa

3Maina

4Malo

5Mary’s

6Peak House

DRINKING

7Black Barn Vineyards

8Craggy Range

9Smith & Sheth Heretaunga Wine Studio

10Te Mata Estate




TOP TIP

Summer’s harvest around Havelock North begins in December with asparagus, artichokes, blueberries and strawberries. Around February and March, luscious stone fruits are late summer staples. Fig lovers should check out the fig-focused menu at the Figgery Cafe at Te Mata Figs. Anyone for fresh-fig bruschetta?




A Village-based Food Scene

STROLL TO HAVELOCK NORTH’S FINEST

With a dry climate, good soil and plenty of sunshine, Hawke’s Bay’s Heretaunga Plains are dotted with vineyards, farms and orchards. The region has come to be known as the Fruit Bowl of New Zealand. Chefs here focus on local ingredients, and in the relaxed village of Havelock North, experiencing the area’s seasonal bounty is as easy as walking around its compact townscape, which is home to about 15 cafes and restaurants.

Inside a former post office infused with retro Kiwiana décor, and blurring the lines between breakfast, lunch and dinner, Maina is Havelock North’s best cafe. Highlights include creamy Te Mata mushrooms on organic sourdough, and excellent grilled-prawn tacos. Pizza and an ever-evolving salad selection are safe bets, while home-style baking includes perfect midmorning coffee and doughnuts. Great things come in small packages at Deliciosa’s relaxed tapas bar. Shared plates include locally sourced lamb with flatbreads and a beetroot-and-pomegranate dip, while the wine list roams around New Zealand with Mediterranean detours to Spain and Italy. Look forward to a breezy front terrace, too. Havelock North’s best evening dining is at Mary’s, a bijou offshoot of Craggy Range Winery. Kick off with innovative cocktails, before feasting on elevated comfort food including confit pork belly and the best cheeseburger you’ll ever have.

Smith & Sheth Heretaunga Wine Studio offers private wine tastings – including the opportunity to sample top varietals straight from the barrel – of wines from such emerging Hawke’s Bay labels as Lowburn Ferry and Pyramid Valley. In its Wine Lounge, it pairs wines with seasonal shared plates from the adjacent Malo restaurant.


BIKE TRAILS IN THE BAY

Hawke’s Bay Trails offers more than 200km of biking routes. See hbtrails.nz for maps and planning information. East of Havelock North, trails include travelling for 15km along the coast from Clive to Clifton, and negotiating a 30km loop of the Tuki Tuki River. Napier is also very bike friendly, particularly on the coastal 30km there-and-back journey along Marine Pde. E-bikes and complimentary pick-ups of gourmet food and wine purchased en route all help make Hawke’s Bay cycling accessible and achievable. Local operators include Coastal Wine Cycles, Bike About Tours, and FishBike, handily located right on Marine Pde. Around the Bridge Pa and Gimblett Gravels wine areas, hook up with On Yer Bike.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND HAVELOCK NORTH

Clive Colonial Cottages

Three heritage cottages in a rural setting equidistant from Napier, Hastings and Havelock North. $$

Clifton Glamping

Luxury glamping retreat concealed in a rural valley near Cape Kidnappers, beaches and wineries. $$$

Te Awanga Cottages

Stylish self-contained accommodation enlivened with New Zealand art and set in an elevated rural location. $$

Atop Te Mata Peak

EXPLORING AN ESSENTIAL HAWKE’S BAY PANORAMA

Get up early enough, and you’ll meet a few Hawke’s Bay locals taking their morning constitutional on Te Mata Peak. The massive escarpment towering above Havelock North features 30km of walking trails ranging from 40 minutes to two hours. Download a map from tematapark.co.nz that details the seven most popular routes.

Starting and finishing on Te Mata’s slopes at the Main Gates car park, the leisurely Pīwakawka Loop (1.3km, 40 minutes) tracks through stands of eucalyptus trees and native bush, often providing a glimpse of skittish pīwakawka (fantails) seen along the trail. More challenging is the Karaka Wander (4km, two hours), leading to the Saddle Lookout with views to the east over the Tuki Tuki River. Higher on the peak amid a lunar-landscape-meets-the-Scottish-Highlands atmosphere, it’s a great place to watch the sun rise over the Pacific. The Karaka Wander also takes in Te Mata’s stand of Californian redwood trees – more than 200 trees were planted in 1927 in an effort to replicate the success of the Californian timber industry. The towering glade is now occasionally used for weddings and concerts. Mountain biking is also popular on Te Mata’s slopes, while a winding road takes around 15 minutes to reach the summit by car, passing rocky cliffs and scatterings of curious sheep to reveal brilliant coastal views. On a clear day, it’s sometimes possible to look west and see the snow-capped peak of Mt Ruapehu in Tongariro National Park. Near Te Mata’s summit, the Peak House combines brilliant views with a popular breakfast and lunch menu.


SPECTACULAR LOCAL WINERIES

In a sprawling region characterised by coastal plains, the area southeast of Havelock North ambushes Hawke’s Bay’s rural flatlands with the topographical one-two of Te Mata Peak and the Tuki Tuki River. Matching the natural spectacle are three renowned wineries. A regular winner of Cuisine magazine’s Winery Restaurant of the Year Award, Craggy Range (craggyrange.com) offers outdoor dining accompanied by Te Mata’s leviathan profile. A short drive north, Black Barn Vineyards (blackbarn.com) has a garden bistro, a Saturday morning market, and accommodation in vineyard cottages. At Te Mata Estate (temata.co.nz), Elston chardonnay and Coleraine’s seamless blend of cabernet sauvignon, merlot and cabernet franc grapes are both true icons of the NZ wine scene.




Getting Around

Walking around Havelock North’s compact village is a pleasure, especially when there are so many good places to eat and drink. Uber, Zoomy and goBus are all options for those seeking to travel to nearby Hastings or further afield to Napier. Bikes – including e-bikes for taking on the road to Te Mata Peak – can be hired from Havelock North–based Cycle Nation. It also has full-suspension mountain bikes for bumping around Te Mata’s MTB trails.






Beyond Havelock North
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Enjoy expansive views atop Cape Kidnappers, cruise on two wheels to coastal vineyards, or detour to remote southern Pacific beaches.


Easy day adventures from Havelock North include negotiating a surf- and salty spray–infused cycling trail to excellent vineyards, and taking in superb views right along the East Coast from Cape Kidnappers’ sky-high gannet colony. Further afield to the southeast, and very much off the beaten track for visitors to Hawke’s Bay, are the rugged and isolated destinations of Ocean Beach and Waimārama. Either – or both – can easily be combined with a day trip to the historic and spectacular Maraetotara Falls. To continue south on SH2 to another North Island winemaking area around Martinborough, consider a longer journey by detouring to even more remote surf beaches and the surprising Te Angiangi Marine Reserve with its excellent snorkelling.

[image: shutterstock_792288415jpg]

Cape Kidnappers | K Ireland/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Ocean Beach, Waimārama and the Maraetotara Falls are good picnic spots. Stock up on gourmet goodies before leaving Havelock North.




Cape Kidnappers’ Gannets

A SQUAWKING COASTAL SPECTACLE

Around 20km west of Havelock North, Te Awanga is the starting point for tours exploring Cape Kidnappers. From mid-September to mid-April, the Cape’s eastern tip is enlivened by the world’s biggest mainland tākapu (Australasian gannet) colony. More than 7000 courting pairs raise their chicks before commencing a trans-Tasman migration to Australia. November to February is the best time to see the sleek but surprisingly large seabirds. Gannets usually nest on offshore islands, but here they settle on the mainland. Completely unfazed by human spectators, the noisy and smelly avian assemblage is the world’s biggest mainland gannet colony.


Known to Māori as Te Kauwae a Māui (the jawbone of Māui), the white-cliffed cape can be reached on a 19km, five-hour return beach trail. The walk is only possible around low tide, and slips from the cliffs above often close the route. Note also that following Cyclone Gabrielle in February 2023, the beach track was closed for an extended period. Check doc.govt.nz for the latest information.

A safer and more leisurely option for visiting Cape Kidnappers is with Gannet Safaris (gannetsafaris.co.nz), travelling overland in a 4WD minibus through native bush, via a working farm and along clifftop roads. From the top of the windswept cape, views extend along the coast to Napier, and also northeast across the broad expanse of Hawke’s Bay to the Mahia Peninsula. Tours run from September to April.
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Tākapu (gannet) colony, Cape Kidnappers | Jiri Foltyn/Shutterstock ©


PACIFIC COAST WINEMAKING

A trio of wineries en route to Cape Kidnappers further reinforces Hawke’s Bay as one of New Zealand’s premier winegrowing regions. Set in an architecturally spectacular building, Elephant Hill (elephanthill.co.nz) is renowned for its syrah, cabernet franc and chardonnay, and also offers luxury accommodation in its equally spectacular lodge. Around 1.5km further southeast, Clearview Estate (clearviewestate.co.nz) harnesses low rainfall and high sunshine hours to craft wines from grapevines originally established in 1986. There’s comfortable accommodation in the former shearers’ quarters, and a restaurant open for lunch Wednesday to Saturday. A short walk or bike ride away, Te Awanga Estate (teawangaestate.co.nz) offers pizza, a vineyard apartment, and monthly Sunday Sessions live music throughout summer.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND HAVELOCK NORTH

Red Bridge

Coffee, ice cream and superior baked goods in a rural location near the Tuki Tuki River. $

Hygge at Clifton Bay

Brunch and lunch specials including ricotta pancakes at the end of the Cape Kidnappers road. $$

Waimārama Store

Briny-fresh fish and chips enjoyed a short walk from the beach. What could be better? $

Venturing to the Pacific

SURF, SWIMMING AND A WATERFALL

For a more rugged Hawke’s Bay experience beyond coastal cycle trails and leafy vineyard restaurants, drive southeast from Havelock North to Ocean Beach. It’s a journey of 20km, crossing the Tuki Tuki River en route, before arriving at the beach known to local Māori as Waipuka. Remote and spectacular, it’s popular for surfing and surfcasting, but can have strong rip currents. Swim between the flags and only when surf lifesavers are on patrol. To the north of the beach’s sandy arc, you’ll see the unmistakeable profile of Cape Kidnappers.

Further south, 18km from Ocean Beach – you’ll need to detour inland as there’s no direct coastal road – Waimārama is slightly more developed, with a general store, holiday accommodation and a caravan park. It’s home to around 200 year-round residents, and gets busy during summer weekends. Offshore is the distinctive jagged outline of Motu o Kura/Bare Island, used as a defensive position by Māori in earlier centuries, and described with blunt Yorkshire directness as ‘a pretty high white island lying close to the shore’ by maritime explorer Captain James Cook when he sailed past in 1769. On a day trip incorporating Ocean Beach and Waimārama, it’s also worth stopping at the nearby Maraetotara Falls. From the car park on Maraetotara Rd, it’s a 10-minute walk to the 15m falls, where there’s a good natural swimming hole. From Havelock North direct to the falls is only 16km across the Tuki Tuki River.


SOUTH ON THE CLASSIC WINE TRAIL

Linking to Martinborough and the Wairarapa, and continuing across Cook Strait to Marlborough, the Classic Wine Trail (classicwinetrail.co.nz) is a touring route linking three of the country’s standout wine regions. Highlights south along SH2 include the Paper Mulberry Cafe, 30km south of Hastings in Pukehou, and the Central Hawke’s Bay Settlers Museum, a further 15km south in Waipawa. Off-the-beaten-track adventures include detouring east to remote surf beaches, mostly deserted on a weekday or outside summer. Kairakau, Mangakuri, Pourerere and Aramoana all offer beach walks and driftwood- and rockpool-inspired adventures, while the Te Angiangi Marine Reserve south of Aramoana has excellent snorkelling in a sheltered lagoon at low tide. Download a brochure at doc.govt.nz.




GETTING AROUND

You’ll definitely need a car to venture out to Ocean Beach, Waimārama and the Maraetotara Falls for the day. Renting a bike from Coastal Wine Cycles in Haumoana is a good option for an afternoon visiting the vineyards at Elephant Hill, Clearview Estate and Te Awanga Estate.





GISBORNE
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‘Gizzy’ to her mates – and Tairāwhiti in te reo Māori – is a pretty place, squeezed between surf beaches and a sea of chardonnay. It proudly claims to be the first city on Earth to see the sun each day, and it’s a top spot to relax, hit the beach and sip some wine or craft beer. If you’re into festivals, make a dance-music-and-DJ date for late December’s Rhythm and Vines event, or experience the best of local food, wine and beer at October’s First Light festival. During other times of the year, experiencing an arboreal wonderland or exploring one of New Zealand’s best regional museums are reasons to visit the country’s most remote city. Learning to surf on Tairāwhiti’s easygoing waves is popular, and there are coastal views from atop Titirangi Reserve. Below the elevated reserve, Aotearoa’s first meeting between Māori and British explorers is remembered at Puhi Kai Iti.
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Tairāwhiti Museum | Richard Cummins/Alamy Stock Photo ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Puhi Kai Iti (Cook Landing Site Memorial Reserve)

SIGHTS

2Bushmere Estate

3C Company Memorial House

4Matawhero Wines

5Millton Vineyards & Winery

6Tairāwhiti Museum

7Te Maro Sculpture

8Wright’s Vineyard & Winery

EATING

9Crawford Road Kitchen

10Flagship Eatery

11Gisborne Farmers Market

12Neighbourhood Pizzeria

13USSCO Bar & Bistro




TOP TIP

Among Gisborne’s roll call of statues is something a little different: outside the library on Bright St is one remembering the Footrot Flats cartoons (footrotflats.com) by the late Murray Ball, a Gisborne local. Tip your hat to Wal, the series’ archetypal Kiwi farmer, and his devoted companion, Dog.




A Historic Meeting Place

PART OF AOTEAROA’S FABRIC OF HISTORY

From the arrival of Māori in ancestral waka (voyaging canoes) to Captain James Cook’s first landing in New Zealand, Gisborne is essential in understanding the country’s history. Throughout the modern city fringing Poverty Bay – a pejorative provided by Cook because he and his crew left the region without securing supplies – are memorials to a shared history.


Beside the Tūranganui River, Puhi Kai Iti (Cook Landing Site Memorial Reserve) is where the Horouta waka reputedly made landfall in the 1200s. It’s also where Cook first landed in 1769. As Māori performed the challenge of the haka, Cook’s crew opened fire. Nine locals were killed, including a leader named Te Maro. In 2019, on the 250th anniversary of the landing, 112 giant steel tukutuku (woven panels) were installed to symbolise the meeting of two cultures. Above the river on Titirangi Reserve (also known as Kaiti Hill), a spectacular steel sculpture of Te Maro was installed. Cook’s visit and the impact of colonisation continue to be re-evaluated, and a riverside statue of the explorer has been tagged with graffiti across recent years.

Other Gisborne destinations exploring the region’s heritage include the Tairāwhiti Museum, especially the galleries focusing on Cook’s visit and Māori and colonial history. Nearby, the C Company Memorial House commemorates the New Zealand Army’s famed 28th Māori Battalion who fought bravely in WWII.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN GISBORNE

Crawford Road Kitchen

Shared plates team with local wines from the adjacent Gisborne Wine Centre. $$

Neighbourhood Pizzeria

Wood-fired goodness from a humble shipping container. Try the blue cheese and chorizo pizza. $$

USSCO Bar & Bistro

Bistro favourites including lamb and venison are served with cocktails and craft beer in a historic building. $$$

Flagship Eatery

Kickstart another Tairāwhiti day with eggs Benedict, granola or a breakfast burrito. $$

Gisborne Farmers Market

Saturday morning’s go-to destination for cheese, pastries and artisan produce from around the East Coast. $



WHERE TO DRINK IN GISBORNE

Sunshine Brewery

Twenty taps means there’s plenty of choice at Gisborne’s pioneering craft brewery. Good pizza, too.

Smash Palace

Rustic ephemera includes a crash-landed DC3 plane and old surfboards at this much-loved ‘Gizzy’ bar.

Sudiri Wine Bar

Pizza, charcuterie and local and international wines, many sourced from organic and biodynamic vineyards.

Wine Among the Vines

STELLAR CHARDONNAY AND SUSTAINABILITY

Gisborne’s winegrowing region is characterised by warm temperatures, high sunshine hours and sheltered vineyards. Chardonnay is the star in an area also tinged with the marine influence of the Pacific, but pinot gris, gewūrtztraminer and sauvignon blanc are widely represented, too. Download a touring map from gisbornewine.co.nz and go exploring. Note that unlike the Hawke’s Bay wine scene, Gisborne’s wineries can be appointment only. Check online for opening hours to see if you need to phone ahead. Guided tours and vineyard cycling experiences are offered by Experience Gisborne (experiencegisborne.co.nz).

Wright’s Vineyard & Winery (wrightswines.co.nz) was judged New Zealand’s Sustainable Vineyard of the Year in 2022, and its Brews & Vinos tours add craft beer into the mix. At Bushmere Estate (bushmere.com), excellent chardonnay and smaller plantings of merlot, malbec, pinot gris, montepulciano and sangiovese combine with cafe lunches at its restaurant, The Vines. Live music on Sunday afternoons attracts a loyal band of visitors from Gisborne. Matawhero Wines (matawhero.co.nz) is renowned for its chardonnay, especially the Irwin chardonnay only produced following exceptional vintages, and also offers accommodation in luxury cabins located at its Riverpoint Road vineyard. For the best in Gisborne-style sustainable, organic and biodynamic wines, drop in at Millton Vineyards & Winery (millton.co.nz).


GETTING AROUND

Arrayed around the meeting point of the Turanganui, Taruheru and Waimata Rivers, Gisborne is a relatively compact city and can easily be explored on foot. Rideshare services aren’t available, but there are local taxis. Rent a bike or join a tour to explore Gisborne’s vineyards. If you’re walking up to Titirangi Reserve, expect a steepish hike of around 1km from Puhi Kai Iti. The route up the road is longer – around 2.5km – but more gradual.






Beyond Gisborne
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Touring options to the north, south and west of Gisborne include exciting natural attractions and hiking in forest and wilderness.


Extending your travels to the region surrounding Gisborne means you’ll have the chance to explore two interesting, but very different, natural attractions. At Tatapouri Beach, north of the city along the famed Pacific Coast Hwy, adventures in the Pacific shallows include meeting a few surprising ocean-going locals. Walking through a world of trees and shrubs is on offer northwest of the city at Eastwoodhill Arboretum. Make it a day of exploring, and include a slippery experience at the Rere Rockslide. Active adventures include riding a rail bike – one option is south of the Māhia Peninsula – and exploring the misty valleys and peaks of the Te Urewera region on the Lake Waikaremoana Track.
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Tatapouri Bay | S Curtis/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Gisborne Railbike Adventure (railbikes.nz) offers three experiences – including a trip along the Māhia Coastal Trail – riding on their world-first invention of two bikes fused together.




New Zealand’s Natural Treasure House

EXPLORING A SHADED, SYLVAN ENVIRONMENT

Welcome to a surprising arboreal paradise. Located 35km northwest of Gisborne, Eastwoodhill is New Zealand’s national arboretum. More than 20,000 species of tree, shrub, fern and climbing plant feature in a staggeringly beautiful expanse of 135 hectares, and reputedly Eastwoodhill features the biggest and most diverse collection of northern-hemisphere trees and shrubs anywhere in the southern hemisphere. Around 25km of themed and well-marked walking trails fill this conifer-scented paradise, and experiencing the arboretum can be a pleasantly disorienting experience as a relaxed forest ramble segues from a towering glade of Californian coastal redwoods to a shaded stand of Japanese maples.


Check out Eastwoodhill’s website (eastwoodhill.org.nz) to plan a day’s adventure exploring six themed trails. The Yellow Walk zigzags uphill to the summit of Mt Arataitai, the park’s highest point, with superb views of the arboretum and the surrounding countryside, while the Green Walk is a popular half-day experience taking in the open and the forested parts of the arboretum. Staying overnight in the arboretum is highly recommended as it gives visitors to opportunity to explore amid the quiet of dawn. Accommodation options include en-suite double rooms, and twin rooms and dorms with shared bathrooms. There’s also a shared lounge and kitchen, and parking for camper vans. Travelling families will love the children’s playground. The website’s brilliant interactive map details more than 12,500 trees and is a fascinating showcase of Eastwoodhill’s incredible diversity. Guided group tours by golf cart or 4WD can be booked ahead online.
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Eucalyptus trees, Eastwoodhill | Markus Brunner/getty images ©


MARVELLOUS MĀHIA

Between Gisborne and Napier, the Māhia Peninsula’s sandy beaches, dramatic cliffs and vivid blue sea resemble the Coromandel Peninsula, just without summer’s tourist crowds. According to Māori folklore, the peninsula’s shape resembles Te Matau a Maūi – the fish hook of Maūi, the mythological Polynesian explorer.

Spend time walking in the Māhia Peninsula Scenic Reserve, exploring the bird-filled Maungawhio Lagoon or enjoying spectacular Māhia Beach sunsets. Fishing and watersports are both popular. Māhia offers a few guesthouses, a holiday park, a bar-bistro and a couple of general stores. Search for ‘Mahia’ on visitwairoa.co.nz for local information.

The peninsula’s eastern edge has recently become the launch location for New Zealand’s very own rocket company, Rocket Lab (rocketlabusa.com).



WHERE TO SWIM AROUND GISBORNE

Muriwai

Catch the Gisborne City Vintage Railway 20km south to this beach settlement with a stunning coastline.

Rere Rockslide

Boogie-board or ride a tyre tube down a 60m-long slide into a refreshing pool.

Mōrere Hot Springs

Fifty-six kilometres south of Gisborne; combine forest walking with a dip in a bush-clad hot pool.

Exploring Tatapouri Bay

SURPRISING MARINE LIFE IN THE SHALLOWS

On the final stages of the meandering drive south on SH35 from Tolaga Bay to Gisborne, stop at Tatapouri Bay, 15km northeast of the city. In Tatapouri’s shallow and sheltered waters, Dive Tatapouri (divetatapouri.com) offers guided experiences where visitors can interact safely and gently with local marine life. After getting kitted out with waterproof waders and gumboots, venture into the water and get up close to local short-tail stingrays and eagle rays cruising in for a feed. Tatapouri’s most famous marine duo is dubbed Pancake and Waffle, and after around 10 years of being fed – just a small amount so their natural feeding behaviour isn’t affected – they’re quite accustomed to human company. Look forward to their sleek and smooth bodies bumping up against your legs as they mooch around in the shallows looking for food and/or a gentle pat. Sometimes a few kingfish also make an appearance, hoping to grab a seafood snack from any leftovers Pancake and Waffle don’t scoop up. Reef Ecology Tours with Dive Tatapouri are very popular; booking ahead is recommended.

To maximise your time at one of the East Coast’s most interesting beaches, consider staying overnight at the adjacent Tatapouri Bay Oceanside Accommodation (tatapouri.co.nz). Options include self-contained luxury Zen cabins – including superb southern Pacific views – glamping tents, and bijou ‘tiny homes’ and log cabins. There’s also a grassy parking spot for camper vans, and a brilliant beachfront cafe open from late October to April.


OUTDOOR ADVENTURES AROUND GISBORNE

Learning to surf on Tairāwhiti’s (often) gentle waves is a popular activity. Local operators offering authoritative – and patient – guidance on getting up are Surfing with Sarah, New Wave NZ and the Salt Shack Surf School. Popular spots for learners include Waikanae Beach.

Cycle Gisborne offers half-day to multiday guided tours locally and further afield, including to local wineries, the Rere Rockslide and Eastwoodhill Arboretum. Independent hire with maps and local recommendations is also available.

Explore the remote Te Urewera region of the Ngāi Tūhoe iwi on the four-day (46km) adventure of the Lake Waikaremoana Track. Without the challenging ascent of Panekire Bluff (1180m), it’s rated a moderate hike. See doc.govt.nz and ngaituhoe.iwi.nz for info.




GETTING AROUND

A private vehicle is the best way to journey from Gisborne to Tatapouri Beach, the Rere Rockslide and Eastwoodhill Arboretum, or further afield to Māhia, Mōrere Hot Springs and Lake Waikaremoana.





PACIFIC COAST HIGHWAY
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Framed by the winding Pacific Coast Hwy (aka SH35) between Ōpōtiki and Gisborne, the slow-paced East Cape region is a special corner of New Zealand. It’s a chilled-out place, where everyone knows everyone, and community ties are built on rural enterprise and a shared connection with the ocean. Horse riding, tractors on the beach, fresh fish for dinner – it’s all part of daily life, and the tangible influence of traditional Māori culture is proudly evident throughout the area. The journey between Ōpōtiki and Gisborne via East Cape is a road-trip rite of passage for New Zealanders, and if you like remote scenic drives, sign up for this meandering adventure. If you’re short on time, head for Gisborne via SH2 from Ōpōtiki – a 147km, 2½-hour alternative via the Waioeka Gorge, where there’s a two- to three-hour loop walk leading off from the historic Tauranga Bridge.
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SIGHTS

1Anaura Bay

2East Cape Lighthouse

3Hicks Bay

4Maunga Hikurangi

5Ruatoria

6Te Araroa

7Tikitiki

8Tokomaru Bay

9Tolaga Bay

10Waipiro Bay




TOP TIP

The trip on SH35 from Ōpōtiki in the eastern Bay of Plenty to Gisborne is 334km. For detailed recommendations, see exploretheeastcape.co.nz, and look for its comprehensive travellers’ guide in i-SITE information centres in Gisborne and around Hawke’s Bay and the Bay of Plenty. It can also be downloaded as a PDF.




Exploring Around East Cape

SEE THE PLANET’S FIRST SUNRISE

A highlight of exploring SH35 is the remote and windswept East Cape Lighthouse, marking the easternmost tip of New Zealand. Seeing it at sunrise is a special moment, so consider overnighting nearby, either at Hicks Bay or 10km further east at Te Araroa, a quiet village with a general store, a petrol pump, a takeaway and a beautifully carved marae (meeting house). Accommodation options include a simple holiday park at Te Araroa, and a motel and the excellent Nga Puriri B&B a short drive away around Hicks Bay.

To see the sunrise, it’s a 21km drive from Te Araroa out to the lighthouse. It’s along a winding and unsealed road, a journey of around 30 minutes. You’ll also need around half an hour to knock off the 800 steps to the top, but stellar coastal views make it worth the effort. After conquering the lighthouse, return to Te Araroa and the East Cape Manuka Cafe. Soaps and skincare products are made with mānuka honey, and edible treats include honey-infused smoothies and cheesecake. Also in Te Araroa, standing in the local schoolyard and more than 350 years old, is Te Waha O Rerekohu, allegedly NZ’s largest pōhutukawa tree. Equally spectacular 24km south in Tikitiki is St Mary’s Church. Built in the 1920s as a memorial to East Coast Māori soldiers who fought and died in WWI, St Mary’s combines traditional Māori carvings, woven tukutuku panels and a spectacular stained-glass window in its beautiful interior. Celebrating the centennial of its consecration in 1926, St Mary’s continues to be of great significance to the local Ngāti Porou iwi.
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East Cape | David Wall/Alamy Stock Photo ©


EAST FROM ŌPŌTIKI TO TE ARAROA

As you travel east on SH35 from Ōpōtiki to Te Araroa, you can see active volcano Whakaari (White Island). It tragically erupted in 2019, killing 22 people. In nearby Tōrere, magnificent whakairo (carving) adorn the Tōrere School gateway.

It’s 45km from Tōrere to Te Kaha, a whaling port until the early 20th century and now home to the Te Kaha Beach Resort. Around 24km east of Te Kaha, stop at Papatea Bay to see the gateway of Hinemahuru Marae, carved with images of WWI Māori soldiers. East of Whangaparoa and Cape Runaway, SH35 tracks inland, crossing into hilly Ngāti Porou territory, before hitting the coast again at Hicks Bay and continuing to Te Araroa.



WHERE TO EAT ON SH35

Te Puka Tavern

Burgers, steak meals and seafood combine with East Coast views at this welcoming Tokomaru Bay pub. $$

Cottle’s Cafe & Bakery

Savoury pies served up in Tolaga Bay. Try the steak-and-mushroom flavour, a Kiwi classic. $

J & A’s Corner Cafe

Pāua (abalone) pies, ika mata (raw-fish salad) and ocean-fresh fish and chips in Tolaga Bay. $

Echoes of History Around Tokomaru Bay

HERITAGE, BEACHES AND TWO ESSENTIAL COASTAL DETOURS

Located 83km south of Te Araroa, Tokomaru Bay – ‘Toke’ to its laid-back locals – is a good place to overnight on a journey along the Pacific Coast Hwy. Angus and Leanne at the sustainably focused Stranded in Paradise Ecolodge (stranded-in-paradise.net) offer accommodation at their rustic but comfortable property. Travelling couples can have the whole place to themselves – including stellar East Coast sunrises – or there’s room for up to 15 people if you’re travelling with friends or whanau (family). Highlights of Tokomaru Bay include an arcing 8km-long white-sand beach – bookended by coastal cliffs and popular for swimming, surfing and fishing – and world-famous-in-Toke pāua pies from Cafe 35. Just maybe SH35’s best coffee, too.

At the northern end of the bay are the derelict buildings of the New Zealand Shipping Company’s freezing works (abattoir). Information boards tell the story of the operation, which closed down in 1963. Take extra care when exploring the abandoned site. Nearby, Tokomaru Bay’s 366m-long wharf is currently closed for safety reasons. Fundraising efforts are ongoing to restore the historic structure.

A couple of nearby diversions are recommended detours off SH35. Around 16km south of Ruatoria, negotiate an unsealed 14km loop road to Waipiro Bay, a remote spot that once boasted a maternity hospital and movie theatre. Waterfront highlights are now 1925’s St Abraham’s Anglican Church and the Iritekura Marae. South from Tokomaru Bay is a 22km stretch of highway leading to the turn-off onto an unsealed 6km road down to beautiful Anaura Bay and the tiny, forested speck of Motuoroi Island.
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Tokomaru Bay wharf | Photos BrianScantlebury/Shutterstock ©


RUATORIA

In the heartland of Ngāti Porou, sleepy Ruatoria only really comes alive for January’s ‘Pa Wars’ – a one-day inter-marae sports festival – or when the East Coast rugby team is playing at Whakarua Park. West of Ruatoria is Maunga Hikurangi (1752m), the North Island’s highest non-volcanic peak, and Ngāti Porou’s sacred mountain. See maungahikurangi.com to join a sunrise 4WD tour to experience the first light of day falling on the summit’s nine pou whenua (land posts), or be immersed in Māori culture, myths and legends on a day tour. Tiny, one-plane airline Air Ruatoria was a vital transport option for locals after 2023’s Cyclone Gabrielle, and also offers scenic flights around the region. Find it on Facebook.



WHERE TO STAY ON SH35

Lottins Point Motel

A 4km detour at Hicks Bay reveals this motel with coastal views. Kayaking and fishing are popular here. $$

Te Puka Tavern

Four self-contained oceanview apartments and room for camper vans. A cold beer is just metres away. $$

Tolaga Bay Holiday Park

Right by Tolaga Bay wharf; Norfolk pines tower above a grassy setup with campsites and cabins. $

Tolaga Bay’s Historic Wharf

PACIFIC VIEWS AMID A SPECTACULAR WALK

Around 36km south of Tokomaru Bay, Tolaga Bay – known as Uawa to local Māori – has a population of around 800, and is the biggest community between Ōpōtiki and Gisborne. Tune your car’s radio to Uawa FM (99.3FM) to catch up on local issues before exploring Tolaga Bay’s 660m-long wharf. One of the southern hemisphere’s longest wooden wharves, it was built in 1929 for exporting wool and meat, and remained in use until 1968. After falling into disrepair, it’s now restored, and is a popular fishing spot for locals. During summer you’ll see local teens jumping off, trying to make the biggest splash against a background of turquoise waters and chalky cliffs. Leaping into the water, backside first in a ‘V’ shape, is what’s known as a ‘manu’ around these parts.

Starting near the wharf, the Cook’s Cove Walkway is an easy 5.8km, 2½-hour loop through farmland and native bush to the cove where Cook landed in the HMS Endeavour in 1769. At the northern end of the cove is the Tatarahake Cliffs Walk, a steepish 15-minute detour to an excellent lookout. Near the start of the Cook’s Cove Walkway, Te Pourewa (Beacon of Light) is a 12m-high sculpture erected in 2019 commemorating Tupaia, the legendary Tahitian high priest who accompanied Cook on his journeys, and introduced the dour Yorkshire naval captain to traditional Polynesian ocean navigation and wayfinding.


EAST COAST MĀORI

Ngāti Porou (eastern side of East Cape) and Ngāti Kahungunu (coastal from Hawke’s Bay down) are NZ’s second- and third-biggest iwi respectively, and in the late 19th century they produced the great leaders Āpirana Ngata and James Carroll. Ngata worked to inspire a Māori cultural revival, and the region’s magnificent marae (meeting houses) and Tikitiki’s St Mary’s Church are part of his legacy.

Acclaimed director Taika Waititi’s affiliation is Te Whānau ā Apanui (western side of East Cape), and he filmed his movie Boy (2010) in Waihau Bay.

Around East Cape, Māori live in close communities and te reo Māori is routinely spoken. According to tikanga (custom), you should only enter a marae if you’ve been invited.




GETTING AROUND

There’s no regular public transport in this part of the East Coast, so having your own vehicle is essential for exploring the Pacific Coast Hwy. It’s also good to be able to detour independently to the East Cape Lighthouse and to remote beaches off the main road. Set off with plenty of petrol, snacks and food supplies if you’re self-catering, and note that grocery stores and petrol stations are in relatively short supply. Sleeping and eating options are also spread out, so do some homework and plan ahead. Note there was significant damage to SH35 during Cyclone Gabrielle in 2023, and many sections of the road – including important bridges – needed to be repaired. Travel with a flexible attitude, enquire locally about road conditions, and check for any detours or closures on journeys.nzta.govt.nz.






WELLINGTON
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CULTURAL, CULINARY AND CRAFT-BEER ADVENTURES

Enjoy the urban buzz of the nation’s capital before venturing to a rugged hinterland for island experiences, vineyard wanderings and coastal surprises.


[image: shutterstockRF_1033666669jpg]

New Zealand Parliament | Robert CHG/shutterstock ©

Proud locals always reckon, ‘You can’t beat Wellington on a good day’, and when the sun’s shining and the city isn’t buffeted by strong winds – yes, ‘Windy Welly’ does have a deserved reputation for the occasional umbrella-shredding gale – it’s a great place to be. Anchored by Te Tapa Tongarewa, New Zealand’s national museum, the harbourfront is a brilliant place to stroll, invigorated by public art, and with waterfront footpaths and bikeways leading to inner-city beaches. Ferries cross the harbour to an island wildlife sanctuary and a windswept coastal bike trail, while concealed amid the forested hills behind the CBD, historic Victorian-era wooden houses resemble a compact southern hemisphere version of San Francisco. Another mainland predator-free sanctuary means native birdsong is an everyday soundtrack for local residents fortunate to live in nearby suburbs.

Back in central Wellington, its compact downtown area is perfectly designed to shrug off blustery and cold grey weather. Excellent cafes and restaurants, one of NZ’s best craft-beer scenes, and galleries, museums and art-house cinemas all provide windy- and rainy-day options and are well frequented by politicians in town on government business – near the geographical centre of the country, Wellington has been the nation’s capital since 1865 – and by creative types working in ‘Wellywood’s’ world-renowned film industry. Recent improvements to the Wellington region’s motorway system now make it even faster to travel north to the nearby Kāpiti Coast, where a slower, beachy vibe provides a relaxed background to the embarkation point for boat trips to the Kāpiti Island Nature Reserve. Experience more native birdlife and learn about the island’s Māori and colonial history before going back to town to eat and drink in vibrant Wellington neighbourhoods like Cuba St, the Aro Valley or Newtown.

Primed by the capital’s vibrant and diverse culinary scene, cross the Remutaka Ranges to the Wairarapa region. Easy-going cycling excursions around Martinborough’s pinot noir-rich vineyards are the highlight, but the coastal beauty of New Zealand’s lower North Island is never far away when venturing to remote lighthouses or walking up a river valley to a craggy natural landscape you really have seen in the movies.
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Wellington Cable Car | Ksenia Kirillovykh/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

CENTRAL WELLINGTON

Cafes, craft beer and culture.

KELBURN & THORNDON

Wildlife, views and natural havens.

MIRAMAR

Moviemaking magic revealed.

NEWTOWN

Wellington’s bohemian inner-city suburb.

DAYS BAY & EASTBOURNE

An island sanctuary and harbour adventures.

KāPITI COAST

Birds, wildlife and excellent eating and drinking.

THE WAIRARAPA

Food, wine and active adventures.




Find Your Way

Central Wellington is easily explored on foot, and Miramar and Newtown can be reached by bus or rideshare services. Having your own transport is recommended for the Wairarapa and Kāpiti Coast. To get out on Wellington harbour, catch a ferry from Queen’s Wharf to Matiu/Somes Island and on to Days Bay.
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Plan Your Days

Refreshed and refuelled at excellent cafes, bars and restaurants, check out wildlife sanctuaries, New Zealand culture and history, and a cinematic dash of Wellywood style.
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Wellington Botanic Gardens | Victor Maschek/Shutterstock ©


Day 1

Morning

• After breakfast and coffee at August, spend the morning at Te Papa Tongarewa. New Zealand’s national museum combines a spectacular harbourside location with well-curated galleries showcasing the past, present and future of the country also known as Aotearoa.

Afternoon

• Following a leisurely lunch along raffish Cuba St, catch the Wellington Cable Car for excellent views from Kelburn’s Botanic Gardens. Trace a leisurely and verdant pathway back to the city.

Evening

• Toast the day with craft beers at Heyday Beer or at the Rogue & Vagabond, before innovative dishes at Liberty. Check out if there are any gigs on at San Fran.




Day 2

Morning

• Begin with coffee and homestyle baking at the Leeds Street Bakery in Hannah’s Laneway before catching the free shuttle to Zealandia. Spend the morning surrounded by regenerating forest and native birdlife.

Afternoon

• Venture to Wētā Workshop for entertaining insights into Kiwi moviemaking magic. Maybe some of the Wētā crew will be relaxing over after-work beers nearby at Double Vision Brewing.

Evening

• Dine locally in Miramar at Oikos or Parrotdog, or head back into town for dinner at Shepherd in Hannah’s Laneway. Late-night cocktails at the Hanging Ditch are conveniently right next door.




Day 3

Morning

• Arrange transport from central Wellington with Kāpiti Island Nature Tours, and after breakfast at Paraparaumu Beach, make the journey by boat to NZ’s oldest wildlife sanctuary.

Afternoon

• After completing the gentle up and down incline of Kāpiti Island’s Okupe Valley Loop Track, adjourn for lunch at the island’s rustic lodge. You should be back in the city around 4pm.

Evening

• With a bit of luck, you’ll have scored a dinner reservation at the innovative and much lauded Hiakai restaurant. If not, shared plates and natural wines at Margot in Newtown comprise the perfect back-up plan.



You’ll Also Want to…

After learning about NZ democracy, journey across the harbour, get active on two wheels and explore a brace of wild and windswept coastal locations.

VISIT PARLIAMENT

Take a guided tour of Wellington’s government precinct to learn how laws are made in Aotearoa/New Zealand.
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GET HIGH ABOVE THE HARBOUR

Walk up Mt Victoria (Matairangi) and take in harbour views and some locations made famous in movies.
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EXPLORE AN ISLAND WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

Catch a ferry to Matiu/Somes Island. Look forward to a fascinating history and excellent birdlife.
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GET BUSY IN BREWTOWN

Spend the day at Brewtown with craft beer, go-karts, ice-skating, paintball and ten-pin bowling all on offer.
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CYCLE TO PENCARROW HEAD

Embark on a spectacular journey along the rugged southeast coastline to Pencarrow Head.
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TRAVEL TO THE END OF THE ROAD

Explore remote Cape Palliser walking to the Putangirua Pinnacles and ascending to the Cape Palliser lighthouse.
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GO WINE-TASTING ON TWO WHEELS

Rent a bike in leafy Martinborough and take a relaxed journey around the Wairarapa’s vineyards and cellar doors.
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CENTRAL WELLINGTON

CAFES, CRAFT BEER & CULTURE


Central Wellington is compact compared with other international capitals, but it celebrates the energy of a bigger city. Highlights include Te Papa Tongarewa, New Zealand’s national museum, and a harbourfront precinct at its best on a blue-sky day. Waterfront art installations are both innovative and playful, and a Sunday morning market showcases culinary influences introduced by arrivals from around the world. Queens Wharf, the gateway for harbour ferries, combines galleries and museums with waterfront restaurants. Cafes, bars and craft breweries all provide shelter from often capricious weather rolling in from the harbour, and in a city as small as Wellington, don’t be surprised to occasionally spy a few of NZ’s elected representatives on leave from the country’s highest-level decision-making along the harbour at Parliament.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Te Papa Tongarewa

2Wellington Museum

SIGHTS

3Beehive

4Bucket Fountain

5City Gallery Wellington

6New Zealand Parliament

7New Zealand Portrait Gallery

8Old Government Buildings

9Parliamentary Library

10Wellington Chocolate Factory

ACTIVITIES

11Fergs Kayaks

12Ship ‘N’ Chip Tour

13Switched On Bikes

EATING

14Fidel’s

15Leeds Street Bakery

16Liberty

17Logan Brown

18Pizza Pomodoro

19Shepherd

DRINKING

20Choice Bros

21Fortune Favours

22Garage Project Taproom

23Garage Project’s Wild Workshop

24Golding’s Free Dive

25Hanging Ditch

26Hashigo Zake

27Heyday

28Little Beer Quarter

29Rogue & Vagabond

SHOPPING

30Harbourside Market

31Slow Boat Records

32Wellington Apothecary

33Ziggurat




TOP TIP

Interislander and Bluebridge operate car ferries across Cook Strait to Picton, both leaving from separate wharves just north of the CBD. The trip takes around three to four hours and is best experienced during daylight hours, especially the passage through the Marlborough Sounds. Book well ahead around Easter and from late December to early January.




Te Papa Tongarewa

EXPLORING NEW ZEALAND’S NATIONAL MUSEUM

Dominating a significant section of the Wellington waterfront, New Zealand’s national museum is impossible to miss. ‘Te Papa Tongarewa’ loosely translates as ‘treasure box’, and the riches inside include an amazing collection of Māori artefacts, the museum’s own colourful marae (meeting house), and excellent natural history and environmental exhibitions. The Treaty of Waitangi: Signs of a Nation exhibition showcases how modern New Zealand’s founding document signed in 1840 still impacts on laws, culture and society in 21st-century Aotearoa, while the country’s contemporary diversity is explored in the Tangata o le Moana: The story of Pacific people in New Zealand and The Mixing Room: Stories from young refugees in New Zealand galleries.

The archipelago’s violent geological history is explored in depth, while interactive functionality makes hands-on ‘discovery centres’ for children both entertaining and educating. Te Papa’s Toi Art gallery showcases New Zealand’s National Art collection alongside more recent and contemporary works from local artists.

For many visitors, the museum’s absolute highlight is the Gallipoli: The Scale of Our War exhibition. Created by New Zealand film director Sir Peter Jackson and his moviemaking colleagues at Wētā Workshop, the immersive, poignant and spectacular experience tells the story of New Zealand’s tragic military history in WWI. Currently, it’s scheduled to run to April 2025. Check Te Papa’s website (tepapa.govt.nz) for regular temporary exhibitions showcasing everything from Surrealist art to the ocean-spanning voyaging history of ancient Polynesian navigators.
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Te Papa Tongarewa | TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SUNDAY-MORNING SNACKING

Held in the shadow of Te Papa, live music and a world full of food trucks features at Wellington’s Sunday morning Harbourside Market. Especially popular is souvlaki from The Greek Food Truck, empanadas from The Little Chilean Kitchen and Indian street food from Chai Walla. On a sunny day, make the 1km walk around the harbour to the sandy arc of Oriental Bay for coffee at Beach Babylon cafe. It’s also a popular swimming beach during summer.




MORE IN CENTRAL WELLINGTON

Culture & History Near the Harbour

WATERFRONT CULTURAL DISCOVERIES

Beyond Te Papa, three other cultural institutions near Wellington harbour are also worth visiting.

Located in an 1892 waterfront bond store, Wellington Museum (museumwellington.org.nz) presents an imaginative and interactive experience of Wellington’s social and maritime history. Highlights include a moving documentary on the Wahine, the interisland ferry that sank in the harbour in 1968 with the loss of 51 lives, and the curio-packed Attic. Māori legends are dramatically told using tiny holographic actors and special effects. The museum’s popular Ship ‘N’ Chip Tour begins at the museum before continuing for a fish and chip lunch and a ferry ride out to explore Matiu/Somes Island. Book ahead on the museum’s website.

From Wellington Museum, it’s around 200m north along Customhouse Quay to the New Zealand Portrait Gallery (nzportraitgallery.co.nz), also housed in a heritage red-brick warehouse. Examples of NZ portraiture and caricature make up the gallery’s own collection, and past guest exhibitions include the history of the New Zealand Wars in filmmaking, and work from iconic New Zealand photographers.

One-off special exhibitions – often with an international scope – are also a mainstay of Wellington’s nearby City Gallery (citygallery.org.nz), and support is also given to emerging artists from around New Zealand. The gallery is housed in Wellington’s former public library, built in 1940 in an art-deco style.
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New Zealand Portrait Gallery | Gaid Kornsilapa/shutterstock ©


EXPLORING WELLINGTON’S WHARF PRECINCT

Switched on Bikes

Bike hire – including e-bikes to tackle Wellington’s notorious hills – and guided bike tours around the city (switchedonbikes.co.nz).

Fergs Kayaks

Rock climbing on a 12m-high indoor wall, guided kayak tours and kayak, paddle board and rollerblade rentals (fergskayaks.co.nz).

Te Wharewaka o Pōneke Tours

Walking tours with a Māori cultural perspective and harbour paddles on a traditional waka (canoe). (wharewakatours.maori.nz).

Māori Arts Gallery

Harbourside gallery selling traditional Māori jewellery and carving made from bone and pounamu (greenstone). (maoriartsgallery.co.nz).

NZ Academy of Fine Arts

Exhibitions by NZ artists, from canvases and drawings to ceramics to photography (nzafa.com).



WHERE TO STAY IN CENTRAL WELLINGTON

The Intrepid Hotel

Hip boutique hotel with unique art in every room and complimentary coffee and fresh pastries every morning. $$$

QT Wellington

The capital’s stylish outpost of QT’s trans-Tasman boutique hotel empire has an excellent location near the harbour. $$$

The Marion

Wooden floors and heritage brick walls feature in the dorms and private rooms of Wellington’s best hostel. $

NZ’s Craft-beer Capital

HOPPY ADVENTURES AROUND CENTRAL WELLINGTON

As the hometown of New Zealand’s pioneering craft breweries, including Garage Project, Parrotdog and Tuatara, it’s not a stretch to nominate Wellington as both the national capital and the country’s capital of craft beer. The Parrotdog and Tuatara empires now include taprooms beyond the city centre, but Garage Project’s Wild Workshop tasting room and smaller craft breweries inspired by Wellington’s first hoppy artisans make the compact CBD an excellent place to explore for travelling beer fans. Partnering their two venues in the nearby Aro Valley, Garage Project’s Wild Workshop is a dedicated space focused on producing natural wines and barrel-aged and wild-fermented beers, some influenced by yeasts occurring spontaneously amid the environment of Wellington harbour. Visit on Friday and Saturday afternoons for some of NZ’s most interesting beers and wines. Near The Intrepid Hotel, Choice Bros’ beers are served with burgers and fried chicken, while the nearby Whistling Sisters Beer Co also crafts good cider and mead made with local honey. Well-established bars equally important in Wellington’s craft beer origin story include the Rogue & Vagabond – pop in on a Sunday afternoon for live jazz – or Little Beer Quarter, known locally as ‘LBQ’ and a supporter of Wellington craft beer since 2011. Opened two years earlier, Hashigo Zake’s ongoing menu of beer-friendly events includes live music, cult movie screenings and the occasional music-based pub quiz. Check their website for what’s scheduled.

Craft Beer Tours NZ (craftbeertoursnz.co.nz) offer guided tours of the city’s best breweries. Held at Sky Stadium, August’s annual Beervana festival (beervana.co.nz) is heaven for hopheads.


HEAD NORTH TO BREWTOWN

Craft beer completists visiting Wellington should also visit Brewtown in Upper Hutt. Easily reached on trains departing from Wellington Railway Station, the former Dunlop tyre factory now accommodates five craft breweries and a distillery. Highlights are the hoppy brews from Boneface Brewing and interesting barrel-aged beers from Kereru Brewing. Boneface also have a more centrally located taproom in Pirie St on the edge of Wellington’s CBD. At Brewtown (brewtown.co.nz), there’s also a popular farmers market every Sunday morning, and other attractions include an indoor go-kart track, ice-skating, paintball and ten-pin bowling.



WHERE TO DRINK IN CENTRAL WELLINGTON

Hawthorn Lounge

Superlative cocktails served with a side order of 1920s Speakeasy ambience. Worth dressing up for.

The Puffin

The cosy bar at The Intrepid Hotel is Wellington’s best place to try natural, organic and minimal-intervention wines.

Humdinger

An easygoing dive bar vibe combines with craft beer, good cocktails and even better flatbreads and kebabs.


Hannah’s Laneway

WELLINGTON’S MOST FLAVOUR-PACKED PRECINCT

In a city full of great eating and drinking, one heritage brick-lined thoroughfare is an essential destination. Linking Dixon St to Ghuznee St via Eva and Leeds Sts, the Hannah’s Laneway precinct is based around the old Hannah’s shoe factory, and diverse cafes, bars and restaurants make it worth visiting throughout the day. Coffee and delicious homestyle baking is the focus at the Leeds Street Bakery – especially their world-famous-in-Wellington salted caramel cookies. Check out the amazing old Hannah’s employee photo just across the laneway. Equally sweet is the nearby Wellington Chocolate Factory turning out artisan bars with fair-trade cacao beans sourced from around the world. Gourmet grilled treats from Gorilla Burger team with craft beers at Fortune Favours – a recommended combination is the Chilli Bili burger with a Wellingtonian NZ IPA – while authentic Naples-style pizza is dispensed from a wood-fired oven at Pizza Pomodoro. Settle in with a beer across the laneway at the raffish Golding’s Free Dive, and get your pizza delivered right to your table. Check out Golding’s quirky décor including a few props reflecting Wellington’s history of moviemaking. Just metres away, Shepherd offers fusion, fine-dining from Wednesday to Sunday for dinner – concise seasonal menus focus on just four starters and four mains – and cocktails at the Hanging Ditch are a popular way to complete a night out in Wellington.
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THE MAYOR’S WELLINGTON FAVOURITES
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Of Pakakohe and Ngā Ruahine descent, Tory Whanau is Wellington’s first wahine Māori mayor, and was elected to office in 2022. She lives with her Staffordshire Bull Terrier Teddy. @misswhanau

Le Café Plum

In Cuba Mall with a Paris/New York vibe, the spot has some of the city’s best cocktails.

Hiakai

Owner/Chef Monique Fiso (we’re related) is taking indigenous Māori food to a new level.

Newtown Festival

Enjoy food, drink, music and a serious dollop of magnificent multiculturalism.

Oriental Parade

My favourite spot to walk my dog Teddy, swim or relax on the grass.

Matariki

The Māori New Year is uniquely Kiwi and celebrates te ao Māori in a beautiful way.



WHERE TO EAT IN CENTRAL WELLINGTON

Kisa

Savvy reinventions of Turkish and Levantine flavours. Kisa’s creamy dips are especially good. $$

Egmont Street Eatery

Shared plates and excellent brunches. Begin the day with the smoked potato hash and chilli eggs. $$

August

Mediterranean-influenced brunches including French toast with baklava crumb. Excellent takeaway baked goods, too. $$


Exploring Wellington’s Government Precinct

UNDERSTANDING DEMOCRACY, KIWI-STYLE

New Zealand might be a young country, but it has one of the oldest continuously functioning parliaments in the world and has chalked up more than its share of firsts, including being the first to give women the vote (in 1893), and the first to include a transgender Member of Parliament (in 1999). In 2022, there was an equal gender split across the country’s 120 MPs, 12 MPs identified as LGBTIQ+, and Members of Parliament originally from Sri Lanka, Iran, Eritrea, Samoa and the United States were all included in the decision-making process.

Learn all about NZ’s unique and largely inclusive version of democracy on a free one-hour guided tour. Booking online on parliament.nz is essential, and tours run on the hour daily from 10am to 4pm. Look forward to being escorted by a guide well-versed in the history and procedures underpinning NZ’s parliamentary democracy and visiting the government’s Executive Wing (aka the ‘Beehive’), the Debating Chamber in Parliament House, and the exquisitely restored Parliamentary Library. Even for non-political types, it’s an insightful and interesting experience. Expect to go through airport-style security when you enter the Beehive.

Across the road from Parliament, the Old Government Buildings (visitheritage.co.nz) comprise a grand Italianate structure built in 1876. Now part of Victoria University’s law faculty, it’s the largest wooden building in the southern hemisphere, but actually looks uncannily like a stone structure. Check out the magnificent hanging staircase, the former cabinet room and history displays on the ground and 1st floors. Self-guided and guided tours are both available.
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WELLINGTON FOR CHILDREN

Located in leafy gardens on the slopes leading to Parliament House, Wellington’s Parliament Public Playground features an exciting slide, damaged during Covid-19 protests in 2022, but now fully restored to its spectacular glory. Other kid-friendly and family-friendly attractions around town include the interactive galleries at Te Papa – check out the ‘Kids & Families’ content under the ‘Learn’ section of the museum’s website – and harbourside playgrounds bookending Te Papa in Waitangi Park and Frank Kitts Park. Around the city, the Cable Car, Wellington Zoo, Wētā Workshop and Zealandia should all get a big tick from slightly older teen travellers.



WHERE TO EAT IN CENTRAL WELLINGTON

Ortega

Seafood combines with the city’s best craft beer list at this Mt Victoria favourite. Dinner only. $$$

Chaat Street

Indian street food classics best enjoyed with innovative and surprising cocktails. $$

Highwater

Charcoal-grilled excellence is served up from Highwater’s Spanish Pira oven. Popular for Friday and Saturday brunch. $$$



WELLINGTON CITY SCULPTURE WALK
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Begin in Post Office Sq, where Bill Culbert’s 1 SkyBlues twirls skywards. Cross Jervois Quay and pass between the Academy Galleries and Wellington Museum. At the Queens Wharf waterfront, turn right towards Len Lye’s 2 Water Whirler, a lifeless needle that whirs into life several times daily.

Continue along the promenade below the 3 mast of the Wahine, which tragically sank in Wellington Harbour in 1968. Around the corner is the white, whale-like 4 Albatross Fountain. Detour across the sculptural 5 City to Sea Bridge to Civic Sq to check out Ronnie van Hout’s disquieting face/hand 6 Quasi atop the City Gallery Wellington. Nearby is Wētā Workshop’s 7 Rugby World Cup statue, produced for the 2011 RWC, which was hosted by NZ.

Backtrack to the waterfront past the whare waka (canoe house) to the 8 Taranaki Wharf Jump Platform. Take the leap, or continue along the wharf to the naked bronze 9 Solace in the Wind leaning over the harbour.

Veer right and through Waitangi Park, cross Cable St, cut along Chaffers St, then Blair St with its century-old warehouses.

At Courtenay Pl look left to spy the 10 Tripod, an industrial-cinematic ode to ‘Wellywood’, then turn right and continue to 11 Te Aro Park with its canoe prow.

Turn left when you hit Cuba St, heading up the pedestrian mall. Watch out for the sly, sloshy 12 Bucket Fountain – it exists solely to splash you.

Window-shop to the top of Cuba St, where a remnant heritage precinct is bisected by the controversial inner-city bypass. Regan Gentry’s ghostly outline of a demolished house, 13 Subject to Change, sits alongside the curious 7.5m-deep, root-infested Tonks’ Well, dating from the 1860s.




Central Wellington’s Hippest Stretch

CAFES AND COOL SHOPPING ALONG CUBA ST

Perennial contenders for the title of Wellington’s hippest neighbourhood include Cuba St and Newtown, but as the city is so compact, it’s easy to experience both on a short visit to the nation’s capital. Running south away from the harbour for five blocks, Cuba St comes alive when it morphs into a pedestrian mall after Dixon St. Mocked and adored in equal parts, the kitsch Bucket Fountain is mesmerising for younger travellers, and also for night-life revellers after a few too many drinks. Get too close and you will get drenched.

Interesting retailers to check out along Cuba St include Slow Boat Records, a much-loved treasure trove of old and new vinyl, and a brilliant place to browse for New Zealand music. Ziggurat sell vintage and pre-loved clobber, while Hunters & Collectors is similar, but with a more punky, streetwise edge. Wellington Apothecary specialises in handcrafted natural remedies, botanical teas and skincare products, many made with local and organic ingredients.

Between shopping, refuel and recharge with lunch at either Floridita’s or Fidel’s, both bonafide Wellington institutions doing their best to keep the city’s coffee culture alive, while Heyday Beer is one of NZ’s most innovative new breweries. Dive into a tasting flight of seasonal, small-batch craft beers before dinner along Cuba St at Logan Brown – for bistro-style fine dining – or artful and seasonal shared plates at the unpretentious Liberty. Held in late March, the CubaDupa weekend festival enlivens the area with music and art.
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Street parade, Newtown | NataliaCatalina.com/shutterstock ©


AN ARO VALLEY DETOUR

Around 700m west of Cuba St, Aro Valley is an inner-city suburb of heritage wooden homes framed by forested hills. Proudly liberal with a Green political tinge, it’s worth visiting for a cellar door and a taproom from Garage Project, globally acclaimed craft brewers who began in the valley in 2011. Famous GP beers to try include Pernicious Weed, a stonking 8% IPA with Nelson Sauvin and Rakau hops grown in the Tasman region at the top of the South Island. Near Garage Project, Rita offers a different three-course set menu nightly from Wednesday to Saturday. Definitely book ahead for a seasonal and innovative dinner offered across two sittings.



WHERE TO GO FOR LIVE MUSIC IN CENTRAL WELLINGTON

San Fran

Free-flowing craft beer provides impetus for gigs from well-known Kiwi acts and emerging international bands.

Meow

Diverse venue with everything from Aussie punksters The Chats through to album releases from local alternative folk acts.

Valhalla

Not quite the venue of the gods, but still a fine place to check out live rock gigs from NZ’s next big things.



KELBURN & THORNDON

WILDLIFE, VIEWS & NATURAL HAVENS


Elevated west of the city centre, Kelburn and nearby Thorndon provide a halo of green space close to downtown. Courtesy of visionary decisions made in the 19th-century – including the establishment of the ‘Town Belt’, an expansive protected area of forest – it’s a popular area for exercising and relaxation. Regenerating forest and environmental protections mean Kelburn’s residential gardens are increasingly frequented by native birds.

Zealandia’s fenced eco-sanctuary is best explored on a guided walk,while the hillside Botanic Gardens include a rose garden and trees from around the world. A walking trail links the gardens to the central city, meandering through a cemetery showcasing a veritable ‘Who’s Who’ of the movers and shakers who first developed the settlement that’s now the nation’s capital.
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Zealandia | NataliaCatalina.com/shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Wellington Botanic Gardens

SIGHTS

2Bolton Street Cemetery

3Cable Car Museum

ACTIVITIES

4Space Place

EATING

5Cable Top Eatery

TRANSPORT

6Clifton Cable Car Station

7Kelburn Cable Car Station

8Salamanca Cable Car Station

9Wellington Cable Car




TOP TIP

Thorndon is not traditionally regarded as a place to stay, but a good accommodation option and its CBD-adjacent location make it worth considering. Comprising adjacent heritage houses near the US Embassy, The Dwellington is an excellent guesthouse with shared dorms and spacious doubles, twins and family rooms. It’s near Sky Stadium for major events.




Wellington Botanic Gardens

STUNNING VIEWS AND SHADED SURPRISES

The best way to visit these hilly, 25-hectare botanic gardens (wellingtongardens.nz) is via the Wellington Cable Car. The gardens boast a tract of original native forest, the beautiful Lady Norwood Rose Garden, a children’s playground and 25,000 spring tulips. Plants and flowers from tropical and temperate climates are displayed in the Begonia House, while the adjacent Picnic Cafe has a lovely garden setting. Nearby, seek out the delicate waterfall and compact Peace Garden. The best way to explore the entirety of the gardens is to follow the well-marked Downhill Walk trail, starting near the Cable Car and Space Place, and continuing on an undulating and rambling path through the Bolton Street Cemetery to re-emerge in central Wellington near the Beehive and Parliament.
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Wellington Botanic Gardens | BYVALET/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Bolton Street Cemetery

STEP BACK IN TIME

Moving through this cemetery at the completion of the Downhill Walk trail through the Botanic Gardens is a thoughtful and contemplative experience. Beneath a canopy of oak and pōhutukawa trees, and now squeezed between motorway off-ramps and apartment towers, this atmospheric remnant of Wellington colonial history dates back to the 1840s. Thousands of Wellingtonians were buried here up until 1892, and they rested in peace until 1972 when the Wellington Urban Motorway was bulldozed through the middle of the boneyard. The remains of 3693 people were exhumed and reinterred in a common vault at the bottom of the cemetery.


Zealandia

WORLD-RENOWNED CONSERVATION STORY

Zealandia’s groundbreaking ecosanctuary (visitzealandia.com) is concealed in a valley in the hills about 2km west of downtown Wellington. Living wild within the fenced, predator-free habitat are more than 30 native bird species, including rare little spotted kiwi, takahē, saddleback and hihi. More than 32km of well-maintained walking trails bisect the 225-hectare reserve, first opened in the late 1990s when the water catchment of the former Karori Dam was placed under the guardianship of the non-profit community organisation, Karori Sanctuary Trust. The historic pumphouse for the dam can still be seen near the entrance to the protected sanctuary area.

Zealandia’s forest-clad trails can be explored independently or on excellent guided tours beginning with a spectacular multimedia display on the region’s Māori and natural history at Zealandia’s visitor centre. Highlights of two-hour guided tours include checking out nesting boxes for NZ’s iconic little dinosaur, the tuatara, viewing kākā (native NZ parrots) feasting at nectar-rich feeding stations, and learning about Zealandia from authoritative and passionate guides. The sanctuary’s most popular experiences are Zealandia by Night tours, departing around dusk, and the best chance to see glow-worms, and the nocturnal little spotted kiwi. All guided tours are well-paced and along trails with a gentle incline, but Zealandia also offers steeper and more challenging tracks exploring the forested hills that frame the former Karori Reservoir.

To get to Zealandia by public transport, catch the free shuttle from near the i-SITE visitor information centre on Wakefield St in the central city.
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Takahē, Zealandia | Ellen Ryan/Lonely Planet ©

Space Place

LEARN ABOUT WELLINGTON’S NIGHT SKY

Inside the Carter Observatory at the top of the Botanic Gardens, this full-dome planetarium (museumswellington.org.nz) offers stargazing sessions through the historic Thomas Cooke telescope, first constructed in York, England, in 1867. Also popular are digital planetarium shows, especially screenings showcasing the night sky from a traditional Māori perspective. Check the website for planetarium show times and details of interactive displays and multimedia exhibits. In the Tūhura Space Module exhibit, visitors get to experience what it feels like to be inside a spaceship.
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Carter Observatory | Yevgen Belich/Shutterstock ©


MORE IN KELBURN & THORNDON

Riding on a Wellington Icon

TAKE A CABLE CAR JOURNEY FOR SUPERB VIEWS

One of Wellington’s most popular attractions is the little red cable car that clanks up the slope from Lambton Quay to Kelburn. At the top of the incline are the Wellington Botanic Gardens, Space Place and the Cable Car Museum. Along the journey to the top, two 100m-long tunnels are enlivened by slightly psychedelic LED lights, often illuminated with different colours to reflect festivals or events taking place in the city.

First launched in 1902, the cable car runs every ten minutes, so it’s easy to make a few brief stops at stations en route. At Clifton Cable Car Station, the interesting Cable Car Transition mural showcases the past and present of the service, while alighting at Talavera Station is recommended to secure a spot on the over-bridge and watch the two cable cars pass each other. Next up at Salamanca Station, there’s an excellent children’s playground and the 1940s-era Kelburn Park Fountain. Disembark finally at Kelburn Cable Car Station terminal for superb views over the city and harbour from the Kelburn Lookout, and the dual attractions of the Cable Top Eatery and the Cable Car Museum. Options to return to the city include buying a return ticket or walking back downhill through the Botanic Gardens. The cable car (wellingtoncablecar.co.nz) runs from around 7.30am to 8pm. Check the website for exact times. If you’ve purchased a Snapper card to use on Wellington’s buses and trains, you’ll get a discount when riding the cable car from Lambton Quay.
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Wellington Cable Car | Philip Armitage/shutterstock ©


CABLE-CAR MUSEUM

This small but fascinating museum (museumswellington.org.nz) is an interesting final stop on the uphill journey from Lambton Quay to Kelburn. Highlights include a couple of older cable cars. Used in the early 20th century, the historic ‘Grip Car No 3’ is an example of elegant Victorian engineering, while the 1950s-era ‘Relentless Red Rattler’ apparently got its name from the noise it made. An integral part of the system until it was replaced by a more modern Swiss design in 1978, the original winding machine is surprisingly large. Don’t miss watching the excellent film summarising more than twelve decades of trundling up and down Wellington’s hilly terrain.



WHERE TO EAT IN KELBURN & THORNDON

Hillside Kitchen

Foraged and seasonal ingredients shine on the plant-based menus at this Thorndon favourite. $$$

goods manufactory & cafe

Excellent coffee and fresh baking on Thordons Tinakori Road. Get there early for the cinnamon morning buns. $$

Graze Wine Bar

Innovative shared plates and natural wines team with an ethical and sustainable focus in Kelburn. $$

A Historic Natural Haven

WELLINGTON’S OLDEST TREES

A unique sanctuary covering more than 100 hectares of old growth and regenerating native forest, and five hectares of plant collections, Ōtari-Wilton’s Bush (owbt.nz) is the only botanic garden in NZ specialising in native flora. In pre-European times, the area was known to Māori as Ōtarikākā – ‘the place of snares to trap birds’ – and was traditionally a mahinga kai, a place for gathering food that was greatly valued by successive iwi living in the area.

Once a landscape of rimu and rata trees towering over smaller plant species, it was preserved amid forest clearances during the days of European colonisation when one of the early landowners, Job Wilton, decided to preserve the land and fence it off. In 1906 it was gazetted as a scenic reserve, and Ōtari-Wilton’s Bush has also been designated a six-star Garden of International Significance by the New Zealand’s Gardens Trust of the Royal New Zealand Institute of Horticulture.

Ōtari features more than 1200 plant species, including an extant section of native bush containing the city’s oldest trees, such as ‘Moko’, an 800-year-old rimu. Native birds including kākā, kererū, piwakawka, tūī and kākāriki are also regularly seen and heard. Options to explore include 11km of walking trails – allow around an hour for the 1km loop of the Circular Walk – while the 2.4km return Kaiwharawhara Track is a flat walk bordering a gentle stream. An 18m-high Canopy Walkway provides sky-high and bird’s eye views, and there’s an excellent information centre and plenty of good spots for a picnic. Bus number 14 from the city passes by the gates.


WHY I LOVE KELBURN

[image: Brett-Atkinson-Author_headshotjpg]

Brett Atkinson, writer

In a compact city with a CBD that’s framed by the harbour, the relative wilderness and natural sanctuary offered by places like Zealandia and Ōtari-Wilton’s Bush is very special. Arguably, no other capital city in the world has such destinations just a short drive from its national parliament and commercial centre. After time exploring Wellington’s cafes, restaurants and bars, I love getting active and adding some natural balance while exploring both reserves. And chatting to Kelburn locals, it’s apparent they’re seeing a big uptick in bird life in their own gardens, with colourful kākā, plump kererū and melodious tūī all frequent visitors to residential back gardens.



WHERE TO DRINK IN KELBURN & THORNDON

Sprig + Fern Tavern

Craft beer from Nelson’s Sprig + Fern Brewing. Enjoy a community vibe, especially for quiz night on Tuesdays.

Kelburn Village Pub

Burgers, pizza and good beers all combine at this perennially popular destination for Kelburn locals.

The Shepherds Arms

Historic English-style pub (circa 1870) along Thorndon’s Tinakori Rd. Good bangers and mash and fish and chips.



MIRAMAR

MOVIEMAKING MAGIC REVEALED



Moviemaking goes way back in Miramar, with New Zealand’s National Film Unit (NFU) being established in 1936. The New Zealand film director Sir Peter Jackson purchased the NFU in 2000 and established his own film studio around the formerly government-owned facility. Concurrently, special effects company Wētā Workshop began working with Jackson on his Lord of the Rings film trilogy, and now suburban Miramar is a moviemaking hub attracting filmmakers including James Cameron and New Zealand’s Taika Waititi.

Learning about the special effects wizardry of Wētā Workshop is a popular attraction for international travellers, and Miramar’s cafes, restaurants and craft breweries all combine to keep cinematic artisans working on the next Avatar sequel fed and watered. Beyond Miramar’s focus as the creative heart of ‘Wellywood’ – the self-deprecating nickname the nation’s capital now proudly celebrates – the suburb’s peninsula location offers access to explore the beaches and history of Wellington harbour.
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Scorching Bay | Ed Goodacre/shutterstock ©
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Miramar Peninsula

2Weta Workshop

SIGHTS

3Breaker Bay

4Lyall Bay

5Massey Memorial

6Moa Point

7Scorching Bay

8‘Wellington’ sign

9Wētā Cave

EATING

10Chocolate Fish Cafe

11Maranui Cafe

see 15Roxy Cafe

12Scorch O Rama

DRINKING

13Black Sparrow

ENTERTAINMENT

14Embassy Theatre

15The Roxy




TOP TIP

Optional return transfers are available for transport from central Wellington to Wētā Workshop. By public transport, frequent departures on Metlink’s route number 2 drop passengers just 200m from the Wētā Cave. Wētā also offer longer experiences combining their 90-minute tour with one-hour introductory workshops that explore costume-making, special effects or sculpture.
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‘Wellington’ sign | EDURRA/shutterstock ©


Touring Wētā Workshop

GO BEHIND THE SCENES WITH WELLINGTON’S OSCAR-WINNING SUPERSTARS

Guarded by a giant orc statue from The Lord of the Rings trilogy, guided 90-minute tours of Wētā Workshop (wetaworkshop.com) begin at the Wētā Cave, a combination of moviemaking museum and gift shop that’s an essential destination for travelling cinema fans. Mementos from the many films the Academy Award-winning props and special effects company has worked on combine with a dizzying array of books, figurines and collectables, and it’s a great opportunity to pick up a unique, if often pricey, souvenir. Tours conclude with another visit to the Wētā Cave if you have trouble deciding between a miniature of Gollum or Gandalf the White.

Once inside Wētā Workshop, authoritative and entertaining guides – most have actually worked on various movies – lead groups through different studios and workrooms. Costumes, special effects, make-up techniques and prop weapons from movies including The Lord of the Rings, Avatar and District 9 are all showcased, and tours are entertaining even if you’re not a Tolkien tragic or a Middle-earth maniac. Photo ops include trying on battle armour and waving around prop weapons.

Continuing 400m along the road, tours then visit the Thunderbirds Are Go miniature stage, a fascinating look at how Wētā Workshop crafted a 2015 reboot of the classic 1960s puppets meets science-fiction TV series. Here’s your chance to sit in a life-size mockup of Thunderbird 2. FAB.
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Wētā Workshop | TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WĒTĀ’S SURPRISING CV

Beyond high-profile award winners like The Lord of the Rings, The Hobbit and Avatar, Wētā Workshop’s innovative designers, technicians and artists have also worked on many other film projects including:

The Last Samurai (2003)

King Kong (2005)

Rise of the Planet of the Apes (2011)

Mad Max: Fury Road (2015)

Thor: Ragnarok (2017)

Dune (2021)

Check out wetaworkshop.com/projects-in-depth/ to see what they’ve been working on most recently.




MORE IN MIRAMAR

Hooray for Wellywood

EXPLORING WELLINGTON’S MOVIE CREDENTIALS

Miramar’s suburban streets look quiet and leafy, but they conceal the impact of the film industry on this part of the city. Besides Wētā, other world-leading studios include Sir Peter Jackson’s Park Road post-production facility, used for editing his 2021 documentary series, The Beatles: Get Back.

Wētā and the Oscar-winning director of The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit trilogies were both instrumental in the resurrection of The Roxy, an art-deco cinema in Miramar originally built in 1928, and now Wellington’s classiest place to see a movie. Even if you don’t catch a movie, it’s worth visiting to admire the glittering 1940s meets Steampunk-influenced interior decor crafted by Wētā – a surprising array of memorabilia, including an actual Oscar – or to have a coffee at the Roxy Cafe. In the CBD, the 1920s-era Embassy Theatre is equally glam, and was used for the world premieres of two of Sir Peter Jackson’s Middle Earth spectacles. Downstairs, The Black Sparrow is a fine place for a cocktail.

An attraction referencing Wellywood is the ‘Wellington’ sign on a forested hilltop of the southwestern side of the Miramar peninsula. Erected in 2012, the installation resembles Los Angeles’ famous Hollywood sign, but this southern hemisphere version pays tribute to Wellington’s notoriously breezy weather, and the sign’s final three letters are designed to look like they are taking off in the wind.


MIDDLE-EARTH LOCATIONS AROUND WELLYWOOD

Ardent fans of Sir Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit should join a guided tour to visit filming locations around the Wellington region. It’s not inconceivable that your tour guide knows a few of the extras that worked on the projects, and the use of in situ screen grabs of various locations really brings the tours to life. Half- and full-day experiences with Xplor tours (xplortours.nz) visit these and other locations:

Mount Victoria

for the Hobbit’s Hideaway.

Dry Creek Quarry

the filming location for Helm’s Deep and Minas Tirith.

Kaitoke Regional Park

the forested site of Rivendell and the Fords of Isen.



WHERE TO DRINK IN MIRAMAR

Double Vision Brewing

Along the road from Wēta, and an after-work craft-beer favourite for thirsty moviemakers.

Fortune Favours

Approachable craft beers served alongside grilled treats from Gorilla Burger in Miramar village.

Parrotdog

Sprawling, family-friendly Lyall Bay HQ of one of Wellington’s original craft breweries. Excellent food, too.

Exploring the Miramar Peninsula

BEACHES, CAFES AND HARBOUR HISTORY

With your own vehicle or by bicycle, negotiating a loop around the Miramar peninsula is a good way to experience interesting aspects of Wellington harbour. From the ‘Wellington’ sign, count on travelling around 20km, starting with a clockwise loop journey around the peninsula’s northern tip and then continuing via Scorching Bay and Breaker Bay to finish at the Maranui Cafe overlooking the gentle surf of Lyall Bay. A recommended extension, adding around 7km to the route, is to start at Oriental Bay, a family-friendly beach near Wellington’s CBD that has glistening sand imported from across Cook Strait in Golden Bay.

Hugging the western edge of the peninsula, Shelly Bay Rd travels north from the ‘Wellington’ sign to Shelly Bay’s Chocolate Fish cafe, housed in a former military base built in 1982 and serving up legendary fresh fish sandwiches. A 40-minute return walking trail leads to the Massey Memorial, located on the peninsula’s northern tip, with good views of Matiu/Somes Island. Continue clockwise to Scorching Bay, a sheltered beach that’s good for swimming, then refuel with an old-school milkshake at the retro-themed Scorch-O-Rama. Approaching the southeastern tip of the peninsula, Breaker Bay has a park remembering 1968’s Wahine disaster when a passenger ferry tragically foundered at the entrance to Wellington harbour. Nearby, little-visited Moa Point has a scenic and rocky foreshore looking out at the rugged expanse of Cook Strait. The road then continues for 3km past Wellington airport to the arcing cove of Lyall Bay.
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BEST PLACES FOR A COFFEE

A steady infusion of caffeine is essential for film production, Wellington-style, and it’s no accident Miramar features a few of the city’s best cafes.

Swimsuit Coffee

A relaxed option in Miramar village with delicious vegan toasted sandwiches. $$

Fika

Cool Scandi-influenced decor, homestyle baking and excellent coffee and smoothies – all served from a brace of repurposed shipping containers. $

Cafe Polo

Stonking gourmet burgers piled high and world-famous-in-Wellywood cakes and doughnuts. Perfect for getting through that final edit. $



WHERE TO EAT IN MIRAMAR

Oikos

Traditional Greek flavours served with a cosmopolitan sheen near Wellington airport. $$

Nicoletta’s

Italian-style bakery in Miramar village including delicious focaccia, calzones and doughnuts. $

Maranui Cafe

Daytime classics team with wine and craft beer at the Maranui Surf Life Saving Club on Lyall Bay. $$



NEWTOWN

WELLINGTON’S BOHEMIAN INNER-CITY SUBURB


A global diaspora of communities has been drawn to this traditionally working-class area, and along with good-value eating and drinking, Newtown’s retail entrepreneurs are equally cosmopolitan. Newtown’s established focus on international cheap eats is also being complemented by a new breed of venue. Enjoy forward-looking menus and on-trend drinks lists; in the nearby suburb of Mt Cook, Hiakai is one of the world’s finest restaurants.

Beyond Newtown’s focus on community, cuisine and culture, two other highlights attract visitors. On the neighbourhood’s northern border near central Wellington, Mt Victoria’s summit is best reached via a forest trail past a few Middle Earth-inspired movie locations, while south of Newtown, Wellington Zoo incorporates significant eco-credentials in its historic garden setting. After saying g’day to the zoo’s chimpanzees and snow leopards, it’s just a short stroll back to Newtown’s Riddiford St for single-origin coffee or local craft beer. What could be more Wellington?
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Hiakai

2Mt Victoria Lookout

SIGHTS

3Hobbits Hideaway

4Mt Victoria Lookout Walkway

5Wellington Zoo

ACTIVITIES

6Shoe School

EATING

7Cafe Laz

8Chan’s Eatery

9French Cancan

10Indian Sweets & Snacks

11Pho Viet Street Food

12Pranah Cafe

13Ramen Shop

14Viva Mexico




TOP TIP

Held in early March, the annual Newtown Festival (newtownfestival.org.nz) combines live music, a street fair and great eating reflecting the neighbourhood’s multicultural makeup. In December, Beers at the Basin (beersatthebasin.co.nz) sees the Basin Reserve – normally an international cricket venue – transformed into the venue for Wellington’s best outdoor craft beer festival.



Wellington Zoo

HANGING WITH CHIMPS AND BIG CATS

Set amid gardens and committed to conservation, research and captive breeding, Wellington Zoo (wellingtonzoo.com) is home to a menagerie of native and exotic wildlife, including lions, tigers, cheetahs and tamarins. The nocturnal house has NZ’s living dinosaur, the tuatara. ‘Close encounters’ allow you to meet capybara, red pandas, giraffes and mischievous meerkats (for a fee). The zoo’s unrivalled stars are a troop of chimpanzees, and Asha and Manju – NZ’s only snow leopards – arrived in April 2023. The zoo is also the world’s first carboNZero certified zoo. Rex Tremendous, the zoo’s cafe, is recommended for brunch or lunch.
>
[image: shutterstock_1601302723jpg]

Pou (carved Māori signpost), Mt Victoria | Joppi/Shutterstock ©


Mt Victoria

HARBOUR VIEWS AND HOBBIT MEMORIES

At the northern end of Newtown and Hataitai and fringing the eastern edge of central Wellington, 196m-high Mt Victoria (Matairangi) offers superb views of the city and harbour and is also a rite of passage for visiting fans of The Lord of the Rings film trilogy. The easiest way to get to the summit lookout is on the convenient number 20 bus, departing from Courtenay Place and going all the way to a carpark near the lookout. If you’ve got your own wheels, take Oriental Pde along the waterfront and then scoot up Carlton Gore Rd. Starting at the top of Marjoribanks St and ending at Oriental Bay, the 4.6km Mt Victoria Lookout Walkway negotiates historic pine forests, and en route, signposts indicate locations where Sir Peter Jackson filmed the Hobbit’s Hideaway scenes for The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring. If you’re a big fan of the film, it’s still possible to identify specific trees and glades featured in the movie. Search for ‘Mt Victoria’ on wellingtonregionaltrails.com for track information.
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Golden tamarind, Wellington Zoo | Selina Gulliver/Shutterstock ©


MORE IN NEWTOWN

New Flavours in Newtown

AN EMERGING DINING PRECINCT

Eating and drinking well is a fine reason to make the 3km journey south from central Wellington to Newtown. Innovative bar snacks, Latin American flavours and pizza are highlights at the neighbourhoods’s best places to drink, while Margot’s opening in 2022 is seeking to elevate the culinary credentials of an area that’s traditionally been focused more on good-value international flavours.

In a sleek and compact space just off Riddiford St, Margot combines Mediterranean-inspired shared plates with one of Wellington’s best wine lists. Sit at the bar and team skin-contact orange wines from Marlborough or Hawkes Bay with a pork, rabbit and pistachio terrine, or with tua tua (a NZ shellfish) served with fregola pasta and fennel. On a sunny Saturday afternoon, Wellingtonians know a table at Margot is the place to be. Expect seasonal and ever-evolving menus, and maybe the opportunity for a cross-table chat with a few friendly locals.


Also reinforcing the influence of Margot’s more elevated menus are Italian dishes nearby at Cicio Cacio Osteria. Team the comforting pappardelle pasta and lamb ragù with a robust red wine from Sicily or Tuscany. Some of Wellington’s best coffee is served at Newtown cafes including Frank’s, People’s Coffee and Rich Coffee Roasters. If you’re hanging out for one of Leeds Street Bakery’s signature salted caramel cookies, Frank’s can probably sort you out. For something more substantial at Frank’s, order a chunky slice of sourdough toast topped with Wellington’s very own Fix & Fogg peanut butter.
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NZ’S MOST INNOVATIVE RESTAURANT

Recognised by both Time magazine and Lonely Planet’s Best in Travel, Hiakai is a restaurant like no other. Reflecting her NZ-Samoan roots, chef Monique Fiso creates multi-course tasting menus showcasing ‘Modern Māori Cuisine’. Foraged and wild-caught ingredients include shellfish, mamaku (fern fronds), kawakawa and horopito (forest herbs), and tītī (muttonbird) – menus evolve to reflect the traditional Māori seasons. Alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverage matches are equally innovative, and, reinforcing Hiakai’s zero-waste philosophy, unused food is often reused for the beverage menu. Hiakai only opens on Friday and Saturday nights, and bookings (essential) are released on a seasonal basis. Register online to be advised when bookings open, but still be ready to join the standby list.



WHERE TO DRINK IN NEWTOWN

Bebemos

One of the city’s craft-beer standouts combines with South American-influenced food.

Auntie Social Lounge

Cool cocktails and innovative bar snacks amid a retro 1970s vibe. Try the delicious fried pickles.

Moon 1

Gourmet pizza – named after musical legends – local craft beers and live music with an indie spin.

Eat Around the Planet

NEWTOWN’S MULTICULTURAL MENU

Due to a diverse diaspora of residents originally from other countries, Newtown is one of Wellington’s most multicultural areas, and flavours from around the world are represented amid the colourful street art, thrift shops and vintage clothing stores. Here’s where to head for some of the city’s tastiest and best-value meals. If you’re in town in early March, you’ll also be guaranteed of great eating at the annual Newtown Festival.

Pho Viet Street Food serves excellent Vietnamese banh mi sandwiches, and they’ve also got another convenient location on Dixon St in the central city. On a cooler Wellington day, a warming bowl of pho ga (chicken noodle soup) really hits the spot.

Kebabs and creamy Turkish dips are what to order across the road at Cafe Laz – try the spicy delicious Iskender kebab – and they also have delicious lokum (Turkish delight) and baklava for dessert. Clustered around the intersection of Riddiford and Constable Sts is the sub-continental one-two of Fusion Food – try one of their delicious kathi wraps – before dessert nearby at Indian Sweets & Snacks. The Ramen Shop and Chan’s Eatery will fulfil any cravings for dumplings or a warming bowl of noodles, while Viva Mexico is Wellington’s only Mexican-owned taco restaurant. If you’re still hungry – probably unlikely – French Cancan is an authentic Parisian patisserie, and Pranah Cafe serves vegan and vegetarian food. Pranah’s good value breakfasts – including creamy mushrooms and eggs Florentine – are all a few bucks cheaper than in the trendy cafes of Cuba St.


MAKE YOUR OWN SNEAKERS OR SANDALS

Here’s your chance to spend a day crafting the ultimate expression of visiting Wellington’s most creative neighbourhood. Classes at Newtown’s Shoe School (shoe-school.com) range from focused one-day workshops making your very own sneakers, sandals or mules, working with owner and designer Lou Clifton to select from different examples of canvas, fabric and leather, or dedicating four or five days to making a pair of boots. Lou travelled to both Japan and Australia to learn about shoemaking from experienced artisans before starting the business back in New Zealand. If you’re looking for an experience over a shorter time frame, consider a two-and-a-half-hour Lil’ Wallet workshop making a personalised wallet.



WHERE TO SHOP IN NEWTOWN

The Axe

Homeware, gifts and artisan produce, much of it designed and made in New Zealand.

Creeps Record Parlour

Bins of vinyl, badges from almost forgotten punk and new wave bands, and the best T-shirts in town.

Newtown Vintage & Craft Market

Held on the first and second Saturday mornings of each month; great for unique gifts.



DAYS BAY & EASTBOURNE

AN ISLAND SANCTUARY, HARBOUR ADVENTURES


Travelling by ferry was once the only efficient way to reach Days Bay and Eastbourne. Roads south around Wellington harbour were unsealed, and steam ferries crossed more reliably for commuters working in the city. Now the roads are fine, but ferries from Queen’s Wharf are still popular, and Days Bay and Eastbourne are relaxed detours from the busier CBD. Days Bay is a popular summer destination, and en route from downtown, Matiu/Somes Island is an historic, predator-free wildlife reserve. After Eastbourne, the harbour’s eastern edge becomes more wild and rugged, trimmed with reminders of military history, and featuring a memorial to NZ’s worst contemporary maritime tragedy. Views across Cook Strait sometimes take in the South Island, and a century-old rusted hulk reinforces how exposed this remote coastline can sometimes be.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Matiu/Somes Island

SIGHTS

2ANZAC Memorial Pōhutukawa Tree

3Burdan’s Gate

4East Harbour Regional Park

5Eastbourne Library

6Mākoro

7Muritai Bay

8Muritai Bay

9Rona Bay Wharf

ACTIVITIES

10Wildfinder | Days Bay

11Wildfinder | Pencarrow




TOP TIP

Catch the East by West ferry from Queens Wharf across the harbour to Days Bay. Some journeys also call in at Matiu/Somes Island. Launched in 2022, East by West’s Ika Rere (‘flying fish’) vessel is a sleek, zero-emissions electric-powered craft. More than one in five of Wellington’s Metlink buses are also electric.




Matiu/Somes Island

WELLINGTON HARBOUR’S ISLAND WILDLIFE HAVEN

Before heading out on the walking trails of Matiu/Somes Island, there’s one thing to do first. After disembarking from the ferry, join one of the island’s Department of Conservation (DOC) rangers in the whare kiore hut beside the wharf. Translating to ‘rat house’, here you’ll be given a briefing about the need to keep the island predator-free – rats and other rodents are very dangerous to the island’s birdlife – and also asked to check your bag to make sure there are no unwanted four-legged, long-tailed visitors.

From the wharf, entry onto the island’s combination of scientific and historic reserve is through a Māori waharoa (carved entrance way), dubbed Tane Te Waiora, and installed in 2018 to reinforce the wildlife sanctuary’s Māori kaitiakitanga (guardianship) in association with DOC.

The island’s been predator-free since 1989 and birdlife commonly seen includes kākāriki (red-crowned parakeets) and pīwakawaka (fantails). Sea birds also nest on its hillsides and kororā (little blue penguins) can be seen after dark. Reptilian island residents protected by the predator-free status include NZ’s unique tuatara.

A network of walking tracks takes in lookouts with views back towards the city, a lighthouse and WWII gun emplacements. Matiu/Somes Island’s human history is told in fascinating detail in a hilltop visitor centre from where it’s a short walk to (reputedly), ‘New Zealand’s Most Photographed Sheep’. Overnight accommodation – your best chance to see penguins – includes campsites for tents and two sole-occupancy cottages suitable for families and groups. See doc.govt.nz for bookings.
>
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Matiu/Somes Island | Annalucia/Shutterstock ©


DEFENCE & DETENTION

From being a strategic pā site for Māori in earlier centuries to its time as an agricultural quarantine station for over 100 years until 1995, Matiu/Somes Island has played many roles. ‘Enemy aliens’ interred during WWI and WWII included German prisoners of war and NZ residents of Japanese descent. In 1942, the island’s summit was fortified with anti-aircraft gun emplacements. They were never used, but their installation reinforces the strategic value of the island’s location in Wellington Harbour.




Biking to Pencarrow Head

A RUGGED AND SPECTACULAR COASTAL JOURNEY

Beginning at Burdan’s Gate, 500m south of the Eastbourne bus terminus, the coastal journey to Pencarrow Head is a popular mountain biking experience. Bike rental options include Wildfinder (wildfinder.co.nz), based at Burdan’s Gate, or Switched on Bikes’ Queens Wharf location (switchedonbikes.co.nz), from where it’s possible to take the bike with you on the passenger ferry to Days Bay. If you’re renting from Wildfinder, Metlink’s bus number 83 trundles from Days Bay to the Eastbourne terminus, or it’s a flat walk of around 4km. Booking bikes in advance is recommended, especially on weekends and public holidays.

From Burdan’s Gate it’s 7km out to Pencarrow Head on a well-graded gravel road bordering the ocean. On a clear day, look forward to brilliant views across the harbour and Cook Strait. At Pencarrow Head, there’s a coastal lighthouse to explore, and a short uphill walking track leads to a second, hilltop lighthouse. Built in 1859 as NZ’s first lighthouse, this remote location was where Mary Jane Bennett, a widowed mother of six children, was NZ’s first lighthouse keeper. Around 3km further on – the track definitely becomes more bumpy – and past two coastal lakes is the rusted 1906 wreck of the SS Paiaka. It’s very windy and exposed out here, so booking an e-bike and packing a jacket is a good strategy. Be sure to double-check ferry times for the journey from Days Bay back to Queens Wharf.
>
[image: shutterstock_1133721908jpg]

Mountain biking, Pencarrow Coast | YIUCHEUNG/Shutterstock ©


EXPLORING EAST HARBOUR REGIONAL PARK

Bordering the northeast corner of Wellington Harbour, East Harbour Regional Park is popular for walking and mountain biking. Recommended experiences include the Cameron Ridge Loop, a 90-minute 4.2km trail with views of Wellington harbour and Cook Strait, and the Days Bay Loop, starting at Williams Park, climbing to a ridge, and then descending back to Days Bay on the easier Korimako Track.

Search ‘East Harbour Regional Park’ on gw.govt.nz for trail information covering the park’s three sub-areas: the Parangarahu Lakes, Baring Head and the Northern Forest.



MORE IN DAYS BAY & EASTBOURNE


Exploring Eastbourne’s Heritage

WAR HISTORY AND A HARBOUR TRAGEDY

After swimming, relaxing or kayaking at Days Bay – Wildfinder’s Days Bay location is open for paddleboard and kayak hire during summer – embark on a self-guided heritage walking tour from nearby Eastbourne. Maps detailing 16 different points of interest are available from the Eastbourne Library. From Days Bay, it’s a harbourside stroll of around 4km to the final stop at the Wahine Memorial. Return to Days Bay on the number 83 bus from the nearby Eastbourne terminus. Located underneath the coastal cliffs, the historic bus station was built in the late 1930s.

Highlights along the way include the following.

First built in 1906 to receive passenger ferries from Wellington, Eastbourne’s Rona Bay wharf was rebuilt and reopened in 2016. There are good views back along the coast to Days Bay.

The survivor of two trees planted in 1916, Eastbourne’s historic ANZAC Memorial pōhutukawa tree is dedicated to local men who fought in the Gallipoli campaign in WWI. Near the corner of Oroua and Rata Sts, the tree is regarded as NZ’s oldest memorial to Gallipoli.

During WWII, an anti-submarine boom extended for nearly 2km from Muritai Bay to nearby Mākoro (Ward Island). Take in island views and avoid disturbing the beach’s migratory birds’ breeding grounds.

Conclude the walk at the Wahine Memorial, remembering the 1968 maritime tragedy when an inter-island ferry foundered in Wellington harbour with the loss of 51 people. The beachfront memorial at Korohiwa Bay is the boat’s foremast. Many of the survivors washed up on nearby beaches.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT

Days Bays Pavilion

Refresh with an ice cream, enjoy wood-fired pizza or buy some food to feed the ducks. $

Cotti Cafe

Days Bay’s go-to spot for takeaway coffee from Wellington roasters, Ripe, and overflowing Mediterranean-style meals. $$

Sea Salt Cafe

Elevated Days Bay views and a popular spot for weekend brunch. $$

Chocolate Dayz

More like summertime lazy dayz at this relaxed Days Bay cafe with rustic tables and a couple of nearby gift shops. $$

Tartines

French-style open sandwiches and good homestyle baking in Eastbourne. $$



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK ON QUEENS WHARF

Kaffee Eis Kiosk

Loads of ice-cream flavours to brighten up a harbourside stroll. $

Shed 5

Absolute waterfront location with an upscale seafood-focused menu. $$$

Bin 44

Kick back with a craft beer after the bike ride to Pencarrow Heads. $$



KāPITI COAST

BIRDS, WILDLIFE, EXCELLENT EATING AND DRINKING



Arcing black-sand beaches, gentle surf and Kāpiti Island are this region’s defining geographical features, and it’s both a summer playground for Wellingtonians and a popular residential extension of the nation’s capital. For visitors, catching a boat across to New Zealand’s oldest-established bird sanctuary is an essential experience, and time on Kāpiti Island also includes the opportunity to negotiate well-marked trails to lookouts. On the mainland, walking and biking are popular ways to explore Queen Elizabeth Park, while coastal views are a highlight of the Paekākāriki Escarpment Walkway. Ngā Manu Nature Reserve and the Waikanae Estuary both also offer wildlife viewing and are an easy drive from central Wellington, while Kāpiti’s cultural and historical attractions include a world-class automotive museum and an excellent art gallery and cultural space in nearby Porirua. Beyond good cafes, restaurants and craft breweries, other foodie highlights include weekend farmers markets, seasonal berry farms and a highly regarded cookery school.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kapiti Island

SIGHTS

2Adrenalin Forest

3Hemi Matenga Memorial Park Scenic Reserve

4Ngā Manu Nature Reserve

5Pātaka Art + Museum

6Pukerua Bay

7Queen Elizabeth Park

8Raumati Beach

9Southward Car Museum

10Waikanae Beach

11Waikanae Estuary

ACTIVITIES

12Paekākāriki Escarpment Walkway

13Tararua Forest Park

SHOPPING

14Paraparaumu Beach Market




TOP TIP

For independent travellers using public transport, train is a more convenient and frequent option for travelling from Wellington to the Kāpiti Coast. Stops on Metlink’s Kāpiti Line from the Wellington railway station include Paekākāriki, Paraparaumu and Waikanae. Sounds Air have convenient flights across Cook Strait to Blenheim and Nelson from Paraparaumu’s Kāpiti Coast Airport.




Kāpiti Island Nature Reserve

NEW ZEALAND’S OLDEST BIRD SANCTUARY

Kāpiti Island (doc.govt.nz) dominates the western horizon north of Wellington. Measuring 10km by 2km, the forested island has been a protected nature reserve since 1897, and its predator-free status from 1998 has seen birds flourish, including species now extinct on mainland New Zealand. Ferry transport for independent exploration, guided day tours and overnight experiences incorporating accommodation, meals and after-dark kiwi-spotting can be booked with Kapiti Island Nature Tours (kapitiisland.com), run by a Māori family with island history back to the 19th century. Tour boats making the 20-minute journey leave from Paraparaumu Beach. Book well ahead for ferry transport and tours, especially at weekends and during summer. For guided tours, convenient transfers to/from central Wellington are available – the best option without your own vehicle.

Two areas of Kāpiti are open to visitors. On the eastern side, Rangatira is the base for the Rangatira Loop Track, a gentle 90-minute trail taking in island history and wetlands, while the two-hour Wilkinson and Trig Tracks are more challenging one-way trails to the island’s 521m-high summit. Guided tours on the island’s North End explain Kāpiti’s natural and cultural histories, before an independent stroll along the 90-minute Okupe Valley Loop Track. Look forward to views of Okupe Lagoon and a soundtrack including kākā (parrots), hihi (stitchbirds) and kōkako. After ascending the gentle and shaded trail, walkers are rewarded with views of sea cliffs on the island’s northern coast. Wetlands bird sightings include the endangered takahē.
>

KĀPITI ISLAND HISTORY

In earlier centuries, Kāpiti Island was a strategic asset for both Māori and colonial settlers. Local Māori iwi were living on the island when Captain James Cook swung by in 1770, naming it Entry Island for its location near the entrance to Cook Strait. Between 1827 and 1831, it was the island base for Te Rauparaha, a North Island Māori chief who led frequent raids against South Island tribes. He also encouraged the development of the whaling and sealing trade.



MORE ON THE KāPITI COAST


A Surprising Car Museum

DECADES OF AUTOMOTIVE EXCELLENCE

Even if you can’t differentiate between a Mercedes and a Mitsubishi, it’s worth paying a visit to the Southward Car Museum (southwardcarmuseum.co.nz), regarded as one of the world’s finest displays of antique and unusual automobiles. Showcasing a diverse collection acquired by the late Sir Len Southward, a Wellington engineer, businessman and philanthropist, more than 500 vehicles are arrayed in a giant hangar-like structure. A recommended route around the building is indicated, but it’s also good to just wander and take in more than a few four-wheeled surprises. For fans of the Back to the Future movies, there’s a very cool DeLorean, including a Day-Glo hoverboard and a bewigged mannequin version of Dr Emmett Brown, and the collection’s 1950 Cadillac, complete with bullet holes, which was previously owned by Los Angeles gangster Mickey Cohen. Another ‘Caddy’ Cabriolet convertible was owned by German-American actress Marlene Dietrich, and there are plenty of drop-dead-cool examples of Italian sports cars. A turquoise-blue Davis Divan, built in 1949 and one of only 12 Divans to still exist, is simultaneously retro and futuristic, and various ‘tiny cars’ may well be before-their-time solutions to 21st-century traffic jams. Added in 2020, an interesting video display details Sir Len’s fascinating life including motor racing, venturing on trans-continental car rallies and breaking the Australasian water speed record in his beloved Redhead speedboat. If you’re getting behind the wheel after leaving the museum, don’t get too inspired and break the speed limit on Wellington’s new four-lane motorway.
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FASTER ROADS AROUND THE CAPITAL

Opened in 2022, the Transmission Gully SH1 motorway heading north from Wellington has significantly speeded up car travel from Wellington to the Kāpiti Coast, making it easier for residents to travel to the capital for work and leisure. A slower and more scenic route is to follow SH59 along the coast. The 27km-long Transmission Gully section of SH1 then links to the Kāpiti Expressway at Mackays Crossing just south of Paekākāriki, with the four-lane motorway continuing north to Ōtaki on a new section of road opened in early 2023. It’s planned for this road to be extended further north to Levin by 2029.



WHERE TO STAY ON THE KāPITI COAST

Raumati Sands Resort

Comfortable self-contained apartments just 200m from Raumati Beach. Facilities include a swimming pool. $$

White House

Luxury Paraparaumu B&B with superb coastal views and elevated vistas of Kāpiti Island. $$

Paekakariki Holiday Park

Leafy campground with cabins and self-contained motel units. Near Queen Elizabeth Park for good walking and biking. $

Getting Active Around Kāpiti

BEACHES, DUNES, CLIFFTOPS AND FORESTS

Extending for an undulating 650 hectares of relatively unmodified dunes and wetlands along the Kāpiti Coast, Paekākāriki’s Queen Elizabeth Park (gw .govt .nz/ parks) is a favourite destination for Kāpiti locals and visiting Wellingtonians looking to swim, walk and cycle. The coastal location was a Māori settlement in earlier centuries, and transformed into Camp Mackay, home to 20,000 US Marines during WWII. Meandering trails lead through the dunes and offer brilliant views west to Kāpiti Island. Birdlife includes kawau (shags) and tōrea (oystercatchers), patrolling the foreshore looking for a feed, and mellifluous tūī in banks of harakeke (flax). A few remaining stands of native bush reveal plump kererū (woodpigeons) and skittery pīwakawka (fantails). The popular one-hour Whareroa Stream Loop trail takes in farmland and rolling dunes. Other swimming spots along the coast include Waikanae Beach and Raumati Beach.


Another popular trail along Kāpiti Coast is the Paekākāriki Escarpment Track, a magical 10km coastal trail from Paekākāriki south to Pukerua Bay. Look forward to climbing to 220m above the coastline and taking in stellar views of the forested leviathan profile of Kāpiti Island on the horizon. Note it’s a steep, narrow and relatively exposed trail, and probably not suitable if you suffer from vertigo. Search for ‘Escarpment’ on wellingtonregionaltrails.com for more information and authoritative recommendations on other trails – many shorter and uniformly achievable – around the nation’s capital. Popular trails in the Tararua Forest Park, a rugged conservation area forming an imposing natural barrier between the Kāpiti Coast and the Wairarapa, include the 3.4km riverside stroll of the Donnelly Flat Loop Walk, and the three-day 24km challenge of the Mt Holdsworth-Jumbo Circuit. See doc.govt.nz for information.
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A BRIEF DETOUR TO PORIRUA

With over half its residents celebrating Māori, Pacific or Asian ancestry, Porirua City is a proudly multicultural part of the greater Wellington region. Stop in at Pātaka Art + Museum, Porirua’s contemporary art gallery and museum dedicated to Māori, Pacific and New Zealand culture. The name translates to ‘storehouse’ from te reo Māori. Heading north from Wellington to the Kāpiti Coast, exit SH1 onto SH59 for Pātaka’s location at the southern end of Porirua Harbour. Check the website for current exhibitions and occasional live performances (pataka.org.nz). If sky-high action is more your thing, it’s a five-minute drive for rope-climbing, ziplining and tree-top adventures at Adrenalin Forest (adrenalin-forest.co.nz).



WHERE TO DRINK CRAFT BEER ON THE KāPITI COAST

Duncan’s Brewing Company

Innovative Paraparaumu microbrewery crafting world-class sour beers and pastry stouts. Limited opening hours.

Tuatara Brewery

Sprawling Paraparaumu taproom of one of NZ’s pioneering breweries. Good food and brewery tours available.

Salt and Wood Collective

The Waikanae home base for North End Brewery combines barrel-aged beer with American-style barbecue.

Wildlife in Waikanae

TWO OF NEW ZEALAND’S MOST ICONIC SPECIES

Attractions for visitors to Waikanae at the northern edge of the Kāpiti Coast include a good beach, often with relatively gentle surf, and the Ngā Manu Nature Reserve (ngamanu.co.nz). Spread across 14 forested hectares, highlights include picnic areas, bushwalks, aviaries and a nocturnal house with kiwi and tuatara. Endangered long-fin eels are fed daily at 2pm, and it’s quite the slippery and slithering scene. Book ahead online or by phone for the Kiwi Encounter from Thursday to Sunday, kicking off at dusk and offering interesting insights into NZ’s beloved national bird. For an in-depth look at the reserve’s conservation work, sign up for the Ranger-for-the-Day programme and go behind the scenes at Ngā Manu with one of their rangers. To have the whole show to yourself, including an early morning chorus of bird calls, it’s possible to overnight at the reserve’s self-contained Theo’s Cottage.

Another nearby natural highlight is the Hemi Matenga Memorial Park Scenic Reserve, a 33-hectare conservation area overlooking Waikanae and incorporating a large remnant of native kohekohe forest. It’s a steep hike of three to four hours to the highest point, Te Aue (514m), but the Kohekohe Walk is a much easier 30-minute stroll on a well-formed path. Look out for birdlife including tūī, kererū and korimako (bellbirds). For more Waikanae avian action, Kapiti Bird Tours (kapitibirdtours.co.nz) offer informative guided experiences around the Waikanae estuary. More than 100 different bird species are either resident year-round or migratory, and it’s also possible to negotiate the estuary’s network of trails and wetland boardwalks independently. Search on doc.govt.nz for more information.


KĀPITI’S BEST LOCAL FOOD EXPERIENCES

Paraparaumu Beach Market

An essential Saturday morning destination for produce, baking and gourmet treats.

Waikanae Saturday Market

Local bakers, apiarists, coffee roasters and olive oil producers all proffer their finest.

Ruth Pretty’s

Incorporating a garden cafe, kitchen shop and well-regarded weekend cookery classes.

Penray Gardens

Open from November to June for strawberries, raspberries and other fruit. PYO (‘Pick Your Own’) is a popular option.

Kāpiti Island Honey

Pick up a jar of fine mānuka honey, made from protected hives on the isolated island.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE KāPITI COAST

Hola

A beachy vibe combines with punchy cocktails and Mexican-influenced street food at this Paraparaumu favourite. $$

50/50

Six-or nine-course degustation experiences offer innovative culinary excellence from Wednesday to Saturday. $$$

Long Beach Tavern

Wood-fired pizza, North End craft beer and good brunches near Waikanae surf. $$



THE WAIRARAPA

FOOD, WINE AND ACTIVE ADVENTURES


Framed by the Tararua and Remutaka Ranges, the Wairarapa is a sprawling rural region north of Wellington. It’s traditionally a sheep farming area, with colonial settlers carving sheep stations from this once remote landscape. Fluffy flocks are still very evident, especially around Palliser Bay to the south, but another industry also drives the local economy. World-leading wine, especially pinot noir, is crafted from the vineyards framing Martinborough, and there are also cellar doors further north around Masterton and Gladstone. There’s also a stellar food scene, with cafes, restaurants and food trucks all tasty diversions for travellers to the region, especially for weekend visitors from the nation’s capital to the south. Beyond the Wairarapa’s increasingly urbane attractions, rugged coastal landscapes punctuated by remote lighthouses await exploration. Getting active on two legs or two wheels is very popular, and an environmental ethos includes a forested wildlife sanctuary dedicated to protecting native species.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Putangirua Pinnacles Scenic Reserve

SIGHTS

2Aratoi Wairarapa Museum of Art & History

3Cape Palliser Lighthouse

4Castlepoint Lighthouse

5ConArt Gallery & Studios

6Featherston Heritage Museum

7Henley Lake

8Kaitoke Regional Park

9Lake Ōnoke

10Ngāiwi

11Ōkorewa Lagoon

12Pūkaha National Wildlife Centre

13Wool Shed

ACTIVITIES

14Deliverance Cove Track

15Green Jersey Explorer Tours

16Martinborough Wine Tours

17Martinborough Wine Walks

18New Zealand Fur Seal Colony

19Remutaka Cycle Trail

20Remutaka Rail Trail

21Star Safari

SLEEPING

22Castlepoint Holiday Park & Motels

DRINKING

23Ata Rangi

24Lake Ferry Hotel

25Poppies Martinborough

26Royal Hotel

27Schubert Wines

28White Swan




TOP TIP

Visit Martinborough from Wednesday to Friday for the widest range of open tasting rooms and restaurants, avoiding weekends often busy with visitors from Wellington. Booking ahead for vineyard restaurants is always recommended. November’s annual Toast Martinborough wine and food festival (toastmartinborough.co.nz) is hugely popular. Book accommodation for this weekend well in advance.




Cape Palliser Lighthouse

AN ESSENTIAL END OF THE ROAD JOURNEY

From the Putangirua Pinnacles, a spectacular coastal route continues for 25km to the Cape Palliser Lighthouse. Stops include Ngāiwi, an isolated fishing village with maybe the world’s biggest collection of rusty tractors, all used to haul fishing boats from the ocean. Nearer the lighthouse is a New Zealand fur seal colony. Give them space as they are very territorial. Built in 1897, Cape Palliser’s candy-striped lighthouse is reached by ascending 253 wooden steps. Good luck.
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Cape Palliser Lighthouse | Alvov/shutterstock ©


Martinborough Wine Country

CYCLE AROUND VINES ON A PINOT-FUELLED JOURNEY

More than 40 vineyards frame Martinborough (Wharekaka), spanning out from the town’s leafy Union Jack-shaped main square, with most cellar doors best reached on two wheels while negotiating a quietly relaxed rural landscape. Hire a bike from Green Jersey Explorer Tours (greenjersey.co.nz). They provide maps and recommendations, and a handy van pickup service for any wine you buy along the way. Tastings are usually paid for at Martinborough’s vineyards, but refunded with any purchase of wine. Note that personalised tastings at Ata Rangi (atarangi.co.nz) are free but must be booked ahead for 11am or 2pm daily.

The region’s first vines were planted in 1883 but abandoned during the prohibition movement of the early 20th century. In the 1970s it was discovered that the region’s terroir was similar to that of Burgundy in France, and now Martinborough wine is lauded internationally. Pinot noir is the most acclaimed varietal, but syrah (shiraz) and aromatic wines including riesling and viognier are also growing in popularity. There’s also a focus on good food, and several vineyards offer onsite restaurants and visits from local food trucks.

Options for authoritative guided wine experiences include Martinborough Wine Walks (martinboroughwinewalks.com), and luxury van tours – including an optional diversion to Cape Palliser – with Martinborough Wine Tours (martinboroughwinetours.co.nz). Weekends get extra busy with pedal-powered punters cruising between tasting rooms and vineyard restaurants, and inevitably a few visiting wine buffs often get more wobbly later in the day.
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A TASTE OF MARTINBOROUGH

Poppies Martinborough

Highly regarded rosé and vineyard platters crammed with seasonal produce. Book ahead for lunch.

Schubert Wines

Smaller vineyard crafting organic pinot noir and syrah. Italian treats from the Gnocchi Brothers food truck from Friday to Sunday.

Colombo

Pizza and platters combine with pinot noir, chardonnay and occasional live music on weekend afternoons.

Moy Hall Wines

Lunches of innovative shared plates served in a garden setting alongside minimal-intervention sauvignon blanc, viognier and pinot noir.




Putangirua Pinnacles Scenic Reserve

AN OTHERWORLDLY AND OSCAR-WINNING DESTINATION

Even getting to the Putangirua Pinnacles Scenic Reserve (doc.govt.nz) is an adventure, negotiating a winding road through sheep country with the expansive and turquoise waters of Palliser Bay in the background. From the Pinnacles carpark, there are several options to explore this fascinating rain-eroded landscape of towering rock pinnacles, known as ‘hoodoos’ and harnessed by Sir Peter Jackson as the foreboding Dimholt Road in The Return of the King. Follow a rocky riverbed upstream – don’t take this route if rain is predicted, as flash flooding can occur – or negotiate the Pinnacles Track through native forest and up a rock-strewn incline to the pinnacles. A third option is the Ridge Walk, climbing through forest to a lookout offering views of the pinnacles from above. After the walk, refuel with fish and chips and a beer at the popular Lake Ferry Hotel with Palliser Bay views located on the shores of Lake Ōnoke. There’s comfortable motel accommodation here as well as walking trails taking in diverse birdlife amid the shingled dunes of the nearby Ōkorewa lagoon.
>
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Putangirua Pinnacles Scenic Reserve | Czech the World/Shutterstock ©
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MORE IN THE WAIRARAPA

History, Art & Culture

FROM MāORI AND COLONIAL TIMES TO CONTEMPORARY THEMES

Masterton (Whakaoriori) is the Wairarapa’s main hub for the surrounding rural heartland. After stretching your legs around compact Henley Lake, visit The Wool Shed (woolshednz.com), an interesting museum dedicated to New Zealand’s famous sheep-shearing and wool-export industries. Located in two woolsheds relocated from a farm, the National Museum of Sheep and Shearing is also a great place to pick up woollen gloves and cosy home-knitted beanies if you’re headed for New Zealand’s alpine regions. Phone ahead to arrange a sheep-shearing demonstration. Held in March, Masterton’s Golden Shears competition (goldenshears.co.nz) is regarded internationally as the Olympics of sheep shearing.


A short stroll from The Wool Shed, Aratoi Wairarapa Museum of Art & History (aratoi.co.nz) showcases an extensive collection of Māori and European ephemera, along with an impressive programme of one-off exhibitions, many with input from local artists and storytellers. Housed in colourful shipping containers, the adjacent ConArt Gallery & Studios (conart.nz) is a workspace for Wairarapa artists creating and selling painting, photography, jewellery and ceramics.

Around 25km southwest from Masterton, the heritage Victorian buildings lining Greytown’s (Te Hūpēnui) main street now feature cafes, restaurants and gift shops frequented by weekend visitors from Wellington. Pick up an Historic Greytown map at the local information centre and explore Greytown’s history as New Zealand’s first planned inland town. A legacy of Greytown’s 1890 initiative as the first NZ town to celebrate Arbor Day are magnificent stands of mature European trees including oak, ash and beech.
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Kākā | GARY WEBBER/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


CROSSING THE REMUTAKA RANGES

When crossing the Remutaka Hill Road linking the Wairarapa to Wellington, stop at the summit to see a memorial to WWI soldiers who walked across the Remutaka Ranges from Featherston army camp to Wellington’s Trentham army camp. More than 60,000 soldiers completed the three-day/two-night training exercise from 1915 to 1918. The first night involved sleeping in a bush bivouac in what is now Kaitoke Regional Park, a forest park that can be visited as the filming location of Rivendell in the Lord of the Rings trilogy. Open on weekends, Featherston Heritage Museum (featherstonheritagemuseum.co.nz) tells the story of the WWI army training camp that was also used as a Japanese Prisoner of War (POW) internment camp in WWII.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE WAIRARAPA

Pinot Villas

Luxury self-contained accommodation a short stroll from Martinborough’s main square. $$$

Altitude Studios

Two elegantly decorated studio apartments upstairs in a historic former Martinborough hotel. $$

Greyfriars Motel

Enlivened by interesting art and super-central in the heart of historic Greytown. $$

Natural Wonders

FAMOUS LOCALS AND A WINDSWEPT COASTAL HIGHLIGHT

Around 30km north of Masterton, the Pūkaha National Wildlife Centre (pukaha.org.nz) is an important sanctuary for native wildlife and also a breeding centre for endangered bird species, including New Zealand’s iconic kiwi. Other avian stars, some residing in Pūkaha’s walk-through aviary, include the very sociable Kahurangi (Māori for ‘blue’), a chatty kōkako with a bright blue wattle, and lots of cunning and curious kākā. Reptilian residents include skinks, geckos and the primeval tuatara, while tuna (longfin eels) are fed daily at 1.30pm. It’s quite the slippery and slithering scene. Amble on gently undulating trails through the forest or embark on the more challenging Te Arapiki o Tawhiti two-hour loop trail. Check the website for the timings of ranger talks and guided walks. Most popular are two-hour night tours where kiwi and glow-worms are often seen. Colourful pou (carved Māori signposts) are dotted around the centre, all carved by Pūkaha’s onsite whare whakairo (carving studio).

On the coast 68km east of Masterton, spectacular Castlepoint features the lofty 162m-high Castle Rock, topped by a lighthouse and easily reached on a 30-minute walk across a raised boardwalk. It’s a spectacular sight, especially at sunrise, so consider staying overnight at the Castlepoint Holiday Park & Motels (castlepoint.co.nz). Other walks include a 90-minute return track from Deliverance Cove to Castle Rock. Note that Castlepoint can get extremely windy, but that’s half the fun in this remote and isolated location.


AFTER-DARK ATTRACTIONS

Like other parts of New Zealand, stargazing is becoming popular in the Wairarapa, and in January 2023, the International Dark Sky Association announced that the region was the planet’s newest Dark Sky Reserve.

Options to explore the night sky include Carterton-based Star Safari (star-safari.nz) and Under the Stars Astronomy Tours (underthestars.co.nz), who can set up their equipment at your accommodation. Booking ahead for stargazing experiences is vital, and it’s good to have a couple of days flexibility up your sleeve if the weather is overcast. Note that Virtual Night Sky Tours are offered by Star Safari on cloudy nights – a good alternative for an interesting experience if the Wairarapa weather gods refuse to play ball.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE WAIRARAPA

Karahui Wine Bar & Eatery

Natural wines and craft beer team with seasonal shared plates in Martinborough’s former Bank of NZ. $$

The Offering

All-day Greytown eatery transitioning from brunch classics to afternoon snacks and beers. $$

Solway Pie Shop

Superior roadtrip-ready baked goods at the southern end of Masterton. $



Tunnels & Trails on Two Wheels

EXPERIENCE ONE OF NEW ZEALAND’S 23 OFFICIAL GREAT RIDES

The full Remutaka Cycle Trail (wellingtonregionaltrails.com) links the Wellington harbour suburb of Petone to the mouth of the Ōrongorongo River at the far western edge of Palliser Bay – a journey of 113km most often accomplished across three days. For visitors to the Wairarapa, a popular one-day excursion on the trail is from Maymorn Station along the Remutaka Rail Trail to Cross Creek. Following 25km of the original route of the railway line over the Remutaka Ranges, linking the Mangaroa Valley and the Wairarapa, the popular route incorporates tunnels and swing bridges over scenic and historic rivers. After a largely gentle incline to the route’s summit, the downhill section begins after the Remutaka Summit rail yards and continues on a steeper trail to Cross Creek, via a spectacular swing bridge crossing the Siberia Gully. From there it’s another 14km, including more tunnels, to the iconic Royal Hotel in Featherston, where most cyclists conclude with a well-earned cold beer. An optional extension of around 15km then continues to Greytown across a 150m-long suspension bridge, opened in late 2022 and one of the longest suspension bridges in New Zealand. A cold one at the White Swan pub in Greytown is definitely on most riders’ agenda after a big day. Martinborough-based Green Jersey Explorer Tours can arrange bike hire and trailhead transfers. Longer two- and three-day guided experiences on the full Remutaka Cycle Trail can also be booked. Another operator offering Remutaka Cycle Trail adventures, some including more in-depth exploration of Cape Palliser or Martinborough’s wine country, is Cycle Remutaka by Wildfinder (remutakacycletrail.co.nz).
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Remutaka Cycle Trail | Robert Lau/getty images ©


BEST PLACES TO SHOP IN THE WAIRARAPA

Martinborough Wine Merchants

Convenient one-stop shop with wine and craft gin from all around the region.

Martinborough Bookshop

Stacked with titles from local Wairarapa authors and New Zealand art, culture and history.

C’est Cheese

Featherston-based purveyor of artisan cheese from around New Zealand. Freshly baked cheese scones served from 9am.

Schoc Chocolates

Greytown’s finest with award-winning flavours including coffee and walnut or pink peppercorn.




GETTING ACTIVE ON TWO WHEELS

Green Jersey Explorer Tours also offer bike hire, trailhead shuttles and guided experiences on the Remutaka Cycle Trail.



WHERE TO DRINK IN THE WAIRARAPA

Martinborough Brewery

A hoppy haven in wine country. Enjoy a tasting flight on the sunny terrace out the front.

Tonic Bistro & Bar

Superior bar snacks, gin flights and Martinborough’s best selection of New Zealand craft beer.

The White Swan

Historic country pub in Greytown with all wines sourced within a 27km radius.




CHRISTCHURCH & CANTERBURY
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CITY EVOLUTION AND AWESOME ALPINE WILDERNESS

Canterbury combines epic natural landscapes with energetic urban centres including the country’s second-biggest city, Christchurch.
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Humpback Whale, Kaikōura | Konrad Mostert/Shutterstock ©

Inspiration abounds throughout Canterbury. Some of New Zealand’s most emblematic scenery unfolds across this vast swathe of Te Waipounamu (the South Island), anchored by the island’s largest hub, Christchurch/Ōtautahi.

The Canterbury region, known to Māori as Waitaha, contains diverse and spectacular landscapes. The east coast is edged by surf beaches, sheltered bays and rocky coastline where visitors can encounter teeming wildlife from playful grey fur seals to white-flippered penguins and sperm whales. Inland the terrain becomes even more dramatic. Towered over by immense mountains (including New Zealand’s highest, Aoraki/Mt Cook, and largest glacier, Haupapa/Tasman) are expanses of wild, tussock-strewn high country, abundant ski areas, pristine forests thick with native bush threaded with hiking and cycling trails, fast-flowing, crystal-clear rivers with rafting, canoeing and kayaking, sparkling lakes ringed by snowy peaks, and plains. Sprawling farmland and flourishing vineyards also make Canterbury an agricultural heartland.

Once night falls, the huge skies display an awe-inspiring, star-filled spectacle on clear nights thanks to minimal light pollution within the Aoraki Mackenzie International Dark Sky Reserve – the largest dark-sky reserve in the southern hemisphere.

Most inspirational of all are the people. Regeneration of the landscapes and rebuilding of communities continues in the wake of the Christchurch earthquakes of 2010 and 2011 and the Kaikōura earthquake of 2016, with resilient locals restoring architectural treasures and creating vibrant new spaces that are shaping the region’s future.
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Hooker Valley Track | Yunsun_Kim/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

CHRISTCHURCH

Garden city embracing renewal.

KAIKŌURA

Coastal wildlife and seafood.

HANMER SPRINGS

Forest adventures and hot pools.

AORAKI/MT COOK

Mighty mountain and glacier expeditions.




Find Your Way

At 44,504 sq km, Canterbury is New Zealand’s largest region. Centrally located, Christchurch, with its international airport and ultra-scenic rail journeys (the Christchurch–Greymouth TranzAlpine and Christchurch–Picton Coastal Pacific), is a natural jumping-off point.
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Plan Your Time

Get a dose of culture in Christchurch, discover classic Kiwi towns and delve into the great outdoors by hitting a hiking or cycling trail, a ski slope or the water.
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Riverside Markets, Christchurch | Joshua Small-Photographer/shutterstock ©


If Time Is Tight

• Spend time in Christchurch, visiting its historic Arts Centre, dining at the Riverside Markets and getting into its open green spaces – above all riding the gondola into the Port Hills for a magnificent panorama over the city. Then take a day trip out to the main town on Banks Peninsula, Akaroa, to cruise or kayak its marine reserve and bays.




5 Days to Explore

• From Christchurch, head north through the vines of the Waipara Valley to Kaikōura for whale-watching and seafood. Head up to Hanmer Springs for adventures and hot pools, then continue to Methven for mountain action (and hot pools too). Make your way via the turquoise waters of Lake Tekapo and the town of Twizel to New Zealand’s highest peak, Aoraki/Mt Cook.



Seasonal highlights

SPRING

Sights are relatively uncrowded with conditions cool, sometimes rainy. Snow can still fall in the mountains while flowers begin to bloom.

SUMMER

Warm, often hot weather and long daylight hours are prime for hiking, cycling, mountain biking and water sports in the busy summer months (December to February).

AUTUMN

Autumnal colours blaze but temperatures are often mild, especially by the coast, while thinning crowds reduce pressure on activities and accommodation.

WINTER

Ski slopes at Mt Hutt and numerous smaller fields open up when snow blankets the mountains; coastal areas in particular can be very quiet.



CHRISTCHURCH
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With its rambling gardens, punts navigating the meandering river and vintage tramcars trundling past heritage buildings, Christchurch feels unmistakably British – the legacy of the Church of England’s ‘First Four Ships’, which arrived in 1850 at Ōtautahi, where the Ngói Tahu tribe lived seasonally by the Ōtakaro river. The British settlers set about building around the river they called the Avon and establishing a genteel society of wealthy farm-holders. Designated New Zealand’s first official city, it grew to become its second-largest.

Christchurch was forever changed by the 2010/2011 earthquakes that devastated its historic core and wiped entire suburbs off the map. Restoration and rebuilding efforts are seeing remarkable results: the population has recovered to now stand around 390,000, and a slew of striking new structures, state-of-the-art infrastructure – including expanding cycleways – and a multi-use arena scheduled to open in 2026, along with cool creative enterprises, make it one of the most thriving places in the country today.
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Botanic Gardens | Joshua Small-Photographer/shutterstock ©
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SIGHTS

1Arts Centre

2Botanic Gardens

3Christchurch Art Gallery

4Hagley Park

5International Antarctic Centre

6Mona Vale Garden Park

7Orana Wildlife Park

8Port Hills

9Ravenscar House Museum

10Riccarton House & Bush

11Sumner Beach

12Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct

13Willowbank Wildlife Reserve

ACTIVITIES

14Antigua Boat Sheds




TOP TIP

Quaint early-20th-century Christchurch trams rattle along a 50-minute, 18-stop circuit of the centre with entertaining live commentary. Hop and off all day, or book a locally sourced evening meal with NZ wines aboard the Tramway Restaurant. Operator Christchurch Attractions offers combo tickets with various other experiences, including punting and gondola rides.
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Antigua Boat Sheds | Neil Bates/shutterstock ©


Arts & Architecture in the City

CULTURAL FIX IN CHRISTCHURCH’S HEART

A perfect starting point for central Christchurch’s vibrant arts scene is the Arts Centre (Te Matatiki Toi Ora). Dating from 1877, this Gothic Revival ensemble of 23 grand stone buildings was originally home to Canterbury College (now the University of Canterbury) and extensively restored after the quakes. Contemporary art is showcased at the Central Art Gallery in the former library. There are numerous other exhibition spaces, studios and museums including the Teece Museum of Classical Antiquities and interactive science museum Rutherford’s Den in the Clock Tower. Concerts and events take place in the spectacular stained-glass and native timber Great Hall. Also here are an arthouse cinema, artisan shops, restaurants, a wine bar and outdoor spaces, including the north and south quads’ peaceful lawns.

East of the Arts Centre is the glinting curved glass-and-metal facade of the Christchurch Art Gallery (Te Puna o Waiwhetū). A white-marble staircase links its two floors of exhibition areas showcasing its evolving collections and temporary exhibitions ranging from paintings and sculptures to photography and media art.


On the Arts Centre’s western side, the Ravenscar House Museum is the legacy of Susan (1942–2022) and Jim (1933–2020) Wakefield, who built their home, Ravenscar, to house their collection of historic and contemporary New Zealand artworks. After the building was destroyed by the 2011 quake, they conceived this museum in a stark building of concrete pre-cast from earthquake rubble, which opened in 2021.

Along Te Papa Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct, 13 paved artworks – Ngā Whāriki Manaaki (Woven Mats of Welcome) – form a self-guided walk, while the almost 5m-high Mana Motuhake – two upright waka standing alongside Queen Victoria – was unveiled in 2019 in restored Victoria Square. Other public art and street-art murals are everywhere.
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Arts Centre (Te Matatiki Toi Ora) | Jon Chica/Shutterstock ©


UNDERSTAND THE CHRISTCHURCH EARTHQUAKES

Scars persist from earthquakes that began with a magnitude of 7.1 at 4.35am on 4 September 2010, followed by its deadliest aftershock, a 6.3-magnitude at 12.51pm on 22 February 2011, in which 185 people lost their lives – their names are inscribed on Oxford Tce’s Canterbury Earthquake National Memorial. Survivors recount the devastation at poignant museum Quake City.

In ‘red-zoned’ eastern suburbs, electricity lines sag across now-empty fields. Some 80% of buildings were destroyed within the city centre’s ‘four avenues’, where ruins and bare plots linger amid gleaming new construction. A transitional ‘cardboard cathedral’ on Hereford St holds services while rebuilding continues on Cathedral Square’s toppled Christ Church Cathedral, with expected completion in late 2027.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHRISTCHURCH

Observatory Hotel

In the historic Arts Centre, the 33 unique rooms have art from the gallery across the quad. $$$

Jailhouse Accommodation

Addington Prison (1874–1999) now incorporates dorms, private rooms and great facilities including a cinema room. $

Muse Christchurch Art Hotel

Artists created the murals and in-room artworks for this hip 40-room hotel with its own rooftop bar. $$$

Sumner Bay Motel

Fresh, fully kitted-out motel rooms with kitchens and balconies or terraces in seaside Sumner. $$

Golden Hotel

Family-run 2022-opened hotel in a handy Riccarton location with free car parking and bright Vietnamese cafe. $$

Sherwood Lodge

Surrounded by native forest in the Port Hills, these three B&B rooms share bathrooms and a guest lounge. $$

In & Around Hagley Park

PARKS, GARDENS AND RIVER PUNTING

Sprawling across 165 hectares on the city’s western edge, traversed by the Avon River and framed by tree-lined avenues, Hagley Park is Christchurch’s green escape for strolling, running and sports (hallowed cricket ground Hagley Oval is in the park’s south), as well as a venue for festivals (such as January’s Great Kiwi Beer Festival and December’s South Island Wine & Food Festival). At its centre are the idyllic 30-hectare Botanic Gardens, with luxuriant lawns and magnificent displays of daffodils, azaleas and rhododendrons in spring.

At the entrance to the park on Cambridge Tce, the green-and-white Antigua Boat Sheds, dating from 1882, hire out rowing boats, canoes and kayaks (as well as bikes) and are a departure point for punting on the Avon aboard a flat-bottomed boat manoeuvred by an Edwardian-outfitted guide through the gardens.

Just northwest of Hagley Park are a couple of other green riverside spaces, both with historic homesteads and restaurants serving high teas. Mona Vale Garden Park was built around the turn of the 20th century. Slightly further west at Riccarton House & Bush, you can tour the 1856-built house, which sits in 12 hectares of parkland and forest of native kahikatea trees up to 600 years old; Christchurch Farmers Market takes place in the grounds on Saturdays.


BEST HYBRID DINING SPACES IN CHRISTCHURCH

Riverside Markets

Fresh produce, makers’ stalls, dozens of ready-to-eat cuisines, plus laneway shops, live jazz nights and a cookery school.

Little High Eatery

Nine diverse kitchens (Chinese dumplings, Venezuelan barbecue, bacon burgers, fried-chicken-and-gin-bar…); shared seating.

Welder

Raw, plant-based and organic eateries including an artisan bakery in repurposed industrial workshops turned greenery-filled urban oasis.

Tannery

Cafes, restaurants, Cassels & Sons’ craft brewery, cinemas and live music alongside boutique shops in 19th-century red-brick former tanneries.



Conserving the Planet & Its Inhabitants

ANTARCTIC EXPLORATION, AFRICAN SAFARIS, KIWI-SPOTTING…

Anyone with a passion for the natural world and helping save it will want to check out a trio of sights on Christchurch’s northwestern fringe. Next to the airport, the International Antarctic Centre is situated on the working campus of the international Antarctic programs of New Zealand, the US, Italy and South Korea, thanks to Christchurch’s long-time role as one of the five gateway cities. Get a sense of life on the icy frontier on a bumpy ride aboard a Hägglund all-terrain amphibious Antarctic vehicle, bracing for -18°C wind chill in a storm dome, catching whizz-bang multimedia exhibits, and meeting rescue huskies and endearing little blue penguins.

Orana Wildlife Park, 11.6km northwest, transports you to a different environment entirely: this open-range zoo undertakes breeding programs for endangered species, especially from Africa. You can travel (in caged safety) through a lion reserve, hand-feed giraffes, and see rhinos, zebras, cheetahs, gorillas and a host of other creatures. Among those closer to home are endangered New Zealand birds and reptiles.

Protecting native New Zealand species is the mission of Willowbank Wildlife Reserve, 7km northeast of the airport. It has an open nocturnal house for kiwi (which it breeds), is home to kea (alpine parrots), takahe and other vulnerable and at-risk birds, and runs a wildlife hospital. Rare and endangered animals such as Arapawa Island goats and kunekune pigs occupy its farmyard; tortoises are among its exotic residents.


BEST BARS IN CHRISTCHURCH

Dux Central

A Christchurch institution redux, with its own brews, live music, two-level terrace, emerald-green gin bar and speakeasy.

Smash Palace

Grunge-style urban lot hosting gigs and serving beers and burgers from a multicoloured school bus.

Mr Brightside Rooftop Bar

Cocktails come with 360-degree views atop Christchurch’s colonnaded 1925 Public Trust Building, with a retractable roof.

Astro Lounge

Enter the blue Tardis door to find this fairy-lit garden bar with pop memorabilia and live music.

Beach

Sip frozen margaritas and daiquiris on Beach’s umbrella-shaded wraparound deck right on the sand in Sumner.



Hitting the Beach at Sumner

SUN, SAND AND SURF

Christchurch’s favourite seaside hangout is Sumner, 12km southeast of the city centre. Laidback cafes, restaurants and bars along Wakefield Ave and Marriner St (with a 1938 cinema) give it a lively village atmosphere. The 1km-long promenade is made for strolling; at the northern end is the natural Cave Rock (Tuawera), which you can clamber over or through if the tide allows.

At the beach, surf schools hire boards and offer lessons, such as Stoked Surf & Skate School, which also runs skateboarding classes. Experienced surfers might want to drive 5.3km or walk 4.4km east around the headland to Taylors Mistake beach.


BEST BARS IN CHRISTCHURCH

Dux Central

A Christchurch institution redux, with its own brews, live music, two-level terrace, emerald-green gin bar and speakeasy.

Smash Palace

Grunge-style urban lot hosting gigs and serving beers and burgers from a multicoloured school bus.

Mr Brightside Rooftop Bar

Cocktails come with 360-degree views atop Christchurch’s colonnaded 1925 Public Trust Building, with a retractable roof.

Astro Lounge

Enter the blue Tardis door to find this fairy-lit garden bar with pop memorabilia and live music.

Beach

Sip frozen margaritas and daiquiris on Beach’s umbrella-shaded wraparound deck right on the sand in Sumner.



WHERE TO FIND COFFEE ROASTERS IN CHRISTCHURCH

Unknown Chapter

Baristas roast and brew ethically sourced beans in a light-filled, industrial space (great all-day breakfasts too).

C4

See batches being roasted through the viewing window of this industrial coffee emporium.

Underground Coffee Roasters

Originating from a basement (hence the name), now with a roastery in Sydenham and city-centre cafe.

Heading for the Port Hills

GONDOLA RIDES, ZIPLINING AND WALKS

Wrapping around Christchurch to the south, the Port Hills (Te Poho o Tamatea) separate Christchurch from its port at Lyttelton – early European settlers transported their goods over the steep Bridle Path to Heathcote. Rising dramatically from the flat Canterbury Plains to a height of 573m, the hills are remnants of an extinct volcano (one of two that formed the Banks Peninsula eight to 12 million years ago).

For a fantastic panorama of the port, peninsula and plains, enclosed four-seater cabins of the Christchurch Gondola whisk you from Heathcote, next to the Lyttelton Tunnel’s northern entrance, to the top of Mt Cavendish (448m) in 10 minutes – on a clear day you can see all the way to the Southern Alps. From the summit you can access walking tracks including the historic Bridle Path and the Crater Rim Walkway. A welter of other walking trails fan out across the hills; Christchurch Council’s website has route options and maps.

In Cashmere, Christchurch Adventure Park gets the adrenaline pumping with four ziplines including New Zealand’s highest (150m) and longest (1km), 44 mountain-bike trails, from beginner to expert (hire bikes – and quadbikes for wheelchair users – onsite), a chairlift to the top of the hill and two walking trails.

You can also enjoy a glass of organic wine and a Canterbury sharing platter in the scenic Cellar Door Restaurant dining room (or stay in a boutique room) at Port Hills vineyard Tussock Hill.
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Christchurch Gondola | Azami Adiputera/Shutterstock ©


CHRISTCHURCH FOR CHILDREN

Families travelling with kids will find plenty of options to keep them entertained. Great playgrounds include the Margaret Mahy Family Playground (named after the New Zealand children’s author) and one at the Botanic Gardens, which in summer also has a brightly coloured mini-train and a paddling pool. Beachside Sumner has a paddling pool at the promenade’s southern end.

Check programs for steam train and tram rides along with other activities and events at recreated 1900s village Ferrymead Heritage Park, below the Port Hills at Heathcote.

January’s world buskers festival Bread & Circus has a special kids’ gala. In the July winter school holidays, kids have their own activity-packed festival, KidsFest.




GETTING AROUND

With its flat terrain and compact layout, Christchurch’s centre is easily walkable. Cycle lanes continue to roll out across the city, with over 60km to date. Convenient hire outlets include the Antigua Boat Sheds and Chill. To access suburbs further out, use Christchurch’s efficient Metro bus network; zone 1 covers most of the city including the airport. Buy tickets from drivers or get a rechargeable Metrocard at the Bus Interchange on the corner of Lichfield and Colombo Sts. All buses have bike racks.






Beyond Christchurch
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Venture beyond Christchurch to the Banks Peninsula’s coastline, Mt Hutt’s ski slopes and the wilds of Arthur’s Pass National Park.


Diverse Canterbury scenery fans out from Christchurch. South of the city over the Port Hills is Lyttelton, from where you can head out into the harbour. The volcanic Banks Peninsula arcs around further south like a giant flower blooming out of the landscape. It is anchored by charming village Akaroa, with its French connections, and has fantastic walking. North of Christchurch are the vineyards of the Waipara Valley. Dominating the horizon to the west, snow-covered peaks include ski magnet Mt Hutt, for which the town of Methven makes a great base. Travelling northwest en route to the West Coast takes you through precipitous Arthur’s Pass National Park with its forested walks and playful kea.
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Akaroa | MICHAEL SCHOLLUM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

When cruise ships anchor at Lyttelton and Akaroa, the streets fill with passengers; check sailing schedules to bypass the crowds.




Spending a Saturday Morning in Lyttelton

MARKETS, HISTORY AND HARBOUR CRUISES

Just 12km southeast of central Christchurch below the Port Hills (linked by a 2km tunnel beneath them), Lyttelton has its own independent identity and artsy, bohemian character. It was also badly damaged during the 2010/2011 earthquakes but its community spirit has propelled its recovery. If you can, time your trip for a Saturday morning, when London St comes alive with Lyttelton Farmers Market selling everything from fresh and artisan produce and ready-to-eat snacks to flowers, art and bric-a-brac. Cafes and pubs are brimming with people and buskers providing the soundtrack.

Saturday mornings are also the only time of the week you can visit Lyttelton’s oldest surviving domestic dwelling (and one of the oldest in Canterbury), Grubb Cottage. Built in 1851 by shipwright John Grubb on the first section of land sold in New Zealand (rather than pre-purchased in Britain), the unfurnished interior remains little changed.

Lyttelton’s deep-water harbour is a popular stop for international cruise ships. To take a day trip across the water, hop aboard a 10-minute ferry operated by Black Cat Cruises to Diamond Harbour, where you can hike to the top of 920m-high Mt Herbert (three hours return), the highest point on Banks Peninsula.

Black Cat Cruises also offer a 10-minute crossing to Quail Island (Ōtamahua), named after the now-extinct koreke (native quail). It operated as a quarantine station, and was used by Antarctic explorers Scott and Shackleton, who brought huskies and ponies here ahead of their ill-fated expeditions. Regeneration of the island’s native vegetation is now a priority. The Quail Island Walkway circumnavigates the island (two hours return) – look out for kingfishers, silvereyes and white-flippered penguins. Bring sturdy shoes and swimwear. There are toilets and drinking water on the island, and a DOC hut to stay overnight (book ahead).
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Lyttelon Farmers Market | Greg Balfour Evans/Alamy Stock Photo ©


WHERE TO FIND GREAT HANGOUTS IN LYTTELTON
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Tina Troup is a science writer living in Lyttelton.



Lyttelton Coffee Company

Go for breakfast (the eggs Benedict are perfect every time). It’s always full of locals, there’s a deck over the harbour and a resident DJ.

Spookie Boogie

Really great coffee, and slices and cakes for mid-morning sweetness.

Fisherman’s Wharf

Circular space with the best views of the port, harbour and hills, and a seafood sizzle with fish, squid, mussels…

Eruption Brewery & Bar

Locally brewed beers and a great atmosphere; watch the world go by on the street-side balcony.

Wunderbar

An earthquake survivor with all sorts of weird and wonderful touches and great gigs; New Zealand’s best musos love performing here.



WHERE TO DINE IN AKAROA

The Common

Contemporary cafe growing its own vegetables and herbs that enhance dishes like feta and avocado smash. $

Ma Maison

On the harbourfront overlooking Daly’s Wharf, expertly showcasing Canterbury produce. $$

Aihe Restaurant

Artistic presentations include platters with oysters, gin-cured mussels, smoked salmon and whole Akaroa crayfish. $$$

Discovering Historic Akaroa & Beautiful Banks Peninsula

MARINE-LIFE SPOTTING AND FRENCH CONNECTIONS

Ringed by indented bays, Banks Peninsula gets its thumbprint-like topography from two volcanic eruptions some eight to 12 million years ago; scenic Summit Rd follows the edge of one of the original craters. The peninsula was covered in native bush that was felled for farming; conservation efforts are now seeing it restored. Akaroa, 80km from Christchurch, is the main base for exploring.

The area, home to Ngāi Tahu, has a rich history: British explorer James Cook spotted it in 1770, believing it to be an island, and named it after naturalist Sir Joseph Banks. Ngāti Toa chief Te Rauparaha attacked in 1831 and in 1838. French whaling captain Jean Langlois purchased the peninsula from Ngāi Tahu survivors, with 63 French government-backed settlers heading here in 1840. Days before their arrival, Britain hastily sent their own ship and claimed sovereignty, changing the course of New Zealand’s history. While the French did settle here, their land claim was sold in 1849, with British settlers arriving in 1850. Learn more at the Akaroa Museum, in the only surviving French house, Langlois-Éteveneaux Cottage. The town’s French heritage is recalled in street names, a tricolour flag flying at the harbour, and the biennial Akaroa French Festival (held in October of odd-numbered years). Festivities also take place during January’s classical-music International Akaroa Music Festival.

Abundant wildlife around the Akaroa Marine Reserve at the mouth of the harbour includes albatrosses, white-flippered penguins, rare Hector’s dolphins and occasionally orcas. Numerous tours head out on the water. Black Cat Cruises runs various trips along the coastline. Fox 2 Sailing takes you out on a 1922 gaff rigged ketch. Akaroa Guided Sea Kayak Safaris expertly guides kayaking trips, including a sunrise tour. Conservation-focused Pohatu Penguins runs tours of mainland New Zealand’s largest colony of little penguins (you can even stay overnight).

To see the peninsula on two wheels, Akaroa EBike Safaris has coastal and ‘lava loop’ tours on electric mountain bikes, and rentals for self-guided trips. Akaroa Adventure Centre also hires bikes. Walking trails from town walks to day hikes are listed on the Banks Peninsula Walks website, which has track status updates. The private, 31km Banks Peninsula Track (two to three days) circumnavigates the peninsula, overnighting at wonderfully rustic accommodation.

On Akaroa’s outskirts, pick up picnic ingredients from producers including Kingfisher Smoke House, which has hot- and cold-smoked salmon farmed in Akaroa’s clear waters, and Barrys Bay Cheese, where you can see the cheese being made. Or try Akaroa Butchery & Deli. Akaroa’s Farmers Market sets up on Saturdays from October to April.
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View of Akaroa Harbour | Roesebeck Photography/Shutterstock ©


WHERE TO FIND HIDDEN GEMS ON BANKS PENINSULA

[image: Matthew-Rowley-local-expert-Banks-Peninsula-NZ21_headshotjpg]

Matthew Rowley is an outdoors enthusiast based in Pigeon Bay.



Akaroa’s Eastern Bays Scenic Mail Run

Every bay is totally different – Jeff, the local postie, can take you with him on the mail run.

Hickory Bay

If you’re into surfing, go to Hickory – a really wild and remote place, with huge sea cliffs directly east.

Hinewai Reserve

Hinewai is restoring the native bush; the birdsong is phenomenal.

Montgomery Park Scenic Reserve

From the Hilltop Pub, there’s an easy track with views out to the heads of Akaroa Harbour.

Ōtepatotu Scenic Reserve

Lavericks Peak is a great wee hike with 360-degree views. If you visit Lavericks and Montgomery, you’ll have a snapshot of the peninsula.



WHERE TO STAY IN AKAROA

Blythcliffe

Dating from 1857, in 1.2-hectare grounds with croquet and pétanque, with en suite B&B rooms and fresh croissants. $$

Tree Crop Farm

Four rustic, candlelit huts in the hills (two with electricity), with antiques, wood burners and bush baths. $$

Akaroa Waterfront Motel

Spot dolphins from the 14 water-facing units at this 24-room motel offering bike, dinghy and kayak hire. $$

Wine Tasting in the Waipara Valley

VINEYARDS AND CELLAR-DOOR VISITS

Sheltered by the Teviotdale Hills to the east and Southern Alps to the west, the warm summers and low rainfall of the Waipara Valley, 60km north of Christchurch along SH1, create prime conditions for producing riesling, chardonnay, pinot noir, pinot gris and gewürztraminer.


Many of the 30-or-so wineries here open for cellar-door visits. Planted in the mid-1980s by the Donaldson family, who still own it today, Pegasus Bay Winery has lush landscaped gardens (hats, sunscreen and pillows provided), where you can enjoy wine with a picnic of cheese, crackers and other items from its ‘mini deli’. Views over the vine-ribboned valley unfold from Black Estate, which offers tastings of its organic and biodynamic wines, and has an outstanding restaurant. Organic wines at Greystone can be paired with weekly changing, four-course ‘long lunch’ menus. To cycle through the Waipara, Torlesse Wines hires bicycles from its cellar door.

If you prefer beer, Brew Moon has 16 taps; favourites include Czech Please (pilsner), Dark Side of the Moon (stout) and Long White Cloudy (hazy pale ale).


SELWYN SKIING

Away from the South Island’s busier, better-known slopes, Canterbury’s Selwyn District has six different ski areas – Porters, Mt Olympus, Cheeseman, Broken River, Craigieburn and, near Arthur’s Pass, Temple Basin – spread out over stunning landscapes within a couple of hours’ drive from Christchurch. Each of the ski fields provides a unique experience (for instance, Porters is great for beginners, Cheeseman is popular with families, Broken River has great off-piste action, and Temple Basin is home to night skiing, rope-tow access to main divide peaks, and a ski-in, ski-out lodge). A Chill Pass covers skiing in all Selwyn ski areas. Hire gear from Gnomes – The Ski Experts in Darfield on your way to the mountains.



WHERE TO STAY IN METHVEN

Cedar Chalets

These eight chalets in Methven’s centre have full kitchens, washing machines and dryers. Four come with log burners. $$

Ski Time

Timber and river-stone lodge (upper floors have mountain views) plus self-catering 2- and 3-bedroom apartments. $$

Methven Motel & Apartments

Renovated kitchenette-equipped studios and apartments, within walking distance of the hot pools. $$

Methven & Mt Hutt

SKI SLOPES AND HOT-POOL SOAKS

Methven, 95km west of Christchurch, is a laid-back mountain town most of the year, but it kicks into top gear from around early June to mid-October as the main base for Mt Hutt (2086m). One of New Zealand’s largest ski areas at 365 hectares, with a vertical drop of 683m, it’s the ultimate all-rounder with runs for all levels and four terrain parks, along with lessons, rentals, and bars and restaurants. Mt Hutt is 26km (30 to 40 minutes’ drive; chains required) from Methven; seasonal ski buses operate from both Methven and Christchurch. Methven Heliskiing flies powderhounds to the glaciated Arrowsmiths range. Methven’s White Out music festival takes place in August.

Outside the ski season, Mt Hutt Bike Park – on the lower slopes, 13km northwest of Methven – has over 40km of mountain-biking trails. Nearby Rakaia Gorge has walking and cycling. Bike rental is available in Methven.

Year-round, don’t miss a soak in Methven’s mountain-sourced, solar-powered Ōpuke Thermal Pools & Spa. Opened in 2021, its all-ages Discovery pools range from 34°C to 37°C, with caves, a ‘crazy river’ and plunge pool, while its adults-only Tranquillity pools (38.5°C) have a swim-up bar.


TUSSOCKLANDS, LIMESTONE ROCK FORMATIONS & CAVE EXPLORATIONS

En route to Arthur’s Pass, 80km northwest of Christchurch, the 21,000-hectare Torlesse Tussocklands Park (Korowai) is classic High Country scenery with windswept hillsides strewn with tufts of tussock grassland. Unmarked walks here are geared for experienced trampers; DOC has information.

A further 14km northwest are the ethereal limestone rocks rising up to 30m high on Castle Hill (Kura Tawhiti). From the car park, you can follow a well-formed walking track 1.4km (20 minutes) into the battlement-like formations.

Continuing on 2km north, you’ll come to Cave Stream Scenic Reserve. With warm, ideally waterproof clothing, a torch/flashlight and a healthy degree of caution, you can explore its 594m-long, spine-tingling cave. Arthur’s Pass Village is a further 47km northwest.



WHERE TO STAY IN ARTHUR’S PASS

Wilderness Lodge Arthur’s Pass

This working sheep farm has mountain-view rooms, 25km of trails and its own restaurant. $$$

Mountain House YHA

Footsteps from walking trails, with shared-bathroom dorms and private rooms, a communal kitchen, lounge and laundry. $

Arthur’s Pass Alpine Motel

En suite cabins with kitchenettes sleep up to five people; all have terraces, electric blankets and board games. $

Meeting Kea in Arthur’s Pass

WILDLIFE AND WILDERNESS WALKS

Māori crossed Ka Tiritiri o Te Moana (Steep Peak of Glistening White, aka the Southern Alps) via this pass long before Arthur Dobson in 1864. Spurred by the Westland gold rush, the coach road was swiftly completed, followed by the railway to transport coal and timber in 1923. The journey by road (and TranzAlpine railway) through the soaring peaks and plunging valleys is exhilarating. Situated 3.8km south of the pass itself is New Zealand’s highest settlement, Arthur’s Pass Village, at an altitude of 900m. Cheeky kea greet visitors outside Arthur’s Pass Café & Store (heed the signs not to feed them). Otherwise, facilities are few, so stock up before heading here.

The village is the jumping-off point for getting out into the 1185-sq-km wilderness of the 1929-established Arthur’s Pass National Park. Many walks in this alpine wilderness require route-finding and river-crossing experience, so get advice from the DOC Visitor Centre. Short, easy tracks include Arthur’s Pass Walkway (from the village to the Dobson Memorial at the pass’s summit; 2½ hours return) and Devils Punchbowl falls (one hour return). Bring wet-weather gear for the inevitable rain. In winter, there’s skiing at Temple Basin.
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Mt Hutt | Simon Fergusson/Getty Images ©


RIDING THE TRANZALPINE

One of the world’s great train journeys, the TranzAlpine travels from the Pacific Ocean across the Southern Alps to the Tasman Sea. Panoramic windows (and an open-air viewing carriage) reveal the spectacular scenery (no matter the weather) as it morphs from the Canterbury Plains’ patchwork farmland to rugged gorges, beech-forested valleys, precipitous bridges, and braided rivers and lakes, with GPS-triggered audioguide commentary and a licensed on-board cafe.

The train departs from Christchurch Railway Station in the suburb of Addington early in the morning, stopping in Springfield, Arthur’s Pass and Moana (Lake Brunner) en route to Greymouth. The trip takes just under five hours, making it possible to return to Christchurch the same day.




GETTING AROUND

As elsewhere in Canterbury, a car gives you the most flexibility to explore. The main destinations beyond Christchurch are served by buses, which can accommodate bicycles (bikes collapsed down will be counted as one item of checked luggage; there’s an additional charge for uncollapsed bikes, which can only be carried if there’s space on board). For a staggeringly beautiful train ride, take the TranzAlpine from Christchurch to Greymouth via Arthur’s Pass.





KAIKōURA


[image: jpg]

Midway between Picton (163km to the north) and Christchurch (180km south) along SH1, Kaikōura makes a natural place to break your journey. This town sits at the edge of a peninsula jutting into the Pacific, with a backdrop of snow-capped mountains. Māori settlement dates back some 1000 years. The area was named after kai (food/eat) and kōura (crayfish) – still a local delicacy. A European whaling centre from 1842 to 1922, it was a sleepy farming and fishing community before tourism took off in the 1980s with the advent of wildlife-spotting tours. A massive 7.8-magnitude earthquake on 14 November 2016 rocked Kaikōura with such force that whole stretches of the coastline to the north rose by 8m, and around town parts of the seabed were uplifted by 2m. Infrastructure has recovered, and an astonishing variety of whales, dolphins, fur seals, penguins and other sea birds such as shearwaters, petrels and albatrosses can be seen here once again.
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SIGHTS

1Fyffe House

2Kaikoura Museum

3Marina

ACTIVITIES

4Dave’s Diving

5Dolphin Encounter

6Kaikoura Fishing Tours

7Seal Kayak




TOP TIP

Along busy SH1 there are services including a large New World supermarket and petrol stations, as well as accommodation and eateries. The majority of restaurants and cafes are away from the highway on the town’s lively main street, West End. Peaceful motels are strung along the seafront on the Esplanade.




Watching Wildlife in & Around Kaikōura

BOATING, COASTAL WALKS AND FLIGHTS

An abundance of marine animals inhabit Kaikōura due to its 2000m-deep submarine canyon close to shore. Warm and cold currents mix here, bringing nutrients to the surface, which fosters a productive food chain, from plankton to resident sperm whales. Wildlife-watching trips are popular, so book well ahead.

From the town’s modern marina, built after the 2016 earthquake, you can head out with companies including Dolphin Encounter, with cruises and snorkelling trips to see dusky, Hector’s and bottlenose dolphins as well as orcas; Dave’s Diving, runs dive trips and snorkelling (gear rental and lessons available). Fishing trips, with companies such as Kaikōura Fishing Tours, also depart from the marina. Next to the town, Seal Kayak leads trips on tandem, hands-free pedal kayaks including a sunset tour.

The best way to see enormous local sperm whales (and migrating humpbacks, blue whales, southern rights and long-finned pilot whales) is from the air. Wings Over Whales has 30–45-minute flights on seven-seater planes. South Pacific Helicopters takes you on 45-minute whale-watching flights. Both have shuttle services to the airport 8km west of town.

Fur seals can be seen up and down the coast from Kaikōura. The closest seal colony to town is 4.5km southeast of the centre at the end of the Kaikōura Peninsula, past historic Fyffe House – part of the old Waiopuka whaling station (its whale-bone foundations were laid in 1844).

To learn more about Kaikōura’s marine life and the impact of the earthquake, visit the permanent exhibition in the Kaikōura Museum, in the landmark Craypot building.

[image: shutterstock_1112748215jpg]

Whale-watching, Kaikōura | AlexUm5/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN KAIKōURA

Kaikōura Boutique Hotel

The oldest part of this stylishly renovated property dates from 1880; newer rooms congregate around a sunny courtyard. $$

Sudima Kaikōura

Opened in 2022, with 120 sea- or mountain-view rooms, gym, pool, and outstanding restaurant and bar. $$$

The Point B&B

Working dairy and sheep farm with two queen rooms and a campsite for self-contained vans. $$

Dolphin Lodge Backpackers

Sociable hostel with a barbecue and hot tub in the garden, dorms and private rooms. $




GETTING AROUND

Kaikōura’s town centre is easily walkable. A bicycle is handy for visiting sights further out, such as the peninsula’s seal colony; Coastal Sports has rentals. Alternatively, contact Kaikōura Shuttles & Taxis. The scenic Coastal Pacific train along the coast between Picton and Christchurch stops in Kaikōura.






Beyond Kaikōura


[image: jpg]

The marine-life-rich coast north and south of Kaikōura has opportunities to take to the surf and feast on fresh crayfish.


Along the coast in both directions from Kaikōura, you’ll come across more opportunities to spot marine life, including colonies of playful fur seals and their pups lazing on the rocks and swimming in shallow pools. (There are parking bays where you can pull off SH1.)

A real treat here is tasting the namesake crayfish (aka New Zealand rock lobsters: spiny ocean-dwelling crustaceans with long antennae), especially at a couple of iconic spots situated by the water north of town.

This area is also a fantastic place to get active, with walks up into the mountains as well as some superb surf breaks both to the north and south of Kaikōura.
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Brown fur seals, Kaikōura Peninsula | Steve Taylor ARPS/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

The Inland Rd (Rte 70; 130 km) is a super-scenic (if extremely twisty) route from Kaikōura to Hanmer Springs.




Coastal Seafood Picnics

TASTING THE AREA’S FAMOUS CRAYFISH

The blue-and-white-painted caravan Nin’s Bin, 23km north of Kaikōura, has been here since the 1970s. Sit at picnic tables by the sea to dine on crayfish either cold with a wedge of lemon, or warmed on the grill with garlic butter. In season, there are also whitebait fritters. Or pick up crays to cook yourself.

Adorned by a giant crustacean, Karaka Lobster is 30km north of Kaikōura in a modern timber-clad building in Ōkiwi Bay, with picnic tables and seaside benches. Crays are served with mixed-leaf salad and garlic bread; other choices here include chowder, whitebait fritters, savoury scones and cakes. Takeaway crays are packed in ice.

On the Kaikōura Peninsula, just 3.9 km south of town, you can also dine outdoors on crayfish at the Kaikōura Seafood BBQ.
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Karaka Lobster | Sheryl Watson/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY BEYOND KAIKōURA

Sleepers Vineyard

The one-bedroom cottages at Canterbury’s northernmost vineyard have full kitchens, toasty wood burners and open-air bathtubs beneath the stars. $$

Hapuku Lodge & Treehouses

Architect-designed lodge suites and ‘treehouses’ named after native birds, a local-produce restaurant and mountain-view swimming pool. $$$

Camp Kekerengu

Off-grid, hillside glamping tents (warmed by wood burners) overlook the coast on a sheep and cattle farm. $$

Middle Hill MTB

Yurt-style bell tents at the top of a 20-trail mountain-bike park, plus campsites at the base. $



Riding the Waves Around Kaikōura

SURFING ALONG THE COAST

Although the coast around Kaikōura is rocky, with mainly stone and shingle beaches, there are some great surf breaks. Rent boards and wetsuits before you leave Kaikōura at Coastal Sports.

Situated 15km north of Kaikōura, Kiwi Surf Experience can get you up and running, with group and individual lessons for adults and kids on an easy break for learners. The most renowned spot is Mangamaunu, a long, right-hand point break 1km further north on SH1, suitable for all abilities and reliable year round. Around 16km north again there’s a beach break at black-sand Ōkiwi Bay.

Advanced surfers will want to check out Kahutara, a right-hand river-mouth point break by the bridge, 9km southwest of Kaikōura. Sandy Oaro Beach, another 14km southwest, has left and right banks that are fun for all levels.


GETTING AROUND

Your own wheels are the best way to get around the areas beyond Kaikōura. Many stretches of coast have a cycle/walking path, which will ultimately form the Whale Trail, linking Picton and Kaikōura – check its website for updates on the project. Kaikōura taxis can also take you beyond the town.





HANMER SPRINGS
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Inland from the Canterbury coast, idyllic mountain village Hanmer Springs centres on its tree-lined main street and complex of thermal pools, bordered by thick forest threaded with walking and mountain biking trails. Thrill-seekers can keep the adrenaline pumping with bungy jumping, rafting and jet boating along the narrow gorges, white-water rapids and shallows of the braided Waiau River on the southern edge of town.

The village is picturesque in all four seasons. Spring brings flowers to its pretty streets, while summer sees its cafe terraces and pub courtyards filled with visitors. Forest walking trails provide a cool escape from the heat. In autumn, the forest’s foliage blazes gold, red and rust. In winter, when snow falls and the nearby ski fields get busy, Hanmer is an alpine wonderland, especially during the Hanmer Springs: Alpine Winter Festival in July, with festivities including a pop-up ice rink and coloured light displays.
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TOP TIP

At 130km north of Christchurch (around a 90-minute drive), Hanmer Springs is a popular weekend getaway for city residents. Book accommodation well ahead if you’re travelling then, as well as during the January summer school holidays, Easter and July winter school holidays. Midweek out of season is quietest.




Soaking in Hanmer Springs’ Thermal Waters

HOT POOLS, WATER SLIDES, SPA RELAXATION

Hanmer’s centrepiece is its namesake thermal springs, created according to Māori legend from North Island volcano Ngauruhoe’s falling flames. The first European discovery was in 1859; a dressing shed was built here in 1871 and a bathhouse in 1883. Today the landscaped Hanmer Springs Thermal Pools & Spa complex has 22 outdoor thermal pools of various temperatures including cascades, rock pools and sulphur pools. Water slides, including the spiralling SuperBowl and the 13.5m-high Conical Thrill, are winners with kids of all ages, while sauna, steam room, private pools and pampering treatments are available at the spa. There’s a picnic area and cafe on site.


BEST DINING IN HANMER SPRINGS

PJ’s Pies

Pulled pork and apple; chicken, cranberry and brie… This kiosk’s pies are among Canterbury’s best. $

No. 31

Modern NZ cuisine and local wines in a charming wooden cottage and its umbrella-shaded garden. $$$

Powerhouse Cafe

This 1926 building once housed a hydroelectricity generator and is now a favourite local hangout. $$

Salt N Pepper

Cafe/restaurant/bar great for breakfast and lunch in its sunny mountain-view courtyard; also offers sophisticated evening meals. $$



Hanmer Forest Adventures

WALKING AND MOUNTAIN-BIKING BLISS

Fringing the village is the 130-sq-km wooded expanse of Hanmer Forest Park. An easy introduction is the Forest Amble (30 minutes return) with redwood-carved sculptures including a falcon, tuatara and dog. Longer walks include the Waterfall Track (three hours return) to the 41m-high Dog Stream Waterfall.

Mountain biking on the extensive network of mainly cross-country trails is awesome for all levels of ability. Check trail status updates at the Trailforks website. The Hanmer Springs Adventure Centre has mountain-bike rentals and runs tours.

River Activities on the Waiau

RAFTING, JET BOATING, BUNGY JUMPING…

Along the Waiau River, you can ride over the rapids on a raft, spin aboard a jet boat, take a quad bike or off-road buggy trip, or bungy jump. Hanmer Springs Attractions offers all these activities from its base by the Ferry Bridge, 8.5km south of the village. Around 450m further south, Amuri Jet also has rafting and jet boating among other high-octane pursuits.
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Hanmer Springs Thermal Pools & Spa | CKTRAVELS.COM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


GETTING AROUND

Hanmer Connection runs a daily shuttle service linking Christchurch and Hanmer Springs. The village centre is easily walkable. The Hanmer Springs Adventure Centre rents bikes and ‘Hanmer Rockets’ (canopied multi-rider pedal bikes), and also runs a shuttle service to outer areas and the ski fields.






Beyond Hanmer Springs
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Hanmer Springs’ adventurous spirit extends to its rugged, remote surroundings, with walking and cycling as well as skiing in season.


Heading beyond Hanmer Springs takes you well off the beaten track. This is vast high country with very few services or facilities but plenty of outdoor activities for intrepid travellers willing to make the trip. The area is home to the vast Molesworth Station, New Zealand’s largest farm, and another one-time farm now protected as the St James Conservation Area – the St James Cycle Trail follows an early Māori travel route, with farming heritage and splendid mountain scenery. At Lewis Pass Scenic Reserve, beech forest makes a magical spot to break your journey between the east and west coasts. Walking is fantastic here; in winter (June/July to September, snowfall depending), hit the slopes.
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Molesworth Station | Photograph by Michael Schwab/getty images ©


TOP TIP

Before hiking in this remote area, let someone know of your plans and carry supplies, as well as a locator beacon.




Visiting New Zealand’s Largest Farm, Molesworth

HIGH COUNTRY CATTLE STATION

Home to New Zealand’s biggest beef cattle herd, the country’s largest farm, Molesworth Station, unfolds across 1807 sq km of scree-scarred mountains, tussock-strewn hillsides and wild river valleys between Hanmer Springs and Blenheim. Administered by DOC, which has walking and camping information, access is via the 207km-long Acheron Rd, open from 7am to 7pm October to early April. Molesworth Heritage Day Tours runs return trips from Hanmer Springs, and one-way tours starting in Hanmer and finishing in Blenheim.


SKIING NEAR HANMER SPRINGS

Just 17km northwest of the village, Hanmer Springs Ski Area dates from 1957. It has lifts/towlines and 11 runs, a beginners area and lessons. Hanmer Springs Adventure Centre runs seasonal shuttles and hires gear (no rentals are available on the mountain). Few crowds make it a favourite with locals.

Situated 82km northeast of Hanmer Springs, Mt Lyford Ski Area has five lifts and 15 runs. Its southeast aspect means it often has powder when other ski areas don’t, as well as ocean views. Lessons and equipment hire are available. In summer you can hike and mountain bike 27km of trails. Accommodation options include Mt Lyford Lodge, which runs a shuttle bus to the slopes.



St James Conservation Area Walking/Cycling Trails

EXPLORING SWEEPING LANDSCAPES

Taking in glaciated valleys, crystal-clear streams, wetlands and lakes across three mountain ranges, former sheep and cattle farm St James Station is now the DOC-administered St James Conservation Area, spanning 780 sq km between Hanmer Springs and Lewis Pass. For many the highlight is the five-day St James Walkway (66km one way) traversing pastoral land, beech forest and sub-alpine terrain. The St James Cycle Trail (64km; one to two days) is one of New Zealand’s Great Rides; with less time, the 15km Homestead Run Loop whets cyclists’ appetites in two to three hours.
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St James Walkway | Mark Meredith/getty images ©

Stopping at Lewis Pass Scenic Reserve

MOUNTAIN VIEWS AND FOREST WALKS

Linking the South Island’s east and west coasts, Lewis Pass (with an elevation of 864m) is a spectacular drive. The 60-sq-km Lewis Pass Scenic Reserve has walks from the 20-minute Alpine Nature Walk to longer ones like the Lake Daniell Track (three hours one way) from DOC’s Marble Hill Campsite through red beech forest over the Maruia River, with natural hot pools nearby.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own transport to explore the area. Shuttles and tours to some areas can be arranged in Hanmer Springs.





Aoraki/Mt Cook
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New Zealand’s alpine scenery peaks at Aoraki/Mt Cook, the country’s highest mountain at 3724m. It rises within Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park, covering more than 700 sq km of the majestic Southwest New Zealand (Te Wāhipounamu) World Heritage Area between Westland’s Cook River/Weheka and Fiordland/Te Rua-o-te-moko. Some 40% of the park is covered in glaciers, including New Zealand’s largest, Tasman/Haupapa – one of five major valley systems – in addition to over 150 smaller hanging glaciers on the mountainsides. Walking is sublime here, from short, easy strolls around Mt Cook Village – centred around the landmark Hermitage hotel – to invigorating day hikes taking in lakes, icebergs and glaciers, to expeditions for experienced mountaineers. Seasonal glacier explorations also span small-boat tours, kayaking trips and skiing. Boarding a ‘flightseeing’ plane or helicopter flight provides astounding bird’s-eye views.
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SIGHTS

1Mueller Hut

2Sir Edmund Hillary Alpine Centre

3Tasman/Haupapa Glacier

ACTIVITIES

4Alpine Guides

5Glacier Kayaking

SLEEPING

6Hermitage

INFORMATION

7Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park Visitor Centre

TRANSPORT

8Glacier Explorers

9Mt Cook Aerodrome




TOP TIP

Mt Cook Village has places to stay and eat but (self-service petrol stations aside) amenities are limited. Twizel (twy-zel), 66km south, is the main service hub, with wider-ranging accommodation, cafe and restaurant options, plus ATMs, petrol stations, a pharmacy and two Four Square supermarkets, as well as tours and activities.




Walking in Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park

MONUMENTAL MOUNTAINS AND SPECTACULAR VALLEYS

To truly appreciate the mountains’ splendour, lace up your hiking boots and hit the trails. Start at DOC’s striking Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park Visitor Centre, with information, maps and displays on the park’s natural and human history, including animals (thars, chamois, red deer) and wildflowers (like the yellow-centred, white-petalled Mt Cook buttercup).

From the visitor centre, the Kea Point Track (two hours return) has spectacular views of Aoraki/Mt Cook, the Hooker Valley and ice faces. Branching off the track is the Sealy Tarns Track (three to four hours return) and a strenuous extension up the ridge to the Mueller Hut.

The popular Hooker Valley Track (three hours return) starts at the DOC White Horse Hill Campground, crossing three swing bridges (near the first, you can see the Mueller Glacier; after the second there are exceptional views of Aoraki/Mt Cook and sometimes icebergs floating in Hooker Lake) en route to Stocking Stream (and access to the Hooker Hut) to the terminus of the Hooker Glacier.

Departing from Mt Cook Village’s public shelter, the steep Red Tarns Track (two hours return) has superb mountain and valley panoramas. The shelter also marks the start of the Governors Bush Walk (one hour return), which loops through beautiful native bush, forming a nature trail with the 10-minute Bowen Bush Walk.

The Glencoe Walk (30 minutes return) heads up through ferns and tōtara trees to a viewpoint looking out over the village, Hooker Glacier and Aoraki/Mount Cook. It begins behind the huge Hermitage hotel, which has activity bookings, dining, basic supplies and the Sir Edmund Hillary Alpine Centre museum, with multimedia exhibits and cinema presentations on the great New Zealand explorer and mountain climber.
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Hooker Valley Track | The Nomadic Pear/Shutterstock ©


LAKE PUKAKI VIEWS (& SALMON)

At the lookout on the shore of exquisite turquoise-blue Lake Pukaki, 10km north of Twizel towards Lake Tekapo (47km northeast), the Punatahu Visitor Centre relays the area’s historical, geological and Māori cultural background. Huge windows frame a spectacular view of snow-capped Aoraki/Mt Cook.

Adjacent is the retail outlet of Mt Cook Alpine Salmon, the world’s highest salmon farm, in a hydroelectric canal system. Pick up salmon salads, sandwiches or sushi for a scenic picnic.

Alternatively, fish for glacial-water-farmed salmon yourself at High Country Salmon, 3km south of Twizel (equipment provided; you pay for the weight you catch). It also has a shop selling vacuum-packed salmon, and a cafe to dine on site.



WHERE TO STAY IN AORAKI/MT COOK

Hermitage

Mt Cook Village icon with mountain views from most rooms and restaurants and bars on site. $$$

Aoraki Court Motel

Spacious motel units with king-size beds, kitchenettes and underfloor bathroom heating in Mt Cook Village. $$

Lakestone Lodge

Contemporary rooms with lake and mountain panoramas, with guided stargazing and e-bike hire, 14km north of Twizel. $$$

Contemplating the Tasman Glacier

WALKING, BOATING, KAYAKING AND SKIING

Right now, New Zealand’s largest glacier, the Tasman/Haupapa, measures some 22km long, an average 1.6km wide, and 600m deep at its thickest point, with 35cm to 40cm of daily surface motion, but it’s rapidly receding at a rate of 450m to 800m per year. Originally fed by the glacier, the Blue Lakes are now filled by rainfall (hence their greenish colour).

You’ll see the glacier along the Blue Lakes and Tasman Glacier View Track (40 minutes return) and Tasman Lake Track (one hour return), both leaving from the Blue Lakes car park (around 8km northeast of Mt Cook Village). Outside of winter, Glacier Explorers operates small-boat tours, or paddle out on glacier kayaking trips with Southern Alps Guiding. From late June to mid-October, companies such as Alpine Guides can take you by air to ski the glacier, with New Zealand’s longest runs (8km to 10km, depending on snowfall), explore blue ice caves and see otherworldly ice formations.


WHY I LOVE AORAKI/MT COOK
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Catherine Le Nevez, writer



In a country so defined by its mountains, for me, making the trip out to the national park that is home to its mightiest of all always feels like the ultimate pilgrimage. Not only are the peaks dramatically higher here, colours seem sharper, the air purer, and seeing its glaciers is a true privilege. Night skies crammed with so many stars that they glow white and could almost be a portal to another existence are spellbinding and humbling. The viewing window’s inscription at Lake Pukaki’s Punatahu Visitor Centre says it all: Ki te tūohu koe, me he mauka teitei, ko Aoraki anake (if you must bow your head, then let it be to the lofty mountain, Aoraki).



Aoraki/Mt Cook from the Air

SCENIC PLANE AND HELICOPTER FLIGHTS

To grasp the mountains’ sheer scale, head up into the skies. Trips aboard helicopters and small planes range from 20-minute tasters to longer adventures and landings.

Numerous companies operate sightseeing flights, taking off from Mount Cook Aerodrome, 6km southeast of Mt Cook Village; Glentanner Aerodrome, 23km south of the village; and Pukaki-Twizel Airport, 5km northeast of Twizel.


GETTING AROUND

Your own wheels are the easiest way to get around the national park. Bicycle rental is available from the Hermitage hotel. A daily shuttle bus runs between Aoraki/Mt Cook, Twizel and Lake Tekapo, although this was under review at the time of writing, so check ahead at www.cookconnect.co.nz. InterCity buses on the Christchurch–Queenstown route have no direct services to Aoraki/Mt Cook, so you’ll need to connect to the shuttle or arrange private transport at Twizel or Lake Tekapo.






Beyond Aoraki/Mt Cook
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Sparkling lakes surround Aoraki/Mt Cook, with forest and rivers near charming Geraldine, and art and gardens in harbourside Timaru.


Beyond Aoraki/Mt Cook the scenery is no less dramatic: to the east, snow-covered peaks form a backdrop to the bright-turquoise waters of Lake Tekapo, with its thermal springs and stargazing, both at night and indoors at its state-of-the-art astronomy centre. Further east is Geraldine, one of New Zealand’s loveliest small towns, home to a growing collection of food and drink producers. Beautiful Peel Forest and the braided Rangitata River lie to Geraldine’s north. On the coast south of Geraldine, the small port city of Timaru sprawls out around its remarkably intact Edwardian precinct, where you’ll find the excellent Te Ana Māori Rock Art Centre. Summer sees roses bloom in its parks and gardens.
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Geraldine Historical Museum | kevin hellonAlamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

Geraldine’s central location provides good access for visiting the area, and it’s superb for stocking up on picnic provisions.




Soaking up Views at Lake Tekapo

THERMAL SPRINGS AND STARGAZING

Framed by snow-capped mountains, with startling turquoise waters from glacial melt, Lake Tekapo (increasingly referred to by its Māori name, Takapō) is a picture, especially in November and December when it’s surrounded by fields of pink, purple, yellow and white lupins.

On the southern lakeshore, 104km southeast of Aoraki/Mt Cook, the eponymous town sprang up from the 1951-completed hydropower scheme that contributes to the country’s electricity supply and is a popular tourist stop between Christchurch and Queenstown. The tiny, stone Church of the Good Shepherd, dating from 1935, is a quintessential photo op.

Opportunities to get out in the stunning landscapes include paddleboarding, kayaking, walking and horse trekking, as well as wintertime skiing (downhill at Mt Dobson and Roundhill, cross-country skiing on the Two Thumb range), and ice skating and snow-tubing at Tekapo Springs, where year-round you can unwind in outdoor pools ranging from 28°C to 40°C on the lakefront.

After dark, the star-filled skies provide a magical spectacle. The Dark Sky Project runs tours to Mt John Observatory and to Cowan’s Private Observatory in a purpose-built crater. Even if you’re here on a day trip, don’t miss a visit to the Dark Sky Project’s lakeside base for a 45-minute foray into tatai aroraki (Māori astronomy), combining multimedia exhibits, science and storytelling by passionate guides for a profoundly memorable experience.
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Milky Way above the Church of the Good Shepherd | Sanka Vidanagama/NurPhoto/Getty Images ©


AORAKI MACKENZIE INTERNATIONAL DARK SKY RESERVE

Starlight fills the vast night skies of Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park and the Mackenzie Basin. Virtually free from artificial light pollution, the region is one of the best places on the planet for stargazing, with 4367 sq km accredited in 2012 by the International Dark-Sky Association as the Aoraki Mackenzie International Dark Sky Reserve – the first and largest such reserve in the Southern Hemisphere.

On cloudless nights, wrap up in warm clothing (camping chair and thermos optional) to view the constellations and galaxies. Skies are at their darkest when there’s a new moon. Lake Tekapo’s Dark Sky Project leads observatory visits; numerous other organisations operate stargazing tours and astrophotography lessons.



WHERE TO STAY IN LAKE TEKAPO

Galaxy Boutique Hotel

Luxurious one- and two-bedroom suites; upstairs rooms have skylights directly above the beds for stargazing. $$$

Lakes Edge Holiday Park

Campsites, backpacker lodge, cabins and en suite motel rooms, with facilities including lakefront barbecues. $$

Grand Suites Lake Tekapo

Spacious apartments, some opening to lake-view balconies, with full kitchens, bike storage and free parking. $$$

Falling for Geraldine’s Small-Town Charm

BOUTIQUE PRODUCERS AND CLASSIC CARS

Linked by the Starlight Highway to Aoraki/Mt Cook (193km northwest) via Lake Tekapo (88km west), the pretty farming town of Geraldine sits amid fruit farms and orchards beneath the Four Peaks range. The Talbot Forest lies at its northwestern edge and a flowering River Garden Walk runs behind the main street.

Community spirit is evident at quaint museums. The cute 1885-built stone Town Board Office building houses the Geraldine Historical Museum, while a fantastic collection of vintage cars, motorcycles and farming equipment spreads over seven buildings at the Geraldine Vintage Car & Machinery Museum. Geraldine Cinema dates back to 1924.

As well as the Saturday-morning farmers market (September to April), you can find local produce at Geraldine Farm Shop. Or fill your picnic basket at Barker’s of Geraldine (producing fruit-juice syrups, spritzers, preserves, chutneys, relishes and sauces from ingredients such as rhubarb, raspberry and tamarillo); Talbot Forest Cheese (look through the viewing window to see it being made; medal-winning varieties include ewes milk feta, goats milk havarti and aged deer milk gouda); distillery Humdinger Gin (in an old garage; locally sourced botanicals include Canterbury sloe berries, rosehip and blackcurrant); and, 10km west of town, craft brewery House of Hop.


BEST PLACES TO DINE IN LAKE TEKAPO

TLV Restaurant & Bar

Local-ingredient-based dishes like hazelnut-crusted salmon, and lake views from the fireplace-warmed dining room or terrace. $$$

Blue Lake Eatery & Bar

Elegant cuisine with Japanese twists, an outdoor courtyard (covered in winter) and attached Burke’s Brewing Company. $$$

Greedy Cow Cafe

Popular cafe for breakfast, brunch and lunch; its hole-in-the-wall takeaway serves pies, pastries and rolls. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN GERALDINE

Ngā Whare Mānatu

Boutique retreat of skylit cabins with sunrise-facing, full-length windows and stargazing from private outdoor hot tubs. $$$

Vicarage

Early 1900s ex-vicarage featuring six individually decorated rooms with beautiful wallpapers. $$$

Four Peaks Motel

Immaculately kept motel by Geraldine’s River Garden Walk with six comfortable, stylish units. Fantastic value. $$

Exploring Peel Forest

WATERFALL WALKS AND RIVER RAFTING

Around 25km north of Geraldine, Peel Forest covers 773 hectares of native bush. Short walks beneath the forest canopy include three waterfalls: Acland Falls (one hour return), Emily Falls (90 minutes return) and Rata Falls (two hours return). Signposted 500m south of Peel Forest Campground, the Big Tree Walk (30 minutes return) leads to a 1000-year-old, 31m-high totara tree.

Pretty churches with beautiful stained glass worth visiting are the wooden St Stephen’s Church, dating from 1885, and the Church of the Holy Innocents, built in 1868 from greywacke river stone.


The braided Rangitata River forms the forest’s western edge. Hidden Valleys runs half-day rafting trips here from October to May.

Seeing Seaside Timaru’s Art & Gardens

MĀORI ROCK ART AND ROSES

A sense of the history of Timaru, 38km south of Geraldine, is apparent at Caroline Bay: as the only protected point between the Banks Peninsula and North Otago, its name comes from Māori Te Maru, meaning ‘place of shelter’. Permanent settlement began in the mid-1800s when a whaling station was established here and the artificial harbour was created. Penguins and seals frequent the beach, which is backed by dunes and the grassy Caroline Bay Park, home to the Trevor Griffiths Rose Garden (and the Timaru Festival of Roses during peak bloom around early December). More fragrant roses flower between November and July in Timaru’s beautiful 19-hectare Botanic Gardens.

Immediately south of the harbour, Edwardian buildings with shops and cafes form Timaru’s historic core. The Timaru Landing Service Building (1871–76) is now home to the outstanding Te Ana Māori Rock Art Centre. Here, local Ngāi Tahu guides introduce you to the South Island’s rock art through illuminating multimedia exhibitions and arrange trips out to isolated spots to see it in situ. The region’s natural heritage and cultural history is the focus of the South Canterbury Museum.

Art and gardens intertwine at Aigantighe Art Gallery, displaying New Zealand and international art in an early-20th-century mansion and its surrounding sculpture garden.
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Trevor Griffiths Rose Garden | LUKIPIX/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST DINING IN GERALDINE

Barker’s Foodstore & Eatery

Taste Barker’s famous preserves and condiments in its cafe’s airy dining room or covered deck. $$

Verdi Cafe

Dine amid flowering gardens on dishes like potato cakes, falafel bowls or mussels in coconut and coriander broth. $$

Running Duck

Inspired by a retro Kiwi bach, serving cheese rolls, bacon butties, fried chicken, burgers and shakes. $$




GETTING AROUND

While your own transport is best for exploring, buses serve Lake Tekapo, Geraldine and Timaru. No scheduled buses cover Peel Forest, but you can arrange taxi services from Geraldine.
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DUNEDIN & OTAGO
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QUIRKY TOWNS, WILDLIFE & WINE

Surprisingly accessible wildlife can be found along the South Island’s east coast, while Central Otago produces some of the world’s best pinot noir.
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fur seal, Otago Peninsula | GUNTSOOPHACK YUKTAHNON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

This is a great region for active explorers with some time on their hands. Historic Dunedin, populated by Scottish immigrants from 1848, is home to Otago University, and boasts a vibrant student culture and arts scene. It’s a bustling place when the students are in, but much quieter over the summer holiday months. And, as is only natural, there are top breweries in this student hot spot. The central city, with a plethora of heritage buildings, is focused on an eight-sided plaza called The Octagon. You’ll find the world’s steepest street only a handful of kilometres away.

Nearby, Otago Peninsula offers opportunities to view wildlife such as albatrosses, penguins, seals and seal lions up close, plus beautiful coastal walks and short cruises. Ōamaru is worth a stop, if only to view the nightly return of the penguins at the Blue Penguin Colony. The town also features impressive Ōamaru stone heritage buildings and an intriguing Victorian precinct that was recently a set for Academy Award–winning film The Power of the Dog. It reveals its quirky side as ‘the steampunk capital of the world’. Heading inland, the Waitaki Valley is home to intriguing geographic features such as Elephant Rocks. Between Dunedin and the Southern Lakes resorts of Queenstown and Wanaka, Central Otago is renowned for its bike trails, orchards, and vineyards that produce world-class pinot noir.
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Taiaroa Head | WIRESTOCK/GETTY IMAGES ©


THE MAIN AREAS

DUNEDIN

The region’s main city.

OTAGO PENINSULA

Wild scenery & wildlife.

ŌAMARU

Quirky town with penguins.

WAITAKI VALLEY

Amazing rock formations.

CROMWELL & LAKE DUNSTAN

Wineries & fruit.

CLYDE

Historic ‘old town’.




Find Your Way

Dunedin is on the coast, with Ōamaru 113km to its north, also on the coast. Central Otago sits inland, between Dunedin and the Southern Lakes resorts of Queenstown and Wanaka.
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Plan Your Time

Visit Dunedin and Ōamaru on a trip along the South Island’s east coast. Central Otago’s Cromwell and Clyde are a lot closer to the resort towns of Queenstown and Wanaka than to Dunedin.
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Otago Central Rail Trail | RENATOK/Shutterstock ©


If You Only Do One Thing

• Head out on a one-day trip of discovery from Dunedin along the Otago Peninsula. Drive to Sandfly Bay for a hike down to the beach and back, then drive to Weller’s Rock Wharf for a one-hour Monarch wildlife cruise to see seabirds and marine mammals. Drive to the Royal Albatross Centre at Taiaroa Head to view the flying giants, then on your way back to Dunedin, if time permits, drop into Larnach Castle. Alternatively, head to Penguin Place and take a tour to see the hoiho (yellow-eyed penguin).




Driving South to Dunedin

• If you’re driving between Christchurch and Dunedin, give yourself at least one night in Ōamaru. Arrive early enough in the day to have time to explore the Victorian precinct and Steampunk HQ. Have dinner at Scotts Brewing Co before or after visiting the Blue Penguin Colony. (Organise your schedule after you check the expected returning time of the penguins for that point in the year.) The next morning, drive out to Elephant Rocks before continuing south to Dunedin, making sure to drop in to see the Moeraki Boulders on the way.




Biking Through Central Otago

• Mountain-bike enthusiasts will love the opportunity to pedal through ‘Central’ off-road on their way from Queenstown to Dunedin. It’ll be a few years until tracks from Queenstown are finished, but for now you can start in Cromwell and bike the Lake Dunstan Trail to Clyde. Overnight here, then take on the Otago Central Rail Trail, staying in Omakau and Ranfurly on your way to Middlemarch. Pick up pre-arranged transport here for the trip to Dunedin or back to Clyde. Arrange transport from Queenstown to Cromwell and Middlemarch to Dunedin with Trail Journeys.



Seasonal Highlights

Hikers and bikers enjoy the warmer months of October to April; Dunedin is quiet over the university summer holidays (November to February). Winter can be cold, especially in Central Otago.

JANUARY

A busy holiday season throughout the region, with peak summer temperatures and everyone enjoying the outdoors.
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FEBRUARY

Kids are back at school; later in the month, Orientation Week at Otago University is party time.
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MARCH

A good time to hit the bike trails; the weather is settled, it’s still relatively warm and leaves are starting to change colour.
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MAY

It’s getting cold and not many locals are travelling, but the Otago Peninsula wildlife doesn’t mind the weather.
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OCTOBER

It’s warming up, there are lambs everywhere, bikers are hitting the trails and there are plenty of penguins in Ōamaru.
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NOVEMBER

University students are finishing their exams and Dunedin is emptying out for the summer.
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DECEMBER

NZ summer holidays and Christmas bring throngs of Kiwi families; it’s cherry time in Central Otago.
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DUNEDIN
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A hilly port city, Dunedin is an easy place in which to while away a few days. When Kiwis think of Dunedin, two words pop into their minds: ‘Scottish’ and ‘students’.

The ‘Edinburgh of the south’ is immensely proud of its Scottish heritage, never missing the opportunity to break out the haggis and bagpipes on civic occasions. Hardworking Scots, who arrived from 1848, were the first permanent European settlers, including the nephew of Scotland’s favourite son, Robbie Burns. A statue of the poet dominates the Octagon, the city’s civic heart, and Dunedin even has its own tartan.

Otago University is the country’s oldest higher-education campus. Rumour has it Dunedin’s population hits an extremely raucous 120,000 when school is in but drops to a quiet 90,000 over the university summer holidays. Couch-burning at scarfie (student) street parties is now actively discouraged, but ‘student corner’ at the rugby stadium is still known as ‘the zoo’.
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Otago University | Dmitry Naumov/shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]


TOP TIP

For cheap eats, check out George St and areas near the university. Scarfies have been eating and drinking on the cheap in Dunedin for decades, and there are plenty of places catering to their budget range, particularly north of the Octagon. Noodle shops galore!




Emerson’s Shiny Brewery

A GREAT KIWI BEER STORY

This is one of those classic stories that bring a smile to your face. A young Dunedin bloke, Richard Emerson, born deaf, keen on home-brewed beer, is made redundant from his job, so he heads off on a global trek to discover the beers of Europe. He learns what he needs and eventually comes home with the recipe for success. Richard hasn’t got any money, though, so he starts out making beer in the family kitchen. His dad rallies the support of family members and mates, gets some funds together, and Richard starts a brewery in 1992. The first success is the London Porter, then the Bookbinder Session Ale breaks through. Then Emerson’s Pilsner takes Kiwi craft brewing by storm. The brewery becomes a roaring success, and in 2012 – 20 years after it started – Emerson’s Brewery is sold to NZ giant Lion Breweries, itself owned by Japanese giant Kirin Breweries, for big bucks!

It’s a roaring Dunedin success story, and these days Richard has a flash $25-million brewery building to keep him entertained. (It’s on Anzac Ave, near Otago University.) He’s even been labelled the ‘godfather of Kiwi craft brewing’. Beer aficionados should check the website to see what’s on tap at the cellar door, take a tour – or, better yet, make a reservation to eat in the incredibly popular taproom and restaurant.
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SPEIGHT’S BREWERY

Long known as ‘The Pride of the South’, Speight’s has been brewing in its redbrick Rattray St brewery since 1876. While Emerson’s is definitely the new kid on the block in Dunedin, Speight’s is a long-time southern legend, with 90-minute guided brewery tours and tastings, plus hearty southern fare in its atmospheric alehouse and restaurant on site. It’s so popular that there are now Speight’s Ale Houses all over the country. Speight’s has long been a sponsor of the Otago Highlanders, the local Super Rugby franchise, and the alehouse is a great spot to watch a game. Speight’s is best known for its Gold Medal Ale, and also produces a popular apple cider.



WHERE TO EAT IN DUNEDIN

Bacchus

Fine-dining upstairs restaurant and wine bar on the Octagon. $$$

The Perc Cafe

Top brekkie and lunch offerings on Stuart St, just down from the Octagon. $$

Prohibition Smokehouse

One for the carnivores, right on the Octagon; rave reviews for the T-bone. $$$

Climbing Baldwin Street

STEEPEST STREET IN THE WORLD

One of Dunedin’s more unusual claims to fame is that it is home to the steepest street in the world, a fact recognised by the Guinness Book of Records. Baldwin St, in the North East Valley, about 3.5km northeast of the Octagon, is once again the titleholder after beating off a dastardly attempt to steal the crown by the Welsh, who claimed that Ffordd Pen Llech in North Wales was steeper. There’s a longstanding rivalry between the Kiwis and the Welsh, Kiwis loving to point out that the Welsh rugby team has not beaten the All Blacks since 1953. When the Welsh officially stole the ‘steepest street’ title in 2019, Dunedin went out hard to get it back! After extensive measurements and reviews, Guinness officially re-recognised Baldwin St in 2020.

Baldwin St’s steepness was not intentional. As in many parts of New Zealand, streets were designed in a grid pattern with no consideration for the terrain, usually by planners on the other side of the world in London. Street builders just followed the plans! Walking up Baldwin St is a popular activity for visitors. Competitors in the annual Baldwin St Gutbuster even run up it! Visitors are warned against copying the antics of two Otago University students, who, in 2001, tried to ride down it inside a wheelie bin. One perished in the process.


MORE FUN INDOORS

Open to freezing, inhospitable weather, Dunedin’s old stadium, Carisbrook, struck dread in the hearts of visiting sports teams. But in 2011 ‘the Brook’ was closed and state-of-the-art, indoor Forsyth Barr Stadium was opened ahead of the Rugby World Cup. When Christchurch suffered devastating earthquakes that same year and its venues were closed, Dunedin suddenly became the South Island’s events centre, hosting All Blacks matches and concerts by performers such as Elton John, Rod Stewart, Ed Sheeran and Aerosmith. Everyone wanted to come and perform in Dunedin – much to the chagrin of Christchurch, which is still waiting for an indoor stadium of its own. Check what’s on at the stadium while you’re in Dunedin.




Getting Around

Dunedin Airport is 27km southwest of the city and has connections to all NZ’s major cities. Buses connect Dunedin with Christchurch, Queenstown and Invercargill. You can walk around central Dunedin, but to explore the surrounding region, having your own wheels is the way to go.





CENTRAL DUNEDIN WALKING TOUR
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Start in the upper Octagon at the impressive 1 statue of Scottish poet Robbie Burns, which was unveiled in 1887. The 2 Octagon itself is an eight-sided plaza, laid out in 1846, that has become a centre for Dunedin’s cafe and restaurant culture. Walk through the Octagon, then down the left side of lower Stuart St. Don’t miss 3 The Scottish Shop for all your Celtic, kilt and tartan needs. At the end of Stuart St is the 1906-built 4 Dunedin Railway Station, one of the city’s most prominent architectural landmarks. Its white Ōamaru-stone facings on black basalt rock create its characteristic ‘gingerbread house’ appearance. Also check out the 1895-built 5 Police Station Historic Building as you turn southwest towards the 6 Toitū Otago Settlers Museum. You may find you want to take some time to check out this excellent interactive museum. Carry on and stroll through 7 Queens Gardens, home to the 28m-tall Dunedin Cenotaph war memorial. This is where commemorative services are held each ANZAC Day (25 April). Through the gardens, turn right up Rattray St. The 1883-built old 8 Bank of New Zealand building is at the corner of Rattray and Princes Sts. Carry on up Rattray St for another block to find the landmark 1876 redbrick 9 Speight’s Brewery, where there are tours and tastings, plus the opportunity to enjoy refreshments at the atmospheric Speight’s Ale House. It’s a steepish climb up Rattray St to pass 10 St Joseph’s Cathedral. Follow the street as it curves around to the right to meet upper Stuart St. Turn right, down Stuart St, to 11 St Paul’s Cathedral and then back where you started at the Robbie Burns statue.






Beyond Dunedin
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Dunedin is a good base for exploring Otago Peninsula, home to the South Island’s most accessible diversity of wildlife.


The peninsula maintains a quiet, rural air, despite all the visitors exploring its rugged countryside, wild walks, beaches and historical sites, and observing its wildlife, including albatrosses, penguins, fur seals and sea lions. It’s hard to believe all this is going on so close to the South Island’s second-largest city. While you can take a guided tour, exploring the peninsula with your own wheels is the way to go. Head out on harbourside Portobello Rd, then come back to Dunedin later in the day on winding Highcliff Rd, which runs along the spine of the peninsula and boasts gorgeous views from up on high of both the Pacific coastline and the inner harbour.
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TOP TIP

Albatrosses love windy days, especially southerlies, and seals, sea lions and penguins don’t let rain ruin their day.




Meeting the Albatrosses

THE GIANTS OF TAIAROA HEAD

At Otago peninsula’s northern tip, only 30km from Dunedin city, is the world’s only mainland albatross colony. These giants, with a whopping wingspan of up to 3m, have a long breeding cycle of 11 months, which is great for visitors as there is nearly always something to see. Visit the Royal Albatross Centre for a 60-minute guided tour that includes a fascinating film on the albatross, followed by a walk to a glassed observatory to view the albatrosses nesting and soaring. Royal Cam is a 24-hour livestream of an albatross nest, while a tracking map follows the incredible routes taken around the southern hemisphere by albatrosses hatched at Taiaroa Head. Watching the giant albatrosses soaring overhead is positively breathtaking, best seen on windy days. Keep in mind that the wind often picks up in the afternoon. If the albatrosses are soaring, they can also be viewed from a Monarch wildlife cruise: you can see them flying in low from the sea, then using updrafts from the hillside to get up high and land at their nests.
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Albatross chick, Royal Albatross Centre | Image Professionals GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo ©


WHY I LOVE THE OTAGO PENINSULA
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Craig McLachlan, writer



Maybe it’s my Scottish heritage, but I totally understand how the Scots felt so at home when they turned up in Dunedin and spread out along Otago Peninsula. It’s a raw and rugged place. Tough landscapes, deserted beaches, pounding Pacific waves (if ever an ocean were misnamed, it was the Pacific!), occasionally howling, freezing winds, plus a history of tough, uncompromising immigrants eking out a new life in a new land. I love the handmade stone farm walls along Highcliff Rd that look like they come straight from Scotland. And I love that the Otago rugby team’s nickname is ‘the Highlanders’! There’s a real sense of pioneering spirit here.



WHERE TO EAT ON OTAGO PENINSULA

1908 Restaurant

Popular restaurant in a historic building in Portobello. $$

Toroa Cafe

Delicious cabinet treats and menu at the Royal Albatross Centre. $

Ballroom Cafe

Experience high tea or choose from the extensive menu at Larnach Castle. $$


Penguin Place

RARE HOIHO IN THE WILD

On private farmland near the top of the peninsula, Penguin Place runs 90-minute tours that focus on penguin conservation and close-up viewing from a system of hides. After a short introduction to the endangered yellow-eyed penguin, there’s a visit to the rehabilitation facility (a kind of penguin hospital), before visitors are bussed along a farm track to near Pipikaretu Beach on the Pacific coast. You’re there to see hoiho in the wild, but it all comes down to who’s there. Highlights can also include native bird species, fur seals lounging on the beach, and nesting or moulting blue penguins. There’s a bit of walking involved, getting to hides by a series of human-made ‘tunnels’, and the hope that a hoiho will wander past on its way home. The experienced guides are helpful and have a sound grasp of what’s going on in their neighbourhood, so you’ve got a good chance of seeing a hoiho in the wild.
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Yellow-eyed penguins, Otago Peninsula | Vladislav T. Jirousek/Shutterstock ©


LARNACH CASTLE

Standing proudly atop an Otago Peninsula hill, this Gothic Revival mansion was built in 1871 by Dunedin banker and member of Parliament William Larnach to impress his wife, who was descended from French nobility. It’s filled with intricate woodwork and exquisite antique furnishings, and the crenellated tower offers expansive views of the peninsula and inner harbour. Explore the mansion, stroll the grounds and enjoy ‘high tea’ in the cafe. You can even stay here. If you recognise the castle, it may be because it was used as a filming location for the 2022 Netflix film The Royal Treatment, standing in as the residence of the fictional country of Lavania’s royal family.



WHERE TO SPOT WILDLIFE ON THE BEACH

Harrington Point Beach

Massive sea lions are often lazing on the sand here, not far off the road, past Weller’s Rock Wharf.

Pilots Beach

Little blue penguins and a colony of fur seals hang out here, just off the road, below Taiaroa Head.

Tomahawk Beach

Close to Dunedin, at the base of the peninsula, keep an eye out for sea lions and penguins.

Monarch Wildlife Cruise

TRIPS FROM WELLER’S ROCK WHARF

Everyone likes a boat trip, especially when there is all manner of wildlife to be spotted. Monarch’s one-hour wildlife cruise departs from Weller’s Rock Wharf on Otago Peninsula, 26km from Dunedin City, with the sturdy little boat puttering out through the outer harbour to the open Pacific Ocean, searching for and spotting marine mammals and seabirds, such as soaring albatrosses, along the way. While nothing is guaranteed, you could see sea lions hauled out on isolated beaches, swimming seals, blue penguins, Dusky and Hector’s dolphins and, of course, plenty of noisy, crying seabirds. Over 10,000 seabirds live at Taiaroa Head, nesting in large numbers on cliff ledges, so spotting birds is a given. Historic Taiaroa Head Lighthouse is high above and it’s easy to understand why it was needed to keep ships approaching the entrance to Otago Harbour off the rugged rocks below. Don’t be put off by cold or windy days – the local wildlife loves it.


TUNNEL BEACH WALK

This is a great walk for families along a dramatic stretch of coast, where the wild Pacific has carved sea stacks, arches and unusual formations out of the sandstone. Start at the Tunnel Beach Rd car park, 7km southwest of central Dunedin. Kids love clambering over the magnificent sea arch here, and down through a 72-step human-made tunnel to a secluded beach, surrounded by 30m-high sandstone cliffs. Take care to keep children well away from cliff edges and out of the sea’s strong currents, though. The youngest daughter of civic father John Cargill, who had the tunnel hand-hewn in 1876, drowned here. The best time to visit is at low tide.



Hiking at Sandfly Bay

BEACH WALKING & WILDLIFE

This lovely short walk, good for families, involves a descent to the beach at Sandfly Bay, on the Pacific coast side of Otago Peninsula, then a walk along the gorgeous sand, backed by dunes, for as long as takes your fancy. The track starts from the car park at the end of Seal Point Rd, with a stroll down through farmland to a viewing platform, which offers breathtaking views of Sandfly Bay, the coastline and the wild ocean. Continue down through steepish sandhills to the beach, where the waves pound in and kekeno (fur seals) and rāpoka (sea lions) may well be lounging in the sand. They may look placid, but these are powerful, wild predators and can be dangerous if they feel threatened. Give them a wide berth. Sandfly Bay is also home to a colony of endangered hoiho. If you’re lucky enough to see a hoiho, stand well back as it wanders up the beach and into the dunes.


GETTING AROUND

There are lots of guided tours from Dunedin to the various attractions on Otago Peninsula, but you’re best to explore with your own wheels. It’s only 30km from Dunedin city to Taiaroa Head, at the tip of the peninsula, but there are oh so many interesting spots to stop at along the way.





ŌAMARU
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The largest town in North Otago, Ōamaru (population 14,000) has some fascinating, if contrasting, attractions. It’s a cool little town, with a wellspring of eccentricity bubbling below the surface. It had great wealth in the mid-1800s, and Thames St still boasts a number of imposing buildings constructed of the local creamy-coloured Ōamaru stone. The Ōamaru Opera House (1907) is particularly impressive, as is the Waitaki District Council Building (1883) and the Forrester Gallery (1884). The atmospheric enclave of buildings in Ōamaru’s Victorian precinct, highlighted by Steampunk HQ, is key to the town’s claim to being ‘the steampunk capital of the world’. A couple of streets here were recently used as a location in Academy Award–winning film The Power of the Dog, which hit screens internationally in 2021. It’s a totally different ballgame along the waterfront, though, with the nightly return of the penguins at the Ōamaru Blue Penguin Colony.
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Ōamaru’s Victorian precinct | Craig Pershouse/gettty images ©
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TOP TIP

Spend at least one night in Ōamaru and plan your evening around the estimated daily returning time of the blue penguins (see penguins.co.nz). They turn up at around 5.15pm in midwinter, 9pm in midsummer. Depending on the season, have dinner at Scotts Brewing Co before or after the 60- to 90-minute extravaganza.




Little Penguins Heading Home

COLONY OF PENGUINS RIGHT IN TOWN

The highlight of a trip to Ōamaru is a visit to the Blue Penguin Colony. Almost right in town, at the end of Waterfront Rd, groups of 30 to 50 little blue penguins turn up each evening around dusk after a day of fishing out at sea. The groups are called ‘rafts’: the little blues hang around out at sea until they’ve got a suitable safety-in-numbers raft, then head for home. Announcing their impending arrival by quacking like ducks, they make alarmingly inelegant landings, waddle tentatively up the rocky beach (avoiding pesky basking seals), then lean forward and start running for home when they hit flat land. It’s all within easy viewing distance of visitor grandstands, and a few penguins even take the scenic route home by jumping some tiny steps and waddling right through the grandstand, next to excited families. Before entering their nests, the birds dry off, preen themselves and get into some busy socialising. Once in their homes, they feed their chicks and chatter noisily with their mates. Check out Nest Cam to see what goes on in there.

September to February is the best viewing season, with up to 400 birds in total returning each day; winter numbers may drop to 20 or so. Check the website for the expected daily returning time for when you’re there.


LITTLE, BLUE, FAIRY OR KORORĀ?

At about 30cm in height and 1.5kg, these are the smallest penguins in the world. Kororā in Māori, they are commonly known as the little penguin, little blue penguin or blue penguin due to their slate-blue plumage. Recently confirmed as a different species from Australian little penguins, they are found all around NZ’s coastline. Adults come ashore to prepare nests and may waddle up to 1.5km from the sea to find the perfect site, often under houses or boat sheds, or in stormwater pipes. Even though they’re protected, their numbers are declining. Predators on land include dogs and cats; at sea, these little guys watch out for sharks and sea lions.



BEST PLACES TO EAT IN ŌAMARU

Star & Garter

Popular spot with home-style meals and top desserts near the Victorian precinct. $$

Last Post Pub & Restaurant

Hearty meals and warm service in this Ōamaru-stone building on Thames St. $$

Fat Sally’s

Carnivore options on Thames St, plus good choices for vegetarians and vegans. $$


Weird & Wonderful Ōamaru

TOMORROW AS IT USED TO BE

Consisting of only a couple of blocks centred on Harbour and Tyne Sts, the Victorian Precinct boasts some of the best-preserved Victorian commercial buildings in NZ. It was a no-brainer for renowned Kiwi movie director Jane Campion to film parts of her Academy Award–winning movie The Power of the Dog here, with the town playing the part of fictional Herndon, Montana. Starring roles aside, the Victorian Precinct is also ground zero for all that is hip, cool and downright weird in Ōamaru. Wander around and you’ll discover antiquarian bookshops, antique stores, galleries, vintage-clothing shops, kooky gift stores, artist studios, lolly shops and craft bookbinders. Turn up at night for some cute little bars.

Top of the quirky scale however, is Ōamaru’s claim to be ‘the steampunk capital of the world’. Steampunk is a genre of science fiction that features steam-powered technology. It’s set in an alternate futuristic version of 19th-century Victorian England – the ‘world gone mad’ as Victorian people might have imagined it. Steampunk HQ features an intriguing collection of retro-futuristic, sci-fi art, movies, culture and sound in the ‘Grain Elevator’, an 1883 building at the entrance to the Victorian precinct. Upstairs in the Woolstore Complex, the Gadgetorium is a science-fiction inventor’s emporium showcasing alternate gadgetry, props, curios and collectables of merchant time travellers.
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Steampunk HQ | RuslanKaln/getty images ©


SCOTTS BREWING CO

In a redeveloped old railway building down near the waterfront, just south of the Victorian precinct, you’ll find Ōamaru’s most popular craft brewery and watering hole, Scotts. Work your way through a full range of brews and tuck into the tasty pizzas and pub grub. The sunny terrace is extremely enticing. Scotts gets busy with locals on Friday and Saturday evenings and is particularly popular with cyclists who have just finished the Alps 2 Ocean Cycle Trail at nearby Friendly Bay. The Alps 2 Ocean pizza, covered in prawns, smoked salmon and bacon, really hits the spot. Scotts is a good place to eat before or after visiting the Blue Penguin Colony.




Getting Around

Chances are you came to Ōamaru with your own vehicle. It’s easy to walk between Thames St, the Victorian Precinct and Scotts Brewing Co, though you’ll want wheels to get to the Blue Penguin Colony.






Beyond Ōamaru
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Chances are you’ll be driving SH1, either north to Christchurch or south to Dunedin, but consider visiting the little-known Waitaki Valley as well.


Ōamaru is 113km north of Dunedin and 247km south of Christchurch. Most visitors just race on through, perhaps spending a night in Ōamaru along the way. The Moeraki Boulders are just off SH1, 38km south of Ōamaru. With some time to play, the Waitaki Valley is a fun place to explore. Everyone in the family will enjoy Elephant Rocks, while a trip over remote Danseys Pass is a great way to get to Central Otago. Further up the Waitaki Valley, tiny Kurow is the celebrated hometown of World Cup–winning All Blacks captain Richie McCaw. Near Ōmarama, the Clay Cliffs are extremely impressive and Lindis Pass offers tussock scenery unique in the country.
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Elephant Rocks | David Wall/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

Ōmarama, Clay Cliffs and the Lindis Pass are also on SH8, which many visitors drive between Christchurch, Mt Cook and Queenstown.




Moeraki Boulders

SPHERICAL ROCKS OR ALIEN EGGS?

These unusually large, spherical boulders, 38km south of Ōamaru on SH1, lie along a stretch of Koekohe Beach between Moeraki and Hampden, and have become a visitor magnet. Scientists explain the boulders as calcite concretions formed 65 to 13 million years ago, but you may prefer to think of them as a giant kid’s discarded marbles. While Māori legends say they are the remains of eel baskets and calabashes washed ashore from the wreck of Arai-te-uru, a large sailing canoe, more out-there theories suggest they are alien eggs getting ready to hatch. Whatever you think, they’re fascinating – and amazing images of them can be taken at sunrise. This is definitely a spot to stop when driving between Ōamaru and Dunedin. The boulders are a 300m stroll along the beach from Moeraki Boulders/Kaihinaki Scenic Reserve car park and picnic area.


ŌAMARU STONE

Also called whitestone, Ōamaru stone is a compact limestone, creamy in colour, which was used on many of the grand public buildings in the southern South Island, especially after the boom times of the Central Otago gold rush of the 1860s. You’ll see it as the primary construction material for classic buildings in Ōamaru. It’s also used in conjunction with hard-wearing bluestone basalt as a lighter facing in notable buildings such as Dunedin Railway Station and the Christchurch Arts Centre. It’s quarried at Weston, 6km west of Ōamaru; to see marvellous, natural limestone formations, drive the Weston-Ngapara Rd, then the Island Cliff-Duntroon Rd out to Elephant Rocks. The 40km journey will take about 40 minutes.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE WAITAKI VALLEY & ŌMARAMA

The Old School Enfield

Lovingly renovated old school, 10 minutes by car from Ōamaru. $$$

Kurow Hotel

Heritage hotel with rooms, bar and restaurant in the centre of Kurow. $$

Duntroon Hotel

Iconic renovated 1881 country pub; well set up for Alps 2 Ocean cyclists. $$

Wander Among Elephant Rocks

WEATHERED LIMESTONE IN A FARM PADDOCK

This amazing boulder field of weathered limestone rocks, 23 to 25 million years old, sits in a farm paddock 5km south of Duntroon, in the Maerewhenua Valley, 40km northwest of Ōamaru. The massive, rounded, pockmarked boulders are surprisingly impressive and well worth the effort to get to. They are a gift for energetic kids and a photographer’s delight – so much so that this was a filming location for scenes in the first of the Narnia movies. You’ll recognise an elephant or two, but with a bit of imagination you may also see a penguin, a dog, a duck, an eagle and Winnie the Pooh. The limestone rocks are also full of fascinating fossils. You’ll need your own wheels to get here; there’s parking by the road. There are likely to be sheep among the rocks, so watch what you step in! Elephant Rocks is right on the Alps 2 Ocean Cycle Trail.
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Elephant Rocks | Zenobia Southcombe/Shutterstock ©


ALPS 2 OCEAN CYCLE TRAIL

This 315km trail, the longest of NZ’s Great Rides, starts at Aoraki/Mt Cook and ends in Ōamaru. Ride it independently or as part of a guided tour. The A2O is made up of eight sections of easy-to-intermediate trail riding. It has become incredibly popular among Kiwis and invaluable to the Waitaki Valley’s economy, bringing cyclists to small towns such as Ōtematata, Kurow and Duntroon. Old hotels and country pubs have been renovated and business has sprung up in the form of tours, car relocations, luggage transfers, bike hire and trail support. The route is best ridden in the warmer months with a mountain bike. Get the useful Great Rides app.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE WAITAKI VALLEY & ŌMARAMA

Wrinkly Rams

Excellent coffee, cabinet food and menu right next to SH8 in Ōmarama. $$

Wild Sage Cafe

Popular place in Kurow, with cabinet food and menu for brekkie and lunch. $$

Duntroon Hotel

Newly rebuilt cafe, bar and restaurant in Duntroon, in the lower Waitaki Valley. $$

Drive Through Danseys Pass

UNSEALED ROAD THROUGH THE MOUNTAINS

If you’re after a real Kiwi adventure, drive the Danseys Pass Rd, which links North Otago and Naseby in Central Otago on a well-maintained unsealed gravel road through and over the Kakanui mountains. While you don’t necessarily need a 4WD, the road is remote and lonely, hits an elevation high of 935m, and is not a place to break down or slide onto the shoulder through lack of concentration. Check road conditions before you go. Avoid the snow and ice of winter and give yourself plenty of time for this incredibly scenic drive. A highlight is a stop at the Danseys Pass Hotel, a historic 1862 pub on the Central Otago side of the pass that offers both refreshments and accommodation. On the North Otago side, the start of the Danseys Pass Rd is not far from Elephant Rocks.
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Danseys Pass | Wirestock Creators/Shutterstock ©


Exploring the Clay Cliffs

BIZARRE MOONSCAPE NEAR ŌMARAMA

This otherworldly landscape, 10km west of Ōmarama, has to be one of the most underrated attractions in the country. No queues or crowded car parks here, just a hand-painted sign pointing out the entrance and an honesty box requesting $5 per car. When you get to them, the cliffs and pinnacles are incredibly dramatic. It may feel as if Lord of the Rings director Peter Jackson designed it all as part of a movie set, but this remarkable landscape was sculpted naturally over millions of years. Silt and gravel, deposited over the centuries by glaciers and rivers, was compressed into hard rock and eventually pushed up by a fault line. It was then eroded by wind and rain, creating a landscape that has both deep ravines and towering pinnacles. Give yourself at least an hour to appreciate the place. There’s a track leading up into the pinnacles, but you’re on your own out there. Come early or late in the day and you’ll almost certainly have Clay Cliffs to yourself.
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Clay Cliffs | Benjawan Sittidech/getty images ©


OVER THE LINDIS PASS

This mountain pass sits at 966m above sea level on SH8, the inland route that many visitors drive between Christchurch, Mt Cook and Queenstown. Its magnificent mountain scenery, featuring high, treeless peaks and rolling brown tussock land, is regularly used in NZ tourism marketing material. The pass lookout is the spot to stop for views. It’s a beautiful drive along the full 80km stretch between Ōmarama and Tarras in Central Otago, remote enough that you’ll have no mobile-phone coverage for most of it. Drive carefully, as many gobsmacked drivers get up to uncontrollable speeds while staring at the scenery and crashes aren’t uncommon. The pass can get icy in winter.




Getting Around

This is an area to explore with your own wheels, whether they belong to a rental car or a mountain bike on the Alps 2 Ocean Cycle Trail.





CROMWELL & LAKE DUNSTAN
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The lakeside town of Cromwell is at the heart of the Central Otago wine region. But Cromwell wasn’t always a lakeside town. When the Clyde Dam was completed in 1992, it flooded not only the valley (to create Lake Dunstan) but also Cromwell’s historic town centre. Many old buildings were disassembled, then reassembled next to the new lake to form the ‘new’ pedestrianised heritage precinct, home to cafes, galleries, shops and Cromwell’s excellent farmers market. Central Otago is known for its extraordinarily good pinot noir and, to a lesser extent, pinot gris, riesling and chardonnay. The Cromwell Basin, which stretches from Bannockburn, 5km southwest of Cromwell, to north of Lake Dunstan, is home to upwards of 30 wineries, many with tasting rooms and restaurants. There are also many stone-fruit orchards around Cromwell; cherries are incredibly popular in summer, with a number of pick-your-own places close to town.
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TOP TIP

Cromwell is a lot closer to Queenstown and Wanaka than it is to Dunedin: both are less than an hour away by car, while Dunedin is three hours away. It’s quite easy to stay in either of the Southern Lakes resorts as you explore Central Otago’s wineries and bike trails.




Mt Difficulty Cellar Door & Restaurant

EXTRAORDINARY WINE, MEALS & VIEWS

Sitting high above Felton Rd in Bannockburn, 6km south of Cromwell, Mt Difficulty produces our favourite NZ pinot noir and is a lovely spot for a leisurely lunch looking down over the valley from its tasteful terrace restaurant. There are large, wine-friendly platters to share and very decadent desserts.

The Mt Difficulty story started in the early 1990s, when the owners of five newly planted Bannockburn vineyards agreed to work together and produce wine under one label. They made their first wines as Mt Difficulty in 1998. The name Mt Difficulty comes from a mountain towering high above the Kawarau River gorge, at a spot where drovers found it impossible to herd 3000 sheep up the gorge as they attempted to get them to the recently discovered Wakatipu Basin.

The winery’s first pinot noir (made in 1998) won a gold medal at the Air New Zealand Wine Awards and put Mt Difficulty on the wine map. Things have been on the up ever since. These days, Mt Difficulty is on the itinerary of wine tours departing from Queenstown and Wanaka, both only an hour away. Make sure to book early for the restaurant; the cellar door is open 10.30am to 4pm and charges $10 for tastings of a full range of Mt Difficulty wines.
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Mt Difficulty | David Wall/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEST BANNOCKBURN WINERIES

On the southern banks of the Kawarau River, 5km south of Cromwell, Bannockburn enjoys hot summers, a large diurnal temperature variation and long, cool autumns – conditions ideal for producing pinot noir, pinot gris, riesling and chardonnay.

Akarua

Progressive, family-owned winery making award-winning pinot noir and sparkling wine.

Te Kano Estate

Impressive wines and a cellar door that’s cantilevered out into the landscape, with dramatic views.

Felton Road

On warm, north-facing slopes, the fruit is all grown biodynamically; there’s minimal intervention in the winemaking.




Getting Around

Cromwell is easy to get to by bus from Dunedin, Queenstown, Wanaka or even Christchurch, but having your own wheels is the way to go, be they two or four. Make sure to have a sober driver if you’re visiting wineries, or join a wine tour.





RIDING THE LAKE DUNSTAN TRAIL
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Central Otago’s stunning new bike trail is a 41km beauty linking the heritage towns of Cromwell and Clyde. It’s a lot of fun, but bikers need to be confident riding off-road on intermediate trails. Local companies such as Trail Journeys offer everything from bike hire to one-way transport to fully packaged tours.

From 1 Cromwell’s Heritage precinct, it’s an easy ride along the Kawarau arm of Lake Dunstan to reach the 2 Bannockburn Bridge. After crossing the bridge, it’s possible to detour up to the historic Bannockburn Hotel, or down Felton Rd, where there are excellent wineries such as Mt Difficulty. From the bridge, initially the trail passes vineyards – including Carrick, where you can stop for tasting and dining –and olive groves on the way to 3 Cornish Point. The trail then heads into the rocky Cromwell Gorge for a dramatic change in scenery. You’ll ride over the first of the remarkable clip-on boardwalks built into the bluffs, then under the amazing Cairnmuir Slide, a terraced stone face engineered to protect the river from landslides. Coffee Afloat, a floating cafe with delicious coffee and snacks, is a surprise highlight in 4 Cairnmuir Gully. Next up is a 130m climb up the Cairnmuir Ladder, followed by an exhilarating downhill to the 85m-long, 28m-high Hugo suspension bridge. Then come more boardwalks, switchbacks and hand-stacked rock walls to get to 5 Halfway Hut. Enjoy the lakeside on the ride to the 6 Dunstan Arm Rowing Club. The track then passes the Clyde Dam, completed in 1992 and the reason there is a Lake Dunstan. Continue down to the riverside track, then cross over the Clyde Bridge to the historic town of 7 Clyde.






Beyond Cromwell & Lake Dunstan
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Central Otago covers a huge area of open valleys and mountain ranges such as the Raggedy, Rock and Pillar, and Old Man Ranges.


While Cromwell’s population has been growing of late, with plenty of townsfolk commuting for work to the resorts of Queenstown, less than an hour west, and Wanaka, less than an hour north, other small towns in ‘Central’ are benefitting from a biking boom. Historic Clyde, with its attractive old town, is cashing in from being at the end of the Lake Dunstan Trail and the start of the Otago Central Rail Trail, while small places along the trail itself, such as Omakau, Oturehua, Ranfurly and Middlemarch, have reaped the benefits of cyclists requiring accommodation and refreshments. Central Otago’s vineyards, spread far and wide, have earned an enviable reputation and are worth exploring.
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Historic storefronts, Cromwell | Jessica Page Photo/getty images ©


TOP TIP

Summer is cherry season in Central Otago and countless orchards produce what locals say are the world’s best.




Clyde Old Town

ICONIC GOLD RUSH–ERA TOWNSHIP

Set on the banks of the emerald-green Clutha River, old-town Clyde looks like a 19th-century gold-rush film set. The miners of the 1860s would, however, undoubtedly be surprised to find the Clyde hydroelectric dam just upriver, with the relatively new Lake Dunstan (1992) backed up behind it. While the town has expanded with its own form of suburbia, the old-town area is charming and a haven for visitors checking out Central Otago’s vineyards, orchards and bike trails. Old-town Clyde is the terminus of the new, spectacularly popular Lake Dunstan Trail, while the trailhead for the 152km Otago Central Rail Trail is on the southeastern edge of town.

Gold rush–era buildings along Sunderland St housing modern shops, restaurants, cafes and places of accommodation have recently been complemented by sympathetic developments along the parallel Holloway St, with architecturally friendly buildings that are home to boutiques, galleries, bars and a cinema. A highlight for art aficionados is the Nigel Wilson Studio & Gallery down a narrow alley – it’s the open studio of the renowned Central Otago artist. Olivers Restaurant, with its accompanying Merchant of Clyde cafe-bakery-delicatessan, garden bar and Victoria Store Brewery, in a set of iconic schist stone buildings on Sunderland St, has long been an Otago favourite and is definitely a spot to drop in and fuel up for more exploring of the surrounding region.
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Otago Central Rail Trail | Janice Chen/Shutterstock ©


WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN CLYDE
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Nigel Wilson, legendary Central Otago artist, shares his favourite spots for eating and drinking in his hometown of Clyde. nigelwilsonart.com



Merchant of Clyde Cafe

I love to start my day with a coffee and croissant in the sunny orchard garden at the Merchant. The pastries and baking here are superb.

The Old Clyde Bank

This place, in the old Bank of New Zealand building on the main street, is excellent for lunch or dinner. Can’t beat the seared tuna.

Paulina’s Bar

This is my local watering hole. Great spot for a cold beer, with outdoor seating, tapas and pizza. Brilliant, especially in summer.




Getting Around

You’ll want your own wheels to explore around here, be they a car or a mountain bike. Daily buses between Queenstown and Dunedin will drop you off in Cromwell, Clyde and Alexandra.





CYCLING TRIP
Otago Central Rail Trail

Take three days to ride the 152km gravel trail linking Clyde with Middlemarch, the route of the former Central Otago Railway (1892–1990). The rails and sleepers have been pulled up to produce a popular, family-friendly ‘rail trail’ for cyclists and walkers. Steam trains could handle no more than a 1:50 gradient, so there are only gentle slopes. Ride from Clyde with prevailing winds behind you; best from October to April.


1 Clyde Trailhead

Rent a bike or e-bike, and arrange luggage transfers, vehicle relocation or transport back to Clyde (or on to Dunedin) with Trail Journeys, which is based right at the trailhead. It can also arrange transport from Queenstown to the start of the trail.

The Ride: It’s a 25km ride up the scenic Manuherikia river valley to the welcoming Chatto Creek Pub, then 12km up and over Tiger Hill to Omakau, target for the first day.
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Riding the Otago Central Rail Trail | Janice Chen/Shutterstock ©

2 Omakau

This is historic goldfields country and a good spot to spend your first night. There are homemade pies at the cafe, a welcoming old country hotel, and a cemetery across the tracks from the old station siding and goods shed.

The Ride: This stretch of the trail through the Poolburn Gorge is enthralling; pass old station sites, cross rail bridges and ride through dark tunnels on the 30km ride to Oturehua.
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3 Oturehua

A top spot for lunch on day 2. Stop at Oturehua Railway Hotel for home-cooked meals and a cold one, but don’t forget to drop into Gilchrists General Store over the road, which has been operating with an almost unchanged appearance since 1899.

The Ride: Cross the highest point on the trail at 618m, then coast down to the tempting Wedderburn Tavern; all up, it’s 25km from Oturehua to day 2’s goal, Ranfurly.

4 Ranfurly

This Art Deco town is the farming centre of the Maniototo Valley; discover a cafe or two, a pub, the old station, a museum, a bookshop, even a secondhand shop. There are some good options for your second night out on the trail.

The Ride: You’re in for a 60km last day. It starts with a 33km ride to Hyde, initially in the valley to Waipiata, then following the Taieri River Valley.

5 Hyde

The old Hyde railway station (built 1894), 2km south of the village, was purchased by the Otago Central Rail Trail Trust and given a much-needed facelift. It’s now a museum giving a glimpse into the past.

The Ride: It’s a gentle 27km ride south to Middlemarch, passing a stone cairn memorial to 21 people who died in the tragic Hyde train crash of 1943.

6 Middlemarch

The trail ends in Middlemarch in the Strath-Taieri Valley, beside the roadside gates, north of the old railway station. There are railway tracks from here all the way through the Taieri Gorge to Dunedin – but unfortunately no trains.






FIORDLAND & SOUTHLAND
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SCENERY THAT TRAVELLERS DREAM OF

This is the deep-green deep south, with endless mountains and forests in Fiordland, remote Rakiura/Stewart Island, plus the countless lush farms of Southland.
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Kākā, Rakiua/Stewart Island | Rajh.Photography/Shutterstock ©

It’s pretty special down here. To the west is Fiordland National Park, with its attractive little gateway town of Te Anau. Fiordland boasts jagged misty peaks, glistening fiords and a surfeit of stillness. Make the most of this glorious isolation by walking the world-famous Milford Track, just one of many hiking trails that meander through densely forested, glacier-sculpted valleys, confined by mighty mountain ranges. Fiordland is also home to Piopiotahi/Milford Sound, accessed by one of the most spectacular drives on the planet along the Milford Rd from Te Anau. A cruise on the sound, where rock faces soar almost vertically from deep, indigo waters, is a must.

Southland’s main base is Invercargill. More than just a farming service city, it’s a petrolhead paradise, with renowned motorbike and automobile museums and events. In Southland’s east, a turn off the beaten track leads through the peaceful Catlins, where waterfalls cascade through lush forest and diverse wildlife congregates around a rugged and beautiful coastline.

At the southern end of the line, Rakiura/Stewart Island is an isolated home to friendly locals and rare birds, including New Zealand’s beloved icon, the kiwi. Rakiura National Park takes up fully 85% of the island’s land area.

The 610km Southern Scenic Route links Queenstown with Dunedin, via Te Anau and Fiordland, Invercargill and the Catlins, and is a great way to see Southland and Fiordland.
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Milford Track | Gerry Bishop/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

TE ANAU

Gateway to Fiordland.

PIOPIOTAHI/MILFORD SOUND

Best-known fiord.

PĀTEA/DOUBTFUL SOUND

Less-visited fiord.

INVERCARGILL

The region’s largest city.

THE CATLINS

Off the beaten track.

RAKIURA/STEWART ISLAND

As south as you can go.




Find Your Way

Fiordland National Park is in the west, Invercargill is in the centre, more or less on the southern coast, and the Catlins are in the east. Rakiura/Stewart Island sits to the south.
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Plan Your Time

Fiordland and Southland are a wanderer’s dream come true. You could while away a lot of time down here, especially if you like exploring, walking and spotting wildlife.
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Gertrude Valley | Tobin Akehurst/Shutterstock ©


On a Quick Visit

• If time is not on your side, make sure to visit Piopiotahi/Milford Sound and take a cruise on the fiord. The best way to do this is to stay in Te Anau and take a day to drive the Milford Road out to the fiord and back through Fiordland National Park. If you’re really short on time, Milford is spectacular from the air and can be reached by helicopter or light aircraft from Queenstown. Many fly out to Milford, take a cruise, then fly back to Queenstown, though this is entirely weather dependent.




Road Trip!

• Driving the Southern Scenic Route from Queenstown to Dunedin, via Te Anau and Fiordland, Invercargill and the Catlins, or vice versa, makes for a road trip extraordinaire. You’ll definitely want to drive the Milford Road out to the fiord and take a cruise, so you’ll need a few nights in Te Anau. If you like driving, allow four to five days for the full Southern Scenic Route; if you enjoy pottering around, you could allow 10 days and take your time in the Catlins, which is a potterer’s paradise.




With Time up Your Sleeve

• If time isn’t an issue, drive the Southern Scenic Route, with a side trip from Invercargill at its halfway point. Drive from Invercargill down to Bluff, leave your car at the ferry terminal, and ferry over to Rakiura/Stewart Island. There’s plenty to do on the island. Be sure to visit the bird sanctuary of Ulva Island and amble out to Ackers Point. Hikers may also want to take in the 39km, three-day Rakiura Track. Ferry back to Bluff and carry on driving the Southern Scenic Route.



Seasonal Highlights

Late October to April is when the region is abuzz with visitors; these are the warmer months, with hikers, outdoor enthusiasts and sightseers coming out to play.

JANUARY

The summer high season, with Kiwi families out enjoying it; busy in Fiordland, the Catlins (pictured) and on Rakiura/Stewart Island.
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FEBRUARY

The weather is settled, Kiwi kids are back at school, and in Invercargill the Burt Munro Challenge is roaring to go!
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APRIL

It’s all slowing down as the hiking tracks, tour operators and farmers prepare for a cold winter low season.
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Nui Rattapon/shutterstock ©

MAY

The visitor season is done and Te Anau is quiet, though the Bluff Oyster & Food Festival helps keep locals warm.
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OCTOBER

It’s spring, lambs are frolicking on the farms and hikers are getting itchy feet as the weather warms up.
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NOVEMBER

Multiday walks such as the Milford, Routeburn and Kepler tracks are up and running; Te Anau comes alive.
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DECEMBER

Te Anau hosts the Kepler Challenge mountain run; NZ school summer holidays kick in well before Christmas.
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TE ANAU
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Picturesque Te Anau is the gateway to Fiordland National Park, Piopiotahi/Milford Sound and some of the best hiking in the country. This vibrant little town, with a permanent population of around 3000, sits at the southern end of Lake Te Anau, 66km long and the country’s second-largest lake. To the east lies green farmland, and to the west, on the far side of the lake, the mountains and forests of Fiordland.

There’s a frontier feel, with vast wilderness sitting right on the town’s doorstep. There’s a bit of a wild feel too. Deer farming started here, with live deer, dangling below choppers, flown out of the mountains to the farmland. Te Anau’s top event is the Kepler Challenge, a gruelling 60km running race around the mountains of the Kepler Track, held in early December.

Te Anau positively hums from October to April, the hiking season; things can get decidedly quiet during winter.
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Kepler Track | Naruedom Yaempongsa/shutterstock ©
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TOP TIP

Book accommodation early if you’re turning up over summer. Stock up here on whatever you need to take out on the tracks. Fresh Choice is the large supermarket in the middle of town; outdoors stores abound. Head to Fiordland National Park’s Visitor Centre for hut bookings, track advice and weather forecasts.




Te Anau Caves

CONSTELLATIONS OF GLOWWORMS

Te Anau means ‘place of the swirling waters’, but until 1948 this extensive cave system on the western side of Lake Te Anau was the stuff of Māori legend. It was believed that the caves were out there somewhere, but no one knew where. The caves’ rediscovery in 1948 by local legend Lawson Burrows helped put the small township on the map.

These days, visitors take a 25-minute boat ride from Te Anau’s waterfront pier across the lake to visit the caves and the astonishing glowworm grotto. At 12,000 years old, these caves are very young by geological standards and are still being carved by the river that flows through them. After explanations at Cavern House, visitors need to duck their heads at the low entrance on the way into the caves. The joke goes that those who don’t duck will get to see the star-like glowworms before everyone else! Once in the cave, visitors walk a twisting trail through limestone passages, past whirlpools and sculpted rock, over the roaring river and past a thunderous underground waterfall. Deep in the caves, they arrive at the absolute highlight, a ride in a small, hand-powered punt into a silent, hidden grotto that is inhabited by hundreds of glowworms. The glittering display, where the stars shine all day, is mesmerising.


A BIG YEAR

It was a big year for Te Anau. In 1948, Lawson Burrows discovered the Te Anau Caves at the foot of the Murchison mountains. And high above in the same mountain range, in what was to become known as Takahē Valley, Dr Geoffrey Orbell rediscovered a species of flightless bird that had been declared extinct half a century earlier: the takahē. About 50cm tall and a bright iridescent blue and green, takahē now number around 450, thanks to the Department of Conservation’s dedicated Takahē Recovery Program. Check out living takahē at Te Anau’s Bird Sanctuary. They’re definitely not as big as the takahē statue at the waterfront end of Te Anau’s main street!



WHERE TO EAT IN TE ANAU

Redcliff Cafe

Try Fiordland favourites such as venison or wild hare. $$$

Sandfly Cafe

Tasty cabinet food or order off the menu at Te Anau’s top cafe. $$

Ditto

‘South meets East’ Asian fusion at this new kid on the block. $$


Lake Te Anau Foreshore Walk

BOAT, BEECH FOREST & BIRDS

Head down to the Te Anau waterfront and take the Kepler Water Taxi across the lake to Brod Bay in the national park. Prepare for a flat, 10km (three-hour) walk around the southern end of the lake and back to the township. There are lots of interesting things to see along the way.

Enjoy the pebbly sand and water at Brod Bay before heading up into the forest and onto the well-formed, easy-to-follow track. Make sure to turn left (south) and walk about 3km through gorgeous native beech forest, looking out for friendly birds such as piwakawaka (fantails) and kakaruai (robins). Dock Bay is a good spot for swimming and picnicking.

At the southern end of the lake you’ll break out of the forest and cross the Lake Te Anau control gates, which regulate flow down the Waiau River to Lake Manapōuri. This is also the starting point of the 60km, four-day Kepler Track. Carry on around the foreshore until you get to the Te Anau Bird Sanctuary and take time to check out the flightless takahē, as well as the kākā (brown parrot) and kākāriki (small green parrot).

Continue on to the Fiordland National Park Visitor Centre, with its outstanding displays, and on past the statue of Quintin MacKinnon, the first European to find the MacKinnon Pass, establishing the Milford Track in 1888. It’s a short walk from there back to Te Anau’s main street.
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BEST DAY WALKS FROM TE ANAU

[image: Sky Lovill_headshotjpg]

Sky Lovill, Fiordland Mountain Man, shares his favourite tracks for a day out. @skys_9_lives



Lake Marian Track

Love this three-hour return hike up to gorgeous Lake Marian. It’s an alpine lake high in a beautiful hanging valley, surrounded by tall peaks, not far off the Milford Rd.

Key Summit

Incredible 360-degree mountain and valley views from high above The Divide on the Milford Rd. Allow about three hours return and don’t forget your camera.

Shallow Bay

Easy three-hour walk through lovely beech forest from Rainbow Reach on the Te Anau-Manapōuri Rd to Shallow Bay on Lake Manapōuri. Head to The Church in Manapōuri for refreshments after.




Getting Around

While there are buses connecting Te Anau with Queenstown, Invercargill, Milford Sound and plenty of hiking trailheads, having your own wheels will provide the freedom to stop wherever and whenever you like. The township itself is small and easy to walk around.






Beyond Te Anau
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Te Anau is the gateway and hub for visiting Fiordland National Park and Piopiotahi/Milford Sound.


The Fiordland coast is home to 14 fiords (sounds). You can reach Piopiotahi/Milford Sound under your own steam – it’s an enjoyable 120km drive from Te Anau. It’s also possible to visit Pātea/Doubtful Sound, but it’s not easy to get out there independently.

Fiordland National Park hosts some of the finest walks in the world. Indeed, the Milford Track was labelled the very finest over 100 years ago by the London Spectator. Throw in other big names such as the Routeburn Track, the Hollyford Track and the Kepler Track, plus a plethora of excellent day walks and short walks, and it adds up to NZ’s best hiking spot, all of it accessible from Te Anau.
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Milford Sound | Robert CHG/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Make Great Walks hut bookings online with the Department of Conservation (DOC). Get in early for the Milford, Routeburn and Kepler Tracks.




Cruising on Piopiotahi/Milford Sound

FABULOUS SCENERY IN THE FIORD

Look right as your cruise departs the boat harbour at Milford, for just around the corner are the absolutely stunning, 160m-high Bowen Falls, which can be absolutely pumping after heavy rain. Don’t forgo a cruise if it’s raining: Milford can get upwards of 8m (yes, metres) of rain a year, and when it’s pouring there are waterfalls everywhere, tumbling down the sheer rock walls that line the fiord.


If the weather’s good, make sure to head outside as the boat cruises beneath Mitre Peak, which towers 1690m above the western side of the fiord. You’ll have seen it in tourism marketing before you got here. How that vegetation manages to cling to and grow on near-vertical bare rock is anyone’s guess. While you’ll probably get to see fur seals sunning themselves on the rocks, if you’re lucky dolphins might be frolicking in the fiord, and there’s also the possibility of spotting Fiordland crested penguins. Boat captains will let you know what’s around in terms of wildlife.

After a foray out the mouth of the fiord into the Tasman Sea – this will be shorter if the swells are big – boats re-enter the fiord and cruise back down its eastern side, past 155m-high Stirling Falls. Check out the horizontal scars that were gouged into the rock walls by ancient glaciers, before you cruise around peaceful Harrison Cove and back into the harbour.
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Stirling Falls | Blue Planet Studio/Shutterstock ©


WHICH CRUISE?

A cruise out on magnificent Milford Sound is likely to be one of the highlights of your trip to Aotearoa New Zealand. For those with the time, an overnight cruise is the way to go. This allows you to see the fiord early in the morning and late in the evening, at times when there aren’t many visitors around. Try to avoid booking a cruise at 1pm or 1.30pm. This is peak time, when tour buses turn up from Queenstown on rushed, 13-hour day trips with piles of passengers. You’ll get better cruise prices for off-peak departures. Both big-boat and small-boat operators head out into the Tasman Sea.



BOAT OPERATORS AT MILFORD SOUND

Mitre Peak Cruises

Smaller day boats for close-ups of waterfalls, wildlife and other scenery.

RealNZ

Big operator with day and overnight cruises, plus buses to get there.

Rosco’s Milford Kayaks

Our wildcard! Paddling adventures, a great way to experience the fiord.

The ‘Place of Silence’, Pātea/Doubtful Sound

GOING WHERE FEW OTHERS GO

There’s a positive aspect about Pātea/Doubtful Sound being more difficult to get to than Piopiotahi/Milford Sound: there’s hardly anybody here! Even Captain James Cook was sceptical about entering the fiord from the Tasman Sea in 1770; he was doubtful that he’d be able to sail back out against prevailing westerly winds if he ventured in, so he called his discovery Doubtful Harbour and carried on sailing up the coast.

Pātea/Doubtful Sound’s stunning beauty is still well hidden. Visitors need to take a one-hour boat trip across Lake Manapōuri from Pearl Harbour at Manapōuri township, followed by a one-hour bus trip up and over 671m Wilmot Pass to Deep Cove. Unlike at Milford, there is no settlement, just some tourist boats and a small fleet of fishing vessels that head out to sea to pull in prized cod and crayfish (rock lobster). With both day or overnight options, cruises need to be prebooked. Overnight trips are highly recommended.

Fully 40km long from Deep Cove to the Tasman Sea, Pātea/Doubtful Sound is the deepest of Fiordland’s 14 fiords, a place to really enjoy the ‘sound of silence’. The locals are fur seals, bottlenose dolphins, tawaki (Fiordland crested penguins), plus land and sea birds. Expect a chorus of birdsong amid a dramatic landscape of towering rock walls and thundering waterfalls.


THE CHURCH BAR & EATERY

The departure point for Pātea/Doubtful Sound is at Manapōuri, 21km south of Te Anau. A top spot for refreshments here is The Church, an 1898-built former Presbyterian church that was moved here in 2002 from its former home in the Catlins and converted into a bar and restaurant. It’s nothing fancy, but The Church is a merry locals’ pub with exceptionally welcoming staff, refreshingly cold beer and a decent choice of bar snacks and meals. There’s even a tiny, friendly dog called Mouse (as in church mouse!). Park yourself in the cute little armchair nook, known as ‘the confessional’, and savour the chunky seafood chowder.




Getting Around

Buses link Te Anau with Piopiotahi/Milford Sound, Manapōuri and most trailheads, but you’ll enjoy the freedom of having your own wheels.





ROAD TRIP
Driving the Milford Road

The Milford Road is without doubt one of the most spectacular drives in the world. While many just race on through to meet a cruise departure time at Piopiotahi/Milford Sound, it’s worth taking your time for fascinating nature stops, absolutely scintillating scenery and some lovely short walks along the way. Remember, there’s only one road, so you can make some of these stops on your way back to Te Anau.


1 Te Anau

Fill up with gas, take snacks and refreshments, check the weather forecast and prepare to be out of mobile-phone coverage for much of the journey. The weather in Milford, on the rainy western side of the mountains, is often different to Te Anau’s.

The Drive: Head out of town on SH84 (along Lake Te Anau’s eastern shores) for 52km. At the 44km mark you’ll enter Fiordland National Park.

2 Eglinton Valley

There are mind-blowing views here of the massive glacial-carved valley, with pull-offs right next to the road. Mt Eglinton (1854m) towers high to the west.

The Drive: Drive north up the valley for another 3km.

3 Mirror Lakes

A 400m boardwalk track next to the road makes a lovely break. An upside-down Mirror Lakes sign is a sure source of excitement when there’s little wind and a perfect reflection in the small lake.

The Drive: Continue on SH84 past the latitude 45° South sign for another 20km; after 7km there are public toilets at Knobs Flat.
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Mirror Lakes | Filip Fuxa/Shutterstock ©

4 Lake Gunn Nature Walk

At the southern end of Lake Gunn, this 45-minute loop track through ancient beech forest is a top spot to see native birds. Step straight into the moss-covered forest with its massive red beech trees.

The Drive: Over 23km the road climbs to The Divide (534m), the start of the Routeburn Track, before dropping to the Hollyford River. It then climbs again through a U-shaped valley.

5 Gertrude Valley

Pull off and take a short walk to find a proliferation of native flowering plants in summer. With time on your hands, make the challenging four- to six-hour return hike up to the Gertrude Saddle.

The Drive: It’s another 12km to the next stop. Just when you thought there was no way through that wall of rock…you’re in the roughly hewn, 1.2km-long Homer Tunnel, leading to the west coast.
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6 The Chasm

Once through the tunnel, the road descends steeply into the Cleddau Valley with sheer walls of rock in all directions. The Chasm is a short walk through beech forest to a dramatic set of waterfalls.

The Drive: Just 10km to go now as the road descends to sea level at Piopiotahi/Milford Sound.

7 Piopiotahi/Milford Sound

That’s the sea out there, and though you’re likely headed to the boat terminal, take some time out to enjoy the 20-minute Milford Foreshore Walk.





HIKING TOUR
Walking the Milford Track

Get in early to book a spot on this 54km, four-day beauty, or you’ll miss out. This is one of the world’s most dramatic and best-known multiday walks, and the 40-bunk DOC huts fill up incredibly quickly for the late-October to April season. Alternatively, go for an Ultimate Hikes guided walk, staying in luxury lodges. If the guided trips are full too, consider a day hike at each end of the track.


1 Te Anau Downs

Sitting 27km north of Te Anau on the Milford Rd, Te Anau Downs is the picturesque departure point for the cruise north up the lake to Glade Wharf and the start of the track. Once you’ve booked your huts on the DOC website, be sure to book your boat for both ends of the track. There are plenty of buses from Te Anau that can drop you off at Te Anau Downs.

The Walk: This is a one-direction track, so you’re not going to meet anyone walking the other way. The first day is an easy 5km, 1½-hour flattish walk from Glade Wharf up the Clinton River valley.

2 Clinton Hut

This is where all independent hikers spend the first night. The hut sits in a lovely spot, not far from the river. Swimming is on the cards, and there’s a glowworm grotto near the hut. If you’re lucky, you might hear kiwi calling after dark.

The Walk: Day 2 is a 17.5km, six-hour hike up the valley that gets steeper later in the day. The scenery is spectacular as the glacier-carved, U-shaped Clinton Valley narrows.
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Clinton River Valley | Martin Vlnas/Shutterstock ©

3 Mintaro Hut

This hut sits near Lake Mintaro at the base of the imposing MacKinnon Pass. During the Great Walks season the DOC huts all have bunks, mattresses, heating, toilets, basic cooking facilities, solar-powered lighting and cold running water, plus a ranger in residence.

The Walk: Day 3 is a highlight. It’s a knee-knocking 13km, six- to seven-hour climb and descent of the 1154m MacKinnon Pass, dropping into the Arthur Valley.

4 Dumpling Hut

This hut sits in the Arthur Valley on the western side of the pass. Rather than heading directly to the hut on descending into the valley, if time allows consider taking the side track to the base of the spectacular three-leap Sutherland Falls, which tumble 580m from Lake Quill, high in the mountains above.

The Walk: Day 4 is a 18km, six-hour, relatively flat hike out of the Arthur Valley to Sandfly Point, followed by an enjoyable boat ride to Piopiotahi/Milford Sound.
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5 Piopiotahi/Milford Sound

Most hikers get to Milford Sound Visitor Centre by boat in the afternoon. Many take a prebooked bus back out to Te Anau that same day. Alternatively, take a cruise on the fiord and consider staying at Milford Sound Lodge (you’ll need to prebook).





INVERCARGILL
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Flat and a tad featureless, Southland’s main city (population 57,000) tends to inspire ambivalence in its visitors, except for Keith Richards, who in famously unflattering words labelled it ‘the arsehole of the world’ on the Rolling Stones’ 1965 visit. Of course, Invercargill has moved on since then and now satisfies all the requirements of a pit stop between the Catlins, Rakiura/Stewart Island and Fiordland.

The town is a petrolhead paradise, thanks in part to local speed-bike racer Burt Munro, who set motorcycle land speed records in the US in the 1960s and inspired the 2005 movie The World’s Fastest Indian, starring Anthony Hopkins. Invercargill boasts three must-sees for rev-heads, so if you’re into bikes and cars, make sure to plan a stopover.

With time, drop in to see 120-year-old Henry the tuatara, one of the last survivors of an order of reptiles that thrived in the age of the dinosaurs.
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TOP TIP

Invercargill Airport is 3km west of the city centre and has flight links with NZ’s main cities. If you’re going to Fiordland, though, you might consider flying into Queenstown and driving to Te Anau from there on the Southern Scenic Route. Flights to Rakiura/Stewart Island leave from Invercargill Airport.




World’s Fastest Indian

HARDWARE STORE WITH A DIFFERENCE

We doubt the good people of Invercargill will be upset that we’ve named a hardware store as top highlight in their city, as all locals know that among the aisles of bolts, barbecues and brooms in the classic Art Deco building occupied by E Hayes & Sons are over 100 items of mesmerising motoring memorabilia, including the actual motorbike on which Burt Munro broke the world speed record in 1967. The original and legendary 1920 Indian Scout bike, The Munro Special, is on permanent display in a glass case near the back of this historical, independently owned store, right where Burt himself left it. Other highlights include a 1910 Buick 8, a Ford Thunderbolt and some shiny Chevies. Admission is free, and you shouldn’t feel guilty about wandering the sprawling store for hours with no intention of buying anything, as you definitely won’t be the only visitor doing so. Take a break in the on-site Columbus Coffee Cafe if required.


BURT MUNRO CHALLENGE

Following the success of the 2005 movie about Burt Munro’s life, The World’s Fastest Indian, the Southland Motorcycle Club created the Burt Munro Challenge to honour his ingenuity, determination, and love of speed and motorcycles. The Challenge is made up of seven events over five days in February, held on local racetracks and the flat sands of Oreti Beach, where Munro tested his modified 1920 Indian Scout bike and set an NZ open beach speed record.



EATING & DRINKING IN INVERCARGILL

Tuatara Café & Bar

This craft-beer bar, brewery and pizzeria is a great spot for a cold brew. $$

Louies Café & Tapas Bar

An innovative tapas menu offers plenty of options for shared dining. $$

Amigo’s Mexican Grill

This cheerful, buzzing spot boasts all the classic Mexican flavours. $$


Henry the Tuatara

LIVING FOSSIL & NATIONAL TREASURE

Out the back of the Southland Museum & Art Gallery building (closed as it doesn’t meet earthquake-strength requirements), on the Queen’s Park side, you’ll find the Tuatarium, where you can see live tuatara thriving in an environment that mimics their natural habitat. The tuatara is a rare reptile oddity, the only surviving member of the order Sphenodontia, of which all species except the tuatara became extinct about 60 million years ago. The rock star at the Tuatarium is the slow-moving 120-year-old-and-counting patriarch Henry. Check him and his equally slow-moving buddies out for free.

Motorcycle Wonderland

PARADISE FOR MOTORBIKE FANS

Smack dab in the middle of town, Classic Motorcycle Mecca boasts the largest and most diverse display of classic motorbikes in New Zealand, with more than 300 machines from as far back as 1902. There are collections of American, British, European and Japanese bikes, plus bikes and memorabilia associated with Kiwi biking legends John Britten, six-time speedway World Champ Ivan Mauger and home-town hero Burt Munro – he of World’s Fastest Indian fame. You can get up close and personal with the bikes, as there are no glass cases here. Meccaspresso Café fills the void, plus there’s an art gallery of – you guessed it – motorbike paintings and posters.


BLUFF OYSTERS

Windswept and a little bleak, Bluff, 27km south of Invercargill, is where the ferry leaves for Rakiura/Stewart Island. Mention Bluff to any Kiwi, though, and they’ll be thinking oysters. Bluff’s bulging bivalves are in huge demand from the minute they come into season in late March. (The season runs until late August.) Top restaurants all over the country compete to get them on their menus first. As oysters go, they’re whoppers, hauled in from the cold waters of the Foveaux Strait, between Bluff and Rakiura/Stewart Island. The raucous Bluff Oyster & Food Festival, in late May, includes oyster opening and eating competitions, plus live music and plenty of liquid refreshments.



Bill Richardson Transport World

WORLD CLASS AUTOMOTIVE EXPERIENCE

More petrolhead fun can be had out at the eastern end of town at what claims to be the largest private automotive museum of its type in the world, featuring more than 300 spectacular classic vehicles. What began in a back shed has been transformed into the almost unbelievable Bill Richardson Transport World, which opened in 2015. It’s an absolute must for those into automobiles, but that doesn’t paint the full picture. There’s also a collection of vintage items, wearable art, the Grille Café, a movie theatre and individually themed toilets that are an attraction in themselves. A Turbo Pass includes admission here and at Classic Motorcycle Mecca.


Getting Around

Buses connect Invercargill with Queenstown, Dunedin, Te Anau and Bluff. Head to Rakiura/Stewart Island from Bluff by ferry or from Invercargill Airport by Stewart Island Flights. Rental wheels are a great way to get around the region.






Beyond Invercargill
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Head east through the Catlins to Dunedin, or west via Riverton to Te Anau and Fiordland.


Southland is farm country. There are lots of sheep and cows, especially in the central and northern parts of the region. Chances are you’ll be driving, so if you’re heading east, follow the Southern Scenic Route through the Catlins with its natural attractions and carry on through to Dunedin. If you’re heading west, the Southern Scenic Route will take you through Riverton, past glorious coastline, then north along the eastern boundary of Fiordland National Park to Manapōuri and Te Anau. Before you head off, consider driving down to Bluff and taking a ferry to Rakiura/Stewart Island for a few days. For context, you can drive directly north from Invercargill to get to Queenstown in two hours.
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TOP TIP

Drive the full 610km Southern Scenic Route, either from Dunedin via Invercargill, to Te Anau and Queenstown, or vice versa.





ROAD TRIP
Exploring the Enchanting Catlins

Bypassed entirely by SH1, the often-overlooked Catlins coast is tucked away at the southeastern corner of the South Island, straddling Southland and Otago. It’s an enchanting region, combining farmland, native forest, lonely lighthouses, empty beaches, bushwalks and wildlife-spotting opportunities. In good weather it’s gorgeous, but it’s a different kettle of fish entirely with a howling Antarctic southerly. An absolute highlight is the petrified forest at Curio Bay, not to be missed.


1 Invercargill

Check tide times before leaving; to explore the petrified forest at Curio Bay, you’ll need to get there around low tide.

The Drive: Head east on the Southern Scenic Route to Fortrose, then turn right on the coastal route to Curio Bay.

2 Curio Bay

At this beachy settlement you’ll find an amazing fossil forest with petrified trees from 180 million years ago. Even better, you can go wandering around out on the extensive ledge and explore for yourself at low tide. Keep an eye out for hoiho (yellow-eyed penguins), a dolphin or two, and potentially go swimming or surfing at the beach.

The Drive: Continue via Niagara Falls, a tad smaller than their namesake on the US-Canada border, out to the main road, then drive east to the Cathedral Caves turnoff.
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3 Cathedral Caves

It’s a one-hour return walk through bush and along the beach to these spectacular sea caves, which soar 30m skywards above the sand. This is another spot to check tide times: the caves are only accessible for a couple of hours either side of low tide, October to May.

The Drive: Stop at spectacular Florence Hill lookout on the way to the small township of Papatowai.

4 Lost Gypsy Gallery

Blair Somerville’s irreverent, bamboozling collection of gadgets and gizmos in a roadside house-bus can only be matched by the carnival of curiosities and creations through the gate.

The Drive: The Southern Scenic Route continues northeast.

5 Owaka

The Catlins’ main town boasts a population of 300, with a few places to stay and eat. To wander past dozing sea lions on the beach, head out to nearby Surat Bay.

The Drive: Follow signage to Kaka Point, then turn right for Nugget Point, passing deserted beaches. Keep your eyes open for sleeping seals and sea lions.
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6 Nugget Point

A 900m track leads out to the queen of the Catlins’ viewpoints: the lighthouse at Nugget Point. View wave-thrashed cliffs, toothy islets known as the Nuggets, seals and sea lions lolling on rocks below, and crying seabirds soaring above.

The Drive: Head north through Kaka Point to Balclutha, then on SH1 to Waihola. Turn east here, over the hills to the Taieri River mouth, and follow the coastal road north to Dunedin.

7 Dunedin

Here at Otago’s main city, you’re at the end of the 610km Southern Scenic Route from Queenstown.





ROAD TRIP
West on the Southern Scenic Route

Once you’re past ‘the Riviera of the south’, Riverton, as you head west, then north on the Southern Scenic Route, you’ll be wondering if there really are 8 billion people on the planet. Because there sure aren’t many around here! The stretch from Tuatapere to Manapōuri is particularly unpopulated, except for sheep and cows. Long straights, green farmland, mountains to the west…savour the drive and reflect on that feeling of solitude.


1 Invercargill

Get a good start and give yourself a day to drive to Te Anau, though you could get there with two hours’ nonstop driving.

The Drive: Head north out of Invercargill, then follow signage west through fertile farmland to Riverton.

2 Riverton

Don’t expect warm tropical waters at the popular seaside town of Riverton, cheekily known as ‘the Riviera of the south’. There are cafes, an art gallery and vintage shops in the main street, a bit of a hippie vibe, and surfing at Riverton’s Taramea Bay and at Colac Bay, a bit further west.

The Drive: Continue west to McCracken’s Rest, a magnificent viewpoint overlooking Te Waewae Bay. The road then turns inland to the north, to the small township of Tuatapere.
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3 Tuatapere

There isn’t a lot here, but this farming service town does claim to be ‘the Sausage Capital of NZ’. It’s also home base for the Hump Ridge Track, a popular three-day, 61km loop over the mountains and along the southern coast in nearby Fiordland.

The Drive: You thought there weren’t many people around on the drive so far? It gets better.
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4 Clifden Suspension Bridge

Take time to check out this amazing bridge, 12km north of Tuatapere. An 1899-built beauty, at 111.5m it’s the longest wooden suspension bridge in the country. Stroll across it and spot monster trout in Waiau River below.

The Drive: Think glorious nothingness. Farms, forestry, Fiordland mountains to the west, hardly anyone out there and very few cars.

5 Manapōuri

The jumping-off point for a trip to Pātea/Doubtful Sound, Manapōuri was the site of NZ’s first major greenie campaign, when environmentalists prevented the lake level from being raised for a power station in 1969. Enjoy the serenity of the lake and take a break at The Church, a very merry pub and eatery.

The Drive: It’s a 21km drive north to Te Anau. On the way, stop at Rainbow Reach, cross the Waiau River on the swing bridge and enjoy the beech forest. If you’ve got time, it’s a three-hour return hike to Shallow Bay.

6 Te Anau

Te Anau isn’t the end of the line for the Southern Scenic Route; there’s still a two-hour drive through farmland and along the southern shores of Lake Wakatipu to Queenstown. You’ll want to stop off in Te Anau, though, to visit Piopiotahi/Milford Sound and Fiordland National Park.





RAKIURA/STEWART ISLAND
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If you make the effort to visit Rakiura/Stewart Island you’ll have one up on most Kiwis, who maintain an active curiosity about the country’s ‘third island’ without ever going there. Go, and you’ll be rewarded with a warm welcome from the locals at what may seem like a glimpse of the New Zealand of a few decades ago. Oban is the island’s only real settlement; head to NZ’s southernmost pub, the South Sea, just in from the ferry terminal, to get the vibe.

Adventure opportunities abound, with Rakiura National Park making up 85% of the island’s land area. Expect gorgeous coastal and inland scenery, plus myriad hiking tracks – Rakiura is a paradise for walkers and bird-spotters. Oban resonates with the calls of birdlife such as tui, bellbirds and kākā. You may even see a kiwi around dusk on the fringes of the island’s rugby pitch.
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TOP TIP

Try to include a Sunday in your visit so you can participate in the Stewart Island Pub Quiz on Sunday night. This unforgettable slice of island life is well lubricated! There’s a maximum of six people to a team; register by 6pm at the latest.




The Birds of Ulva Island/Te Wharawhara

LIFE IN A PREDATOR-FREE SANCTUARY

Discover an amazing array of birds on predator-free Ulva Island/Te Wharawhara, just a short boat ride from Oban, including the flightless kiwi and weka, plus species such as the tīeke (saddleback) and mōhua (yellowhead), reintroduced to the island as part of conservation efforts to ensure their survival.

Start out with a 10-minute boat ride across Paterson Inlet from Golden Bay Wharf to Post Office Bay on Ulva Island. The post office was a meeting point for locals living around the inlet from 1872 to 1923, when the postmaster would raise a flag to alert them that the mail boat had stopped by. In the 1880s the tourism department funded the island’s hiking tracks, and in 1922 Ulva Island became the first scenic reserve in the country.

Pick up an Ulva: Self-guided Tour pamphlet at the jetty. The tracks are in great shape, well signposted and easy to follow. You’ll hear myriad calls, similar to the choruses that enthralled early European settlers before the introduction of predators such as rats, stoats and possums that have decimated the country’s native birdlife. Ulva Island has been pest-free since 1997. The stunning native podocarp forest is dominated by rimu, southern rātā and kāmahi, with stands of tōtara and miro. Take time to enjoy Boulder Beach, West End Beach and Sydney Cove.


WHY I LOVE ULVA ISLAND
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Craig McLachlan, writer



It’s an extremely special feeling when a tiny, skinny-legged toutouwai (bush robin) takes an active interest in you, tentatively comes in close, pecks at your laces and then hops onto your boot. This is the kind of experience I love, and that can be had on predator-free Ulva Island, where the birds aren’t all skittery and scared. This is a place to take your time. Don’t rush along the trails, make as little noise and as few sudden movements as possible, and see who comes to visit. If there’s something scratching away in the bushes by the track, it’s likely to be a flightless weka. Stand still and enjoy the show.



WHERE TO STAY ON RAKIURA/STEWART ISLAND

South Sea Hotel

Range of hotel rooms and motel units, plus cottage and beach house. $$

Stewart Island Lodge

Attractive RealNZ-run bed and breakfast with views; a short walk from town. $$$

Stewart Island Backpackers

Dorm beds and basic rooms in a good location in Oban. $

Hike the Rakiura Track

SOUTHERNMOST OF THE 10 GREAT WALKS

This 39km, three-day island adventure is a peaceful and leisurely loop that sidles around beautiful beaches before climbing over a forested ridge and traversing the sheltered shores of Paterson Inlet/Whaka ā Te Wera. There’s lots of history, plus the chance of spotting a number of forest and sea birds. While there’s 32km of maintained track, adding in road sections at either end bumps it up to 39km and makes a convenient loop from Oban. The Rakiura Track requires a moderate level of fitness and is suitable for hiking year-round.

DOC operates two huts and three Great Walks campsites along the track, which must be booked in advance all year round. Most hikers walk anti-clockwise around the loop; make bookings on the DOC website. DOC also has the fascinating Rakiura NP Visitor Centre in Oban, where you can check out trail conditions and weather forecasts and get advice before setting out. While there’s a small Four Square Supermarket in Oban, you may want to consider bringing supplies from the mainland. All hikers should come prepared, as Rakiura weather is very changeable and the island gets plenty of rain.

Those after a day walk on the Rakiura Track can take a Rakiura Charters water taxi up to Port William and walk the 12km back to Oban along the first section of the full three-day trail.
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SPOTTING A KIWI

The tokoeka (Rakiura brown kiwi) is unusual among kiwi for being active during the day. This is one of the few places you may see a kiwi in the wild and almost certainly the only place you might see one in daylight. The tokoeka is larger in size, longer in the beak and thicker in the leg than its northern cousins; estimates say there are around 15,000 birds. Tokoeka may be seen around sunrise and sunset foraging for food in grassed areas and on beaches. If you see one, keep silent and stay still. The bird’s poor eyesight and single-mindedness in searching for food will often bring it very close.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK ON RAKIURA/STEWART ISLAND

South Sea Hotel

Popular restaurant and pub in a waterfront one-stop shop. $$

KaiKart Takeaways

Top fish and chips and burgers at this takeout cart in Oban. $

Fin & Feather Eatery

Gourmet meals out of a food truck; try the crumbed blue cod burger. $$


Amble out to Ackers Point

LOVELY SHORT WALK FROM OBAN

This easy walk out to the Ackers Point lighthouse and back takes about three hours return, on both road and well-maintained track. Start out from the visitor centre at the ferry terminal, head along the Oban waterfront past the boat sheds, then continue along the coast road, passing attractive Lonnekers Beach. Keep walking along the coastal road as it passes Leask Bay, before climbing to reach the road end and the Ackers Point trailhead.

From there a short track crosses private land to Ackers Cottage, one of the oldest buildings in the country, in picturesque Harrold Bay. The stone cottage was built in 1835 by Lewis Acker, a New York–born whaler who, along with his Māori wife, is said to have lived here and raised nine children. The cottage is on the Heritage New Zealand list of historic places.

Continue along the main track through coastal forest, past Fisherman’s Point and on until you reach the lighthouse, with wide views out over the islands and Foveaux Strait. The lighthouse lit the way for boats until 2006, when it was replaced by a beacon and a viewing platform for visitors. At dusk in mid- to late summer little blue penguins and tītī (also called sooty shearwaters or muttonbirds) can be seen returning to their burrows around this point. Follow the same track to get back to Oban.
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South Sea Hotel, Oban | Matthew Micah Wright/getty images ©


GLOWING SKIES

Stewart Island’s Māori name is Rakiura (Glowing Skies) and you only need catch a glimpse of a blood-red sunset or the aurora australis to see why. It’s said Aotearoa was hauled from the ocean by Māui, who declared: ‘Let us go out of sight of land, far out in the open sea, and when we have quite lost sight of land, then let the anchor be dropped.’ The North Island was the fish Māui caught, the South Island his canoe and Rakiura his canoe’s anchor (‘Te Punga o te Waka o Māui’). Moa (bird) hunters were here as early as the 13th century, and tītī (muttonbirds) are still an important seasonal food source for southern Māori.




GETTING AROUND

Get to Rakiura/Stewart Island by the RealNZ ferry from Bluff or on a Stewart Island Flights aircraft from Invercargill Airport. Oban is small and easy to walk around. There are water taxis to Ulva Island and various trailheads.






QUEENSTOWN & WĀNAKA
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MOUNTAINS, LAKES AND ENDLESS ADVENTURE

Alpine vistas, rolling vineyards and death-defying activities: explore some of New Zealand’s most beautiful scenery
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snowboarding, The Remarkables | Alex E. Proimos/getty images ©

Nestled in the valleys of the Southern Alps, the Queenstown and Wānaka region is a hive of activity. There’s a surprising amount of amenity in these relatively small towns, with a variety of shops, excellent restaurants and some of the best wine in the country.

Wānaka saw Māori settlement and then European industry, but both Queenstown and Arrowtown were established during the 19th-century gold rush; they grew and then declined by the end of the century. All three places were revitalised by tourism in the 1950s, first as a holiday spot for locals, then making the most of the natural landscape and its opportunities for hikes, adventure activities and some of the best snow sports in the southern hemisphere.

This is a place to get into the outdoors. The scenery is magnificent and you can experience the best of New Zealand’s natural beauty while keeping close to modern-day comforts. Excellent tourism infrastructure makes some challenging experiences and hard-to-reach destinations more accessible for visitors.

Queenstown is the self-styled adventure capital of the world, and adrenalin-inducing activities have spread throughout the area, all surrounded by stunning views of the nearby lakes and mountains. But despite the popularity of the area and all its outdoor drawcards, this is also a place where you can simply relax and soak in the view.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Queenstown

Adventure in the mountains.

ARROWTOWN

History, cycling and great food.

WĀNAKA

Laid-back lakeside town with hiking.




Find Your Way

Queenstown and Wanaka make up a relatively compact area, with most attractions less than two hours from each other by car. Base yourself in one of these towns to discover the many att ractions in this special place
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Plan Your Time

While famous for their stunning scenery, Queenstown and Wānaka are places of action. Pick a few must-do activities, then spend the rest of your time relaxing and taking in your surroundings.
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One Full Day

• Concentrate on Queenstown to experience the most in a short timeframe. Wander through town and along the waterfront, then hop on the TSS Earnslaw for a lake cruise and lunch at Water Peak Farm.

• In the afternoon, head up the Queenstown Gondola for some of the best views in the area. Watch the sunset, have a go on the luge and – if you want a taste of adventure – try paragliding or bungy jumping from the ledge.

• You can have dinner at Stratosphere, the restaurant at the top of the gondola, or come back down and try Fergburger, a Queenstown institution.




A Long Weekend Break

• After a day in Queenstown, it’s time to discover the mountains. In summer, hike Ben Lomond; in winter, ski or snowboard at Coronet Peak. Finish off your day relaxing in Onsen Hot Pools.

• On day three, head to Arrowtown. Wander through the main street, then head to the river to see the historic Chinese settlement. Drive over the Crown Range to Wānaka to see the famous tree and have lunch by the lake.

• Drive back via Gibbston Valley, stopping for a winery tasting, and at Kawarau Bridge to watch the bungy jumpers – or jump yourself.




A Week or More

• Split your time between Queenstown and Wānaka. Follow the first two days of the three-day itinerary, then drive to Glenorchy for amazing views and Lord of the Rings attractions.

• Spend a day exploring Lake Hayes and historic Arrowtown. Have dinner in Arrowtown, and relax at Onsen Hot Pools. The next day, drive to Wānaka, stopping at Gibbston Valley wineries on the way.

• Spend at least one day hiking in Mount Aspiring National Park – take the Blue Pools Track for a short walk or the Rob Roy Trail for a longer option. Get out on the lake with a cruise to Mou Waho Island to marvel at the amazing views.



Seasonal Highlights

Visit in summer and autumn for watersports, winery lunches and the best hiking conditions. Winter and spring are best for skiing and snow-capped mountain views.

JANUARY

Get outdoors for summer with the Queenstown Bike Festival and Roam Central, a celebration of local food and wine.
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FEBRUARY

Enjoy the warm weather with the Gibbston Valley Winery Summer Concert, and Crankworx Summer Series, a multistep mountain-bike festival.
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MARCH

Head to Wānaka for great hiking, the Wānaka Food & Wine Festival and Warbirds Over Wānaka, a four-day air show (alternate years).
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APRIL

Admire the gorgeous autumn leaves and celebrate the change in season at the Arrowtown Autumn Festival.
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JUNE

Ski season begins, the NZ Mountain Film and Book Festival comes to town and the LUMA Southern Light Project illuminates Queenstown.
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AUGUST

A great month for snow sports: the Winter Games take over the Queenstown and Cardrona ski fields. Winter Pride brings colour and life to Queenstown.
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DECEMBER

Colourful wildflowers arrive for spring. Celebrate New Year’s Eve at the Rhythm & Alps festival in Cardrona or with fireworks in Queenstown.
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QUEENSTOWN
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Originally known as Tāhuna by Māori, Queenstown is a vibrant town with world-class facilities. It’s surrounded by spectacular natural beauty, but its isolated location in the mountains meant it was uninhabited until the mid-1800s. While Māori knew of the area, they visited only in the summer months to hunt and find pounamu (greenstone or jade).

Europeans arrived in the region in 1860, and a couple of years later the gold rush began, attracting many people to the region. During this time the settlement grew and was named Queenstown in 1863. As the gold rush ended and the century drew to a close, the population declined.

Then in 1947 New Zealand’s first commercial ski fields opened at Coronet Peak, attracting more holidaymakers to the region. Tourism increased with the world’s first jet-boat and the first commercial bungy-jumping operation. Now Queenstown is one of NZ’s most popular destinations and is the self-proclaimed adventure capital of the world.
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SIGHTS

1Ben Lomond

2Bob’s Peak

3Lake Wakatipu

ACTIVITIES

4Coronet Peak

5Onsen Hot Pools

6Tiki Trail

EATING

7Walter Peak High Country Farm

TRANSPORT

8Queenstown Gondola

9TSS Earnslaw




TOP TIP

Book accommodation and restaurants in advance. Many establishments are short staffed and it may be challenging to get a reservation on the night. There’s a bit more flexibility with activities, but if something’s a must-do on your list, it’s safer to reserve your spot.




Up the Queenstown Gondola

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN THE SCENERY

One of the most magical things about Queenstown is the magnificent landscape. Towering mountains ring Lake Wakatipu, their tips scattered with snow for most of the year. The town itself is tucked at the base of the hills at the edge of the lake, spilling out across the shoreline. The views are gorgeous almost everywhere in town, but to see the scenery at its best you’ll need to head to higher ground.

The most accessible place to see postcard-perfect views of Queenstown is from Bob’s Peak. It takes around an hour and a half to walk up to the viewpoint via the Tiki Trail, or you can do what most visitors do – take the gondola to the top.


The Queenstown Gondola goes up 450m and is the steepest cable car in the southern hemisphere. Easily accessible from Brecon St in central Queenstown, it operates every day from 9.30am to 8.30pm. The views at the top are truly spectacular – some of the best you’ll get without a long hike up a mountain. Plus, there are a few fun activities at the top.

Take the chairlift even higher up, then race back down on the Queenstown Luge. This is a great activity for families, with two tracks to choose from. Or, if you’re after more of a challenge, bring your mountain bike up the gondola and pick from 30 trails back down.

As with everywhere in Queenstown, you’ll find plenty of opportunities for adventure up Bob’s Peak. Bungy jump or swing from the Ledge, overlooking the lakes and mountains as you drop 47m, or go paragliding and gently float back down to town. Taking the gondola also cuts some time off the hike up Ben Lomond, easily one of Queenstown’s best hikes.
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BEST RESTAURANTS WITH A VIEW

Nest Kitchen at Kamana Hotel

Alfresco dining overlooking the lake and mountains. $$$

Stratosfare

Take the gondola up Bob’s Peak to enjoy a meal with one of the best views in Queenstown. $$$

Attiqa

Relax with a cocktail in a rooftop bar surrounded by the Remarkables. $

Boat Shed Café & Bistro

Coffee and brunch right on the edge of the lake. $$

The Grille at Eichardts

Fine dining with floor-to-ceiling windows. $$$




THE VIEWS BEYOND THE GONDOLA

For an even higher vantage point, hike to the summit of Ben Lomond from the top of the gondola. The views are fantastic and well worth the effort.



WHERE TO STAY IN QUEENSTOWN

Kamana Lakehouse

Contemporary accommodation with views of Lake Wakatipu and the Remarkables just five minutes out of town. $$

mi-pad Queenstown

This centrally located hotel offers a range of rooms and a shared rooftop terrace. $$

Stoneridge Estate

This luxury lodge has 12 acres of vineyards and gardens overlooking Lake Hayes. $$$
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FOR MORE ADVENTURE

If you’re looking for a bigger adrenalin rush, try riding the world’s biggest human catapult. The Nevis Catapult will propel you 150m over the Nevis Valley, reaching speeds of 100km/h in just 1.5 seconds. This is fast, exhilarating and not for the fainthearted!

This one’s on private land, so get the 4WD Bungy Bus from central Queenstown to take you up the gravel road to the Nevis Playground. You can also try the 134m Nevis Bungy – the highest in New Zealand, with a free fall of 8.5 seconds – or the Nevis Swing, where you’ll swoop in a 300m arc over the valley.



WHERE TO STAY IN QUEENSTOWN

Eichardt’s Private Hotel

A historic hotel in the centre of town with luxurious suites offering expansive views. $$$

Tahuna Pod Hostel

Clean and comfortable accommodation in the heart of Queenstown, perfect for travellers on a budget. $

Driftaway Queenstown

Campsites and cabins by the lake near Frankton. Excellent facilities and suitable for camper vans. $

Night Skiing at Coronet Peak

SKIING UNDER THE STARS

For a memorable experience in the snow, head to Coronet Peak at night. The mountain is only 20 minutes from Queenstown, and you can get a bus there from town. As you approach the base, you’ll feel the excitement: the bars are open, music is playing and the views of the sunset from the top of the mountain are spectacular.

The trails are groomed between day skiing and night skiing, so you’ll be greeted by a large expanse of fresh, unmarked snow. If you’ve ever wanted to cut the first tracks into a trail, this is your opportunity. The runs are lit by floodlights and stretch down the mountain, with suitable options available for skiers and snowboarders of all levels.

If you haven’t been out on the snow at night before, you have to try it. It’s exhilarating, there’s a giddy feeling in the air and a sense of camaraderie and fun. Once you’ve finished skiing, you can have a drink in the bar and party on the mountain with the other skiers.

Take the bus back to Queenstown to continue the festivities, or make your way down to Onsen Hot Pools in Arthur’s Point. You can soak your tired muscles in the warm water while you stare up at the bright stars above you.

Night skiing usually runs on Wednesday and Friday evenings from 5pm to 9pm and on Saturdays during the school holidays, but it’s worth checking days and hours before you go.


BEST ADVENTURE ACTIVITIES ON LAKE WAKITIPU

Hydro Attack

Shoot across the lake, then dive beneath the water in a shark-shaped boat. An exciting and unusual experience!

Jet-boating

Take a thrilling jet-boat ride across the open waters of Lake Wakatipu. Expect high speeds and tight 360-degree turns, and be prepared to get wet.

Parasailing

Glide smoothly across the lake and take in the stunning views from the air. It’s perfect for families, with tandem and triple seating available.




DISCOVERING THE DISTANT MOUNTAINS

To explore the peaks of Mount Aspiring National Park visible from Ben Lomond, head to Glenorchy and Wānaka for some of the best hiking trails in the country.



Cafes & Quick Eats

Bespoke Kitchen

A favourite cafe near the gondola with good vegetarian options and a kids’ menu. $$

Boatshed Queenstown

Interesting breakfast and brunch options made from seasonal ingredients, and (of course) great coffee. $$

Fergburger

A local institution with some of the best burgers around. It lives up to the hype. $$

Lady of the Lake

A TRIP FROM THE PAST

A glacial lake bordered by tall mountains, Lake Wakatipu is the focal point of Queenstown. The town hugs its shores, restaurants and hotels vie to look out over the water. One of the most popular and enjoyable ways to experience the lake is on the historic TSS Earnslaw, a steamship that has been traversing Lake Wakatipu for over 100 years. Originally built to ferry people, gold and goods across the lake, the Earnslaw has been lovingly restored to its original condition and is an iconic part of Queenstown’s history.

Docking by the lake, the old steamer is a distinctive feature in town. As you walk on board you’ll be greeted by a pianist playing in the cafe-bar, its wood panelling hinting at the glory of the gold-rush era.

Relax in one of the large seating areas and soak in the views of the lake and surrounding mountains. The cruise takes 90 minutes, so you’ll have plenty of time to explore the decks, peer into the engine room to see the steam engines in action, and browse through old photos in the ship’s tiny museum.

You can also choose to stop at Walter Peak High Country Farm on the western edge of the lake. The farm is in an enchanting setting at the foot of Walter Peak and is surrounded by colourful gardens. Here you can enjoy a gourmet meal at the homestead restaurant, go on a farm tour or head up the hill on a horse trek.


WHERE TO WIND DOWN
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Tom Heinricius, the Operations Manager for Hydro Attack Queenstown, shares his favourite places to relax with friends after a day out. @hydroattacknz



Perky’s Floating Bar

You can’t beat a cocktail on Perky’s Floating Bar, permanently moored at Queenstown waterfront. Expect a laid-back atmosphere and 360-degree views from the upstairs viewing deck.

Fat Badgers Pizza

Get a takeaway pizza from this local favourite and eat it on the lakefront, watching the sunset. It’s a great way to unwind with friends.

Flame Bar & Grill

You can’t go wrong with a steak from the Flame Bar & Grill; plus it’s right on the waterfront.



A SPECIAL DINNER OUT

Sherwood Restaurant

Seasonal menus made from locally sourced ingredients. Try the ‘leave it to us’ option. $$$

The Bunker

This rustic venue offers a small, intimate restaurant with a cocktail bar and rooftop terrace. $$$

Blue Kanu

An intriguing and delicious mix of Asian and Pasifika-style cooking that’s perfect for sharing. $$$

Hiking to Ben Lomond’s Summit

THE VIEW FROM THE TOP

Queenstown is surrounded by towering mountains, tempting visitors with the promise of the spectacular views at the top. The most accessible is the summit of Ben Lomond, the mountain rising far above the town. The full-day hike to the top (it’s six to eight hours return) is one of the loveliest hikes in the area, and the outlook from the summit is truly extraordinary. If you enjoy hiking and only have time for one trail while you’re in Queenstown, this should be it!

Start your hike from the Tiki Trail, which winds up Bob’s Peak through native beech forest. It’s a lovely part of the walk, but if you’re short on time (or stamina) you can take the gondola to the top and start the Ben Lomond track from there. Take a few minutes to admire the views from Bob’s Peak, then follow the route to the Ben Lomond Saddle.

The trail is clearly marked and it’s a steady climb uphill, made worthwhile by the frequent glimpses of the lake and mountains. Expect to take around an hour and a half to reach the saddle, where you can gaze down at the huge peaks of Mount Aspiring National Park. This is the perfect spot to catch your breath and have a snack. Many visitors decide to end their climb here, especially if they have younger children with them.

From the saddle it takes about an hour to hike to the Ben Lomond summit. The trail for this part of the hike is narrower, steeper and more exposed to the elements, and the scenery is even more beautiful. As you climb, you’ll see Lake Wakatipu and the Southern Alps, and even catch a glimpse of Lake Moke in the distance.

Reaching the summit is exhilarating and, as you emerge at the top you’ll see the entire area laid out far below. The 360-degree views span Lake Wakatipu, the Remarkables and Mount Aspiring National Park. Take your time to relax and enjoy your surroundings – it’s a truly magnificent spot and you’ll feel like you’re on the top of the world.
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WHY I LOVE QUEENSTOWN

[image: Roxanne_de_Bruyn_2023jpg]

Roxanne de Bruyn, writer



There’s something about Queenstown that calls to me. Walking outside, seeing the mountains rising up around me and remembering that this is where I am – it’s remarkable.

I love the convenience of Queenstown. It’s a relatively small town in the mountains, but with all the accessibility and infrastructure of a large city. And yet you can drive five minutes off a main road and find yourself somewhere that seems quiet and remote, and far from the bustle of town.
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Ben Lomond summit | Jiri Foltyn/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Central Queenstown itself is very walkable. There are many restaurants, shops and cafes in town, along with offices for the major activities. The Bee Card ($5 at the i-Site or RealNZ kiosk in town) gives you discounted fares on the bus, allowing you to get around the area for just $2. Buses connect central Queenstown with the neighbouring suburbs and Arrowtown, and there’s also an intercity bus to Wānaka. A ferry runs between Queenstown, Frankton Marina and Kelvin Heights.






Beyond Queenstown
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You’ve seen the mountains from a distance, now experience them up close. Just outside the centre, some of Queenstown’s most incredible experiences await.


A short drive from Queenstown takes you to the spectacular Shotover River, famous for its jet boats, and the closest ski field to town up Coronet Peak. Head into the mountains for snow sports and panoramic views or down to the river for canyoning and white-water rafting.

Hiking and cycling trails abound, as the region is connected by the Queenstown Trail. Stunning Lake Hayes, charming Arrowtown and elegant wineries are just 20 minutes’ drive away. Go in the other direction to discover the tiny village of Glenorchy, an entry point to Mount Aspiring National Park. Or, for a relaxing afternoon, simply follow the lake and pick a quiet bay where you can enjoy a picnic lunch.
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Lake Hayes | Boyloso/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Many beautiful places are visible from the road, but you’ll have to walk to find the most extraordinary views and quiet spots.




Mountains, Views & Wine

STROLL AROUND THE MIRROR LAKE

Situated just 15 minutes out of Queenstown (and about five minutes from Arrowtown) is spectacular Lake Hayes. Much smaller than Lake Wakatipu, this tranquil spot is known as the mirror lake for its perfect reflections of the surrounding mountains and foliage on still days. Visit during your stay to see a quieter, less touristy side of the region and spend a few minutes enjoying the views without the bustle.

Walking the 8km track around the lake is a perfect way to spend a couple of hours. Part of the Queenstown Trail cycling route, the track is wide and well used, making the walk fairly easy. You’ll be able to enjoy views of the lake and mountains throughout your stroll and wander past meadows of flowers in the warmer months.


Stop at the small bays and coves along the way and bring your camera if you enjoy photography. If you pick a day without wind, the views are particularly special, and you’ll be able to capture several mountain peaks in the water as you make your way around the lake. Otherwise, just spend a peaceful moment gazing out over the lake, watching the ducks and the odd kayaker.

Once you’ve finished your walk, have a picnic at the lakeside or head to one of the small winery cellar doors and restaurants near the lake. Amisfield, Mora (formerly Akarua wines) and Wet Jacket Wines all have tastings available, and the former two offer food as well. Amisfield serves beautiful fine-dining meals (be sure to book well in advance to avoid disappointment), while Mora offers more casual, yet still elegant, breakfast, brunch and lunch options in a stunning setting.
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Jet-boating, Shotover River | Mastamak/getty images ©


RIVER ADVENTURES

The blue Shotover River flows through a deep canyon just 10 minutes out of Queenstown. Historically, this was one of the richest gold-bearing rivers in the world, and nowadays it’s a hive of on-water activity. The famous Shotover Jet Boat has been operating here since 1964 and roars between narrow rock walls, alarming and delighting its passengers with 360-degree turns.

White-water-rafting trips are available for those who want to take a more active role in the experience, and you can also arc out over the canyon on the Shotover Canyon swing. To admire the river and canyon in a more sedate way, enjoy the views from Onsen Hot Pools in Arthur’s Point.



WHERE TO STAY IN GLENORCHY

Blanket Bay

A luxury lodge offering beautiful, tranquil accommodation on the shores of Lake Whakatipu. $$$

Headwaters Eco Lodge

A beautifully decorated, sustainable property with native gardens, delicious food and mountain views. $$$

Little Paradise Lodge

Pretty and relaxing accommodation with a big, beautiful garden, 15 minutes out of Glenorchy. $
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Glenorchy | Stanislav Kachyna/Shutterstock ©


BEST MULTIDAY HIKES NEAR GLENORCHY

Routeburn Track (three days)

Some hikers say this track, starting at the Routeburn Shelter in Kinross, is the best of all of New Zealand’s Great Walks. The 32km trek connects the Hollyford and Routeburn Valleys, passing mirror-like tarns, waterfalls, moss-lined glades and gnarled trees.

Rees-Dart Track (four to five days)

This 62km loop track meanders through the Rees and Dart River valleys, with an optional (and recommended) side trip to the Dart Glacier. You’ll pass rivers, spectacular mountain scenery and forest and alpine landscapes.



WHERE TO EAT IN GLENORCHY

Glenorchy Hotel

A gastropub in the old, historic hotel with typical pub and some restaurant-quality options. $$

Glenorchy Trading Post

A local favourite with good coffee and home baking, and a small shop. $$

Queenies Dumplings

A sister store to the Queenstown branch; visit for dumplings and noodles near the lake. $$


The Road to Glenorchy

FINDING THE REAL MIDDLE EARTH

Surrounded by mountains on the northern edge of Lake Wakatipu, the tiny village of Glenorchy is surrounded by majestic landscapes. Near several Lord of the Rings filming locations, Glenorchy is just 45 minutes from Queenstown by car – the journey will be a highlight of your trip. The road clings to the edge of the lake and treats you to magnificent views of the Southern Alps.

On the way to Glenorchy, you can also stop at 12 Mile Delta, at the foot of Mt Crichton, which served as Ithilien in the Lord of Rings. If you have the time, you can walk the Mount Crichton Loop Track, a two- to three-hour hike featuring rivers, a waterfall, a historic hut/tunnel, native bush and views – plenty to keep the whole family entertained.

When you arrive in Glenorchy, head down to the lake and marvel at the mountains stretching out before you. On a still day, you can see the reflections of the mountains in the water. From here, you can admire the north-western slopes of Mt Earnslaw, which was the setting for several of the mountain scenes in The Two Towers. The Isengard scenes were filmed in a paddock at the foot of the mountain.

Glenorchy is on the edge of Mount Aspiring National Park, a Unesco World Heritage Site, which served as the Misty Mountains in the Hobbit films. Taking a jet-boat ride into the national park is one of the best ways to see the park’s spectacular natural features for yourself. The jet-boat follows the braided Dart River into the national park and you’ll learn about the history and local legends of this incredible place. The Dart Valley itself was the site of the Wizards Vale in the Lord of the Rings films.

From Glenorchy, follow the signs to Paradise, and take note of the beech forest as you drive. Scenes from Lothlorien, the elven kingdom, were filmed in this forest. On the way to Paradise, stop at Diamond Lake for lunch and a photo. It’s an enchanting spot that will make you feel as though elves might appear at any moment.

From Diamond Lake you can head back to Glenorchy immediately, or retrace your route and then continue around the lake to pretty Kinloch. While Kinloch isn’t a Lord of the Rings film location, it is the start of the famous Routeburn Track and shorter day walks in Mount Aspiring National Park, including the Routeburn Nature Walk and the trail to Lake Sylvan.


A BIRD’S-EYE VIEW

While the scenery from the ground (or atop a mountain) is stunning, seeing it from the air is otherworldly. Fly between mountain peaks and spot secluded alpine lakes and hidden waterfalls. If you opt for a helicopter flight, you can even land in wild and beautiful places that are inaccessible by land.

Have an alpine snow landing, get up close to a glacier or have a picnic on a mountain peak. You can even combine adventure activities with your flight – try heli mountain-biking or heliskiing. Or, for the ultimate day trip, take a scenic flight to Milford Sound and see the fiord from the air.




Getting Around

Many activities in the wider area offer transport from central Queenstown and nearby towns. You can also do organised day trips to Glenorchy or catch the bus to Arrowtown. However, to truly experience the region and have the freedom to stop for photos, hikes and snacks, it’s best to hire a car. This will give you the flexibility to truly explore the surrounding area and reach more remote places. Just keep an eye out for ice on the road in winter.





ARROWTOWN
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Beautifully preserved Arrowtown is a gold-rush-era settlement on the banks of the Arrow River. In the 1860s, gold was found in the river, and the area soon saw an influx of gold hunters. A small township grew up to provide accommodation, shops and services for the prospectors.

Arrowtown’s heritage is obvious today, with 19th-century buildings lining the main street. Down by the river, you can see a separate settlement created by the many Chinese miners who came to New Zealand on a quest for gold.

There are over 70 historic buildings in the small town today, all contributing to Arrowtown’s charm. But don’t expect sepia-tinted languor: the place is very bustling, with a large variety of shops, restaurants and bars in the main street. Arrowtown is located just 20 minutes from Queenstown and is a short drive from the ski fields, Gibbston Valley and Lake Hayes.
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SIGHTS

1AJ Hackett Bungy Centre

2Arrowtown Chinese Settlement

3Kawarau Suspension Bridge

4Lakes District Museum & Gallery

5Southern Discoveries Suspension Bridge

6Swain Family Bridge




TOP TIP

Many people visit Arrowtown on a day trip and sometimes miss its excellent range of restaurants. There are a surprising number of great places to eat for a town of this size, so plan to visit one night for dinner. Book ahead, as many places are popular with locals.




Cycling the Arrow River Trail

SUSPENSION BRIDGES AND MOUNTAIN VIEWS

Numerous tracks are easily accessible from Arrowtown, and the Arrow River Bridges Trail is one of the loveliest. Cycle along the banks of the Arrow River, cross bridges suspended high above the ground and soak up the peace of the countryside. The scenic, family-friendly 13km route stretches from Arrowtown to the edge of Gibbston Valley, and it’s a gorgeous ride. Bring a camera or a fully charged phone as there are some stunning views from the bridges.

Start by the Arrowtown Chinese Settlement and then follow the well-signed route along the Arrow River. The trail is lined with willow trees and it’s a peaceful ride out of town. The first bridge you’ll come to is the Swain Family Bridge, which is a perfect spot for relaxing with a picnic.

As you cycle onwards, you’ll pass charming cottages, grazing horses and spectacular views of Arrow Gorge. A highlight on the ride is the Southern Discoveries Suspension Bridge, which spans the gorge high above the river and looks down at the blue water below. Just be aware that it’s a swing bridge and, due to its height, moves a lot when you cross it.

The trail ends at the Kawarau Suspension Bridge, home to the AJ Hackett Bungy Centre. Have a look around the centre and watch the jumpers swing and bungy from the bridge – or try it yourself. From here you can organise a pick-up back to Arrowtown, cycle back the way you came or continue onward into Gibbston Valley.


FAVOURITE ARROWTOWN SHOPS

[image: Jane Peasey_headshotjpg]

Jane Peasey, projects manager at the Lakes District Museum & Gallery, shares some of her favourite shops in town. @lakesdistrictmuseum

Lakes District Museum & Gallery shop

Obviously, this is a favourite! We specialise in New Zealand and local books and stock work by local artists, including prints, ceramics and jewellery. Come here if you want something special to remember your trip.

Francis Patterson

In the Coachman’s Hall in the main street, this is a lovely collection of homewares, clothing (things you won’t find anywhere else!), gorgeous baby clothes and quality toys.

Arrowtown Wine Store

You’ll find a great collection of local wines here, and expert staff knowledge.



WHERE TO STAY IN ARROWTOWN

Arrowfield Apartments

Self-catering apartments with great views and several bedroom options. Perfect for groups and families. $$

Arrowtown House

Luxuriously furnished rooms in a peaceful boutique hotel in the heart of Arrowtown. $$$

Arrowtown Holiday Park

Camping, camper-van sites and cabins walking distance from town. Great for those on a budget. $

Celebrating Autumn in Arrowtown

PARADES, PERFORMANCES AND COLOURFUL LEAVES

If you’re lucky enough to visit Arrowtown in autumn (March to May), you’ll find the town surrounded by splashes of red and gold foliage. The colours are spectacular throughout the season, but visiting during the Arrowtown Autumn Festival (April) is something special.

Watch a parade down the main street and marvel at the vintage cars, performers and floats. Admire the work of local artists at the exhibition held at the Lakes District Museum and browse the stalls on market day. Eat your heart out at the ‘Pie, Pint and Pinot’ event, where you can enjoy gourmet pies paired with craft beer or wine while listening to live music.

The festival has been running for 37 years and celebrates Arrowtown’s history and local community. It goes for five days and is a truly local celebration. There are over 30 events across the week, including a parade, gold-panning championships, a fun dog show, live music and many children’s activities.

The sense of community is palpable and the streets are filled with people at festival time. There’s an abundance of food, drinks, music and activity, and the event attracts thousands of people from Central Otago and beyond. This is Arrowtown at its best.
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Kawarau Suspension Bridge | David Wall/Alamy Stock Photo ©


PANNING FOR GOLD

Experience the thrill of gold panning in Arrowtown, where miners of the past sought their fortunes in the Arrow River.

Just a short walk from town, visitors can hire a pan from Dudley’s Cottage, and with a quick lesson, try their luck searching for gold in the river. There are even panning troughs ready so you can fossick without getting your feet wet.

If you’re feeling confident in your skills – keep in mind that gold panning isn’t as easy as it seems! – you can rent a pan for $5 (plus a $10 cash deposit) and spend an hour or even a day searching for that elusive treasure.



WHERE TO EAT IN ARROWTOWN

Millbrook

One of New Zealand’s best fine-dining restaurants, serving degustation menus with locally sourced ingredients. $$$

Slow Cuts

Specialising in slow-cooked meats, handcrafted burgers and smoky ribs accompanied by salads and desserts. $$

La Rumbla

An elegant menu inspired by the culture of Catalonia in Spain. $$



HISTORICAL WALK THROUGH ARROWTOWN
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Arrowtown’s main street is the perfect place to discover the town’s charm and history. This short walk takes you through some of the major points of interest.

Start in 1 Buckingham Street and walk up the right-hand side of the road. You’ll pass the 2 old Butcher’s Shop, the 3 General Store (now a pharmacy) and the old stables, now the 4 Bendix Stables restaurant.

Cross the road and keep an eye out for 5 Athenaeum Hall before you come to the 6 Lakes District Museum & Gallery. The museum was initially the Bank of New Zealand building, established in 1875 to collect gold from the area.

Wander through the museum’s exhibits to see what these shops could have looked like in the 1860s. Then cross the road again to see the 7 old Postmaster’s Cottage and Post Office, which opened in 1915 and is still operating today. Continue until the road widens into a tree-lined avenue. Look across the street at the 8 Old Miners’ Cottages, one of the most recognisable photo spots in Arrowtown.

Then head back the way you came, until you come to the 9 Fork and Tap, a pub built in 1874. Wander along Ramshaw Lane (parallel to Buckingham St), passing the 10 New Orleans Hotel. Make your way down the stairs to 11 Butlers Green and cross the road to 12 Dudley’s Cottage, now the Dishery Restaurant and Museum.

Near the river, you’ll find the 13 Historic Arrowtown Chinese Settlement, a living museum of the Chinese miners who came to Arrowtown to find gold. Some of the houses and shops have been restored, so take your time wandering through them and learning about this chapter of local history.




Stroll Along the Arrow River

A SHADY RIVERSIDE LOOP

Escape into nature for an hour on this picturesque and tranquil 4.2km loop walkway that follows the banks of the Arrow River. Established in 1998 to mark 150 years of European settlement in the area, the Arrowtown Anniversary Walkway is a perfect trail for visitors who want to see some of Arrowtown’s beautiful countryside but are pressed for time.

To begin the walk, head to Ramshaw Lane behind the Lakes District Museum & Gallery on Buckingham St. The starting point is just behind the skateboard park. Wander through the willow and sycamore trees and enjoy the shelter from the sun. Soon you will reach the bridge and be able to enjoy beautiful views of the Arrow River.

The water is clear and the river is lined with trees and wildflowers in spring and summer. The trail is dotted with benches, and there are many places to relax in the shade and enjoy your surroundings. If you visit on a hot day, you can swim in the river – just look at where the local kids are swimming if you’re after a safe spot.

Cross the second bridge to head back to town, but take a few minutes to relax under the willow trees at the riverbank once you’ve crossed it. It’s a peaceful place and most of the time the only sound is the Arrow River flowing over the stones.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN HISTORIC BUILDINGS

Bendix Stables

Situated on the Village Green, Bendix Stables is an excellent restaurant in an 1873 schist building. It was originally a stables belonging to Bendix Hallenstein, an early mayor of Queenstown and founder of Hallensteins clothing chain.

New Orleans Hotel

Arrowtown’s original pub was established in 1866 and has been serving traditional pub food ever since. It’s been recently renovated, but still has the huge open fire in winter and a sunny balcony for summer. A local classic.




CYCLE THROUGH THE VINEYARDS

If you have the time, continue your ride through Gibbston Valley, stopping at the wineries to taste the local pinot noir or enjoy a delicious lunch.




Getting Around

Arrowtown itself is tiny and very walkable, and good walking and cycle tracks connect it with the wider area. There are also good bus connections to Queenstown and Frankton, and many tours will pick you up from Arrowtown. If you want to explore more remote destinations, it’s best to hire a car.






Beyond Arrowtown
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Tree-lined trails, towering mountains and world-class wine


Historic Arrowtown is a convenient base for exploring the wider area. Here you’ll find tree-lined bike paths through the countryside, rushing rivers and deep canyons. Up in the mountains, you can follow old gold-mining tracks to isolated camping spots. It’s an outdoor enthusiasts’ paradise, with mountain-biking trails, hiking paths and ski slopes nearby.

Famed bungy-jumping spot the Kawarau Bridge isn’t far away, and these roads can take you back towards Queenstown or deep into Central Otago wine country. Gibbston Valley has a string of cellar doors nestled between the mountains, some with excellent restaurants. Closer to town, you can visit wineries and cellar doors near Lake Hayes or play a round of golf at the world-renowned Millbrook Resort.
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TOP TIP

Take advantage of the Queenstown Trail cycleways to make the journey as enjoyable as the destination.




The Route to Macetown

A RUGGED TRACK INTO THE PAST

Escape the crowds and the everyday world by venturing into the wilderness above Arrowtown. Towards the end of the gold rush, a mining settlement sprang up at Macetown, only 11km from Arrowtown but deep in the mountains. The site is now abandoned, but some of the old buildings have been restored and relics from the mining days can still be seen.

Getting to Macetown is the real challenge. A rugged 4WD track is the only route from Arrowtown. You can walk along the trail (three to four hours each way), go by mountain bike (two to three hours each way) or, of course, drive in a 4WD. It’s not a journey for the fainthearted, with dozens of river crossings and sheer drops. The remoteness is startling: it’s possible to go the entire way to Macetown without seeing another person on the track.

This is definitely an activity for the warmer months and if you make the journey between November and January, the landscape will be covered in colourful lupins and wildflowers. This is not a place for a rental car, even a 4WD, and you will not be covered by insurance if you get stuck. Instead, join a 4WD tour to learn about the local history and develop an understanding of the people who once lived here.

When you finally get to the end of the road, you can peep into a couple of the old buildings, read the signs about life in this almost forgotten part of the world, and take a short yet strenuous walk to the Homeward Bound Stamper Battery, a heavy iron machine used to crush quartz so gold could be extracted.
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GOLF WITH ART & ALPINE SCENERY

Arrowtown is the ultimate destination for golf enthusiasts, boasting three of New Zealand’s top 15 golf courses.

The historic Arrowtown Golf Club, established in 1937, offers a challenging and picturesque course set amid dramatic natural terrain.

World-class Millbrook Resort, the host of the New Zealand Golf Open, features three nine-hole courses designed by Sir Bob Charles and Greg Turner.

The privately owned Hills Golf Club is known both for its beautiful course, punctuated by native plants, waterways and wetlands, and for the oversized sculptures dotting its fairways. It has a limited number of visitor bookings available.



WINERIES IN GIBBSTON VALLEY

Gibbston Valley Winery

The most popular winery, with tours, tastings and an on-site restaurant. $$$

Rockburn Wines

A small cellar door next to Gibbston Tavern open for tastings and light snacks. $$

Chard Farm

Brave the treacherous road up for excellent wine and stunning views of the valley. $$$


Discovering Pinot Noir in Gibbston Valley

VINEYARDS WITH MOUNTAIN VIEWS

The famous Kawarau Bridge, New Zealand’s best-known bungy-jumping spot, marks the beginning of the Gibbston Valley, one of Central Otago’s major wine subregions. The valley is dotted with wineries and cellar doors where visitors can try New Zealand’s iconic Central Otago pinot noir.

A smooth, burgundy wine, the local pinot noir is a favourite all over the world and this is one of the best places in the country to taste it for yourself. You can make a day of visiting wineries and tasting wine – wine tours and cycle tours are available – or simply pick a winery and stop there for tastings and lunch.

Mount Rosa is a smaller, well-regarded winery with a pretty cellar door surrounded by vines. You can try the full tasting board of the winery’s reds and whites for $15. In summer you can relax outside while you sip, while winter visitors can warm up next to the fire.

No matter when you visit, take time to relax at the winery with one of its signature platters as you learn about the local drop.
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Gibbston Valley Winery | Rolf_52/Shutterstock ©


GIBBSTON VALLEY BY E-BIKE

Explore the picturesque wine region of Gibbston Valley on the 8.7km Gibbston River Trail. Allow for a few hours to sightsee and taste the local wines. The first stop is the renowned Gibbston Valley Winery, where visitors can sample wine, indulge in delicious cheese and shop for souvenirs.

The trail continues to the Peregrine Winery and passes Cargo Brewery and Gibbston Tavern if you’d prefer a refreshing beer. The track ends near Mt Rosa Winery and Brennan Wines.

The route starts at the bungy car park at Kawarau Bridge. Cycle here following the Arrow River Bridges Trail or get dropped off by your bike-hire company. Arrange for a pick-up to take you back to Arrowtown.




Getting Around

Follow the Queenstown Trail to explore the area beyond Arrowtown by bike or e-bike. From Arrowtown, it’s an easy ride to Lake Hayes, Millbrook, Arthur’s Point and even Gibbston Valley and Queenstown. If you want to explore more secluded countryside or take a day trip to Wānaka or Cromwell, renting a car is the most convenient option.





WāNAKA
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Many visitors see Wānaka as a quieter alternative to Queenstown, somewhere to escape the crowds and touristy vibe. Historically, though, Wānaka was larger than Queenstown. People have lived in the area for more than 700 years.

Local Māori had settlements here, and Manuhaea – located below the Neck (the sliver of land between Wānaka and Lake Hāwea) – was a site of spiritual importance. Europeans settled in the region in the 1850s and established sheep stations, which you can still visit today, around the Upper Clutha River.

During the 1860s gold rush Cardrona grew, becoming the largest town in the region. Wānaka was settled around the same time, but its boom time came in the 1870s as timber milling was established in the valleys. As ski fields opened in the 1950s, Wānaka became known as a holiday spot, and today the town is loved by local and international visitors.
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SIGHTS

1Mou Waho

2National Transport & Toy Museum

3Wānaka Lavender Farm

4Wānaka Station Park

ACTIVITIES

5Glendhu Bay Track

6Treble Cone

DRINKING

7Rippon

ENTERTAINMENT

8Puzzling World




TOP TIP

Make sure you’re well prepared when hiking in the mountains around Wānaka. Weather conditions can be very different up a mountain and some tracks are not suitable for inexperienced hikers. Visit the Mount Aspiring National Park visitor centre in town to get advice on your route and the conditions before you go.




Along the Lake

WINE, LAKE VIEWS AND THAT FAMOUS TREE

Wānaka’s lakefront calls to visitors, its blue waters and tall mountains offering a scenic backdrop to the town. Once you’ve strolled around the town centre, head down to the water across the road from the shops. This is the spot where you can access on-lake activities and head out to the lake’s islands. If you’re visiting with small children, the dinosaur slide in the nearby playground is bound to be a big hit!

After you’ve taken in your surroundings, follow the lake west on the Glendhu Bay Track. It’s an easy walk with spectacular views of the lakes and mountains, and after about 15 minutes you’ll come to the beautiful Wānaka Station Park, home of the Instagram-famous Wānaka tree. Take the obligatory photo, then spend a few minutes just enjoying the beautiful tall trees and plants in the park.

From here, continue on the Glendhu Bay Track. (The full trail continues to Glendhu Bay and takes three to four hours. It’s also a lovely mountain-biking trail.) Turn onto Ruby Island Rd after 20 to 30 minutes when you get to the sign for Waterfall Creek Track.

Walk away from the lake for a couple of blocks to stunning, historic winery Rippon for a tasting with a view. Just be aware that you must book in advance and the winery doesn’t serve food. You’ll need to head back to Wānaka for dinner.
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BEST BARS IN WĀNAKA

b.social

This local brewery serves craft beer, wine and shared plates. There’s also a beer garden for sunny days.

Cork Bar

A lively bar in the heart of Wānaka, offering a huge selection of spirits, as well as craft beer and wine. Go on a Friday or Saturday night for live music and DJs.

LaLaLand Wānaka

A popular lounge bar known for its great cocktails and views. Expect good choices of wine and craft beer. Open late.



WHERE TO STAY IN WĀNAKA

Limetree Lodge

Boutique accommodation with gorgeous alpine views and expansive grounds a 10-minute drive from Wānaka. $$$

Archway Motels & Chalets

Self-catering units surrounded by beautiful gardens near the lake and the town. $$

Wānaka Top 10 Holiday Park

Accommodation options to suit every budget, including campsites, camper sites, family units and cabins. $

The Views from Mou Waho

A LAKE IN AN ISLAND IN A LAKE

One of the most beautiful places in Wānaka (and potentially New Zealand) is hidden in the middle of Lake Wānaka. Mou Waho is one of four islands in the lake and it’s the furthest one from town – in fact, its name can be translated as ‘The Outer Island’.

The island is uninhabited and covered in native bush. It’s a gorgeous place that seems untamed, and the outlook is simply stunning. But the most magical thing about Mou Waho is Arethusa Pool, the small and perfect lake at the top of the island.


Most visitors to the island will need to do a day trip or take a water taxi. It’s a 30-minute boat trip to Mou Waho from Wānaka, on craft ranging from small boats to larger catamarans. The boat ride itself is part of the experience, providing a unique vantage point to appreciate the expansive and striking views of Lake Wānaka and the Southern Alps. The captain usually gives snippets of information on the way, so expect to learn a little about Wānaka and the islands on the lake.

You’ll disembark at a small pebbled beach and walk a few steps to a very basic campsite, toilets and some information about the island. To get to Arethusa Pool, you need to follow the trail up the hill in the centre of the island. The trail is relatively short, but steep, and winds its way through horoeka trees with sword-like leaves and the pretty kōtukutuku (fuchsia) with its vibrant pink flowers. If you’re lucky, you’ll see a weka on the way.

Arethusa Pool is deep, dark blue and incredibly cold, but that doesn’t stop people from swimming in the glacial lake in summer. It’s a peaceful and serene spot, and there’s a perfect place for lunch at the edge of the pool. High above, you’ll see an overhanging cliff – the platform for one of the most remarkable views in Wānaka.

The track up to the viewpoint is steeper than the previous trail, but it only takes a few minutes to reach the top. Scramble up the rocks and you’ll see the vista laid out in front of you: the tiny islet in a lake in an island in a lake…all framed by the majestic Southern Alps.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN WĀNAKA

Francesca’s Italian Kitchen

Good, hearty Italian food in the centre of town. $$

Tititea Steak House

Beautifully cooked and presented dishes; specialises in steak and lamb. $$$

Big Fig Wānaka

Slow-cooked, homestyle meals with good beer and wine. $$

Kika

High-quality tapas made from local ingredients. Opt for the ‘feed me’ option for a good overview of the menu. $$

Bistro Gentil

French bistro offering à la carte dishes and a seven-course tasting menu, along with wine and cocktails. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN WāNAKA

Wānaka Stonehouse

Comfortable rooms in a quiet bed and breakfast near the famous Wānaka tree. $$

Lakeside Apartments

Five-star, modern accommodation with lake and mountain views in the heart of Wānaka. $$$

Fairway Motel & Apartments

Self-contained accommodation with a swimming pool just a 10-minute walk from town. $$

On the Slopes at Treble Cone

VIEWS, SNOW AND ADVENTURE

During winter, snow blankets the mountains surrounding Wānaka and heralds the start of ski season. If you visit between late June and September, take the opportunity to head up the mountain and experience skiing or snowboarding in the Southern Alps. The closest ski field to Wānaka, Treble Cone is a picturesque 30-minute drive from town. Hop in the shuttle if you don’t want to drive yourself, or park at the bottom of the mountain and get the free bus up.

Treble Cone is the largest ski field in the South Island, and skiing or snowboarding here is an incredible experience. As soon as you get off the chair lift, you’ll be surrounded by awe-inspiring views of Lake Wānaka and the snow-capped mountains around it.


Once you can tear yourself away from the view, you can turn your attention to Treble Cone’s 700m of vertical descent. There’s suitable terrain for all levels of skiers and snowboarders, with an area for beginners near the base. Those with more experience can head to the steeper slopes and the legendary off-piste terrain for an unforgettable day.

Treble Cone is also home to some of the longest groomed trails in the country and there’s 550 hectares to explore within the ski area’s boundaries. If you’re after a challenge, the Saddle Basin offers open powder faces and natural half pipes, or head to the Summit Slopes and the Motatapu Chutes for steep and exciting terrain.

Once you’ve exhausted yourself in the snow, stop at Apres on your way back to Wānaka for good food and a drink. Run by the team from Treble Cone and Cardrona, this is the perfect spot to share your experiences of the day with like-minded people. Relax in a cosy spot inside – or outside if the weather obliges.


OTHER ISLANDS ON LAKE WĀNAKA

There are three other significant islands on Lake Wānaka, all of which are worth visiting.

Tiny Te Peka Karara was used for breeding buff weka (a flightless bird) in the 1990s. It has a lovely beach and great views from the top. Basic camping facilities are available.

Mou Tapu, a scenic reserve managed by the Department of Conservation (DOC), is the lake’s second-largest island. You can visit for the day, but there are no facilities.

Ruby Island, just 1km from the mainland, is a popular place for kayaking. Camping is not allowed on the island, but there are barbecue facilities and a toilet.




MORE MOUNTAIN SLOPES

For an alternative snow experience, head along the Crown Range to Cardrona to try cross-country skiing at Snow Farm. The historic Cardrona Hotel is a great spot for after-skiing food and drinks.



QUICK EATS IN WāNAKA

Big Fig

Take your pick from slow-cooked hot dishes and delicious salads. $$

The Catch Wānaka

Get a serving of blue cod and chips and eat it by the lake. $

Pembroke Patisserie

A French-inspired bakery in Albert Town serving beautiful pastry, cakes and pies. $$

Family Fun in Wānaka

ILLUSIONS, MAZES AND LAVENDER FIELDS

The dinosaur slide at the playground by the lake is just the beginning of the family fun on offer in Wānaka. Activities for children are plentiful in the area and some of the most popular are just five minutes out of town.

Start with a visit to Puzzling World, just a couple minutes from town on SH6. This quirky attraction is known for its impressive hedge maze and intriguing optical illusions. See yourself shrink, watch water flow uphill and try to take photos of your family in impossible situations. Book ahead, as this is a popular stop.

Just a few minutes further down the road, you’ll come to the sign for the Wānaka Lavender Farm. This lovely and unusual working farm is a favourite with visitors of all ages. It’s a wonderful place to explore and discover for yourself. Stroll through lavender fields (they tend to bloom in summer but are delightful for most of the year), stop to admire the native plants and trees, and pat the friendly farm animals over the fence.

Little ones love playing checkers on the giant board and watching the gardeners in the fields. Then, when you need some refreshment, head to the tea room for a lavender-and-honey ice cream.

If you still have some energy, continue on to the National Transport & Toy Museum. Here you can discover a world of nostalgia, with one of the largest private collections of toys in the world. Spread across four buildings, the museum houses more than 600 vehicles, 20 aircraft, and an abundance of toys and miscellaneous items.

The brainchild of one man’s lifelong passion, this 20th-century treasure trove is a must-see for all ages. Explore vintage and classic cars, fire engines, military vehicles, tractors, trucks, motorbikes, heavy construction equipment, buses, boats and much more.

Delight in the vast array of toys, including thousands of die-cast models, Meccano, dolls and teddy bears, plus tin, windup, clockwork and battery-powered toys. Plus, don’t miss New Zealand’s largest display of Barbie and Star Wars memorabilia.


BEST FESTIVALS IN WĀNAKA

Ripe – The Wānaka Food & Wine Festival

Wine tastings, live music, cooking demonstrations and local food on Wānaka’s lakefront in March.

Festival of Colours

Dance, theatre and live music fill the town in April for Wānaka’s performing-arts festival, held in alternate, odd-numbered years.

Warbirds Over Wānaka

Held every second Easter (in even-numbered years), this incredibly popular international air show attracts over 50,000 people.

Wheels at Wānaka

Held at Easter in alternate years to Warbirds over Wānaka, this is the ultimate vintage-vehicle show.



OUTDOOR DINING IN WāNAKA

Hello Ranger

Coffee, lunch and pizza with music on Saturdays in a garden setting. $$

Apres

Wood-fired pizza, beer and wine with indoor-outdoor seating and a great atmosphere. $$

Hook Wānaka

Enjoy shared platters or eat your catch at this interactive lake-to-table salmon-fishing experience. $$
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BEST ROAD-BIKING ROUTES IN WĀNAKA

Treble Cone Return

A must-do ride (45km, two hours), which follows the lake and then heads up Treble Cone. The lake and mountain views are spectacular.

Lake Hāwea Loop

This family-friendly ride (50km, two hours) follows beautiful blue Lake Hāwea, then crosses the Clutha River before heading back into Wānaka.

The Neck

One of NZ’s most beautiful road-bike rides (80km, three hours). Ride along Lake Hāwea until you reach the Neck, the narrow strip of land between the lakes.




GETTING AROUND

Wānaka’s township is reasonably walkable, but the best way to explore further is by car or bike. There are good cycle ways connecting the town to nearby suburbs, and many tours offer transport from Wānaka. There are also buses and shuttles from town to the nearby ski resorts. However, renting a car is the best option if you want to explore the wider area or go hiking in Mount Aspiring National Park.






Beyond Wānaka
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Get lost in the mountains, discover unbelievable views and push yourself to the limit in New Zealand’s rugged outdoors.


Just outside Wānaka, you’ll find the ultimate playground for outdoor enthusiasts. Mount Aspiring National Park is less than an hour’s drive from town and travellers can choose from multiday treks, challenging one-day hikes with panoramic views, and surprisingly stunning short walks.

Closer to town, you can spend your time canyoning, exploring over 700km of cycling tracks or even climbing a waterfall. Stunning Lake Hāwea lets you relax away from the crowds and you can go surfing on the Hāwea Wave just out of town, while Cardrona lets you enjoy epic mountain biking in summer and snow sports in winter. If you love the outdoors, get out of Wānaka to experience this epic natural environment for yourself.
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TOP TIP

For spectacular views of the region, get up in the air. Seeing Mount Aspiring National Park on a scenic flight is an unforgettable experience.




Hiking the Rob Roy Track

GLACIER SPOTTING IN MOUNT ASPIRING NATIONAL PARK

Often described as one of the best day walks in the South Island, the Rob Roy Track gives hikers exceptional mountain and glacier views in just three to four hours. This is a relatively easy hike, with a gradual incline towards the glacier viewing point, and the sort of dramatic scenery you’d expect on a much longer and more gruelling trek.

The hike starts at the Raspberry Creek car park, an hour’s drive from Wānaka along the Matukituki Valley. Follow the meandering trail along the valley and cross a swing bridge before climbing 400m through a fairytale forest of native beech.

As you reach the head of the valley, you’ll find yourself surrounded by an alpine landscape. Stop at the viewpoints to catch glimpses of snowfields, glaciers, waterfalls and sheer rock cliffs. Eventually you’ll emerge immediately below Rob Roy Peak and Glacier – every now and then you can hear shards of ice falling. Nearby is a dramatic waterfall, tumbling nearly 300m over the cliffs.

Be sure to check for avalanche advisories if you’re hiking in winter or spring, as the track beyond the lower lookout is susceptible to avalanches from the sheer-sided walls of the valley.
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THE HĀWEA WAVE

Experience the thrill of water sports at Hāwea Whitewater Park, purpose-built on the Hāwea River at Camphill Bridge in 2012. Perfect for kayaking, body-boarding and surfing enthusiasts, the Hāwea Wave is free to use and features two drop levels for different degrees of skill.

The smaller top wave offers a soft, bouncy ride, great for shorter boats and boards to perform spins and tricks. The bottom wave is bigger, steeper and packed with power, providing a faster ride for those with more experience. Significant kayaking experience is required for the bottom wave, as it can be quite challenging, but the rush is definitely worth it!



PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN CARDRONA

Cardrona Hotel

A beer garden and award-winning restaurant in one of New Zealand’s oldest hotels. $$

Cardrona Distillery

Cocktails and sharing plates at this boutique distillery. Tours also available. $$

The Mezz Cafe

Good food made from locally sourced ingredients at the Cardrona Alpine Resort. $$


Blue Pools in Makarora

SWING BRIDGES AND VIBRANT POOLS

Just 20km from Haast Pass is remote Makarora where you’ll find one of New Zealand’s most popular short walks – and for good reason.

The 3km-return Blue Pools Track leads to the striking blue pools where the Makarora and Blue Rivers converge. You’ll wander through a mature beech and podocarp forest where you can spot native birds as you make your way along. Short stretches of trail emerge from the trees, allowing for majestic mountain views. Mostly embraced by forest, the trail is shady and pleasant, and you can hear the river as you follow the trail.

Cross the swing bridge for your first view of the luminous water. It’s so clear that you can easily see the rocks and stones at the bottom, as well as any fish that happen to swim by. Climb down by the rocks and relax at the edge of the pool, taking in the sight of the intrepid visitors who jump from a second swing bridge into the pools. You may decide to have a swim yourself or simply enjoy a picnic at this stunning point before heading on.

The viewpoint for the pools is just across the second bridge. Take some time to marvel at the colour and clarity of the water – it really is astounding! From here, you can return the way you came or continue on the track to the mouth of the Young River (three to four hours return).
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MOUNTAIN-BIKING NEAR WĀNAKA

[image: Jennie Taylor_headshotjpg]

Jennie Taylor from Bike Wānaka shares her mountain-biking recommendations for all levels. @bikewanaka



Hāwea River Track

Beginners can follow this scenic Grade 1 gravel path along a river. Stop at Lake Hawea for ice cream.

Sticky Forest

Intermediate riders can tackle the newly rebuilt Kooza, with nice berms and jumps. This is a fun trail you’ll want to keep lapping! Advanced riders can go for any of the blue/black trails here – Yumpts and GBH are great for challenging jumps and lines.

Kirimoko

Next to Sticky Forest, this site is great for intermediate riders, with three trails, a jump line, a flow/jump trail, and an easy flow line. There’s an easy up, so try them all.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR LAKE HAWEA

Albie Tavern

Classic pub food and a good range of beer in nearby Albert Town. $$

Mo’s

Great coffee, scones and cakes from the trailer near the petrol station. $

The Camp Food Truck & Bar

Coffee, pastries, burgers and more at the edge of Lake Hawea. Perfect for families. $


Climbing a Waterfall

DISCOVER THE SECRETS OF THE CASCADE

If you’ve ever wondered what it would be like to climb up a waterfall, this experience is for you. Twin Falls, a 60m-tall waterfall, is just a 20-minute drive from town. Wildwire allows you to experience the waterfall up close, climbing up and around it using via ferrata systems. The ladder rungs and strategically placed bridges make previously unreachable areas of the waterfall accessible to even inexperienced climbers.

The first part of the trail takes you into the heart of the waterfall, past hidden pools and across three suspension bridges. This section is suitable for inexperienced climbers and can be done by children as young as 10. From here you can head back or continue on to stage two, which crosses a suspension bridge and a three-wire bridge before coming to the base of the spectacular cascade.

If you want even more of a challenge, have a full day to spare and are comfortable with heights, continue up to the top of the waterfall. The route takes you over more suspension bridges before you duck behind the waterfall and then climb the rungs to the top. At this point you’ll definitely be glad of your harness! The views at the top are incredible, the sense of achievement is unparalleled and – perhaps best of all – you’ll get to helicopter back down.


THE HISTORY OF THE CARDRONA HOTEL

The Cardrona Hotel is a heritage icon. Dating to the 1860s Otago gold rush, the hotel is one of only two remaining buildings from that era. At that time a thriving township had developed in the valley and the Cardrona Hotel was one of four hotels in the area, providing accommodation, stables, and food for miners and travellers.

After closing in the 1960s, it was restored in the 1980s and reopened as a restaurant; rooms became available in 2002. The Cardrona Hotel continues to draw international visitors with its unique blend of historic charm and modern amenities, all while preserving the captivating story of New Zealand’s gold-rush period.



Snow & Food at Historic Cardrona

ALPINE RESORTS AND THE FAMOUS HOTEL

The historic village of Cardrona, located on the famous Crown Range Rd connecting Wānaka and Queenstown, is just a 20-minute drive from Wānaka. Drive through picturesque mountain landscapes and discover the rich history of the old gold-mining location.

The must-see stop is the Cardrona Hotel, one of New Zealand’s most photographed buildings. In winter, skiing and snowboarding options are abundant, with Cardrona Alpine Resort and Snow Farm, New Zealand’s only cross-country facility.

In summer, Cardrona Bike Park is essential for alpine-riding enthusiasts, featuring lift-accessed downhill trails showcasing natural features such as rock gardens, rockrolls and shale slopes. Remember that the mountain terrain can be challenging, so take your time getting familiar with the trails.


Getting Around

To explore the wider Wānaka area, renting a car is the most convenient way to go. While you can cycle to some destinations including Lake Hāwea, Albert Town and Cardrona, many other destinations are too far away to comfortably visit by bike. If you’re interested in hiking in Mount Aspiring National Park, hiring a rental car is the right move.






THE WEST COAST
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GLACIERS, MINING RELICS, REMOTE BEACHES

Primordial nature, famous glaciers and some of the most remote settlements in the country make the West Coast worth the effort.
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Hokitika Gorge | Robert CHG/Shutterstock ©

Once at the heart of political and economic developments in New Zealand, the West Coast of the South Island is nowadays more often treated as a footnote – a remote area that’s hard to get to and subject to harsh weather. But the sun does shine here, and then the crispness of the Sudden Alps – so designated by NZ author Eleanor Catton, who put Hokitika on the international map with The Luminaries – is breathtaking. There may only be a few roads to the coast, but they’re scenic and generally easy to travel on. The region’s postcolonial history – which saw prime ministers created, political parties established and the beginning of New Zealand’s welfare state – remains tangible today. The West Coast’s reputation as the Wet Coast is quite justified, though, and the rain’s more than an inconvenience. Burst rivers periodically flood whole towns or wash out roads and bridges, prompting short-term evacuations and calls for long-term relocations of entire settlements. And then there’s climate change. Hardly anywhere else in New Zealand are the effects of warming so starkly evident as on the famous glaciers of Franz Josef and Fox. They’re in rapid retreat, and if that trend continues there’ll soon be little of them to see. So go to the West Coast now and hope you get lucky with the weather. In sunshine or cloud, it’s magnificent.
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THE MAIN AREAS

WESTPORT

Linchpin of the Buller District.

HOKITIKA

Gold-rush history by the beach.

WESTLAND TAI POUTINI NATIONAL PARK

Rivers of ice meet coastal plains.

HAAST WORLD HERITAGE AREA

Primeval rainforest at the southern end of the road.




Find Your Way

Reaching from Kahurangi National Park and Karamea in the north to Haast and Te Wāhipounamu World Heritage Area in the south, the West Coast wraps mountains, wilderness, mining history and some very wet weather into a spectacular package.
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Plan Your Time

The West Coast is the ultimate road-tripping destination. With just one main road through the southern and far northern parts of the coast, plan a north-to-south or south-to-north route, stopping at points of interest along the way.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Make a beeline for the Pancake Rocks at Punakaiki, on the Great Coast Rd. They’re less than an hour from Greymouth, and the coastal highway is arguably the most scenic on the West Coast. Notice the profusion of nīkau palms – the southernmost member of the palm family, and a true Kiwi icon – as you travel further towards Paparoa National Park. At Punakaiki, follow the Pancake Rocks and Blowholes walk over the cliffs. The blowholes are most dramatic at high tide, but the coastal views and 30-million-year-old layers of stacked limestone are impressive at any time.




Three Days on the West Coast

• With three days you can cover several West Coast highlights. Take the TranzAlpine train from Christchurch to Greymouth, crossing Arthur’s Pass National Park. Spend one night in Hokitika, visiting the Hokitika Gorge and the Treetops Walk, and watching the sunset from the beach. Drive down to Franz Josef Glacier the next day, stopping to see the kōtuku (white herons) on a tour from Whataroa if it’s nesting season, or taking a kayak tour at Ōkārito Lagoon if not. At Franz Josef or Fox, take a walk to see the glacier or an epic heliflight. On the third day, continue south to Haast and grab some fresh seafood at Jackson Bay. End with a scenic drive over the Haast Pass to Wānaka in Otago, stopping at waterfalls and short walks en route.




If You Have More Time

• With a week to 10 days, you can travel nearly the full length of the West Coast, starting at Westport and ending at Haast, and sleeping at Punakaiki, Hokitika and Franz Josef Glacier along the way. Travelling the length of the coast will reveal its diversity of landscapes and climates, from the high mining plateau around Westport, the nīkau-palm-covered cliffs of Paparoa National Park and the fierce beaches between Greymouth and Hokitika, to the glacier-studded mountains of Westland Tai Poutini National Park and roads that cut through ancient, dense rainforests around Haast.



Seasonal Highlights

With such a small human population, the main seasonal events of the West Coast revolve around the rhythms of nature and wildlife – or when to catch and eat the latter.

JANUARY

The Hokitika Driftwood and Sand Festival sees artists create art and sculptures on the beach from found objects.
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MARCH

Hokitika’s population swells during the Wildfoods Festival, celebrating West Coast flavours and produce.
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JULY

Tawaki (Fiordland crested penguin) breeding season begins, continuing to November. July is the best time to see these birds in Haast.
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SEPTEMBER

Whitebaiting season on the West Coast starts on 1 September and continues until the end of October.

[image: shutterstock_1010678221jpg]

Chris Moody/shutterstock ©

OCTOBER

Kōtuku nesting season begins at Whataroa, the only place in New Zealand where these elegant birds nest.
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LATE OCTOBER

The Westport Whitebait Festival is held during Labour Weekend, to coincide with the little fishes’ prime season.
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WESTPORT
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Being on the West Coast pounamu (greenstone/jade) trading route, the Westport area was used as a camp for centuries, but the town itself didn’t take shape until gold was discovered in the Buller River in 1859 and thick coal seams were found in nearby Denniston in 1860. Westport was established in 1861 to serve the growing population, but its location didn’t prove ideal – a series of destructive floods and high seas led to its relocation further south in 1873. The coastline has retreated a long way in the ensuing 150 years, and climate change isn’t doing the prone-to-flooding Buller River any favours. All this has prompted calls for Westport to relocate again – or dramatically adapt. The town’s future may be uncertain, but the natural beauty surrounding it isn’t going anywhere. One of New Zealand’s earliest and most significant pre-European archeological sites can be found at Carter’s Beach, 6km west of Westport.
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TOP TIP

Anyone keen on industrial history will be impressed with the relics at the Denniston Historic Coalmining Area on the Denniston Plateau. For others, the detour offers the best panoramic views of the Buller District coastline that you’ll get without going to the effort of hiking in the mountains.




Spot Seals at Cape Foulwind

SEAL COLONY AND A SHORT HIKE

Just 16km from Westport are two natural attractions, the Tauranga Bay fur seal colony and Cape Foulwind. After a 10-minute cliffside walk from the Tauranga Bay car park, you’ll come to a clifftop lookout point. As your eyes adjust you’ll realise the rocks below aren’t just rocks – they’re also kekeno (New Zealand fur seals) at their breeding colony. Stop here or continue along the path for another hour or so to reach the Cape Foulwind lighthouse. The views over the cliffs and the pounding ocean below are impressive. The track is mostly undulating, with some steep sections after the seal colony. Tauranga Bay is also a popular surfing spot.
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THE DENNISTON ROSE

Long before Eleanor Catton’s The Luminaries put the West Coast (specifically Hokitika) on the literary map, Jenny Pattrick’s bestselling historical novel The Denniston Rose (2002) brought the bleak coal-mining world of 19th-century Denniston to New Zealanders who otherwise would never have heard of this remote place on the West Coast. Visitors to the Denniston Historic Coalmining Area can follow the Denniston Literary Trail, which features locations and events from the novel. It’s a self-guided trail with an accompanying app – just look out for the red-rose symbols on marker posts around the site.



Coal-mining History Up Close

AT COALTOWN MUSEUM AND DENNISTON

Westport’s Coaltown Museum provides an interesting, interactive lesson on coal mining in the area, with modern exhibits, oral-history videos, miners’ work clothes to try on for size, and an 8-ton Q coal wagon used on the Denniston Incline.

See the incline itself up at the Denniston Historic Coalmining Area. Turn off SH67 at Waimangaroa, about 15 minutes north of Westport, and drive the winding cliffside road up to the Denniston Plateau in the Papahaua Range. At 600m altitude, the plateau reveals wonderful views of Westport and the coast (when it’s not shrouded in fog, which it often is). Follow various paths around the old mining area, which was New Zealand’s most productive coal mine until the late 1960s. See original, rusting mining equipment in situ, including Q wagons on the edge of the terrifyingly steep tracks on the incline – an engineering marvel that nonetheless claimed many lives.


GETTING AROUND

While most travellers get to and from Westport in their own car, if you need to fly to/from Wellington, you can catch a 50-minute commercial flight with Sounds Air (soundsair.com), which has multiple flights per week in a tiny nine-seater plane.






Beyond Westport
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A diverse range of cultural, natural and historic attractions and experiences await in the Buller District, the West Coast’s northernmost area.


Fanning out around Westport, the Buller District spreads south to Punakaiki, north to Karamea and Kahurangi National Park, and as far inland as Lewis Pass Scenic Reserve. While Buller isn’t the largest of the West Coast’s districts, it’s extremely diverse – and just as sparsely populated as the rest of the region. Here you can hike or mountain bike in lush coastal rainforest and bush-clad mountains, drive the spectacular Great Coast Rd, soak in hot springs at the foot of the Southern Alps, or experience well-preserved gold-rush and coal-mining history. This pocket of the West Coast may often be overlooked compared to the showstopping south, but it packs a lot in – except crowds of people.
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TOP TIP

The Buller District’s highways lead north and south, east and west, providing more options when it comes to planning inland and coastal road trips.




Tackle the Heaphy Track

NEW ZEALAND’S LONGEST GREAT WALK

The mighty Heaphy Track passes 78km through Kahurangi National Park, starting at Kōhaihai and ending at Brown Hut, near Collingwood in Golden Bay – or vice versa, as it’s not a loop track. The three- to five-day walk is on well-formed trail, with no huge elevation gains, making it a good option for fit hikers of all ages, and in all seasons, as well as advanced mountain bikers in winter. The huts are well spaced, so none of the hiking days are exceptionally long, giving hikers the chance to enjoy the scenery and the experience of walking. The diversity of landscapes along the way adds to the appeal: the route passes from the rainforest-fringed beaches of the West Coast to the golden tussock landscape of the misty Gouland Downs, punctuated by limestone outcrops and beech forests. Another draw is the possibility of spotting the great spotted kiwi and some other incredibly rare birds: the endangered takahe and the South Island kōkako, presumed extinct (although there’s a slight chance some still live in Kahurangi National Park). Also keep an eye out for the redoubtable Powelliphanta snail, one of the largest snails in the world. They’re carnivorous, but before that sparks nightmares, rest assured that their favourite meal is earthworms.

At the time of writing, the Heaphy Track had been shut to through-hikers for several months, with the reopening date still a long way off and dependent upon the repair of bridges wiped out in storms in early 2022. Check the track’s status with DOC before planning to complete the whole thing, or do shorter day or overnight portions of the full track.


HEAPHY HIGHLIGHTS

[image: Karen Mackenzie-Howe_headshotjpg]

Karen Mackenzie-Howe is the owner of Scrambled Legs on-demand shuttle company. @scrambledlegsltd



Gouland Downs Hut & Saxon Hut

I much prefer to tramp the Heaphy during the quieter winter months. These huts are my favourite places to camp. I love to stay awake for as long as I can, especially if the weather’s good and I’m camping outside, to hear the night come to life with bush rustlings and the call of the kiwi.

Nīkau Palm & Northern Rātā

I absolutely love these native NZ plants. When it’s raining, everything smells different – earthy and fresh – and better. Every day on the Heaphy is unique because of the diverse landscapes.



WHERE TO EAT IN KARAMEA

Vinnie’s Café

Grab a sandwich or bagel to take on a picnic when exploring around Karamea. $

Karamea Village Hotel

Hang out in the garden or shoot a game of pool over tasty fush and chups. $$

The Last Resort

Fijian Indian chefs serve up excellent tandoori chicken and rice here. $$

Walks from Kōhaihai

FOREST, BEACHES AND LOOKOUT POINTS

From Karamea, 94km north of Westport, you can continue to the end of the road at Kōhaihai, where there’s a DOC campsite and information on the Heaphy Track and other short walks in the area. The Nīkau Walk is an easy 40-minute loop from the car park, beginning after the picturesque suspension bridge that marks the start of the Heaphy Track. It passes through a cool glade of nīkau palms, tree ferns and rata, and is flat enough to be suitable for young children. To get a taste of the palm-fringed beaches that characterise the West Coast section of the Heaphy Track, continue on a two-hour-return walk to Scott’s Beach. The track climbs up to the low Kōhaihai Saddle (where there’s a lookout over the coast; return from here for a shorter, one-hour walk) and then descends through coastal forest to the beautiful white-sand beach.

Big Rimu Walk

A SHORT WALK TO A VERY BIG TREE

The Big Rimu is a 36m-high, 2m-wide rimu tree that’s estimated to be 1000 years old. It managed to escape logging in the 19th and 20th centuries. An easy, 30-minute-return walk to the tree starts a few kilometres east of Karamea.
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Ōpārara Arches | Westend61/getty images ©


BIKING THE OLD GHOST RD

[image: Mark Knight_headshotjpg]

Mark Knight, avid mountain biker and co-owner of Nelson’s Maitai Whare Iti accommodation, shares tips for tackling the Old Ghost Rd. @maitai_whare_iti



Take in the Summit View

This a challenging two- to four-day mountain-biking ride. The well-positioned summit hut allows you time to take in what you’ve just achieved. The descent from the summit doesn’t disappoint, either: mile after mile of incredible track has you wondering how it was ever established.

Go More Than Once

You may need to cycle the route several times before the view from Skyline Ridge emerges, as the weather often closes in.

Or, Hike the Ghost Road

The trip can also be done as a moderate five-day hike.



PLACES TO PAN FOR GOLD

Shantytown

Outside Greymouth, Shantytown offers gold panning in troughs with the purchase of an extra ticket.

Reefton

Rent a pan from i-SITE and fossick at Slab Hut Creek or the Bearded Miners Hut.

Ross

Pan at Ross Historic Goldfields or fossick at Jones Creek.

Adventures at Buller Gorge

JETBOATING, A SWING BRIDGE AND LOCAL HISTORY

Just on the Murchison side of the West Coast–Tasman border, 82km inland from Westport, Buller Gorge Swingbridge Adventure & Heritage Park, on a dogleg bend in the Buller River, provides a range of fun and informative activities. Start with a walk across New Zealand’s longest swing bridge, 110m long and 171m above the river. As well as jet-boating on the Buller, comet-lining (like zip lining but in a harness seat) and a ‘supaman’ ride, you can take short walks through bush and beside the river, pan for gold, and learn more about the region’s history. Look out for the sign showing the land and river level before and after the 1929 Murchison Earthquake.

Braving the Road to the Ōpārara Arches

LIMESTONE CAVERNS AND WHISKY-HUED RIVERS

At the end of what might just be the worst road in all New Zealand are the magnificent limestone Ōpārara Arches (120km from Westport) – worth the journey if your vehicle is up to the corrugations and loose gravel along 15km of steep, narrow road. The quickest walk among this above-ground limestone cave system is the five-minute (one-way) walk to Crazy Paving and Box Canyon Caves. Descend the steps into Box Canyon Cave and look out for weta, spiders and glowworms. A 50-minute (return) walk runs to the Ōpārara Arch, beside the Ōpārara River. The challenging, full-day Ōpārara Valley Track (five hours one way) runs through ancient rimu and kahikatea forest beside the Ōpārara River. It links to the Fenian Track, a moderately challenging but worthwhile track in Kahurangi National Park that’s much less busy than the Heaphy Track. Check in with the Information Centre in Karamea before heading down the road to the Ōpārara Arches as it’s sometimes closed for maintenance. Don’t underestimate how rough this road can be.


BEWARE THE PESKY SANDFLY

Sandflies are a menace in many parts of the South Island, but nowhere else is as bad as the West Coast. As one experienced West Coast hiker put it: ‘West Coast sandflies are the size of horses, and just as hungry’. To be fair, not all sandflies are bloodsuckers; it’s only the female New Zealand blackflies (Austrosimulium australense) and the female West Coast blackflies (Austrosimulium ungulatum). And while they don’t carry diseases, sandflies deliver an exceptionally itchy bite whose effects can last a few days. Don’t even think about venturing into the West Coast bush without a heavy-duty insect repellant.



Punakaiki’s Cliffside Blowholes

STACKS OF NATURAL HISTORY

The 1km Punakaiki Pancake Rocks and Blowholes loop track starts opposite the Paparoa National Park Visitor Centre at Punakaiki, 56km south of Westport. It leads through nīkau- and flax-filled bush and along the tops of the cliffs overlooking the ocean. The views of the stacked limestone rocks, cliffs and caves – formed 30 million years ago on the ocean floor and lifted over centuries – are impressive at any time, but try to visit around high tide to see the blowholes and wave surges. The boardwalk and paths are positioned far above the action, but do heed safety notices.

NORTHERN BULLER BEACHES

Carters Beach

A good spot for fish and chips, and swimming when conditions are calm; 6km west of Westport.

Mokihinui

Enjoy water sports on the river and beaches around Mokihinui and Gentle Annie Camping Ground.

Little Wanganui

Some of the area’s calmest conditions, and gentle surfing that’s suitable for beginners. South of Karamea.

Walk the Pororari River Track

A SHORT WALK IN THE PAPAROA NATIONAL PARK

Dedicated hikers have a few long-distance options in Paparoa National Park, including the Paparoa Track and Pike29 Track. But for a short taste of the park’s primeval rainforest and limestone cliffs, hike the first 7km of the Paparoa Track on the Pororari River Track, 56km south of Westport. Follow the flattish track along the clear, hazel-hued Pororari River, flanked by vertical gorge walls and towering nīkau palms. You can stop after the first 20 minutes (around 1km) at a lookout over the river, or continue along a more uphill path to the second gorge lookout and swing bridge (45 minutes total). Return the same way. The Paparoa Hut is another 3½ hours’ walk up this track.



GOLD RUSH REEFTON WALKING TOUR
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Reefton, 79km south-east of Westport, saw a gold rush in the 1860s and ’70s that left its mark on the town’s shop fronts and artefacts. Start on Broadway at the 1 Reefton Visitor Centre, with extensive history and geology displays, and the Quartzopolis mining exhibit, built to look like a real mine. Continue east on Broadway and turn down Walsh St. If you’re travelling with kids, pause at the 2 Reefton Roller Park to let them burn off some energy. Ahead is the 3 Fairlie R28, an 1878 locomotive that could negotiate the local landscape’s high hills and deep gorges. Back on Broadway, pass the 4 Broadway Tearooms & Bakery, in operation since 1874. A little further along is the 5 Reefton Coffin Co, beside the Reefton Gallery. You’re more likely to see antiques here now, but this was indeed once a coffin outlet and has kept the make-you-look-twice name. Cross the road and detour up Bridge St to the corner of Church St, where you’ll find the picture-perfect (former) 6 Court House, stocks and all. Retrace your steps to Broadway, walk west and notice the 7 Bearded Miners Hut, a replica of miners’ living quarters during the gold rush. Turn up Smith St to drop in on the 8 Reefton Distilling Co, beside the Inangahua County Library. After a gin, vodka or whisky sample, return to Broadway and continue west a bit. Turn to look at the 9 Trucks of Quartz mural by local artist Jean Davidson. It was painted on the side of the lotto store for Reefton’s 150th anniversary in 2021. End at 10 Dawson’s Hotel, offering accommodation and meals in a building dating from 1874.




Soak in a Mountain Reserve

NATURAL ONSEN-STYLE OUTDOOR BATHS

This may be the closest you’ll come on the South Island to bathing in a Japanese onsen –just make sure to keep your togs on. Maruia Hot Springs, 138km south-east of Westport, consists of three spring-fed rock pools within Lewis Pass National Reserve. Get a day pass on the way up to/down from Lewis Pass, or stay in rooms or cabins, or at campsites. All overnight guests have full access to the baths, saunas and steam room, plus the resort’s other activities, such as yoga and nature walks. Camping is pricier than average because of the full-access pass, and no cooking facilities or fires are allowed, but the restaurant serves gourmet three-course set dinners (bookings essential). As the nearest shops and restaurants are a significant drive away, overnight guests may as well enjoy the excellent food here. A cocktail made from local Reefton Distilling Co gin is also a good idea.
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Maruia Hot Springs | Naruedom Yaempongsa/Shutterstock ©


STARGAZING ON THE WEST COAST
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Naomi Arnold, author of astronomy history Southern Nights, shares tips for seeing stars. @naomiarnold



Pick Your Spot

Use lightpollutionmap.info to choose an area as free of light pollution as possible. Pick a high place or somewhere with a wide view of the sky, such as Karamea or Farewell Spit.

Choose Your Time

Go out on a clear, moonless night. Dress warmly and pack a small red torch so blue-white light doesn’t disturb your night vision.

Settle in for the Show

Watch the stars rise, using an app like Star Walk 2 to learn about what you’re seeing. You’re enjoying one of the last prehistoric skies left anywhere on Earth.



GREAT COAST ROAD BEACHES

Motukiekie Beach

Great rock stacks and a beach walk (only accessible at low tide).

Punakaiki Beach

Wide, wild and flanked by dramatic cliffs.

Rapahoe Beach

A popular surfing and swimming beach when conditions are right.

Nature & Vistas at Lewis Pass

SHORT WALK WITH MOUNTAIN VIEWS

On the border of the West Coast and Canterbury (in fact, the car park is in Canterbury), and 145km south-east of Westport, the 20-minute loop of the Lewis Pass Alpine Nature Walk is a lovely way to break the journey over 907m-high Lewis Pass. While it often rains here, on a clear day you’ll enjoy views deeper into the snowcapped Spenser Mountains. Make a short diversion to a picturesque tarn before proceeding through alpine wetland surrounded by moss-covered beech forest. The five-day St James Walkway starts from the same spot, and longer multiday hikes connect to Nelson Lakes National Park.
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Lewis Pass | Elena Yakusheva/Shutterstock ©


REEFTON DISTILLING CO

Although it was established in 2017, the Reefton Distilling Co could have been here for generations: it seems entirely fitting that this lovingly preserved gold-rush town should harbour a boutique distillery. Plants from West Coast rainforests flavour the gins, liqueurs, vodkas and whiskies distilled here. Drop into the cellar door in central Reefton to taste spiced-apple gin, tayberry or blueberry liqueur, or just a good old-fashioned G&T with delicious botanical overtones.




NEW ZEALAND’S GREAT WALKS

The Paparoa Track is one of NZ’s 10 Great Walks. Others include the West Coast’s Heaphy Track, the Abel Tasman Coast Track, Fiordland’s Milford Track, the North Island’s Tongariro Northern Circuit and Whanganui Journey, and Rakiura/Stewart Island’s Rakiura Track.




GETTING AROUND

Unlike other parts of the West Coast, the Buller District has various main highways running through it, making possible a loop around this area rather than just in-and-out trips. This is great news if you want to avoid backtracking.





HOKITIKA
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Near the mouth of the Hokitika River and on a wild stretch of coastline that has claimed many a ship, Hokitika is an appealing small town for travellers, with views of the Southern Alps and Aoraki/Mt Cook, spectacular sunsets, a driftwood-littered beach, and a decent selection of cafes, restaurants, and arts and crafts shops. It’s also imbued with a whole lot of West Coast history: founded as a gold-mining settlement in 1864, it was – for a little while during the gold rush – one of the most populous places in New Zealand. Now there are fewer than 3000 residents, which still makes it one of the biggest places on the West Coast, but it punches above its weight as far as small NZ towns go. It’s worth spending a day or two around ‘Hoki’ before heading north or south to lesser-populated parts of the coast.
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SIGHTS

1National Kiwi Centre

ACTIVITIES

2Bonz ‘N’ Stonz

EATING

3Fat Pipi Pizzas

4Hokitika Sandwich Company

5Korath Thai Cuisine

SHOPPING

6Hokitika Craft Gallery

7Hokitika Glass Studio

8Ngai Tahu Pounamu




TOP TIP

Although much of Hokitika is flat and at sea level, seek out accommodation on a hill (such as around the airport area) for magnificent mountain and sunset views.




HOKITIKA HISTORY WALKING TOUR

[image: jpg]

Get a taste of Hokitika’s buildings and beach on this easy tour around the town centre. Start outside the 1 i-SITE visitor centre on Weld St, facing the seafront. Notice Hokitika’s famous 2 clock tower (1903) on your left and the solidly elegant Art Deco 3 Regent Theatre (1936; now a movie theatre) across the road. At the next roundabout intersection stands the 4 Westland Pioneers Memorial, unveiled in 1914 in a different location – and sometimes missing its pointing arm. Continue straight on to the Beach Access pathway, admiring the local artworks on either side, and the book bench. Emerge at the beach near the driftwood 5 Hokitika sign and turn left for a walk along the promenade, or the beach itself if you can scramble down the boulders. Continue down to the 6 Tambo Shipwreck Replica (which looks rather better from a distance), commemorating the many ships that have been wrecked offshore. Turn down Gibson Quay, checking out the 7 Custom House, an old cannon and the Whitebaiters’ Walk information boards along the way. Continue almost to the end, then turn down Sewell St, past the 8 statue of ‘King Dick’ Richard Seddon, New Zealand’s longest-serving prime minister (1893–1906), who came to New Zealand in the 1860s to work in the West Coast goldfields. The statue stands outside the semi-derelict, heritage-listed Seddon House government buildings, now in the possession of DOC and being refurbished. Turn up Hamilton St, past the 9 Hokitika Museum in the grand 1908 Carnegie Library building (temporarily closed for renovations at the time of writing). Make your way back down Tancred St to the Pioneers Memorial to complete the circuit.


Carve a Pounamu Pendant

AT BONZ ‘N’ STONZ CARVING STUDIO

Hokitika is awash with highly prized pounamu, which has been used and traded by Māori of the West Coast for centuries. It’s especially abundant in the Arahura Valley near Hokitika. There are many places to buy a pendant or earrings (Ngai Tahu Pounamu and Hokitika Craft Gallery have especially stylish showrooms), but if you’d like to try your hand at carving your own piece, enrol in a Bonz ‘N’ Stonz workshop. Choose from beginner, intermediate or advanced designs to suit your level of experience or ambition, and allow two to six hours.


WILDFOODS FESTIVAL

In 1990 a local winemaker – of the rose-petal and gorse variety – wanted to celebrate the unique, offbeat flavours of the West Coast. The first Wildfoods Festival attracted around 1800 dedicated foodies and locals, and the event has exploded in popularity since. Every March visitors, food and drink vendors, and even musical acts come to Hokitika from around the world. The festival is perhaps best known for its weirder culinary offerings – such as sheep testicles and huhu grubs – but less-adventurous eaters can find plenty to satisfy their tummies. Book accommodation well in advance!



See Glassblowers at Work

AT HOKITIKA GLASS STUDIO

Drop into this gallery, shop and working arts space to see artisans creating glass goblets, bowls and ornaments. You can buy glass objects in the shop.

Spot Native Birds & Sea Creatures

HOKITIKA’S NATIONAL KIWI CENTRE

At the National Kiwi Centre, kids in particular will enjoy the fish tanks with creatures great and small, including axolotl and giant eels – some of the eels are 110 years old. Kiwis occupy a suitably dark enclosure (the birds are nocturnal), and you can fish for koura (crayfish) in an indoor pond and then return them to the water. Kiwi and eel feedings take place three times a day – timings are advertised.
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Pounamu pendants | DPA PICTURE ALLIANCE/ALAMY STOCK Photo ©


GETTING AROUND

Despite not being the largest town on the West Coast, Hokitika has the region’s main airport, which has regular Air New Zealand flights to/from Christchurch. This makes Hokitika the best choice if you want to avoid driving through the mountains. The town itself is compact and walkable, so you can easily explore it on foot. Just don’t make the mistake of thinking you can stroll down to Hokitika Gorge: despite its name, it’s 33km southeast of Hokitika, so you’ll need a car to get there.






Beyond Hokitika
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Some of Hokitika’s greatest attractions aren’t within the town itself. Base yourself in Hokitika for a few days and explore the vicinity on day trips.


Hokitika itself may be small, but the area surrounding it is rich in historic settlements and natural wonders. The gold rush of 1864–67 wasn’t concentrated solely on Hokitika: other nearby spots saw their fair share of gold-fuelled action, and its legacy is still in evidence today. Greymouth/Māwhera, the largest town on the West Coast (population 8000), is 37km north of Hokitika. It was a Poutini Ngāi Tahu settlement until 1860, when local chiefs sold the whole of the West Coast (minus some pockets) to the British government for an appallingly small sum. Greymouth grew around its coal resources in the 1860s, and the coal-mining industry continues in the region today.
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Hokitika Gorge | Robert Haandrikman/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Greymouth and Hokitika are just 37km apart, so many travellers prefer to stay in more attractive Hokitika and make day trips to the Greymouth area.




Marvel at the Turquoise Hokitika Gorge

IT’S ALL ABOUT THE GLACIAL FLOUR

Lying 33km through farmland from Hokitika town, glorious blue Hokitika Gorge is a worthwhile detour. Walk along an undulating path from the car park to the first lookout, where the striking matte-turquoise waters can be glimpsed. You don’t need blue skies for the water to be dazzling, as its colour is caused by the ground-up rock particles (‘glacial flour’) it collects as it travels from its source in the mountains. Continue down to a swing bridge suspended over the gorge and a second lookout point. (Note that this second part of the track is not suitable for wheelchairs or pushchairs.) Depending on the water level, it may be possible to scramble over the rocks and closer to the water’s edge. The whole loop track takes a maximum of one hour.


LAKES AROUND HOKITIKA

Rivers and glaciers have carved the West Coast’s many lakes. They’re scenic places to walk, swim, boat, kayak, fish, camp or just sit with a picnic lunch.

Inland Lake Brunner is the largest of the West Coast lakes. Especially popular with weekenders from Christchurch, it has a small service town, Moana, on its northern shore.

Lake Mahinapua offers clear views of the Southern Alps. White herons stop here on the way to Whataroa in season.

Especially beautiful, 200m-deep Lake Kaniere is good for a bracing swim; drive around to Dorothy Falls near the eastern shore, especially after rain.

Further south, between Ross and Hari Hari, Lake Ianthe is popular with trout fishers.



Walk Amid the Treetops

SUSPENDED PLATFORMS THROUGH THE FOREST

Leave any fear of heights behind when you visit the West Coast Treetop Walk, 17km south of Hokitika. Suspended between the rimu and kamahi trees 20m above the forest floor, the 450m of enclosed platforms provide lovely views of the forest and the Southern Alps beyond, and are dotted with interpretation panels. Climb the 47m-high tower for views across nearby Lake Mahinapua. Note that the walkways do sway a little, and the tower a little bit more, but they’ll all well enclosed and are safe for kids.

WHERE TO EAT IN GREYMOUTH

Monteith’s Brewery

West Coast institution offering beer tasting, brewery tours and classy pub meals. $$

Sevenpenny

Whitebait patties, deconstructed sushi bowls and pleasant streetside seating. $

Buccleugh’s on High

Plenty of seafood, meat and veg options, plus a bar with 17 on-tap beers. $$

Learn About Gold-Mining History

MODEL VILLAGES AND THE REAL DEAL

Gold mining shaped early colonial history on the West Coast, and you can learn more about the technological, environmental, cultural and lifestyle aspects of gold prospecting and mining at Shantytown, a model gold-rush village outside Greymouth (34km north of Hokitika), and Ross (26km south of Hokitika), a small town with relics aplenty. Families and theme-park enthusiasts should head to Shantytown, which has a steam train through the forest, a sluicing demo and gold panning (not to mention a playground with a flying fox). For a more authentic historical vibe, check out Ross – it’s where New Zealand’s largest gold nugget (to date) was found in 1909, the 2.81kg ‘Honourable Roddy’. Ross Historic Goldfields has vintage buildings, a one-hour walk and gold-panning activities.


Sip a Brew at Monteith’s

SAMPLE, SIP, TOUR OR DINE

Before craft beer was much of a thing in the city bars of posher parts of New Zealand, there was Monteith’s. One of New Zealand’s most visible beers and definitely leaning to the craft end of the beer spectrum, Monteith’s is brewed in Greymouth (37km north of Hokitika) – and it has been since 1868, around the time Greymouth itself was established, clearly showing where Greymouth’s early settlers’ priorities lay. Head to the large brewery, bar, tasting centre and restaurant (all rolled into one) for a tasting flight, a full drink or a meal. Guided tours run every afternoon.
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Monteith’s beer | Leonard Zhukovsky/Shutterstock ©


LINKING THE COASTS BY RAIL

If you think the West Coast is isolated now, consider what it must have been like in the 19th century. Goods – and people – mainly had to be transported from the East Coast by ship, which was a problem given the West Coast’s lack of natural harbours. The construction of roads across the Southern Alps hardly helped, as travel was slow and horse-drawn vehicles could carry only small loads. A railway through the Southern Alps wasn’t completed until 1923 (and the planned link to Nelson never materialised). Passengers on the TranzAlpine train between Christchurch and Greymouth still travel in the last completed section of that rail puzzle, the 8.5km Otira Tunnel.




GETTING AROUND

Avoid the long drives over the mountains to the West Coast by taking the TranzAlpine train from Christchurch to Greymouth. The train runs through Arthur’s Pass National Park and past scenic Lake Brunner. Timetables vary by season, but the TranzAlpine typically runs daily in high season and Friday to Monday the rest of the year.





Westland Tai Poutini National Park
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Welcome to the famous Fox and Franz Josef Glaciers. New Zealand’s fifth-largest national park, Westland Tai Poutini covers much of Central Westland, incorporating high peaks in the Southern Alps, forests, rivers, coastal wetlands – and the glacier superstars. But Fox and Franz Josef are only the third- and fourth-longest glaciers in New Zealand, so why all the fuss? Accessibility. Fox Glacier terminates just 12km from the sea and Franz Josef Glacier is 18km away; both end at around 300m above sea level. By comparison, glaciers at similar latitudes in Europe and North America terminate at around 2000m altitude, making them much harder to reach, as are most other glaciers in New Zealand’s Southern Alps. Settlements at both Franz Josef and Fox have become service centres for glacier tourism, offering a variety of touring, accommodation, dining and recreational activities. Come here for the glaciers; stick around a little longer for the rest.
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Hiking on Fox Glacier | AlmostViralDesign/shutterstock ©
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SIGHTS

1Fox Glacier

2Franz Joseph Glacier

3Glacier Country Helicopters

4Ōkārito

5Ōkārito Lagoon

6West Coast Wildlife Centre

7White Heron Sanctuary Tours

ACTIVITIES

8Waiho Hot Tubs




TOP TIP

The weather is notoriously fickle (and wet) on the West Coast. To ensure a good view of Franz Josef or Fox, allow plenty of time in and around their respective towns and be prepared to alter your itinerary if the weather doesn’t play along with your plans.




Walk or Hike on a Glacier

FRANZ JOSEF, FOX AND BEYOND

Tumbling – very slowly – down from their snowfields at around 2500m, the Franz Josef and Fox Glaciers are the stars of the West Coast’s glacier country. Because the glaciers terminate so close to sea level and amid a temperate rainforest setting, visitors can enjoy walks through lush forest before reaching lookout points for glacier views.

Landslides at the former approach to Fox Glacier and the changing course of the Waiho River at Franz Josef Glacier after storms have made hiking close to the glaciers’ face impossible in recent years. Short walks at these lower-terminating glaciers now lead to viewpoints that are still 2km to 3km from the glacier. Choose from a number of short routes from the Franz Josef Glacier car park or just one at Fox: a two-hour return hike to a viewpoint up the valley.

An alternative to closer-up glacier hikes is the Lake Matheson/Te Ara Kairaumati Walk, a 90-minute loop through the forest and past the dark-hued, mirror-like (if you’re lucky) Lake Matheson/Kairaumati, a short drive from Fox Glacier town. It’s one of the South Island’s most iconic views: the reflection of snow-capped Aoraki/Mt Cook, Mt Tasman, and Mt Fox and its glacier in the lake. As with all lower-level walks, the clouds must be cooperating to get a glimpse of the glacier.

If you have a generous budget and the appropriate level of agility, helihiking tours fly you in on a helicopter for around 2½ hours of guided hiking time on a glacier. Helihikes are said to be safer than walking lower down as the ice is more stable. Age restrictions apply, and the hikes are moderately difficult. The gradient on Fox tends to be less steep than on Franz Josef, making this glacier hike slightly less physically challenging. On the other hand, Franz Josef’s steeper incline creates more dramatic crevasses and caves of ethereal blue ice.


SPOILT FOR CHOICE AROUND FRANZ JOSEF

[image: Poppy Gordon Franz Josef_headshotjpg]

Poppy Gordon, pilot and owner of Glacier Country Helicopters, shares her tips for how to spend a perfect day in and around Franz Josef Glacier.



Helicopter Flights

Flights into the mountains are the pinnacle here, but there are many other amazing things to do.

Water-based Fun

We always get out on the water, whether it’s by boat, kayak, swimming or fishing. Our favourite spots are the Whataroa River, Ōkārito Lagoon and Beach or Lake Mapourika, where the water temperature gets above 20°C in summer. We’re absolutely spoilt by nature!

Take a Hummer to Dinner

To top the day off, take the Blue Ice Restaurant’s Hummer limousine to dinner.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR THE GLACIERS

The Landing Restaurant & Bar, Franz Josef

Hearty meals and outdoor seating to watch the action – and helicopters taking off. $$

SnakeBite Brewery & Restaurant, Franz Josef

South Island craft beers paired with Southeast Asian cuisine. $$

Cafe Nevé, Fox

Reliable breakfast meals and lunch snacks, including wedges and nachos. $

Take a Flightseeing Tour

FLY BY OR LAND ON A GLACIER

‘Flightseeing’ helicopter tours range from 20 minutes to around 40 minutes. Heliflights include a five- to 10-minute landing on a glacier, if conditions are right, while fixed-wing aeroplane flights don’t. Many travellers go for ‘big-name’ Franz Josef or Fox, but some companies (such as Glacier Country Helicopters) are permitted to land on others, which broadens your options if cloud conditions prevent you from landing on the big-hitters. Aside from the glacier landing, highlights of these flights include views of hidden lakes and waterfalls, the enormous Tasman Glacier in Aoraki/Mt Cook National Park, Aoraki/Mt Cook itself, and many other glaciers hidden high up in the Southern Alps that otherwise go unseen by most visitors to Westland Tai Poutini National Park.

Helihiking tours are also available.


A GLACIAL RETREAT

Franz Josef and Fox Glaciers are not what they used to be. While glaciers do naturally advance and retreat, the West Coast glaciers are now doing nothing but retreat. Franz Josef reached almost to the valley floor before 2008, but it has since lost around 800m, and it’s 3km shorter than it was in the 1880s. The situation at Fox is similar.

Temper your expectations of the glaciers if you’re sticking to the ground, and be prepared to enjoy the nearby walking and hiking routes for what you can experience along the way – the flora, lakes, waterfalls and birds – rather than what you can’t. For the best views, take to the air.
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Fox Glacier | R7 Photo/shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY AT FRANZ JOSEF GLACIER

Rainforest Retreat

Centrally located, yet surrounded by bush. Choices range from powered sites to deluxe rooms. $$$

Aspen Court Franz Josef

Spacious motel rooms that are really good value. $$

Ribbonwood Retreat Bed and Breakfast

Homely cabins and a suite, with hearty breakfasts and handmade soaps. $$$

Soak in a Rainforest Hot Tub

PRIVATE WOOD-FIRE-HEATED TUBS IN FRANZ JOSEF

Waiho Hot Tubs offers forest bathing for those who want a bit of physical pampering with their mental relaxation. Conveniently located just across from the DOC Visitor Centre in Franz Josef, these four private hot tubs are fed by stream water, heated by wood fires and surrounded by shady, fern-filled forest. There are private changing rooms. Book a tub for an hour of open-air bliss – the water will automatically drain once your time is up. Kids are welcome before 6pm.
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BEACHES BEYOND THE GLACIERS

Don’t forget that the West Coast’s glaciers are very near the coast, which means some glorious beaches are nearby.

Ōkārito Beach

Sandy and stony beach that’s lovely to walk along – and you’ll likely have it to yourself.

Gillespie’s Beach

Pebbled beach with a small DOC campsite down a narrow dirt road accessible from Fox Glacier.

Bruce Bay

Rainforest meets the sand at this stunning beach south of Fox Glacier on the highway to Haast.



WHERE TO STAY AT FOX GLACIER

Distinction Fox Glacier Te Weheka Hotel

Ski-lodge-style rooms; some have mountain views and all have private balconies. $$$

Fox Glacier Top 10 Holiday Park

Solid choice with campsites and motel rooms. In better nick than the Franz Josef Top 10. $$

Heartland Hotel Fox Glacier

Large hotel in the centre of town. Its heritage-listed building dates back to 1928. $$


Learn About Kiwi Conservation

WEST COAST WILDLIFE CENTRE, FRANZ JOSEF

Despite being a distinctive national emblem, each of the five recognised species of kiwi are classified as endangered or vulnerable to extinction. But the rowi kiwi – also called the Ōkārito kiwi and native only to the South Ōkārito Forest 15km from Franz Josef – is the rarest of all, with only around 600 individuals left. You can see the resident kiwis at the West Coast Wildlife Centre in a darkened room that helps the nocturnal birds feel comfortable. You can also see tuatara lizards in a separate enclosure, and learn more about kiwi conservation and the environment and geology of the Franz Josef area throughout the centre.


MOTUARA ISLAND

Motuara Island in Queen Charlotte Sound is used as a rowi kiwi nursery, providing a haven for young birds until they’re strong enough to be reintroduced to their native habitat in Westland.




Visit NZ’s Only Kōtuku Nesting Place

AT THE WAITANGIROTO NATURE RESERVE NEAR WHATAROA

Next time you’re given a $2 coin in change, take a closer look. On one side is a graceful flying bird. That’s a kōtuku. The rare birds can be seen in various parts of New Zealand, but they nest only in the Waitangiroto Nature Reserve, a 30m-wide area of trees and shrubs on the banks of the calm Waitangiroto River, just north of the Ōkārito Lagoon and near the settlement of Whataroa. While nobody’s quite sure why this small area is the birds’ only favoured nesting site, it’s guaranteed that they’ll return from their various wintering spots to this place every year, in spring.

The kōtuku’s long, lacy, filamentous white plumage also grows at this time (for both males and females, who look the same), so visitors to the sanctuary between October and March are treated to this elegant seasonal appearance, as well as the sight of chicks. Their lovely plumage once drove kōtuku to the edge of extinction, though: the feathers became a favoured women’s fashion accessory in the 1930s and ’40s, and in 1944 only four nests were recorded here. This prompted the creation of the nature reserve, and kōtuku numbers have since partially recovered, although there are still only around 43 nests, amounting to 200 birds. Whataroa-based White Heron Sanctuary Tours is the only company permitted by DOC to run tours in the Waitangiroto reserve.


THE HUMBLE WHITEBAIT

Tour the West Coast between 1 September and 30 October and you’ll notice fishers up to their knees in rivers and estuaries with large fishing nets or gathered around temporary stands. They’re fishing for the translucent, 5cm-long juvenile fish of various species – these are known collectively as whitebait. You can go whitebaiting in many parts of New Zealand, but the good water quality on the West Coast makes for ideal whitebait-growing and -catching conditions. A handful of whole whitebait is typically mixed into a batter, fried and served with lemon wedges. The Whitebaiter’s Walk on the riverside promenade at Hokitika presents interesting whitebaiting facts and photos on a series of billboards.



Exploring Ōkārito Lagoon

NZ’S LARGEST UNMODIFIED WETLAND

The northern edge of the Ōkārito Lagoon is at the centre of a vast wetland of interconnected lakes, lagoons, rivers and swamps spanning 32.4 sq km. With the Southern Alps on one side and the Tasman Sea on the other, this is an area of immense biodiversity, with shorebirds, migratory waders and even the extremely rare rowi kiwi making their home here. Visit more of the wetlands by heading to Ōkārito village, where you can walk, kayak or take boat tours. The short (20-minute return) Wetland Walk offers views of the swampy grassland, Ōkārito village, the sprawling wetlands beyond and the fierce ocean.


GETTING AROUND

The only way to get around this region is in your own car, so be prepared to spend a lot of time behind the wheel. Don’t rush too quickly from place to place, though: with so many lakes, beaches, viewpoints and short walks just off the highway, it pays to allow plenty of room in your itinerary for diversions.





HAAST WORLD HERITAGE AREA
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Protected landscapes dominate this part of NZ, but Haast still stands apart as rare and special. According to Unesco, the region’s landscapes are the closest you’ll find in the 21st century to what Earth looked like 80 million years ago, when New Zealand was part of Gondwanaland. Haast covers some 2000 sq km, yet it’s home to just 200 people. The name Haast refers to several things: the small settlements of Haast Junction, Haast Beach and Haast Township, and the nearby settlements of Jackson’s Bay; 562m Haast Pass, the lowest of all Southern Alps passes; the Haast Pass Hwy, which runs between Haast Junction and Lake Hāwea (and beyond) in Otago; and the Haast section of Unesco-listed Te Wāhipounamu (Southwest New Zealand) World Heritage Area, which is made up of four South Island national parks. Feeling overwhelmed by modern life? Come to Haast to switch off and reconnect with the wilderness.
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TOP TIP

Much of the vast Haast region is inaccessible to casual, short-term visitors. Jet-boat tours along the Haast and Waiatoto Rivers propel you deep into wild places that would take days to reach on a hike.




Drive to the Southern End of the Coast Road

AT TINY JACKSON BAY

While SH6 turns inland and over the Southern Alps at Haast, the Haast–Jackson Bay Rd continues all the way to the tiny settlement of Jackson Bay – and that’s where it ends. This deep-water cove is a working fishing port and, apart from some shortish walks that start here, the main attractions are fishing (especially for crayfish) and having a seafood lunch at The Craypot, a bright-orange shed that does a roaring trade despite its incredibly remote location. The drive to Jackson Bay alone is worth the detour as it passes through long stretches of coastal rainforest, across several boulder-strewn, ice-blue rivers, and past beaches with so much driftwood they put Hokitika to shame.
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Jackson Bay | TomAndel/Shutterstock ©


WHY I LOVE HAAST
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Elen Turner, writer



The Haast area is deceptive. Even after you’ve travelled down the West Coast and readjusted your idea of what constitutes a town, Haast Township strikes you as minute. But here nature explodes on a grand scale, and it’s ancient beyond belief. You can feel insignificant amid the grand scheme of nature. I’ll never forget the day my daughter, Rosa, and I arrived at Tauparikākā/Ship Creek early in the morning, the only people there apart from the DOC ranger, and seeing a family of rare Hector’s dolphins swimming past in the gentle surf. Five-year-old Rosa said it was the best day of her life.



Spot Wildlife at Remote Beaches

DOLPHINS AND PENGUINS

Just show up at a beach around Haast and there’s a chance you’ll spot the rare Hector’s dolphin (Tauparikākā/Ship Creek is a hot spot) or the nationally vulnerable tawaki (Fiordland crested penguin) – Monro Beach near Lake Moeraki is especially good. For the best chance of seeing dolphins, go when the sea is calm. For penguins, head to the beach in the evening when the birds come in from the sea, especially between July and November. There’s also a chance of spotting wildlife from Haast Beach. If you don’t get lucky with the wildlife, these beaches are stunningly beautiful spots in their own right.


GETTING AROUND

Don’t arrive in Haast with a low petrol tank! Petrol gets more and more expensive the further south you travel down the West Coast, and can be eye-wateringly pricey south of Hokitika. Given the distance between petrol stations, you may not be able to avoid topping up in southern Westland, but it’s easier on the wallet to fill up in Hokitika or Wānaka before you get there.





DRIVE THE HAAST PASS/TIORIPATEA HIGHWAY
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The 140km highway connecting Haast and Wānaka by way of the lowest pass through the Southern Alps (562m) can be done in either direction. It’s a continuation of SH6, which runs the length of the West Coast. Starting in 1 Haast Township, follow the southern bank of the wide, braided Haast River, where numerous unnamed falls cascade from the hills, especially after rain. The first point of interest is 2 Roaring Billy Falls, a 10-minute walk from the car park on the northern side of the river. This is arguably the best spot on the Westland side of the highway to view the panorama of mountains, wide riverbed and forest. Next, stop at 3 Thunder Creek Falls, where Thunder Creek drops 28m into the Haast River just metres from the car park. Apply insect repellant liberally here. A little way up the road, catch a glimpse of the gigantic 4 Gates of Haast rapids from the road bridge, but don’t stop for photos – that’s prohibited here. The next stop is 5 Fantail Falls, smaller than Thunder Creek but more visible than Roaring Billy, and also near the car park. At the top of the pass, right on the West Coast–Otago border, is the 6 Haast Pass Lookout, a one-hour-return hike through bush to a clearing, with good views of the whole pass area and 2516m-high Mt Brewster. After this, you’ll cross into Otago, where the landscape changes from lush rainforest to drier, rockier peaks. Make time for the one-hour-return 7 Blue Pools Track and to stop at various lookouts over Lake Hāwea and Lake Wānaka, including 8 The Neck between the two lakes, before arriving in 9 Wānaka.
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Thunder Creek Falls | Michael Smith ITWP/shutterstock ©




NELSON & MARLBOROUGH
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BEACHES, NATIONAL PARKS & FINE WINE

Beaches, mountains, rivers, lakes and three national parks, plus fresh produce and fine wine: Nelson and Marlborough are a microcosm of all that’s great about New Zealand.
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vineyard, Blenheim | Milosz Maslanka/Shutterstock ©

Covering the northernmost part of the South Island, the Nelson-Tasman and Marlborough regions sit almost exactly in the geographical centre of New Zealand. And in many ways, the Top of the South is an essential part of New Zealand’s identity. It’s the South Island, but not as rural as ‘down south’. It’s easily accessible from the North Island by air or vehicle ferry. It’s the fruit-laden equivalent of a breadbasket. It’s home to white-sand beaches and snow-capped mountains; pristine rivers and lakes; excellent seafood, fruit and wine; drowned river valleys and alpine plateaus; and three of New Zealand’s 13 national parks.

The region has been settled and passed through by various iwi (Māori tribes) since around the 12th century, and Nelson is the oldest colonial-era city in the country, established in 1841. Nowadays, Nelson walks the line between a sleepy provincial town and a city of significance. Smaller Blenheim is the capital of the Marlborough wine region. Beyond these two centres lie true-to-its-name Golden Bay, almost-too-popular Abel Tasman National Park, the marvellous Marlborough Sounds, and the northern beginnings of the Southern Alps, inland. Whatever you’re looking for – except, perhaps, the clang of big-city life – you’ll find it at the Top of the South.
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Pelorus Bridge Scenic Reserve | Peter Unger/getty images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

NELSON

Small-city life.

BLENHEIM

Sauvignon-blanc central.

ABEL TASMAN NATIONAL PARK

Coastal national park.

GOLDEN BAY

Offbeat hippie haven.

MARLBOROUGH SOUNDS

Drowned river valleys.




Find Your Way

Nelson and Marlborough cover the northernmost part of the South Island, from the protruding sand bar of Farewell Spit to the outer Marlborough Sounds and the inland mountains, lakes and valleys of the upper Southern Alps.
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Plan Your Time

One of the sunniest parts of New Zealand, Nelson and Marlborough are glorious in summer. If you’re planning some outdoor activities, spring and autumn offer more moderate temperatures – and fewer other visitors.
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Abel Tasman National Park | Guaxinim/Shutterstock ©


If You Only Do One Thing

• With one or two days at the Top of the South, home in on Abel Tasman National Park. Kaiteriteri is a handy base for exploring the park. From here, cruises run up and down the coast throughout the day, with itineraries to suit all kinds of travellers. Keen hikers can complete a day walk, while families can be dropped off at a beach for some fun in the sun. If you have camping gear, book into one of the park’s campsites to enjoy the beaches after the day trippers have left.




Mini Road Trip

• If you enter the South Island by ferry at Picton, be sure to linger in the Marlborough Sounds. Connecting Picton and Havelock, Queen Charlotte Drive is a much more scenic option than taking the state highway. Stop at lookout points along the way to marvel at views of Queen Charlotte Sound. Look out for dolphins, which you can commonly see from your car or the beach. If you’re travelling with camping gear or a van, park overnight at the campsite in Momorangi Bay, where you can see glowworms after dark.




If You Have More Time

• Starting in Picton, head west towards Nelson, stopping at the sparkling Pelorus Bridge Scenic Reserve en route. Check out the galleries, markets and restaurants in Nelson before continuing west to Abel Tasman National Park. Cruise along the coastline, jumping off for a short hike or to relax on a beach. Drive over the Tākaka Hill to Golden Bay, where you can take a bird-watching tour to Farewell Spit. Afterwards, head inland to St Arnaud in Nelson Lakes National Park, before driving the inland route to Blenheim through the Wairau Valley. Reward your hard travel work at a winery – or three.



Seasonal Highlights

Nelson and Marlborough are all about getting outdoors in summer, but many events are held in the cooler spring and autumn.

FEBRUARY

Marlborough Wine and Food Festival is NZ’s longest-running festival of its kind, having kept tastebuds and tummies happy since 1990.
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MARCH

Kayakers head to Murchison for the three-day Buller Festival, while seafood-lovers hit up Havelock for the Mussel & Seafood Festival.
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APRIL

Be wowed by the roar of vintage planes in the skies above Blenheim during early April’s Classic Fighters Omaka Airshow.
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JULY

Nelson’s Te Ramaroa festival brightens up the nights of midwinter every two years, with events planned for 2023 and 2025.
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SEPTEMBER

Godwits start arriving at Farewell Spit after their amazing round-the-world migration. They’ll stay until early April.
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OCTOBER

Enjoy cutting-edge theatre, art and music events during the 11-day Nelson Arts Festival.
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NOVEMBER

With all those orchards around Nelson, it’s only natural the city hosts the New Zealand Cider Festival in mid-November.
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NELSON
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Nelson-Whakatū was the first European city on the South Island, planned and built by the New Zealand Company from 1841. But that wasn’t the start of this little city’s life: various iwi had lived in the area for hundreds of years. Spread along the south-eastern edge of Tasman Bay, modern-day Nelson sits on flat plains that quickly rise to the Richmond Ranges, the start of the Southern Alps. Nelson is hemmed in by its geography, but it’s by far the biggest town at the Top of the South, with a population of around 50,000. In summer it fills with visitors, who come to enjoy the city’s famously sunny weather and use it as a base for adventures in the surrounding region. With diverse accommodation and restaurants, plus markets, art galleries and the largest fenced wildlife sanctuary on the South Island, Nelson wraps its urban and rural attractions into an attractive package.
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SIGHTS

1All Along the Heaphy Highway

2Brook Waimārama Sanctuary

3Centre of New Zealand Monument

4Suter Art Gallery

5Tahunanui Beach

ACTIVITIES

6Black Hole

7Codgers Trails

8Days Track

9Grampians Reserve

10Maitai River Walk

11Sharlands Creek Mountain Bike Park

EATING

12Kirby Fridays food-truck event

13Nelson Farmer’s Market

SHOPPING

14Isel Twilight Market

15Monty’s Market

16Nelson Market




TOP TIP

If you’re visiting Nelson in summer, especially over the school holidays (mid- to late December to early February), book lodging, transport and activities as far ahead as possible. Nelson is a very popular holiday spot, so coming without a plan at this time risks disappointment.
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Tahunanui Beach | Ace19/shutterstock ©


Visit a Vast Protected Ecosystem

HIKING, BIRD-WATCHING AND WATERFALLS

At the end of the Brook Valley – a 10-minute drive from central Nelson – is the Brook Waimārama Sanctuary. This 690-hectare protected ecosystem is fully enclosed by a predator-proof fence, which is continuously monitored to keep it that way. It’s the South Island’s largest fenced wildlife sanctuary. To enter, you must pass through a double gate.

Why the security? Introduced animals and plants have decimated many of New Zealand’s native species. An estimated 2800 New Zealand species are either threatened or endangered, and 25,000 birds are killed each year by introduced predators. The Brook Waimārama Sanctuary is one of a number of ecological projects throughout the country that have taken the dramatic – but successful – approach of fencing themselves off from the outside world. The sanctuary is home to a wide range of native species, including karearea (New Zealand falcons), kākāriki karaka (orange-fronted parakeets), korimako (bellbirds) and kererū (wood pigeons), among others.

Visitors to the sanctuary can learn more about its flora and fauna at the information centre at the entrance. You can pick up a map here that details various walks, ranging from 30-minute circuits to full-day hikes. Staff can advise on these. The easy Loop Track is ideal for first-time visitors, families and those with limited time. The 40-minute amble passes over the dam, through cool patches of forest and past a small but impressive waterfall.

The sanctuary is open daily during school holidays, but only on weekends at other times of the year.
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Brook Waimārama Sanctuary | Tim Cuff/Alamy Stock Photo ©


WINTER GLOWWORM TOURS

Visiting Nelson in winter? Book onto an evening glowworm tour through the Brook Waimārama Sanctuary. These operate a couple of times a week throughout June, July and August. As well as seeing thousands of twinkling glowworms suspended throughout the bush, you’ll learn more about the sanctuary from your guide. Despite the sanctuary’s proximity to Nelson, the night sky is exceptionally clear from here too (when it’s not cloudy).



WHERE TO CAMP

Tahuna Beach Holiday Park

A huge campsite with easy access to the beach and various play areas for kids. $$

Brook Valley Holiday Park

A peaceful spot at the end of the Brook Valley, before the entrance to the Brook Waimārama Sanctuary. $

Maitai Valley Motor Camp

Maitai River waterhole access for swimming, and near mountain-biking tracks. $

Browse an Outdoor Art Gallery

LOCAL ART ON THE CITY’S WALLS

Nelson’s Suter Art Gallery is always worth a browse, but for an art experience with a difference, look out for the art of the ArtWalk. More than 20 works from Nelson’s most celebrated artists (curated from the Suter gallery’s collection) are replicated in colour on the walls of ordinary buildings around town. Bill Hammond’s All Along the Heaphy Highway, on Halifax St, is a particular highlight.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN NELSON

Nahm

Top-notch Thai in the Yacht Club building with port views. $$

Urban Oyster Bar & Eatery

Tapas-style dishes designed to be shared, sourced from local produce. $$$

Boat Shed Café

Popular seafood restaurant cantilevered over the water. The chef’s choice menu is an affordable way to sample a lot. $$$

Nicola’s Cantina

Fresh and delicious Mexican with colourful decor. $$



Shop the Markets

FRESH PRODUCE, PREPARED FOOD, CRAFTS

The Saturday-morning Nelson Market in Montgomery Sq is a social occasion. International food, farm-fresh veggies, small-batch skincare and handmade home decor are among the highlights. On Sunday mornings, find the secondhand Monty’s Market in the same location. Self-caterers might want to stock up at the Wednesday-morning Farmers Market beside the Elma Turner Library.

Not an early riser? Neighbouring Richmond has a Wednesday-evening Sundial Social in its Sundial Sq, and Nelson hosts a Thursday-evening Isel Twilight Market (summer only) and the Kirby Fridays food-truck event at Kirby Lane (also summer only).

WHERE TO STAY IN NELSON

Maitai Whare Iti

Tiny house-style huts in a peaceful forest setting in the Maitai Valley. $$

Pihopa Retreat

Luxury boutique accommodation in an old bishop’s residence in the suburb of Bishopdale. $$$

Grand Arden Monaco Nelson

Resort with a pool on a peninsula near Nelson Airport. Beside the Honest Lawyer pub. $$$

Short Hikes Around Nelson

STRETCH YOUR LEGS AND ENJOY THE VIEWS

Botanical Hill, east of the town centre, offers some of the quickest and most rewarding short hikes in Nelson. Take the easy (albeit uphill) 30-minute path to the Centre of New Zealand Monument (147m) for sweeping views across the city, the Maitai Valley, Tasman Bay and the mountains beyond. Return the way you came or continue along the side of the hill, through open farmland, to emerge on Atawhai Dr. (It’s complicated, but the actual geographical centre of New Zealand is in the Spooner Range if you go by NZ’s land mass above water or the Tararua Range if you include the entire continental shelf.)

The Grampians Reserve offers more challenging tracks, including some that lead up to the prominent Summit Transition Tower (390m) that can be seen from around the city. The main entrances to the reserve at Bishopdale (Market Rd), the Brook (Blick Tce) and Collingwood St are the easiest tracks to follow, taking less than an hour to reach the top. Enjoy the views along the way because there’s no viewing platform or clearing at the summit itself.

The Days Track connects Rocks Rd with the Tahuna Hills (it used to be the only way to get to the beach), passing through hilly residential streets. The mosaic-covered public couch provides the perfect place to stop, rest and take in the sweeping views over the bay. A sign on Rocks Rd points out the start.

The Maitai River Walk can be joined at many points along the river that flows through Nelson, but a handy starting place is the car park opposite Branford Park. Pass farmland and swimming holes as you follow a loop. Stop for a swim if the weather is fine – there are changing rooms at Black Hole swimming spot.


NELSON FOR KIDS

Young visitors will find plenty of diversions in Nelson.

Cute Natureland is home to native birds, meerkats, rabbits, water dragons, a porcupine and alpacas.

Founders Heritage Park has a windmill, a working railway, an old aeroplane, retro buses and a science room.

Hire quad or inline skates (or bring your own) for some laps around Skate Nelson’s indoor rink.

Beachside Tahunanui Playground has an array of rides, plus climbing and spinning apparatus.

Te Pa Harakeke is an innovative playground where sandy moats fill with seawater during super-high tides. Great for picnics.

Over 150 gleaming vehicles, from a Model T Ford to a side-opening DeLorean, are on show at Nelson Classic Car Museum.



TOP CAFES IN NELSON

Le Posh Patisserie

Croissants, baguettes and fancy tarts, just like they make them in France. $

Melrose House Café

Delightful cakes, floral sodas, meals and high tea in a historic home and flower-garden setting. $$

Little Dove Café

Middle Eastern–inspired snacks and meals beside the Maitai River. $$

Cycle Mountain Biking Tracks

FROM BEGINNER TO ADVANCED

Codgers Trails (Brook St) are easy to access from the centre of Nelson and offer a range of single tracks, often with spectacular views out over Tasman Bay. Bikers of all experience levels will find something for them here, from flowy tracks to jump tracks. The park requires a (free) permit, available from Nelson City Council (join .hivepass .app/ codgers).

Sharlands Creek Mountain Bike Park (Maitai Valley) is set amid native bush and pine forest. It’s sometimes closed for logging, so check its status in advance. You’ll also need a permit here; contact Nelson Mountain Bike Club (NMTBC; nelsonmtb.club).

Past Richmond, Wairoa Gorge Bike Park has tracks for experienced bikers ranging from grade 3 to grade 6. Shuttles provide access to over 70km of single tracks. Stay in one of the two on-site lodges if one day of riding just isn’t enough. See mtbtrails.nz for info on trail passes.

[image: 2BHRYBMjpg]

Maitai River Walk | Ian Dagnall/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TWO-WHEELED ADVENTURES
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Tania Knight, keen mountain biker, and co-owner of Maitai Whare Iti adventure cabins, shares her tips for a mountain-biking adventure around Nelson. @maitai_whare_iti



Coppermine Trail

Under 40km, this is a great half-day ride. You start in The Brook or the Maitai Valley and follow the old Dun Mountain Railway. It was one of New Zealand’s first railways, so the ride is steeped in history and geology, especially as you cycle up through the mineral belt. The views are spectacular.

Coppermine for the Short of Time

If you don’t have the time or experience to do the full ride, you can turn around at the third house and return the way you came for a gentler descent.



Paddle & Sail at Tahunanui

PICK YOUR OCEAN VESSEL OF CHOICE

The calm waters of Tahunanui Beach – especially glorious early on a summer morning – provide the ideal conditions for trying out a new water sport or practising an established one. Various companies rent out stand-up paddle boards and kayaks, as well as kitesurfers, windsurfers and small yachts (Optimists) for when there’s a breeze. Book a lesson (in summer) if you’re a complete beginner. Fun SUP yoga sessions will well and truly have you engaging that core. Maitai River paddle trips also run periodically.


GETTING AROUND

You can get around many parts of Nelson by bus. In the summer school holidays, a public double-decker bus runs from the centre of town to Tahunanui Beach. A bus also runs out to the Brook Waimārama Sanctuary. Other parts of central Nelson are easily navigable on foot.






Beyond Nelson
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The area beyond Nelson offers a range of natural and culinary attractions that are best explored by getting outdoors.


Nelson sits on the eastern side of Tasman Bay, but the broader Nelson region – administratively known as the Tasman District – spreads a long way west and south over the coast and mountains. Explore the area on day trips from Nelson, or stay in other handy towns: coastal Māpua and Motueka are replete with wineries and fine dining, while the inland towns of St Arnaud and Murchison offer outdoor adventures for all seasons. This might be the most populated area at the top of the South Island, but it’s easy to find true wilderness and solitude beyond Nelson. Whether you get out for one day or several, budget time to explore this diverse region.
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Mt Robert, Nelson Lakes National Park | Robert CHG/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Many activities around Nelson are best explored outside the hot summer months. Visitor numbers are lower at other times of year, too.




Walk or Paddle Nelson Lakes

VISIT THE REGION’S LARGEST LAKES, ROTOITI AND ROTOROA

Nelson Lakes National Park has 16 lakes, but two are larger and more accessible than the others: Rotoiti and Rotoroa. Lying 81km from Nelson, little St Arnaud village (population 111) is on Lake Rotoiti. It’s positively humming compared to its counterpart village at Lake Rotoroa, 40 minutes’ drive away, which has just a handful of houses. Both lakes offer similar gorgeous mountain and jetty views, short walks, and access to (or from) some of the park’s day or multiday hikes, including by water taxi. If you must choose just one lake to visit, make it Rotoiti. The Department of Conservation (DOC) Nelson Lakes Visitor Centre in St Arnaud offers a wealth of useful local information. Kayaks and canoes can be rented here year-round, and there are several places (including the cosy Alpine Lodge) to grab provisions or a meal. The drive to the lookout at Mt Robert is a worthwhile diversion.
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Lake Rotoroa | Image Professionals GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo ©


HIKING AT NELSON LAKES
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Becky Carruthers, a volunteer hut warden in Nelson Lakes National Park, suggests the best multiday hikes.  @beckygcnz



Lake Angelus Hut

My top recommendation is always the tramp to this hut (1650m), but stay for two nights instead of one. Between the overnighters leaving and the next group arriving, you’ll have the whole mountain to yourself to swim, explore or climb to the peak for epic views.

Travers-Sabine Circuit

On this highlights reel of Nelson Lakes you’ll get the lakes, the beech forests and the alpine passes, with a variety of birdlife to keep you company. Add an overnight at Blue Lake to really feel like you’ve left the busy world behind.



DINE AT A TASMAN WINERY

Gravity Winery, Mahana

Epic sharing platters and gorgeous Tasman Bay views. $$$

Siefried Estate, Appleby

Select from the a la carte menu and dine beside the vines. $$$

Forsters Moutere Hills

The creative menu here matches the wine: chardonnay is the flagship, bucking the regional trend for sauvignon blanc. $$$

Stargazing at Wai-iti

MARVEL AT CLEAR, DARK SKIES

While the Wai-iti Domain at Wakefield (22km from Nelson) was established as a local park in the late 1800s, it wasn’t until 2020 that it was given International Dark Sky accreditation. Despite being just 16km from Richmond and 30km from Nelson, on a moonless night the Wai-iti International Dark Sky Park has a near-perfect dark-sky reading. In summer the Orion constellation dominates, while in winter it’s Scorpius, as well as the Milky Way. The park is open to the stargazing public at any time – ideally, go on a clear night when there are no clouds. Dark Skies Tasman and the Nelson Astronomical Society (NAS) host ‘star parties’ up to eight times a year: at these events, astronomers bring telescopes that other visitors can use to look at the stars. Dates are posted on the NAS Facebook page (facebook.com/NelsonAstroSoc). Whether you’re attending a party or visiting the reserve independently, bring warm clothes, a portable chair and a red light to find your way without disturbing your night vision.
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Moturoa/Rabbit Island | Robert CHG/Shutterstock ©


MARUIA FALLS’ VIOLENT BEGINNING

About 15 minutes’ drive south of Murchison, on SH65, are Maruia Falls, a forceful 10m-high gush on the Maruia River. They’re a good place to stop for a picnic or stretch your legs. But before 17 June 1929, they didn’t exist. On that date a devastating 7.3-magnitude earthquake struck beneath the Murchison area, causing many landslips and permanently pushing the land apart in several places. Maruia Falls were formed when the river changed course over the dislodged land. Other before-and-after land-level signs can be seen at the nearby Buller Gorge Swingbridge Adventure & Heritage Park on SH6.



On the Rivers at Murchison

TAKE YOUR PICK OF WHITE WATER

At the confluence of the Buller and Matakitaki Rivers, and near the Gowan, Mangles, Matiri, Glenroy and Maruia Rivers, the small town of Murchison (119km from Nelson) is a hub for white-water adventures in the upper South Island. Everyone from beginner rafters to advanced kayakers is catered to here. The rivers are on the cold side (wetsuits are advisable), so summer is a more popular – and suitable – time to come.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own car to travel much beyond Nelson. There are no public bus services outside the town, and at the time of writing the Intercity bus service between Nelson and the West Coast that passed through many parts of the Tasman District, including Murchison, had been cancelled. Hop-on, hop-off bus tours departing from Nelson cover a variety of Nelson and Tasman attractions, mostly related to food and drink.





THE GREAT TASTE TRAIL
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Tasman’s 174km Great Taste Trail runs through some of the region’s best food and drink destinations. Most of the track is grade 1 or 2 (easy) and follows designated cycle tracks or quiet lanes, with a few road crossings.

On day 1 (34km), begin at 1 Nelson i-site tourist office. Continue through 2 Richmond and the 3 Waimea Estates vineyards, and along the 4 Waimea River. Cycle through 5 Brightwater, home to pottery and crafts stores, and birthplace of physicist Ernest Rutherford, known as the father of nuclear physics. End the day at inland town 6 Wakefield.

The next day (31km), cycle past the 7 Wai-iti Domain (an International Dark Sky Reserve) and through the decommissioned 1.4km 8 Spooners Rail Tunnel. Pass through 9 Kohātu, at the confluence of the Motueka and Motupiko Rivers, and past hop fields, before arriving in little 10 Tapawera.

Day 3 (63km; intermediate grade 3) is the most challenging day: much of the route is on the road and it’s furthest from provision stops, so bring supplies. Starting in Tapawera, ride 15km uphill to 11 Baton Saddle, then down and across the Baton River cycle bridge. Cycle along the road to 12 Woodstock and onwards to 13 Riwaka, on the edge of the Kahurangi National Park, and past orchards, hop fields and farms.

On day 4 (64km), from Riwaka you could detour to 14 Kaiteriteri Beach or head straight to 15 Motueka. Avoid the highway by cycling inland through 16 Lower Moutere, then rejoin the coast at 17 Tasman, 18 Ruby Bay and 19 Māpua. From Māpua, catch the passenger ferry over to 20 Moturoa/Rabbit Island, where you can stop for a refreshing swim. End at 21 Richmond.





ABEL TASMAN NATIONAL PARK


[image: jpg]

Abel Tasman National Park is New Zealand’s smallest: 22,530 hectares compared to the 1.2 million hectares of the largest, Fiordland National Park. But it’s also the most popular, with DOC estimating that around 250,000 people visited annually before the Covid pandemic. At the western edge of Tasman Bay and the eastern edge of Golden Bay, the pretty park is accessible (from Kaiteriteri, Mārahau, Motueka and the townships in Golden Bay). And as it’s a coastal park with a maximum altitude of 1156m (Mt Evans), Abel Tasman is suitable for hiking and day tripping year-round. This, along with the hiking tracks, beaches and simple-but-tidy campsites, explains why so many people are drawn here. You won’t have the park to yourself, but on a warm day, when the sands shine as golden as the sun and the deep-turquoise sea beckons after a sweaty hike (or a minimally taxing cruise), you’ll be so glad you came.
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Kaiteriteri, Abel Tasman National Park | TOMTSYA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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SIGHTS

1Anchorage Beach

2Bark Bay Falls

3Cleopatra’s Pool

4Mārahau

5Medlands Beach

6Pitt Head Lookout

7Split Apple Rock

8Te Pukatea Bay

9Tonga Quarry Beach

ACTIVITIES

10Bark Bay

11Fisherman Island

12Kaiteriteri Mountain Bike Park

13Motuareronui/Adele Island

EATING

14Awaroa Lodge




TOP TIP

For a less congested peak-season experience in Abel Tasman, focus on its northern end, beyond Tōtaranui, accessed via Golden Bay. Fewer visitors travel here. Alternatively, visit in any season but summer. The low altitude and the region’s warm climate make low-season trips comfortable.
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Cleopatra’s Pool | D.W.Loi/shutterstock ©



HIKING TRIP
Hiking the Abel Tasman Coast Track

Hike a three- to five-day, 60km coastal route through forested hills, along suspension bridges, past waterfalls and swimming holes, and stopping to swim at pristine beaches. It’s relatively easy, with no big climbs or very challenging terrain. This Great Walk is a one-way track and can be started at Mārahau or the Wainui Inlet. Whichever your direction of travel, check tide timings before planning your hiking days.


1 Mārahau

Pass through carved Māori gates at the park entrance to begin your hike. The first part of the track (12km/four hours) is among the busiest, as many day-trippers do this section and Anchorage is a water-taxi drop-off point.

The Walk: Starting at the Mārahau entrance to the park, the track crosses the estuary and sticks close to the coast before heading inland and weaving over the hills to Anchorage Bay.

2 Anchorage Bay

Day two (11.5km/three hours) brings the first tide crossing, at Torrent Bay Estuary (or add an extra 3km/one hour if you take the high-tide track). Today, consider short side trips to Cleopatra’s Pool or Cascade Falls. Gorgeous Bark Bay will tempt you in for a swim.

The Walk: Cross the Falls River on a 47m-long suspension bridge and follow the track through coastal forest to Bark Bay.
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Anchorage Bay | Robert CHG/shutterstock ©


3 Bark Bay

Start day three (13.5km/4½ hours) by crossing the Bark Bay Estuary or taking the high-tide track. The track gets steeper as it passes through forest; don’t forget to look back at the views to the south as you climb. Rejoin the coast at Tonga Quarry and continue along the stretch of sand at Onetahuti Bay.

The Walk: Cross the Tonga Saddle and descend to Awaroa Bay. Water taxis can pick you up here if you want to make this a three-day hike.

4 Awaroa Bay

As many hikers only complete the first three days of this track, days four and five are much quieter. They’re ideal if you want to experience a classic Kiwi hike. Start day four (7km/three hours) by crossing the substantial Awaroa Inlet at low tide; there’s no high-tide detour, so the tides will largely dictate the timing of this day’s walk. Spoonbills and other birds can be seen at the inlet.

The Walk: From here, continue to Whariwharangi Bay at the far northern tip of the park, or make this a four-day hike by ending at Tōtaranui.
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5 Whariwharangi Bay

The final leg (5km/two hours) from Whariwharangi Bay to Wainui Bay offers great views over the Wainui inlet. Alternatively, backtrack from Whariwharangi to Tōtaranui (9km/three hours) for a water-taxi pick-up.

The Walk: Take your time as you approach Wainui Bay, stopping for a swim before you end the hike on the Golden Bay side.

6 Wainui Bay

From Wainui you’ll need an overland pick-up from Golden Bay.




Abel Tasman Day Walks

FROM 30 MINUTES TO A WHOLE DAY

You don’t need to complete the full Coast Track to hike in Abel Tasman. Thanks to networks of water taxis and cruises, it’s easy to enjoy a short walk of a day or less. No-fuss, low-budget options are to enter the park at Mārahau and walk as far as you want along the start of the Coast Track before returning the way you came, or doing the short Wainui Falls Track from Golden Bay.

Cruise and water-taxi companies operating out of Kaiteriteri and Mārahau make it possible to go deeper within the park for a day hike. A fun full-day trip starts with a morning cruise to Tonga Quarry Beach. The hike starts out steep, going up into the forest, but high-up views of turquoise ocean and white-sand bays soon reward the moderately challenging start. You could hike for around two hours to Medlands Beach and be picked up in the afternoon. The DOC campsite at Bark Bay is an ideal picnic stop along the way. A shorter option is to be dropped and picked up at Medlands Beach, which allows for a short walk (around 45 minutes return) to Bark Bay Falls. Anchorage Beach also offers access to some lovely short tracks, such as to the Pitt Head Lookout, stunning Te Pukatea Bay and Cleopatra’s Pool, all suitable for active kids (or parents with carriers).
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Water taxi, Medlands Beach | Robert CHG/Shutterstock ©


ABEL TASMAN’S HAUNTED HUT

Hikers on the Abel Tasman Coast Track have the option of staying at the Whariwharangi Hut, at the northernmost end of the park. But be warned: some say it’s haunted. The two-storey timber hut was built as a farmhouse in 1896. The story is that it’s haunted by a sailor who was killed in a skirmish on this part of the coast. Details are vague, and they differ depending on who you talk to. The DOC website for Whariwharangi Hut makes no mention of its spooky reputation, but many hikers have reported odd happenings here, from strange noises to glowing spectres.




FOR CRUISE AFICIONADOS

If you love to explore on water, head to the Marlborough Sounds for more sightseeing and food-focused cruises, especially on Queen Charlotte and Pelorus Sounds.



WHERE TO CAMP IN ABEL TASMAN NATIONAL PARK

Tōtaranui Campground

A large campground at the park’s northern end, reached by water taxi from Kaiteriteri or road from Golden Bay. $

Bark Bay Campsite

On the Coast Track; walk to this beachside camp or take a water taxi to nearby Medlands Beach. $

Anchorage Campsite

A handy base for short walks in the park as water taxis stop at Anchorage. $

Mountain Biking in Kaiteriteri

TRACKS FOR ALL EXPERIENCE LEVELS

Local mountain bikers sing the praises of Kaiteriteri Mountain Bike Park. Exciting tracks of varying grades pass through native bush, with views of the turquoise Tasman Sea. Cool off with a dip at the beach after a ride.

Paddle in the Park

MODERN WAKA TRIPS AND FUR SEAL SPOTTING

Although Abel Tasman isn’t New Zealand’s only national park with a coastline, it does offer the most accessible and flexible kayaking adventures. Tour operators running out of Kaiteriteri, Mārahau and Golden Bay offer guided tours and kayak rental. Worthwhile short trips are from Kaiteriteri to Split Apple Rock, and from Mārahau to Motuareronui/Adele Island and Fisherman Island, to see the fur seals. For an extra dose of culture, take a tour on a modern outrigger waka (Māori canoe) from Kaiteriteri, learning about Māori tikanga (customs) and history while enjoying the views and the physical challenge.


BRINGING BIRDLIFE BACK

Abel Tasman National Park is perhaps the least wild or ‘natural’ of all New Zealand’s national parks, as it was logged, quarried, settled and put to pasture in the 19th century, before becoming a national park in 1942. The park is named after Abel Tasman, the Dutch seafarer who was the first European to visit New Zealand, so a major project to unwind the damage to the park has been given Tasman’s middle name. A collaboration between private philanthropists, DOC, iwi and other stakeholders, Project Janszoon works to restore the park’s ecological balance. This has allowed the reintroduction of threatened birds, including kākā, kākāriki and seabirds.



Day Cruises

ANOTHER WAY TO SEE THE PARK

Coastal cruises make Abel Tasman National Park accessible to everyone. Departing from Kaiteriteri and Mārahau, various operators run up and down the coast as far as Tōtaranui. Sea conditions can be rough towards the northern coast. Cruise highlights include Split Apple Rock and the fur seals basking on the rocks of Motuareronui/Adele Island.

In some places you can be dropped off at a beach and picked up later. A good option is to step ashore at gorgeous white-sand Awaroa Beach and have lunch at nearby Awaroa Lodge, one of the few private properties within the national park. There’s a seasonal (summer) outdoor pizzeria there, too.


GETTING AROUND

Abel Tasman National Park can be reached from Tasman Bay (Kaiteriteri or Mārahau) or Wainui Bay in Golden Bay. Access by road is very limited: the only roads within the park itself are the Tōtaranui Rd from Wainui Bay, and the Awaroa Rd (which branches off Tōtaranui Rd), which is very rough, frequently impassable and not recommended. Hiking and boating (whether cruising or kayaking) are preferable.





GOLDEN BAY
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Over the Tākaka Hill from Tasman Bay, Golden Bay couldn’t be more different from its eastern neighbour. Vineyards and orchards give way to dairy farms, and the townships become smaller, fewer and much further between. Flanked by Kahurangi National Park to the south-west and Abel Tasman National Park to the east, and with the starkly beautiful Farewell Spit curling into the Tasman Sea to its north, Golden Bay is both sheltered and exposed. The local Ngāti Tūmatakōkiri were the first Māori to have contact with Europeans, in 1642. The English settled from the 1840s, working the land, forests and mines. From the 1970s, hippies moved in, and Tākaka especially is still known as a world apart. Indie art galleries, trance parties and meditation retreats rub shoulders with old-school rural New Zealand. Golden Bay might be ‘just over the hill’, but it also has an air of ‘down the rabbit hole’.
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SIGHTS

1Cape Farewell

2Farewell Spit

3Hawkes Lookout

4Ngarua Caves

5Riuwaka Resurgence

6Tākaka Hill

7Tākaka Hill Walkway

8Te Waikoropupū (Pupu) Springs

ACTIVITIES

9Puponga Farm Park

10Pupu Hydro Walkway

11Wainui Falls Track




TOP TIP

Consider the activities you want to do in Golden Bay before choosing your accommodation. It’s easy to travel between Tākaka and Collingwood along SH60, but it’s about 25km. If you want to take an early-morning bird-watching tour along Farewell Spit, for example, it’s inconvenient to be staying at the other end of the bay.




Drive the Tākaka Hill

THE ONLY WAY TO GOLDEN BAY

There’s only one way into Golden Bay by road: the Tākaka Hill (SH60). From the start just past Riwaka, the road rises sharply in a quick succession of hairpin bends. The road straightens out somewhat at the top, before zigzagging again on the descent to Golden Bay. The drive over the hill can take less than an hour, but there are several places to stop around the summit. Stretch your legs at Hawkes Lookout, a short walk from the parking area. Enjoy views over Tasman Bay – you’re almost directly above the Riuwaka Resurgence here. For a longer walk (up to three hours for the full loop), stop at the Tākaka Hill Walkway, which passes through impressive karst and marble rock formations. The well-signposted Ngarua Caves are open for tours in summer. Here you can descend into the belly of the Tākaka Hill to see stalactites, stalagmites, glowworms and bones of the extinct moa bird.
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Hawkes Lookout | KCEmperor/Shutterstock ©


HARWOOD’S HOLE

A detour off the Tākaka Hill road leads to Harwood’s Hole, a 357m-deep sinkhole within Abel Tasman National Park. (For comparison, Auckland’s Sky Tower is 328m high.) The hole was formed by the thick beds of marble being eroded by water. It’s part of a vast system of caves in the area, most of which fall within Kahurangi National Park. Many kilometres of underground passages have never been explored. There’s a rugged walk to the Harwood’s Hole Track, a 1½-hour-return hike through forest, but only highly experienced, independent cavers should venture into the hole and through the impressive karst cave system: vertical caving experience and specialist equipment are a must.



WHERE TO EAT

Mussel Inn, Ōnekakā

A Golden Bay institution, with fresh local mussels, its own beer, and often live music. $$

Courthouse Café, Collingwood

A stylish spot in tiny Collingwood’s old courthouse, beside the Sue Dasler Pottery Studio. $$

Wholemeal Café, Takaka

Set in an old cinema building; a spacious cafe with local art and a great selection of food. $$


Delightful Cold Springs

RIUWAKA RESURGENCE AND TE WAIKOROPUPū (PUPU) SPRINGS

While some parts of New Zealand are renowned for their hot springs, Tasman is home to some very special cold springs. At the foot of the Tākaka Hill, on the Tasman Bay side and within Kahurangi National Park, is the Riuwaka Resurgence, where the cold waters of the Riuwaka River emerge from a spring in the hill. Instead of driving up SH60 to cross the Tākaka, take the road to the left and follow this 7km to reach the car park. From there, walk about 10 minutes to the resurgence. You may see people swimming here, but that’s not very respectful to local Māori, for whom this place is wahi tapu (sacred).

Over the hill in Golden Bay and about 6km from Tākaka, Te Waikoropupū (Pupu) Springs are the largest cold-water springs in the southern hemisphere and (along with Blue Lake in Nelson Lakes National Park) contain some of the cleanest, clearest waters in the world. From the car park, boardwalks lead through the forest to a platform beside the dazzlingly blue springs. Don’t make any contact with the water: it is sacred, as signs will remind you.
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Cape Farewell | Sasapee/Shutterstock ©


ART IN GOLDEN BAY

Sue Dasler Pottery

Simple, stylish vessels and birds, located beside Collingwood’s Courthouse Café.

EarthSea Gallery & Studio

The studio of landscape artist Peter Green, near the inspiring Pōhara Beach.

Estuary Arts

Glass art and paintings by Rosie Little and Bruce Hamlin; near the Parapara Inlet.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN GOLDEN BAY

The Shady Rest, Tākaka

Quirkily opulent rooms in a charming old mansion; great breakfasts and an outdoor bathtub. $$$

Zatori, Collingwood

Tidy private and dorm rooms; the lounge and some rooms overlook the Ruataniwha Inlet. $$

Top 10 Holiday Park, Pōhara

Tent sites and cabins just steps from Pōhara Beach, famous for its sunsets. $$

Short Hikes in Golden Bay

WATERFALLS AND A WATER RACE

Further along Pupu Rd from Pupu Springs is the Pupu Hydro Walkway, a rewarding two-hour loop track in the hills of Kahurangi National Park. The track follows a gold-mining-era water race along narrow boardwalks and past an old hydropower station. It can be done in either direction, but it’s worth going anticlockwise so that you walk the less interesting gravel 4WD track on the descent. The walk is suitable for active kids (or those small enough for a hiking pack), but supervise them carefully on the boardwalks.

At the north-western edge of Abel Tasman National Park, the 1½-hour Wainui Falls Track leads to the 20m Wainui Falls. The falls are especially impressive after rain – you’ll certainly get damp from the spray. The track leads through forest with nīkau palms, rātā trees and ferns. There are some steep cliff drop-offs, so keep kids close. To get there, follow Abel Tasman Dr to Pōhara Beach and keep going.


FLIGHT OF THE GODWITS

Arguably, Farewell Spit’s most remarkable bird is the godwit – the eastern bar-tailed godwit, to be precise. Every year these tough little waders migrate from Alaska to various places in New Zealand, including Farewell Spit, to take a break from the northern-hemisphere winter. This journey takes them all of nine days. If that weren’t impressive enough, godwits aren’t seabirds, so they don’t feed along the way. Luckily, there are plenty of tasty bristle worms and bivalves in Farewell Spit’s wetlands for them to feast on after their arrival. They’ve certainly earned it.



The Very Top of the South

VIEWS AND WALKS AT CAPE FAREWELL

The end of SH60 in Collingwood isn’t the end of the road: keep driving about 30 minutes along the Collingwood–Puponga Main Rd to reach Cape Farewell, the northernmost point of the South Island. The lookout over cliffs, the Archway Islands and the Tasman Sea is a short walk from the car park over paddocks. Various walks can be done over the cliffs and through the Puponga Farm Park, a commercial farm with public access. The longest is the 8km Puponga Hill Top Track, which is very exposed in places; the 1km walk across farmland to Wharariki Beach is shorter but very rewarding.

Bird-watch at Farewell Spit

GUIDED TOUR TO A SANDBAR SANCTUARY

The thin finger of land you see on maps curling out into the ocean in Golden Bay’s north is Farewell Spit. The 35km sand spit and intertidal area is a bird sanctuary and, since the 1970s, a Ramsar Site: a wetland of international importance. As well as native New Zealand birds, many international migratory species visit Farewell Spit for the southern-hemisphere summer, including godwits, Mongolian dotterels, long-billed curlews, little whimbrels – and around 90 other species. The first 4km of the spit are open to the public, but beyond that visitors must join a guided tour with Farewell Spit Tours (Collingwood) to travel down the spit. Tour offerings vary by season, and you’ll see fur seals on the beach too. The full-day Farewell Spit Tour visits the decommissioned lighthouse near the end of the spit for a cuppa.


NESTING WHITE HERONS

To see another remarkable migratory bird, head to Whataroa on the West Coast, near Franz Josef Glacier, to see nesting kōtuku (white herons) in spring, or nearby Ōkārito Lagoon at other times of year.




GETTING AROUND

The Tākaka Hill has a reputation as a rather hairy road, but it’s well paved, and experienced drivers won’t find it especially challenging. Just take your time, especially if anyone in your party suffers from motion sickness. While the speed limit is 80km/h, most first-time drivers – especially if driving a camper van – will feel much more comfortable at lower speeds, especially if there are passengers in the back.





MARLBOROUGH SOUNDS
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With 4000km of coastline, the Marlborough Sounds make up around a quarter of New Zealand’s total coast. Half the fun of travelling here is getting to the sheltered beaches and bush-encircled coves. Each of the four sounds – Queen Charlotte, Pelorus, Kenepuru and Mahau – has a subtly different character, with varying accessibility and amenities; even the colour of the water differs. Queen Charlotte Sound is a relative thoroughfare, with inter-island ferries travelling between Wellington and Picton, while the other sounds are more remote. Few roads reach into the outer sounds, and those that do are mostly unpaved and frequently washed out by the weather. This makes boat travel practically a necessity here, as it has long been for the several-hundred-strong population of Māori who lived among the steep forested hills before European encroachment. Now the Marlborough Sounds are an aquatic paradise, with activities to suit all interests.
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SIGHTS

1Cullen Point Lookout

2French Pass

3Queen Charlotte Drive

4Titirangi Beach

ACTIVITIES

5Pelorus Bridge Scenic Reserve

6Queen Charlotte Track

SLEEPING

7Furneaux Lodge

8Portage

9Punga Cove




TOP TIP

Arriving on the South Island by sea from Wellington? Don’t just roll off the ferry and pass through Picton on your way south or west. This town on Queen Charlotte Sound makes a great base for hiking, kayaking and boating throughout the Marlborough Sounds for a few days.




The Queen Charlotte Track

GO RUGGED OR SLEEP LIKE ROYALTY

A multiday hike with the possibility of a comfy bed, a hot meal and a cold beer at the end of the day? Such dreams may come true in the Marlborough Sounds. The Queen Charlotte Track is unlike many multiday hikes in New Zealand in that it’s not on national-park land, so you’re not restricted to camping or staying in basic DOC-operated huts (although camping is an option). You can even stay on boats moored just offshore overnight. The trade-off for this relative luxury is that the variety of birdlife and native fauna is less abundant and therefore (arguably) less interesting, especially when crossing private farmland.

In total, the Queen Charlotte Track takes five days, but many people only do three or four, as water-taxi services make it easy to pick and choose days. The track runs between Ship Cove, at the end of Queen Charlotte Sound, and Anakiwa at its base, a short drive from Linkwater. Hikers are typically dropped off at Ship Cove by water taxi. It’s classed as an easy hiking track, but less experienced hikers will find some parts more challenging: there’s a lot of uphill walking and some of the days are long, especially considering the terrain: day 3, a 24km hike between Camp Bay and Totea Saddle, takes around eight hours. Each day’s walking route can be reconfigured, though, thanks to the presence of accommodation along the way and (pre-booked) water taxis. The upside to all that climbing, of course, are the views over Queen Charlotte and Kenepuru Sounds, and beyond. To condense the hike to just one day, the Ship Cove to Endeavour Inlet section (day one) is often considered the most scenic section.

The Queen Charlotte Track can also be completed as a three-day mountain-biking track, primarily in winter – the Ship Cove to Camp Bay section is only open to mountain bikers between 1 March and 30 November.
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Queen Charlotte Track | Ursula Perreten/Shutterstock ©


BEST MARLBOROUGH SOUNDS CAMPSITES

Momorangi Bay

Large campsite with Queen Charlotte Sound views to the front and a glowworm dell at the back. $

Pelorus Bridge

Meadow and river-facing tent sites and good facilities, across the road from the scenic reserve. The adjoining cafe improves your camping-meal options. $

Kenepuru Head

A basic site beside marshy wetlands at the end of Kenepuru Sound. Few travellers venture this way by road. $

French Pass

A small campsite beside the water and near the hamlet’s only provisions store.



FRESH SEAFOOD IN THE MARLBOROUGH SOUNDS

Mills Bay Mussels Tasting Room & Eatery

This takeaway at Havelock Marina serves mussels plucked straight from the sounds. $$

Mussel Pot

Don’t miss lunch or dinner under the giant rooftop bowl of mussels on Havelock’s main road. Bookings are essential. $$$

Furneaux Restaurant & Bar

Seafood that’s worth travelling to Queen Charlotte Sound’s remote Endeavour Inlet for. $$$

Swim at Pelorus Bridge

DOWN BY THE RIVER

The Pelorus Bridge Scenic Reserve is an appealing place to break the journey between Nelson and Blenheim or Picton at any time of year, but in summer the Pelorus River practically beckons you in, and is a fresh alternative to swimming in the sea. The clear, clean river is flanked by a pebbly beach, rock pools and ledges that local youth like to jump from. Swimming is generally suitable for kids as the water starts out shallow, the current is gentle and visibility is good – except after heavy rain. There’s little shade, so bring your own. The beach at Pelorus Bridge gets particularly busy during holiday weekends in summer.
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Pelorus Bridge Scenic Reserve | Peter Unger/getty images ©


WHY I LOVE THE MARLBOROUGH SOUNDS
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Elen Turner, writer



The beauty of the Marlborough Sounds takes my breath away every time I visit – which is pretty often. One winter’s day, driving from Nelson to Havelock, I stopped at the Pelorus Bridge Scenic Reserve for the first time. I was chuffed to have discovered somewhere so pristine, with not another person around. The joke was on me when I returned in summer and realised it’s an incredibly popular swimming spot. It even featured in one of the Lord of the Rings movies. But many places throughout the Marlborough Sounds are hidden away and see few visitors. You just need a sense of adventure to find them.



ART IN THE MARLBOROUGH SOUNDS

The Gallery Havelock

A not-for-profit art gallery over two floors showcasing a selection of art from local and further-afield Kiwi artists.

Sirpa’s Art

The Kiwiana-inspired painting at the entrance to Ngakuta Bay is by local Finnish-born artist Sirpa Elise Alalääkkölä.

Diversion Gallery

This gallery on Picton’s waterfront displays and sells art from some of New Zealand’s most collectible artists.


Follow Queen Charlotte Drive

TAKE THE SCENIC ROUTE

When travelling between Picton and Havelock, avoid the state highway and take the gorgeous 35km Queen Charlotte Drive instead. Leaving Picton, the road rises quickly in a series of slow zigzags, and views down Queen Charlotte Sound soon become clear. There are plenty of places to pull over. Stop along the way at Ngakuta Bay or Momorangi Bay to look out for dolphins, often seen from the beach or road. The road straightens out through Linkwater, where you can turn off to Anakiwa (for Outward Bound), Mahau Sound or Kenepuru Sound. The road twists and climbs again alongside the Mahakipawa Arm of Pelorus Sound before reaching the Cullen Point Lookout, with views over Mahau and Pelorus Sounds in one direction, and Havelock in the other. Don’t skip the short, slightly steep walk to the lookout.


ROWI KIWI REHABILITATION

Near the end of Queen Charlotte Sound, 32km from Picton, is small Motuara Island scenic reserve. Rats were eradicated here in 1992, so several species of native bird have since flourished. The reserve acts as a creche for rowi kiwi, the rarest type of kiwi. Also named the Ōkārito kiwi, these native birds are naturally found only in the South Ōkārito Forest, near Franz Josef on the West Coast. Rowi kiwi chicks are transported to the island, where they live until they’re 1kg and able to defend themselves against the stoats that have decimated their population. You can see rowi kiwi in captivity at the West Coast Wildlife Centre in Franz Josef.



Cruise the Sounds

SIT BACK AND RELAX

It doesn’t have to be all hard work hiking or driving through the Marlborough Sounds: take a load off and enjoy the views on a cruise from Havelock or Picton. Indulge in locally farmed mussels and Marlborough wine on the Greenshell Mussel Cruise from Havelock, which visits a mussel farm. Also from Havelock, the Pelorus Mail Boat Cruise is a historic service (in a modern vessel) that’s been making deliveries to residents of the outer sounds since 1918. From Picton, the Seafood Odyssea Cruise serves up local mussels, clams and salmon, paired with wine. E-Ko Tours runs wildlife-themed tours on Queen Charlotte Sound; the Motuara Island Sanctuary and Dolphin-Watching Tour is a must-do for wildlife enthusiasts.


FOR MUSSEL-LOVERS

Love a green-lipped mussel? Check out the Mussel Inn in Ōnekakā, a Golden Bay institution halfway between Takaka and Collingwood.



BEST VIEWPOINTS IN THE MARLBOROUGH SOUNDS

Cullen’s Point Lookout

Near the start of Queen Charlotte Dr, this short walk reveals panoramic views of Pelorus and Mahau Sounds.

Tirohanga Track

Climb the hill behind Picton for great views of the town and Queen Charlotte Sound.

Saddle Hill

On the road out to French Pass, the Tasman Sea and D’Urville Island views from here are stunning, especially at sunset.

Stay in a Remote Resort

ARRIVE BY BOAT, BACKROADS OR WALKING TRACK

Unplug at a remote resort in the Marlborough Sounds for a few days. Located in Endeavour Inlet near the end of Queen Charlotte Sound, Furneaux Lodge is set on a rare patch of flat land beside the water. The 1903 Howden Homestead is at the resort’s centre, with private cabins and cottages radiating from there. The cottage with a roof of living plants is particularly special. Furneaux Lodge can only be reached by water taxi from Picton or on foot: the Queen Charlotte Track passes behind it. The track continues to Punga Cove, a resort complex with two restaurants on the other side of Endeavour Inlet. The hillside cabins and suites have glorious views of the inlet, and plenty of punga trees. Reach Punga Cove by water taxi, on foot or by road from Kenepuru Sound. Somewhat more accessible is The Portage, right on the water at Kenepuru Sound. Guests have free use of kayaks, and the seafood buffet dinner is as spectacular as the views. You can reach The Portage by water taxi from Picton, on foot (it’s also close to the Queen Charlotte Track) or via a 50-minute drive along Kenepuru Rd from Linkwater.


MAKING WOMEN’S LOT EASIER

The French Pass area was one of the last places in New Zealand to be opened up by road when the Croisilles–French Pass Rd was completed in 1957. It’s easy to romanticise life cut off from highways and shopping centres – indeed, that’s why many people choose to live in the outer reaches of the Marlborough Sounds today. But when the road was completed, it revolutionised daily life for settlers of the French Pass area. As local woman Zoe Webber told a reporter in 1957: ‘People told us that a road will spoil the isolated atmosphere of the French Pass. We are sick of that atmosphere. To us, more than anything else, the road will mean security. We will not have to look out to sea and to see how rough it is every time we want to go to town. The road will be a great boon to womenfolk and help make our lot a little easier’.



Travel the Back Roads of the Marlborough Sounds

TAKE THE ROAD LESS TRAVELLED

The road network through the arms, branches and reaches of the sounds is limited, which makes traveling down them all the more fun. Four-wheel drives are usually not necessary, but camper vans may sometimes struggle.

One lovely drive begins at the Rai Valley turnoff. From here, follow the Croisilles–French Pass Rd for about two hours to reach the French Pass, a 500m neck of water between the mainland and D’Urville Island that’s so forceful it can stun fish – and it’s sunk many ships. The road is unsealed past the Elaine Bay turnoff, and there are often sheep on the road.

Alternatively, at Linkwater, turn off onto the Kenepuru Rd past Mahau Sound and Kenepuru Sound beyond it, and drive as far as you like. It’s possible to follow rough tracks all the way to the white-sand Titirangi Beach, where the land stops, but a good day trip is to continue past the Kenepuru Head Campsite and over the hill to Punga Cove Resort at Endeavour Inlet.
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French Pass | Ricard MC/Shutterstock ©


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own car to get around the Marlborough Sounds – and a boat helps, too. Roads only reach limited parts of the sounds, and locals rely on private boats to get to work, school and the supermarket, and to see their friends in the next bay. While you can get to some great spots by car down sealed and unsealed roads, taking water taxis, cruises and even private charter boats will open up the vast watery world of the Marlborough Sounds enormously.





BLENHEIM
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Few places in New Zealand are as fertile as the Marlborough region, especially around the small city of Blenheim. Sauvignon blanc is New Zealand’s most widely planted variety, and three quarters (more than 22,000 hectares) of NZ vineyards that grow that grape are located in Marlborough. Blenheim’s food is pretty hard to beat too. The daily temperatures, high number of sunshine hours, and cooling, disease-discouraging breeze make the region ideal for most horticulture, while the rolling hills, the deep valleys and the plains beyond also nurture agriculture. The gentle, cultivated landscape around Blenheim is a huge departure from the Marlborough Sounds. Blenheim’s local produce is diverse and prolific, making ‘paddock-to-plate’ and ‘vine-to-glass’ dining the most appealing option. Whether you visit several cellar doors or pick a winery that pairs its tastings with tempting platters or full à la carte meals, if you love food and wine you can’t go wrong in Blenheim.


TOP TIP

You don’t need to be right into booze to enjoy your time in Blenheim. Non-drinkers, families and anyone who prefers beverages other than wine can appreciate the offerings around Blenheim and the Wairau Valley.
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SIGHTS

1Omaka Aviation Heritage Centre

EATING

2Arbour Restaurant

3Gramado’s

4Herb & Olive

5Karaka Kitchen

6Little Amigos

7Noodle Corner

8Wairau River Wines

9Wither Hills

SLEEPING

10Clos Henri

11Cloudy Bay

12Greywacke

13Nautilus Estate

14No. 1 Family Estate

15Wine Station




Visit Cellar Doors

GREAT DROPS IN BLENHEIM AND SURROUNDS

With around 120 wineries and 30 cellar doors that offer wine tasting, there are plenty of options in and around Blenheim. You can self-drive, take a hop-on, hop-off bus tour, or cycle the 6km Golden Mile between wineries in Rapaura and Renwick. A few winery highlights include Cloudy Bay with its photogenic egg chair, Clos Henri in a converted chapel, Nautilus Estate that makes méthode traditionnelle sparkling wine, Greywacke (appointments required) and the No. 1 Family Estate, the only winery in Marlborough that exclusively makes sparkling wine.

If you’re short on time or your transport options are limited, the Wine Station at Blenheim railway station is a top choice. An impressive collection of wine from Marlborough and further afield is offered by self-serve, coin-operated tap: you choose the size you want to sample and pay accordingly.
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Wither Hills winery, | David Wall/Alamy Stock Photo ©


MARLBOROUGH FLYER

A great way of getting between Picton and Blenheim without having to drive is to hop aboard the Marlborough Flyer, a steam train from 1915 with original wooden seating and a truly vintage feel. The journey from Picton Railway Station to Blenheim Railway Station takes about an hour, so it takes longer than driving, but the route doesn’t follow the state highway the whole way. You’re free to explore Blenheim for about an hour – the Wine Station wine-tasting salon is conveniently located right at the station. The Marlborough Flyer’s departures from Picton are timed to coincide with cruise-ship arrivals, so it doesn’t run every day.




NELSON’S WINERIES

West of Blenheim, the Tasman region around Nelson has some great cellar doors and winery restaurants.



WHERE TO BUY FARM-FRESH PRODUCE IN BLENHEIM

Hedgerows

Hydroponic strawberries and real fruit ice cream from September to January.

Windsong Orchard

Organic blueberries, plums, table grapes and feijoas.

Old Road Estate

Fresh feijoas and figs from March to May, plus candied figs in low season.


Winery Dining

FINE WINE, FINE FOOD

Fancy a meal to complement the region’s excellent wine? You’re in luck: a number of Blenheim-area wineries operate restaurants. Wither Hills has excellent food, and great views over the Wairau Valley from its bell tower. Wairau River Wines serves deliciously light blue-cheese soufflés and has interesting sculptures in the garden. Award-winning Arbour Restaurant may be one of the finest restaurants in Blenheim; opt for the seven-course chef’s choice menu for an outstanding food experience. Bookings are recommended for sit-down meals, but if you’re casually browsing the Blenheim area, look out for signs advertising platters, which are a more casual and impromptu way to dine.

The Best of the Rest(aurants)

GREAT RESTAURANTS THAT AREN’T CONNECTED TO WINERIES

Sometimes you’re just looking for a bite to eat without the fanfare, but in Blenheim there’s never the need to settle for mediocre food, even when you venture beyond the wineries. For brunch or lunch, visit Herb & Olive, which serves cafe staples (the likes of smashed avocado on toast and eggs Benedict) made from fresh local ingredients, or Karaka Kitchen, with top-notch cabinet food for when you’re in a bit of a hurry. At dinner, check out Little Amigos for tasty Mexican food and margaritas, Gramado’s for authentic Brazilian cuisine (rare in these parts) and caipirinhas, and the Noodle Corner for inexpensive, tasty pad Thai and other Thai, Southeast Asian and East Asian staples.


OFF-ROADING AT MOLESWORTH STATION
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Krupesh Desai, Nelson-based off-roader and YouTuber, shares why he’s driven through Marlborough’s remote Molesworth Station 10 times…and counting. @newzealand-roadtrips4737

It’s an Easy, Rugged Adventure

Molesworth Station is one of the largest privately operated properties in New Zealand. It feels remote, but it’s an easy day trip, or you can camp or stay overnight at a cottage.

You Can Detour to the Lakes

The landscape is incredible, especially mineral-rich Lake Tennyson, just over the border in Canterbury.

And It’s Relatively Safe

Because Molesworth is open to the public only between Christmas and Easter, if you get into trouble it won’t be more than half an hour before someone passes by.



Check Out Vintage Aircraft

WWI- AND WWII-ERA AEROPLANES AND EXHIBITS

On Blenheim’s outskirts, the Omaka Aviation Heritage Centre displays historic aircraft from both WWI and WWII. Don’t expect just to see aeroplanes lined up in a hangar, though: Omaka’s two permanent exhibitions present the aircraft ‘holistically’, setting them among other artefacts and explanation panels that tell the full stories of New Zealand’s involvement in these wars. Visitors can choose to visit WW1 Knights of the Sky and WW2 Dangerous Skies separately or on a combined ticket.


GETTING AROUND

Given the number of wine-centric attractions around Blenheim, taking a shuttle is an ideal way of getting between wine tastings, restaurants and other attractions. The hop-on, hop-off bus starts at the Blenheim i-SITE and travels between 19 venues, including 13 wineries and the Omaka Aviation Heritage Centre. You can spend as much or as little time at each spot as you like, or skip destinations that don’t appeal.






TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in New Zealand. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate New Zealand and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Auckland is the point of entry for most visitors to New Zealand. The airport is about 20km south of the city centre and has both international and domestic terminals. You’ll find cafes, restaurants, shops and car-rental desks in the airport. There’s a cruise-ship port in downtown Auckland. There are also international airports in Wellington, Christchurch and Queenstown.
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Sim Cards

You can buy SIM cards for unlocked phones from Vodafone or Spark stores in the international terminal at the airport. There are also branches of these stores in the city centre and shopping malls.




ATMs

You can find an ATM in the arrivals hall of both the international and domestic terminals at Auckland International Airport.




Duty Free

You’ll pass through duty-free stores in the international terminal. Visitors may be eligible for duty-free allowances on some goods, including alcohol and cigarettes for those aged 17 and older.




Wi-Fi

You can access free and unlimited Wi-Fi in both airport terminals by selecting the Auckland Airport network. Wi-Fi coverage reaches the pickup point for rideshare services.



Biosecurity in New Zealand

New Zealand is an island country with a unique natural environment that includes rare plants and trees. To protect this environment, the country has strict biosecurity rules. All travellers are required to declare any items that could present a biosecurity risk when entering the country, including food, plants, animal products and outdoor equipment.

To ensure a smooth entry into NZ, it is important for travellers to familiarise themselves with the guidelines before their trip and to ask border staff if they have any doubts about the items they are carrying.

Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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Getting Around

New Zealand is a popular destination for road trips and many visitors prefer the flexibility of having a rental car. Travelling around the country by campervan is a quintessential New Zealand experience.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From $70/day

Petrol
Approx. $2.60 per litre

EV charging
Approx. $10 per 100km for rapid

South Island Intercity bus pass
$350



Car & Campervan

Car-hire companies are widely available in major cities and tourist towns. Rental fees are often by the day and local companies may offer slightly better rates than international brands. There is often an additional cost for drivers aged under 25.

Ferry

Travel between North and South Islands by ferry. Interislander and Bluebridge offer multiple crossings a day. Book ahead during school holidays, especially Easter and Christmas/New Year. You can also usually take your rental vehicle (including campervans) on the ferry – check with your rental company to confirm.

Cheaper Rental with Relocations

Rental-car and campervan relocation is an affordable option for budget-conscious travellers. These deals occur when a rental company needs to move vehicles from one location to another. Visitors rent the car for a set number of days at a discounted rate and drive it to the required location.

See transfercar.co.nz for free one-way rentals (car and campervan relocations).


Air

Air New Zealand has a good network of domestic flights, connecting more than 20 local destinations. Flights can get expensive closer to departure time, so check Grabaseat (grabaseat.co.nz) for discounts. Low-cost carrier Jetstar also flies some domestic routes.




Bus

Intercity buses are a reliable way to get between major cities. Intercity is the best known of the national bus companies and its buses have wi-fi and sometimes toilets. Intercity buses also offer flexible passes with predetermined routes to popular destinations.




Train

Great Journeys of New Zealand offers three scenic routes. These are the TranzAlpine (Christchurch–Greymouth), Northern Explorer (Auckland–Wellington) and Coastal Pacific (Picton–Christchurch). All have spectacular views and stops along the way.




TIP

Expect to take longer than you think: roads can be narrow and winding, and conditions can change quickly.




DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left: New Zealand steering wheels are on the right.
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One-way bridges are common. If the larger white arrow is pointing in the direction of your travel you can proceed (with caution).

.05

Blood-alcohol limit is 0.05%, or 0% for drivers aged under 20.








Money

CURRENCY: NEW ZEALAND DOLLAR ($)

Credit Cards


Visa and MasterCard are generally accepted for most transactions including activities, accommodation, restaurants and shops. Shops and hotels in rural destinations tend to accept credit cards, but some dairies (corner shops) only accept debit cards. Diners Club and American Express aren’t widely accepted in New Zealand.

Contactless Payments


Many vendors now often contactless payment, including in smaller towns around the country. Apple Pay and Google Pay are generally accepted for use with a contactless Eftpos terminal. Cash can be required at small fruit stands on the roadside and some markets, but electronic payments for these are becoming more common.

[image: shutterstock_2244077067jpg]

Notes: Jason Busa/Shutterstock ©

Tipping

Kiwis generally don’t tip and restaurants don’t add a service charge. If you’re paying by card and a tipping prompt appears on the Eftpos machine, it’s acceptable to decline. You can leave a small tip to acknowledge good service, but it isn’t expected.


HOW MUCH FOR…

museum exhibition ticket
$120

whale/dolphin-watching tour
$150

train fare with travel card
$2

Interislander ferry ticket
$20



HOW TO… Pay the Bill

It’s normal to pay the bill at the counter in restaurants and cafes, even if they offer table service. If you ask for the bill, it will be brought to the table, but if you’re paying by card it’s still usual to pay at the counter. Waitstaff will seldom prompt payment, so just head to the counter when you’re ready to leave.


Taxes & Wages

New Zealand has specific taxes on some items that have greater negative environmental or social impacts. This means alcohol, cigarettes and petrol are taxed at a relatively high rate and can be more expensive here than some other places.

The minimum wage has been increased annually in an effort to keep up with the cost of living. This is one of the reasons tipping is less common in NZ, but it can also mean that service-based industries are more expensive, particularly in relation to the average salary in the country.
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LOCAL TIP

Many attractions offer reduced rates for children, students and senior travellers. Check for combo deals and online deals when booking activities. Find discounted activities and day trips at bookme.co.nz.








Accommodation

DOC Campsites & Huts

The Department of Conservation (DOC) runs basic campsites in remote and beautiful spots around the country, generally national parks. Some locations, particularly on multiday walking tracks, also have huts. Facilities generally include kitchens, showers and toilets, but it depends on the site. Most can be booked online at doc.govt.nz, but some more basic campsites are first come, first served.

Holiday Parks

Great for travellers on a budget, NZ’s holiday parks typically offer a range of accommodation including powered and unpowered campsites for tents and campervans, cabins and self-contained units. Facilities are often shared. Holiday parks are family friendly, with on-site activities and playgrounds for children. You can often find holidays parks in scenic destinations near beaches, lakes or national parks.

Glamping

If you want to immerse yourself in nature with all the comfort of home, glamping is the way to go. Glamping is gaining popularity in New Zealand, with quirky sites (including yurts, domes and glass houses) in lovely surroundings popping up around the country. It’s not a budget option: glamping prices are often comparable to good hotels or luxury lodges.
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HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

DOC campsite
$25 per night

bach
from $180 per night

luxury lodge
from $350 per night



Baches

The quintessential holiday for Kiwis is staying in a bach (holiday home) near the beach. These are usually self-contained homes that can sleep multiple people and are best for families are groups. Many baches have barbecues and can provide kayaks or bicycles for visitors. You can book one via bachcare.co.nz, bookabach.co.nz or Airbnb.

FREEDOM CAMPING

Freedom camping is allowed in many places, but don’t assume you can park anywhere for the night. Regulations vary by region and some councils provide secure parking places for vans. Visit freedomcamping.org for more detailed information and tips, and download the CamperMate and Camping NZ apps to find council-approved campsites around the country. Freedom camping is limited to vehicles with onboard toilet facilities, so travellers with smaller campervans should plan to park at DOC campsites or holiday parks.
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Campervans

Extremely popular, campervans are available for hire in all major centres. There is parking for campervans at holiday parks and campsites, and freedom camping is available in some regions. Campervans are typically the size of a standard van and some may not be fully equipped, which means you’ll need to stay at a serviced campsite.








Family Travel

New Zealand is a great destination for families who enjoy outdoor activities. While there are limited attractions specifically for children (such as theme parks), many activities have interactive, child-friendly elements and are fun for kids. The natural environment is fascinating for parents and children alike, and families rarely need to split their time between child-friendly activities and those more targeted at adults.


Babies & Toddlers

You’ll find parent rooms with feeding cubicles in most malls, and baby-changing facilities are widely available. Most hotels and many holiday rentals can provide cots and highchairs for younger children, and breastfeeding in public is unremarked upon. Infant formula, nappies and other essentials are readily available in supermarkets, pharmacies and smaller grocery stores, and towns are generally easy to negotiate with prams.


Getting Around

Children under seven must use a car seat or booster seat when travelling in a vehicle. Most car-rental companies have car seats available for hire. Car seats are not required in taxis, but a safety belt must be used if available.



Eating Out

Many cafes, restaurants and pubs offer children’s menus and highchairs, and some have toys and colouring books. Food on kids’ menus often leans towards fish and chips, pizza and burgers, so you may want to order a side or starter from the regular menu if you’re looking for healthier options. In cafes, fluffies (steamed milk in an espresso cup) are often available for little ones.


Family Activities

Children can participate in most popular attractions and many offer discounted rates for families and are free for under-fives. There are also many playgrounds and open spaces around the country for children to stretch their legs.
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CHILD-FRIENDLY ATTRACTIONS

SKY TOWER Going up the Sky Tower and jumping on the glass panels is a kids’ favourite. There are also children’s activities in the school holidays.

HOT WATER BEACH Dig a hole in the sand and watch it fill with hot water – just dilute it with cold water from the sea until it’s a child-friendly temperature.

LUGE Racing along the track with a view of Queenstown is a highlight for all ages.



OUT IN NATURE

Much of New Zealand’s best scenery is in the national parks and isn’t accessible by car. Doing a long hike isn’t always possible if you’re travelling with small children, but many shorter walks are good for families, and some are even manageable with a stroller. Check doc.govt.nz for family-friendly walks in each region.

There are several waterfalls just off the main roads that kids will love and that don’t require trekking through the bush for hours. Just be aware that there can sometimes be unfenced sections of cliff or river, so keep an eye on younger travellers.






Health & Safe Travel

Hiking

Make sure you prepare before going hiking in New Zealand, particularly in the mountains. Get advice and hire a PLB (personal locator beacon) from the local DOC centre before you go, and make sure someone knows where you’re going. At high altitudes the weather can change abruptly, so dress in layers. Take food, water, sunscreen and waterproof gear with you.
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Swimming

New Zealand has many stunning beaches and places to swim, but be careful in the water. Beware of rips and undertows at surf beaches and always swim between the flags where lifeguards are on patrol. Auckland beaches are sometimes not safe to swim in after heavy rain. Take extra care when swimming in lakes and rivers and near waterfalls.

Theft from Vehicles

While NZ is a safe country, rental cars and campervans have been targeted by thieves, especially in parking areas at national parks, beaches and tourist spots. Make sure to lock your vehicle and keep anything you leave in the car out of sight. Consider taking passports, money and valuable items with you when you leave your car.


Geothermal Areas

When near geothermal or volcanic activity, stay updated with travel warnings, keep to walkways and be careful around thermal pools.



FIRE RISK
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Driving

Many roads in NZ are narrow and winding, and driving is on a different side of the road for many visitors. Take extra care when driving, especially over long distances, and check for weather warnings and road closures before you go. If you’ve arrived on a long-haul flight, take a night to rest before getting behind the wheel.


SUN PROTECTION

The sun in NZ can be very harsh. You can get sunburnt in minutes, even when it’s cloudy and the temperature doesn’t seem that high. Always put on a high-SPF sunscreen before spending time outside and reapply during the day. Wearing hats, sunglasses and clothing with sleeves is recommended, and children should wear rash shirts while swimming.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

BREAKFAST (7am to 9am) is often just coffee and a muffin on the way to work.

BRUNCH (9.30am to 11.30am) is popular on weekends.

LUNCH (noon to 2pm) is served at many restaurants and pubs in the latter half of the week.

DINNER (6pm to 8pm) is slightly pricier than lunch. Many restaurants close by 10pm.

firsttable.co.nz offers discounts if you book outside these times.
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MENU DECODER

Most menus in NZ include entrées, mains and desserts. You can generally ask for a main in an entrée size or have an entrée for dinner. The main dish will usually include some accompaniments and further sides are optional. It’s acceptable to share a dessert and the waitstaff will happily bring you two spoons.

Sharing plates are also popular and usually include smaller plates with less food and larger plates with more. Feel free to ask servers for guidance on how much you should order.

Fine-dining restaurants often have degustation menus, sometimes with wine-pairing options. This is often in addition to an à la carte menu. ‘Trust the chef’ options, including selections of the house favourites, have become popular in larger cities.



HOW TO… Order Coffee

New Zealand prides itself on its coffee. The most popular order throughout the country is a flat white, which consists of a shot of espresso and steamed milk with small, fine bubbles and a velvety consistency. A flat white is essentially a mix of a cappuccino and a latte, and often comes with an artistic design on the surface of the milk.

Most cafes serve several other coffee options such as the short black (espresso), long black (espresso with a touch of water), latte, mochaccino (coffee with chocolate) and cappuccino. Filtered coffee is uncommon. Different types of milk (skim, trim etc) are readily available, along with dairy-free milks such as soy, almond, coconut and oat (for an extra charge). Cafes usually close around 3pm, but you can order coffee later in restaurants and at some pubs.


HOW MUCH FOR…

beer at a bar
$12

glass of wine
$13

coffee
$5.50

steak and cheese pie
$7

meal at a fine-dining restaurant
$150 for two, plus drinks

serve of fish and chips
$10

pub meal
$25

ice-cream cone
$6




HOW TO… Order Drinks

Beer, wine and spirits are available in most restaurants and bars around the country. A glass of wine is usually 100mL to 150mL, although larger glasses (around 200mL) are available at some pubs. Some casual restaurants offer BYO drinks, which allows you to take a bottle of wine with you. You will need to pay a corkage fee per person drinking – check ahead to find out the cost.

Tap or draught beers are generally served in a standard-size glass – these are generally referred to as a pint, although it’s actually a little bit less. In some pubs you can also order jugs of beer for the table. These usually hold about five drinks. Bottled beers are usually 330mL. NZ has a vibrant craft-beer scene and most places that serve beer will have several craft-beer options in addition to the mainstream brands. Drinking out is quite expensive and craft beer is often only a dollar or two more expensive than the regular options, offering comparatively good value for money.

Spirits usually come mixed, unless you’re ordering top-shelf whiskies. You need to specify if you want yours neat or on the rocks. Cocktails are available in most pubs, bars and clubs and you can generally order ones that aren’t on the menu. Nowadays, there are also many non-alcoholic beer and cocktail options available, and occasionally non-alcoholic wine.

A NIGHT OUT

A typical night out starts with pre-dinner drinks from around 5pm, especially after work on a Friday. In summer the outdoor seating areas are the most popular. Many people will order food from the bar or pub they’re at or perhaps head to a restaurant.

After dinner, move on to a bar for a drink. You’ll find that everything is busy, from cosy neighbourhood bars to trendy cocktail lounges, and some will have live music on Friday, Saturday and Sunday nights.

Many bars and pubs close around midnight, especially in residential areas, so if you want to stay out later than that, go to a nightclub. These usually open around 10pm and start to get busier around 11pm. Closing time is relatively early, between 3am and 4am. Many clubs are only busy on Friday and Saturday nights, so don’t expect a wild night out during the week.

The dress code is casual, so don’t feel as though you need to pack anything special for a night out unless you want to. One thing to note is that drinking laws in NZ are relatively strict, and the legal drinking age is 18 years. Bars and nightclubs will ask for ID if you look under 25, so make sure you have your passport with you. Also keep in mind that you won’t be able to smoke in bars or clubs and that drinking is restricted in some beaches and public places.
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Liquor Stores

If you want to buy spirits, you’ll need to go to a specialist liquor store. Supermarkets only sell beer, wine and cider. The exception is West Auckland, where supermarkets do not sell alcohol at all.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Getting Around

Rent an electric vehicle to reduce your carbon footprint. Britz rents electric campervans with built-in navigation to charging stations, and they can also be charged at holiday parks. Empty grey-water tanks regularly to save fuel.

Community Meals

Meet locals and try delicious food at Everybody Eats (everybodyeats.nz) in Auckland and Wellington. This not-for-profit community-focused organisation provides meals made from ingredients that would usually go to waste. Pay by donation.

Observe Rāhui

Sometimes a beach, swimming place or forest will have a rāhui (temporary ban) placed on it by local Māori. These are often for conservation or cultural reasons. It’s important to respect them.
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Respect Sacred Sites

Wāhi tapu are sacred sites, such as cemeteries, fortifications and battle sites. Respect the site by leaving it as you found it and following protocols, such as not eating or making noise.




Visit a Marae

You may encounter marae (Māori meeting places) during your travels. You can look at the outside, but only enter if you’re invited. Seek permission before taking photos. Your hosts will guide you through any necessary customs.



Based around kaitiakitanga (the Māori principle of guardianship and protection), Tourism NZ’s Tiaki Promise gives travellers ways to look after NZ’s natural spaces and respect its culture. See tiakinewzealand.com for more.

 


Clean your footwear and gear before entering new outdoor areas. Diseases such as kauri dieback and didymo can spread easily: a single droplet of water or speck of dirt can infect a new area.
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Don’t Feed Native Birds

Resist the temptation to feed New Zealand’s native birds. It can cause their illness or death, and discourage natural foraging behaviours. Keep food safe from cheeky birds such as kea and weka.

Give Wildlife Some Space

Maintain a safe distance of at least 20m (the length of a tennis court) from seals, sea lions, dolphins and native birds.

Leave Your Drone Behind

Enjoy NZ’s stunning scenery from ground level. Drone usage is heavily regulated in NZ for wildlife, cultural, safety and privacy reasons. Flying drones on public land often involves a complex permit process.

Plant a Tree

Enjoy remote and beautiful places while planting native trees and cleaning up waterways by joining one of the regular events run by Sustainable Coastlines (sustainablecoastlines.org), the Million Metres Project and Trees that Count.


Buy Local

Farmers markets have fresh ingredients, artisan products and delicious food-truck meals. See farmersmarkets.org.nz.




Fish Responsibly

Be aware of the fishing and shellfish daily-take limits and respect marine reserves.
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Wildfires can have a devastating impact on forests and wildlife habitat; 99% of NZ wildfires are caused by human activity. Check fire restrictions at checkitsalright.nz before lighting campfires or using gas cookers.




RESOURCES
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tiakinewzealand.co.nz

Information on how to care for NZ when you visit.
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maoritourism.co.nz

A database of Māori-owned tours and experiences.
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doc.govt.nz

 Up-to-date information about NZ’s outdoors.








LGBTIQ+ Communities

Same-sex relations and gender fluidity are uncontroversial in NZ, but its gay scene is somewhat less concentrated and vibrant than in some other places. This is because LGBTIQ+ individuals generally feel comfortable frequenting any venue and don’t restrict themselves to gay bars. Laws protecting marriage, adoption and other human rights for same-sex couples were adopted in 2013.


Pride Festivals

Pride festivals run in the major cities in New Zealand. They usually include fun, inclusive, family-friendly events, along with a lot of partying.

Auckland Pride takes place in February and rainbows pop up throughout the city to celebrate. Highlights are the music event Big Gay Out and the annual Pride March down Ponsonby Rd.

Queenstown hosts Winter Pride in August/September. Snow events, extravagant meals and wild parties are features.

Much of the rest of the country has Pride festivals in March with parades, parties and other events.


RAINBOW YOUTH

RainbowYOUTH supports queer and gender-diverse people aged 13 to 28. There are some opportunities for younger LGBTIQ+ travellers to volunteer at their events. Check out ry.org.nz or facebook.com/rainbowyouth for more information. They also share youth-oriented events and news.
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Gay Bars in Auckland

Auckland has NZ’s biggest gay population, but it has few gay venues for a city of its size. The handful that exist are in K Rd, a slightly offbeat, city-fringe destination. Try Family, Eagle and GAY or one of the regular parties at Urge Bar (best for over-30s). Caduzzi and Phoenix also have drag-queen dinner shows that attract audiences beyond the gay community.



LGBTIQ+ Communities

Auckland and Wellington have the largest LGBTIQ+ communities in NZ, with a few gay venues in each. Bars and clubs are very inclusive and visitors are welcomed regardless of their sexuality. That said, listen to your intuition and exercise discretion, if necessary, especially when travelling in rural areas.

RESOURCES FOR LGBTIQ+ TRAVELLERS

There are several useful websites for LGBTIQ+ travellers in NZ. Check out the nationwide monthly magazine Express (available from gay venues or gayexpress.co.nz) for the latest happenings, reviews and listings on the NZ gay scene. Also see lesbian.net.nz for an overview of upcoming events in NZ. New Zealand Awaits (newzealandawaits.com) is a local operator specialising in tours for LGBTIQ+ travellers.


Gay-friendly Wellington

Wellington’s Cuba St is great for a night out and has a few gay bars, such as S&Ms, Ivy and Vinyl. Restaurants and bars in the area generally welcome LGBTIQ+ patrons. Visitors can feel free to be themselves without fear of discrimination.








Accessible Travel

Inclusive tourism in New Zealand focuses on eliminating obstacles and uncertainty while enhancing accessibility for travellers with disabilities. While NZ has guidelines to help ensure places and activities are accessible for those with disabilities, using a local inclusive-travel company can also help you plan logistics during your visit.



Airport

International airports in NZ have great accessibility. Staff are trained to assist passengers who are flying with a wheelchair or have a visual or hearing impairment. Notify your airline of any accessibility requirements before your flight.




Accommodation

Most accommodation in NZ caters for travellers with mobility issues, and most hostels, hotels and motels have ramps and a couple of wheelchair-accessible rooms. B&Bs aren’t required to have accessible rooms, but some do.



ADVENTURE SPORTS

Making Trax (makingtrax.co.nz) helps to enable people with disabilities to participate in activities such as bungee jumping, rafting, skydiving and more.
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DRIVING

Specialist rental companies such as Freedom Mobility and Disability Rentals have fleets of accessible vehicles, including hand-controlled, wheelchair-suitable vehicles, left-foot drive and swing-out seat vehicles. You can organise a visitor mobility parking permit through ccsdisabilityaction.org.nz.

Public Transport

Most public transport in New Zealand provides wheelchair access, and stops are announced to assist vision-impaired passengers. Assistance is available on Intercity buses, and wheelchair-accessible taxis are available when booked in advance.

Outdoors

DOC has improved wheelchair access to a range of shorter walks categorised as ‘easy access short walks’ on the DOC website (doc.govt.nz). For accessible winter activities, check the ‘Adaptive’ section of snowsports.co.nz.


RESOURCES

Firstport (firstport.co.nz) offers guidance on transport for mobility-restricted travellers.

Ability Adventures (abilityadventures.co.nz) arranges accessible NZ tours.

NZ Relay (nzrelay.co.nz) helps people who are hearing- or speech-impaired to communicate. There’s also an app.

Making Trax Foundation (makingtrax.co.nz) connects travellers with inclusive adventure-tourism operators and experiences. Browse its directory and take advantage of equipment-rental options and package trips.




Wear a Sunflower

If you or someone you’re travelling with has a hidden disability, you can wear a sunflower Hidden Disability lanyard to indicate that you may need extra assistance or care. The scheme is recognised by a growing number of airports, attractions and accommodation providers.








Great Walks of New Zealand

New Zealand’s Great Walks take hikers through some of the most magical places in the country. Despite passing through wild, remote places, these trails are well formed and maintained, and accessible for hikers with good fitness levels. There are DOC huts or campsites en route.


When to Go

The routes are open year-round, but Great Walks season runs from October to the end of April. Conditions can be more challenging between May and October, with some trails only suitable for experienced, well-prepared hikers during the winter months.

The Tracks

Abel Tasman Coast Track (60km, 3-5 days) NZ’s most popular walk along the forest and bays in Abel Tasman National Park. p000

Heaphy Track (78km, 4-6 days) Walk among beaches, karst formations and forests in Kahurangi National Park. p000

Kepler Track (60km (loop), 3-4 days) A beautiful loop passing lakes, dramatic gorges and beech forest in Fiordland National Park. p000

Lake Waikaremoana Track (46km, 3-4 days) Get off the beaten track and immerse yourself in the countryside in Te Urewera. p000

Milford Track (54km, 4 days) Surround yourself with a fairytale landscape of rainforests, waterfalls and the Southern Alps in Fiordland National Park. p000

Paparoa Track (55km, 2-4 days) Enjoy the views on this scenic trail through alpine tops, limestone landscapes, and rainforests, offering stunning views of the Paparoa Range. p000

Rakiura Track (32km (loop), 3 days) Escape the world in the beaches and bush of Rakiura/Stewart Island, and perhaps see a kiwi on the way. p000

Routeburn Track (32km, 2-4 days) Arguably the best Great Walk, with stunning alpine scenery in Mount Aspiring and Fiordland National Parks. p00

Tongariro Northern Circuit (43km (loop), 3-4 days) See beyond the one-day crossing with this challenging trek through the volcanic landscape of Tongariro National Park. p000

Whanganui Journey (87/145km, 3/5 days) Canoe or kayak down the impressive Whanganui River on the only Great Walk that doesn’t involve walking. p000


BE PREPARED

Do your research and make sure you know which of the Great Walks are best suited to your fitness level. You can find detailed, up-to-date information on the specific hikes, what to expect and what to take with you at doc.govt.nz.




BOOKING

Hikers need to purchase a track-specific pass from the DOC website (doc.govt.nz) that covers their prebooked accommodation or camping. When you book, you can see the availability of campsites or huts for your preferred dates, as well as the distance between overnight stops. Pricing fluctuates significantly by season; the summer months are significantly more expensive. Plan early, as the most popular tracks – such as the Heaphy and Milford Tracks – tend to book up quickly.
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Nuts & Bolts


OPENING HOURS

Most places close on Christmas Day and Good Friday.

Cafes 7am to 3pm

Pubs and bars Noon to late

Restaurants Noon to 2pm and 5pm to 10pm

Shops 9am to 5.30pm



Smoking

Smoking and vaping are restricted in restaurants, cafes, all shops and some public spaces. Smoking is also not allowed on public transport or in a vehicle carrying a child under 18. You must be over 18 to buy cigarettes or vaping products in NZ.
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Christmas Shutdown

Many restaurants and cafes close from just before Christmas to mid-January.

Drinking Laws

NZ’s drinking age is 18. Drinking is not allowed in some parks or near some beaches.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone GMT+12 hours

Country Code 64

Emergency Number 111

Population 5 million



Electricity
230V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

There are 11 public holidays in NZ. If they fall on the weekend, they are observed on the following Monday. Each region also celebrates an anniversary day – the date varies by region. Some businesses and shops may be closed on these days and restaurants may charge a surcharge.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Day after New Year’s Day 2 January

Waitangi Day 6 February

Good Friday March/April

Easter Monday Monday after Easter

ANZAC Day 25 April

King’s Birthday First Monday in June

Matariki June/July

Labour Day Fourth Monday in October

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day 26 December








STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of New Zealand life


History of New Zealand in 15 Places

New Zealand’s history has shaped it into a multicultural and socially progressive country with a strong national identity.

Roxanne de Bruyn

Meet the New Zealanders

With a population of just over 5 million, New Zealand is a small country. However, this small population consists of people and identities from across the globe.

Roxanne de Bruyn

Time for a ‘Managed Retreat’?

As a growing number of natural disasters rain down on ‘the shaky isles’, the government ponders the next step.

Craig McLachlan

The Māori Renaissance

Māori language, culture and pride are on a 21st-century high, following the resolution of a number of grievances arising from the Treaty of Waitangi.

Craig McLachlan

A Biking Boom

Restricted to exploring their own backyard during the pandemic, Kiwis are now cycling all over Aotearoa like never before.

Craig McLachlan

Exploring New Zealand Cinema

Discover New Zealand’s outsized and idiosyncratic impact on the world of cinema.

Brett Atkinson
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A HISTORY OF NEW ZEALAND IN
15 PLACES

Long uninhabited by humans, New Zealand was first settled by Māori in the late 14th century. European settlers followed in the 18th century, bringing with them a huge amount of change for the island nation. This history has shaped NZ into a multicultural and socially progressive country with a strong national identity.
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NEW ZEALAND’S HISTORY of human habitation can be traced back around 800 years. The first inhabitants of this young country were Māori who arrived from Polynesia in the late 1300s and early 1400s and went on to develop a distinct culture and way of life.

European exploration of New Zealand began in the late 1700s, and in 1840 the Treaty of Waitangi was signed by Māori chiefs and the British Crown. It established British sovereignty over New Zealand, even though differences between the Māori and English versions of the treaty were highly contested.

In the late 1800s and early 1900s New Zealand became a self-governing British colony and then a dominion of the British Empire. Today, New Zealand is still part of the British Commonwealth and has a multicultural population with residents hailing from many countries around the world.

Throughout its history, New Zealand has faced challenges including the effects of British colonisation on Māori. However, the country also has a strong tradition of social and political progressivism, and it was the first nation in the world to grant women the right to vote, in 1893. Read on for more about the key places and events that fostered that sense of innovation.

1. Palliser Bay

ONE OF NZ’S EARLIEST SETTLEMENTS

Between 1300 and 1600, people lived at Palliser Bay in small villages near streams, in a way consistent with East Polynesian settlements. Walled gardens, made from the stones cleared to make way for dwellings, marked boundaries. You can still see some of these walls near the coast. The villages were abandoned sometime between 1550 and 1625, for reasons that remain disputed. Possible causes include climate change, natural disaster and human activity resulting in soil erosion and the reducing number of birds to hunt. Today, Palliser Bay is best known for its 19th-century lighthouse and the seal colony on Cape Palliser.

2. Golden Bay

EARLY EUROPEAN CONTACT

By the time Europeans arrived, Māori had settled in New Zealand and established tribal and subtribal groupings around the country. Abel Tasman was the first European explorer to reach New Zealand in 1642, but his brief visit ended with a violent encounter with Māori that resulted in the death of four of his crew. In retaliation, Tasman’s crew fired on Māori, and when Tasman left a few weeks later he named the place Moordenaers’ (Murderers’) Bay. There are few Māori records of Tasman’s visit aside from fragments of stories from the 19th century. Today, the bay’s English name has more positive associations.

3. Tairāwhiti/Gisborne

THE FIRST EUROPEAN LANDINGS

Captain James Cook arrived in Tairāwhiti in October 1769. The meeting between local Māori and Cook’s men did not end happily: nine Māori were killed. The reserve at Puhi Kai Iti commemorates Cook’s first landing place and also the Horouta and Te Ikaroa-a-Rauru waka (canoes) that brought Māori to the district in the 1200–1300s. Today, you can see lovely views from the site along with an obelisk (pictured) and nine pou (poles) erected to remember Māori killed during Cook’s encounter. The stories of Polynesian navigation and Cook’s arrival are told through sculptures, monuments and interpretation panels at the site.

4. Kāpiti Island

A 19TH-CENTURY WHALING HUB

Kāpiti Island was a hub of the NZ whaling trade in the 1830s. The Ngāti Toa tribe, led by chief Te Rauparaha, saw the European ships passing through Cook Strait as an opportunity to obtain goods and formed a mutually beneficial relationship with the whalers. In exchange for land, resources and women, the whalers traded guns, tobacco and alcohol. Whaling declined in the 1840s, and Te Rauparaha eventually returned to the mainland. Today, Kapiti Island is a bird sanctuary, and visitors can still see remnants of its past, including terraces, a try pot (used to render whale oil), a whaler’s grave and Māori middens.

5. Waitangi

NEW ZEALAND’S FOUNDING DOCUMENT

In 1840 William Hobson arrived in New Zealand under orders from the British government to make a treaty with Māori. The Treaty of Waitangi was signed by approximately 540 chiefs after a long discussion on 6 February 1840. However, differences in the English and Māori text led to much discontent and, eventually, the New Zealand Wars. By 1867 Māori had been dispossessed of much of their land. Much later, the 1975 Treaty of Waitangi Act was established to govern all treaty-related issues and claims in New Zealand. The Waitangi Tribunal was formed to hear and settle claims, a process still ongoing today.

6. Arrowtown Chinese Settlement

A SEGREGATED COMMUNITY

Arrowtown grew out of the gold rush in the mid-1860s, when hundreds of prospectors – including Chinese migrants – flocked to the area. The Chinese miners were generally not well received in NZ, and Arrowtown was no exception. In Arrowtown the Chinese formed their own settlement by the river, away from the main town. The settlement has been restored as an open-air museum, with Ah Lum’s Store perhaps best showing what life was like at the time – it was once a store, bank/office, kitchen and bedroom. In 2002 the New Zealand government formally apologised to the Chinese community for their mistreatment in this period.

7. Wellington

THE CENTRE OF GOVERNMENT

Between 1840 and 1854 New Zealand was ruled by a governor representing Queen Victoria. But British settlers sought more direct representation, and in 1856 a government formed from a majority in the House of Representatives was established. Parliament moved to Wellington from Auckland in 1865. By 1868 Māori men could vote for their own MPs and in 1893 all women were granted the right to vote, making New Zealand the world’s first true democracy. Wellington’s 1876 Government Buildings are now part of Victoria University’s law school and several rooms are open to the public. Parliament has been based at a circular building popularly called the Beehive since 1977.

8. Quail Island

EARLY ISOLATION FACILITIES

Once a gathering place for seabird eggs, Quail Island – known as Ōtamahua to Māori – was used as a quarantine station from 1874. At the time there were a high number of migrants: New Zealand’s European population surged from 60,000 in 1860 to 470,000 by 1881. Quail Island was used to quarantine people with health issues, along with livestock and victims of the 1918 influenza epidemic. Between 1906 and 1925 there was also a small colony for sufferers of Hansen’s disease (leprosy). The ‘Ships’ Graveyard’ on the western side of the island is well worth visiting.

9. Lake Rotomahana

THE DESTRUCTION OF A NATIONAL TREASURE

The Pink and White Terraces on the shores of Lake Rotomahana were once considered the eighth wonder of the world and were a major tourist attraction. These natural formations had accrued over 500 years as silica-rich water flowed down the hillside, cooling and crystallising into the terraces and pools. But in 1886 Mt Tarawera erupted, destroying the terraces, burying the nearby village of Te Wairoa and causing around 150 deaths. In 2011 scientists announced that they had discovered what they believed to be part of the Pink Terraces under the waters of Lake Rotomahana, reigniting hope for their rediscovery.

10. Waihi

TRADE UNIONS AND PROTESTS

In 1912 the Waihi Trade Union of Workers went on strike to protest the formation of a rival union it believed was backed by the Waihi Goldmining Company. The strike continued for six months and eventually 80 police were deployed to Waihi. Leading strikers were arrested, and the mines were reopened with non-union labour. Escalating violence culminated in a confrontation at the miners’ hall, where union member Fred Evans was shot and killed by a police constable. Union protests continued to be a feature in the following years, and the nationwide Great Strike of 1913 almost brought NZ’s economy to a standstill.

11. Napier

A VINTAGE CITY

In 1931 a large earthquake in Napier caused 256 deaths, thousands of injuries and widespread destruction. In the aftermath, the city underwent a major rebuilding effort, leading to its becoming one of NZ’s most distinctive architectural destinations. Characterised by bold shapes, patterns and pastel colours, the Art Deco style in Napier is now considered one of the best preserved in the world. The style is also reflected in other elements of the city, including lampposts and park benches. To preserve Napier’s cultural identity and heritage, many of its Art Deco buildings are now protected as historic landmarks.

12. Maungauika/North Head

PREPARING FOR AN ATTACK THAT NEVER CAME

A volcanic hill near the entrance to Auckland’s harbour, Maungauika/North Head played a critical role in New Zealand’s preparation for WWII. It served as a coastal defence battery, fortifying the harbour with gun emplacements, bunkers and tunnels for barracks and troop staging. The fortifications housed artillery and anti-aircraft weapons, manned by NZ troops. The use of Maungauika/North Head as a coastal defence was part of New Zealand’s broader defence strategy in response to the potential threat posed by Japan in the Pacific. Today, the site is a historic reserve, popular with both tourists and locals.

13. Greymouth

ONE OF NZ’S MOST EFFECTIVE CONSUMER BOYCOTTS

In 1947 Greymouth hotels increased the price of beer from six to seven pence. This sparked a consumer boycott led by the West Coast Trades Council, which represented the majority of union members in the area. Workers boycotted the hotels and shunned anyone caught drinking there. There were several instances where workers refused to work with someone who had been seen drinking at a ‘sevenpenny’ pub. After four months the government intervened, and workingmen’s clubs – cooperatively owned establishments that set their own prices – were created. When the new clubs opened, the price of beer in hotels was quietly reduced.

14. Bastion Point

A SYMBOL OF MĀORI LAND ISSUES IN NZ

Rising above Auckland’s Tāmaki Dr, Bastion Point was given to the Crown by local iwi (tribe) Ngāti Whātua in 1885 for use as a defence site when there were fears of Russian aggression. In 1977 the government announced a housing development on former Ngāti Whātua reserve land, which had gradually grown smaller due to compulsory acquisition. Protestors opposing the sale occupied Bastion Point for 506 days. More than 220 people were evicted by the police and army. In the mid-1980s, following a Waitangi Tribunal inquiry, much of the land was returned to or vested with Ngāti Whātua and is now a public reserve.

15. Christchurch

REBUILDING FROM THE RUINS

Once known for its English heritage buildings, much of Christchurch’s city centre was destroyed in 2011 when an earthquake measuring 6.3 in magnitude struck the city. Despite being less powerful than a previous earthquake, the 2011 quake caused significant destruction in both Christchurch and Lyttelton, and cost 185 people their lives. Since the devastation, Christchurch has regenerated, with many vibrant, colourful spaces, new parks and street art developing in the city centre. Although the recovery has been a long process, Christchurch has persevered and can now be considered both New Zealand’s oldest and newest city.
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MEET THE
NEW ZEALANDERS

With a population of just over 5 million, New Zealand is a small country. However, this small population consists of people and identities from across the globe. ROXANNE DE BRUYN introduces her people.
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HISTORICALLY, NEW ZEALAND’S identity has come from the blending of Māori and European cultures, starting with the historic Treaty of Waitangi in 1840. Today, most Kiwis identify as having European heritage and 18.5% are of Māori descent.

Māori culture has permeated the world views and social approaches of New Zealanders, often in ways that locals don’t consciously realise. Identity and place are integrally linked in New Zealand, and this is an inherently Māori concept. When you visit, expect to be asked where you come from and about your heritage.

New Zealand is also a Commonwealth country. There’s a strong sense of British heritage here and it can be seen in some of the country’s favourite foods – fish and chips, pies, Marmite… In many ways, New Zealand has closer ties to the United Kingdom than to other countries in the Pacific Rim.
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However, New Zealand has an aging population, with much of the country’s population growth occurring because of migration rather than the birth rate. As a result, New Zealand has a cosmopolitan population, with over a quarter of Kiwis born in another country. New Zealanders who were born elsewhere tend to come from Asia, the United Kingdom and Ireland, and the Pacific Islands.

Auckland is one of the most diverse cities in the world, with almost 40% of Aucklanders born in another country. Dubbed the Polynesian world capital, Auckland is home to more than 300,000 Pasifika people, many of whom were born and raised in New Zealand. There is a large Pasifika community in South Auckland and you can see the Pasifika cultural influence everywhere. However, if you visit a festival such as Pasifika or CultureFest, you can get a taste of the particular culture of New Zealand’s islands.

Over a quarter of Auckland residents identify as having an Asian ethnicity, including Chinese, Indian, Korean and Filipino. This group includes people who have moved to NZ from overseas, as well as those born in New Zealand.

New Zealand’s melting pot of cultures and backgrounds can be seen in its vibrant food scene, its festivals and the many languages spoken by the people who live here. Statistics New Zealand projects that this diversity is only set to increase, with Asian people expected to make up a quarter of the total population by 2043. The European ethnic group’s population is projected to decrease by then, but all other ethnic groups are set to grow.

This change in the demographic makeup is sure to challenge some New Zealanders. Ultimately, though, it will lead to more of the benefits that come from greater cultural diversity, including better problem-solving, more empathy and compassion, and the ability to see the world from various perspectives.
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A Multicultural Nation

More than a million New Zealanders were born overseas, in an increasingly diverse range of countries – that’s over a quarter (27.4%) of the population, according to the 2018 Census.


FROM CAPE TO KIWI

Like many New Zealanders, I was born overseas. I’m South African, and of mixed heritage – my ancestors came from Europe, southern Africa and Southeast Asia. I was born in Cape Town and lived in Johannesburg, and then I moved to New Zealand with my family when I was in high school. Back then the country was a bit less diverse than it is now. I’ve lived here for over 20 years and I’ve enjoyed seeing different people from various places move to NZ over that time. People have become much more culturally aware and sensitive over the years. Auckland is especially multicultural, and I’ve had the privilege to work with different communities around New Zealand. Spending time with people from a range of places has given me so much insight into various cultures and ways of doing things, along with a more nuanced understanding of the perspectives of the people who live here.
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TIME FOR
A ‘MANAGED RETREAT’?

As a growing number of natural disasters rain down on ‘the shaky isles’, the government ponders the next step. By CRAIG MCLACHLAN.


THE FIRST COUPLE of months of 2023 were not kind to Aotearoa New Zealand. Just as Auckland was about to go into its long Anniversary Day weekend on Friday 27 January, the city and upper parts of the North Island experienced unexpected heavy rain and catastrophic flooding. According to the National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA), January 2023 was Auckland’s wettest month on record. The storm on the 27th doubled the total in a single day. NIWA described the disastrous flooding in the city as a 1-in-200-year event. In unison, Kiwis rolled their eyes. These 1-in-200-year events seem to be turning up with great regularity lately. Thousands were displaced from their homes, landslides caused havoc, roads disappeared under water, and Auckland International Airport was flooded and had to close, stranding visitors.
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Aotearoa barely had time to catch its breath before Cyclone Gabrielle barrelled down from the tropics to cause more death and destruction a couple of weeks later. Heavy rain and wind warnings were issued across the North Island, and states of emergency in Auckland and the Coromandel Peninsula, still in effect from the late-January events, were extended. Gabrielle hit from 12 to 16 February, and for only the third time in the country’s history a national state of emergency was declared. While upper parts of the North Island took a pummelling, worst affected were the East Coast regions around Gisborne and Hawke’s Bay. The town of Waiaroa was totally cut off, and as the Esk River in Hawke’s Bay burst its banks, a flash flood submerged properties under 7m of water, burying many homes up to their roofs in silt.

New Zealand’s finance minister mentioned a possible figure of NZ$13 billion as the cost for recovery, but economists warn that fixing a lot of Aotearoa’s infrastructure – whose vulnerability had been highlighted by the severe weather – would likely cost hundreds of billions.

As February came to a close, the government was talking about ‘managed retreat’, the intentional, coordinated movement of people and buildings away from risky areas. It was a term that few Kiwis had heard of or thought about, but it certainly struck a chord in a country that is becoming well aware of the effects of climate change. After all, what is the point of rebuilding in places where similar destruction is likely to take place in the near future?
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‘The Shaky Isles’

Aotearoa New Zealand has long been nicknamed ‘the shaky isles’, not so much in the country itself, but over the ditch in Australia. It’s probably a fair nickname: sitting on the Pacific ‘Rim of Fire’, the horseshoe-shaped belt around the Pacific Ocean where tectonic plates collide, Aotearoa has more than its fair share of earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. The Institute of Geological and Nuclear Sciences (GNS) records more than 20,000 earthquakes a year, though only 100 to 150 are large enough to be felt.

Earthquakes centred on Christchurch in 2010 and 2011 caused 181 deaths and severe property damage, and made headlines all over the globe. After the 2011 quake, due to soil liquefaction, lateral spreading and rockslides, some of the worst-affected areas were designated Residential Red Zones – rebuilding here was deemed infeasible. In an example of ‘managed retreat’, around 20,000 people were forced to move out of these zones and were compensated by the government. But a thorny question was raised: who pays for a ‘managed retreat’?

Being on the ‘Rim of Fire’ also puts NZ in the box seat for volcanic eruptions. In November 2019, Whakaari/White Island, 48km off the east coast of the North Island, erupted at 2.11pm, when 47 people, mostly tourists, were on the island. In terms of an eruption, it wasn’t major – a release of steam and volcanic gases caused an explosion that launched rock and ash into the air. If it had occurred at 2.11am instead of 2.11pm, it is doubtful that anyone would have been affected, but as it was, 22 people were killed and 25 were seriously injured. New regulations aimed at managing risk and improving the safety of Aotearoa’s adventure-tourism activities were later instigated.

A ‘shaky isles’ issue that looms large for the future is the 600km-long Alpine Fault that runs the length of the South Island and is the ‘on-land’ boundary of the collision between the Pacific and Australian tectonic plates. Historically, when it has ruptured it has produced an earthquake of around magnitude 8.0, and GNS rates a rupture in the next 50 years as highly probable.

Of issue for Aotearoa’s largest city is that it sits on the Auckland Volcanic Field. The city is dotted with some 50 small volcanoes; the last to erupt was Rangitoto, the island in Waitemata Harbour, some 600 years ago. While Auckland’s existing volcanoes are unlikely to spring to life again, the volcanic field is young and still active. While a new eruption has a low probability in the short term, it would have major consequences for the country’s economic powerhouse.
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Climate Change

While climate-change deniers claim that Aotearoa has suffered through cyclones before – in 1968, Cyclone Giselle brought flooding, destructive winds and the country’s worst modern maritime disaster when the inter-island ferry Wahine sank in Wellington Harbour, claiming 51 lives – NIWA is advising that cyclones forming in the south-west Pacific are likely to become more severe. The meteorological agency is also advising that climate change is likely to lead to sea rise of up to a metre by the end of the century, meaning more coastal erosion and flooding around Aotearoa, which will damage homes and infrastructure such as pipes and roads. Increased rainfall is expected to lead to more flooding, and who wants to rebuild on a flood plain when a one-in-100-year flood turns up every couple of years?

The issues now facing the government are how far a ‘managed retreat’ should go – and how it will be paid
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THE MĀORI
 Renaissance

Māori language, culture and pride are on a 21st-century high, following the resolution of a number of grievances arising from the Treaty of Waitangi. By CRAIG MCLACHLAN.
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LIKE MANY INDIGENOUS populations around the world, Māori suffered at the hands of colonising Europeans. The big difference in New Zealand, however, was that the colonisers, the British Crown, signed the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi with Māori leaders, in what was supposed to be a partnership between Māori and the Crown. Of course, it didn’t turn out that way.

The Land

One major problem was a discrepancy between Māori and British understandings of what they were signing. The English version promised Māori full equality as British subjects in return for complete rights of government. Māori thought they were guaranteed possession of their lands, forests and fisheries for as long as they wished. To Māori, the terms of the treaty were broken almost as soon as it was signed. In particular, Māori land was confiscated during the New Zealand Wars from 1845 to 1872 and passed into the hands of land-hungry European immigrants.

After WWII, during which the Māori Battalion forged a fearsome reputation and received more individual bravery decorations than any other New Zealand battalion, there was growing awareness of the negative impacts of colonisation on Māori.

During the 1960s, with the US Black civil rights and anti–Vietnam War movements in the background, Māori protest groups emerged, and in the 1970s fervent protests about loss of Māori land and culture intensified. The Waitangi Tribunal was established in 1975 to hear Māori claims regarding modern-day breaches of the treaty, and New Zealand made a steadily stronger commitment to biculturalism. Then, in 1985, the tribunal’s powers were extended to hearing claims dating back as far as 1840, when the treaty was signed.

This was the game-changer. The Crown accepted its ‘responsibility to provide a process for the resolution of grievances arising from the Treaty’, and negotiations began with iwi (tribes) on historical claims. As of 2018, NZ$2.2 billion had been paid out.

The Language: te reo Māori

When they first arrived, Europeans brought diseases, such as influenza and measles, to which Māori had no immunity, devastating the population. While the non-Māori population had soared to over 700,000 by the 1896 census, the Māori population had plummeted through disease and the land wars to a low of just over 42,000.

At the same time, the country’s education policy aimed to make sure Māori children received their education in English. This had a devastating impact on te reo Māori. While 90% of Māori schoolchildren could speak te reo Māori in 1913, only 26% could do so in 1953. Radio broadcasts, which began in the 1920s and television, from the 1960s, were almost exclusively in English.

In the late 1960s, as Māori protest groups emerged, the movement to revitalise te reo Māori grew. Kōhanga reo (‘pre-school language nests’) were set up so elders and whanau (family) could pass on language and knowledge to children. By 1986 there were 415 kōhanga reo across the country.

After a claim was lodged with the Waitangi Tribunal, the Māori Language Act 1987 made te reo Māori an official language of New Zealand. With this, the Crown began contributing to the revitalisation of te reo Māori and there was increased use of the language on airwaves and television screens. The first permanent Māori radio station was established in 1988, and Māori Television was launched in 2004. Of late, te reo Māori is also increasingly heard in mainstream broadcasting, often spoken by non-Māori presenters.

Since the late 1990s, the national anthem, ‘God Defend New Zealand’, has been performed first in Māori, then in English.

Cultural Revival

Loss of the Māori language reflected a decline in Māori wellbeing overall. A 1961 government report concluded that Māori life expectancy was 15 years less than non-Māori life expectancy, and that Māori were three times as likely to be unemployed; it also found they were under-represented at university and in trade apprenticeships.

Two decades later, hand in hand with the revitalisation of the Māori language, there was a renaissance of Māori art and culture. Te Māori was a major exhibition of Māori art that toured internationally between 1984 and 1987, and as Aotearoa’s tourism industry grew in the 1980s, Māori culture was marketed around the world, becoming recognised as a major asset for the country.

Prominent Māori writers such as Witi Ihimaera, Patricia Grace, Keri Hulme and Alan Duff have become celebrated and recognised around the world. Ihimaera’s Whale Rider and Duff’s Once Were Warriors were made into highly acclaimed films, while Grace received awards both at home and abroad. Hulme’s The Bone People won the Booker Prize in 1985. In the film industry, Taika Waititi has won international acclaim for movies such as Boy and Hunt for the Wilderpeople.

Te Matatini is a biennial performing-arts festival and competition for kapa haka cultural performers from all of Aotearoa that has been running since 1972. It is recognised as playing a major role in promoting Māori culture, attracting around 40,000 participants and spectators, plus television coverage, with kapa haka teams performing disciplines such as haka (ceremonial dance), poi (ball-on-string performance) and mōteatea (traditional Māori song) as they compete for the top prize.

Māori Pride

Since the 1980s, Māori have become increasingly visible in all aspects of life in Aotearoa, open about and proud of their cultural identity. While many grievances from the Treaty of Waitangi have been settled, many remain unresolved, and the topic of ‘co-governance’ is a modern-day political hot potato in Aotearoa.

On 24 June 2022, Aotearoa New Zealand celebrated Matariki as an official public holiday for the first time. The appearance of the star cluster, known around the world as the Pleiades, signals the Māori New Year, and the fact that it has become the country’s newest public holiday shows just how far the Māori renaissance has come.

The country is increasingly referred to as Aotearoa New Zealand, and that name is likely to become official in the not-too-distant future.





A BIKING
BOOM

Restricted to exploring their own backyard during the pandemic, Kiwis are now cycling all over Aotearoa like never before. By CRAIG MCLACHLAN.
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WHILE PEOPLE IN most countries queued to buy groceries during the pandemic, in Aotearoa New Zealand the locals added their names to lengthy lists to purchase imported e-bikes. Supply just couldn’t keep up with demand. Used to travelling overseas on the slightest whim, Kiwis found themselves stuck at home, with huge numbers opting to get their adventure and exercise by hitting the road (or bike trail!). Baby boomers and the middle-aged, many who hadn’t been on a bike for 10 or 20 years, yet flush with funds they couldn’t take away and spend overseas, purchased a new e-bike (‘e’ stands for ‘easy’, right?) and made the most of the country’s growing number of off-road, purpose-built, free-to-use cycle trails.

Ngā Haerenga New Zealand Cycle Trails

This pandemic-inspired biking boom was also made possible thanks to a 2009 government ‘jobs summit’, which came up with the idea to build a network of world-class cycle trails around Aotearoa. The trails would provide a safe and sustainable way to explore the country, plus generate ‘lasting economic, social and environmental benefits for surrounding communities’. There was a successful template to follow.

After the closure of the Otago Central Railway in 1990, its tracks and sleepers were pulled up, a biking trail was constructed, and in 2000 the 152km-long Otago Central Rail Trail was opened as Aotearoa’s first major off-road biking route. It passes through a series of small towns that almost immediately saw the benefits of catering to hungry, thirsty, tired riders who needed refreshments and a bed. They also needed rental bikes and transport options. Suddenly, sleepy Central Otago towns roared back to life in an area that had almost totally relied on farming for its income.

Initial ideas were to create a continuous off-road bike route the length of the country, but this was soon pared back, as many of Aotearoa’s most interesting spots would be bypassed. It was decided that it would be better for everyone if existing pathways in places of historic and cultural value, or with outstanding natural landscapes, were restored and improved. Many of these pathways had been used historically by Māori, so the name Ngā Haerenga (The Journeys) became part of the official name: Ngā Haerenga New Zealand Cycle Trails, commonly known as the Great Rides.

There are now 23 incredibly popular Great Rides, covering more than 2800km, mostly off-road, showcasing Aotearoa’s landscape, environment, heritage and culture.
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Tour Aotearoa

While the 2009 plan to develop an off-road cycle trail the length of the country was shelved, a recognised route, considered one of the world’s great bike-packing trips, stretches 3000km from Cape Reinga to Bluff. It follows a combination of bike trails, tracks, paths and country roads, and includes parts of a number of the Great Rides. There’s even a Tour Aotearoa Brevet event in February, with waves of riders attempting to ride the length of Aotearoa in 30 days or fewer.

The Biking Boom Town of Clyde

In Central Otago, the once sleepy town of Clyde (population 1270) is now full-on with biking action that has totally changed the face of the town. Clyde has seen booms before: in the 1860s, gold brought excited miners to Clyde and the Central Otago goldfields, and paid for the array of well-preserved buildings in the town’s historical precinct. In the 1980s, to most Kiwis, Clyde’s name was synonymous with the new dam being built just up the road, which created Lake Dunstan and became Aotearoa’s third-largest hydroelectric dam. In between those times, Clyde was a somewhat quiet little spot.

Not these days, though. There was a hint of what was to come when the Otago Central Rail Trail opened in 2000, with its starting point at the Clyde Railhead. The real turning point, though, was the 2021 opening of the 41km Lake Dunstan Trail linking Cromwell and Clyde. The ride features clip-on boardwalks on almost sheer rock walls, an 86m suspension bridge, and a floating trailside cafe on the lake. The word is well and truly out and Kiwis are flocking to ‘Central’ to ride the trail. The Central Otago mayor, mindful of his constituency’s gold-laced past, is quoted as saying excitedly: ‘the growth we’ve seen from the Lake Dunstan Trail between Clyde and Cromwell has been phenomenal – 87,000 people rode it last year. That’s just a stream of gold coming into the district’.

Clyde now boasts a growing number of bike-rental outlets and has truly become a biking boom town. Smart operators are offering ‘rental bike and shuttle transport’ options that mean riders only need to bike the trail one way. While plenty still turn up to ride the Central Otago Rail Trail, Clyde’s new source of gold is the Lake Dunstan Trail riders. As one local wag put it: ‘People used to come here empty-handed, find gold and take it home with them. Now they come here, drop their gold and go home empty handed!’
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The Big Connection

The plan now is to connect Central Otago’s trails so that riders will be able to bike from the Southern Lakes resorts of Queenstown and Wānaka all the way to Dunedin on Otago’s east coast. This would create the largest contiguous cycle trail in the southern hemisphere. The tough bit is a 35km stretch to be built in the rugged Kawarau Gorge that will link the Queenstown trail network’s Gibbston River Trail with the Lake Dunstan Trail at Bannockburn. Enthusiasts are optimistic about riding this stretch, to be known as the Kawarau Gorge Trail, in late 2025.
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EXPLORING NEW ZEALAND
CINEMA

Discover New Zealand’s outsized and idiosyncratic impact on the world of cinema. By BRETT ATKINSON.
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KIWI-MADE INTERNATIONAL blockbusters, including Avatar, and the Hobbit and Lord of the Rings trilogies, are most travellers’ reference points to New Zealand’s film scene, but behind the big-budget mega-spectacles created by directors Sir Peter Jackson and James Cameron is a wealth of cinematic history to discover. The themes and issues explored are also far more contemporary and relevant (to most of us, at least) than the adventures of Bilbo Baggins or Pandora’s Na’vi people.

Independent Filmmaking

Until the 1970s, most NZ-made films were documentaries made by the government-funded National Film Unit, but the 1978 establishment of the New Zealand Film Commission made it easier for independent filmmakers to fund local productions. Well before he was being chased by dinosaurs in the Jurassic Park franchise, New Zealand actor Sam Neill’s debut feature role was in Roger Donaldson’s Sleeping Dogs (1977), a political thriller about a totalitarian government and guerrilla war engulfing New Zealand. Equally dystopian, though balanced by the director’s entertaining Goodbye Pork Pie, a freewheeling 1981 road-trip movie, is Geoff Murphy’s The Quiet Earth (1985), a sci-fi take on the aftermath of nuclear apocalypse. Murphy’s Utu (1983) co-opts the Western genre to tell the story of Māori vengeance against British soldiers during the New Zealand Wars in the 1870s. Also referencing darker aspects of New Zealand society is Lee Tamahori’s Once Were Warriors (1994), a challenging portrayal of urban deprivation and domestic violence in suburban Auckland. Despite focusing on such confronting aspects of New Zealand society, Once Were Warriors was a huge success, and reputedly one in three New Zealanders saw the film.

Winner of the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival, and three Academy Awards, including Best Supporting Actress for New Zealand actor Anna Paquin, Jane Campion’s The Piano (1993) harnessed the rugged coastal landscapes of Auckland’s West Coast to create a foreboding cinematic ambience. Before he took on JRR Tolkien, Sir Peter Jackson’s Heavenly Creatures (1994) told the story of a notorious real-life murder case in the southern New Zealand city of Christchurch in 1954. It’s a period of bleak and often haunted NZ filmmaking, a reaction to the country’s geographic isolation and traditional social conservatism, and examined by Sam Neill in his documentary Cinema of Unease. You can watch the documentary online at nzonscreen.com.

Comedy & Black Comedy

Providing light to the darkness of New Zealand’s cinema of unease, Kiwi filmmakers can also deliver sly laughs and understated humour. Just be prepared for some local comedies to be as resolutely dark as the black jerseys worn by the All Blacks, the nation’s premier rugby team. Sir Peter Jackson’s earliest films include the wildly entertaining splatter-fests Bad Taste (1987), Meet the Feebles (1989) and Braindead (1992). In a similar vein, Jonathan King’s Black Sheep (2006) is about what happens when docile grass-eating ovines are transformed into killer carnivores after genetic engineering goes awry. In a farming-based country where sheep outnumber humans by around five to one, there’s plenty of potential for comedy-horror hijinks in Black Sheep’s dark premise.

Also infused with humour, albeit tinged with warmth and self-deprecation – a big part of the New Zealand psyche – is the work of Taika Waititi. After being nominated for an Academy Award in 2005 for his short film Two Cars, One Night, Waititi’s first feature was 2005’s Eagle vs Shark. The quirky comedy-romance stars Jemaine Clement, who with Bret McKenzie makes up New Zealand comedy duo Flight of the Conchords. Taika Waititi’s international breakthrough came with Boy (2010), a gentle coming-of-age comedy-drama set in an isolated Māori community in the remote East Coast region where Waititi grew up. Co-written and co-directed with Jemaine Clement, 2014’s What We Do in the Shadows is a mockumentary about vampires sharing a rambling old house in present-day Wellington. The movie spawned a popular comedy TV series where the humorously squabbling house of the undead has been relocated to Staten Island, New York.

In 2016 Waititi returned to a rural New Zealand story with the warm and poignant Hunt for the Wilderpeople, starring Sam Neill. Waititi has also directed films in the blockbuster Marvel universe – including Thor: Ragnarok (2017) and Thor: Love and Thunder (2022) – and won an Academy Award in 2020 for Best Adapted Screenplay for Jojo Rabbit, making him one of cinema’s most versatile directors. According to the Hollywood rumour mill, he’s even lined up to direct a future Star Wars film.

Māori Films & Filmmakersy

Showcasing Māori stories is a key aspect of New Zealand cinema. Merata Mita was the first Māori woman to write and direct a dramatic feature film – Mauri in 1988 – and also made Patu! (1983), a landmark documentary about the anti-apartheid protests when South Africa’s Springboks rugby team toured New Zealand in 1981. The documentary is available at nzonscreen.com. Based on a bestselling novel by Witi Ihimaera and directed by Niki Caro, Whale Rider (2002) combines Māori spirituality and tribal myths, and is set in New Zealand’s remote East Coast region. Ihimaera’s Bulibasha: King of the Gypsies is the source novel for Mahana (2016), a drama about rival East Coast farming families directed by Lee Tamahori. Produced entirely in te reo Māori, New Zealand’s indigenous language, The Dead Lands (2014) by Toa Fraser features thrilling action scenes of Māori tribal conflict.

More recent films showcasing Māori history and culture include Whina (2022), directed by Paula Whetu Jones and James Napier Robertson, and featuring the remarkable life of Māori land-rights activist Whina Cooper. Based on the true story of New Zealand police raids on the remote Urewera region’s Tūhoe community in 2007 – ostensibly for anti-terrorism reasons – Muru (2022), directed by Tearepa Kahi, is a compelling and tense thriller. Based on the novel by Patricia Grace, and directed by Ainsley Gardiner and Briar Grace-Smith, Cousins (2021) is a Māori family drama set across six decades.

Within New Zealand, NZ Film ONDEMAND (ondemand.nzfilm.co.nz) is an excellent resource for titles including Sleeping Dogs, Utu, The Quiet Earth, Once Were Warriors, The Dead Lands, Boy, Cousins and Hunt for the Wilderpeople.
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“Today the Waitangi Treaty Grounds are a repository of stories and artefacts, an enduring reminder of a pioneering union between colonial and indigenous peoples, which has not been without its challenges.”
NICOLE MUDGWAY

TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: GettyRF_867018726jpg]

“The most accessible and dramatic of Aotearoa New Zealand’s 14 fiords, Milford has long been considered the jewel in Aotearoa’s tourism crown.”
CRAIG MCLACHLAN

Shown courtesy of Waitangi Treaty Grounds. WOOTTHISAK NIRONGBOOT/GETTY IMAGES ©
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Auckland

URBAN CULTURE, RESTAURANTS
& ISLAND ESCAPES
Definitely bestin summer, New Zealand’s
largest city is built around the sparkling Hauraki
Gulf. With a large international population,
Auckland has some seriously good food and many
different perspectives. The greater Auckland
region has its share of the beauty NZ is lauded for,
including dramatic beaches, native forests and
peacefulislands.

Waikato & the
Coromandel Peninsula

EXCEPTIONAL BEACHES & RURAL
HEARTLAND

Best suited to beach lovers, the Coromandel
offers golden sand and safe swimming. Explore

historic Thames and Coromandel Town, and

the nearby beach towns of Whangamata and
Pauanui. Hamilton, often missed by travellers, is
aconvenient base for exploring the countryside,
and the glittering glowworm caves at Waitomo

are a highlight for visitors.

Taranaki & Whanganui
MOUNTAIN & RIVER WITH CHARACTER

Taranaki and Whanganui are mid-sized cities,
dominated by the immense Taranaki Maunga
and Whanganui River, respectively. A place of
dramatic scenery and sometimes difficult history,
this region sees fewer visitors than the East
Coast. The impressive national parks, Taranaki's
legendary Surf Highway 45 and the Coastal Arts
Trail make it worth discovering for yourself.

Bay of Islands &
Northland

Auckland
®

Waikato & the
Coromandel
Peninsula

Taranaki &
Whanganui

Wellington
[

Bay of Islands
& Northland

THE WINTERLESS NORTH

Northland is the ideal beach destination, witha
warm climate, picturesque, family-friendly bays
on the east coast, and windswept beaches and
sand dunes to the west. Get lost in the ancient
kauri forests and discover historic Waitangi,
where the founding document of New Zealand

was signed.

Rotorua & the
Bay of Plenty

ADVENTURE IN THE COUNTRY'S
CULTURAL HEART

Rotorua is a must-visit destination where you
canimmerse yourself in Maori culture, marvel at
geothermal wonders and seek adrenalin-fuelled
adventures. Delve deeper into the Bay of Plenty

and discover orchards, hidden waterfalls and
subtropical forests, before relaxing at the pretty

seaside-resort town of Mount Maunganui.

Rotorua &
the Bay
of Plenty

Taupo & the

Ruapehu
Region

The East Coast

East Coast

WINE, HISTORY & REMOTE ROAD-
TRIPPING

Spanning the east coast of the
North Island, this region is known
for its beaches and vineyards. The
gorgeous, isolated East Cape has a
strong Maori identity. Sandy shores,
andtowns such as Art Deco Napier,
stretch the length of the coast, and
you'll find good swimming and better
wine.

Taupo & the
Ruapehu Region

THE NORTH ISLAND'S VOLCANIC

HEARTLAND

New Zealand's volcanic heritage is visible here
wherever you look. Taupo, the huge crater lake,
was once a volcano. Now its chilly waters are

popular for water sports, while hot springs bubble

atits shores. Hike or ski on three active volcanoes,

walk through geothermal landscapes or try one of

the many adventure activities.

Wellington

CULTURAL, CULINARY & CRAFT-BEER
ADVENTURES

NZ's capital is a compact, vibrant city complete
with excellent food, a thriving art scene and a mix
of architecture. Stroll along the harbour or visit Te

Papa Tongarewa, the national museum. Venture
out of town to the Kapiti Coast for a slower beach

vibe or the Wairarapa for local wineries.
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FROM THE AIRPORT
Wellington's Airport Express (AX) bus runs

to the Wellington Railway Station via central
Wellington operating every 10-20 minutes to link
with flight times. Onboard services include free
wi-fi and USB charging. Journeys to/from the
CBD take around 30 minutes.
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ntainer Terminal
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BUS & TRAIN

Both canbe used with
Wellington’s Snapper card
(snapper.co.nz), worth

WALK

Central Wellington is compact

and it's easy to explore the

highlights of the city from the

Beehive and ParliamenttoTe  purchasing if you're in town

Papa Tongarewa by foot. A fora week or so. Trains travel

particularly scenic highlight s to to the Kapiti Coast and

walk from Queen’s Wharf around Masterton in the Wairarapa,

the harbour past Te Papaand on  while buses are handy for

to Oriental Bay. city journeys to Miramar and
Newtown. Plan journeys on
metlink.org.nz.

RIDESHARE SERVICES
Taxi-style rideshare services
include Uber, Olaand Zoomy, and
area recommended and secure
option after a night out. For
two-wheeled DIY transport, Lime
offer both scooters and e-bikes,
agood option for short distances
around the CBD. Flamingo is a
local e-scooter alternative.
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Te Anau Martins Bay
Bustling little township
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Rakiura/Stewart Island

Codfish Island /
Whenua Hou

New Zealand's third-largest island
is a hiker and bird-spotter paradise,
with a quirky local culture that
reminds visitors of yesteryear.

Titi (Muttonbird)
Island

Big South o eecus

100 km Cape Island
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.cb L explore and stop where you want.
Invercargill peia Pick up arentalin Queenstown,
Otatara Invercargill or Dunedin and drive
Fortou g Pﬁi OCZ; ;;’C the Southern Scenic Route.
®Bluff OCEAN
Ruapuke
Island e @
BUS FERRY

Head to Rakiura/Stewart Island
on the ferry from Bluff. It takes
one hour each way; car parking
stops. Excellent for gettingto  is available at the ferry terminal
hiking trailheads and places at Bluff. Morning and afternoon
like Piopiotahi/Milford Sound if ~ departures year-round.

you'd rather not drive.

Buses link the main cities and
attractions but have limited
departures, timetables and
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Nelson &
Marlborough

BEACHES, NATIONAL PARKS &
FINE WINE

The tip of the South Island offers
West Coast Nelson & travellers a little bit of everything:
GLACIERS, MINING RELICS, Marlborough scenic white-sand beaches, snow-
REMOTE BEACHES capped mountains, good wine and
Aplace of stark, rugged beauty, the West Coast is excellerEt seafood. Col_oni_al—era
marked by its history and notoriously wet weather. Nelsonis the largest city in the
This remote region has seen gold mining and region l,wt maintains a la',d'l?ad(
political movements, and now climate change is vibe, while smgller Blenheim s the
eroding its famous glaciers. Wait for a still day gateway to wine country and the

and admire the reflections of mountains in an Marlborough Sounds.
alpine lake. The West Coast
Queenstown &
Wanaka
MOUNTAINS, LAKES & ENDLESS Christchurch
ADVENTURE Christchurch & Canterbur
Experience New Zealand's stunning & canterbury Y
natural beauty in Queenstown ciTy EVOLUER"[‘)E‘RA";EzOME ALPINE
and Wanaka, both surrounded by NES
magnificent mountains and alpine Aregion of stunning contrasts, Canterbury is
lakes. Dubbed the 'world adventure perfect for those seeking adventure and scenic
capital, Queenstown offers a wealth beauty. Explore the Southern Alps, see the stars
of thrill-seeking experiences amid over Lake Tekapo, watch whales in Kaikoura and
stunning scenery. A true escape for Queenstown relaxin Hanmer Springs' hot pools. For a taste of
nature lovers, this is a region where & Wanaka urban life, head to Christchurch, rebuilt, creative
adventure and comfort coexist. and vibrant after the 2011 earthquakes.
Dunedin & Otago
Fiordland &
Southland
SCENERY THAT TRAVELLERS
DREAM OF s H
Fiordland & Southland Dunedin & Otago
Wander through the untamed beauty AU oW NE WL BLIEE & WIkE

of Fiordland National Park, surrounded

by jagged, glistening peaks. Discover Settled by Scottish immigrants, historic Dunedin is

the remote Catlins, with diverse wildlife now a bustling student hot spot with a vibrant arts
and a wild, beautiful coastline. Tiny scene and top breweries. See wildlife along the coast
Rakiura/Stewart Island is one of the and visit quirky Oamaru, known for its stone buildings
last refuges for wild kiwi. Ever wanted and steampunk charm. Further afield, scenic Central
to escape from the real world? This is Otago is famous for bike trails, orchards and pinot noir.

where to go.





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2207159195.jpg





EPUB/images/04-raise-a-glass-th-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-735934831.jpg





EPUB/images/20-kaikoura-dp-nzl21.jpg
1%

A 0 1ki
@0 — (.5 milesm
el
E! @
g S BKaikoura
: 5
7
(\9% %
\‘\)6‘5‘0
02 SHOHBIIRIE JEAL G TR
S OCEAN
3
QQJ
58 g
= Y
%
e A
/(/ 'Ld’ o
0
% s £ Alogy g
01 O
S 1
%
O(,@),
ISIO U H
PACIFEIC
O CEAN Kaikoura
3@@6 Peninsula
South

Bay





EPUB/images/shutterstock_184436225.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_617166506.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_750733543.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1198204222.jpg





EPUB/images/AlamyRF_M8EAJF.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-617404396.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1299673855.jpg





EPUB/images/14-thames-dp-nzl21.jpg
pe
Y exele)

o
%,
0,
2
~
gae™
~ M
k) > i
& |
ﬁ?éoooma Z ©
(>}
o) O%%m/
oéo&(

v © o%oma
1S umoig Ow,zuu/ |
T : | |
e RO m s
L cach RS

<&
£
==

[——





EPUB/images/04-kiwi-critters-th-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/CY9TEJ.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1258540507.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2248336637.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1396216714.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_632595731.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1351525706.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_714318793.jpg





EPUB/images/17-canvas-town-wt-nzl21.jpg
200 m

— (.1 miles

oo

@

e )
o
nmww 1$Y00:gs8)180)
&

Jocelyn St

Heron Cres






EPUB/images/GettyImages-1291637098.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_447518200.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_590653463.jpg





EPUB/images/24-haast-pass-dt-nzl21.jpg
) 40 km
o4 ®o —— 20 miles
TASMAN
SEA

Mt Brewster
Lake
Ohau
Mt Ernest
~— Makarora-Lake Hawea Rd
(=]
Lake
Hawea
cak Mg, Lake e
% Wanaka
= : A
= . S (Lindis Pass
= .
S Wanaka X <
= Mount i e =
fS Aspiring Rd—" OLake Hawea
A S > Lindis Pass-Tarras Rd

=}
= Treble Cone
%? Roys Peak A\ o





EPUB/images/Cousins_book_cover.jpg
COUSINS

ATRICIA GRACE

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAA





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1334778281.jpg





EPUB/images/13-based-basin-wt-nzl21.jpg
1S UINgASY

xﬂemo

Herekino s

1\’(17(7/20,2 ga

Port Ry

Streay,






EPUB/images/C7G16B.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_574145911.jpg





EPUB/images/ANRGC6.jpg





EPUB/images/23-wanaka-dp-nzl21.jpg
Lake Hawea

oL
)

Roys Peak ;A\






EPUB/images/18-beyond-gisborne-nzl21.jpg
Rere Rockslde
Esstwoodril
Gisborne
Wakkenab
Lake Waikaremoana
Track el
Tatapouri Bay





EPUB/images/Mark_Knight_headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/Naomi_Arnold_Punakaiki_headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/21-otago-central-ct-nzl21.jpg
oTarras

oSt Bathans
‘o
& <&
5
KO™,
o® (Y
szgftfm Laudezo,.%...,..--- &\Q/edderburn
e Cromwell o e

...

)
O

Lake
Roxburgh

oRoxburgh

(0)3
oo

— 20 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2027175737.jpg





EPUB/images/icon-bus.gif





EPUB/images/05-new-zealand-sth-regi-city-nzl21.jpg
Nelson &
Marlborough

Christchurch
& Canterbury

Fiordland & Southland





EPUB/images/shutterstock_47526346.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_244030555.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1539994919.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1723547806.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2275217407.jpg





EPUB/images/21-dunedin-otago-fyw-nzl21.jpg
Lake
Te Anau

®Te Anau

Lake oTwizel
Ohaw

Lake
Benmore

Lake
Wanaka
Lake

oQOmarama

Cardronao

®Queenstown

Lake
Wakatipu

The Remarkables, A

A Kingstono
Jane Peak

&
N
S
N
N
o
S
Xy

olLumsden

Otago
@ Peninsula

eTimaru

SOUTH PACIFIC

OCEAN

— 25 Mmiles





EPUB/images/GettyImages-920956800.jpg





EPUB/images/550-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2070723533.jpg





EPUB/images/JGN6DR.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_127327361.jpg





EPUB/images/2NBCG9D.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1291175458.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2292405967.jpg





EPUB/images/W7PY5W.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_542982124.jpg





EPUB/images/19-wellington-ch-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/25-nelson-marlborough-ch-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/00_Hiakai_restaurant.jpg





EPUB/images/16-taupo-ruapehu-ch-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/Sky_Lovill_headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2069640140.jpg





EPUB/images/AF0HK1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1796688733.jpg
P
e






EPUB/images/13-beyond-bay-islands-nzl21.jpg
Arohastand Bay of Islands

Kerikeri






EPUB/images/btn-apple-ptnr.png
Apple






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2098077790.jpg





EPUB/images/553-3.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1043149192.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1908296206.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1709499487.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1139244593.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_633175526.jpg





EPUB/images/M7A17T.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1065042743.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_548530981.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_682307773.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-148648906.jpg





EPUB/images/23-queenstown-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
SWELLINGTON

@ Queenstown





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1038405976.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2074218788.jpg





EPUB/images/18-pacific-coast-hwy-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
Pacific Coast Highway @

SWELLINGTON





EPUB/images/Au304223_book_cover.jpg





EPUB/images/15-new-plymouth-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
New Plymouth
AIELLI NGTON





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_29488909.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1289921677.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1550788100.jpg





EPUB/images/TWBCPB.jpg





EPUB/images/20-christchurch-cant-fyw-nzl21.jpg
ristchurch

l "; yttelton
,7,'

Point .

Benmore

SOUTH
PACIFIC
OCEAN

50 miles






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1770658805.jpg





EPUB/images/2E05JN8.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1324626163.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1737751934.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_249635860.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_376829881.jpg





EPUB/images/19-wellington-wt-nzl21.jpg
500 m

Moy
0.25 miles

Chaffers
Marina

Lambton
Harbour

Duo

T s

s =l

E o00000°%0,
LR

JenoiS 2
$ quay &

Post Office Sq






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1972578836.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_661126225.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_600018692.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_744677584.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-900945180.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_15994792.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2132541763.jpg
S AIAAN






EPUB/images/14-thames-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
Thame?

SWELLINGTON





EPUB/images/catherine-le-nevez-2012-col.jpg





EPUB/images/2JK13E8.jpg





EPUB/images/10-new-zealand-activ-nzl21.jpg
Cape Reinga, . North Cape

Jo
Ka'r‘\ e
itdiae slas S
i e’““"&'“"“ PACIFIC
Opnnonlc OCEAN
B ¥
. ®Whangarei
Dargaville ®
Aotea/
ewatisford {1/
}II(m]gam gk
our \
o aur ¢ fCoromandel Town
% A d ®Whitianga
ucklan
kb mes
oHumlﬁ - MtMaunganui .
Raglane  eHamilton Tauranga g“yngyf - #Hicks Bay
TASMAN Z0 . \Whakatinee 5
SEA Waitomo Civqso 3 Rotomab@
t

Hawke

L

Opunake o 3 _Bay
Hawera® “eapier
Hastings
© Waipawa
®Dannevirke
Kol
National bR
Westport:
Punakaiki
Greymouthe 7. ® Kaikoura
TASMAN
SEA
Canterbury
Bight
e Waimate
e0amaru -
Doubtful Sou: Pé"&lﬂvc

..
1 4 Milton
Invercargille
Foueau oBluff
S,
%
Stewart Island)

Raliura n

‘®Palmerston

- gDunedin
Otago
Peninsula

— 100 miles

®
oo





EPUB/images/24-west-coast-fyw-nzl21.jpg
Little Wanganuio i
Karamea

Bight ©oFoxhill

TASMAN
SEA

Hectorg,
Granityo”Ngal

ina
ewis Pass

2 Mﬁmer

Springs

TASMAN
SEA

ark

e Sheffield

Lake

5 7 Fox
& oGlentanner  TKAPO pygy;
s !
\§ Lk Lake
S Pukari Tekapo
= olakePukaki Ploacant
Point®





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1643793304.jpg





EPUB/images/20-christchurch-cant-ch-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1866884338.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_692641204.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_135591953.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1287792994.jpg





EPUB/images/12-west-auckland-nbhd-nzl21.jpg
oo

©Woodhill

Waimauku Huapai
(o) o

Moontide Rd

oTaupaki

Waijtakere Rd

Muriwai Beach
o Waitakere

O
Swanson

5 208
34 boN
" Lake Waitakere
Kawaupaka Reservoir

Anawhatao Waitakere
Ranges
Regional Park
@ Rd
on

"4

Upper Huia
Reservoir

Piha Beach -

10 km

—— 5 miles

Riverhead
o]

SWals, %

(o4

Hendersone

Lower

Nihotupu
Reservoir

Lower Huia

TASMAN Reservoir

SEA

Huiao

Qe

&

Manukau
Harbour





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1172301694.jpg





EPUB/images/553-4.jpg





EPUB/images/06-lower-north-itin-nzl21.jpg
TASMAN 1
SEA

North
Taranaki

Bight }

o New Plymouth
. Whan Hawke
Nati Tohunga Bay
oStratford X ' Juncm VIt Ruapehu

Taranaki o Waiouru % 2 Napier

.Hé\& Whanganut

, o Cape Kidnappers
Natio. Hastings
South Park
Taranaki /
Bight " .
Whanganui @ > ®Waipawa
Q7
Cape Turnagain
Kapiti \ QG
Marilborough Island 5 @G SOUT H
Sounds Paekakarikid N Pé4 CC L{ ﬁ" {V C
ePicton &
() 100 km

&
oo

—— 50 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_585390176.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2267196487.jpg





EPUB/images/12-karangahape-rd-nbhd-nzl21.jpg
A o 200 m
®0 —— 0.1 miles ¥
> o
$
&°
S ¢
5 %
2 K
| 3 e‘%fg
o
: 18
] 5}
Qe\ou“sk & E - i
) © 195 ™ 5191 §
60 2% = 4
o SN g M oPR R0 S
» e 4 Karangahape Rd
‘(\a('a“% / I %
2 St Kevins
\ Arcade 2
N N 3. Cross St ZJ
R s (%) &
wz“%ak\ 8" e R8 S'gJ
)
S
5

212





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_172736918.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_784729432.jpg





EPUB/images/14-raglan-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
nagmn'

SWELLINGTON





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1619435899.jpg





EPUB/images/13-mangonui-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
Mangonui @

SWELLINGTON





EPUB/images/21-cromwell-dp-nzl21.jpg
(o)

ngflﬁe,m © Albert Town
@ °

= Wanaka
S
=

=

s

3

oTarras
Cardrona o
Mt Pisao S Beitico
o Arrowtown
Lower Lake
Shotover Dunstan
o
° oFrankton oGibbston Laudero
Queenstown A © Cromwell
Rem;;/';fab i Mt Difficulty & oBannockburn Omakauo
© Ophir
S
< o Clyde
i &
Wakatipu $@
®Alexandra
© Kingston

Lake
Roxburgh
40 km
— 20 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_683643376.jpg





EPUB/images/CP4DJT.jpg





EPUB/images/2DDGBDC.jpg
S

KATIEKCAT






EPUB/images/W7RP4K.jpg





EPUB/images/Jennie_Taylor_headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/20-mt-cook-dp-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1257558325.jpg





EPUB/images/20-beyond-christchurch-nzl21.jpg
Waipara

Valley
Arthur's Pass
Mt Hutt Christchurch
Methven Lyttelton

Banks Peninsula:
Akaroa





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_200707052.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1119206003.jpg





EPUB/images/23-queenstown-wanaka-fyw-nzl21.jpg
TASMAN
SEA

Big Bay 4

Martins Bay

Milford Sound

Kinlocho eGlenorch $
P Y & Coronet _ Cardronao
P
P’ i ‘%
Queenstown ﬁf’?‘"mﬂm <l
2 ! /A Remarkables
E Lake 5 s
A \WH/&;HA]]),LL Double Cone
. A %) <
- N 5
Walter Peake 5% 3 £
3 <
Lalke ‘eAnauDowns O Matora §
Te Anau Lakes =
A ]
Jane Peak 4 4
.\«9"\
N &
§
S
)
X &
oThe Key o
o
&
50 km i &
oFive Rivers P

Lake
Benmore

J
(Lindis Pass
R
&
&
N
oTarras N

z

A mepisa , £
MtPisa ° oBendigo Blackstone Hillo =

Lake oBecks
Dunstan
olauder ~Wedderburno
eCromwell
©oBannockburn oOmakau
oClyde
~ ®Alexandra
Lake
Roxburgh
©oRoxburgh





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1294342438.jpg





EPUB/images/14-waikato-coromandel-ch-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/04-people-land-th-loc-nzl21.jpg
)





EPUB/images/21-dunedin-otago-ch-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-97843354.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1151525885.jpg





EPUB/images/15-beyond-new-plymouth-nzl21.jpg
Tongaporuty
New Plymouth

Whengamdmona
Egmont Villags

Opunake

Hawera






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1267130338.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_590093909.jpg





EPUB/images/2AK33K4.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1939430215.jpg





EPUB/images/HN8PCW.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_161477024.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2111938367.jpg





EPUB/images/02-new-zealand-highlights-nzl21.jpg
Cape Reinga. .. North Cape

Bay of
slands.

TASMAN
SEA

Abel Tasman
National Park
7

TASMAN
SEA

Pegasus
Bay
Christchurch
" Banls Peninsula
aroa
Canterbury

Bight

Otago
Peninsula

Stewart Island/
Rakiura

SOUTH
Aotea/ PACIFIC
Great Barrier OCEAN

Island

Bay of
Plenty






EPUB/images/GettyRF_139620150.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_217621018.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1677050005.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_716367493.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-973485106.jpg






EPUB/images/2BTC733.jpg
S WU g,
MdddT e .
Ny # y

IR o .lﬁﬁl,b\’

| S






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1702464844.jpg





EPUB/images/map8-1.jpg
North Cape

Aotea/Great Barrier
Island

rer Zaych Gaze at the stars surrounded
Waipoua Forest Kb ri® fé?;:;u by dunes
Meet the forest's ancient 5 %
giants Oponomo‘ A
| ®Whangarei
Dargaville® % PSA Oclf }T7 ;10
72| Aotea
74 eWellsford ,Z;’:’:ﬁl”w rier OCEAN
MAN i
) Bl Hmz- our Hawraki
Waitomo Caves i Gulf  , Coromandel Town
Blackwater raft through AUCkla%q ®© ®Whitianga
underground riversand W Oﬁames
waterfalls I 3
.Huntlyn? Mt Maunganui g
Raglane | eHamilton 'Tauranga Boyof a,; RS EAY:
By Whakatines o @%
gt . %
OrakeiKarako ’ Waitomo Caves! 7 Rotoflaed Wa
One of NZ's best ‘5‘: N 4 ‘;@
eothermal attractions
¢ ’ OTaupnggy - ®Gisborne
New Plymoutt}. Whang%}g;k ?T"" Y b Wairoa
= ik Hawke
e Sﬂa@ 1 %’; %‘ 4
Opunakee Mt Ruapehu P o
Hawera® y
¥ ®Hastings
Abel Tasman > 2 )
National Park VYhanganun - eWaipawa
Clear waters and golden - eDannevirke
bays Palmerston Northe
Abel Tasman
National Parlc
inds” & @1 rtinborough
Martinborough
TAgM Sample wine from small
vineyards
Greymouthe I
Hokitikae o]
ass
Pegasus Kaikoura
Fiordland National Park . Bay Getclose towhales
i i Gy o Christchurch i '
Hike among glaciers, meadows ark ” dolphins and seals
and waterfalls Shburtoh & Banis Peninsula
° Akaroa
Canterbury
Bight
o
ik | Wanaka
eWaimate Cruise toanisland on Lake
Wanaka
ueenstown e0amaru
®Alexandra
) /~ ePalmerston
Dusky Sound ) (o}'zﬁjfd'" SourH
° Peninsula OCEAN
Milton
Invercargille
% oBluff Otago
Sy, Cycle through the

(3
Stewart Island,

Raliiura n

spectacular Central Otago
countryside

oo

®

—— 100 miles






EPUB/images/shutterstock_659830561.jpg





EPUB/images/17-stroll-strand-wt-nzl21.jpg
El %
9 Urang, Harbour Bridge

Town
Reach

‘6(0\"“%‘

Park St

Waikareao
Monmouth St

Estuary

15 MOTIM

Mclean St

Harington St

Harﬁn st
=

Wharf St ion Pi
®  Coronation Pier

Spring St

Cameron Rd
Durham, St
Devonport Rd

El/'zabeth St

A 40
® 0 —— 0.2 miles





EPUB/images/GettyRF_543152360.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2263879601.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1270034152.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2167177705.jpg





EPUB/images/14-waitomo-caves-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
Waitomo Caves,

SWELLINGTON





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1625476960.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_404013040.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-487700035.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1168263454.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1800182548.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2218476073.jpg





EPUB/images/13-whangarei-dp-nzl21.jpg
56
Graham St
O
2
&
=
&
&
S
$
y LS,
Laurie “’ »
4 S
Y 5 $°
bl % @ :
< Hundertwasser -
ArtCentre |
Ry 8
5 g, o
oM N N | X >
S ) Sy & T & Y
> ) &) 308 ‘
& %, @D KO
{@§ 28 He’ekinost
/ < Kiwi North (4 7km); Raumapg,,

Stre,
Whangarei Museum' (4.7km) m






EPUB/images/25-golden-bay-dp-nzl21.jpg
20 km
10 miles

TASMAN
SEA

Golden
Bay

Totaranui

Abel Tasman
National
Park

Kahurangi
National Park

Tasman
Bay





EPUB/images/Craig_McLachlan_headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_618238139.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1804674763.jpg





EPUB/images/MARH6G.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_351936335.jpg






EPUB/images/B1F37H.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1455723884.jpg





EPUB/images/21-dunedin-wt-nzl21.jpg
&
2
&
Anzac
Square
Gardens
Dunedin
=
2N
\/\6{;\3%% ;%:
e
=
2
W
Otago
@ 0 500 m Harbour
0

——————— (.25 miles





EPUB/images/A08W9C.jpg
»






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1566279964.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1178410846.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1355819048.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2003941484.jpg
| |

: \

|

_NomouaL ToBacco (OsPARY [0

T

w5 o=,






EPUB/images/shutterstock_539457340.jpg





EPUB/images/22-beyond-invercargill-nzl21.jpg
‘Manapduri

Tuatapere
Riverton

Invercargill
Owaka

Bluff






EPUB/images/2AMBHHJ.jpg





EPUB/images/12-ponsonby-nbhd-nzl21.jpg
Enlargement

w 6
B@“‘S‘ % o §x %7 S
2
A 2%
Ponsonby Central$? 5 % a0
QU
9% o
5 ed
o 187

14 Cojegetil

3
3
PO NBY S
summerSt B
Vermont St

See Enlargement

2
We//i,,é,m,7 3

FREEMANS

Richmond RA

RoseRd

GREY LYNN %
O Q%Qb %
& & i
S &
ARCH
“0\“\ HILL

1
—— 0.5 miles





EPUB/images/553-1.jpg





EPUB/images/04-on-two-wheels-th-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/K6X7G0.jpg





EPUB/images/130-1.jpg





EPUB/images/18-hastings-dp-nzl21.jpg
HASTINGS

o R7 R
& S
N N
5 @
% ¢
i %45 Q
I %, % B\
I % 2 S
& : o
4 35 (ORNG
& Rio

5 @,
g,
%, 6
2o B %%\%
N
%, = %
% %,
2 %,
% %y
<

NES
S 14 5 &
e 5 N\





EPUB/images/shutterstock_654591412.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1447707185.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2109555506.jpg





EPUB/images/icon-03.png





EPUB/images/19-newtown-nbhd-nzl21.jpg
8/;8[
A
. St § 5 :
S By, T S
& Uk g, &
R
Hiakai
1R
5 -
) =
+ 3
L
5&\“&
2.
2.
%
i
(%]
ny
18
See Considd® [w]
Enlargement 2
83
9 o—.%M
2 L6 5
o
§ @
2 @
©
2
2
A 0 m— 0
®9 J





EPUB/images/GettyRF_578363247.jpg





EPUB/images/map450-1.jpg
Arrowtown
In this beautiful historic town the
main street still embodies the

TASMAN
SEA

Arrow River leads to tree-lined
walking and cycling trails.

Big Bay

Martins Bay

2
Lake
Centaur Wanaka
\ Mt Earnstaw  Feaks Ti%le
Cone
Queenstown Kinlocho o g, R
enorch
Divide v § Coronet Cardronao
Situated on the shores ;,é: Pg"’m %
of Lake Wakatipu, this @ Arrowtown
resort town offers the %
shops and restaurants Queenstown _ Frankton ngbston
you'd expect in a larger > A17:@
city, along with incredi- P Remarkables
ble adventure activities. e ﬁ‘w ” Loy -
IS
e ¢ <
Walter Peak ¢ § %
§ =
Mavora 3
Lakes 3
2
A 4
. Jane Peak okingston
K3
& s
N
Lake S
Manapo S &
* 2000 &
 Manapouri &
€0 oFive Rivers \*\&\l

25 miles

Lake
Hawea

olake Hawea

Wl oAlbert Town

Lake
Benmore

4 f o
Lindis Pass
Wanaka
This lakeside town offers stunning
views and a slower pace.It'salso a
gateway to the remarkable Mount

.
Wanaka

oTarras

oBendigo

Lake
Dunstan

e Cromwell
©oBannockburn

oClyde

® Alexandra

Lake
Roxburgh

ORoxburgh

GRACETHANG2/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

l Aspiring National Park.

Blackstone Hillo

oBecks CAR
If you're staying for more than
puizy NGkt acouple of days, hiring a car

will help you get the most out
of Central Otago, particularly
if you're based in Wanaka. In
winter, it's worth considering a
4WD to get up mountains or to
more remote destinations.

WALK

Allthree towns are very
walkable if you're staying in
the town centres. Most day
trips have shuttles from town
toactivities, so you can still
enjoy the region.

00Omakau

BIKE
A great network of cycle trails
connects Queenstown and
Arrowtown. The Queenstown
Trail allows you to easily and
safely cycle to most placesin
the area, although some rides
can be a bit strenuous.





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1357255445.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1040206882.jpg





EPUB/images/20-beyond-kaikoura-nzl21.jpg
Mangamauny

Kaikdura

Oaro Beach






EPUB/images/12-sth-east-auckland-nbhd-nzl21.jpg
¢ ” r . .
%son 0/7/7@/ © Auckland Tt a772fz/z-f&, Ponui [{%%kl
EstemnMwy @z Island ‘b

- Howicke Maraetaio
sone -
: » $ L
: Kawakawa ;.. S
' & Firth o
o (‘/é; oWhitford & 94 Bay Eirth of
; Auck.lanc; 5.5 % $ . A ,
ntemizg,;an /% Clevedono
Grahams Manukau Citye a
7 EL BegCh Manakau

Harbour  Papakurae

©2 A3
3
oW 6
Matakawau e \,‘\‘\‘400 {_@V“ o Drury
)
Rd
IR W o
o
TASMAN Clenigooks o °Pukekohe  vangatawhiri o Mangatangi
SEA Waiuky
o Waiuku Tuak e oMaramarua
vakauo

A0 20k
® (] — 10 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1794177499.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_358940123.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_108643877.jpg





EPUB/images/Matthew-Rowley-local-expert-Banks-Peninsula-NZ21_headshot.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1600863325.jpg






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1578671917.jpg






EPUB/images/shutterstock_416896597.jpg





EPUB/images/16-taupo-dp-nzl21.jpg
B e AR

9 WAIRAKEI\;

&
< L
of
Uke/,-a \_,\“N\ <
g &
\ -,QU-

J
0 %ypass

7

/,
/?& %/0/ o /\/‘1/)/ 3 g

N
z/ /
c
~
=
>
\C//
Kaihua Rd
!
};ﬁé’rS

Oro%% /_}A‘auham A
Jwr -
P~ i
TWO
MILE BAY
//
——

—
S
,/Anzac Memorial Dr

@B

4 km

A 0
®0 — 2 Miles





EPUB/images/GettyRF_148557087.jpg
7 %2
s g /.
o /






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2066248745.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_755065099.jpg





EPUB/images/20-hanmer-springs-dp-nzl21.jpg
jvs]
g g
2 & Cres S
i & @
= Ruln®
F,
S
Chisholm Cres Qrg;}

=

3l

s
oz
B

Caverhil Ct

Hanmer Springs "
&% Adventure Centre

Mall

Hanmer Springs
Thermal Pools

Harrogate St

Leamingr(,n o

Scar boroyg, Te
Ce

— (.25 miles





EPUB/images/557-3.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_443907679.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1299512725.jpg





EPUB/images/04-adventure-awaits-th-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/21-oamaru-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
WELLINGTON

® Oamaru





EPUB/images/GettyRF_456480111.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_573949411.jpg





EPUB/images/17-beyond-rotorua-nzl21.jpg
Lake Rotoiti

Rotorua
Okéreka
Blue Lake/Tikitapu

Green Lake/
Rotokakah Mt Terawera

Waimangu Valley





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1351682351.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1249718433.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_422278546.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_539437099.jpg





EPUB/images/22-invercargill-dp-nzl21.jpg
S
z z
=
Q@
i SR 2
% 3¢
%. \(a((O‘N
4
Leet St =
Q o
EHayes &Sons .o st %
g g 5 i
s 3 Spey St Q@ A, \
1 ) : d £ 1817 Bill Richardson
b ¥ Don Stz B Transport World
e EskSt
1 X
Tay St = Taf® -
e e lassic Motorcycle Mecca /
hSt
@

1ISUWIN

d
M
i. (:)8 1km

— (.5 miles

Tweed St






EPUB/images/21-beyond-dunedin-nzl21.jpg
Royal Albatross Centre

Monarch Wiife Cuises * pengyin

Place

Dunedin

Sandfly Bay






EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_355502645.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1939462924.jpg





EPUB/images/17-rotorua-bay-plenty-fyw-nzl21.jpg
20 miles

Koputai Wetland L
rd
Reserve
Matakana
Island
Tauranga
Harbour Motiti
Tatuanuio  Shaftesburyo ~ MtMaunganui Island SOUTH PACIFIC
=V OCEAN
Ngaurao N
©Papamoa Beach
X Mak TeKahao
©OMaketu
oPyesPa QTS Puk? h Bay of Plenty
oPaengaroa Moutohora Omaioo
e (Whale Island oWhitianga
- - @.@G oMatata
. 10@“’ é:‘ CThomton oHawai
Mang® & = otahi oTorere
3 Eozeciiing Whakaténe o o0Ohope W;:;:;‘hl opgge
& oAwakeri H()/z}'zc'a NS oTirohanga
Y ¢ arbour 'Opotiki
= oTeTeko . Clrterero
v Lake oTaneatua
Neongotahao. oforua ®Waioeka Pa
Putauaki
(Mt Edgecumbe) oWaimana ©oMatahanea
2
2 3 oOkiore
Tokoroae “% El
’ 3
Rotomahana = § Oponae o S
) ~ Lake £ § Wairata
Rerewhakaai ~ N
Waikite Valleyo apu
N
&
Lake &
©oWhakamaru

Onaleuri o

oMatawai

_ °Wairakei

Te Whaiti

Ruatahuna
o
'*aupé

Lake Taupo






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1123762421.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_144376324.jpg





EPUB/images/F179GA.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1405880998.jpg





EPUB/images/icon-04.png





EPUB/images/06-lower-north-itin-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1267716379.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-151532206.jpg





EPUB/images/553-2.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_614144087.jpg
bebr el

UNIQUE WINERY TOURS AND TASTINGS

\
{

TOUR OUR WINE CAVE

i






EPUB/images/shutterstock_745881007.jpg





EPUB/images/23-wanaka-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
SWELLINGTON

Wanaka @





EPUB/images/2G4YEYK.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_713829700.jpg





EPUB/images/15-whanganui-dp-nzl21.jpg
Rotokawau

Virginia Lake
(2.8km)
S Yy, 0@
5 K 3
& o
%,
200m "%,

)
®o e 0.1 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1670267146.jpg





EPUB/images/19-wellington-fyw-nzl21.jpg
WADESTOWN

WILTON

THORNDON
Port of Wellington

ntainer Terminal

KAROI

Zealandia &)

©oEketahuna

Wellington Region

/\{1/7/'//' Coasy

KOWHAI

KINGSTON

Days Bay &
Eastbourne .
VALLEY
: ISLAND
é'? Y BAY
2
—
OWHIRO
BAY
SOUTH PACIFIC
OCEAN
4km

— 2 iles

®
oo





EPUB/images/25-blenheim-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
Benhem@'~ WELLINGTON





EPUB/images/00_Hobitton_iKirq2Zg.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1279624255.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1751987201.jpg
SCAPEGRACE





EPUB/images/shutterstock_293136068.jpg





EPUB/images/557-2.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_30805198.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_793552309.jpg





EPUB/images/06-lower-south-itin-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/icon-02.png





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1849088761.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2074218692.jpg





EPUB/images/17-rotorua-bay-plenty-ch-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1065466079.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_204355558.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1919903918.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2075331724.jpg





EPUB/images/GFF13A.jpg
e COFFEE cuup.

e vz s






EPUB/images/18-gisborne-dp-nzl21.jpg
0?/%

7/})/ .
%,

Matawhero 2%

WheretataRy

Riverpoint Rd %ﬂ 4
D
%

5

ingake RA
Jlate oManutuke $

U a\eyRy
Wharerata Rd

A
%

G
@

SaddlerRA

&>
oo

Poverty
Bay

5km

— 2.5 Miles

)Y
o
Enlargement 6
0 — 400m %
0 e 0.2 miles

N
o MaKarakag i rd

Netson Rd

G[ag‘l%’?e
Ry 2

See Enlargement

r‘ pwapUiRd
-

Memorial Reserve)

1%

Bay .

Poverty





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1709106637.jpg





EPUB/images/25-golden-bay-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
ConEN® - ey WELLINGTON





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1093468496.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_484983715.jpg






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1293188869.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1967509216.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2070723320.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2105669513.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_273289439_one_dollar.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1722294877.jpg





EPUB/images/22-milford-track-wt-nzl21.jpg
Milford Sou Ed/.; [

o Mt Aspiring
TASMAN o * a0 qu?ona]
SEA MtDangm& ) %QET Pk

South Weere‘ﬁZ'g!gnd (
World Heritage Area:
~ (Te Wahipounamu)

Bligh i
Sound ‘iﬁ, !
Macknmmy’ass "'AMfBallom; N
Lake (o e% . .
Grave ﬁ

Barrier Peak - A

 Lloyd Peak/\

Lake
¥ o Fergus

- Mountain 4'

Fiordland
National Park

Mt McDougall A\,

Lake
Hankinson

A A\'///U/y 7 Anau
Mt Pisgah

20 km

@
oo

10 miles






EPUB/images/21-oamaru-dp-nzl21.jpg
ZH
<
e~ F SOUTH
915 a7, PACIFIC
& % Creek OCEAN
& © Steampunk HQ
© Victorian Precinct
e a”Sbeck S
PSS
@
P
y
O] B
= Oamaru
= Harbour
Test st
Blue
Waterfron Ry Penguin
ZJ Colon,
Tamar ¢ v






EPUB/images/18-havelock-north-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
Havelock North@
SWELLINGTON





EPUB/images/shutterstock_576952357.jpg





EPUB/images/21-dunedin-dp-nzl21.jpg
&
Jo)
<

2

S . .
& University

ﬂﬁs of Otago
Yy St

4
5 S
Sde,,'cks \%\,S
s Emerson's
5
3 K 2 Brewery
‘?-;\\\S & Uer, St
2 Ingy &
yoté s 2 W
= o
S A £ INGE
ke S[Z . The ?g% 65 & L &
3 Ocffgn. = g & & &
> Sty © & & s
B asy <
&
’ < Dunedin . o
&) aSO/I S &
& 5
eens ) )
ﬂrden S Wills St Otago

Harbour
e S
RO 3

&





EPUB/images/B1F3Y2.jpg





EPUB/images/22-west-south-scenic-dt-nzl21.jpg
50 km

25 miles
G
S}\\
S
N
&
QL
&
I
oFive Rivers
©Mossburn
o Lumsden
3
&
]
S
Hop
e Of: 07 2, (z'/
“

o Winton

Edendaleo

Te Vg‘;i[wae ... ..o-......otoo.
=. o'. a...
""o. =) o®0 X :
: e O am
e, ol Colac €
QZQ:P Bay
éé )





EPUB/images/shutterstock_104000255.jpg





EPUB/images/xpromo-top-generic.png
GIFET TITLES

Unlock the secrets of this beautiful planet
with our inspirational range of illustrated
non-fiction and gift titles.

<

365 THINGS TO DO

& THE PERFECT DAY
TO DO THEM






EPUB/images/23-queenstown-dp-nzl21.jpg
— 5 km
—— 2.5 miles

&
oo

Downeys
CoronetPeak Rd—,  Dam

Shotover River

Coronet Peako

M4

Bs
Arthurs Point o -
Ohlotover
Mole Creek oU > i
Moke if & Lake
Lake {3 1A & Johnson
% Frankton Rd
= Q ! \. Franktono
Lake
Kirkpatrick 159 stown
Jinies © " icivin Heights
Dispute &
o ~
Lake Glenorchy-

Wakatipu Queenstown Rd

Lake
Wakatipu

R7

ACecil Peak





EPUB/images/shutterstock_446423437.jpg





EPUB/images/24-westport-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
We? SWELLINGTON





EPUB/images/12-devonport-nbhd-nzl21.jpg
| Rangitoto
Cheltenham Channel

(oY
ot

© W©
WO 3
ot 2,
[
%
(s}
&
X Burgess St g
2 g
= x
& DomainSt @@
2
%’5’/70
GS[
&
2
§

Waitemata

Que
o115 Pdg Harbour

g2

A o 500 m
®o —— 0125 milos





EPUB/images/shutterstock_396629011.jpg





EPUB/images/17-mt-maunganui-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
Mount Maunganui @

SWELLINGTON





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2006830115.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2098077700.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_108990056.jpg





EPUB/images/map484-1.jpg
Hokitika

Pretty Hokitika, with mountains on
one side and a fearsome beach on
the other, is the de facto tourism hub
of the West Coast.

TASMAN
SEA

Haast World Heritage
Area

Justabout all the natural wonders
you can think of can be found in
this grand area with a barely there
population.

Okaritoo

Bruce Bay

Lake
£ Tekapo

Okuruo™ |

'se

oGlentanner

Jackson Bay/Okahuo 3
) Lake

Lake Tekapo

Pukaki

Ben Ohau Ry,

e ©OLake Pukaki

ORtHeven sostock/swurterstock e,
MARCOBRIVIOPHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Kumara Junctiono -,

20

Mahina

~AAMt Whitcombe

A

Fox
Peak

-
Little Wanganuio
Karamea
Bight
TASMAN
SEA

Granityo

Westpol ort ot

Cape Foulwind sg— = A coal-mining town at
& - the mouth of the broad
i ”‘w Buller River, which floods
Charlestono / with increasing regularity,

4 Westport is the main ser-
vice centre for the upper
West Coast.

Punakaiki o

Barrytowno

Rapahoeo ewis Pass

Greymouth

lanmer
Springs

Lal

CAR 3

The only way to travel the full
length and breadth of the coast
(OK, it’s not very broad) is to

Westland Tai eSheffield have your own wheels.
Poutini National

Park B ’

With glaciers, mountains, A

reflective lakes and coast- _ - 2

alwetlands, it's all nature
allthe time in this West
Coast national park.

BUS TRAIN
At the time of writing there was  The scenic TranzAlpine train
no operational bus route to/from runs between Christchurch
or within the West Coast. This  and Greymouth, crossing the
may change as pre-Covid travel Southern Alps via Arthur’s
patterns resettle, so watch this  Pass. It typically runs daily in
space (but plan other means of ~ summer and Friday to Monday
transportation just in case). in low season.
Pleasant

Pointe

"

d
oFoxl ’“





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2089640602.jpg





EPUB/images/22-te-anau-dp-nzl21.jpg
(0)3

- Brod Bay

Lake
Te Anau

Fiordland
National

D, /3 ‘ . .
Park / Fiordland National Park






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1333423301.jpg





EPUB/images/2H2T7B9.jpg





EPUB/images/04-bright-lights-th-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-621401888.jpg





EPUB/images/16-tongariro-np-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
Tongariro National Park @

SWELLINGTON





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1678400425.jpg





EPUB/images/btn-google-ptnr.png
Google






EPUB/images/24-haast-heritage-dp-nzl21.jpg
10 km
—— 5 miles

&
(=X~}

Lake
Moeraki

Tauparikaka/ Ship Creek

TASMAN SEA

«®
Haast Beach = o Haast Junction
o Haast
o RS
S
¢
™ <
3
2,
Okury o Jf‘/l)i.‘ue;.

2 Jackson Bay






EPUB/images/14-beyond-hamilton-nzl21.jpg
Hamilton

Cambridge






EPUB/images/shutterstock_555572542.jpg





EPUB/images/23-arrowtown-wt-nzl21.jpg
Bush Creek

Butler
Green

Villiers St

Surrey St

KA Wiltshire St

®>
oo

— 0.1 miles

1S auysHieg

200 m

Je000000e,,,
Buckingham °
Green

Arrow River






EPUB/images/shutterstock_597841436.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1650068206.jpg





EPUB/images/24-haast-heritage-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
SWELLINGTON
4 World Heritage Area





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1121504081.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_362893757.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1631034106.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1905169918.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_237573118.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_57118204.jpg





EPUB/images/06-top-south-itin-loc-nzl21.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1721842285.jpg





EPUB/images/icon-01.png





EPUB/images/shutterstock_464351573.jpg





EPUB/images/The_village_book_cover.jpg
ONE HUNDRED WAYS
10 READ A CITY

Hona farrell





EPUB/images/557-1.jpg






EPUB/images/GettyRF_149615583.jpg





EPUB/images/GettyImages-1243470975.jpg
T Ty g
= v






EPUB/images/map48-1.jpg
Cape Reing

70
Kaitai ok
aitaige . Il SOUTH
Kerikeri® oRussell PACIFIC
Opononie DAl
®Whangarei
Dargaville ®
loted,
@ eWellsford /[
II{(ai‘zbmm o
. ‘arbour lauraki
Surfing 70 Gulf Coromandel Town
© Muriwai Beach o (O] ®Whitianga
© Ninety Mile Beach %9 Auckland
© Oakura eThames
© Raglan .
© Gisborne ®Huntly Mt Maunganui
o N eHicks Bay
D Raglano. eHamilton ®Tauranga g;’y of 5
Whakatdnee = ...
B, TASMAN © Opotiki
SEA Waitomo Cavese Rotorua.o
Cycling
o Lake = i
o i
New Plymouth Whan;;anw (V7
© 0ld CoachRd e . National Wairoa
© 0ld Ghost Rd a9 Pk % i i
© Otago Central Rail Trail Opunake o Stratford [3) 0 Bay
© Remutaka Cycle Trail Hawera® eNapier
@ Whakarewarewa -51] / ®Hastings
< ®Whanganui e Waipawa
® Dannevirke
Palmerston Northe
fie ot
;}& o J eMartinborough
< WELLINGTON
32 b
Walking & Hiking Westporte =
© Ben Lomond Track
© Heaphy Track Punakaiki®
© Hooker Valley Track L
© Mercer Bay Loop Walk Greymouthe 7 © Kaikoura
© Queen Charlotte Track Hokitika Hanmer
© Rob Roy Track OKITKSe, Springs Skiing
@ Tongariro Alpine Crossing Arthur's Pas??' A © Cardrona
Franz Josef Glacier i L S
Fox Glaciere ®¢ le* ® Christchurch g m :S;t ehu
TASMAN Aoraki/Mt C 0& (2Jcio) "76 9": 3 oM TaraF:\aki
] - sanks Peninsult
Haasto % ’pfffagpa o Akaroa © Treble Cone
/ m%/fﬂe Canterbury
Ay Lake Bight
i ,1 vt Tekapo  eTimaru
j? Wanaka
7 19 eWanaka eWaimate
2% : @
€"\“' e g 05T
exandra 5
~ eTeAnau “Queenstown epalmerston Natlona.l Par_ks OCEAN
e Manapourl @ Tongariro National Park
eDunedin © Egmont National Park

; ?33 Wintone  ®Gore

The
Invercargille Caitins
l’ovgq,, oBlUff -
Sy,

o8, 2

© Abel Tasman National Park

lc O Arthur's Pass National Park

© Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park
© Mount Aspiring National Park

@ Fiordland National Park

®>
co

— 100 miles





EPUB/images/shutterstock_664508098.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_356011919.jpg






EPUB/images/01-new-zealand-title-nzl21.jpg
Bay of Islands &
Northland

Auckland

Waikato & the
Coromandel
Peninsula

Taranaki & Whanganui

Rotorua & the
Bay of Plenty

4

The East Coast

Taupd & the
Ruapehu Region

Nelson &
Marlborough
© WELLINGTON
The West Coast
Christchurch

Queenstown & & Canterbury

Wanaka — —_
Dunedin & Otago

Fiordland &

Southland





EPUB/images/22-beyond-te-anau-nzl21.jpg
Piopiotahi/
MitoSond

Pétea/
Doubtful Sound

Te Anau






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1918392458.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1875608119.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_696862138.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1529724689.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_273289439_50cent.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1010678221.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_684141028.jpg






EPUB/images/B0HAE7.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_774840802.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1637963857.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1770156305.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_237979801.jpg





EPUB/images/22-catlins-dt-nzl21.jpg
A Jane Peak
s &
G 4 RS
& § 5
S S S Palmerstone
» N oRoxburgh < oSutton
K N : sl .
N S & * _ oKaritane
Ry’ S @ S oPukerangi
= & &
Lumsdene SR Lake i Port

; < -;5 Mahinerangi Qutram '/M osgiel oChalmers

§~ = < 2 O Otago

,'é o olawrence Eo vt Peninsula

3 = Waiholas®”

= Q o

- % Milton
) Fore: eGore 2 #)

Winton e ’
Clintono =
Balclutha ¢® )
..o % oKaitangata
an
e

Bluffe
Ruapulke
SIOUMHERACTETC
OCEAN

%,
Island

13

<,
S5
=

Stewart Island

®
oo

— 50 miles

100 km





EPUB/images/GettyImages-71169066.jpg





EPUB/images/00_Madame_George_restaurant.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1923120722.jpg





EPUB/images/20-mt-cook-dp-loc-nzl21.jpg
SWELLINGTON

Aoraki/Mt Cook @





EPUB/images/C0BYYP.jpg
b e






