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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Moeraki Boulders, South Island



WELCOME TO Aotearoa New Zealand

10 TOP EXPERIENCES

PLANNING YOUR TRIP

THE LAND OF THE LONG WHITE CLOUD

BEST OF New Zealand in Two Weeks

NORTH ISLAND

KIA ORA: MEETING MĀORI

AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND’S GREAT WALKS

THE GREAT RIDES

THE NATIONAL PARKS

SOUTH ISLAND

EXPLORE MIDDLE-EARTH

You know it as New Zealand but Kiwis are increasingly using its Māori name, “Aotearoa,” meaning “the land of the long white cloud.”

According to legend, Polynesian demigod Maui fished Aotearoa’s North Island from the Tasman Sea, battling his catch from a canoe, represented by South Island, anchored by the smaller Rakiura, or Stewart Island. From the embrace of Indigenous place names and using the occasional te reo (Māori language) in everyday conversation, to public artworks, cultural performances, dedicated museums, and countryside peppered with marae (meeting houses), Aotearoa’s rich history is celebrated nationwide.

Equally celebrated is the natural splendor. Kiwis, whether Māori or Pākehā (European New Zealanders), possess a profound sense of kaitiakitanga (guardianship) for these lands—around one-third of which are protected as public reserves and national parks, including UNESCO World Heritage Sites. From its subtropical northern tip, Aotearoa unfurls dramatically. At North Island’s center sits an active geothermal heartland, while the spine of South Island comprises the snow-kissed Southern Alps/Kā Tiritiri o te Moana, laced with glacial formations and iconic treks. There are beaches of golden, white, pink, and iron-rich black sands. Orcas, whales, and endemic dolphins and penguins patrol protected ocean reserves, and strange feathered critters like the kiwi bird wander ancient goblin forests wrapped in mist. Surf it, hike it, bike it, skydive or bungee-jump into it, or road-trip around it—few destinations possess such variety in such a concentrated space.

Sophisticated cities like Auckland and Wellington are backed by the internationally acclaimed wineries of Marlborough and Otago as well as a bounty of boutique breweries. Aotearoa is an epicurean haven where well-traveled chefs embrace cultural diversity, their dishes influenced by the Pacific, Europe, and Asia, all with a Kiwi twist.

So, kia ora, be prepared to be awed by the majesty and humbled by the humanity of Aotearoa New Zealand, the land of the long white cloud.
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surfing in Kaikōura



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Getting a taste of what makes the Auckland area so special at the nearby Hauraki Gulf Islands, home to vineyards, wildlife sanctuaries, and the striking Rangitoto volcano.




[image: image]

2 Dolphin-watching around North Island’s Bay of Islands and whale-watching in the waters off Kaikōura on South Island.
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3 Spelunking in the sprawling network of underground caverns that is Waitomo Caves, lit by twinkling glowworms.
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4 Exploring the volcanic wonders of Rotorua, the geothermal heartland of Aotearoa.
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5 Conquering what may be Aotearoa’s most spectacular day hike, the awesome and ever-changing Tongariro Alpine Crossing.
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6 Marveling at South Island’s spectacular sounds and fjords, from Marlborough Sounds to famed Milford Sound/Piopiotahi, where glassy waters are perfect for exploring by boat or on foot along the coast.
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7 Tasting famous Kiwi wines in idyllic vine-clad settings, from the syrah and cabernets of Hawke’s Bay to the sauvignon blancs of Marlborough.
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8 Sipping on a house-made brew in cosmopolitan Wellington, or in feel-good Nelson, which gives the craft beer capital a run for its money.
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9 Riding the rails on the TranzAlpine, a regal railway journey traversing South Island, from Christchurch through the rolling Canterbury Plains and the dramatic Southern Alps.
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10 Thrill-seeking in Queenstown, the birthplace of bungee jumping, which also boasts world-class biking and hiking trails, ski slopes, paragliding, rock climbing, and jet-boating.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

North Island

Auckland

Auckland is Aotearoa’s largest and most diverse city. Admire the world’s largest collection of Māori and Pacific artifacts at the Auckland War Memorial Museum or base-jump by wire off the southern hemisphere’s tallest building, the Sky Tower. Also known as the City of Sails for its love of sailing, Auckland boasts one of the best food and nightlife scenes in the country. And from the native bush and black sands of the Waitākere Ranges to the west, the 50 or so volcanoes that pepper the city, or the offshore Hauraki Gulf Islands—home to wineries, rare bird sanctuaries, and Auckland’s largest volcanic peak, Rangitoto—adventure and scenic wonder are never far away.
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Hauraki Gulf and Rangitoto Island



Northland

There’s plenty to enjoy in New Zealand’s northernmost, subtropical region. Drive across the scenic sands of Ninety Mile Beach—where you can also surf giant sand dunes—and explore forests of enormous 2,000-year-old kauri trees. Dolphin-watch in the Bay of Islands, and visit the Waitangi Treaty Grounds, site of the signing of modern-day New Zealand’s founding document.

Waikato, Bay of Plenty, and the Coromandel

This expansive region spreading south and east of Auckland has a little something for everyone: the world-renowned Hamilton Gardens; spelunking the famous glowworm-lit Waitomo Caves; excellent beaches and laid-back vibes on the Coromandel Peninsula and Bay of Plenty; the Hobbiton movie set; and the beckoning waves of the hip surfing town Raglan.
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Rotorua and the Volcanic Heartland

Many Aotearoa icons lie within the North Island’s geothermal heartland, the result of some of the most highly concentrated tectonic activity on earth. Hot spring spas and volcanic sites such as Wai-O-Tapu take advantage of the area’s colorful sulfur springs, steaming mud pools, and volcanoes. Outdoor adventures include white-water rafting, mountain biking, and hiking the Tongariro Alpine Crossing in the UNESCO-listed Tongariro National Park.
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the Champagne Pool at Wai-O-Tapu Thermal Wonderland



East Cape and Hawke’s Bay

On North Island’s east coast, visit New Zealand’s oldest vineyards in Napier, which is also known for its art deco architecture. There’s also the sprawling sacred ground of Te Urewera to explore and a colony of 13,000 wild gannets at the Cape Kidnappers/Te Kauwae-a-Māui reserve to visit.

Taranaki and Whanganui

The perfect cone of the cloud-kissing Mount Taranaki volcano beckons hikers to the otherwise flat Taranaki peninsula, which juts westward from central North Island. The beaches of this region are also home to some serious surfing. Inland awaits the mythical Whanganui River, which can be explored by canoe or kayak on one of New Zealand’s Great Walks.
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view of Mount Taranaki from Pouakai Tarns



Wellington

Flanking a brilliant blue harbor, charming Wellington, near North Island’s southern tip, is home to a wealth of cultural offerings, including the compelling Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. The city’s nightlife scene takes off around the happening Cuba Quarter, while ale lovers will appreciate the serious craft beer scene.

South Island

Marlborough and Nelson Tasman

This northernmost region of South Island boasts a bounty of wildlife and natural wonders. Explore the awesome Marlborough Sounds and follow the Abel Tasman Coast Track on foot or by kayak. Nelson Tasman appeals to craft beer enthusiasts, while oenophiles will prefer the Marlborough Wine Region. To the west and south, Kahurangi National Park and Nelson Lakes National Park await with hikes and dramatic vistas. Slightly farther southeast, watch for whales off the Kaikōura coast.


The Land of the Long White Cloud

Though New Zealand’s name is yet to have been officially altered, most Māori and Pacific Peoples, along with an ever-growing swath of Pākehā (Kiwis of European descent) and a slew of corporations and political organizations, increasingly refer to the country as Aotearoa New Zealand, or simply Aotearoa. The consensus is that Aotearoa was first used by Māori to refer to North Island only; the reason for its transition to use as the national moniker and indeed its rise to prominence over the handful of the country’s other Indigenous names is shrouded in mystery—fitting, as it’s most commonly translated as “the land of the long white cloud.” A national poll in 2021 found 41 percent of Kiwis favor adding Aotearoa to New Zealand’s name—though only 9 percent of them believe it should be used as its standalone moniker.



Christchurch, Canterbury, and the West Coast

Still recovering from the enormous earthquakes of 2010 and 2011, Christchurch remains South Island’s cultural capital and “Garden City.” Nowhere is this moniker better earned than at the Christchurch Botanic Gardens. Close to the city, the Banks Peninsula—home to Hector’s dolphins—beckons exploration. Idyllic and versatile, the surrounding region of Canterbury is home to Aotearoa’s mightiest peak, Aoraki/Mount Cook, and Tasman Glacier, the country’s longest.

Meanwhile, even by New Zealand standards, the West Coast is remote. This devastatingly beautiful stretch of land is wedged between the ferocious Tasman Sea to the west and the stoic Southern Alps/Kā Tiritiri o te Moana to the east. If you have the time, take a tour to Franz Josef Glacier/Kā Roimata ō Hine Hukatere or Fox Glacier/Te Moeka o Tūawe.

Queenstown and Otago

Bungee jumping made Queenstown the adventure capital of the world, but the resort town offers everything from jet-boating to parachuting, and there’s plenty to draw you away from its thrill-seeking sights, like hiking from nearby Wānaka and Glenorchy. On the other side of the Otago region, the incredible Victorian architecture in Dunedin, known as the “Edinburgh of the South,” and Ōamaru, steampunk capital of the world, are must-dos.

Fiordland and Southland

Fiordland National Park is a haven of plunging granite cliffs and ancient black waters, and the star of its fjords is Milford Sound/Piopiotahi. By kayak or boat tour, see scenery so astonishing you’ll either clap or cry. The rest of Southland is bordered by spectacular beaches so battered by Antarctic blasts that the trees grow bent over, with the sprawling avian paradise of Stewart Island/Rakiura off the south coast.

KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

When to Go

Aotearoa is in the southern hemisphere, so the seasons are opposite to those in the northern hemisphere: summer, New Zealand’s high season, runs December-February, while winter is June-August. The country certainly experiences all four seasons, though some parts experience greater variation than others (Auckland, so goes the joke, sometimes gets them all in a day). Aotearoa’s complex climate ranges from the subtropical in the far north to cool temperate in the far south, made more volatile thanks to its narrow, mountainous island landmass. Temperatures generally decrease as you travel south.

South Island’s west coast, hemmed in by the massive ranges of the Southern Alps/Kā Tiritiri o te Moana, is Aotearoa’s wettest region; parts of it, such as Fiordland, receive comparable rainfall to the Amazon. Central Otago, on the eastern side of the mountains, is the country’s driest region. In winter, most snow cover occurs in mountainous areas June-October—take note, winter sports enthusiasts. Hikers should be aware that many alpine treks, including some Great Walks, are impassible during these months. However, Aotearoa receives a more-than-respectable 2,000 hours-plus of sunshine per year, meaning those visiting during summer and much of the shoulder seasons are pretty much guaranteed to leave with a tan. For more information about the climate and up-to-date forecasts, visit MetService Te Ratonga Tirorangi (www.metservice.com).

High Season

December-February is New Zealand’s summer and its peak season, with average temperatures of 20-30°C (68-86°F). Hotter regions include Bay of Islands, Bay of Plenty, East Cape, Hawke’s Bay, Marlborough, and Nelson Tasman, all of which also receive the most sunshine. This is the time to make the most of outdoor activities. Tour operators, bars, and restaurants have extended hours, and accommodations fill fast—especially between Christmas and mid-January, when most Kiwis holiday.

Shoulder Seasons

During September-November (spring) and March-May (fall), destinations are quieter and the temperatures a little cooler, though there are still plenty of scorching hot days, depending on where you visit. During spring, temperatures range 7-19°C (45-67°F) on North Island and 5-17°C (41-63°F) on South Island. Fall is one of the country’s most settled and pleasant seasons, with North Island temperatures of 11-21°C (52-70°F), and 6-16°C (43-50°F) on South Island. You’ll have a greater chance of scoring some great deals on tours, attractions, and lodgings during these times.

Low Season

June-August is Aotearoa’s winter and is the coldest and generally wettest time of the year for the northern and central parts of the country; it tends to rain more in the south during summer. North Island temperatures are 4-16°C (39-61°F), with an average monthly rainfall of 114-180 mm (4.5-7 in). South Island gets 52-74 mm (2-2.9 in) of rain a month and has a temperature range of 1-12°C (34-54°F). Visiting during this time is best avoided, unless you’re into winter sports. There are world-class ski hills around Ruapehu on North Island and throughout the Southern Alps/Kā Tiritiri o te Moana. Parts of the country, especially small hubs and coastal regions, go into hibernation, and many attractions and services have limited hours (some even close), while hotels in winter sports hot spots such as Queenstown may charge high rates.
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paragliding over Queenstown and Lake Wakatipu



Passports and Visas

Aotearoa New Zealand has a visitor visa waiver agreement with multiple nations, including the United States, Canada, Great Britain, and Australia. However, as of 2019, all travelers from waiver countries, excluding Australia, must request a New Zealand electronic Travel Authority, or NZeTA. It’s quickest via the free app; otherwise, fill out an online form at New Zealand Immigration (www.nzeta.immigration.govt.nz [URL inactive]). Applications through the app cost $17, and through the website $23. Allow 72 hours for the request to be processed. South Africans need a visitor visa before arrival; apply through a local agent or directly with New Zealand Immigration (www.immigration.govt.nz; $246 including the IVL—see below). Passports are required and must be valid for at least three months. Visitors must have an onward ticket and funds equivalent to $1,000 per month of stay, or $400 per month if accommodations are already paid. Visitors from waiver countries may stay for three months, except UK passport holders, who can visit for six months. A reciprocal arrangement with Australia means citizens and permanent residents of each country may remain indefinitely in the other. All visitors, aside from Australian and some Pacific Island passport holders or permanent residents, must pay a one-off International Visitor Conservation and Tourism Levy (IVL) of $35 for sustainable tourism and conservation projects.

What to Pack

A sense of adventure aside, a decent pair of walking shoes, a rain jacket, and a cap or sun hat are musts. Cold snaps can occur even during summer, so pack some layers too. Most visitors will require an adapter, and possibly a converter—the electricity runs at 230-240 volts, 50 hertz, with angled 2- or 3-pin plugs, the same as Australia and some Asian countries.

Planning Ahead

Aotearoa attracts close to its population in yearly visitors, so attractions and accommodations can fill fast, especially during high season (Dec.-Feb.). Popular Great Walks sometimes book out a year in advance. Hobbiton is another standout example of an attraction that sells out fast. Err on the side of caution and book attractions, accommodations, and transport (including rental vehicles) as soon as you are able if arriving in summer (or winter for snow sports destinations). Booking ahead will mean you’re more likely to secure deals.

Transportation

The only way to reach New Zealand is to fly here. Air New Zealand is the national carrier, and most visitors fly into Auckland International Airport, with Christchurch Airport receiving international flights from Australia, Asia, and Fiji; Wellington Airport receiving flights from Australia and Fiji; and Queenstown Airport connecting with Australia.

Though Aotearoa is a relatively small nation, many of its sights are spread out and isolated. Domestic flights and an excellent nationwide bus service offer a means to reach the main cities and attractions, but rail service is limited. Your best option is to rent a car or a camper van—you won’t regret it. This country was designed for road trips. Otherwise, you’ll need a shuttle bus to visit more remote sights—which is both inconvenient and expensive. Within cities and large towns, bus and train services are usually excellent—with centers also generally easily navigated on foot or by bike. The ferry between North and South Islands is extortionate for drivers—it may be cheaper to book separate vehicle rentals for each island and book a foot passenger ferry ticket, or flight, across.
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BEST OF New Zealand in Two Weeks

Even with two weeks, it is a challenge to see all the highlights of New Zealand’s two main islands. The country is replete with beautiful sights and memorable experiences, but they are often remote or spread out, and trying to take them all in can mean a lot of driving. Consider renting a car or camper van to tour the country; holiday parks and campgrounds are cheap and plentiful, and this means less checking into and out of hotels, less packing and repacking.

Travelers who prefer a slower pace and more time in each place should consider focusing on just one of the main islands and making the most of the extra time. Most visitors will fly into Auckland and begin their journey there. It’s also possible to cover greater distance in less time by taking domestic flights from Auckland to Wellington, or from Wellington to destinations on South Island.

NORTH ISLAND

Auckland

Day 1

After flying into Auckland, recover from the long flight with a walk along Queen Street, the city’s main artery, stopping at Aotea Square to admire its carved waharoa (ceremonial gateway). Grab an energizing brew and house-baked good from one of the city’s amazing coffee shops before getting the ultimate adrenaline shot at the Sky Tower, where you can just enjoy the view or try the Sky Walk or Sky Jump, if you dare. Head to The Domain, Auckland’s first park, where you can explore the excellent collection of Māori artifacts at the Auckland War Memorial Museum before relaxing at the café in the beautiful Wintergardens. In the evening, if you’re still going strong, check out the nightlife scene on vibrant K’ Road.
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Auckland’s Aotea Square



Day 2

Begin the day exploring Auckland’s gorgeous waterfront Viaduct Harbour and the adjacent Wynyard Quarter to get a better understanding of the city’s nickname, the “City of Sails.” From the landmark Ferry Building, catch a boat over to Waiheke Island, one of the Hauraki Gulf Islands, for a half-day tour of the vineyards before heading back into town. Grab a drink and a snack from one of the many trendy eateries in the Waitematā Railway Station before heading for Mount Eden/Maungawhau, Auckland’s friendly local volcano, to view the sunset. Enjoy an upscale meal at one of the neighborhood’s lovely restaurants for dinner. Finish the evening with cocktails in Ponsonby, Auckland’s most fashionable suburb.

Hamilton Gardens and Waitomo Caves

Day 3

In your rental car or RV, it’s a couple of hours’ drive south to Hamilton, the hub of the Waikato region, where you’ll be stopping to see the world-famous Hamilton Gardens. Keep heading south another hour to the Waitomo Caves, a mind-blowing underground wonderland beneath the lush rolling farmlands of Waikato. The caves are adorned with glowworms and offer other adventures like rappelling or rafting.
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glowworms in Waitomo Cave



Rotorua

Day 4

Two hours east of Waitomo, Rotorua literally fizzes thanks to volcanic activity, resulting in bubbling mud, steaming springs, and erupting geysers. Visit Wai-O-Tapu to experience the geothermal heartland, then soak in the waters of the Polynesian Spa. When you’re done exploring the volcanic wonders, check out a Māori cultural show at the Whakarewarewa—The Living Māori Village and feast on a hāngī of traditional Māori cooking.


Kia Ora: Meeting Māori

The Indigenous people of Aotearoa are Māori (New Zealanders of European descent are called Pākehā; “Kiwis” may be used to describe both Māori and Pākehā), and their language is te reo. Known as tāngata whenua, the “people of the land,” Māori number around 892,200, or 17.4 percent of the Kiwi population; Pākehā account for around 70 percent. Demonstrating the importance and ubiquity of Māori culture throughout Aotearoa, there are designated TV and radio stations where only te reo is spoken, and most presenters, hosts, and news anchors, whether Māori or Pākehā, on all channels, will open and close their shows with te reo greetings, as will many politicians during a public address. Kiwis will also incorporate the occasional te reo into everyday conversation, for example, mōrena (good morning).

Indigenous traditions and customs are known as tikanga, from the te reo word tika, meaning “truth,” “correctness,” or “fairness.” Among the most important is manaakitanga, which concerns hospitality and kindness—a philosophy adopted by the entire Kiwi community. Another tikanga widely embraced by Pākehā is kaitiakitanga, which roughly translates as “guardianship” and dictates that everyone must do all they can to care for the land. With this in mind, visitors are asked to take the Tiaki Promise (www.tiakinewzealand.com), a symbolic commitment to treat people and the environment with aroha (love, compassion), to drive with care, and to be well-prepared when venturing into the backcountry.

Māori sculptures and carvings are prevalent in public spaces throughout Aotearoa, as are Indigenous workshops and studios. Traditional tattoos (tā moko) are common and of such significance to Māori that they are classed as taonga (a treasure) and considered tapu (sacred). The skin art, sometimes worn on the face, was historically used to signify social standing or tell of family history. Marae (meeting places) are easily spotted thanks to their carved entrances and buildings with angled (predominantly red) roofs. The complexes are dotted around the country but are most common in the northern half of North Island, where Māoritanga (Māori culture) is arguably richest.

A trip to Aotearoa would be incomplete without learning as much as you can about Māoritanga. Here are some of the best places to do it:

• The Auckland War Memorial Museum has the world’s largest collection of Māori artifacts, including weaponry and carvings.

• Don’t miss the Bay of Islands’ Waitangi Treaty Grounds, where Māori chiefs and the British Crown signed the Treaty of Waitangi, the still controversial founding document of modern New Zealand, in 1840.

• The intricately carved ancestral house Mataatua Wharenui in Whakatāne marks one of the first Polynesian landing points.

• Rotorua is a lakeside city steeped in Māoritanga. Choose from cultural attractions such as Te Puia or Te Pā Tū, where you can witness performances, including the legendary haka dance, and sample a hāngī—a traditional meal cooked in the earth.

• For something more contemporary, check out the Mine Bay Māori Rock Carvings at Mine Bay on Lake Taupō. These fantastic artworks rise 14 m (46 ft) above the water and were chiseled by a master carver in the 1970s. They are only viewable by boat.



Day 5

South of the city center, The Redwoods tower over the rest of the Whakarewarewa State Forest; get on the canopy level on the Redwoods Treewalk. From here, keep heading south to Lake Tarawera and the Tarawera Trail, a 15-km (9-mi) hike to Hot Water Beach, where a hot spring flows through the cooler lake waters.

Tongariro National Park

Day 6

Less than 2.5 hours southwest of Rotorua awaits the Tongariro Alpine Crossing. One of the world’s great day hikes, the spectacular route winds past three active volcanoes, including The Lord of the Rings’ “Mount Doom,” officially known as Mount Ngāuruhoe. If hiking is not your thing, head to Lake Taupō instead, on the way to Tongariro from Rotorua, where an extraordinary Māori artwork sits carved into the sheer rock above Mine Bay.

Wellington

Day 7

From Tongariro, it’s a 5-hour drive to Wellington, but you can stop en route at Kāpiti Island, a DoC-maintained nature reserve. Arriving at the capital in the late afternoon, take the famous Wellington Cable Car up to enjoy a view of the city and harbor before heading to the nearby Wellington Botanic Garden, through which you can walk back down to town to hit the craft beer joints of the Cuba Quarter and Courtenay Place.

Day 8

It would be easy to spend a whole day at the extraordinary Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, but keep it to the morning; that way you can grab lunch and eat it watching the lovely Wellington Harbour. Hike up to Mount Victoria for a spectacular sunset view before getting a taste of the capital’s excellent restaurant scene for dinner.


Aotearoa New Zealand’s Great Walks

Great Walks (www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/things-to-do/walking-and-tramping/great-walks) are New Zealand’s premier self-guided multiday trails, traversing some of the country’s most dramatic scenery. Embarking on a Great Walk is one of the most memorable experiences you can have in Aotearoa.

WHEN TO GO

Great Walks range 2-6 days, with 4-8 hours of trekking per day. Some walks can be completed year-round; however, walks through alpine environments—such as the Kepler and Milford Tracks—become impassible May-September due to adverse weather conditions and avalanche risk. Bookings usually open in June, and it’s advisable to reserve places as soon as possible—places are limited, and beds on the most popular walks, like the Milford Track, are snapped up immediately. Book through the Department of Conservation (DoC; www.doc.govt.nz).

HUTS, CAMPING, AND WHAT TO PACK

Accommodations are usually in backcountry huts (adults $32-110 per night, children $15-55) or basic campsites (adults $14-32, children $12-16) and must be booked in advance through the DoC. Huts have bunks with mattresses, a water supply, a wood burner, and toilets. Some huts are also equipped with solar lighting and cook tops, and may have a DoC warden present. You’ll need to pack a temperature-appropriate sleeping bag and clothing, safety and navigation equipment, and eating supplies and your own food, among other things; the DoC website has a comprehensive list.

TOURS AND TRANSPORTATION

Some of the treks, such as the Abel Tasman or Milford, may require a water taxi to reach the trailhead, while the Whanganui Journey takes place almost entirely on water, in a canoe or kayak. If you want to pack a bit lighter, a handful of operators offer guided tours along a selection of the Great Walks. Guests stay in high-end private lodgings that have private rooms with bedding, hot showers, and meals included—greatly reducing the amount of supplies to carry. Prices vary considerably depending on the length of the walk and its popularity, beginning around $1,500 per trek.

CHOOSING YOUR WALK

There are 10 official New Zealand Great Walks, with an 11th, the existing Hump Ridge Track in Southland, due to be designated a Great Walk in 2024. From north to south, they are:
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With More Time

If you have more time to devote to North Island, give an extra day or so to each of the main cities, Auckland and Wellington; this will allow you to slow down and soak up more of the local culture. Another day in gorgeous Tongariro National Park wouldn’t hurt either. To the north, you could spend a day or two dolphin-watching in the Bay of Islands and visiting the Waitangi Treaty Grounds, a must for those interested in Aotearoa’s complicated history. There’s also the island’s lovely east coast: You could spend a couple of days road-tripping the Coromandel Peninsula, or a weekend in the wine region of Hawke’s Bay, with its art deco hub Napier.
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Emerald Lakes, Tongariro National Park




The Great Rides

New Zealand’s iconic Great Rides are a nationwide network of predominantly off-road cycle trails. Collectively called The New Zealand Cycle Trail (www.nzcycletrail.com), or Ngā Haerenga (The Journeys), the more than 20 tracks total more than 2,500 km (1,550 mi), with more seemingly always in development. They often follow old logging tracks, mining routes, or disused railway lines that occasionally pass over viaducts and through pitch-black tunnels (bring a flashlight). There are grades for all levels of riders, and though all trails are multiday, many have easily accessible sections that may be tackled over a few hours for visitors short on time. Here are a few favorites.
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The National Parks

New Zealand has 13 glorious national parks (formerly 14; Te Urewera was disestablished and given to the care of local Māori in 2014). Altogether, the parks make up more than 30,000 sq km (almost 12,000 sq mi) of protected lands, each park boasting something unique.

NORTH ISLAND

• For mysterious misty forests and Māori culture: Recognized as a legal entity in 2014, the ancient trees of Te Urewera have a mystical aura.

• For dramatic volcanoes: Tongariro National Park boasts three volcanic cones, including Mount Ngāuruhoe, which served as Mount Doom in The Lord of the Rings films.

• For kayaking and remote bushlands: The Whanganui River, one of the country’s longest, is the star in Whanganui National Park, where you may paddle and walk to the Bridge to Nowhere, built to access a tiny rural community that was abandoned by the time the bridge was finished.

• For a satisfying summit: In Egmont National Park, Mount Taranaki has one of New Zealand’s most reachable mountaintops. You’ll want a beer and a big meal afterward.

SOUTH ISLAND

• For golden beaches and all-year sun: Abel Tasman National Park sits in one of the sunniest parts of the country, where forests drop into blue seas.

• For impossibly clear lakes: Among the bodies of water in Nelson Lakes National Park is Blue Lake, the clearest in the world, with a visibility of up to 90 m (300 ft).

• For long hikes, arches, and caves: Kahurangi National Park is home to the Heaphy Track, the country’s longest Great Walk, and a landscape of unique rock formations and gorges.

• For intriguing geology and tropical forest: Paparoa National Park is best known for Pancake Rocks, where thin layers of stone pile on top of one another.

• For scenic drives: The famous TranzAlpine train route goes through Arthur’s Pass National Park for a reason: It’s the perfect place for a breathtaking journey.

• For sky-high mountains: Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park’s namesake mountain is the highest in Aotearoa.

• For a glimpse of a glacier: In Westland Tai Poutini National Park you can get a glimpse of the famous Fox or Franz Josef glaciers.

• For remote lakes and walking tracks: Mount Aspiring/Tititea National Park offers some of Aotearoa’s best, less-trodden hiking trails.

• For stunning fjords: The main attraction of Fiordland National Park is the famous (if wrongly named) Milford Sound/Piopiotahi.

• For the island life and kiwi spotting: Rakiura National Park takes up 85 percent of Stewart Island/Rakiura, the southernmost major island of New Zealand.



SOUTH ISLAND

Marlborough Sounds

Day 9

Take the ferry from Wellington to Picton, or fly from Auckland to Marlborough, and start the morning with a coffee in the pretty seaside town, then take a walk or bike ride along some of the coastal Queen Charlotte Track to marvel at the Marlborough Sounds. As you head back, watch for dolphins. Be sure to try some of the region’s green-lipped mussels at one of the restaurants in town or in nearby Havelock.


[image: image]

green-lipped mussels



Day 10

Start your morning with a kayak to soak in more of the gorgeous sounds before heading 30 minutes south to the beautiful Marlborough Wine Region. Spend the day sampling farm-to-table cuisine and cycling from vineyard to vineyard for wine-tastings.

Kaikōura and Christchurch

Day 11

Stop in Kaikōura, a 2-hour drive south of Picton, on the way to Christchurch for whale-watching, a New Zealand must-do. Two and a half hours farther south, Christchurch remains on the mend following two major earthquakes. It’s still a cultural paradise, with wonderful museums, art galleries, and the Christchurch Botanic Gardens.

Takapō/Tekapo and Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park

Day 12

Base yourself in the idyllic lakeside town of Takapō/Tekapo, a 3-hour drive through the beautiful scenery of Canterbury, as a launching point to the national park and New Zealand’s tallest peak, Aoraki/Mount Cook. Hike up Mount John/Ōtehīwai to take in impossibly blue Lake Takapō, and come evening, enjoy some of the clearest night skies in the world on a tour with the Dark Sky Project.

Day 13

The hour-long drive into Mount Cook Village from Takapō/Tekapo alongside Lake Pukaki is mesmerizing, with Aoraki rarely out of view. Explore some of Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park on foot via several short hikes, before taking a tour with Glacier Explorers or flightseeing over the Franz Josef Glacier/Kā Roimata ō Hine Hukatere or Fox Glacier/Te Moeka o Tūawe.


Explore Middle-earth

Tolkien aficionados might consider dedicating a few days to explore New Zealand’s numerous Middle-earth attractions. Most of the more accessible (and obvious) ones are clustered around the center of North Island.

If you’d rather leave the planning to others, Great Sights (www.greatsights.co.nz) offers a range of Middle-earth tours across both islands. Red Carpet Tours (www.redcarpet-tours.com) operates 6- to 14-day nationwide movie tours, including kayaking and cruises.

• Hobbiton: The rolling green meadows of Waikato served as the Shire backdrop for The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings movies. You can explore the original movie set by guided tour at Hobbiton, not far from Hamilton. The tour ends with a cup of specially brewed cider at the Green Dragon.

• Mount Doom: In Tongariro National Park stands Mount Ngāuruhoe—otherwise known as “Mount Doom.” It’s easily viewable from the roads around the park; better still, hike past it along the Tongariro Alpine Crossing, a 6-8-hour hike that winds right under the peak.

• Wētā Cave and Workshop: Wellington is filled with Tolkien goodies. Flying into Wellington Airport, you’ll be greeted by Gollum as he catches a fish, along with an array of enormous movie props. The woods around Mount Victoria are where the hobbits ran from the Ringwraiths. Fans should not miss a visit to Wētā Cave and Workshop, where most of the special effects used in the films were created.

• The One Ring to Rule Them All: In Nelson, visit the jeweler Jens Hansen, where the One Ring was made. (There were actually 40 rings made for the film, not just one.) Original rings are on display and replicas are available for sale.



Queenstown

Day 14

Three hours to the south, there’s enough fun in Queenstown to spend the entire two weeks here. The top of your list should be bungee jumping, or jet-boating the Shotover River. Afterward, ride the gondola to Bob’s Peak for views of Queenstown, Lake Wakatipu, and the Remarkables mountain range—it’s one of Aotearoa’s most memorable vistas.
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the AJ Hackett bungee jump from the historic Kawarau Gorge Bridge near Queenstown



Day 15

Take an hour’s drive north to Wānaka, where you can take a photo of That Wānaka Tree, take on some of the hikes around the town, which is a gateway to Mount Aspiring/Tititea National Park, and enjoy the town’s small but respectable craft beer scene. On the way back south, stop in Arrowtown, a former mining town where you can learn about the complicated history of Chinese immigration to New Zealand, before getting a taste of Queenstown’s legendary nightlife.

Fiordland and Southland

Day 16

On your last day in Queenstown, splurge on a flightseeing experience to Milford Sound/Piopiotahi; the drive is long, and flying enables you to save some time and enjoy incredible views of Fiordland National Park from the air. Many tour providers offer full-day packages including hiking, cruises, and snow landings.
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Milford Sound



With More Time

More time would allow you to enjoy Nelson and Abel Tasman National Park, with its excellent Great Walk, the Coast Track, west of Marlborough Sounds. Both deserve 2-3 days. There’s also the remote West Coast, accessible by the spectacular TranzAlpine train from Christchurch, and Fiordland and the rest of Southland, which require more time to reach but reward with routes less traveled. In eastern Otago, the city of Dunedin and town of Ōamaru both deserve at least a day, boasting Victorian architecture and the chance to see unique wildlife, including endemic penguins.


North Island

Auckland

Northland

Waikato, Bay of Plenty, and the Coromandel

Rotorua and the Volcanic Heartland

East Cape and Hawke’s Bay

Taranaki and Whanganui

Wellington
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