
New Zealand Road Trip, by Cathy White CWM 

In the late eighties, I worked for a company in Johannesburg that not only sold an amazing selection of  top class 

South African wines but very fortunately for me, also an array of high quality international brands, many of which we 

were able to taste.  Amongst all the fabulous wines from the “old world” there were several outstanding wines from 

the “new” and in particular, I loved the Cloudy Bay Sauvignon Blanc from New Zealand. 

Twenty odd years later I finally managed to get on board a plane and fly off to the “land of the long white cloud” to 

explore the country, see the sights, visit most of the wine regions and taste all the New Zealand wines I could 

possibly taste .  We landed in Auckland late one evening, at the end of February 2014 with the city lights spreading 

out beneath us in all directions. Rising early the next day we flew on to Christchurch on the eastern coast of the 

South Island. 

Christchurch was devastated by a catastrophic earthquake in February 2011 and although several years had passed, 

the damage caused was still palpably visible.  We found many of the shops and cafes housed in make-shift shipping 

containers but amidst and  in spite of all the destruction, life seemed to carry on as normal in the city. 

Just after dawn the following morning we boarded the TranzAlpine train to Greymouth on the west coast and spent 

several pleasurable hours soaking up the scenery, criss-crossing over deep gorges, following the glacial river bed of 

the Waimakariri River, winding through the beautiful Southern Alps and eventually arriving at our destination in the 

early afternoon and the beginning of our epic road trip around New Zealand 

After collecting our car, we headed south down the coastal road for a short way to Hokitika and booked into our 

beach-side log cabin for the night.  Hokitika, now a sleepy coastal town, was the centre of the West Coast Gold Rush 

in the latter years of the 1860’s and gold, coal, greenstone and forestry were exported from its busy harbor.     

After a walk along the grey, sandy beach, we headed into town and discovered to our delight, that the least 

expensive form of protein available in New Zealand is green-lipped mussels.  What a feast we had that night! 

The next day we continued our journey south, through miles of incredible rain forest to Fox Glacier, our next stop.  

The whole western seaboard of New Zealand is one gigantic rain forest.  Although it was late summer the weather 

became quite chilly and a new layer of snow descended on the peaks of the surrounding mountains, including Aoraki  

or Mount Cook as it is perhaps better known, the highest mountain in New Zealand. 

         

Mount Cook as viewed from Fox Glasier 



The sheer majesty of the glacier was truly impressive, as were the beautiful forested mountains surrounding the 

town and we set off to Lake Wanaka, our first wine stop, glad that we had taken the long way round to Queenstown, 

the heart of the Central Otago wine lands. 

Wanaka nestles in a valley on the shores of the lake. We found our accommodation, on a nearby berry farm and 

made our way, “Michael Cooper’s Buyers Guide to New Zealand Wines” in hand, to Rippon, which is perched on a 

hillside overlooking the lake, with vineyards spread out below the tasting centre.   The wines were delicious, a range 

of Rieslings and Pinot Noirs, from either youthful or mature vines and a fragrant, strawberry/cherry scented Gamay 

Noir. We plumbed for the Jeunesse Riesling, went down into the village and had a dinner of fresh fish and chips, 

seated at a lakeside table. 

 

Rippon – view over Lake Wanaka from the tasting room 

We used the guide book throughout our journey in New Zealand and it proved to be a great indication of which 

producers to visit.  We, mostly, only tasted wines rated four stars and above, thus the vast majority of wines we did 

taste, were delicious and of really great quality     

On to Queenstown, the extreme adventure capital of New Zealand, situated on the shores of Lake Wakatipu, with 

the Remarkable Mountains (made world famous by the on-site filming of parts of The Lord of The Rings series) as a 

backdrop and, of course, the wines of Central Otago.  We couldn’t wait to taste them, so, on the way in we stopped 

in Cromwell and tried the range at  Aurum and then at Rockburn.  The Pinot Noir was great at Aurum as was the 

Sauvignon Blanc at Rockburn.    

Good Pinot Noir wines from Central Otago are generally, delicately fragrant with delightful aromas and flavours of 

ripe, red berry fruit, good structure and fine tannins.  Unfortunately, there are very few examples available to try in 

South Africa.  

After a roadside lunch in Bannockburn we went to Akarua and Mt. Difficulty which both have highly rated wines to 

taste and we were not disappointed.  We also ventured up to a boutique winery called Gate-20-two.  It was a Sunday 

at lunch time and we were offered a brief tasting in the hallway of the homestead, enveloped by the delicious aroma 

of roast lamb wafting from the kitchen.  We left clutching a bottle of reasonably priced Pinot Gris. 



We discovered that Bannockburn was also a boomtown gold mining development and that the yellowish coloured 

hills in some parts, which have been eroded into various strange shapes, are in fact, man-made mine dumps.  Not 

much grows on them but the vineyards seem to thrive well on the dump free soils of the region. 

From Queenstown early the next morning we set off by bus, in icy rain, to Milford Sound perhaps the most 

renowned fjord in New Zealand.  The journey was extremely long but the route took us along superb lakeside roads 

and into a spectacular gorge where the mountains seemed to almost close in above us.  On the other side of a tunnel 

and down the road into Milford Sound we left the snow behind us and drank in the magnificent beauty of the fjord. 

Back in Queenstown the next day, we decided to drive out to Gibbston and started off at the far end of the valley at 

Brennan.  It was obviously not a good day for the young man who grudgingly attended us but we liked the Rose 

which tasted of strawberries and cream.   

We were a bit dubious about what to expect at the next stop but the tasting we experienced at Waitiri Creek, where 

the Chardonnay was very buyable, restored our spirits.  We went on to Peregrine which has a fabulous range through 

from Pinot Gris to Pinot Noir and, though we were warned not to go to Gibbston Valley Wines as it was too 

commercial, we found the tasting room professionally run and the range of Pinots exceptional.  

To get to Chard Farm you cross over a small gorge with the most amazing turquoise water running far below and 

drive alongside for a couple of kilometers to get to the winery.   

 

Chard Farm, Central Otago – view from the bridge over the gorge 

 

 

 

 



From there, after a very genial tasting we went on to Amisfield where our presenter was of South African origin and 

gave us a most informative half hour of her time.  We particularly liked the Riesling and Blanc Fume.  Stoneridge, 

with a lovely view of Lake Hayes across the valley, was our last stop of the day and sadly our last tasting in Central 

Otago.   

 

View of Lake Hayes from Stoneridge, Central Otago 

It was a very rainy morning when we set off for Oxford our next overnight stop.  The rain and mist persisted all day 

and we missed the view of Mount Cook from the eastern side because of it.  

On the way to the scenic coastal resort of Kaikoura, on the Pacific east coast of New Zealand, thinking that we had 

completely missed out on the wine lands around Christchurch, we were somewhat surprised to find the vineyards of 

Waipara en route and happily realised that we had inadvertently, landed up in the area where the most premium 

grapes from the Canterbury wine region are grown.   

On the main road we found the Waipara Hills tasting centre and were fortunately able to taste through the entire 

range of Waipara Hills and Mud House wines.  A couple of these wines are now available in South Africa at Checkers 

and I believe the Waipara Hills Sauvignon Blanc must sell quite well for them.  We were then directed to Greystone 

and Black Estate. The Greystone Pinot Noir 2012 had recently won an Air New Zealand Trophy but we instead, 

preferred the Hare’s Breath Syrah.  At Black Estate the Riesling, Rose and Spye Omihi Pinot Noir were all excellent. 

After a breathtaking drive along the coastal road to Kaikoura we spent the late afternoon walking along the cliffs 

with the sea breezes in our hair and the sun on our backs.  The sunset over the mountains as we sat on the porch 

sipping our wine of the day, was truly spectacular. 

From Kaikoura we set off to Blenheim and the Marlborough wine region with the thought of another sip of Cloudy 

Bay Sauvignon Blanc in our minds.  Just south of Blenheim we drove through the Awatere Valley and followed the 

signs to Yealands.  The vineyards are vast, rolling over gentle hills to the sea and we enjoyed the selected range we 

tasted including a velvety, smooth and rounded Tempranillo.  



At the far end of the estate, along the edge of the cliffs and overlooking a very pretty bay, we happened upon a 

series of tall poles with speakers aloft.  Classical music was extraordinarily blasting out over the vineyards to aid the 

growing process of the vines and grapes.   

 

Rolling hills of vines at Yealands, Awatere, Marlborough 

Most of the wineries in New Zealand have an offering of Sauvignon Blanc, Riesling, Pinot Gris, Chardonnay and Pinot 

Noir.  Syrah and Cabernet Sauvignon are more predominant on the North Island but many wineries own land in 

different regions and therefore these classic reds are generally also included in the ranges.   

We called at Mt. Riley and Lawsons Dry Hills on our way into Blenheim, the latter proving to offer a range of much 

better quality.  In the afternoon we visited the Marlborough winery of Villa Maria and were impressed by the 

Graham’s Vineyard Sauvignon Blanc.  Auntsfield is tiny and we loved the Sauvignon Blanc, Pinot Noir and Chardonnay 

but our visit was unfortunately, cut short by an early closing time.   

Of course we went to Spy Valley and found out that the name, originally given to the area because of a US spy base 

or satellite monitoring communications station in the vicinity, was later taken on by the winery.  The Envoy Dry 

Riesling had an enticing turpeen aroma and a lovely, juicy, limey finish and The Envoy Outpost Pinot Noir was big and  

bold with a peppery spiciness.  At Seresin the vineyards are organic/biodynamic, the winery atop a small hill with a 

quaint rustic tasting room nearby. 

Framingham offered lovely fresh, limey Sauvignon Blanc and a Riesling that reminded me of the sweetened crushed 

lime juice one uses to make a mojito or  caipirinha.  Nautilus was more than we expected and after a very pleasant 

tasting we went on to Hans Herzog where the vineyards are becoming progressively organic.  The winery, besides the 

usual range offered, has several unusual cultivars as well and I tasted a Zweigelt and a Montepulciano and 

thoroughly enjoyed both. 

The iconic Cloudy Bay was next on our list.  Contrary to the opinion of my cousins who live in Auckland, Cloudy Bay 

was all that I ever thought it would be.  We had a fantastic tasting and were able to try several  top of the range 

wines.  The Te Wahi Pinot Noir from Central Otago was a great hit and after our tasting we sat in the garden in the 

sunshine, sipping a glass of Sauvignon and looking out at the hazy mountainous vista portrayed on the Cloudy Bay 

label.   



We happily discovered that in all the regions, once the presenters found that we were genuinely interested in the 

wines of the region we were very well treated and they went out of their way to show us all the best wines.   

We finished off our tour around Marlborough with St. Clair, Wither Hills and Highfield and found something we liked 

at every stop.  At Highfield there was a delightfully spicy, peachy Riesling Late Harvest that went down very well at 

the end of the day. 

Before departing the South Island, we decided to dash westwards over the rugged hills of the Marlborough Sounds 

to Nelson.  The mountainous road took us by surprise as we had mostly travelled along roads that followed naturally 

formed river passes through the mountains. However the roads are very well signposted with warning signs 

indicating speed limits at every bend.  Most bridges on the South Island are single lanes and you have to wait 

patiently for traffic coming towards you from the opposite direction. 

Nelson is situated on the Tasman Bay at the top of the South Island.  We visited Te Mania and Richmond Plains and 

had our first ice wine, a Te Mania Riesling, then made our way to the Upper Moutere area where we discovered one 

of the true gems of New Zealand – Neudorf!   

Our bags were chock-a-block and unable to squeeze in another bottle we did not purchase any of the fabulous 

Chardonnays or Pinot Noirs on offer.  We are still kicking ourselves as the taste of these wines lingered on our 

palates all the way back to Blenheim. We have tasted them since in the U.K. and found them as good as imagined but 

they are quite difficult to track down.   

Our last stop in Nelson was at Rimu Grove, at a quaint, shack-like, roadside tasting room with a beautiful view out 

towards the sea.  Rimu Grove offers a tasty range of hand-crafted wines and we sipped at them looking out over the 

nearby vineyards covered in nets, as are many vineyards in New Zealand at harvest time.  The nets purportedly offer 

protection from flocks of birds that descend on the vines to feast on the ripe grapes.   

 

Rimu Grove, Nelson - view of nets covering the vines and out to sea 



As the sun was rising the next day we caught the ferry from Picton to Wellington, the capital city of New Zealand at 

the bottom of the North Island.  We had a pretty rough ride across the Cook Straits although we did see dozens of 

Dusky dolphins which raced alongside, darting in and out of the wake, which made it all worthwhile.   

Driving from the harbor through Wellington we headed straight for Martinborough and Palliser Estate Wines.  The 

Palliser Estate Sauvignon Blanc 2013 was refreshingly crisp with more mineral structure than those we had tasted in 

Marlborough.  Martinborough Vineyards was next on the list, followed by Te Kairanga and Ata Rangi which was 

definitely one of our favourite wineries in New Zealand with several gorgeous Pinots in the range.   

From Martinborough we made the 320 kilometer journey to Napier, on the east coast and the centre of the Hawkes 

Bay wine region, calling in at Ngatarawa just west of Hastings and Trinity Hills along the way.  At Trinity Hills we 

tasted Arneis and Tempranillo and a couple of exciting Syrahs.  

 In 1931 the region suffered a major earthquake and much of Napier was razed.  It was re-built in the art deco style, 

well preserved during the decades after re-construction and is today a unique, architectural tourist destination.  

Napier is also a busy seaport being the export hub for north-eastern New Zealand and vast quantities of timber, 

wool, frozen meat, pears, apples, stone fruit, grapes and wine are exported through the harbor annually.  

Mission Estate in Taradale and Surrounds is reputedly the oldest established vineyard/winery in New Zealand.  It was 

founded in 1851 by a group of missionaries that travelled to New Zealand from France, with little more than their 

faith and a few vines.  Miraculously, a row of original Muscat survives.  Today there is a thriving wine and grape 

growing industry in and surrounding Napier, Hastings which is just 18 kilometers inland and to the south and 

Havelock North.   

We trailed through the Taradale area from Crossroads to Mission and Church Road where we tasted our first 

Sauvignon Gris and a Marzemino, a variety originating in northern Italy and a great every day drinker.  We stayed in a 

lovely Provencal-style cottage overlooking an estuary and the local airport.  I would happily recommend this 

accommodation to anyone who is going to Napier. 

The next day we headed out to Havelock North where many of the most prestigious wineries are situated.  We 

started off at Askerne Winery and were given an extensive tasting ending off with a chocolaty 2009 Cabernet dessert 

wine.  With a daughter working at Mulderbosch for the 2014 vintage, we were given a royal welcome here.  Onwards 

we went to Craggy Range where the wines were good and the winery impressive but after our travels and the 

character-full wineries we had visited along the way, we found it a bit bland and soulless. 

Hawkes Bay is the sunniest and warmest wine region in New Zealand and therefore the vineyards are most famously 

planted to the red cultivars of Syrah and Cabernet Sauvignon.  Merlot is also popular as are other Bordeaux and 

European red varieties.  The Gimlett Gravels soils are composed of well drained gravel beds and provide the best 

growing spot, producing the most sought after and prestigious red wines of the region. 

We loved Te Mata where the star of the day was the Bullnose Syrah 2013 – a Michael Cooper 5 star wine but we 

were also enchanted by the only other, well rated Gamay Noir in New Zealand, the first being at the beginning of our 

trip at Rippon.  Black Barn was also well worth a visit and the Chardonnay from the ultra cool vintage of 2012 was 

quite scrumptious. 

Driving out to the coastal vineyards proved a bit tricky but we eventually found Kidnappers Cove, a renowned haunt 

of local pirates and Elephant Hill where we liked the wines but not the labels.  At Clear View the Semillon tasted 

exactly like Nitida and the Malbec was rich and deeply coloured with loads of plumy fruit.   



Leaving Napier the next day we stopped at Esk Valley Winery and were treated to a tasting of a very good range of 

wines to end our visit to the Hawkes Bay region.  Skipping out on Gisborne where some of the best Chardonnay is 

grown, mainly because of the long and apparently hazardous road trip in and out of the city, we made our way via 

Rotorua to Auckland.   

Rotorua is a must see stop over and I loved the sulfurous plumes of white spray erupting from the geysers,  the 

boiling cooking pool and the bubbling mud ponds, totem poles and Maori burial sites.  Tourists to Rotorua should 

find the Chinese take-away in the centre of the town and try the fresh, deep fried oysters – a local delicacy.    

We arrived in Auckland in the middle of a cyclone and our planned ferry ride to Waiheke Island had to be postponed.  

Instead we made our way to Villa Maria in Auckland for Sunday lunch and tasted more of their vast, well-made range 

of wines.  On the outskirts, we visited Nobilo and chose to try the Kim Crawford range.  The Riesling was outstanding.  

At Cooper’s Creek we bought a Marsanne, one of the many unusual varieties on offer and ended our day at Matua 

which has an exceptionally elegant range of Sauvignon Blanc and Pinot Noir wines. 

As the cyclone subsided and the winds died down, we made it over to Waiheke Island and after a brief bus tour of 

the picturesque island, we walked from Cable Bay which disappointed, to Mud Brick which delighted.  Waiheke 

Island is a gem and the ferry ride across the beautiful bay from Auckland, through a land/seascape of extinct volcanic 

peaks will always be remembered. 

Our last night was spent at a water front café devouring our last bowl of freshly harvested, green lipped mussels and 

the following day, after a spectacular three week road trip of some of the most beautiful scenery and also the best of 

New Zealand wines, we somewhat reluctantly, boarded the plane that took us back home to Johannesburg. 


