The Land of the Long White Cloud

“Could you write an article about your trip to New Zealand?” says David. Well, how many pages can you spare? 

My friend, Ros, and I have had the trip on our ‘to do’ list for a while and when she arranged to visit her family in West Australia for Christmas we decided to take the plunge. We’d been told about a N. Z.Coach Company and heard that their 16 day Panoramic Tour was very good but hectic.  Well, we could cope with hectic couldn’t we? A bit of Web searching and a few phone calls later to the London office and we were booked for a summer holiday in the middle of January.

We met up in Auckland where we had a lazy day to get over our jet lag but still managed to explore the town and its lovely harbour, taking the ferry over to Devonport and enjoying the sunshine. Next day we were up early to join our coach for a 7.30am departure and we drove north through the rush hour while our driver introduced himself and we eyed up our fellow passengers. Unusually, there was no courier and the Driver (described as Coach Captain1) took care of passengers, bags, the lot. He solemnly explained the complicated seating rota which involved remembering your seat number from the previous day (no chance) and this broke the ice as we all sat trying to keep straight faces. In fact, with 26 people on a 48 seater coach the whole thing broke down in chaos over the next 16 days but we had fewer than usual ‘seat wars’ as most people had a double seat to themselves.

Our first stop was the Bay of Islands – think “South Pacific” – and a boat ride through some of the hundreds of Islands. There was an optional tour to 90 Mile Beach (actually 60 miles longer but whatever!) but we still hadn’t got our head round the time difference so took a gentle boat ride to Russell Island instead and, yes, sat in the sunshine.  

Two nights later and we were heading south, back to Auckland and on to Rotorua through lush farmland where, in addition to sheep there were huge herds of dairy cows, mostly Friesian and Holsteins but Jerseys and Guernseys too, no problems with butterfat here then. In town the earth’s crust is so thin that some building use the natural heat as underfloor heating. We went to a ‘geyser park’ to see some active geysers but I was just as impressed with the way the steam warmed the waters of the local lakes and escaped into flower beds where the locals simply piled up a few boulders as a warning. We missed out on the town completely, spending our few spare hours relaxing in the Polynesian Thermal Pools. 
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This set the pattern for the coming days. We would roll into town about 5 o’clock, detouring to sights of interest on the way in then leaving again next day at 8 o’clock but then this was a panoramic tour. We passed through Napier where an earthquake had flattened the centre in the Thirties and the shops and public buildings were re-built in Art Deco style and on to Wellington. Our usual quick circuit of the town didn’t stop Ros and me finding a great place to eat. The food was generally excellent, especially the seafood and any excess baggage for the return flight was on our hips. 

The following day we crossed Cook Strait to the South Island, magnificent but misty-our only bad weather of the trip. Here we picked up a new coach and driver and headed for the Montana Winery- he knew how to keep us happy. Now we were into serious sheep country as we headed into the Canterbury Plain and Christchurch. From here we crossed the Plain into the Southern Alps and stupendous scenery with Mount Cook towering over its fellow peaks. Now we were in the High Country where the sheep are mainly merinos, bred for their wool and surviving on minimal vegetation as opposed to the Romneys bred for meat and wool on the lush Plain.

On then to Dunedin, the ‘Scottish’ city where we went on a jeep safari to see yellow-eyed penguins and were also lucky enough to see a pair of Albatross circling the Otago headland.  Later we headed to Lake Te Anau where a cruise across the lake took us to underground caves, home to thousands of glow-worms. Our trip then took us over forested mountain roads to Milton Sound where we watched dolphins and seals play in the magnificent fiords. Our next stop was the relatively populated alpine resort of Queenstown. This had its own delights with water-sports, Jet Boats and white-water rafting, plus the sky put on the most spectacular sunset of the tour. (Ros did the Jet Boat safari, I sat in the sun)

The last part of our journey took up back into the mountains to Fox Glacier from where we headed up the coast to board the Trans Alpine railway which crosses from West to Christchurch in the east through Arthur’s Pass and the Otira Gorge. Here the scenery, still amazing, changed again to vast windswept foothills of ever changing colour. 

Back in Christchurch, the trip over, we said our farewells to other fellow travellers who, like us, were stunned by what we had seen and dropping with weariness from the travelling and the early starts. Luckily we had two free days before flying home so what did we do? Why, we went on a coach trip!                                     Lesley Seaford
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