
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Zealand may be a small country when viewed on a map, and it seems like an excellent 

location for a driving holiday. What the map does not tell you though is the amount of 

awesomeness that was crushed up and sprinkled over the entire country. In planning our trip 

to Aotearoa, we had to change our itinerary about a dozen times because there simply 

wasn’t enough time to achieve everything we wanted. Eventually we decided on a route 

from Auckland to Christchurch travelling along the west coast of the South Island. The trip 

includes The Lord of the Rings Hobbiton set (as well as a number of other significant 

locations), ice climbing on Fox Glacier, Cave exploration, volcano exploration, snow time, and 

plenty more besides. The cautionary tale here is that three weeks is simply not enough. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Zealand: Ice, snow and Middle 

Earth 

Start: Auckland 
Finish: Christchurch 
Location: New Zealand 
Duration: 22 days 
Distance: 3541 km 



Itinerary Details   

Day 1: Bangkok – Perth - Melbourne (11 hours)   
While Bangkok is an excellent hub through which to reach locales antipodean, this trip started in the capital of 

Thailand thanks to another trip. The extra leg also shows the amount of time it takes to get there. Once we made it 

back to Perth we then connected to Melbourne where we paused for the night. Accommodation: Airport Motel 

Melbourne  

Day 2: Melbourne – Auckland (4 hours)   
We took an early morning flight from Melbourne and arrived in Auckland with enough time to pick up our Jucy Cabana 

and share dinner with my uncle at 16 Tun, a craft beer hall and eatery in the recently gentrified wharf district. We 

spent the rest of the evening with family, recharging from the flights. Accommodation: Family   

Day 3: Auckland – Tauranga (237km/ 3 hours)   
We enjoyed breakfast in the suburbs of Auckland before some retail therapy at Torpedo 7 (if you like outdoors or 

active stuff you need to go here). Next we climbed Mount Eden for a view of the city with my uncle. Having taken a 

bird’s eye view of all the other things we did not have time to see in Auckland we made our way south towards 

Matamata where we would get our first real glimpse of Middle Earth. We stopped briefly in Cambridge to see a dear 

family friend and then drove on to Shire’s Rest and the realisation of Peter Jackson’s Dream of Middle Earth. After an 

excellent, albeit crowded tour of the South Farthing we rushed on through the beautiful countryside to Tauranga and 

another date with family friends. Accommodation: Family friends  

Day 4: Tauranga - Rotorua (168km/ 3 hours)   
We woke early and took the hour drive to Whakatane where we boarded a boat for the 50-mile cruise to White Island, 

New Zealand’s only marine Stratovolcano. The day trip to an active volcano was amazing and well worth the cost. 

From Whakatane we moved on towards Rotorua. We stopped at Hell’s Gate just out of the town and enjoyed a 

sulphur spa and mud bath. The experience was enjoyable, but the cost really made it hard to appreciate. If you are 

looking to enjoy a muddy spa, hold off until Taupo, where you can walk through the Valley of the Moon for $8 - $27 

less than the corresponding walk in Rotorua. Once we arrived in Rotorua, we joined a dinner and cultural experience 

at Te Puia where we tried our hands at Poi (Linh) and a Haka (yours truly) with hilarious consequences. We also visited 

the Kiwi house and an excellent geyser complete with thermally heated seating! Accommodation: Caravan Park and a 

Jucy Cabana (that was just a little too short for me)  

Day 5: Rotorua – Waitomo - Taupo (285km/ 4 hours)   
We woke to a cool morning in Rotorua (Linh was well rested and I with a creak in my neck). After breakfast we took 

the Skyline gondola for an excellent view and a few runs of luge. I could have luged all day, but we had a date with a 

cave and some very cold water.  We drove on to Waitomo where a number of limestone caves resplendent with glow 

worms are said to be located. We booked ourselves on the Black Labyrinth Tour. The tour involved three hours in 

complete darkness, frigid water, and remains one of my favourite moments of the whole trip! The tour finished well 

after dark and we drove on to Taupo. Accommodation: Motel in Taupo 

 
 

 



 

Day 6: Taupo - Wellington (439km/ 7 hours)   
Taupo was an excellent spot. The McDonalds in Taupo is billed as the most unique in the world (spoilers: there is a DC3 

in the playground). We started the morning (after the disappointment of the Maccas) at Huka Falls, a horizontal 

waterfall with a 12 metre drop which resembles some epic rapids. We followed that up with a stop at one of the local 

thermal power plants and then Aratiatia Rapids. Aratiatia Rapids is usually a quiet and picturesque stream just below a 

dam. Three or four times day, however, the dam opens the flood gates and the stream becomes a torrent. We 

watched the spectacle before heading on to Tongiriro National Park for a quick look at Whakapapa Ski Field on Mt. 

Ruapehu. From there we took state Highway 4 to Whanganui -  an epic drive if ever I drove one. Finally – exhausted – 

we arrived in Wellington and crashed out very quickly. Accommodation: Wellington Motel 

Day 7: Wellington   
We tried to change our ferry to the South Island to an earlier time (we travel faster than even we thought), thankfully 

to no avail, so we braved the gale and rain so we could explore New Zealand’s capital. We started with some 

underwhelming shopping in the CDB before a trip up Victoria Peak. Next we drove to the Miramar Peninsula (also 

known as Wellywood) where we visited the unassuming street where movie magic comes to be made – Weta 

Workshop. We took an enlightening tour through the Weta Cave before having lunch at the iconic Maranui Surf Club 

Café. Next, we took a stroll through Te Papa (Our Place), the National Museum. After dark, we took another drive up 

the peak followed by a great dinner (that took a long time to choose thanks to the significant dining options). 

Accommodation: Wellington Motel 

Day 8: Wellington - Punakaiki   
We arrived at the Cook Strait ferry before daylight and braved the wild ditch between the North and South Island. The 

first hour was a little rocky, but once we got into the Queen Charlotte Sound, things became significantly more 

picturesque. Once we got to Picton, we elected to take the scenic route along the coast through Havelock to Nelson. 

The drive is worth the motion sickness that the road causes. In Nelson we stopped to visit another uncle before driving 

on through Greymouth to Punakaiki where we hoped to see Pancake Rocks the next morning. Accommodation: 

Punakaiki Tavern 

Day 9: Punakaiki – Franz Josef Glacier (500km / 9 hours)  
We arrived in Punakaiki after dark, so our first move was to retrace our steps for a view of the picturesque West Coast 

of the South Island. After checking out the rocks, we drove on to Greymouth for breakfast and a tasting paddle at 

Monteith’s Brewery. From Greymouth we drove on to Hokitika Gorge –about 30 km inland from Hokitika. The walk 

down into the gorge takes about 10 minutes and it is certainly worth the break in the drive. Before moving on I’d 

recommend filling up the tanks as we almost ran dry as we drove on to Franz Joseph Glacier. Once we’d refilled and 

booked into Sir Cedric’s Backpackers, we took the 90-minute return walk to the glacier terminal face which offered 

some nice views. Accommodation: Sir Cedric’s Backpackers 

Day 10: Fox Glacier Ice Climbing (60km / 9 hours)  
We’d booked a full day ice climbing experience on Fox Glacier which is about 35km south of Franz Josef. The slightly 

larger Franz Josef township offers a little more in the way of entertainment, however it did mean an icy pre-dawn 

drive to the Fox Glacier township where we would meet with the tour for the helicopter transfer to the ice. While 

costly, the 9-hour tour which afforded an opportunity to learn ice climbing with crampons and ice picks. We returned 

to Fox township with enough daylight to take a walk around nearby Lake Matheson which offers multiple reflective 

views of Aoraki/ Mount Cook. The four kilometre trail was both scenic and well-marked, which was lucky, as we 

completed the walk just after dusk. We returned to Franz Josef in the dark for another night at Sir Cedric’s. Before 

turning in, we spent a relaxing hour soaking in the waters of the acclaimed Glacier Hot Pools. Accommodation: Sir 

Cedric’s Backpackers 



Day 11: Franz Josef - Queenstown (353km / 5 hours)  
We left around 8am, taking breakfast in the Fox Glacier township before driving south towards Haast Pass, one of the 

three or four passes through the Southern Alps to the centre of the South Island. While Haast Pass is said to be one of 

the less scenic routes, it was the most direct for our purposes and still proved to be an enjoyable drive. We stopped to 

photograph icicles on cliffs, waterfalls and mountain streams as we drove, but the highlight of the route was a 30-

minute walk to the Blue Pools, a Lord of the Rings filming location and a spectacular outlook. From here we stopped at 

Wanaka for lunch before driving on, past Cardrona ski field and Arrowtown, to Queenstown. We organised lift passes, 

and hired snowboards before checking in to our Airbnb accommodation overlooking lake Wakatipu. One of our first 

acts was to try the famous Fergburger on Shotover Street. While I would whole-heatedly recommend this experience, 

I’d also suggest that calling ahead and grabbing takeout, as the 45-minute wait – while an interesting social 

engagement – may not be to everyone’s taste.  Accommodation: Airbnb 

Day 12: Queenstown – Snowboarding Remarkables Ski Area  
The first day of our snowboarding stop in Queenstown dawned rainy and 11 degrees, which I hardly need to say did 

not bode well for conditions on the mountain. We drove up expecting the worst, and endured our first day of fitting 

snow chains to the car (getting dirty and wet in the process). The 2016 ski season in New Zealand had a disastrously 

slow start, but we were lucky enough to arrive as the snow began to fall. Two of the three main lifts were open and 

there was only a moderate amount of ice with which to contend. The biggest hurdle, however was the sleet and rain 

at the lift base. Higher up the cold allowed snow to fall, but we left the mountain at around 2pm, sodden and chilled. 

After an afternoon rest and drying session, we ventured into Queenstown for supplies (gloves and a portable boot 

drying machine that resembled a chicken) and dinner – which we spent at Roaring Megs, a well-known lamb 

restaurant that has won multiple awards for their dishes.  Accommodation: Airbnb 

Day 13: Queenstown – Snowboarding Remarkables Ski Area  
Our second day at ‘Remarks’- as it is known – heralded more weather, this time a white out and blizzard conditions. 

Thanks to this weather we admitted defeat at 1130am as the power went out to the mountain. We spent the 

afternoon, further exploring Queenstown and had Macoroni and Cheese Balls with teapot cocktails at the World Bar 

before dessert at Patagonia, a lovely ice creamery and dessert café on the lakefront. Accommodation: Airbnb 

Day 14: Queenstown – Snowboarding Coronet Peak Ski Area  
Having spent two days taking the 45 trek up Double Cone to Remarkables Ski area, we decided (being Friday) that we 

would spend the day at Coronet Peak, where we could continue riding the mountain until 10pm with the weekend 

night skiing. This cost an extra fee, but we were able to swap our lift pass on the last day to the evening session. We 

spent the day riding Coronet Peak, which offers more options in terms of runs, much closer to Queenstown. Once the 

evening session started, we found that the more talented riders came out to play, which was – at times – intimidating 

as they zoomed past at speed. Despite this, night snowboarding (or skiing) is something that everyone should try! 

Accommodation: Airbnb 

Day 15: Queenstown – Snowboarding Remarkables Ski Area  
We planned to return to Coronet Peak, but significant snow fell on Remarks the night before, thanks to its higher 

elevation, so we decided to sample the newly opened lifts and powder and headed back up Double Cone. The day was 

far more pleasant than our two first attempts, but the crowds were significantly greater – even than Coronet Peak. On 

balance, I’d probably choose Remarks over Coronet Peak as the runs are slightly longer, and the snow was slightly less 

icy. Crowds were comparable between both mountains, but that’s probably unavoidable in New Zealand without 

trying a club field (which were at this time largely bereft of the white stuff). That evening we decided to try Cardona 

the next day (Remarkables, Coronet Peak and Mount Hutt are all managed by the same outfit, while Cardrona and 

Treble Cone are also jointly run) over pizza at one of Queenstown’s myriad of excellent restaurants. Accommodation: 

Airbnb 



Day 16: Queenstown – Exploration of Glenorchy and surrounds  
The weather meant that Cardrona was closed on our last day in Queenstown, as was the road to Milford sound and 

Fiordland National Park (which was another part of our initial plan). Instead, after breakfast at Joe’s Garage, we drove 

to Glenorchy which lies at the other end of Lake Wakatipu to explore some more Middle Earth country. Our first stop 

was the jetty on the lake at Glenorchy where we snapped some great shots of the snow-covered mountains plunging 

into the lake. After a quick stop at the charming general store we pushed on towards Paradise, a small farming 

community down the road. We drove past Paradise on the gravel road and across a number of fords until we reached 

Chinaman’s Bluff, a hub for local walks. This was a borderline four-wheel-drive track and I would not recommend 

taking a hire campervan (as we did) along this road. Nonetheless, it was a picturesque half day adventure and we were 

able to stop at the woods of Lothlorien, view some of the mountains the featured at the start of ‘The Two Towers’, 

and we even captured a glimpse of the location of Orthanc (Saruman’s Tower). We arrived back in Queenstown after 

3pm and wolfed down a burger at Devil Burger. We had a dinner reservation at The Bunker at 8.45pm (it is important 

to book ahead at many Queenstown restaurants), so we headed back to our accommodation to start packing to leave 

the next morning. Dinner was a seven course degustation using local South Island produce – and unsurprisingly, it was 

great.  Accommodation: Airbnb  

Day 17: Queenstown – Aoraki/ Mount Cook Village (300km/4 hours)  
Having thoroughly enjoyed our week on the slopes, we drove on towards the Aoraki/ Mount Cook National Park. We 

had hoped to enjoy the Dark Sky reserve in the region, however the moon dimmed any chances of stargazing. On the 

way out of Christchurch we passed a number of sites and spots worth a photo, particularly Ohau Village and ski field, a 

club field in the Mackenzie country that we loved. We briefly stopped at the salmon farm near Twizel, and arrived in 

the Mount Cook village in time for a late lunch. Before checking in, we took a walk to the Tasman Glacier terminal face 

lookout and explored the glacier lake, before walking to Kea Point in the hopes of seeing some alpine parrots (to no 

avail). Accommodation: Lodge in Mt Cook Village 

Day 18: Aoraki/ Mount Cook Village – Tekapo (150km/2 hours)  
We woke early in the hopes of a day snowboarding at Mount Dobson, a semi club field near Lake Tekapo. 

Unfortunately, the lack of snow deterred us, however we did drive up for a look and the lack of crowds (12 cars in 

total) almost convinced us to have a go – during a good season, this would be an amazing spot. Robbed of our final day 

of snow by fate, we visited Mount John observatory (right outside Tekapo) for a coffee and some great views before 

heading to Tekapo Springs and a relaxing afternoon. Accommodation: Motel in Tekapo 

Day 19: Tekapo – Christchurch (250km/3 hours)  
Our second last day in New Zealand entailed a morning of driving with a brief stop in Fairly for one of the best pies I’ve 

ever tasted – try the pies in Fairly! We arrived in Christchurch at about lunchtime and walked around the city which 

still seems unfinished. The ReStart pop up shopping district is an excellent area which brings home the upheaval of the 

2011 earthquake (it’s easy to forget that this disaster was only five years ago). We had organised to visit family in the 

afternoon and spent the evening relaxing just outside the city. Accommodation: Family 

Day 20 -22: Christchurch – Melbourne - Perth (4 hours)  
We drove to the airport late in the morning, stopping at the International Antarctic Centre, which was interesting, but 

not unmissable. Our Jucy van was due back at 2pm – just in time for us to take our flight back to Melbourne where we 

had a day layover to recover from the journey before a morning flight back to Perth. Accommodation: Melbourne 

Hotel (2 nights) 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


