New Zealand - Day 5

We left the Franz Josef glacier area to head towards Fox glacier and another hike to see this one.  This is slightly smaller and the path to the glacier gets you closer than to the Franz Josef glacier.  In all, a great experience and very spectacular scenery.  It’s also quite cold here in the mornings and in the evening.  I had to purchase a pair of gloves (possum merino, of course) and a wool scarf for warmth and I’ve used them every day.

From the Fox glacier to started our 3 hour drive toward Wanaka, a city an hour outside of Queenstown (our final stop before going to Sydney) through winding mountain roads.  The distances are deceptive here.  One must slow down considerably when going through towns and the roads are mostly winding through mountains which makes the going slower.  In addition, there are lots of one lane bridges over rivers and streams where you have to yield to the traffic on the other side.  Sometimes, the one lane bridge is shared with the railroad and then you have to watch out for a train as well.  Of course, New Zealanders drive on the left making this all the more challenging if you’re from the USA. 
On the way to Wanaka, we stopped at another information center to view exhibits about jade mining, gold mining and other historical facts about the area.  We continued on our way passing countless dairy farms (big industry here), sheep farms (where we saw all the little lambs born within the last month or so) and horses.  New Zealanders also raise deer for food, and alpaca for wool, and we’ve seen these farms on our travels from Christchurch towards the west coast. 

Leaving the Haast information center, we stopped at a salmon farm to see how salmon are bred for food, and purchased lunch – a smoked salmon sandwich, of course.  
Then we proceeded to the ocean shore and a site of a former shipwreck where we took a 50 minute “swamp walk” through a swamp that is the best remaining replica of swamp forests that existed 100 million years ago.  This is a good season for that walk since in the summer the sand flies make it very uncomfortable. Along the path, which was carefully planked, but didn’t have signs as to what you were looking at, were giant tree ferns – no relation – and other trees and plants surrounded  by water.  It was indeed a swamp. While I couldn’t verify that this was what is looked like 100 million years ago since I wasn’t around, I’ll take the word of those who have said so.  There are also dunes at this site and we walked a little way to see if we could see sea life – sometimes dolphins are sighted here -  but couldn’t.
From here we went through the mountains again and around various mountain lakes until we came to Lake Wanaka and Lake Hawea where every view was spectacular.  The lakes are huge, pristine, very blue and the mountains, with their snow covered peaks rise up.  As you round each curve, it’s like a picture post card and the weather was perfect.  I wanted to yell “stop the car” every time a new scene came into view. We did stop a couple of times and Jeff took some photos, but I don’t know if we could ever to justice to the panorama.

We pulled into Wanaka, a town which has the look and feel of Lake Tahoe.  It is a lovely, populated area – in contrast to the many one-horse towns we passed on our way to the glaciers – with million dollar homes overlooking the lake.  Surrounding the lake are the mountains, and thus, there is the most spectacular and beautiful site I’ve ever seen.  This area is the most widely photographed in the world for commercials, movies, photos, etc., and it’s easy to see why.  It’s breathtaking.  We drove up to Rippon Winery situated at the top of a hill where the tasting “shack” overlooks the lake and mountains. On the way up, we passed a film crew.
The Otago region, where we are now, is famous for its Pinot Noirs and we intend to take advantage of being here to sample some wines.  The pinots at Rippon were very good, but pricey.

Our B&B for the night is a lovely two story establishment owned by a very gracious and welcoming couple.   We had an excellent dinner at the Relishes Restaurant in town which is a locally known restaurant, and while we were eating a famous New Zealand comedian came in with his entourage to have dinner.  The atmosphere in Wanaka is a combination of Tahoe and Cannes.  The Olympic ski teams from various countries are winding up their winter practice runs, so you’ll hear many languages here.  Behind us at dinner were a table of athletes from Spain.  Also, several automobile manufacturers test their vehicles here. 

Most places along the coast have one season where they can count on tourists – summer. Here in Wanaka, there are two seasons, ski season and summer for tourists.  So far, Wanaka would get my vote as the nicest place to spend some time of all the places innew Zealand that we’ve visited yet.
