New Zealand - Day 7

Our last full day in New Zealand was spent wine tasting in the Otago region.  We drove about an hour out from Queenstown, through Arrowtown around winding roads once again until we came to Cromwell.  We stopped at “The Big Picture” where you get a unique perspective about wine through a 45 minute aroma lesson and video.  The first stop is the Aroma Room where you get to smell several varieties of spices, flowers, fruits, woods, and other native scents such as grass and musk that are components of wines.  There were also vials of the undesirable odors that you could smell, such as cork, oxidization and other odors indicative of wine gone bad.  For each scent, a placard above listed all the other things that a wine, like a Sauvignon Blanc, for example, would contain.  This was a fascinating experience as some of the scents were covered and guessing what they were was fun and challenging.  
From the Aroma Room we were shown into the tasting room where we saw a video of the wine region and a brief presentation by the wine maker or owner of the five vineyards whose pinot noir we were tasting.  The vintners spoke about the aromatic components that were in their particular wine.  One of the vintners was Sam Neill of Jurassic Park fame, a native New Zealander, whose wine--Two Paddocks--was in the tasting and, in my opinion, the worst of the bunch.

The concept is fascinating and the five wines and vintners changes every 3-4 months.  The shop is huge and features many wines you can buy, but not taste, as well as a very good restaurant where we ate lunch.  In all, a fascinating concept and one that wine growing regions in the US could adopt.

From the Big Picture, we started back towards Queenstown, stopping along the way at several additional wineries to taste pinot noir, the pride of the Otago region.  The best of the lot was at the Winehouse and Kitchen, whose three labels are Van Asch, Rock Ferry and Freefall (a tribute to the bungy jumpers).  The winery is located next to the Kawarau bridge where bungy jumping originated and a short walk from the bridge itself.  The other wineries were less memorable as were their wines. 

We couldn’t resist observing the bungy jumpers in action.  It costs $150 (NZ currency, about $105 USD) to jump with varying rates for children, families, couples, etc.  Don’t know if that includes the video, but you can ask our son David, who jumped off this bridge when he visited New Zealand in the early 1990s.  The jumpers are released into a boat, after jumping and either touching or not touching the water below and then walk up many stairs to get back to the bridge.  If you’re over 70, you jump for free.  We didn’t have to make that choice and had no desire to try this sport. 
Back in Queenstown, the weather was beautiful with the morning clouds totally gone.  So we decided this was an ideal time to ride the gondola up to the top of Bob’s Peak where you can not only get a breathtaking view of Queenstown and the surrounding area, but can take a ski lift further up and ride a luge from a higher point down  to a stopping point about a story below the lookout point.  There’s also a bungy jumping platform on the side of Bob’s Peak, but no one was jumping.  

We did, however, see lots of hang gliders floating down from distant mountains to land in a Queenstown school yard.  Participants basically sit with the instructor and float down, looking like a giant bat in flight. There’s no end to how many ways one could risk his life here.  There’s also jet boats that zoom along the river and of course, lots of snow-covered peaks to ski on.

Our last dinner in New Zealand was at a restaurant called Wei and was a fitting end to an outstanding week in this beautiful country.  
The south island, where we toured, is by far the most picturesque and has the most variety of climates in a relatively compact space.  We drove over mountain passes and saw snow covered mountains, walked through a swamp, rode through dry and wet lands and farms where all variety of animals--sheep, goats, cows, deer, elk and emu--graze. 

We shopped, but not ‘til we dropped because there isn’t that much to buy, but we did pick up a few unique items in native wood and gloves made from a blend of merino wool and possum fur.  Mostly, we thoroughly enjoyed learning about the history of New Zealand, a young country that sits on a pacific plate and has earthquakes and active volcanoes, meeting its inhabitants, exploring the Maori culture a little, and seeing some unique sights that you can’t see anywhere else in the world.  We had a remarkable guide who was knowledgeable and made our stay most enjoyable.

Tomorrow, Saturday here, we leave for Sydney.

