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encounter at each place. To make it happen, take a 
1-hour flight from Auckland to Napier (in Hawke’s 
Bay), pick up a rental car at the airport, drop it off 
at the ferry terminal in Wellington, and arrange for 
another car at the Picton ferry landing in the 
Marlborough region (check with your rental 
company–most do not allow their cars on the boat). 

The first stop on the trail, Hawke’s Bay, is the 
most picturesque of New Zealand’s wine districts,  
as dozens of vineyards fan out around Napier, a 
remarkable town with intact Art Deco architecture 
that rivals that of South Beach and is worth a visit  
of its own accord. Home to the country’s oldest 
vineyard, Mission Estate (founded by Catholic 
missionaries in 1851), the region has a welcoming 
climate that prompted winemakers to put down 
the roots that now produce New Zealand’s best 
cabernets, chardonnays, and, more recently, syrahs. 
Three outstanding local vineyards—the austere 
Craggy Range, familial Sileni Estates, and 
traditional Te Mata—showcase the region’s 
diversity; the first two also have great on-site 
restaurants. The hotels here have yet to match  

Jumping off in 
Wellington

The ferry to Picton—and 
the beginning of the 

Marlborough wine region—leaves 
from the outskirts of Wellington, 
New Zealand’s seat of parliamen-
tary government. Those short on 
time often skip visiting it, but 
overnighting in the world’s 
southernmost capital makes for 
a fun, urban counterpoint to the 
wine trail. The setting bears an 
uncanny similarity to San 
Francisco, considering its steep 
hillsides dotted with wooden 
homes perched over a pictur-
esque harbor. In fact, prime 

examples of Victorian houses 
that are dead ringers for San 
Francisco’s colorful Painted 
Ladies can be found along 
Wellington’s smashing 
waterfront promenade, Oriental 
Parade, which extends past the 
glitzy Te Papa Tongarewa 
Museum of New Zealand. 
Their rooftops are visible from 
the delightful Wellington 
Cable Car, which ascends the 
slopes behind Lampdon Quay. 
Bed down near the water at the 
new Ohtel Hotel, a smart, 
intimate 10-room boutique hotel, 

with fashionable studios 
overlooking Oriental Parade, 
or the elegant Museum Hotel 
nearby, which has 165 rooms in 
masculine, muted tones—all 
come with oversize baths, some 

with museum-facing balconies. 
Save room for the city’s first- 
rate food scene, localized on 
pedestrian-only Cuba Street: The 
trendy Matterhorn, a local 
institution with a buzzing  

bar and dining room, and the 
formal Logan Brown 
Restaurant and Bar, with its 
accent on contemporary New 
Zealand cuisine, are two of  
our favorites. 

There is much to sample on the wine 
route—from bold cabernets, complex 
pinot noirs, and crisp sauvignon blancs, 

to farm-fresh lamb, cheese, venison, and fish at 
haute-barnyard restaurants in the midst of local 
vineyards. The only catch: Seeing it all requires lots 
of driving (on the left-hand side!) along winding 
one-lane roads. Plan on seven days to cover the 
highlights—and to enjoy at least one lingering after-
noon lunch on a vineyard terrace—or 10 days to 
really bask in the splendid leafy surroundings you’ll 

The Wine TRAIL
The classic New Zealand wine trail, a 
240-mile route, starts on North Island at 
Hawke’s Bay and ends in Marlborough,  
at the northern tip of South Island. 

the quality of the vineyards, and luxury options 
are limited (even the most expensive lodging, 
The County Hotel, is quite dated). Oenophiles 
should instead splurge on a contemporary 
cottage stay among the vines at Craggy Range, 
or try the great-value Crown Hotel, in Napier’s 
up-and-coming Ahuriri neighborhood.

The diminutive town of Martinborough, a 
3-hour drive south of Hawke’s Bay, was settled 
in the 19th century and has a clutch of streets 
named for places—New York and Panama, for 
example—that the founder is said to have 
visited. The town plays second fiddle, however, 
to the dozens of nearby pinot noir vineyards, 
which date from as recently as 1980. Pioneering 
wineries such as Ata Rangi, Palliser Estate, Te 
Kairanga, and a few others are all conveniently 
located within walking or biking distance of  

CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT: The Tuki Tuki River and 
Hawke’s Bay wine country; Peppers Martinborough 
Hotel, built 1882, in a small wine village; a local 
restaurant’s take on seared tuna; artisanal cheese 
making at the Te Mata Cheese factory, in Havelock North

CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT:  
Jumping from a waterfall at 
Maraetotara Stream; the clapboard 
Martinborough First Church, built in 
1891; Ocean Beach, considered primo 
surfing territory
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Oriental Bay, Wellington’s “Riviera”


