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 I
t was a whiteout. The wind was scything 
over the ridge and driving snow into my 
face with such force that I felt like I was 
being stabbed with needles. My goggles 

were frozen, I was nauseous with vertigo.
“Dance with the mountain,” advised Biff, 

my ski instructor. Was the man insane? “In 
low viz you need to stand tall, be loose, work 
with the mountain like it’s your dance partner.”

Such conditions were merely a minor 
challenge for a man from Vermont who 
spends his life working on mountains. Off 
we went, following the orange flags that 
marked the centre of the run. His advice 
seemed to help and I began to enjoy what 
had been a challenging day’s skiing at 
Cardrona, one of the many resorts on 
New Zealand’s South Island.

I was staying at Wanaka, a pretty lakeside 
town (main picture) that was surprisingly 
accessible for a long weekend escape. 
I flew direct from Brisbane to Queenstown, 
which took a tad over three hours, and 
drove the hour or so to my digs.

The town is smaller and more low-key 
than Queenstown, although there is a good 
range of restaurants and bars – The Cow 
and the hearty meat-loving Lone Star, oddly 
with an adjoining climbing wall, are great for 

families, while slinky Barluga is one of the 
town’s coolest drinking spots.

Wanaka’s main attractions in winter are 
the surrounding ski resorts, none of which 
is ski-in, ski-out and all involve a winding 
trip up an unsealed road. Cardrona, with its 
kids’ centres for children from three months 
to 14 years, as well as less challenging 
terrain (25 per cent beginner, 50 per cent 
intermediate and 25 per cent advanced), is 
perhaps most suited to the family market, 
while Treble Cone, where we were blessed 
with sunshine and outstanding views, is  
a lure for more adventurous skiers (10 per 
cent beginner, 45 per cent intermediate and 
45 per cent advanced). The Snow Farm,  
a cross-country ski resort, is about 40 
minutes from town.

There’s so much to do off the slopes, it 

really wouldn’t matter if the weather was 
awful up high. There are loads of walks 
through beautiful country and we took a lake 
cruise to remote Mou Waho Island with Eco 
Wanaka. Under the guidance of Chris, who 
has amazing knowledge of the area, we met 
flightless Buff Weka birds and walked up to  
a rocky outcrop to take in the magnificent 
views of the surrounding mountains and lake.

Wanaka also has the good fortune of 
being in the Central Otago wine region, 
which produces luscious pinot noirs 
(including from the Rippon vineyard, which 
is right on the edge of town). You can visit 
the wineries yourself or travel with operators 
such as Ridgeline Adventures, which offers 
tours of boutique wineries and indulgent 
treats such as a pinot and pamper package.

I was very cosy at Wanaka Homestead  
(above), a complex of four lodge rooms and 
two self-catering cottages. With terracotta 
tile floors and pine furniture, it was 
comfortable and clean and lodge guests 
can enjoy a very decent breakfast at 
a shared table, a log fire and tea and coffee 
making facilities downstairs. There were 
also an outdoor spa, barbecue and laundry.

In a delightful town with so much to offer, 
I needed nothing more than more time.

the deal
WEBLINKS www.
lakewanaka.co.nz; 
www.airnewzealand.
com.au; www.wanaka 
homestead.co.nz
RATES  
Air NZ flies Brisbane-
Queenstown up to 
three times weekly 
in winter. Fares from 
$327 (one-way, incl. 
tax). Adult day lift 
passes Cardrona, 
$NZ89 ($A70), Treble 
Cone $NZ91. Wanaka 
Homestead from 
$NZ159 per night.
 
THE VERDICT
Natural beauty.
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