
A road trip on New Zealand’s South
Island presents endless wondrous sights:
Snowy mountains, fiords and rain
forests, meadows blanketed with sheep.

At state park beaches, nature is the bathing beauty
Fenwick Island, Corson’s Inlet, and Island Beach
are clean, free of man’s interventions.

By Larissa and Michael Milne
FOR THE INQUIRER

T
here’s a reason Peter Jack-
son selected the South Is-
land of New Zealand to
film his epic Lord of the
Rings trilogy. The land-

scape, with its snowcapped moun-
tains, glaciers, rain forests, and
sweeping vistas, lives up to the
dreamland created by author
J.R.R. Tolkien. The countryside is
so jaw-dropping that the tourism
board created an official Southern
Scenic Route (SSR). The road
lopes along for almost 500 miles,
beginning in Queenstown, then
skirting the southern half of the
is land before ending in
Christchurch.

Most people we met were either

camping along the way or travel-
ing the route on group bus tours.
We preferred to sleep indoors and
see the countryside at our own
pace. Fortunately, it is easy to tour

the South Island independently,
and comfortable lodging is plenti-
ful.

Our road trip began after a flight
into Queenstown. The South Is-
land was a culture shock after two
weeks in the urban setting of Auck-
land. From the air we saw snow-
dusted rocky peaks, known as the
Southern Alps, spreading to the ho-
rizon, punctuated by the occasion-
al lake of vivid turquoise and a
fleeting glimpse of the Franz Jo-
seph glacier. As the plane descend-
ed, alpine meadows blanketed
with yellow wildflowers appeared.
We half expected to see Julie An-
drews twirling around singing
“The Sound of Music.”

We headed southwest for the
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Corson’s Inlet State Park near Ocean City, N.J., has a lush, grassy beach. The
341-acre park covers both sides of the inlet. ANDREA SACHS / Washington Post

By Andrea Sachs
WASHINGTON POST

Y ou know those special
moments when you
come across something
really exciting and you

want to share it with some-
one, even just a stranger hap-
pening by? You want to point
it out, maybe nudge it with
your bare foot or a stick as
the two of you bend down to
inspect it?

When I spotted a hubcap-
size horseshoe crab drifting
along the Atlantic floor, I
looked to my left and right
for somebody, anybody, to re-
joice with me. (As a New En-
glander, I classify the critters
as exotica.) But alas, I was

alone on this stretch of Cor-
son’s Inlet State Park. I
snapped some photos for
proof, then tucked my discov-
ery away until my reentry
into civilization.

The ocean-edge state parks
in Delaware and New Jersey
aren’t devoid of people. I
could see a pointillist’s pat-
tern of colorful bathing suits
in the distance and hear the
mosquito buzz of jet skis. But
the human footprint is much
fainter on these strands. Be-
cause of restrictions on con-
struction, parking, conces-
sions, and other markings of
homo sapiens, the beaches re-
tain their natural landscape.
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On the Southern Scenic Route, views of the Southern Alps and
colorful lupines. One memorable stop was Milford Sound,
the only New Zealand fiord accessible by car.
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Relief Pod International makes
first aid kits — really complete
ones. The top-of-the-line Relief
Pod Deluxe Emergency Kit
contains 69 items, organized in
clear pockets and color-coded
categories — red for first aid,
yellow for tools, blue for food
and water,
green for
sanitary
items and
toiletries.
Each
category
has a
zippered compartment; all are
attached in sequence and fold
up into a reasonably compact
151/4-by- 81/4-by-5-inch zippered
bag with handle and shoulder
strap. Unzipped, the kit can be
hung by the attached hanger
for easy access. You get all
kinds of bandages, ointments,
and wipes as well as
tweezers, multi-tools, a
hand-crank flashlight/radio,
whistles, latex-free gloves and
masks, a rain poncho, and foil
packets of water and energy
bars. Smaller kits also are
available.
Relief Pod Deluxe Emergency Kit
in orange or black is $179.95 at
www.reliefpod.com.

town of Te Anau, headquarters of
the Fiordland National park and a
convenient base for exploring Mil-
ford Sound. A two-hour drive
takes visitors to the Sound, the
Southern Hemisphere’s equiva-
lent of the fjords in Norway.
(That’s no typo, New Zealand and
Norway do spell the word fjord
differently.) Milford Sound is the
only one of New Zealand’s fiords
that can be accessed by car, mak-
ing it a popular destination. Rud-
yard Kipling described its rugged
grandeur as “the 8th wonder of
the world.”

The steep, winding route to Mil-
ford is one of the world’s great
driving destinations, passing
through a remarkable series of mi-
croclimates and scenery — farm-
land, alpine meadow, dense for-
est, desert, rain forest, snow-
capped mountain ranges, and wa-
terfalls.

It’s a journey best taken in sum-
mer, as the winter brings a severe
avalanche risk.

After barreling through the one-
lane Homer Tunnel, the descent
back to sea level is negotiated
through a series of hairpin turns
slicked by mist spraying off near-
by waterfalls. Although it was sum-
mer, snowdrifts still caressed the
side of the road.

Taking the popular boat ride on
Milford Sound requires some
planning. Four tour companies
operate from the single pier;
boats chock-full of day-trippers
depart about every 15 minutes for
the 90-minute ride through the
narrow fiord.

However, by afternoon the
crowds have departed, the boats
are almost empty, and fares are
lower. Just after we boarded, the
overcast sky let loose a gentle
rain that eventually turned into a
downpour.

After getting drenched on deck,
we headed inside, but much of the
scenery was no longer visible
through the fogged-up windows.
Fortunately, near the end of the
trip the sun reappeared to cast a
warm glow on the sound, reveal-

ing double-arched rainbows creat-
ed from the mist of the waterfalls
dashing against the rocks. At that
point, we finally got the spectacu-
lar view that had excited Kipling.
The lesson here is to time your
trip with at least some dry weath-
er.

From the fiordlands and moun-
tains, the SSR heads due south,
passing the almost tropical-look-
ing beach at Florence Hill. Along
the coast the trees are angled
sharply away from the water, their
roots struggling to retain a firm
footing against the unrelenting on-
slaught of the gusts whipping off
the ocean.

The city of Invercargill is home
to possibly the world’s
quirkiest hardware
store, or perhaps the
world’s quirkiest auto
museum.

At E. Hayes and
Sons hardware, vin-
tage cars (including a
few mint Thunder-
birds) and motorcycles
nest le among the
aisles of generators,
hammers, and paint.
The big draw at Hayes is the cus-
tomized 1920 Indian Scout motor-
cycle with which local Burt Mun-
ro set several world speed
records at Utah’s Bonneville Salt
Flats in the 1960s. It was the sub-
ject of the film The World’s Fastest
Indian, starring Anthony Hop-
kins.

Maybe it’s because New Zealand
is so remote, but they really like
planting those multidirectional
signposts that indicate the dis-
tance to faraway places. On the
SSR, one is placed just south of
Invercargill, in the small town of
Bluff, to mark the southernmost
point on the South Island. The
marker displays the mileage to
places including Sydney, London,
and even the South Pole. Although
we feel like we’re almost at the
bottom of the world, the southern
tip of New Zealand is only about
halfway between the equator and
Antarctica.

The northeasterly portion of the

SSR winds through hilly pasture-
land with occasional glimpses of the
bluffs over the ocean. Hillsides and
meadows are covered by so many
grazing sheep it appears that a giant
dandelion sprayed its wispy white
tendrils everywhere. The pace is lei-
surely; sheep-related traffic jams are
common as farmers herd their flocks
down the main road.

Dunedin on the southeast coast
is a university town, reflected in
its superb used-book stores and
cafes. The flamboyant Edwardian-
era railway station, where no sur-
face is left undecorated, is also
the home of the nation’s sports
hall of fame.

Railroad buffs can admire the
architecture and
trains while sports
fans reminisce about
Olympic athletes and
the All Blacks, New
Zealand’s 2011 world
champion rugby team.
True devotees can
push a button on a
wooden box near the
entrance that emits
the aromas of a rugby
match. For those who

prefer to sniff something sweeter,
Cadbury offers tours of its choco-
late factory a few blocks away.

Going north, the SSR hugs the
coast before gradually climbing
back into the mountains. There
are many interesting side trips:
We followed a small sign leading
us to a remote ocean bluff where
a family of seals frolicked on the
nearby rocks. The hills and road-
sides are covered with a kaleido-
scope of colors from wild lupine
that sprouts with abandon. The
bottlebrush-shaped flowers grow
in a dazzling array of purples,
pinks, yellows, and whites. The
lupine and bright mustard-col-
ored gorse bushes combine for a
daytime fireworks display.

The sleepy town of Twizel
serves as a prime base for view-
ing Aoraki Mount Cook, New
Zealand’s highest peak. Topping
out at more than 12,000 feet, it
was the training ground for Ed-
mund Hillary as he prepared for

his conquest of Mount Everest in
1953. The greatest Kiwi ever is
showcased in the Sir Edmund Hil-
lary Alpine Centre, a free muse-
um located in the Hermitage Ho-
tel in Mount Cook Village.

The nearby Tasman Glacier is
accessible via a steep 20-minute
hike up a rock-strewn path. We
sweated and grunted our way to
the top to look out over — not
much. There was a beautiful blue
river with a few ice floes, but the
glacier itself looked like the con-
tents of a gravel quarry. A nearby
sign echoed our thoughts as it
asked, “Where’s the glacier?” The
sign explained that glaciers are
covered with rocky rubble called
“surface moraine.” The ice, which
we expected to see, hides beneath
it.

Massive sights such as glaciers
are best viewed from the air. So
we went for a ride in an open-cock-
pit biplane, outfitted in leather
flight jackets and goggles for the
full Snoopy-fights-the-Red-Baron
effect. Pilot Chris flew by the Ben
Ohau mountains and nearby gla-
cier before swooping low over the
meadow used by Peter Jackson to
stage the Pelennor Fields battle
scene in The Lord of the Rings: The
Return of the King.

Flying out of Christchurch a few
days later, we were rewarded with
a last glimpse of the vistas we had
seen from the ground. Our road
trip revealed that there was even
more than the “greatest hits” of
mountains and glaciers and fiords.
Seeing the South Island at our own
pace enabled us to experience not
just the majesty of the Lord of the
Rings scenery but also the natural
beauty that exists around every
bend in the road. New Zealand is a
perfect destination for an indepen-
dent road trip.

Larissa and Michael Milne are traveling
around the world for a year and are
reporting in regularly about their
journey. You can follow them at
www.ChangesInLongitude.com.

To comment, e-mail
TravelTalk@phillynews.com.
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Question: What is the lowest
point in Australia?

— Chicago Tribune
(Answer below)

Answer: The Lake Eyre basin,
which covers a sixth of the
continent, is about 52 feet
below sea level at its lowest
point.

Ask Men, a website that
claims 20 million readers
worldwide and that seeks to
help those readers “become a
better man,” offers a Top 10
List of Things You Will Need
on a Family Vacation. Read
more at www.askmen.com.
10. Rain gear
9. Camera
8. Passports
7. Extra luggage
6. Cooler
5. Drinks and snacks
4. First aid kit
3. GPS
2. Laptop
1. Different types of money

Two seals sunbathe on rocks just off the coast of South Island. The Southern
Scenic Route hugs the southeastern coast before turning west and
climbing back into the mountains.

Sheep have the right
of way and they can
cause traffic jams
when farmers herd
their flocks down
the main road.

Here’s a good buddy

Gadget Guru

Top 10 List

Chris the biplane
pilot with Little
Rocky. He flew the
Milnes in his
open-cockpit craft
over the Ben Ohau
mountains and
nearby glacier and
the meadow used
by Peter Jackson to
stage a battle scene
in “The Lord of the
Rings: The Return of
the King.”

Driving on South Island,
where scenery is nonstop

The greatest
Kiwi ever is

showcased in
the Sir Edmund
Hillary Alpine
Centre, a free

museum.

A mobile trip itinerary planner
popular with business
travelers.
Name: WorldMate
Available for: Android,
BlackBerry, iPhone, iPad, and
Windows Phone.
What it does: WorldMate helps
you plan, book, and manage
your trips. You’ll be notified of
delays and cancellations; you
get a currency converter, a tip
calculator, weather reports,
and info on local restaurants,
businesses, and more; and
you can connect with your
LinkedIn friends.
Cost: Free / $9.99 (upgrade to
Gold)
What’s hot: The iPhone is just
now getting the cool hotel
booking feature that
WorldMate’s Android app has.
(The iPad will have to wait
until the next update.) You
can make same-day hotel
reservations and get a deal
on that room rate, and there
are more hotel options than
on Hotel Tonight, my usual
last-minute booking app,
although Hotel Tonight offered
better room rates on the
same hotels. It’s valuable to
be able to add a meeting to
your itinerary and connect
with LinkedIn colleagues.
What’s not: Features vary from
device to device. Some
features were thin. For iPad,
the WorldMate Gold upgrade
has a local search tool that I
used for restaurants. Search
results showed restaurants
that were highly rated on
Yelp, and I liked that, but I
couldn’t click through to read
the reviews. It showed only
star ratings, one picture, and
a phone number. Not helpful.
Worth it: Nine million members
can’t be wrong. The upgrade
to Gold is a one-time fee, not
a subscription, and it’s a
must. If you add it to one
Apple iOS device, you’ll get it
on all your devices without
paying extra.

— Jen Leo,
Los Angeles Times
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