Australia:

Sydney
Melbourne
Perth
Adelaide & South Australia
Alice Springs & Ayers Rock (Uluru)
Canberra
Great Barrier Reef
Queensland with Brisbane & Cairns

New Zealand: North Island
Auckland
Rotorua & the East Coast
Wellington & the Wairarapa

New Zealand: South Island
Christchurch & Canterbury
Queenstown & the Southern Alps
Upper South Island & the West Coast
Sydney

 

Overview

Sydney belongs to the exclusive club of world cities that generate a sense of excitement from the air. Even at the end of a marathon flight across the Pacific, there's renewed vitality in the cabin as the plane circles the city, crossing the branching fingers of the harbour, where thousands of yachts are suspended on the dark water and the sails of the Opera House glisten in the distance. Endowed with dazzling beaches and a sunny Mediterranean climate, its setting alone guarantees Sydney a place among the most beautiful cities on the planet. 

At 4 million people, Sydney is the biggest and most cosmopolitan city in Australia. Take a taxi from Sydney Airport and chances are that the driver won't say "G'day" with the accent you might expect. A wave of immigration in the 1950s has seen the Anglo-Irish immigrants who made up the city's original population enriched by Italians, Greeks, Turks, Lebanese, Chinese, Vietnamese, Thais, and Indonesians. This intermingling has created a cultural vibrancy and energy -- and a culinary repertoire -- that was missing only a generation ago. Sydneysiders, as locals are known, embrace their harbour with a passion. Indented with numerous bays and beaches, Sydney Harbour is the presiding icon for the city, and for urban Australia. Captain Arthur Phillip, commander of the 11-ship First Fleet, wrote in his diary when he first set eyes on the harbour on January 26, 1788: "We had the satisfaction of finding the finest harbour in the world, in which a thousand ships of the line may ride in the most perfect security." It was not an easy beginning, however. Pushing inland, Australia's first settlers were confronted with harsh, foreign terrain that few of them possessed skills to navigate. They were the first round of wretched inmates (roughly 800) flushed from overcrowded jails in England and sent halfway around the globe to serve their sentences. 

Sydney has long since outgrown the stigma of its convict origins, but the passage of time has not tamed its rebellious spirit. Sydney's panache and appetite for life are unchallenged in the Australian context. A walk among the scantily clad sunbathers at Bondi Beach or through the buzzing nightlife districts of Kings Cross and Oxford Street provides ample evidence. 

Although a visit to Sydney is an essential part of an Australian experience, the city is no more representative of Australia than Los Angeles is of the United States. Sydney has joined the ranks of the great cities whose characters are essentially international. What Sydney offers are style, sophistication, and good -- no, great -- looks; an exhilarating prelude to the continent at its back door. 

Best of Sydney in 3 to 10 Days 

You really need 3 days in Sydney to see the essential city centre, while 6 days would give you time to explore the beaches and inner suburbs. A stay of 10 days would allow trips outside the city and give you time to explore a few of Sydney's lesser-known delights. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Start with an afternoon Sydney Harbour Explorer cruise for some of the best views of the city. Follow with a tour of the Rocks, the nation's birthplace, and take a sunset walk up onto the Sydney Harbour Bridge. The following day, take a Sydney Explorer tour to the famous Sydney Opera House and relax at sunset in the Royal Botanic Gardens, Domain South, and Domain North parks. On the third day, explore the city centre, with another spectacular panorama from the Sydney Tower. Include a walk around Macquarie Street, a living reminder of Sydney's colonial history, and the contrasting experience of futuristic Darling Harbour, with its museums, aquarium, cafés, and lively shops. 

If You Have 6 Days 

Follow the three-day itinerary above, then visit Kings Cross, Darlinghurst, and Paddington on the fourth day. You could continue to Bondi, Australia's most famous beach. The next day, catch the ferry to Manly to visit its beach and the historic Quarantine Station. From here, take an afternoon bus tour to the northern beaches, or return to the city to shop or visit museums and galleries. Options for the last day include a trip to a wildlife or national park, Taronga Zoo, or the Sydney Olympic Park west of the city. 

If You Have 10 Days 

Follow the six-day itinerary above, and then travel beyond the city by rental car or with an organized tour. Take day trips to the Blue Mountains, Hunter Valley, Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park, the Hawkesbury River, or the historic city of Parramatta to Sydney's west. Or travel on the Bondi Explorer bus to Vaucluse or the charming harbourside village of Watsons Bay. You could take a boat tour to the historic harbour island of Fort Denison, play a round of golf, or just shop or relax on the beach. 

Melbourne 

Overview

Melbourne (say mel-burn) is the cultivated sister of brassy Sydney. To the extent that culture is synonymous with sophistication -- except when it comes to watching Australian Rules Football or the Melbourne Cup -- some call this city the cultural capital of the continent. Melbourne is also known for its rich migrant influences, particularly those expressed through food: the espresso cafés on Lygon Street, Melbourne's "little Italy," Brunswick's Middle Eastern/Indian/Turkish enclave, Richmond's "little Vietnam," or the Chinatown district of the city centre. 

Named after then-British Prime Minister Lord Melbourne, the city of 3.5 million was founded in 1835 when Englishman John Batman and a group of businessmen bought 600,000 acres of land from the local Aborigines for a few trinkets. After gold was discovered in Victoria in the 1850s, Melbourne soon became the fastest-growing city in the British empire, and a number of its finer buildings were constructed during this period. 

If, like its dowager namesake, Victoria is a little stuffy and old-fashioned, then the state capital of Melbourne is positively old world. For all the talk of Australia's egalitarian achievements, Melbourne society displays an almost European obsession with class. The city is the site of some of the nation's most prestigious schools and universities, and nowhere is it more important to have attended the right one. In a country whose convict ancestors are the frequent butt of jokes, Melburnians pride themselves on the fact that, unlike Sydney, their city was founded by free men and women who came to Victoria of their own accord. 

Whatever appearances they maintain, Melburnians do love their sports, as evidenced by their successful bid to host the 2006 Commonwealth Games. The city is sports mad -- especially when it comes to the glorious, freewheeling Melbourne Cup horse race that brings the entire nation to a grinding halt. The city also comes alive during the Australian Tennis Open, one of the four tennis Grand Slam events, which is held every January at Melbourne Park. 

For years Melbourne's city centre was seen as an inferior tourist attraction compared with Sydney's sparkling harbour. But a large-scale building development along the Yarra River in the early '90s transformed what was once an eyesore into a vibrant entertainment district known as Southgate. Starting from the charming Alexandria Bridge behind Flinders Street Station, pedestrians can tour through Southgate's myriad bars, shops, and restaurants on the south side of the Yarra River. An assortment of unusual water displays farther along mark the entrance to the Southbank's brash Crown Casino, where gasoline-fuelled towers shoot bursts of flames on the hour after dark. Many changes have also taken place in the heart of the city, where Federation Square, a large civic landmark built in 2002, now houses a second branch of the National Gallery of Victoria, the Centre for the Moving Image, the Australian Racing Museum, the Melbourne Visitor Centre, and an assortment of shops and restaurants.

Pleasures & Pastimes 

The Arts 

Melbourne regards itself as the artistic and cultural capital of Australia. Its home to the Australian Ballet and opera, theatre, and dance companies -- from the traditional to the avant-garde. The Melbourne International Arts Festival, the city's cultural highlight, runs throughout October and includes diverse theatre, dance, visual arts, opera, and music events. 

Markets 

Melbourne has nearly a dozen major markets, from Prahran to South Melbourne. Fine cheeses and palate-pleasing wines are made right on Melbourne's doorstep, while butchers, bakers, and wholesalers keep chefs stocked with the latest, the freshest, and the best. 

What a Feast! 

Melbourne's dining scene is a vast smorgasbord of cuisines and experiences. Chinese restaurants on Little Bourke Street are the equal of anything in Hong Kong. The Richmond neighbourhood's Victoria Street convincingly reincarnates Vietnam. And a stroll down Fitzroy Street in St. Kilda finds everything from sushi and Singapore laksa (spicy Malaysian noodle soup) to spaghetti and som tum (Thai green papaya salad). 

Perth and Western Australia

Overview

Buoyed by mineral wealth and foreign investment, high-rise buildings dot the skyline of Perth in Western Australia, and an influx of immigrants gives the city a healthy diversity. Some of Australia's finest sands, sailing, and fishing are on the city's doorstep, and seaside villages and great beaches lie just north of Fremantle. The main business thoroughfare is St. George's Terrace, an elegant street with many of the city's most intriguing sights. Perth's literal highlight is King's Park, 1,000 acres of greenery atop Mt. Eliza, which affords panoramic views of the city. 

Western Australia is enormous; twice the size of Texas, it sprawls across more than 1 million square mi. It's also a stunningly diverse place, with rugged interior deserts, a tropical coast of white-sand beaches, and a temperate, forested south. A growing number of excellent wineries, restaurants, seaside parks, and hiking trails mean that Australia's "undiscovered state" likely won't stay undiscovered for much longer. 

Western Australia produces much of Australia's mineral, energy, and agricultural wealth. Perth, the capital city and home to nearly 75% of the state's 1.9 million residents, is a modern, pleasant metropolis with an easygoing, welcoming attitude. However, at 3,200 km (2,000 mi) from any other major city in the world, it has fondly been dubbed "the most isolated city on earth." In fact, since it is closer to Indonesia than to its overland Australian cousins, many West Australians choose to take their vacations in Bali rather than in, say, Sydney or Melbourne. 

The remoteness, though, is part of what makes Western Australia so awe-inspiring. The scenery here is magnificent; whether you travel through the rugged gorges and rock formations of the north; the green pastures, vineyards, and hardwood forests of the south; or the coastline's vast, pristine beaches, you'll be struck by how much space there is here. If the crowds and crush of big-city life isn't your thing, this is the part of Australia you may never want to leave. 

Sights & Activities 

Because of its relative colonial youth, Perth has an advantage over most other capital cities in that it was laid out with foresight and elegance. Streets were planned so that pedestrian traffic could flow smoothly from one avenue to the next, and this compact city remains easy to negotiate on foot. Most of the points of interest are in the downtown area close to the banks of the Swan River. Although the East End of the city has long been the fashionable part of town, the West End is fast becoming the chic shopping precinct. 

Most trips to Western Australia begin in Perth. Apart from its own points of interest, there are a few great day trips to take from the city: to Rottnest Island, for example, or north to the coastal Nambung National Park. The port city of Fremantle is a good place to unwind, and, if you have the time, a tour of the South West -- with its seashore, parks, hardwood forests, wildflowers, and first-rate wineries and restaurants -- is highly recommended. The old goldfield towns east of Perth are a slice of the dust-blown Australia of yore. 

Adelaide and South Australia

Overview

Nicknamed the "city of churches", Adelaide, the capital of South Australia, has long outgrown its reputation as a sleepy country town dotted with cathedrals and spires. The Adelaide of this millennium is infinitely more complex, with a large, multiethnic population and thriving urban art and music scenes. 

Spread across a flat saucer of land between the Mt. Lofty ranges and the sea, leafy Adelaide is easy to explore. The wide streets of its 1½-square-km (½-square-mi) city centre are organized in a simple grid that's filled with parklands. The plan was originally laid out in 1836 by William Light, the colony's first surveyor-general, making Adelaide the only early Australian capital not built by English convict labour. Today Light's plan is recognized as being far ahead of its time. This city of 1.1 million still moves at a leisurely pace, free of the typical urban menace of traffic jams and glass canyons. 

Nearly 90% of South Australians live in the fertile south around Adelaide, because the region stands on the very doorstep of the harshest, driest land in the most arid of the earth's populated continents. Jagged hills and stony deserts fill the parched interior, which is virtually unchanged since the first settlers arrived. Desolate terrain and temperatures that top 48°C (118°F) have thwarted all but the most determined efforts to conquer the land. People who survive this region's challenges do so only through drastic measures, such as in the far northern opal-mining town of Coober Pedy, where residents live underground. 

Still, the deserts hold great surprises, and many clues to the country's history before European settlement. The scorched, ruggedly beautiful Flinders Ranges north of Adelaide hold Aboriginal cave paintings and fossil remains from when the area was an ancient seabed. Lake Eyre, a great salt lake, filled with water in the year 2000 for only the fourth time in its recorded history. The Nullarbor ("treeless") Plain stretches west across state lines in its tirelessly flat, ruthlessly arid march into Western Australia. 

Adelaide's urban character combines laid-back city living with respect for South Australia's tough environment. Poles supporting the city's electric wires are made from steel and cement, not wood: timber is precious. Toward the end of summer the city parks are crowded with brilliantly coloured parrots escaping the parched desert. Bushfires are always a major threat, and the city is still haunted by the memory of the Ash Wednesday flames that devastated the Adelaide Hills in 1983. 

Yet South Australia is, perhaps ironically, gifted with the good life. It produces most of the nation's wine, and the sea ensures a plentiful supply of lobster, famed King George whiting, and tuna. Cottages and guesthouses tucked away in the countryside around Adelaide are among the most charming and relaxing in Australia. Farther afield, unique experiences like watching seal pups cuddle with their mothers on Kangaroo Island would warm any heart. South Australia may not be grand in reputation, but its attractions are extraordinary, and after a visit you'll know you've indulged in one of Australia's best-kept secrets.  

Best of Adelaide & South Australia in 3 to 7 Days 

Many of the state's attractions are an easy drive or bus ride from Adelaide. However, for a taste of the real South Australia a trip to a national park or up to the Outback is definitely worth the extra travel time. Short flights between destinations make any journey possible within a day or overnight, but the more time you leave yourself to explore the virtues of this underrated state, the better. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Spend a leisurely day in Adelaide enjoying the museums and historical sights, as well as the bustling Central Market. Take a sunset stroll along the Torrens, and then have dinner and drinks at one of the city's vibrant restaurants or wine bars. Spend the night, and then take Day 2 to tour the Adelaide Hills, strolling the 19th-century streets of Hahndorf and taking in the panorama from atop Mt. Lofty. Stay the night in a charming bed-and-breakfast in one of the region's small towns, or come back down to North Adelaide and rest among the beautiful sandstone homes. Save Day 3 for wine tasting in the Barossa Region. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Expand your horizons beyond Adelaide and take a tram-car ride to the beach at Glenelg, where you can laze on the white sands and dine at tasty outposts. Spend the night here or at a B&B on the Fleurieu Peninsula, then take Day 3 to explore the vineyards and catch the ferry to Kangaroo Island. After a night here, use Day 4 to explore and appreciate the island's wildlife and untamed beauty. Return to Adelaide in the afternoon on Day 5 and drive up to the Adelaide Hills for sunset at Mt. Lofty. 

If You Have 7 Days 

Spend Day 1 in Adelaide nosing through museums and picnicking in a park or on the banks of the Torrens River. After a night in the city, head into the leafy Adelaide Hills to meet nocturnal Australian wildlife at Warrawong Earth Sanctuary. Stay the night in a local bed-and-breakfast, then on Day 3 travel to the Barossa Region, where German and English influences are strong and the dozens of wineries offer tempting free tastings. Spend the evening at a country house, then on Day 4 cross to Kangaroo Island. Stay two nights, giving you Day 5 to fully explore the island's remote corners and unwind. On Day 6, plunge into the Outback at extraordinary Coober Pedy (consider flying to maximize your time). There you can eat, shop, and stay the night underground as the locals do and "noodle" (rummage) for opal gemstones. If you're a hiker, consider heading for Flinders Ranges National Park on Day 7 to explore one of the country's finest Outback parks.

The Red Centre

Overview

The luminescent light of the Red Centre -- named for the deep colour of its desert soils -- has a purity and vitality that photographs only begin to approach. For tens of thousands of years, this vast desert territory has been home to Australia's indigenous Aboriginal people. Uluru, also known as Ayers Rock, is a great symbol in Aboriginal traditions, as are many sacred sites among the Centre's mountain ranges, gorges, dry riverbeds, and spinifex plains. At the centre of all this lies Alice Springs, Australia's only desert city. 

The essence of this ancient land is epitomized in the paintings of the renowned Aboriginal landscape artist Albert Namatjira and his followers. Viewed away from the desert, their images of the MacDonnell Ranges may appear at first to be garish and unreal in their depiction of purple-and-red mountain ranges and stark-white ghost gum trees. Seeing the real thing makes it difficult to imagine executing the paintings in any other way. 

Uluru (pronounced oo-loo-roo), that magnificent stone monolith rising from the plains, is but one focus in the Red Centre. The rounded forms of Kata Tjuta (ka-ta tchoo-ta), also known as the Olgas, are another. Watarrka National Park and Kings Canyon, Mt. Conner, and the cliffs, gorges, and mountain chains of the MacDonnell Ranges are other worlds to explore. 

Best of the Red Centre in 3 to 7 Days 

It doesn't take long for the desert's beauty to capture your heart. Still, allow yourself enough time in the Red Centre to really let it soak in. If you don't fly directly to Ayers Rock Resort, start in Alice Springs, which also has spectacular scenery. Poke in and around town for a couple of days, and then head out to the nearby hills. 

If You Have 3 Days 

You can hardly ignore one of Australia's great icons: Uluru. Drive straight down from Alice Springs to Ayers Rock Resort for lunch, followed by a circuit of the rock and a look at the Uluru-Kata Tjuta Cultural Centre near its base. Spend the night, and then make an early start to catch dawn at Kata Tjuta before exploring its extraordinary domes. End the day with sunset at the rock, and then return to Alice Springs for the second night via the Henbury Meteorite Craters. If you fly in and out of Ayers Rock Resort and have more time, take the final day for a Mala or Uluru Experience walk and a flightseeing tour of the area. 

If you opt to spend your days around Alice Springs, stay in town the first morning to walk around the city centre and shops. In the afternoon, head out to the Alice Springs Desert Park or Alice Springs Telegraph Station Historical Reserve. Spend the night, then drive out into either the eastern or western MacDonnell Ranges to explore the gorges and gaps and dip into a water hole. Overnight at Glen Helen Resort. Make your way back to town through the western MacDonnells scenery on the third day. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Take in the best of Alice Springs and the MacDonnell Ranges before heading down to Uluru, with a detour to Rainbow Valley. To see more of the desert, start out in Uluru as in the above itinerary, but head west to Watarrka National Park for a day and two nights exploring Kings Canyon with one of the Aboriginal guided tours. Surprisingly little-visited, the canyon is one of central Australia's hidden wonders. Stop by Mt. Conner, which looks like Uluru except that it's flat on top. 

If You Have 7 Days 

Start with three days in and around Alice Springs, then two days and a night in Watarrka National Park. For the remaining two days, knock around Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park, leaving yourself at least a few hours for absorbing the majesty of the desert. Fly out from the resort to your next destination. 

Canberra 

Overview

As Australia's capital, Canberra is often maligned by outsiders, who associate the city with poor decisions made by greedy politicians. The reality is vastly different, however. Canberra is Australian through and through, and those who live here will tell you that to know Canberra is to love it. 

Canberra gives an overall impression of spaciousness, serenity, and almost unnatural order. There are no advertising billboards, no strident colours, and very few buildings more than a dozen stories high. Framing the city are the separate areas of wooded hills and dry grasslands comprising Canberra Nature Park, which fills in much of the terrain just outside the suburban areas. It's paradoxically unlike anywhere else in Australia -- the product of a brave attempt to create an urban utopia -- and its success or failure has fuelled many a pub debate. 

The need for a national capital arose in 1901, when the Australian states -- which had previously operated separate and often conflicting administrations -- united in a federation. An area of about 2,330 square km (900 square mi) of undulating sheep-grazing country in south-eastern New South Wales was set aside and designated the Australian Capital Territory (A.C.T.). The inland site was chosen partly for reasons of national security and partly to end the bickering between Sydney and Melbourne, both of which claimed to be the country's legitimate capital. The name Canberry -- an Aboriginal word meaning "meeting place" that had been previously applied to this area -- was changed to Canberra for the new city. Like everything else about it, the name was controversial, and debate has raged ever since over which syllable should be stressed. These days, you'll hear Can-bra more often than Can-ber-ra. 

From the very beginning this was to be a totally planned city. Walter Burley Griffin, a Chicago architect and associate of Frank Lloyd Wright, won an international design competition. Griffin arrived in Canberra in 1913 to supervise construction, but progress was slowed by two world wars and the Great Depression. By 1947 Canberra, with only 15,000 inhabitants, was little more than a country town. 

Development increased during the 1950s, and the current population of more than 320,000 makes Canberra by far the largest inland city in Australia. The wide, tree-lined avenues and spacious parklands of present-day Canberra have largely fulfilled Griffin's original plan. The major public buildings are arranged on low knolls on either side of Lake Burley Griffin, the focus of the city. Satellite communities -- using the same radial design of crescents and cul-de-sacs employed in Canberra -- house the city's growing population. 

Best of Canberra in 2 to 6 Days 

Most of Canberra's galleries, museums, and public buildings can be seen in a couple of days -- but the capital's parks and gardens, as well as Namadgi National Park, the Deep Space complex, and Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve, to the south, can easily delay you for another day or so. Several lesser-known attractions, such as Lanyon Homestead, also warrant a visit. 

If You Have 2 Days 

Two busy days will cover most of the main city attractions. You could start Day 1 with the spectacular view from the Telstra Tower, and then visit the National Capital Exhibition for a good look into Canberra's planning and history. Your next stop should be the Parliamentary Triangle, where you might spend the remainder of the day visiting the National Gallery of Australia, Questacon, Old Parliament House, and Parliament House. Fill in the city-centre gaps on the second day with the National Museum of Australia, Australian National Botanic Gardens, Australian War Memorial, and the National Film and Sound Archive. 

If You Have 4 Days 

After seeing all of the above, spend Days 3 and 4 visiting the Australian Institute of Sport, St. John the Baptist Church and the Schoolhouse Museum, and the Royal Australian Mint. Then take a drive around the pleasant suburb of Yarralumla and the Yarralumla Diplomatic Missions en route to the National Zoo and Aquarium. You should also be able to fit in a visit to Lanyon Homestead and Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve, to the city's south. 

If You Have 6 Days 

With six days your itinerary could easily cover the above suggestions, plus a gentle bicycle ride around Lake Burley Griffin, a day hike in Namadgi National Park, and perhaps a visit to the Canberra Deep Space Communications Complex at Tidbinbilla. You could also take a trip a few miles north of the city to the Gold Creek Village complex and indulge in some souvenir hunting. Also in this area are Cockington Green, the National Dinosaur Museum, the Australian Reptile Centre, and the Bird Walk. Hikers, horseback riders, and skiers could head over to Kosciuszko National Park, in southern New South Wales. 

Great Barrier Reef

Overview

A maze of 3,000 individual reefs and 900 islands stretching for 2,600 km (1,616 mi), the Great Barrier Reef is one of the world's most spectacular natural attractions, and one of which Australia is extremely proud. Known as Australia's "Blue Outback," the reef was established as a marine park in 1975, and is a collective haven for thousands of species of sea life, as well as turtles and birds. In 1981 the United Nations designated the Great Barrier Reef a World Heritage Site. In 2004, strict legislation was enacted prohibiting fishing along most of the reef -- a further attempt to protect the underwater treasures of this vast, yet delicate ecosystem. Any visitor over the age of four must pay an A$4 reef tax to help support the preservation of the reef. 

The reef system began to form approximately 6,000-7,000 years ago, according to scientists. It's comprised of 2,500 individual reefs and 1,000 islands, which lie to the east of the Coral Sea and extend south into the Pacific Ocean. Most of the reef is about 65 km (40 mi) off the Queensland coast, although some parts extend as far as 300 km (186 mi) offshore. Altogether it covers an area bigger than Great Britain, forming the largest living feature on Earth and the only one visible from space. 

Most visitors explore this section of Australia from one of the 26 resorts necklaced along the islands in the southern half of the marine park. Although most are closer to the mainland than to the more spectacular outer reef, all offer chartered boats to outer-reef sites. Live-aboard dive boats ply the more remote sections of the northern reef and Coral Sea atolls, exploring large cartographic blank spots on maritime charts that simply read, in bold purple lettering, "Area unsurveyed." 

Best of the Great Barrier Reef in 1 to 7 Days 

Most visits to the Great Barrier Reef combine time on an island with time in Queensland's mainland towns and parks. With a week or more, you could stay at two very different resorts, perhaps at a southern coral cay and a mountainous northern island, allowing a day to travel between them. For the good life, try Orpheus, Hayman, Bedarra, or Lizard islands. If you want to resort-hop, pick the closely arranged Whitsundays. 

To fully experience the Great Barrier Reef, divers should jump on one of the many live-aboards that run from Port Douglas to Lizard Island and back, or those that explore the uncharted reefs of the far north and the Coral Sea. Live-aboard trips, which can be surprisingly affordable, run from 2 to 10 days. For land-based diving, consider such islands as Heron or Lizard, which have fringing reefs. 

If You Have 1 Day 

Take a boat from Cairns or Port Douglas to a pontoon on the outer reef for a day on the water. A helicopter flight back will provide an astounding view of the reef and islands from above. Or, catch an early boat from Cairns to Fitzroy Island, or from Shute Harbour to Daydream Island. Spend a couple of hours snorkelling, take a walk around the island to get a look at its wilds, then find a quiet beach for an idyllic afternoon. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Pick one island that has the water sports and on-land attractions you appreciate -- flora and fauna, beaches and pools, or resort nightlife -- and give yourself a taste of everything. 

If You Have 7 or More Days 

Planning a full week on an island probably means that you're a serious diver, a serious lounger, or both. Divers should hop on one of the Lizard Island-Port Douglas live-aboards for several days, then recuperate on an island that has fringing coral, such as Lady Elliot, Heron, or Lizard. Beach lovers can skip the boat altogether and simply concentrate on exploring one or two islands with great beaches and hiking terrain. 

Queensland

Overview

A fusion of Florida, Las Vegas, and the Caribbean, Queensland attracts crowd lovers and escapists alike. Name your outdoor pleasure and it's here, whether you want to soak in the Coral Sea, stroll from cabana to casino with your favourite cocktail, or cruise rivers and rain forests with crocs and other intriguing creatures of the tropics. 

At 1,727,999 square km (667,180 square mi) and more than four times the size of California, Queensland has enormous geographic variety. Its eastern seaboard stretches 5,200 km (3,224 mi) -- about the distance from Rome to Cairo -- from the subtropical Gold Coast to the wild and steamy rain forests of the far north. Up until the 1980s the northern tip and the Cape York Peninsula had not yet been fully explored, and even today crocodiles still claim a human victim once in a while. Away from the coastal sugar and banana plantations, west of the Great Dividing Range Queensland looks as arid and dust-blown as any other part of Australia's interior. Few paved roads cross this semi desert, and, as in the Red Centre, communication with remote farms is mostly by radio and air. Not surprisingly, most of the state's 3.6 million inhabitants reside on the coast. 

Local license plates deem Queensland the "Sunshine State," a sort of Australian Florida -- a laid-back stretch of beaches and sun where many Australians head for their vacations. The state has actively promoted tourism, and such areas as the Gold Coast in the south and Cairns in the north have exploded into mini-Miamis, complete with high-rise buildings, casinos, and beachfront amusements. The major attraction for Australians and foreign tourists alike is the Great Barrier Reef, the 1,900-km (1,178-mi) ecological masterpiece that supports thousands of animal species. 

Queensland was thrust into the spotlight when Brisbane hosted the Commonwealth Games in 1982, the World Expo '88, and the 2001 Goodwill Games. Such big-name competitions have exposed Brisbane to the wider world and helped bring the city, along with other provincial capitals, to full-fledged social and cultural maturity. Consequently, Queensland is a vibrant place to visit, and Sunshine Staters are far more likely to be city kids who work in modern offices than stereotypical "bushies" who work the land. And, as with so many other lands blessed with hot weather and plenty of sunshine, the pace of life here is relaxed. 

Best of Queensland in 3 to 7 Days 

If You Have 3 Days 

Fly into Cairns and take a boat out to one of the reef islands for a day, then head up to Cape Tribulation for the next two days to take in the sights and sounds of the rain forest. If you'd rather have a Miami Beach-style trip, fly into Brisbane and head straight for the glitzy Gold Coast, overnighting in Surfers Paradise. You could end the spree with a final night and day in Lamington National Park for its subtropical wilderness and birdlife.

If You Have 5 Days 

Spend three days on shore and two days on the reef. Stay the first night in Brisbane, then head up the Sunshine Coast for a hike up one of the Glass House Mountains on the way to Noosa Heads. Apart from beach and surf time, take in the Sunshine Coast's monument to kitsch, Big Pineapple, and indulge in one of their famous ice-cream sundaes. Then make your way back to Brisbane for a flight to Cairns and either a boat to the reef or a drive to the rain forest north of Cairns for cruising the rivers, listening to the jungle, relaxing on the beach, and looking into the maw of a crocodile. 

If You Have 7 or More Days 

Unless you're keen on seeing everything, limit yourself to a couple of areas, such as Brisbane, its surrounding Sunshine and Gold Coasts, and the rain forests north from Cairns, and take three to four days in each -- Queensland's warm climate is conducive to slowing down. Extended stays will also allow you to take a four-wheel-drive trip all the way to the top of Cape York Peninsula from Cairns, go for overnight bushwalks in national parks, spend a few days on a dive boat exploring islands and reefs north of Cairns, trek inland to the ancient Undara lava tubes, take the Matilda Highway through the Outback, or just lie back and soak in the heat. 

   

New Zealand: North Island
Auckland
Rotorua & the East Coast
Wellington & the Wairarapa

New Zealand: South Island
Christchurch & Canterbury
Queenstown & the Southern Alps
Upper South Island & the West Coast
Auckland 

Overview

As you fly into Auckland, New Zealand's gateway city, you might wonder where the city is. Most people arriving for the first time, and even New Zealanders coming home, are impressed by the seascape and green forest that dominate the view on the approach to the airport. 

The drive from the airport does little to dispel the clean, green image so many people have of the country. The scenery is commanded by some of the city's 46 volcanic hills, their grass kept closely cropped by those four-legged lawn mowers known as sheep. And reading the highway signs will begin to give you a taste of the unusual and sometimes baffling Maori place-names around the country. 

Yet a couple of days in this city of about 1.1 million will reveal a level of development and sophistication that belies first impressions. Since the early 1990s, Auckland has grown up in more ways than one. Many shops are open seven days, central bars and nightclubs welcome patrons well into the night, and a cosmopolitan mix of Polynesians, Asians, and Europeans all contribute to the cultural milieu. (In fact, Auckland has the world's largest single population of Pacific Islanders.) Literally topping things off is the 1,082-ft Sky Tower, dwarfing everything around it and acting as a beacon for the casino, hotel, and restaurant complex that opened early in 1996. This is the newest, if least pervasive, face of modern New Zealand. 

In the midst of the city's activity, you'll see knots of cyclists and runners. Like all other New Zealanders, Aucklanders are addicted to the outdoors -- especially the water. There are some 70,000 powerboats and sailing craft in the Greater Auckland area -- about one for every four households. And a total of 102 beaches lie within an hour's drive of the city centre. The city has enhanced its greatest asset, Waitemata Harbour -- a Maori name meaning "sea of sparkling waters." The city staged its first defence of the America's Cup in the year 2000, and the regatta was a catalyst for major redevelopment of the waterfront. The area is now known as Viaduct Basin or, more commonly, Viaduct and has some of the city's most popular bars, cafés, and restaurants. 

Auckland is not easy to explore. Made up of a sprawling array of neighbourhoods (Kiwis call them suburbs), the city spreads out on both shores of Stanley Bay and Waitemata Harbour. It's best to have a car for getting around between neighbourhoods, and even between some city-centre sights. If you are nervous about driving on the left, especially when you first arrive, purchase a one-day Link Pass or, for a circuit of the main sights, an Explorer Bus Pass, and get acquainted with the city layout. 

North of the city, the Bay of Islands is both beautiful, for its lush forests, splendid beaches, and shimmering harbours, and historic, as the place where Westernized New Zealand came into being with the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840. Southeast of Auckland is the rugged and exhilarating Coromandel Peninsula, with mountains stretching the length of its middle and a Pacific coastline afloat with picturesque islands. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Consider splitting the Good Tour into a two-day endeavour. On your first day, hit the Auckland Museum to see a stunning collection of Maori artefacts, and catch a performance of Maori song and the famous haka dance. From the museum's commanding site in the Auckland Domain you'll get a good view of the harbour and Rangitoto Island. If you're fresh off a flight, stretch your legs with a walk in the Domain grounds. From here it's a short trip to Parnell Village with its Victorian villas and boutiques. If you've got the stamina for another museum, you could visit the Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki for an introduction to the perspective of the early-European settlers. Or if you're more interested in the city's maritime character, head to the Viaduct, stroll around the marina, and visit the National Maritime Museum. To get the greatest overview of the isthmus and surrounding harbours, take a trip up the Sky Tower. On the other hand, if jet lag makes this all seem too taxing, have a late lunch or early dinner in one of the city's best restaurant areas: Ponsonby, Parnell, or the Viaduct, and save the sightseeing for another day. On your second day, head west to the Waitakere Ranges and explore the bush or visit the west-coast beaches with their volcanic black sand. (You'll need to rent a car or take one of the wilderness tours to get here.) Or take the day and visit the beaches and vineyards of Waiheke Island. On your last day, start off at Kelly Tarlton's Underwater World and Antarctic Encounter, then catch up on the other sightseeing or shopping that piques your interest. On either Day 2 or 3, be sure to work in a short foray to charming Devonport, taking in the harbour views on the ferry.

If You Have 5 or More Days 

Follow the three-day itinerary described above. Next, go on a kayak trip to Rangitoto Island, or perhaps try your hand at sailing with Sail NZ. If you're in town over the weekend, take in some Polynesian flavour by heading out to the Otara Market with its stalls of local arts and crafts. If you haven't already, you should take in some of the city's nightlife, and head to Ponsonby Road's myriad bars and restaurants, or the vibrant Viaduct, particularly in summer. Instead of visiting Waiheke Island just for the day, you could stay for a night or two in one of the many B&Bs. If you're itching to explore further afield, take the roughly two-hour drive to Coromandel Peninsula, or the longer trip to the Bay of Islands.

Roturua & the East Coast

Overview  

Rotorua, central North Island's major city and a long-time Maori hub, has been a tourist magnet since the 19th century, when Europeans first heard of the healing powers of local hot springs. All around the town you'll find surreal wonders that include limestone caverns, volcanic wastelands, steaming geysers, and bubbling, hissing ponds. 

South of Rotorua lies Lake Taupo, New Zealand's largest lake and the geographical bull's-eye of the North Island. From the lake, you'll have a clear shot at Ruapehu, the island's tallest peak and a top ski area, and its symmetrically cone-shaped neighbour, Ngauruhoe. Ruapehu dominates the Tongariro National Park, a haunting landscape of craters, volcanoes, and lava flows that ran with molten rock as recently as 1988. As part of the Pacific "Ring of Fire" (a zone that's earthquake- and volcanic eruption-prone), the area's thermal features remain an ever-present hazard -- and a thrilling attraction. 

Southeast of Lake Taupo, on the shores of Hawke Bay, you'll find a fabulous architectural anomaly: the town of Napier, a time capsule of colourful art deco architecture. The Hawke's Bay countryside is thick with vineyards, as this is one of the country's major wine producing areas. 

To get truly off the beaten path, head to isolated Eastland, the thick thumb of land that's east of Rotorua. Gisborne, where Captain James Cook first landed in New Zealand, is the area's largest town. Above it juts the largely agricultural East Cape, a sparsely populated area ringed with stunning beaches, while inland lies the haunting beauty of the Te Urewera National Park. 

Best of Roturua & the East Coast in 3 to 6 Days 

If You Have 3 Days 

If you have only three days, spend two of them checking out the thermal sights in and around Rotorua, then zip to Taupo, to fit in some time on the lake with the magnificent mountain views. Alternatively, you could combine a stay in Napier, touring its well-preserved art deco buildings, with two days in the surrounding wine country; fly from there to your next stop. 

If You Have 6 Days 

With almost a week, you can put together a more diverse experience. Pick a path for moving from north to south and leave a half day or more for travel between Rotorua and Napier. Start in Rotorua, spending two to three days around the bubble and ooze, fishing, and going to a hangi at night. Then continue either east to the art deco city of Napier- and Hawke's Bay- and the surrounding wine country. Or from Rotorua you could head south to Taupo and Tongariro National Park for serious outdoor activities: fishing, canoeing, rafting, and hiking. 

Alternatively, you could spend two days in Rotorua, then head southeast, taking Highway 38 to Te Urewera National Park and Lake Waikaremoana. It's not a easy road, but the area's pristine beauty makes it a worthwhile drive. Highway 38 continues to Wairoa; from there, you can opt to go north to Gisborne and spend some time on the truly off-the-beaten-path Eastland beaches, or drive south to Napier- and Hawke's Bay. Either way, the scenery en route is outstanding.

Wellington

Overview  

More and more people are finding their way to Wellington, New Zealand's capital, and not merely because it's the sailing point for the ferries heading south. Arguably the country's most cosmopolitan metropolis, this charming city has gained a justifiable reputation for fostering the arts. Its world-class Te Papa Tongarewa-Museum of New Zealand is a don't-miss attraction, and the burgeoning film industry -- led, of course, by the Lord of the Rings extravaganzas -- has injected new life into the local arts scene. Ardent film fans can still visit the many LOTR sites around the city, but everyone is benefiting from the lively café scene and the rapidly expanding restaurant culture. Attractive and compact enough to be explored easily on foot, New Zealand's capital is a booming destination. 

The city of Wellington nestles between the sea and the Tararua ranges, which tower almost 3,000 feet. Coloured roofs cascade down the steep hillsides, creating a vibrant collage against a spectacular green backdrop. An old brick monastery peers down on a jigsaw of masts and sails in the marina; alongside the marina is the impressive Te Papa museum. Modern high-rise buildings gaze over Port Nicholson, surely one of the finest natural anchorages in the world. Known to local Maori as The Great Harbour of Tara, its two massive arms form the "jaws of the fish of Maui" from Maori legend. The interisland and east-west ferries churn patterns on the green water, while sea birds preen and survey the scene. On the waterfront, the Westpac Trust Stadium, the place for rugby matches and rock concerts, dominates the skyline. 

Sometimes referred to as "the windy city," Wellington has been the seat of government since 1865. The Parliamentary enclave with its distinctive "Beehive" building stands close by a lively city centre. Civic Square is the heart of town. Lambton Quay is part of a waterfront constructed on land reclaimed from the waters of Port Nicholson and, with Willis Street and Cuba Street, forms a bustling shopping area. Courtenay Place is the centre of the entertainment district. Thorndon, the oldest part of the city -- notable for its many historic wooden houses -- lies just north of the Parliamentary district. At the southern end of the harbour, Norfolk pines line the broad sweep of Oriental Bay, a suburb with a small beach and a wide promenade, backed by a clutch of fine art deco buildings and some of the most expensive real estate in the city. 

Wellington and the adjacent Hutt Valley are the southern gateway to the Wairarapa, a region whose name has recently become synonymous with wine. Head out over the hills to meander along the ruler-straight highways or quiet byways from vineyard to vineyard for a day -- or two or three -- of wine-tasting and first-class dining. Even if wine isn't your thing, the Wairarapa is worth an excursion for its gardens, fishing, walks, and even hot-air ballooning. Head for the coast here, too, where waves crash against craggy, windswept beaches, and you can gaze in silent awe at the dramatic sunsets.

Best in 1 to 5 Days 

If You Have 1 Day 

One day will give you enough time for a quick tour of Wellington's city centre and waterfront, perhaps stopping for lunch at a harbourfront restaurant, as well as a visit to the excellent Te Papa Tongarewa-Museum of New Zealand. Depending on how long you stay at the museum, you could also take a ride on the Kelburn Cable Car and squeeze in a stroll through the Wellington Botanic Garden. In the evening, linger over dinner at one of the city's stylish bistros, take in a theatre or music performance, or belly up to the bar at a local pub. 

If You Have 3 Days 

After getting your bearings on the one-day tour above, spend more time exploring the city's attractions on Day 2. Art lovers should visit City Gallery or if history is more your thing, take in the Museum of Wellington, City and Sea. You can browse the funky boutiques on Cuba Street, or make your way there in the evening when the clubs get lively. 

On Day 3, plan an excursion out of town -- -you've got plenty of options. You could head for the Wairarapa to tour the vineyards around Martinborough; do some wine tasting and enjoy a leisurely winery lunch. Alternatively, visit the Akatarawa Valley for its gardens, blueberry farms, and the Staglands Wildlife Reserve, a particularly worthwhile stop if you have kids in tow. For coastal scenery or an offshore afternoon, drive up the Kapiti Coast and possibly visit Kapiti Island (for this, you'll need to book in advance). Automobile buffs may want to detour en route to the Southward Car Museum. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Stretch out your time in Wellington by including a trip on the harbour ferry and perhaps a visit to Maori Treasures. If you spend just one day in the city centre, you could hit both the Kapiti Coast and the Akatarawa Valley as day trips. Then spend a night in Martinborough for a round of wine tasting. On the next day, work the pinot noir out of your system by walking or cycling on the Hutt River Trail before returning to Wellington. Or if you've a taste for windswept scenery, you'll have time to drive out to Cape Palliser.

Christchurch & Canterbury

Overview

Your initial impression of Christchurch will likely be one of a genteel, green city. The drive from the airport into town takes you past tidy wooden villas and brick mansions. Joggers loop through lush Hagley Park, and punters ply the narrow Avon River, which bubbles between banks lined with willows and oaks. 

With a population approaching 350,000, Christchurch is the largest South Island city. It is also the forward supply depot for the main U.S. Antarctic base at McMurdo Sound, and if you come in by plane in summer, you are likely to see the giant U.S. Air Force transport planes of Operation Deep Freeze parked on the tarmac at Christchurch International Airport. 

The face of Christchurch is changing rapidly, fuelled by both internal and international immigration. The Maori community, although still below the national average in size, is growing. Ngai Tahu, representing many South Island Maori, settled Treaty of Waitangi claims in 1997 and have been investing in tourism ventures. Old wooden bungalows are making way for town houses, the arts scene is flourishing, and the city's university attracts cutting-edge technology companies. In short, there's plenty of fresh energy percolating underneath the English veneer. 

Beyond Christchurch sweep the wide-open Canterbury Plains. This is some of New Zealand's finest pastureland, and the higher reaches are sheep station territory, where life and lore mingle in South Island's cowboy country. This is where young Samuel Butler dreamed up the satirical Erewhon -- the word is an anagram of "nowhere." But the towns here are no longer considered the back of beyond; communities like Timaru and Geraldine are now favourite day trip destinations. The Waipara Valley to the north of Christchurch, meanwhile, is quickly becoming one of the country's hot new vineyard areas. 

Best of Christchurch & Canterbury in 3 to 7 Days 

If You Have 3 Days 

Spend at least one day exploring Christchurch, strolling through the beautiful Christchurch Botanic Gardens, poking around the Arts Centre, and riding the Christchurch Gondola for a sweeping view of the region. If you have any interest in the frozen continent, don't miss the International Antarctic Centre; if gardens are your thing, head out to Mona Vale for afternoon tea. With your remaining time, take a day trip to Akaroa where you could take a dolphin-spotting cruise, or Hanmer Springs to soak in the hot springs. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Follow the itinerary above, spending a bit more time on the sights in Christchurch, perhaps doing a bit of punting and checking out the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu. Then branch out into a few day trips; after you've been to Akaroa or Hanmer Springs, consider some vineyard visits in the Waipara Valley. If it's ski season, of course, Methvenand Mt. Hutt will be calling. 

If you Have 7 Days 

Start with at least a day in Christchurch, taking a guided walk during the morning or visiting the museums, gardens, or galleries that interest you. Next head for Hanmer Springsto hike and soak in the pools. After an overnight there, head south and stop in the Waipara Valley for wine tastings and a meal. Next drive over to Methven, where you can either ski, if it's the season, or go jet-boating or golfing. Spend the night here and make for Geraldine and Timaruthe next day. On Day 6, head back to Christchurch and spend another afternoon sightseeing. Spend your last day spotting dolphins on a cruise from Akaroa and enjoy the slice-of-paradise feeling of the bays on the Banks Peninsula.

Southern Alps

Overview

Set on the edge of the glacial Lake Wakatipu, with stunning views of the sawtooth peaks of the Remarkables mountain range, Queenstown is the most popular tourist stop in the South Island. Once prized by the Maori as a source of greenstone, the town boomed when gold was discovered in the Shotover River during the 1860s; the Shotover quickly became famous as "the richest river in the world." Queenstown could easily have become a ghost town when gold gave out in the early 1900s -- except for its location. 

With ready access to mountains, lakes, and rivers, the town has become the adventure capital of New Zealand. Its shop windows are crammed with skis, Polartec, Asolo walking boots, and Marin mountain bikes. Along Shotover Street, travel agents tout white-water rafting, jet-boating, caving, trekking, heli-skiing, parachuting, and parapenting (rappelling). New Zealanders' penchant for bizarre adventure sports reaches a climax in Queenstown, and it was here that the sport of leaping off a bridge with a giant rubber band wrapped around the ankles -- bungy jumping -- took root as a commercial enterprise. 

As the kea flies, it's only 130 km (80 mi) from the eastern shores of South Island to its highest peak, 12,283-foot Aoraki (Mt. Cook). As many as 60 glaciers are locked in the Southern Alps, slowly grinding their way down to lower altitudes, where they melt into running rivers of uncanny blue-green hues. Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park is a UNESCO World Heritage Area, and the alpine region around it contains the Tasman Glacier, New Zealand's longest. 

Much of the region was used in shooting the Lord of the Rings film trilogy, and floods of tourists have since come to see the otherworldly landscape for themselves. Trekking is one of the things that the Southern Alps region does best. The southwest corner of the island, where glaciers over millennia have cut the Alps into stone walls dropping sheer into fjords, is laced with walking tracks that take you into the heart of wild Fiordland National Park. The Milford Track is the best known -- it has been called the finest walk in the world since a headline to that effect appeared in the London Spectator in 1908. If you're not keen on walking all the way to the Milford Sound, drive in and hop on a boat and take in the sights and sounds from on deck. 

Best of the Southern Alps in 3 to 7 Days 

Touring the lower half of South Island requires making difficult choices. Do you want to walk the Milford Track, or bungy off a bridge? Will you go away disappointed if you miss Queenstown, the adventure capital, or would you rather find a quiet lodge in sight of majestic Aoraki/Mt. Cook? Then there's the choice of waking up with views of mountains, lakes or both. 

To see it all would take a good three weeks, if you intend to do it justice and stay sane. Short of that, treat each of these areas as two- to three-day segments, mix them up to suit your fancy, and take into account travel time of three to five hours between each. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Spend at least one day and night in Queenstown, starting with a ride on the Skyline Gondola to catch a bird's eye view of the town, Lake Wakatipu, and the Remarkables mountains. Once you've whet your appetite for adventure, either brave a bungy jump or just watch one for a vicarious thrill. 

A scenic flight over Milford Sound will give you a peek at Fiordland, to the south. The next day, you could head to Wanaka, for some fishing, rafting, or wine tasting. Alternately, head to Aoraki (Mt. Cook) (a longer drive) to take a flight onto Tasman Glacier. Since the Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park Village is so small, you may want to stay in a nearby town instead. 

If You Have 6 or 7 Days 

Spend two or three days in Queenstown. Depending on how active you are, you could easily spend three days here throwing yourself off a bridge, heli-skiing, jet-boat riding or wine tasting. During one of your afternoons, head to Queenstown's gold-rush neighbour, Arrowtown. 

If you've booked a stint on one of the multiday tracks in Fiordland, such as the Milford Track, spend just two days in Queenstown and head south from there. Otherwise, next head to Te Anau the base for Fiordland National Park. Here you can take a boat or flightseeing tour of Milford Sound, work in a day hike, and perhaps see the less-crowded Doubtful Sound as well. Wherever you go in Fiordland, don't forget your bug repellent! 

After a couple of days here, you can double back for a day at Wanaka. If you have a day left, you could try to push on towards Aoraki (Mt. Cook), or drive over to the West Coast via the Haast Pass.

Upper South Island

Overview

The top half of the South Island is a fair introduction to the contrasts of New Zealand's less populated island. The Marlborough province occupies the northeast corner, where the inlets of Marlborough Sounds flow around verdant peninsulas and sandy coves. Marlborough is now the largest wine-growing region in New Zealand, with more than 7,200 acres of vineyards. It's a relatively dry and beautifully sunny area, and in summer the inland plains look something like the American West, with mountains rising out of grassy flats. Throughout Upper South Island, you'll notice commercial foresting of the hills -- Californian Pinus radiata (Monterey pine) mature rapidly in New Zealand soil. Their 25-year harvest cycle is one of the shortest in the world, a fact duly noted by Japanese lumber concerns. 

The northwest corner of the island, the Nelson region, is a sporting paradise with a mild climate that allows a year-round array of outdoor activities. Sun-drenched Nelson, a lively town with fine restaurants and a vibrant network of artists and craftspeople, is the gateway to an area surrounded by great national parks and hiking tracks (trails). Abel Tasman National Park, to the west of the city, is ringed with spectacularly blue waters studded with craggy rocks; these outcroppings guard coves and sands that are the stuff of dreams. To the southwest is Kahurangi National Park, home of the Heaphy Track, one of the world's great walks, while Nelson Lakes National Park lies to the south. 

After the gentler climate of Marlborough and Nelson, the wild grandeur of the West Coast comes as a surprise. This is Mother Nature with her hair down, flaying the coastline with huge seas and drenching rains and littering its beaches with pieces of bleached driftwood. When it rains, you'll feel like you're inside a fishbowl; then the sun bursts out, and you'd swear you're in paradise. (With such changeable weather, it's essential to check local conditions before heading out for an excursion.) It's a country that has created a special breed of people, and the rough-hewn and powerfully independent locals -- known to the rest of the country as Coasters -- occupy a special place in New Zealand folklore. 

Best of the Upper South Island in 4 to 7 Days 

If You Have 4 Days 

With four days you confront the kind of conundrum that makes trip planning for the upper South Island difficult. You can see the northernmost part of the island: relaxing Nelson, the wineries of Blenheim, the beautiful beaches and forests of Abel Tasman National Park (if you're dead set on hiking, then all four days hiking one of Abel Tasman's tracks or the Queen Charlotte Track in the Marlborough Sounds). Or you can head straight for four days with the glaciers and wildlife of the West Coast. 

If You Have 7 Days 

You could try to cover three of the major areas in this chapter -- Marlborough, Nelson, and the West Coast, or Marlborough, Nelson, and Kaikoura, but allowing three or four days each for two areas is a better plan. (Keep in mind that it takes at least half a day just to get to the West Coast.) Spend a day or two at the wineries, a day or two on the Marlborough Sounds sea-kayaking or walking, perhaps swinging through Havelock on the way to or from the beautiful Kenepuru and Pelorus sounds, and then head to Nelson or the West Coast. 

Or spend the first three days in and around Nelson, looking at arts and crafts, following a heritage trail, tasting wine, and taking in Abel Tasman National Park and Golden Bay-Takaka area; then head to the West Coast. On the way down, stop at the town of Punakaiki for the coastal phenomenon called Pancake Rocks. You could overnight at Greymouth or Hokitika before continuing to Westland National Park to get yourself on the Franz Josef Glacier or Fox Glacier. Then head south to Wanaka or Queenstown via the Haast Pass.

