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AUCKLAND TO WAIHEKE
A 35-minute ferry from downtown Auckland takes 
me to Waiheke Island, making it a perfect day trip 
from the city. It’s all turquoise waters, lush hills, 
rocky bays and palm trees. Artists and writers have 
been flocking here for decades and I fall in love with 
the island’s free-spirited bohemian vibe. A bus 
loops round the island, stopping at the gorgeous 
white sands and palm-shaded bays of Onetangi 
Beach and Palm Beach. Or you can rent a bike at 
the port and whizz round on a 10-mile guided trail. 
Waiheke also has brilliant vineyards, including 
Stonyridge, which overlooks a spectacular valley 
and does good wine-tasting tours.

AUCKLAND TO ROTORUA
From Auckland it’s a three-and-a-half-hour bus 
ride to Rotorua. I love the ‘journey’ part of travelling:  
I relish the thinking time it affords and getting 
absorbed in the scenery flashing past, from dense 
forests to volcanic pools bubbling like cauldrons. 

In Rotorua I’ve booked my first Airbnb, which 
belongs to New Zealand’s photographer of the year 
Tracey Scott Robinson. Her home has citrus trees 
outside and interiors full of her beautiful portraits. 
She rents out one cosy room (£54, B&B), and as we 
stay up late chatting I couldn’t feel more welcome. 

New Zealanders are incredibly proud of their 
Maori heritage and the villages of Te-puia and 
Whakarewarewa are two of the best places to 
experience it. The next day we walk her Jack 
Russell, May, in Rotorua’s towering Redwood 
Forests in the afternoon sun. So far, so not lonely.    

Waitomo Caves, two hours west, are famous for 
glow worms. A guide takes you into the darkest 
depths of the 500-year old Ruakuri cave, where 
(torches switched off) you see thousands of tiny 
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LOST
Black-water rafting in the subterranean caves of Waitomo, freefall 

skydiving into Lake Taupo, and teetering on the edge of a 1,000m 
waterfall of the Milford Sound fjord. Newly single writer Sara D’Souza 

pushes the boundaries on a solo trip to New Zealand… 

are

I’m above the clouds, hurtling towards earth  
at around 120mph, so fast I feel like my face is 
stuck in a permanent smile and my heart might 
leap out of my chest. This isn’t how I’d imagined 
getting my first glimpse of New Zealand’s Mount 
Ngauruhoe (AKA The Lord Of The Rings’ Mount 
Doom, or Mordor, as the Maoris call it), and it is 
truly spectacular. Attached to a parachute and a 
tandem skydive instructor, I now have a big fat tick 
on my bucket list, and an insight into my dad’s dare-
devilry as a former RAF parachute instructor. 
Thrill-seeking must be in my genes. 

And it’s not just me: whether it’s for bragging 
rights or personal ambition, adventure travel is all 
the rage, as travellers shun the idea of luxury as 
‘possessions’ and redefine it as ‘experiences’. New 
Zealand is pretty much top of the list where outdoor 
thrills are concerned. Newly single, and with  
a three-week work break, I yearned to get out of my 
comfort zone both emotionally and physically.

pricks of light, like stars in the night sky. Down the 
road is Glowworm Grotto, where I join another 
group for a cave boat trip, and the twinkling 
glowworms overhead are just as exciting the second 
time around. Beautiful, yes, but tame, so Waitomo’s 
legendary black-water rafting will up the adrenaline 
factor. A small group of us pull on wetsuits and learn 
that while white-water rafting is speeding down 
fast-flowing open rivers in a dinghy, black-water 
rafting is tubing down underground rivers. In 
freezing water, we swoosh through subterranean 
caves, flying over a waterfall jump (claustrophobics 
beware) so fast that you don’t have time to feel 
scared. It is totally heart-poundingly exhilarating.

ROTORUA TO WELLINGTON
I’m hooked on thrill-seeking now, and next up is 
the skydiving. Lake Taupo, 152km south, is one of 
the two best places in the world to do it (the other 
is Queenstown). Buses there from tiny Waitomo 
are infrequent and, although it’s so safe I could have 
hitchhiked, it’s late so I jump on a bus to Hamilton 
(North Island’s bus hub) instead and bed down in 
a so-retro-it’s-cool motel. 

Bus travel is easy here, with Naked Bus and 
Intercity both running cheap services. It is roughly 
£17 for my three-hour journey from Hamilton to 
Taupo. I ring a skydiving company en route and 
before I can even register how petrified I am, I find 
myself walking across the airport tarmac in  
a jumpsuit and harness, climbing 15,000ft in a 
Cessna Caravan. As my instructor hurls us both 
out into the clouds there’s no stomach-dropping 
sensation, just sheer adrenaline-pumping terror as 
I scream through a full minute’s freefall. When the 
parachute opens, I’m overwhelmed with sweet 
relief, Earth looking so beautiful I could cry. Back 
on the ground, I take an overnight bus 370km south 
to Wellington and, exhausted from the day’s 
adventures, sleep the whole way. ›

My only proper solo travel experience was eight 
years ago, but this time it’s out with hostels and in 
with Airbnb and the occasional hotel; out with car 
hire and in with train travel. Three weeks to cover 
New Zealand’s North and South Islands is a tall 
order, particularly as I haven’t booked a single 
thing. I’m hoping the Kiwis’ laid-back nature suits 
my travelling style, as I have lots of dreams to chase.

I’m also a sucker for an epic landscape, and New 
Zealand scores highly on that front. A location 
scout’s fantasy, it’s starred in The Last Samurai 
(Mount Taranaki), The Piano (Karekare Beach), 
The Chronicles Of Narnia (Coromandel Peninsula), 
and, when I pitch up in Wellington, Scarlett 
Johansson is shooting the live-action remake of 
anime classic Ghost In The Shell, out next year.

I land in Auckland at midnight and my 
wonderful friend Nat is there to meet me, driving 
us 40 minutes west to her place in Muriwai. There’s 
a new moon and as we pass her local beach, Maori 
Bay, the stars shine bright above the rolling ocean. 
If there’s anything that can put life into perspective, 
it’s this: I feel tiny looking up at the universe. 

During my few days with Nat, I realise how 
enviable the Kiwi lifestyle is: relaxed, friendly, with 
a beach on the doorstep for daily surfing. Evenings 
are spent drinking Tuatara beer and eating snapper, 
toes in the sand. But I didn’t come here for easy 
living, and after half an hour with a map and  
a pencil, I fashion a plan for the weeks ahead.

Top and left: Milford 
Sound. Above: 

Lake Taupo. Below: 
Mount Tongariro

Top left: walking 
in Rotorua’s  
Redwood Forests  
Above: Onetangi 
Beach, Waiheke

Below: Skydiving 
over Lake Taupo.  

Left and below: 
Lake Taupo

WANDER 
Not all those who

FOLLOW US Travel with  
@elleexplore on Instagram
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On booking.com, I find the stylish, 10-room 
Ohtel in Oriental Bay and secure the last bed. With 
its marble bathrooms and oversized rain shower, 
it feels like heaven. At a street food market that 
night, I spot a poster for a charity gig for my 
favourite band, The Black Seeds, playing in one 
hour. It’s sold out but the organiser tells me to return 
at 10pm and somehow finds me a ticket. After the 
gig, as I’m buying a beer, one of the band invites me 
backstage. I end up hanging out with them until 
the early hours like they’re old friends, and I think 
for the millionth time that New Zealanders really 
are the friendliest people on the planet.

WELLINGTON TO THE FOX GLACIER
A three-hour ferry across the Cook Strait transports 
me to Picton, the gateway to South Island. From 
here I take the 336km Coastal Pacific train journey 
to Christchurch. The seats are huge, there’s  
a great food car and headphones relating the area’s 
history. For seven hours we speed through snow-
dusted mountains and hillsides peppered with 
yellow gorse. As we wind down to Kaikoura the train 
hugs the coastline, where seals play in rock pools. 

Southwark Apartments is a good pit-stop in 
Christchurch before the next leg, an eight-hour 
stretch on the Tranz Alpine Express to Greymouth. 
We pass through dense forests, deep gorges and 
river valleys. The final stretch from Greymouth to 
the Fox Glacier is by bus, winding perilously 
through steep mountains. There are thermal 
springs to bathe in and the brilliant Alpine 
Adventures runs helicopter trips. As we soar 
upwards, I stare in awe at the dramatic terrain 
unfolding below. We make a snow landing atop the 
glacier, the ground dazzling white in the sunshine. 

Leaving the glacier through the Haast Valley is 
one of the most scenic bus rides of the trip, past 

STAY 
Ohtel 
66 Oriental Parade, Oriental 
Bay, Wellington 6011;  
+64 4803 0600; ohtel.com. 
Doubles from £140, room only
Southwark Apartments
25 Southwark St, 
Christchurch 8011 
+64 3377 7803; 
southwarkapartments.co.nz. 
Studios from £70 a night
Airbnb
airbnb.co.uk

THINGS TO DO
Waitomo Caves
39 Waitomo Village Road, 
Otorohanga 3943; +64 7878 
8288; waitomo.com 
Taupo Tandem Skydiving 
Taupo Airport, Wharewaka, 
Taupo 3378; +64 7377 0428; 
taupotandemskydiving.com, 
from £120 (12,000ft jump)
Alpine Adventure Centre 
Main Road, Fox Glacier;  
+64 3752 0793; scenic-
flights.co.nz 
Earth and Sky 
Tekapo-Twizel Rd, Main 
Street, Lake Tekapo 
7945; +64 3680 6960; 
earthandskynz.com. £68 for 
a twilight or observatory tour 
Onsen Hot Pools
60 Arthurs Point Rd, Arthurs 
Point 9371; +64 3442 5707; 
onsen.co.nz

Lake Wanaka, Mount Cook National Park and 
beautiful Lake Tekapo, with its purple heathers. 
By midnight I’m bundled up in a huge puffer jacket 
in the Aoraki Mackenzie International Dark Sky 
Reserve, where I get to see craters on the moon in 
vivid detail from its high-spec telescopes.

A three-hour drive takes me from Lake Tekapo 
to New Zealand’s adventure capital, Queenstown. 
£60 a night secures me an Airbnb in Frankton, 
overlooking the glacial Lake Wakatipu. Five 
kilometres north of Queenstown is Arthurs Point, 
home to the Onsen Hot Pools. For £22 you get an 
hour’s wallow in a cedar tub in a private cabin, and 
the roof draws back to reveal the sun setting over 
the mountains. Magical. 

The finale is the spectacular Milford Sound,  
a huge fjord surrounded by dramatic cliffs and 
1,000m-high waterfalls, described by Rudyard 
Kipling as the ‘eighth wonder of the world’. It’s a 
four-hour bus ride there through the mist-covered 
Fiordland National Park, where orange lichen dots 
cliff faces and kea (the world’s only alpine parrots) 
perch on cars stopping for Instagrams. Braving the 
elements on a boat trip on the Sound itself, I feel 
emotional knowing that I am leaving the next day, 
as I spot gorgeous New Zealand fur seals basking 
on rocks that are more than 300 million years old. 

New Zealand has peeled back my layers and 
given me new confidence. I pushed myself into 
some scary experiences and have been bowled over 
by the nature here. What I thought would be my 
biggest challenge – going solo – has been my biggest 
help. Every decision I took was instinctive and it 
felt so good to do it alone. And if I had to pick just 
one moment? The thrilling terror of that skydive 
freefall, and the beatific calm afterwards. This 
adrenaline junkie is well and truly hooked. ●

Left: Fur seals 
bask in the sun 
Below: Onsen  
Hot Pools and 
Lake Tekapo

Left: Oriental Bay, 
Wellington
Below: Boutique spot 
Ohtel in Oriental Bay

Far left: The Coastal 
Pacific train journey
Left: Fox Glacier
Below: Yellow gorse 
on the Trans Alpine 
train route


