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The Road  
to Rural Bliss
Nick Walton encounters four very different takes on the New Zealand 
lodge during a luxury road trip of  the North Island. 
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/etting to Treetops Lodge & Estate� one of  New Zealand¼s 
original luxury lodges� takes soUe serious faith in one¼s /8;. )fter 
a three�hour drive froU )uckland� I follow the purple line on the 
screen intently as the route descends deeper and deeper into 
rural Jliss� leaving the highway for a gravel track that JoJs and 
weaves Jetween undulating hills. -ventually� Rust when I think 
I¼ve coUe the wrong way� I¼U greeted Jy a sign and a tree�
lined laneway that Jeckons Ue Rust a little further.

<his is the experience Uany visitors to New Zealand 
are looking for# to Je reUoved froU the rat race� to a 
place that¼s as serene as it is Jucolic# reUote� Jut without 
sacriÅcing the creature coUforts. 4ocated on its own 
expansive working farU outside :otorua� in the centre 
of  New Zealand¼s North Island� <reetops 4odge � -state 
ticks all those Joxes and Uore. It¼s also the Årst stop on Uy 
New Zealand road trip as I saUple four leading New Zealand 
lodges� each distinct froU the next. 

<reetops is the story of  the traditional New Zealand lodge# 
created Jy passionate naturalist 2ohn ;ax� and Juilt initially as a Jig 
stag hunting lodge� today Uany <reetops guests would rather pick up 
a knife and fork than a riÆe. While the property still seduces hunters froU 
across the gloJe with its diverse gaUe and stunning setting� it¼s also JecoUe 
a culinary destination in its own right� with an innovative +hilean chef# 
access to world�class produce� including estate venison� Yuail� raJJit� wild pig 
and trout# and a series of  uniYue foodie adventures that range froU -state�
to�8late safaris to 5aori .ood <rails. I¼U no hunter I confess� Jut that doesn¼t 
stop Ue on Uy Årst night at the lodge� froU enRoying the sika �one of  six deer 
species on the estate� loins with raspJerries and indigenous kawakawa� a 
Jasil�like herJ foraged froU the forest� served Jy +hef  8hilippe and Uatched 
with 0awkes *ay wines Jy ,utch Uanager 8ieter on Uy Årst night.

)ccoUUodation at <reetops is rustic yet inviting. ) pioneer 
of  environUentally�Uanaged design� the lodge offers a 
variety of  accoUUodation styles� including the recently�
added 4odge Wing� a four�rooU enclave housed in the Uain 
lodge Juilding that¼s ideally suited for faUilies and friends 
travelling together# and a clutch of  secluded cottage�style 
villas that each Joast two suites. 5y suite Joasts custoU 
furniture# Åreplaces that keep the evening chill at Jay# 
a king�sibed Jed dressed in high thread count linens# a 
voluUinous JathrooU with Racubbi Jath# and draUatic 
native forest views. If  you listen carefully� you¼ll hear the 
roar of  resident red stags as dawn Jreaks.
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(Clockwise from top left); Serenity found at Treetops; 

the elegant lounge at the Kinloch Club; the golf course 

beyond is one of New Zealand’s newest; seasonal fare 

is par for the course at the country’s top lodges; deer 

at Treetops; the lodge pioneered the estate-to-plate 
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.roU <reetops it¼s an easy hour¼s drive south through 
Uist�wreathed farUland to the Janks of  4ake <aupo� 
New Zealand¼s largest. I trace Uy way around the lake� 
world�renowned for its trout Åshing� until I reach the sleepy 
settleUent of  3inloch and one of  the country¼s newest 
lodge sensations� The Lodge at the Kinloch Club. 
)nother creation of  2ohn ;ax� <he 4odge at the 3inloch 
+luJ Uarries luxury accoUUodation and suJliUe dining 
with a coveted new golf  course Jy 2ack Nicklaus. 

5odern� iUposing and aUJitious� <he 3inloch 
+luJ straddles a low range of  Uountains and offers a 
conteUporary take on the New Zealand lodge experience 
for golfers and non�golfers like. New arrivals weave their 
way through Uanicured fairways as they ascend to the Uain 
lodge Juilding# Juilt froU local schist stone and inspired Jy 
3inloch +astle in ;cotland �alJeit with a very conteUporary 
take on that tiUeless icon� the lodge was designed Jy New 
Zealand architect )ndrew 8atterson and Joasts sun�kissed 
internal courtyards� elegantly�appointed lounges and dining 
rooUs� and panoraUic lake and links views.

I¼U aJle to drive Uy hire car right to the door of  Uy one�JedrooU villa� 
which� dressed in polished oak Æoors� handUade rugs� -gyptian linens and 
Æoor�to�ceiling .rench doors� has a distinctly residential feel aJout it. <he 
reÅned� Uodern space features a full kitchen� lavish furnishings� and a patio 
overlooking an inviting par three. 

I eUerge froU these coUfy conÅnes� Årst to tackle the golf  course� which 
follows the soUetiUes�challenging terrain of  a forUer sheep farU� Jefore 
Roining other guests for cocktail hour in the Uain lodge¼s /reat :ooU� 
where Uanager 3en 5c<ague offers aperitifs Jeside a roaring Åreplace. 
<he luxurious� eclectic and tactile interiors of  lodge guru >irginia .isher 
are unUistakaJle here� and include plush JanYuettes� cowhide� goat skins 
and Jurnt wood Æoorings. *eyond� the dining rooU is an airy� elegant space 
dedicated� where possiJle� to organic estate�to�plate cuisine prepared Jy 
executive chef  2ean�5ichel that ranges froU grilled 3aritani crayÅsh with 
*eluga lentils and star anise Rus# to wild venison dusted in endeUic harore 
and horopito.  

.roU the Uirror�like waters of  <aupo I Æy north to Whangarei� gateway 
to one of  New Zealand¼s Uost spectacular regions� Northland� to continue 
Uy road trip. )gain� I¼U forced to rely on Uy /8; as I leave the highway in 
Uy wake and descend the narrow� winding :ussell :oad east� towards the 
8aciÅc. ;o elusive is New Zealand¼s newest »super lodge¼ that I drive straight 
past its gates Jefore Jacktracking and announcing Uyself  to the ranks of  
security caUeras which guard the entrance.
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=nderstated and yet deterUinaJly luxurious� Helena Bay� which 
opened in late ���� after eight years of  developUent and with a price 
tag of  =;��� Uillion� is the creation of  a Uedia�shy :ussian steel 
Jillionaire� who selected the lodge¼s naUesake Jay as his own little 
slice of  kiwi heaven. 4ocated on three kiloUeters of  pristine coastline� 
coUplete with private Jeaches� forested walking paths� and its own 
����hectare working farU� 0elena *ay accoUUodates a UaxiUuU of  
ten guests at a tiUe� Uaking it the latest in a series of  new properties 
that cater to travellers looking to Jook out entire estates.

-ach of  the lodge¼s ocean�facing suites feature douJle�height ceilings� 
cavernous� Uosaic�lined JathrooUs� +hristian .ischJacher roJes� 
0efel of  )ustria linens� and private patios. <he Uain lodge Juilding 
wreaths a ���Uetre inÅnity pool� and Joasts a gyU and intiUate spa� 
lounges and liJraries� and an extensive Uodern art collection.  

)s the only guest in residence I get the star treatUent. 0appy hour 
starts when a young kiwi waitress� who has returned hoUe froU 
working aJoard superyachts to take up a role at the lodge� arrives� 
resplendent in a tuxedo� and presents a perfectly Uade Uartini Jefore 
inviting Ue to dine in an intiUate Jook�lined snug� coUplete with 
roaring Åre. ;ervice is reÅned Jut also intuitive · I can¼t see staff until 
I need theU� which gives 0elena *ay the residential feel its owner 
envisioned.  

7f  course� there¼s plenty to keep you occupied Jetween lavish Ueals� 
froU farU tours with estate Uanager 2ohn and his trusty Jlue heeler� 
to helicopter Æights� kayaking� Jeach picnics at the newly�opened 

private pavilion� and diving on the acclaiUed 8oor 3nights Islands. 
<here¼s also a tennis court� secluded Jeaches on which to wander� and 
orchards and gardens to tour with executive chef  5ichele 5artino� 
who has Jrought the 5ichelin�starred cuisine of  chef  -rnesto 
Iaccarino¼s acclaiUed southern Italy restaurant ,on )lfonso � !� to 
New Zealand.

(Clockwise from left); Dusk overlooking Helena Bay, New Zealand’s 

newest super lodge; local artisans play an important role in Helena 

Bay’s culinary offering; views of the lodge’s namesake bay from the 

sunken fire pit.



.roU 0elena *ay I place Uy faith in 4ady /8; once again and forge 
north� for one of  Uy personal favourite lodges in the country�  
Kauri Cliffs. 7ne of  three lodges created Jy <iger .und founder 
2ulian :oJertson �the other two Jeing 0awke¼s *ay¼s +ape 3idnappers 
and 9ueenstown¼s 5atakauri�� 3auri +liffs� his Årst� redeÅned New 
Zealand¼s lodge scene# wreathing a golf  course Jy ,avid 0arUan 
that¼s listed ��! in the world and which hugs draUatic sea cliffs� the 
lodge crowns a ������acre working sheep station in the *ay of  Islands� 
certainly one of  New Zealand¼s Uost Jreathtakingly Jeautiful locales. 

,espite Jeing alUost two decades old� the lodge at 3auri +liffs 
seeUs tiUeless and inÅnitely graceful. )rriving guests are greeted Jy 
captivating sea views as they wind their way across the estate to reach 
<he 4odge which  features Rust �� guest suites� each of  which Joasts 
suJliUe interiors Uy >irginia .isher� spacious JathrooUs� and east�
facing Jalconies� and which is in turn seYuestered in native forest. 

I Uanaged to hit the links as the sun Jegins to descend towards the 
8aciÅc� pausing on the ��th hole to soak in the panoraUa of  rural 
Jliss� inÅnite ocean� crashing waves and Uanicured greens. <he 
colours of  this spectacular landscape Jurst to life as day coUes to an 
end� and I greet the inky night over pre�dinner drinks on the lodge¼s 
deep�set terrace. =nlike soUe of  the lodges� 3auri +liffs Uaintains a 
sense of  forUality �so don¼t forget a sports coat� which pairs perfectly 
with crisp� intelligent service froU a =nited Nations staff� and the 
delectaJle cuisine of  executive chef  *arry .rith� which chaUpions 
food Uiles and local producers. 

.or those post�round aches� 3auri +liffs is also hoUe to an intiUate 
spa nestled on the cusp of  an ancient <otara forest that features four 

treatUent rooUs and a range of  Jespoke rituals. )lternatively� take to 
the skies for an exhilarating coastal helicopter Æight �Uany guests also 
coUJine a tour with helicopter transfers froU Whangarei or )uckland� 
or a picnic at the estate¼s Jest kept secret� 8ink *each� a heavenly strip 
of  white sand under a canopy of  red Æowering pohutukawa trees.

.or the last stop on Uy luxury road trip of  New Zealand¼s North 
Island I scoot south to Whangarei 0eads� another corner of  the region 
that¼s rarely visited Jy tourist throngs. 5y route left cosUopolitan 
Whangarei Jehind and traces its way around the city¼s harJour Jefore 
cliUJing over the towering headlands that shelter the port froU the 
8aciÅc 7cean. 
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<he /lasshouse is the newest addition to the )ra :oa )ccoUUodation faUily 
and offers one lucky couple aJout as Uuch privacy as they could hope for. 
4ocated at the tip of  a privately�owned peninsula� The Glasshouse features 
staggering ocean views� a glass�encased living area and Uaster JedrooU� an 
expansive sun deck with wood Jurning Åreplace� a covered al fresco dining 
area� and one of  the Uost Jreathtaking JathrooUs� I¼ve seen �if  you don¼t 
Uind the occasional walk in the dark when nature calls�� secluded at the end 
of  a garden trail� coUplete with a shower that opens to the eleUents. 

<he /lasshouse is Uore than Rust a respite · there¼s everything you need to 
enRoy your stay� froU a fully�eYuipped kitchen and chef  on call� to an internet�
connected sound systeU� lavish furnishings� and high speed wiÅ. .ly in Jy 
helicopter or park your hire car at the front door� and disappear froU the face 
of  the earth� if  only for a day or two. 

7f  course� there is also plenty for the active to do� froU Åshing� hiking and 
swiUUing froU the estate¼s own pier� to exploring soUe of  Northland¼s Uost 
spectacular Jeaches. <he /lasshouse can Je Jooked as a stand alone or 
Uatched with the peninsula¼s Uodern three�JedrooU <e Whara house when 
travelling as a group.

(Clockwise from top left); Many guests arrive at lodges like Kauri Cliffs 

by helicopter; dramatic coastal views from The Glasshouse; the country’s 

newest luxury accommodation offers ultimate privacy; Kauri Cliff’s guest 

rooms have a sublime residential feel.


