
Canterburyweekender
A short break in the big southern city and its surrounding countryside proves to be a real eye opener for

Lorna Thornber.

V
isiting Christchurch for the
first time a decade ago, I fell
immediately for its
quintessentially British charm.

Yearning to travel to Europe at the
time, I was awed by its grand
cathedral, Victorian Gothic
architecture (Christ’s College may as
well have been Eton to my untravelled
mind) and the strapping, straw-hatted
punters on the Avon.

So it’s fair to say my return visit this
winter came as a bit of a shock.
Standing before the cathedral,
watching pigeons fly in and out of the
gaping wound on its facade, the full
impact of the 2010 and 2011
earthquakes finally hit home. Like
everyone, I’d followed the quakes in
the media at the time, but it hadn’t
prepared me for seeing the damage for
myself.

Exploring the city though, I saw that
Christchurch is reconstructing itself as
a funky, forward-thinking city with a
distinctly Kiwi edge. The wavy-sided
Deloitte building mimicking the
meandering Avon, sleek new
performing arts venue The Piano and
Presbyterian Knox Church – the clean
lines of its rebuilt exterior
complementing its original, Gothic
Revival-style interior – are all examples
of the shiny new city emerging from
the rubble.

I was in Canterbury for a long
weekend with Booking.com, planning
to spend a night in the city followed by
three in the surrounding countryside,
which was every bit as beautiful as I’d
remembered.

I spent my first night at The
Jailhouse: a former prison now popular
with visitors looking to live out their
wild child or Orange is the New Black-
style fantasies. Stepping into the
restored heritage building, I finally got
the appeal of ‘‘jailhouse chic’’ (it’s one
of several prison-themed hotels
worldwide). The perfect symmetry of
the ‘‘cell’’ doors and stark white decor

convey a kind of edgy minimalism. It’s

the kind of place where, like a health
retreat, you can get back to basics and
contemplate your life choices. But,
unlike a health retreat, unhealthy food
and alcohol aren’t contraband.

Doing time at The Jailhouse isn’t
exactly tough these days. Even solitary
confinement isn’t so bad when your
cell has a Banksy artwork to
complement the prison-striped duvet
on the double bed. It was bone-
chillingly cold though. I’m not sure
whether it was that, the continuous
strum of a guitar from the lounge, or
learning that TV paranormal
investigators had filmed an episode at

the place, but I didn’t sleep a wink.
The drive to Akaroa the next

morning along a long, lonely road
through flat farmland did little to
revive me. Until I hit Summit Rd.
Following the rim of one of the
volcanoes that formed Banks
Peninsula when they erupted about
eight million years ago, it presents
panorama after panorama of the NZ
pastoral idyll (think lambs grazing on
green and gold pastures rolling down
to half-hidden turquoise bays).

I was in town to take a Black Cat
harbour cruise and, while I’d done it
on my last trip to Canterbury, it was

just as magical the second time
around. In fact, it made me realise how
much I’d missed the first. Then, I’d
circled the top deck in a dizzying
attempt to capture the harbour from
every angle (FYI it doesn’t have a bad
side). This time I simply leant against
the railing and let it pass me by.
Watching my fellow passengers
scramble to take photos of the multi-
hued volcanic amphitheatre that is
Scenery Nook and the mini oasis of
Nikau Palm Gully, I was filled with that
special brand of pride you sometimes
experience when overseas visitors
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compliment your homeland. Whether
or not you have a personal connection
to the place.

Most take the cruise to see the rare
Hector’s dolphins that call the harbour
home. On my last visit they proved
well aware of their special status,
swimming alongside the boat and
showing off their diving skills. This
time they remained elusive until we
reached open ocean, which the skipper
informed us is their preferred hangout
in winter. When the first pair raced
toward us, I couldn’t resist joining the
camera-wielding scrum following their
passage around the boat – although
they were far too quick and tiny for me
to capture on my phone camera.

Back on dry land, I made tracks to
the tiny town of Little River, where I
was to spend the night at PurePod: an
all-glass cabin on a secluded hillside.

With no TV or wi-fi, there’s no
option but to indulge in old-school
holiday pursuits such as reading,
birdwatching or lounging about. I
opted for a combo of all three,
sprawling out on the bed and finally
making a decent dent in my novel,
pausing every so often to gaze through
the walls and ceiling at the tui and
wood pigeons going about their
comparatively busy evenings. I was so
relaxed I passed out at some stage and
awoke with a start to a blackout, until
my eyes adjusted to the sky full of
stars.

After gazing at them in dazed
wonder for goodness knows how long,
I braved the cold on the deck to
attempt to light the barbecue (I’m
ashamed to say I was a barbecue
virgin until that point). With no
Google to guide me, I played around
with the knobs until the flames sprang
to life and stood before it, inhaling the
sweet scent of sizzling salmon as I
(literally) got back to contemplating
the universe.

When I awoke the next morning, the
sun and biofuel-capable heater had
combined to turn the cabin into a
veritable greenhouse. I’d fallen into a

sun-induced stupor on the deck when
the phone rang to confirm I could join
a sea kayaking tour in Akaroa at noon.
Arriving at the appointment meeting
place two minutes behind schedule, I
was dismayed to discover the tour had
already left. I was sitting on a bench
wondering what to do next when an
employee rocked up in her truck and
offered to give me a ride.

As we climbed a steep gravel road,
she told me about how her parents
had founded Pohatu Penguins more
than 30 years ago in an effort to halt
the dramatic decline of the white-
flippered penguin endemic to the
region. Her mother Shireen, who
picked me up before the the final
descent to her farm at Flea Bay,
explained that the penguins, one of
the most endangered varieties in the
world, had flourished since the days of
the dinosaurs – until humans arrived.
She and husband Francis donated a
portion of their land to DoC, set about
trapping predators and have since
seen the number of resident white-
flippered penguins rise by 50 per cent.
Pohatu is also home to yellow-eyed
penguins and seals – and Hector’s
dolphins and orca often pay visits –
making it well deserving of its marine
reserve status.

Shireen’s French son-in-law Kevin
gave my tour mates and I a quick

rundown on how to manoeuvre the
kayaks before we hit the water and it
wasn’t long before we spotted our first
pair of penguins canoodling in a cosy
looking crevice. Kevin explained that
the whole colony comes down to ‘‘flirt
and socialise’’ on the rocks at dusk,
but some enjoy hanging out there in
the daytime too. Shortly after, we
came across a gang of sunbathing
seals, who promptly turned their
whiskered faces to smile at the
camera.

I spent that night in a grain silo can
traditionally used to hold feed for farm
animals. Despite their ultra-rustic
external appearance, the SiloStay
‘‘apartments’’ are shining examples of
sustainable, industrial chic within.
Ordinarily, the lids allow glimpses of
the night sky but, with the rain
hammering on the tin roof, I kept
mine firmly shut.

It was still raining when I drove back
to Christchurch the next morning,
afraid the dire forecast would make
my first foray into Lord of the Rings
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There’s something
strangely soothing
about the perfect
symmetry of the
cells at The
Jailhouse hostel.

territory a washout.Our guide Haika of
Hassle Free Tours wasn’t sure we’d be
able to reach Mt Sunday (Edoras in
the films) but decided to push forth,
detouring through the beautifully
braided Rangitata river where a bridge
had collapsed. The skies semi-cleared
as we made our way through the
Hakatere Conservation Park on Mt
Potts station: a land of wild tussock,
vast lakes and snow-covered
mountains even more gorgeous in real
life than it is on screen. At the end of
the road, we clambered out of the car
and huffed and puffed our way up
Edoras to the spot where Eowyn
famously stood on the terrace of the
Golden Hall, gazing out at the
humblingly majestic landscape before
her. Taking up replica swords, we re-
enacted scenes from the films for our
photographic amusement before
heading to a nearby lodge for a
‘‘classic Kiwi lunch’’ of chicken
sandwiches and Lindauer.

The storm clouds returned almost
as soon as we left Edoras, making it

feel as though it really is part of some
fantastical parallel realm where the
regular laws of nature don’t apply.
Making it back to Christchurch just
after dark, I drove the 35km to Kirwee,
where I was to spend my last night in
a Wild West-style wagon. Design
engineer Ray Whiting can’t really
explain why he decided, in 2005, to
build an oversized, immovable wagon
and kit it out with luxury furnishings
but I can assure you it works. Now
owned by farmers Jasmine and Mike
and set in an old horse paddock, it
provides cosy respite from the
relentlessly hectic ‘‘real world’’. Guests
are welcome to explore the farm but,
as at the PurePod and SiloStay, the
greatest pleasure lies in simply having
the time and space to chillax.

Sprawled out in the Pioneer-style
bed that night, I realised how much
Christchurch reminds me of some of
my English relatives who’ve made NZ
home and embraced the Kiwi way of
life while retaining their distinctly
British eccentricities. Quirks that make
them – and Christchurch – so
interesting to visit. The gorgeous
countryside on their doorsteps is a
bonus.
❚ The writer was a guest of
Booking.com and travelled with help
from ChristchurchNZ

Fact file

Getting there:
Air NZ flies direct to Christchurch from
Auckland, Wellington, Queenstown
and Dunedin seven days a week. It
takes about an hour and 15 minutes to
drive the 81km from Christchurch to
Akaroa.
Staying there:
Rooms at Jailhouse Accommodation
in Christchurch, PurePod and SiloStay
in Little River and WagonStays Luxury
Escape in Kirwee can all be reserved
via Booking.com.
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Time to reflect:
Looking back at
Akaroa from the
Black Cat cruiser.

The new face of
Christchurch is
fresh, modern and
unmistakably Kiwi.
PHOTOS: LORNA
THORNBER
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While it’s hard to
tear your eyes
away from the
cathedral, the
square is a prime
example of
Christchurch’s
creativity and
resilience.

It pays not to be the driver along Banks Peninsula’s Summit Rd.

Relaxation is mandatory at the Little River
PurePod. PHOTOS: LORNA THORNBER

Phoenix rising: the new Christchurch rising from the rubble offers
surprises around almost every other corner.
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