‘Mangonui Harbour

Below: The Duke of Marlboro
Opposite: The Old Oak Hot
with the Acorn Bar

& Bistro next door

With its beaches, boutique accommodation, wineries, good food and laid-back
locals, Northland offers a cosseting weekend, writes

Michael Hooper
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he warm weather in the Far
North typically invites
weekends away, even when
much of New Zealand is
digging out duvets. A salty soak or
surf can be tempting in April, or even
May, as the heat from summer is still
blushing slowly from land to sea.
And even when the season and the
odd southerly are shaking awake
the taniwha of Te Tai Tokerau,
coastal havens like Mangonui and
Russell call forth those city folk
seeking a Saturday sleep-in sans
lawnmower, and a Sunday replete
with a long lunch, before journeying
home for Monday’s labours. Actually,
can we make that Tuesday? It really
takes a long weekend to savour the
delightful languor of Northland.

The first stop on the green welcome
carpet woven by Northland’s sub-
tropical climate is the award-winning
Mahoe Cheese, on State Highway 10,
near Kerikeri (mahoecheese.co.nz).
Bob and Ann Rosevear and their
extended family open their organic
creamery most days - it pays to take
take a chilly bin north. Fill it further
with preserves and condiments
from the shop at Ludbrook House
(ludbrookhouse.co.nz) at Ohaeawai -
try the pickled limes (winner of a
Cuisine 2011 Artisan Award). Chilly
bin now full, you’ll be looking for
a verandah with a sea view to relax
and sample it all on, and here’s where
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The Old Oak Hotel (theoldoak.co.nz)
at Mangonui comes in.

Proprietor Jean Gardner used to
run a photographic agency in New
York and LA, but after 23 years was
looking for a less stressful lifestyle.

In 2008, on a trip to New Zealand to
seek business opportunities, she came
across The Old Oak’s site. “Design
and architecture have always been

a love of mine; my mom’s a landscape
designer and my family has always
been involved in the arts,” she says.
“When I saw this decrepit building,
I'knew I could fix it up and it could

be an absolute dream.”

Indolence can be an industry in the
north, so how did she pull together
the rules and craftspeople necessary
to restore the historic listed building
(it was built in 1861)? “I hired the
mayor.” (His Worship, Wayne Brown,
is also a consulting engineer.) The
sympathetically redesigned and
restored building opened late in 2009
- its original darkened wood floors
and small-paned windows retained,
with white walls bringing in light and
air-con and en suite bathrooms
providing a touch of luxury.

So far, the lifestyle suits Jean
and her enthusiasm has not dulled.
“I caught an 18Ib kingfish on
Wednesday night. High-five me!”
she says. “Paddy at the pub smoked
it for us; I looove good food.”

We’re staying in the upstairs Ponga
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suite, where our verandah boasts
views over the tidy gardens - Jean’s
partner, Gary Jones, looks after the
herb and vegetable beds, along with
the roses - and a pétanque court of
crushed shells. Happily, our suite
also comes with wine glasses and

a generous fridge so we can stash
our chilly-bin purchases.

The prolific peach tree raining fruit
adjacent to the pétanque terrain soon
grabs my attention, and before long
our elbows are dripping with luscious
juice. Appetites whetted, we head out
in search of dinner, strolling past
enticing aromas from the Thai Chef’s
restaurant and the conversational
buzz of the Waterfront Café, before
reaching the Mangonui Fish Shop,
alegend in its own launch time.

A bottle of Trinity Hill from the
small but reasonable wine selection,
some pre-packed salad and a smoked
salmon entrée extends our bluenose
and chips into a fully-fledged feast -
and all for just $47. Wooden picnic
tables and squawking seagulls
underscore the casual nature of
dinner and, to our joy, nothing is
overcooked and the batter is light.

Once back on our Old Oak balcony,
the only bright lights in the bay are
the zig-zag headlight pearls of two
random flounder fishers. A Pinot
Noir has found its way into the
thirst aid bag, so we savour the
serenity and talk.
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