
Treetops was built over a period of 
several years. Jon Sax, the owner, was 
committed to creating a resort without 
causing harm to the indigenous animals 
or damaging the existing flora; he even 
went so far as to plant an additional 
70,000 trees around the property. The 
end result is a magnificent array of 
nature that offers the active plenty to 
do. There are seven streams, four lakes, 
three waterfalls, and 60 miles of walk- 
ing track shielded by fern trees. 

From the light sensors to the thermally 
heated floors, the interiors of Treetops 
are equally as striking and environmen-
tally friendly. A natural stream and man-
made waterfall surround the entrance 
to the stone and timber lodge. Comfort-
able, natural elegance is the theme, with 
35-foot ceilings, a large stone fireplace, 
native wood furniture, carved beams 
and cozy oversized couches. My favor-
ite spots to relax were on the lodge’s 
veranda overlooking the picturesque 
hillside and in the spring-fed jet tubs 
inside the secluded villas. 

Not only is New Zealand’s scenery 
magical, but Maori culture is rife 
with natural healing remedies and  

Ever since The Lord of the Rings brought the majesty of New Zealand’s countryside to the big screen, visitors have flocked 
down under to catch a glimpse of its lush vegetation and spectacularly varied terrain. Luxury eco-lodges have been opening 
to meet the demand for sophisticated travelers who want to explore the vast countryside; Treetops Lodge & Estate, set in the 
hillside of Rotorua on the North Island, is the newest addition. 

The resort’s aim was to create an eco-park, combining an atmosphere of five-star luxuries with New Zealand’s stunning 
temperate rainforest. Treetops’ unique ecological surroundings provide something for everyone, with plenty of adventure and 
therapeutic healing readily available. 

En route to Treetops, I first landed in Auckland and then took an hour flight to Rotorua. As soon as I stepped off the plane, 
I encountered true Kiwi hospitality; Kiwis (nicknamed after the country’s national bird, not the fruit) are incredibly friendly 
people. The 30-minute drive from Rotorua to Treetops was an exciting mix of natural wildlife, green and blue lakes, and 
thermal hotspots dotting the region. Rotorua is one of the most popular locations on the North Island. It is known as the trout 
fishing capital of the world (there are 11 major lakes) and is famous for adventure sports like Zorbing—a recreational activity 
that involves rolling down an incline in an inflatable, usually transparent, double-hulled sphere. Visitors also come to Rotorua 
to learn more about New Zealand’s native population, the Maori. A third of Rotorua’s 70,000 residents are of Maori descent, 
the highest percentage of any city in New Zealand.
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treatments as well. One of my first 
adventures was an educational excur-
sion to the Maori Indigenous Food 
Trail—the ancient wilderness surround-
ing Treetops Lodge. I was in search of 
exotic plants that have been used by 
the Maori since they migrated from  
Polynesia more than a millennium ago. 

We trekked through the estate’s 800-
year-old forests and valleys, sampling 
unusual ingredients. Our tour guide, 
Charles Royal, a leading expert in local 
ecology, has more than 20 years experi-
ence with Maori food and was awarded 
New Zealand’s 2003 Innovative Chef 
of the Year by the Restaurant Associa-
tion of New Zealand. He created the 
excursion exclusively for Treetops, 
and he even convinced me to sample  
Hu Hu—a fancy term for a worm sau-
téed in avocado oil and placed on toast. 
Surprisingly, it tasted good. 

During my second day at Treetops, 
Donna Niethammer treated me to an 
incredibly relaxing Thai Yoga Massage. 

Niethammer is a former student of the 
late Asokananda—a leading Western 
teacher of Traditional Thai Yoga  
Massage. After my treatment, I em-
barked on one of my favorite experi-
ences at Treetops: a horseback ride 
through the estate led by the horse 
whisperer, Didi. I was within inches 
of elk, water buffalo, peacocks… even 
a deer named Jenny, who was tame 
enough to pet.

The dining at Treetops is truly divine. 
In keeping with Treetops’ eco-friendly 
ethos, a key focus of the fine cuisine is 
that it is prepared with locally grown 
produce, which includes sourcing and 
utilizing native herbs and ingredients 
traditionally used by the Maori. The 
chef also incorporates fresh game 
caught on the property. Before guests 

head out for the day, a member of the 
staff describes the daily menu, and a 
delectable five-course meal is offered 
every evening. 

Superior service is offered throughout 
Treetops, and the friendly Kiwi hospi-
tality makes guests feel relaxed and 
at home. Jon Sax’s dream to build a 
sanctuary that reflects the very best  
of New Zealand has undoubtedly  
been realized through Treetops Lodge 
& Estate. 

For more information on Treetops Lodge & 
Estate in Rotorua, New Zealand, log onto 
treetops.co.nz. 
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