
THE
 WF ’s Jaymie Hooper picks up her pace in the  
 sunny surrounds of Marlborough, New Zealand 

because my brain can’t process self-doubt 
and the beauty of my surroundings at the 
same time. I make my way down the rows 
of vines, and although the dew-soaked 
grass is a little unsteady beneath my feet,  
I keep my eyes on the markers and let 
Queen Bey’s “Run the World” spur me on.

Just after the halfway point, my breath 
is shaky and my calves are achy, but I’m 
feeling hella good. At almost every 5km 
interval, I’m greeted with waves, whistles 
and cheers from the sign-bearing 
spectators (okay, so that “Go Belinda”  
sign wasn’t for moi, but I’ll take it anyway); 
offered a selection of local delights (I’m 
devo I didn’t stop for the sav blanc-
flavoured ice-cream); and treated to  
a drum/bagpipe/guitar solo by a local 
musician. And while the raucous 
distractions are certainly doing their job 
(hey, I’ve found the two-hour pacer, and 
I’m not letting her get away), it’s the smile 
plastered on everyone’s face that helps  
me ignore the burn in my legs. We’re all  
in this together, and that thought fuels  
me more than anything else.

Alright, here’s where I fast-forward: 
With almost 17km done and dusted,  
I’m quickly running out of steam (pun 
absolutely intended). This is the furthest 
I’ve ever run, and while I should be feeling 
“Brave” à la Sara Bareilles on track 
40-something of my epic playlist, I can 
confidently say that I am not. Pain shoots 
through my ankles every time I make 
contact with the uneven ground, my lower 
back is throbbing and I’m pretty sure I just 
popped my Never Been Chaffed bubble.  
I know my pace has slowed (I lost sight of 
that two-hour pacer a looong time ago)  
and to top it all off, here comes a hill.

Okay, so it’s more of a modest slope, 
but my tired calves are screaming in 
protest. I almost give in to my urge to  
walk, but there are those smiling faces 
again, so instead of taking it slow, I 
somehow kick into a sprint. It looks like  
I just found my second wind, so I turn  
up my music and pretend I’m racing the 
Wairau River that’s rushing beside me.

Once I’ve passed the aforementioned 
river, the course begins to snake its way 
back into the belly of the vineyards and  
my second wind more closely resembles a 
pitiful breeze. I jog towards the final drinks 
station, gulp one last sip of H2O, devour 
one of the chocolate-coated coffee beans 
someone offers me and try to ignore the 

HERE’S A LIST OF PERFECT 
PAIRINGS: Blake Lively and Ryan 
Reynolds; avocado and sourdough; 
Alexander Skarsgård and, um, everything; 
and sauvignon blanc and a half-marathon. 
Yeah, you’re right, Alexander Skarsgård 
and you is a much better match, and 
despite what you might think, wine  
and running aren’t such a bad mix.

Alright, so sipping on a glass of sav 
blanc isn’t exactly conducive to a successful  
race, but the golden vineyards of the Saint 
Clair Family Estate (saintclair.co.nz) in 
Marlborough, New Zealand, most 
definitely are. I’ve been trying my hand 
(feet?) at running since late last year,  
and when I heard about the Saint Clair 
Vineyard Half Marathon (allegedly the 
most picturesque 21.1km you can run in 
NZ), I figured there was no better way  
to put my newfound runner’s legs to the 
test. Throw in a mix of world-renowned 
wine and more foodie adventures than  
your post-race tum could dream of, and 
you’ve got all the ingredients you need  
for a long weekend to remember.

On your 
marks…
Weaving its way through 22 vineyards (and 
past some very generous landowners’ front 
doors), snaking past the crystal-blue waters 
of the Wairau River and shadowed by the 
towering Mount Richmond Forest Park, 
the Vineyard Half boasts less than 4km of 
sealed roads – a fact that has me screaming 
internally as I make my way to the starting 
line. You see, in all my three months of 
training, I kind of, sort of, okay, never 
practised trail running. I bought the right 
shoes and all, but they hadn’t seen grass 
until this morning. Throw that little tidbit 
on top of the fact I’ve also never run a 
half-marathon before, and right now,  
I’m a giant jumble of nerves.

Before I can self-sabotage to the point 
of ditching my bib and heading for the 
walkers’ chute, the gun sounds and my 
fellow runners bolt towards the track. I hit 
play on my “Epic Running Playlist” (cue  
my boy Calvin, please), swallow my worries 
and smile at the women, men and children 
(wait, was that an orange dinosaur?) 
cheering me on from the sidelines.

As soon as my feet are over the mat, 
my nerves disappear completely – mostly 

THROUGH
grapevine
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Jaymie discovers that running a half 
marathon is a lot less painful when you 
keep your eye on the wine, er, prize.

and get set for a weekend of fitness, fun and hella good food. Sign up for the Vineyard Half Marathon at vineyardhalf.com 

sound of my laboured breathing. With little 
more than 1km to go, I’m struggling, but  
I force myself to focus on my surroundings 
(the emerald mountains in the distance  
and the citrine-coloured vines either side of 
me) instead. The view becomes a welcome 
anaesthetic, and just as there’s a pause in 
my music, a fellow runner overtakes me  
and yells, “Come on, you’re almost there!” 
and I find the gusto to chase after her –  
all the way to the finish line.

Plate to plate
This just in: The food around here is good. 
It was clear to me last night at the opening 
of Feast Marlborough (the race’s three-day 
culinary extravaganza) where I scoffed 
down the best salmon bao bun I’ve ever 
had, and it’s even clearer now as I follow  
the sea of bib-wearing bodies towards The 
Hub food market. From gourmet pies and 
Argentinian pop-up stalls to ice-cream 
stands and on-the-spot crepes, this is no 
basic post-race spread, so I make a beeline 
for the vegan burger truck, sample the 
dairy-free sorbet and collect my medallion 
(*cough* a bottle of Saint Clair’s bubbly 
sauvignon blanc) before collapsing on the 
lawn and settling in for some live music.

It’s not long before I’m thinking about 
dinner (hey, I just ran 21.1km, remember?), 
and lucky for me, I don’t have to travel far. 
In celebration of the Vineyard Half and 
Feast Marlborough, tonight a selection  
of vineyards and their trés luxe kitchens  
are hosting epic meals for all the walkers, 
runners and food lovers in town, so I board 
a coach in Seymour Square (transport’s 
sorted by the venues, FYI) and make my 
way to a three-course banquet by New 
Zealand celebrity chef Martin Bosley.

Around 30 minutes later, I’m tucked 
high above the vines in the loft-style 
Treehouse at Cloudy Bay Vineyard  
(au.cloudybay.co.nz). If the sun were  
still up, I’d be gazing at the towering trees  
and mottled yellow leaves outside the 

window, but since I’m not privy to those 
views after dusk, I’ll have to settle for the 
candle-lit dinner menu in front of me. 

The Marlborough region is famed  
for its abundant seafood and fresh  
produce (yes, as well as its wine), so I’m  
not surprised to find drool-worthy dishes  
of white bait, salmon, lamb, kale, green 
beans and black garlic printed on the 
heavyweight paper – and you can take it 
from me, it all tastes as good as it sounds.

Ride it out
The perfect way to ease those tender 
post-race muscles? A bike ride. Nope,  
I’m not kidding. While I was tempted to 
become one with my bed the next morning, 
I just couldn’t pass up the chance to see 
more of Marlborough’s mountains and 
vineyards, so instead of sleeping past  
noon, I had Jo from Wine Tours by Bike 
(winetoursbybike.co.nz) come and take  
me to Renwick – a small town where the 
houses are few but the vineyards are plenty. 

THE FINER 
DETAILS

FLY: Board a plane to Wellington 
with Air New Zealand 

(airnewzealand.com.au), then  
take a scenic Sounds Air flight 
(soundsair.com) to Blenheim  

in Marlborough.

SLEEP: A stone’s throw from the 
city centre and picturesque Seymour 

Square, Chateau Marlborough 
(marlboroughnz.co.nz) boasts 
five-star accommodation and the 

delish in-house restaurant, Quench. 

EAT: If you can stomach more  
food (of course you can!), Arbour  
(arbour.co.nz) is the place to go  
for a five-course degustation of  
fresh locally sourced produce.

Before setting off on my new wheels, 
Jo and her husband, Steve, provide me 
with a regional map and a bike helmet 
(because safety first, friends), then rattle 
off umpteen suggestions about which of 
the 30-something cellar doors I might like 
to visit. Since my legs still feel as though 
they’re full of concrete, I decide to warm  
up with a five-minute ride to Gibson  
Bridge Vineyard (gibsonbridge.co.nz).

After pretending I know what good 
pinot noir should smell and taste like,  
I jump back on my bike and pedal further 
down the sleepy country roads. My legs  
are slowly waking up – they’re more limbs 
than lead now – and I zip past paddocks, 
pines and more vines than I can stop and 
Insta. Soon, the path begins to narrow  
and wind to the left, and that’s when I  
clock my next pit stop. 

Nestled among the grapes, shrouded 
by lofty willow trees and complete with  
badminton and tennis courts, Forrest 
(forrest.co.nz) boasts a picture-perfect 
cellar door, as well as a stellar kitchen. And 
while I’m jealous of the visitors nibbling on 
cheese as they laze back in their beanbags, 
all of this riding’s loosening up my muscles, 
so I make a pact to pedal as far as Wairau 
River Wines (wairauriverwines.com) before 
giving in to my growing hunger pains.

After taste-testing more of the  
local produce (it’s a tough job, but 
someone has to do it), I walk outside to  
find that Marlborough’s spoiling me with 
another out-of-this-world panorama of 
golden vines and soaring peaks, so before  
I ride back to Jo and Steve, I ditch my  
bike, drop my helmet and take one last  
walk through grapevines. And, boy,  
isn’t it a view to remember. 

Before you leave…
Treat your tastebuds to more of Marlborough’s culinary delights

SET SAIL 
Book a spot on the 

Seafood Odyssea Cruise 
and enjoy freshly caught 

salmon, mussels and 
clams as you glide 

through the Marlborough 
Sounds. marlborough 

tourcompany.co.nz

GET COSY
Grab a spot on the 

verandah at Saint Clair 
Family Estate’s Vineyard 
Kitchen and indulge in 
their seasonal menu or 
enjoy a glass of their 

famous bubbly. 
saintclair.co.nz

AIM HIGH
Lunch at Brancott Estate 

and you’ll score 
180-degree views of the 
vineyards below and a 

menu full of delish meals 
(think goat cheese tart 

and watercress gnocchi).  
brancottestate.com
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