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My place
His acting work takes him around the globe, but Sam Neill can’t wait  

to get back to the place he’s in love with – Otago.
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My great grandfather discovered Otago. 
Not literally, but he turned up there in 1861 
so we’ve been here for 150 years and I feel 
like I’m an Otago man. I was born in 
Northern Ireland but my father was a New 
Zealander and we returned when I was 
about seven. I feel like I’m part of the soil 
here. There’s only one place you can be in 
love with and I’m in love with Otago. 

There is such immense variety here – not 
just one Otago, but 20. Every valley is entirely 
different from the next and that’s what I love 
about it. If you’re travelling from coast to 
coast you’ll see immense fiords – some of 
the wettest land on earth – and then you 

cross a couple of mountains and you’re in 
one of the driest spots in New Zealand. 
Central Otago, which is where my farm is, 
is technically arid and but go a few miles 
east and you’re back in the wet again. I know 
of nowhere else on earth with such variety 
in such a small place.

I grew up in Dunedin and that’s where 
my family are from, but we used to take our 
holidays in Central Otago. In winter we’d 
ski on Coronet Peak. When I started skiing 
there weren’t even ski boots so you’d get a 
pair of farmer’s boots and lash them to the 
skis. It was really dangerous. In the summer 

we’d go camping. My parents loved it and we 
did too. We’d find somewhere remote to 
be, by a lake or a river, and were taught to 
fish and really live an outdoor life. My 
connection to Otago was very much 
formed by those holiday experiences. 

The one thing I always remember is when 
we were camping up at Lake Hāwea and the 
van broke down. We were exhausted and hot 
and we jumped out of the van and threw 
ourselves into the lake. The water was gin- 
clear and we were swimming and drinking 
at the same time. You could see down for what 
seemed like hundreds of feet and you 

In Clyde there are a couple of restaurants, 
Paulina’s (paulinasrestaurant.co.nz) and 
Olivers (oliverscentralotago.co.nz/restaurant), 
that punch well above their weight. In 
Queenstown, there’s Rātā (ratadining.co.nz), 
VKnow (vknow.co.nz) and Jervois Steak House 
(jervoisqueenstown.co.nz). In Arrowtown,  
I like Saffron (saffronrestaurant.co.nz) and 
Dorothy Browns (dorothybrowns.com).

I associate Central Otago with the best times 
in my life from a young age. The Neills are all 
scattered and my father said to me before he 
died, “I’m glad there’s one of us left here.”  

couldn’t tell where the blue sky started and 
the blue water finished, only that you were 
right in the middle of it. That’s my most vivid 
memory of anything in all those years.
 
Central Otago is still the place I go on 
holiday, but it’s also home. In any given 
year I might be there for three or four months. 
It might be less if I’m really busy at work. 
There are other places in the world I’m happy 
to be – I like Vancouver, Sydney is terrific,  
I lived for a number of years in London, so 
have a lot of ties there – but there’s nowhere 
else I feel attached to like Otago.

When I’m away from Otago I miss the sky, 
mostly. The blue sky that goes down to your 
feet. There are not many places where that 
happens. I miss the weather – the light, the 
changeability, the four seasons in one day.  
I tend to be a bit of a recluse there. I am by 
nature somewhat of a social being, but I 
enjoy being a recluse, not seeing anyone much. 

Otago has changed a lot because it has 
become a destination and as a result is much 
more cosmopolitan. It used to be that once 
every 10 miles you’d find a monosyllabic 
farmer and quite a few sheep. That 
pioneering spirit remains today, though.

Wine-making is the only thing I’ve really 
formed any ambition for. My acting career 
has always been muddling from one thing 
to another, and a lot of good luck. I never 
had any driving ambition to be a movie star, 
but once I started growing pinot noir I realised 
I was really ambitious about that and I wanted 
to make the best pinot noir that ever there 
was. So now there are four vineyards around 
the main farm in the main growing regions 
of Bannockburn, the Cromwell Basin, 
Gibbston Valley and the Alexandra Basin. 
Once you get bitten by that particular bug, 
there’s no going back, I’m afraid. 

Sustainability is important to me and I think 
it needs to be a priority for the country too. 

We should all be concerned about water 
quality. Without the land we’re lost and 
without healthy soil we’re stuffed. When I 
shuffle off, my legacy will not be films, but 
these fabulous little vineyards that are 
healthy and produce extraordinary wine 
and are renowned in their own right. 

I always say walk. There are so many fantastic 
valley systems and day-trips at the head of 
Lake Wanaka or Hāwea or Wakatipu. You’ve 
got to do the Routeburn Track once in your 
life. I’m ashamed to say I’ve never done the 
Milford Track, but I should do. 
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