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RogerthatWilco
WITH MARK WILSON

HAPPY 40th birthday, Winter 
Festival, my old friend.

It’s great to be around to help you 
celebrate this milestone with all 

your friends, adoring fans and conglomera-
tion of groupies, B-grade celebs and other 
hangers-on seeking to bask in your 
reflected glory.  You’re a true local icon 
whose antics have made you legendary 
around the world.  From humble begin-
nings you have really grown in stature over 
the years, maturing into something we can  
be proud of – a showpiece for our region 
and a celebration of all that this great part 
of New Zealand can offer. 

We have been through a lot together, you 
and I, shared some great memories and 
some more painful ones. Remember in 
2008 we decided it would be a great idea for 
me to do the suitcase race in my Speight’s 
Speedos? Things escalated, as they tended 
to do back then, and by 2009 I was baring it 
all up at Coronet Peak in the name of 
speed. I’m sure you had a good laugh as I 
lost skin from several tender areas of my 
body – but we did make ‘Plays of the Week’, 
which made my mum proud, even if it most 
likely meant I was banned for life from 
visiting her at the religious school at which 
she teaches. 

It would be remiss not to thank you for 
the fun and frivolity I’ve enjoyed with you 
over the years, along with the scrap book of 
memories captured by the likes of Barry 
Harcourt and Stefan Haworth which will 
no doubt give me plenty of fodder for 
exaggerated rest home stories in the future.

I’ve tried never to miss your celebrations, 
even if it meant sacrificing the sunshine 
and spectacular beach scenery of my 
annual winter holiday just to fly home and 
party with you. This year I was in Bali dress 
shopping and tanning my legs for my Drag 
Race persona BJ the Balinese Bombshell, 
but made sure to leave just in time to share 

a Speight’s with you on Friday night to the 
backdrop of a stunning fireworks display.  

You are truly spoilt to receive such good 
support from your friends in the local 
community and there are plenty of good 
buggers who work long and hard to make 
sure your party goes off without a hitch 
every year. You have aged gracefully – and 
they say 40 is the new 30 so you are coming 
into your prime. Keep up the good work – I 
look forward to creating many more 
memories together over the next 40 years.

Mark Wilson is a Queenstown-based 
marketing consultant

An ode to 40 years of WinterFest

1986  Mountain Scene devotes 
two pages to planned new 
hotels and expansions of 
existing hotels – totalling 
3000 rooms – in the resort’s 
rampant property boom. 
Getting off the ground were 
Harvey Wallbanger Lodge, now 
Goldridge Resort; Sherwood 
Manor; Holiday Inn, now 
Mercure; THC Queenstown, 
now Novotel Lakeside; and DB 
Quality Inn, now the 
Millennium. Those not getting 
off the drawing board included 
a 400-room Walter Peak 
Resort, a 250-room 
Larchwood Heights complex, a 
156-room Queenstown Towers 
in Hamilton Road, an 
unnamed 300-roomer on Lake 
Esplanade, Sunshine Bay’s 
Stargazer International, and 
an 82-roomer on what’s now 
the Village Green.
1997  Police want the resort 
council to sort out Queenstown 
Gardens lighting after a rape 
attempt on a teenage girl. “I’ll 
be contacting [the council] 
– they’ve got to get their 
priorities right,” local chief of 
detectives Pat O’Donovan 
says.

2003  A Civil Aviation Authority 
charge against local chopper 
pilot Alfie Speight is thrown 
out in court – and he’s 
discharged without conviction 
on the other indictment. 
Nineteen months earlier, 
Speight piloted TV3 news 
cameraman Jeff Aldridge to 
cover a Fly By Wire accident 
involving a Swedish tourist at 
Tucker Beach. High-level 
turbulence forced Aldridge to 
ask Speight to fly lower for 
clearer shots. After Speight 

twice flew beneath Fly By Wire 
cables spanning the valley, a 
police detective reported the 
pilot to the CAA
2007  Ultra-heavy snow 
disrupts Winter Festival 
events, costing “a few tens of 
thousands of dollars” in lost 
revenue and extra costs, 
festival director Simon Green 
says. One example was the 
postponed Big Night Out, 
where an otherwise sellout 
crowd of 2000 was cut to 
1500.

1977  Skyline Enterprises founder, the late Hylton Hensman 
(pictured), receives the country’s top annual tourism honour, 
the Newman Award, for the individual who makes “an out-
standing contribution to tourism”.

I WOULD like to share a personal 
memory from the first Winter 
Festival, in 1975.

Sugar Robinson, the Mount Cook 
Company manager at Coronet Peak, 
was the organiser of the Peak to Park 
race, a popular event that continued 
for many years. It was a fun relay race 
from the summit of Coronet Peak to 
the lakefront, involving memorable 
legs such as milking a cow and 
three-legged racing along Arthurs 
Point Road.

Being the inaugural year of the 
festival, the timing was uncertain and 
this caused several problems towards 
the end of the race.

One of the last relay legs was a 
kayak around the bay, which was my 
role, followed by grandmothers 
knitting, children running and 
chicken plucking and possibly a few 
others, on the waterfront opposite 
Rydges Hotel (then Trans Hotel).

As a few kayakers were unloading 
their kayaks, a car stopped in a hurry 
and the driver shouted ‘‘here they 
come!’’  I was the only one kitted up, 
but the first runner was not from my 
team.  Who was my team, anyway? 
We only met once in a bar, and had 
no practice, of course.  So off I went, 
now leading the race for an unknown 
team, once around the lighthouse and 
back to the Ridges beach only to be 
met by Sugar on the beach waving his 
arms and shouting – “Go around 
again, we’re not ready”!  I was already 
stuffed, not expecting another lap.

Returning to the beach from a 
foreshortened lap and now in fourth 
place after others refused to continue, 
I found confusion amongst the relay 
team members and the large crowd 
gathered for the finish. Sugar was 
slowing things down more, the 
knitting was too fast and the chickens 

had not arrived. My 
memory tells me there 
were TV cameras but I 
may be wrong. 
Certainly, though, 
media were present.  
So there we were, large 

crowd, grandparents and children, 
media, all locals of course in those 
days, and a large van pulls up.

Sugar rushes expectantly to the side 
door, staggers back and starts 
exclaiming repeatedly – “He brought 
live chickens”!  The chicken farmer, 
from Frankton as I recall, had the 
explanation – “they are easier to pluck 
warm”.  He proceeded to stretch their 
necks behind the van and handed 
them to the relay team members for 
plucking.

The children and media, those that 
saw, were wide-eyed.  Sugar was 
red-faced and deep breathing.

Someone won, the crowd moved on 
and the race was over.  

I never did read that story at the 
time.  Still, after 40 years it is worth 
remembering the early days.  Chicken 
plucking did not become an annual 
event.
KEN GOUSMETT
Arthurs Point

Things have changed 
(chickens pleased)
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Your weather for the week ahead

Unsettled weather continues through 
the period with further periods of rain or 

showers.  Good news for the ski fields as 
there should be some more snow 

around mid week.

weather@scene.co.nz
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