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CRUISING LAKE BENMORE 
 
 
 
Lake Benmore is Canterbury’s most popular recreational lake – perhaps not as spectacular 
as Lake Pukaki or as beautiful as Lake Sumner, but easily accessible, with wonderful 
scenery, good weather, great fishing, heaps of space, and some very fine water for sailing. 
During summer holidays and long weekends, the lake is well populated with power boats, 
and it can be difficult to find a beach that is not occupied by a picnicking party. However, 
Benmore is big enough that there is room for all, and in the evening the power boats mostly 
return to road-side motor camps, and yachts can have a peaceful night to themselves, 
moored up in one of the many suitable bays. 
 
 
BENMORE GEOGRAPHY 

Lake Benmore is New Zealand’s largest man-made lake, with a total area of 74.5 km2 and a 
shoreline 116 km long. The solid-earth dam that holds back the lake is the largest of its kind 
in New Zealand; it is 110 m high, and the surface elevation of the lake is 362 m. The lake 
was filled in 1964; Benmore power station has a capacity of 540 MW, and is the second 
largest hydropower station in the country.  
 
Benmore Dam was built just downstream of the confluence of the Ahuriri and Waitaki Rivers, 
and so the lake has two principal arms, the Ahuriri and Waitaki Arms. For about 12 km 
upstream from the dam, each arm features a spectacular drowned gorge, with the 
surrounding mountains rising up to 1,500 m above the lake. Above the gorges, each arm 
broadens out into an extensive drowned basin, which shallows towards the head of the lake. 
 

 

 
 
The main inflows are the Ahuriri River, which rises in the mountains southwest of Mt Cook, 
and the hydropower canal which carries water from Lakes Tekapo, Pukaki, and Ohau. 
Formerly, the Tekapo, Pukaki and Ohau Rivers drained those three lakes, but now only the 
Tekapo flows continually, as a “residual river” maintained for the benefit of the trout fishery.  
 
The water in the Waitaki Arm has the characteristic milky appearance of glacial runoff, 
whereas the water in the Ahuriri Arm is generally very clear, although there are some small 
glaciers at the head of the Ahuriri River. The water in both arms is of very good quality and 
safe to drink, except along the shore near to campgrounds (Environment Canterbury 

The Waitaki Arm above the gorge, with Mount Cook on the horizon, and a nice westerly breeze. 
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measurements show that water at Glenburn motor camp is of poor quality and at Sailors 
Cutting is of fair quality). 
 
The local climate is almost continental. The total annual rainfall at nearby Tara Hills station 
averages 540 mm. Total rainfall in the summer months averages 50-60 mm per month, but it 
can be as little as 2-3 mm in the month. During summer days, temperatures generally range 
between 8-9° at night and 23-24°C during the day, and the annual number of sunshine hours 
is around 2,000, a little more than in Christchurch or Queenstown.  

 
 
WINDS ON BENMORE 

During the summer months (December to February), the prevailing wind is westerly to 
northwesterly at Tara Hills, with southeasterlies and southwesterlies being somewhat less 
frequent and strong. Winds exceed 10 m/s (about 20 knots) for only 3% of the time, and 
calm conditions (less than 2 knots) are experienced for something like 13% of the time. The 
windrose (below) for Tara Hills is representative of winds in the Ahuriri basin and Waitaki 
basin of Lake Benmore, where winds are relatively unaffected by topography. However, in 
the gorges, winds are strongly influenced by landforms, and tend to be channeled up or 
down the gorge, with strong gusts coming down side valleys. More details are given below. 
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The Omarama and Mackenzie Basins (which respectively contain the Ahuriri and Waitaki 
basin sections of Lake Benmore) are often warmer than the temperature of the Pacific 
Ocean at night, particularly when there are clear skies and warm days. As a result, “heat 
lows” – areas of low atmospheric pressure – are established as the warm air rises. These  
draw in cooler air from the coast, setting up a day-time sea breeze. The sea breeze often 
spills into the basins in the early afternoon, and can reach speeds of 20 knots. Hence, in the 
Waitaki valley in high summer, southeasterlies are common, particularly in the afternoon. 
The heat lows may persist for several days at a time, giving rise to southeasterlies for a 
period or moderating the influence of the larger scale (“synoptic”) winds. 
 
Wind speed and direction commonly vary during the day on Lake Benmore, in response to 
several factors in addition to the sea breeze effect. Wind speed tends to be least during the 
hours of 3 to 7 a.m., and to peak at 4 p.m. On average, the afternoon peak wind speed is 
double the early morning minimum. Generally, coastal sea breezes give way to land breezes 
(with a calm period in between), and Silmarillion has on many occasions experienced a 
reversal in wind direction during a night on Benmore. Hence, when choosing an anchorage 

Wind rose for Tara Hills station, near Omarama, showing the distribution of winds during summer 

(December to February) for the period 1995-2003. (Graphic by Alistair McKerchar, NIWA, Christchurch). 
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for the night, it always pays to think about whether the weather conditions could give a sea 
breeze-land breeze reversal, and whether the anchorage will be comfortable if the wind is 
coming from the opposite direction. The possibility of other larger scale changes also should 
be considered, such as a change from northwesterly to southwesterly conditions, which 
produces a reversal of wind direction in many bays on the lake. 
 
 
FACILITIES AT BENMORE 

There are five boat ramps suitable for launching and recovering a Noelex 25 (see key map). 
We prefer the ramp at Falstone Creek because it is the most sheltered, and it is handy for 
nice places to moor if we arrive late or need to depart early. Disadvantages are about 10 km 
of gravel access road, no jetty, and overhanging trees. The ramp at Ohau C is good, but we 
find it can be a little exposed, and have experienced difficulties getting Silmarillion back onto 
her trailer in a southeasterly. Falstone and Ohau C are, of course, most suitable for visitors 
coming from the north, via Fairlie. Visitors coming from the south up the Waitaki valley are 
most likely to use Sailors Cutting ramp, which is similar to Falstone Creek and has a nearby 
jetty. Falstone, Ohau C and Sailors Cutting all have popular campgrounds. The ramp at 
Benmore Dam is a very good one, but it is exposed to easterly winds and therefore presents 
some potential problems if one plans to come off the water in the afternoon. The Haldon 
ramp is accessed via a long gravel road, and has nothing to recommend it otherwise. 
 
There are good facilities at Twizel and Omarama – service stations, dairies (a supermarket 
at Twizel), cafes, etc. – but there is limited scope at Otematata or Kurow to stock up on 
forgotten items. The Department of Conservation office in Twizel is a good source of 
outdoors information, and the information centre in Kurow also is a very handy little facility. 
 

 
THINGS TO DO 

Apart from the sailing, there are dozens of little bays and beaches at which to moor for 
picnics, swimming, and a spot of fishing from the shore. As already mentioned, there can be 
a bit of competition for the nicest beaches at peak holiday periods, and it’s good to bear in 
mind exposure to wash from passing power boats, when choosing a spot. 
 
Fishing is good, but there is a lot of pressure from power boats trolling the shoreline. Trout in 
popular spots like Shepherds Creek seem to be rather suspicious, but we’ve seen folk at 
less busy spots having spectacular success. 
 
Onshore, there are a number of walks that are well worth doing. They range from the 
challenging tramp from Shepherds Creek up to Totara Peak – a 1,500 m climb along a farm 
track to within a kilometer of the peak – to the walk along a DoC-maintained footpath up to 
Trig H on the peninsula just north of Benmore Dam. The farm track along the east side of the 
Waitaki basin, south of Black Forest Station, provides a pleasant and generally level walk, 
while the pylon maintenance track north from the Bay of Hares gives an easy climb up to a 
spectacular overlook over the Waitaki gorge and basin, and the Mackenzie Basin.  
 
 
THE MAIN ARMS OF THE LAKE – ANCHORAGES AND MOORINGS 

There are bays throughout the lake at which mooring (i.e. tie-ing back to the bank) and 
anchoring (i.e. swinging in deeper water) are possible. Winds on the lake tend to come from 
two opposite directions, depending on whether conditions are southerly or northwesterly and 
on how strongly the sea breeze is blowing, so a bay that is sheltered at one time may be 
completely open to wind and waves at another (which may be only an hour later!) 
 
The three larger scale maps A, B and C show (solid circles) the locations of the bays which 
we consider provide reliable shelter in all but the worst conditions – even then, it may be 
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necessary to tie right back into a stream mouth or under willows to get out of the gusts. The 
open circles show locations which provide shelter in some winds, but would be open to 
winds from the other direction. More details are given in the following sections. In general, 
potentially useful beaches and bays have a clump of willow trees at the head, and in some 
cases an old hut or caravan. Commonly, there is a small inlet where a side valley reaches 
the lake shore, and such spots can provide shelter to tie back – although often the inlet is 
surrounded by thick vegetation, so getting ashore may be a challenge. 
 
Many mooring sites have a dense mat of water weed on the lake bed, and it is necessary to 
make sure that the anchor is well bedded, otherwise it may drag in gusty conditions. 
 
Waitaki Basin 
The Waitaki basin (Map B) stretches some 13 km from the head of the lake at Ohau C down 
to Whanau Island (a.k.a. Madak Island), and averages 3-4 km in width. This area of water 
provides fine sailing, because the winds are in general less gusty than in the gorges. 
Generally, air moves either up or down the lake, guided by the massive north-south barrier 
of the Benmore Range to the west. Winds also are influenced in detail by topography, for 
example sweeping down side valleys like Shepherds Creek and Falstone Creek, and fanning 
out across the lake surface.  
 
The Waitaki basin has two good launching ramps, at the Ohau C tailrace and at the mouth of 
Falstone Creek. We prefer Falstone because it is more sheltered. The Haldon boat harbour, 
which is shallow and weedy, provides shelter, but is inferior to the other two ramps as a 
launching point. 
 
There are extensive areas of shallow water towards the head of the lake, and along the 
eastern shore. Along the western shore and south of Black Forest one can generally 
approach the shores quite closely, but keep a careful lookout for a rocky shoal southeast of 
Whanau Island, marked by poles. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
There are several very sheltered little coves along the western shore north of Falstone. They 
are accessible from the road, and tend to be occupied by long-term campers with power 
boats, but they provide a welcome refuge in windy northwest conditions. One of the best all-

A trio of Noelex 25s at Shepherds Creeek. Mooring stern-in is OK when there isn’t too much wind, 

but in strong southerly or NW conditions the gusts come straight down or up the inlet, and it is 

better to align the boat with the bank, or put out extra mooring lines. 
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wind moorings on the lake is at Shepherds Creek, although both northwesterly and 
southwesterly winds do gust along the inlet, so careful alignment of the boat is necessary 
when mooring. There are also several good anchorages/moorings that provide shelter when 
the wind is from the south, but which are exposed to northerly winds. Whanau Island, right at 
the south end of the basin, provides one of the most popular moorings, on a north-facing 
beach at the SW peninsula of the island. It is sheltered in a southerly, but not in a norwester, 
but shelter in NW conditions can be found on the south-facing side of the peninsula. 
Silmarillion has done an early morning move from one side to the other on more than one 
occasion! Whanau Island is a very nice spot for a wander along a coastal path, and a bush-
bash through the pine forest planted by the power project. 
 
Waitaki Gorge 
Sailing southwards from Whanau Island, the lake narrows and becomes more hemmed in by 
hills. The Gooseneck marks the real entry to the Gorge (Map C); it is possible to sail with full 
keel through the gap between the mainland and Gooseneck Island, when the lake is at 
normal level. However, a cautious skipper will wind the keel up a bit, as the gap is narrow 
and there are rocks. Silmarillion generally sails all the way round Gooseneck Island, even 
though the winds are very shifty. Winds in the amphitheatre to the southwest of the 
Gooseneck can be extremely gusty. 
 

 
 
 

 Gorge has magnificent scenery, with a lot of bare rock giving a desert-like appearance.  
 
In northwest conditions, winds blow straight down the Gorge, and one can enjoy a fast 
southwards passage. In southerly conditions, winds tend to be very shifty, with gusts coming 
down side valleys from the ridge to the west, and it can be quite a struggle to sail south past 
Scrub Gully, as wind seems to come from all directions. 
 
There are several moorings/anchorages in the Gorge, but they are rather exposed to gusts if 
the wind strengthens. Scrub Gully (a.k.a. Bob’s Cove) provides reasonable all-wind shelter 
right in its topmost corner, but a lot of silt has been deposited in the streambed, and some 
folk might regard the spot as a bit muddy. 
 
Junction Amphitheatre 

Most yachts pass from the Waitaki Gorge into Junction Amphitheatre through the gap 
between the mainland and Black Jacks Island, but it is worthwhile to sail all the way round to 
the east of the island, as the scenery is spectacular.  

Looking south across the Gooseneck into Waitaki Gorge; the gap between the mainland and the 

island is two thirds of the way across the photo, from the left. 
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Junction Amphitheatre (Map C), where the Ahuriri and Waitaki Rivers formerly joined, is an 
attractive piece of water, but gets extremely gusty. Skippers should be very cautious when 
sailing here when the wind is strengthening, as there is limited shelter, and most bays in the 
amphitheatre are untenable in strong winds. The area just upstream of the dam is exposed 
in southerly conditions, with the long bay in the southeast corner acting as a funnel. The 
ramp just to the north of the Dam is an excellent facility, but is exposed to southerly winds.  
 
Junction Island (a.k.a. Easter Island) has two nice moorings, facing north and southwest, 
that provide shelter when the wind is from the opposite side of the island but are exposed if 
the wind shifts overnight (as it often does). We find that the most secure mooring is on the 
southwest side of the island, tucked under trees. Another secure mooring is just behind an 
island a couple of hundred metres north of Benmore Dam, on the west shore of the lake. 
Again, tie-ing right back into the inlet, under the trees, will pull the boat back out of the wind. 
 
The bay on the mainland shore to the southeast of Junction Island is well worth visiting, as a 
track leads from the bay up onto Trig H and then along the ridge leading to Junction Point. 
The track gives a magnificent view of the Amphitheatre, and some time watching how gusts 
move across the water can be very instructive! 
 
Ahuriri Gorge 

Ahuriri Gorge (Map A) again is very spectacular, with steep rocky hillsides and more narrow 
and winding than Waitaki Gorge. At the eastern entrance to the Gorge there is an area of 
shrubland which is probably as close to the original vegetation cover as one is likely to see – 
the land has been severely degraded by grazing, burning, rabbit browsing, and invasion by 
weeds such as briar and hieracium.  
 
Sailing can be quite challenging through the Gorge, with winds coming from all directions, 
and a tendency for a calm patch in the most narrow section, where winds funnelling 
eastwards from the Ahuriri Basin and westwards from the Amphitheatre meet. One also 
needs to keep a good eye out for power boats, as the usual speed limits are imposed only in 
a short section of the Gorge, at its narrowest point. 
 
There are several all-wind moorings in the Ahuriri Gorge – the three bays on the northern 
shore, and “Robyn’s Nest” on the southern shore. Tie-ing well back into the stream mouth or 
under the trees may be necessary, to get out of the gusts. In eastern “Hare Bay”, submerged 
logs and branches are a nuisance when mooring. There are numerous beaches and bays in 
Ahuriri Gorge, and this is a very popular part of the lake, being such a short distance from 
the campground and launching ramp at Sailors Cutting. 
 
Ahuriri Basin 
At the top (western) end of Ahuriri Gorge, the lake widens out abruptly, into the Ahuriri Basin 
(Map A). The basin is about 5 km long and 2 km wide, and, like Waitaki Basin, it gives 
“clean” sailing because the winds are relatively unaffected by the topography. However, the 
wind also can become very strong, in both southerly and northwesterly conditions, and a 
rough sea can build up. If returning to Sailors Cutting from Ahuriri Gorge in a norwester, it is 
easiest to hug the northern shore then reach straight across to the Cutting. 
 
Sailors Cutting provides good facilities for yachtsmen traveling to Benmore from the south, 
via Kurow. The double launching ramp doesn’t have a jetty alongside, but it is relatively 
sheltered by trees, and there is a jetty nearby and space for mooring, if it is necessary to 
wait for conditions to improve before bringing the boat ashore. However, the highway is 
nearby and there is a fair amount of boat traffic to and from the launching ramp, so overnight 
mooring at Sailors Cutting is suitable primarily for a late arrival or a planned early departure. 
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There are a number of beaches on both north and south shores of the basin, but there is 
limited shelter for overnight stays. The lake shallows towards the head, where the Ahuriri 
River flows in, and there is prolific weed growth. However, the water is clear, so there should 
be no problems with grounding.  
 
 
INFORMATION SOURCES 

Some years ago, John and Robyn Armstrong produced a very neat “Lake Benmore – a 
cruising guide”. We consulted it extensively during our first few visits to the lake. Lake 
Benmore is covered by 1:50,000 topographic map sheets H39 and I39. The New Zealand 
Oceanographic Institute published a large scale bathymetric map of the lake, which is 
available from NIWA. It is useful to have a copy of Environment Canterbury’s leaflet “Waitaki 
Lakes Inland Waters Navigation Safety Bylaws 2000”. 

Looking southwards down east “Hare 
Bay”, and into the Ahuriri Gorge to 

the right. This spectacular view is 
from the powerline 4WD track on the 
ridge to the west of Waitaki Gorge 

(see Map C). 

Silmarillion tied back into the 
stream mouth at “Robyn’s Nest” 

bay. This is a nice little spot for 
snorkeling, with lots of interesting 

weed – but not many fish. 
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Information on weather patterns can be found in “The climate and weather of Canterbury” (A. 
P. Ryan, 1987, N. Z. Meteorological Service Miscellaneous Publication 115(17)). Meridian 
Energy’s “Introducing Benmore” (available at the Kurow information centre) gives a brief 
introduction to the engineering and hydropower aspects of the lake, dam, and power station.  
 

Paul Mosley 
Silmarillion 
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