
CRUISING LAKE BRUNNER 

 
 
 
“A slow-moving anticyclone in the Tasman Sea will bring settled weather and light winds to 
Westland and Canterbury through the weekend and on into Monday and Tuesday” – just 
right for a long-planned visit to Lake Brunner, we thought. And so it proved: clear skies, an 
afternoon sea breeze to give pleasant sailing, comfortable temperatures and low humidity for 
walks ashore – and very few sandflies! The drive over from Lincoln, via Arthurs Pass, 
passed without incident – even the Otira gorge wasn’t as fearsome as we had imagined – 
and by 1 pm we were ready to launch from the ramp at Moana. The three days available 
simply weren’t enough – we’ll be back soon! 
 
 
SOME BASIC INFORMATION 

Lake Brunner, some 25 km inland from Greymouth on the South Island West Coast, is a 
magnificent place for a long weekend’s cruise, perhaps combined with an entry in the Lake 
Brunner Yacht Club’s Sunday afternoon racing. The lake is only about 9 km across, with an 
area of 41 square kilometres, but there’s lots of variety, pleasant beaches, bays and 
backwaters to explore, easy walks – and the fishing for brown trout is said to be among the 
best in the South Island. So, even though you can sail across the lake in an hour in a good 
southwesterly breeze, a four-day weekend barely does Brunner justice! The members of 
LBYC are very fortunate folk, indeed! 
 
Lake Brunner is named for Thomas Brunner, the first European to visit it, in 1848, courtesy 
of the local Maori people who took him there by canoe up the Arnold River. The Maori name 
is Moana-kotuku: “large lake of the white heron”, which name seems to be a little more fitting 
for the lake. It is a glacial lake, occupying an ice-scoured depression and bordered to west 
and north by glacial moraines. The maximum depth is 109 m so, with the lake surface at 93 
metres above sea level, the lake depression obviously extends below sea level. 
 
The main inflow is the Crooked River, flowing in from the Kaimata Range, with the smaller 
Hohonu River and Orangipuku River – as well as numerous smaller streams – adding their 
peaty brown waters to the lake. The lake drains to the Grey River via the Arnold River, which 
has been harnessed for hydropower about 6 km downstream from the lake outlet. The lake 
outlet is not controlled, and lake level rises and falls over a total range of about 3 metres, in 
response to rainfall in the catchment. There are extensive shallow areas (1-2 metres deep) 
in a number of the bays and offshore from the main river deltas, so a visit soon after heavy 
rain opens up the possibilities for exploring, particularly along the rivers and lagoons. 
 
The local climate is what climatologists call “equable”. During summer days, temperatures 
generally range between 12° and 19°C, and the annual number of sunshine hours is only a 
little less than in Christchurch or Queenstown. The prevailing wind is southwesterly, with a 
sea breeze often blowing up in the mid-afternoon but being replaced by a light easterly by 
morning. Winds rarely exceed 15 knots, and calm conditions (less than 2 knots) are 
experienced for something like a third of the time. 
 
There are three boat ramps suitable for launching and recovering a Noelex 25 (see map). 
Most visitors are likely to find the public ramp at Moana most convenient; there is ample 
parking, good toilet facilities, and a jetty alongside the ramp. The Yacht Club permits visitors 
to use its ramp just 500 m along the road along the shore (a $10 fee is set), which may be 
best if one is planning to participate in Sunday afternoon racing. Facilities at the lagoon at 
Cashmere Bay are good, and popular with power boat and jet-ski owners. There is a fourth 
ramp on the lake, at Mitchell’s, but it is unsuitable for use by Noelexes. 



Moana offers basic facilities – the Moana Hotel, of course, the Stationhouse Café and Bar, 
the Lake Brunner Service Centre (on the Greymouth Road – 7-day dairy, petrol/diesel, LPG, 
and repairs), and the Motor Camp store near the boat ramp. (For folk travelling to/from 
Canterbury, it’s wise to ensure you have enough fuel to travel from Springfield to Moana!) 
On the opposite side of the lake, just up the hill from the boat ramp at Mitchell’s, stands the 
Lake Brunner Lodge, very popular with anglers and tourists.  
 

 
 

 
THINGS TO DO 

Brunner’s a great place for a family cruise. Apart from the pleasant sailing, there’s a lot of 
scope for just “messing about in boats” – either in the Noelex or the dinghy. A Noelex can 
pass a few hundred metres up the Orangipuku River (but be careful when lake level is low, 
especially in the shallows offshore from the Orangipuku delta, and watch out for submerged 
logs). A dinghy can explore backwaters in Carew Bay, around the Crooked River delta and 
Molloy Bay, and into the Hohonu River. The floodplain forest and backwaters of the 
Orangipuku in particular are magnificent – you half expect to see a moa peering out from the 
bush! 

 

The launching ramp and jetty at Moana, 
with a southwesterly breeze just blowing 
up. 

The placid waters of the Orangipuku River, a real 
haven for fish, water birds and Noelexes alike! 



Onshore, there are a number of not-too-demanding walks that are well worth doing. On the 
west side of the Arnold River swing bridge there are the Rakaitane Track (45 minutes) and 
Lake Side Walk (20 minutes). Starting at Mitchell’s boat ramp, the Bain Bay track crosses 
boardwalks across the backwaters of Carew Bay, then through forest to the beaches and 
forestry relics of Bain Bay. Also at Mitchell’s, starting 100 m or so east of the Lodge, is the 
Carew Falls Track, which leads on easy grades up to a very fine, 30 m high waterfall. There 
is also a very fine day’s tramp from the reserve at Cashmere Bay up to Mt Te Kinga – an 
1,100 m climb to sub-alpine tops which give magnificent views in all directions. 
 
There are sandy beaches suitable for swimming at many places around the lake, particularly 
in Bain Bay, Dobson Bay and the northwest shoreline, at the head of Carew Bay, Howitt Bay 
on Crooked River delta, and on the eastern shore of Iveagh Bay. Incidentally, lake water 
temperature at the end of summer gets up to around 16-18° in deeper water, and as high as 
23° at the lake edges. Water quality is considered good for contact recreation, but is under 
increasing pressure from dairying, septic tanks in Iveagh Bay and Mitchell’s areas, runoff 
from streets, landfill leachate, and discharges from boats. Data collected by NIWA and the 
West Coast Regional Council suggest that water quality is declining, with the Crooked River 
being a particular source of contaminants. 
 
And, as already mentioned, the brown trout fishery in Lake Brunner and its tributaries is 
highly regarded. The lake and its tributaries support land-locked populations of several 
native fish species – koaro, banded and giant kokopu, common bully, upland bully and dwarf 
galaxid – and all those backwaters have a good number of eels, too. The abundant fish life is 
probably the reason that many species of waterfowl and wading birds are found on the lake 
and rivers, such as black swans, shags, crested grebe, reef heron and white heron. Keep an 
eye and ear open for the rare fernbird, too. 
 
Finally, a visit to Brunner would be nicely rounded out by taking part in Sunday afternoon 
racing at Lake Brunner Yacht Club. Races generally start at 1330, but check with the Club 
Captain (Jean Savage in 2004/5, 03-768-7818), or the Clubhouse (03-738-0555). There are 
at least eight or ten Noelex 22s and 25s resident here, with fleets generally of ten or a dozen 
boats. Events (not necessarily always racing) are scheduled during October through March, 
including such events as “Around the Lake”, “Mitchell’s Race”, and “24 Hour Race”. The 
Club’s facilities are excellent, too! 
 
 
ANCHORAGES/MOORINGS 

For late arrivals, the LBYC offers casual overnight mooring by the clubhouse for non-
members ($5/day), although moorings can be found only a few minutes motoring away from 
Moana. 
 
Bearing in mind the prevailing wind patterns, mooring in the Crooked River or up the 
Orangipuku River (for instance, where the river branches into several backwaters about 800 
m up from the mouth) provides the most complete shelter from all directions, and still water. 
An idyllic spot is to tie back onto the beach at the head of the tiny Clematis Bay. (There is a 
track from the south end of the beach to the road.) The kahikatea trees provide effective 
shelter from the southwesterly wind, although an easterly breeze will blow straight into the 
bay – not a problem if the anchor has been laid properly and the boat is tied back into the 
southwest corner – watch out for metal posts, which could do a lot of damage. Other spots 
that similarly provide shelter from the southwesterly are at the northern end of the beach in 
Carew Bay, and the southern end of the beach in Bain Bay – again, an easterly blows 
straight onto these beaches. They are particularly nice for mooring because the Bain Bay 
track passes along the beach, providing the opportunity for a walk – perhaps around to Lake 
Brunner Lodge for an evening meal?  



 
 

 
 
Some boats have moored in the lee (eastern side) of the Refuge Islands, and on the western 
side of Iveagh Bay – this spot perhaps more prone to sandfly attack than elsewhere, 
because of the marshy nature of the shoreline. The head of Cashmere Bay also has some 
nice beaches, sheltered from the east, as well as the inner lagoon, but this part of the lake is 
fairly busy and is becoming suburbanised, so perhaps is less attractive as an overnight 
mooring. Depending on the weather forecast, there are other possible spots, too, such as in 
Dobson Bay and Howitt Bay – really, one is never more than half an hour’s motoring away 
from a suitable mooring, with the Crooked River or Clematis Bay providing perhaps the best 
“fall-back position”. 
 
In general, the water is shallow at all these spots – just 2-3 metres deep even 50 m offshore. 
The passage across the offshore shallows and weed beds to the Orangipuku River should 
be taken particularly carefully, although the river channel itself is 3-5 metres deep. 
 
 
INFORMATION SOURCES 

Lake Brunner is covered by 1:50,000 topographic map sheet K32; Edition 2 (2000) shows 
lake bottom contours, which is interesting, if unnecessary for practical purposes. Aerial 

The view from Bains Bay track, as it follows 
boardwalks through the backwaters of Carew  
Bay. 

The beach at the head of Clematis Bay – 
just a few metres long and virtually 
inaccessible except by boat. 



photographs can be downloaded from the linz website (www.linz.govt.nz), which show in 
minute detail the lake shore and its surroundings. 
 
A useful little leaflet “Lake Brunner” can be picked up in Moana, and for the scientifically-
minded the West Coast Regional Council’s report “The state of West Coast surface water 
quality” has some very interesting information about the state of the lake (see the council’s 
website at www.wcrc.govt.nz; the report includes references to other technical reports by 
DoC, NIWA, etc.). Otherwise, it doesn’t seem to be easy to find information specifically about 
the lake and its history. No doubt the Greymouth district library’s “pioneer collection” can 
assist with local histories, however. 
 
Members of the Lake Brunner Yacht Club are an obvious source of local knowledge, and 
Sunday afternoon after racing is a good time to find them! (Also, see above for contact 
details; the Club’s 2009 secretary is Geoff Bromley (03-768-9171, 
geoffrey.brom@xtra.co.nz). 
 
 

Paul Mosley 
Silmarillion 

 
 
 



 


