
CRUISING WAKATIPU 

 
 
 
Wakatipu offers superb sailing and scenery, and even at the peak of the holiday season it’s 
easy to find peace and quiet on the lake. With so many other activities in the vicinity of 
Queenstown and Glenorchy – not to mention walking and tramping opportunities in the 
mountains on all sides of the lake – a few days cruising on Wakatipu can be combined very 
nicely into an extended and varied vacation. Or, of course, cruising on Wakatipu could be 
combined with a few days on one or more of Lakes Wanaka, Dunstan, Te Anau, Manapouri, 
Hawea, all of which are within half a day’s drive of Queenstown. 
 

 
 
The head of Lake Wakatipu, from the summit of Pigeon Island. Mount Earnslaw is on the right, and 
the Dart River is in the centre. Even when the lake is mirror calm, like in this picture, blowing dust in 
the Dart valley signifies that the northwesterly will soon arrive. 

 
 
The full Maori name of the lake is Wakatipu-waimaori – “freshwater Wakatipu”, as opposed 
to Wakatipu-waitai, or “tidal/brackish Wakatipu”, which is the Maori name for Lake 
McKerrow. The name Wakatipu is thought to be from waka, a trough, and tipua, a demon or 
monster – “the trough in which a monster lay”. The monster’s name was Matau; legend 
recounts how he stole the daughter of a Maori chief, who pursued him, caught him while he 
lay asleep, and killed him by building a huge bonfire around him. Everything but Matau’s 
heart was burned up; the still-beating heart is what causes the lake level to rise and fall 
rhythmically every few minutes. A much more inventive way of explaining a lake seiche than 
calling on the effects of wind and pressure differences, isn’t it? 
 
 
A LITTLE HISTORY 

Wakatipu was on the route taken by Maori to reach the greenstone deposits of South 
Westland, but was deserted when the first European, Nathaniel Chalmers, viewed it from the 
top of the Remarkables in 1853. A party led by John Chubbin reached the lake shore at 
present-day Kingston in 1856; they also were the first Europeans to swim in the lake, when 
the fires that they set to clear the way through the speargrass and matagouri turned on 
them, and they were forced to wade right out into the lake for about three hours to escape 
the flames. Another three years later, Donald Hay explored the lake by flax raft, in the mid-
winter of 1859. Soon after, William Rees and Nicholas von Tunzelmann explored the area, 
selecting runs on either side of the lake for development. Rees settled on the site of present 



day Queenstown, but after only two years, in 1862, the gold rush to the Arrow and Shotover 
started. Rees’s homestead quickly became a settlement, and he temporarily abandoned 
farming and took up provisioning and transporting the gold diggers. He demolished his 
woolshed and rebuilt it as the Queen’s Arms Hotel. Subsequently, Rees’s pastoral lease was 
cancelled and his application for freehold over his homestead block at Queenstown was 
refused; instead, the town was surveyed, and Rees moved to Kawerau Falls.  
 
At the height of the goldrush, there were about 30 commercial boats on the lake, including 
four steamers. The steamer Earnslaw was assembled in Kingston in 1912; she maintained a 
regular service to the runholders around the lake until 1969, and since then has become a 
tourist “institution”, running regular trips across to Walter Peak Station. 
 
 
SOME BASIC INFORMATION ABOUT THE LAKE AND ITS WEATHER 

Wakatipu is New Zealand’s third largest lake, 75 km long, up to 6 km wide, and with a 
surface area of over 290 square kilometres. It is classified as a glacial lake, because it is 
located in a basin that was scoured out by glacial action during the Ice Age. The lake in its 
present form is only about 10,000 years old; 25,000 years ago it was twice its present size, 
and was joined to the present Lake Hayes. It is only about 5,000 years ago that Wakatipu 
drained southwards to the sea via the Mataura River, rather than eastwards via the 
Kawarau, as it does today. 
 
The average depth of the lake is 210 metres and the maximum depth is 380 metres. Since 
the lake surface is at about 310 metres above sea level, it is easy to see that the lake basin 
was scoured about 70 metres below today’s sea level by glacier ice. The lake bed drops 
steeply away from the shoreline almost everywhere, and shallow areas are largely restricted 
to the eastern end of Frankton Arm (formerly an extensive wetland until the lake level was 
raised by construction of the outlet control gates at Kawerau Falls), in the passage between 
Pigeon and Pig Islands, and offshore from the largest river deltas. 
 
The largest inflows into the lake are the Greenstone, Dart and Rees Rivers. Heavy rain in 
the mountains to the west of the lake causes lake level to rise and fall over a 3.5 metre 
range, between about 309.3 to 312.8 metres above sea level. When the lake level rises 
above about 311.3 metres, incidentally, Queenstown waterfront and town centre are in 
danger of going under water. 
 
Because of the size of Wakatipu, and its position just in the lee of the western mountains, 
the lake has quite a varied climate. There are around 150 raindays a year in the northern 
arm of the lake, 95 at Queenstown, and about 75 in the southern arm; rainfall is spread 
pretty evenly throughout the year, although October to January have a slightly greater 
likelihood of rain, and July and August a smaller likelihood.  
 
There are around 1,870 hours of sunshine at Queenstown – rather less than Christchurch or 
Wellington, and a lot less than Nelson (over 2,400 hours). January and February are, of 
course, the sunniest and warmest months – the mean daily air temperature at Queenstown 
is 16°C in these months, ranging between 10°C and 22°C during a mid-summer day, on 
average. The coldest month is July, with a mean daily temperature at Queenstown of 3.8°C, 
ranging between –0.2°C and 7.8°C during a mid-winter day, on average. Of course, from a 
yachtsman’s point of view, the lake temperature is of most importance. Because of its depth, 
Wakatipu has almost the smallest temperature range of any New Zealand lake – ranging 
between 9°C and 16°C from August to January. 
 
Overall, northwesterly winds are predominant, although southerlies are – as you might 
expect – more common in the southern arm of the lake, towards Kingston. Föhn winds 
(caused by the heating effect as air descends after passing over the mountain ranges) get 



particularly strong at the head of the lake – on a calm summer afternoon it is wise to keep an 
eye open for dust blowing down the Dart valley, a good sign that strong winds may soon 
reach the lake. At Glenorchy, observations made during 1939-44 (which probably wouldn’t 
be very different from today) showed that winds were down valley (from the N or NW) 23% 
of the time, up valley (from the S) 11% of the time, across the valley (from the W or SW) 
14% of the time, and calm for 37% of the time. 
 
Wind patterns are rather different at Queenstown, because of the greater effect of easterly 
winds. During summer, records show that winds are down valley (from NW, W or SW) for 
47% of the time, upvalley (from S or SE) for 24% of the time, from the east (E or NE) for 
13% of the time, and calm for 16% of the time. At the airport during summer, winds are 
greater than 16 knots for only 3% of the time, and less than 3 knots for 24% of the time – 
that, is, the wind is between 4 and 16 knots for 71% of the time. However, sailing could be a 
lot more frustrating at other times of year – in winter, winds are less than 3 knots for 44% of 
the time, and predominantly from the east and northeast. 
 

 
 
Refuge Point and Hidden Island, looking across the lake towards Queenstown draped over the hillside 
in the distance. The bays and beaches around Refuge Point are popular picnic spots, and provide 
good sheltered anchorages in all conditions. There is a reef to the southeast of Hidden Island. 

 
 
Wakatipu is large enough to create diurnal “lake breezes”, which are equivalent to sea 
breezes experienced along the coast. They are caused by changes in the relative 
temperature over the lake and the surrounding land surface. The following description is 
quoted from the N. Z. Meteorological Service report The climatology of Queenstown airport: 
 

…the daily wind regime can be divided into two or three distinct phases, 
depending on the time of year. On days of frontal or depression passages over 
the area, the winds are usually too variable in direction to follow the daily pattern. 
 
i. Nighttime and early morning: this wind pattern occurs all year round and is 

either a light N-NE to NE katabatic drift or calm. However, in strong southerly 
flows, southerlies are maintained at the airport with little speed reduction. In 
strong NW conditions over Canterbury, light and variable wind conditions 
prevail at the airport. 

 



ii. Daytime wind (lake breeze): this wind starts up once the surface heating over 
the land has created a large contrast with the lake surface temperature. 
Except in southerly flows, the wind is between W and SW at 8-12 knots. In 
most seasons the lake breeze will blow until nightfall. During winter the lake 
breeze is absent, and the daytime wind is either calm or a light northeasterly. 

 
iii. Late afternoon wind: this wind is a summertime phenomenon only, and is a S 

to SSE wind of 8-15 knots. Its development is abrupt and is caused by the 
formation of afternoon thermal lows over the central and southern areas of the 
South Island. 

 
Winds are strongly channeled by the valley system, and strong side winds can come out of 
side valleys such as the Greenstone and Lochy Rivers. There tend to be extensive dead 
areas at the inside of the bends in the main valley, at Rat Point and Refuge Point. Here, it is 
likely to be faster to sail “the long way round” the outside of the bend, rather than to take a 
more direct line. The area between Refuge Point and Jacks Point, at the northern end of the 
southern arm, seems to have particularly fluky winds, where the northwestly coming down 
from the head of the lake and the southwesterly coming up from the southern end meet.  
 
 
BOAT RAMPS AND OTHER FACILITIES 

There are several boat ramps suitable for launching and recovering a Noelex 25 (see map). 
Most visitors are likely to reach the lake at Queenstown, but the two public ramps here 
(Frankton Marina and Kelvin Heights) are not very “user-friendly” for the cruising yacht, 
because overnight parking is prohibited, and locals give dire warnings about thefts and 
vandalism. The ramp at the Wakatipu Yacht Club seems to be the best option, and the club 
is very willing to allow visitors to use it (many non-members seem to, though it is courteous 
to ask: see section on Information for contact details). The WYC is reached by following the 
road to Kelvin Heights that turns off from SH6 (to Kingston) about one kilometre south of the 
lake outlet at Kawerau Falls. After passing through Kelvin Heights (and the turnoff to the 
public ramp), carry on towards the golf course clubhouse on the peninsula, and turn sharp 
right a kilometre past Kelvin Heights. After launching, it may be possible to find a space in 
the boat park – but ask first! – or vehicle and trailer can be left beside the main access road. 
Security here is regarded as better than closer to town. There are toilet facilities and tap 
water at the WYC and in the picnic areas nearby, as well as at the Frankton marina. 
 

 
 
An alternative option is to tow the boat up to Glenorchy and launch at the small marina there. 
This avoids the “madding crowd” of Queenstown-Frankton, provides a safer place to leave 
the vehicle and trailer, and takes you directly to what is perhaps the most interesting part of 

Glenorchy Marina. This small 
marina is used by the 
commercial jet boats that take 
visitors up the Dart River, so 
can be a busy place. It’s not 
ideal for an overnight stay, but 
is a suitable place at which to 
launch, and also is very handy 
for a visit to the cafés, ice 
cream kiosk and pub in 
Glenorchy. 



the lake. Or one could launch at Kingston, a reasonable option for people coming from the 
south, although the southern arm of the lake is “a bit of a hike” (unless there is a good 
southerly breeze on the first day and a northwesterly on the last!) 
 
Frankton has a good shopping centre next to Queenstown airport, with a supermarket, 
department store, and large hardware store. Don’t tow the Noelex in there during the holiday 
season; you may never get out! There are several garages in Frankton and all the other 
services you are likely to need; Frankton marina has a couple of suppliers of marine 
equipment, although they cater for power boat owners rather than yacht owners, so it may 
not be possible to find exactly what you’re looking for. Queenstown, of course, has 
everything you’re likely to need (and a lot of what you probably will never need?); Glenorchy 
and Kingston have stores that supply basic provisions, as well as garages, cafés etc. 
 

Water in the lake is of high quality and can be used for cooking and drinking with no 
concerns, except in Queenstown Bay and the eastern end of Frankton Arm. 
 
 
THINGS TO DO 

Perhaps the most popular destinations for boats, whether power boats or yachts, are the 
beaches near Refuge Point (opposite Queenstown), several bays and beaches between 
Sunshine Bay and Bob’s Cove along the north side of the middle arm, and the group of three 
islands – Pigeon Island, Pig Island and Tree Island – two-thirds of the way up the north arm, 
opposite the Greenstone River. For the cruising yacht, of course, simply exploring the lake 
from end to end would take several days; good anchorages/moorings can be found at 
intervals along the full length of the lake (see next section) which make this possible. 
 
The Wakatipu Yacht Club is the home of several Noelexes, and has racing most Saturdays 
during September to May.  
 

 
 
Angling on Lake Wakatipu is highly regarded, although with heavy pressure from the many 
visitors, particularly in the middle arm, one is best to go off “the beaten track”. There are 
quite a few in-flowing rivers and streams that provide favourable conditions for feeding trout, 
for instance at the Greenstone River delta. A stopover at Elfin Bay gives the opportunity for a 
short (2 kilometre) walk to Lake Rere, which looks to be very well populated with trout. 
 
Walks can be taken from most of the moorings/anchorages around the lake. From Elfin Bay, 
the walk to Lake Rere can be extended to the Greenstone valley and then back around in a 
loop past the river mouth – about 9 km in total. There is a very pleasant loop walk from the 

Glenorchy Wharf, with the 
Humboldt Mountains on the 
other side of the lake. A 
popular spot, right next to the 
Glenorchy marina. 



main beach at Pigeon Island up to the top of the island, and then back down through a fine 
stand of beech trees. From the beaches at Refuge Point, you can walk along a farm track 
towards Cecil Peak station and Collins Bay – a pleasant stroll at dusk, as the lights of 
Queenstown come on. On the north side of the middle arm, there is a nice 2 km walk along 
the shoreline eastwards from Wilson Bay, another eastwards from Sunshine Bay, also about 
2 km long, and footpaths in both directions along the shoreline from Bob’s Cove. From Bob’s 
Cove or Wilson Bay one can also follow walking tracks inland, up to Lake Dispute or up into 
the Twelve Mile Creek diggings. 
 

 
 
Queenstown is called the “Adventure Capital of New Zealand”, and there is no shortage of 
other activities (some requiring deep pockets!). As a change from yachting, a jetboat ride up 
the Dart River might appeal, for instance – for my money, the best commercial jetboat trip in 
the area, though others no doubt would disagree. And then there’s all the other activities that 
could be combined with cruising to make a “complete family holiday” – a trip in the truck up 
to the Remarkables Ski Field, a ride on the Kingston Flyer, a visit to Moke Lake, coffee in 
Queenstown Mall…. See the section on Information for where to find more details. 
 
 
ANCHORAGES/MOORINGS 

Because the lake bed drops off so steeply in most places around the shore, and the valley 
walls have been planed off by ice action, sheltered spots that are suitable for anchoring or 
tie-ing back to shore are relatively few and far between. As a rule, jetties, wharves and 
permanent mooring buoys are a good sign of a sheltered anchorage – Kingston, Halfway 
Bay and Collins Bay (Cecil Peak station) in the southern arm; Beach Bay (Walter Peak 
station), Bob’s Cove, and Whites Bay (Mt Nicholas station) in the middle arm; and Elfin Bay, 
the north side of the Greenstone River delta, and Kinloch in the northern arm. 
 
One of the best spots for mooring is in the bay on the south side of Pigeon Island, sheltered 
from the north. If the wind shifts to the south, then the bay on the north side of Pig Island 
gives shelter, just a few hundred metres away. These two islands are very popular, and 
there are campsites and a public hut on Pigeon Island. The area between the islands is 

Silmarillion moored for the night in the lee of Refuge 
Point, with the Remarkables on the far side of the 
lake. This can be a popular spot, with camp sites on 
the terrace behind the beach, and a pleasant walk 
along a farm track above the lake, towards Cecil 
Peak station. 



shallow (bear in mind that lake level can vary over a 3.5 metre range), so the centreplate 
should be raised well before the final approach.  
 

 
 
Another good spot is in the lee of Refuge Point, or tucked into one of the bays along this 
shoreline. It’s less than an hour’s sailing or motoring from the Yacht Club launching ramp, so 
is a handy place for the first or last night of a cruise. Another possibility for the first or last 
night is in the bay at the southwest end of Frankton Arm, in which the Yacht Club and Kelvin 
Heights boat ramps are located. The bay is sheltered from the north, but a southerly comes 
straight over the peninsula and can provide rough conditions where the Yacht Club has its 
moorings. The most sheltered conditions are tucked right in to the south side of the bay, but 
it’s pretty crowded with permanent moorings here, and there is also a water ski lane to 
contend with. An anchorage just next to the Earnslaw Slipway is likely to be the best option 
(they put the slipway there for a good reason!) 
 
 
INFORMATION SOURCES 

Lake Wakatipu is covered by 1:50,000 topographic map sheets E41, E42, F41 and F42, but 
it’s hardly worth buying all four unless you need them for tramping. Queenstown Lakes 
District Council issues a Lake Wakatipu Boating Guide, which includes a map that is more of 
a sketch than a reliable map. Aerial photographs of E41 and F41 can be downloaded from 
the linz website (www.linz.govt.nz – go to Topography). 
 
Members of the Wakatipu Yacht Club (P. O. Box 182, Queenstown) are an obvious source 
of local knowledge. The Club’s contact point for 2004-5 is Paddy Strain (03-442-1720), and 
contact details for other Club officers are on the notice board at the clubhouse. The Harbour 
Master also is a valuable source of advice and assistance, although his focus tends to be on 

Collins Bay, the main access point for 
Cecil Peak station. The jetty and 
moored boats show the most sheltered 
spot in this bay, which provides one of 
the three main refuges in the southern 
arm of Lake Wakatipu. 



commercial boat operations – phone 03-442-3445 or 0274-345-289, or email 
harbourmaster@queenstown.co.nz 
 
There is no shortage of information about things to do and see around Queenstown, 
although most places offering “Information” are promoting particular activities and providing 
a booking service. The Department of Conservation office at 37 Shotover Street in 
Queenstown (03-442-7935, queenstownvc@doc.govt.nz) or the visitor centre in Glenorchy 
provide the best independent information about non-commercial activities in the district. 
Useful websites are www.doc.govt.nz, www.QLDC.govt.nz and www.queenstown-nz.co.nz. 
 
The Otago Regional Council’s 2001 publication The climate of Otago, gives a very handy 
overview of the region’s climate and weather, including full details of weather records at 
Queenstown. The N. Z. Meteorological Service Miscellaneous Publication 171, The 
climatology of Queenstown airport, is rather old (published in 1983), but gives a lot of detail 
on the weather that you might expect to encounter in the middle arm of the lake. 
 
As for information about the geography and history of the area – well, I’ll leave you to do 
your own research! But if you’re interested in lakes, and Wakatipu in particular, two books 
that have a wealth of detail are Inland waters of New Zealand edited by A. B. Viner (DSIR 
Bulletin 241, published by DSIR in 1987) and Freshwaters of New Zealand edited by Jon 
Harding, Paul Mosley, Charles Pearson and Brian Sorrell (published by N. Z. Hydrological 
Society in 2004). 
 

Paul Mosley 
Silmarillion 

 
 
 









 


