
Introduction 
The Hanmer to St Arnaud Road is a wilderness driving 
experience across private land, Molesworth Station and 
St James Conservation Area via Tophouse Road and 
Wairau-Hanmer Springs Hydro Road. Tophouse Road 
is also 4WD and cycle access to the backcountry tracks 
in St James Conservation Area. It is remarkable for 
the transition from craggy, beech-covered mountains 
to flowing tussock lands, where vast screes spill from 
ridge crest to valley floor in a lonely landscape. 

Passes in the Upper Wairau Valley were part of 
overland routes used by Maori. Later, high country 
graziers moving mobs of sheep between Canterbury 
and Nelson/Marlborough built a chain of cob houses. 
The road was built in the 1950s when the electricity 
pylons were built through this area to supply electricity 
to the Nelson and Buller regions. 

How to get there 
St Arnaud is the main gateway 
to the Upper Wairau Valley, 
sign posted for the Rainbow 
Ski Field, 85km from Nelson or 
131 km from Picton via Blenheim. 
Access is also possible from 
Hanmer Springs, 134km north of 
Christchurch. 

Accommodation 
Along the road a campsite is provided on private 
land at Coldwater Creek and DOC campsites at 
Lake Sedgemere, Lake Tennyson and Fowlers Camp, 
with toilets and a water supply. Connors Creek Hut 
(6 bunks), Island Gully Hut (4 bunks) and Sedgemere 
Sleepout (6 bunks) are within easy walking distance of 
the road. 

In the back country, huts provide a base for hunters 
and climbers, and stopping points for trampers. Please 
purchase Back Country hut tickets before your trip. 

erst Hanmer to Rainbow Road 
The Hanmer to St Arnaud Road connects St Arnaud to 
Hanmer Springs via Wairau-Hanmer Springs Hydro 
Road near St Arnaud; this road becomes Tophouse 
Road near Connors Creek and continues signposted to 
Hanmer Springs and Molesworth Station. 

On the journey the road passes through Rainbow 
Station, Molesworth Station and St James Conservation 
Area. Rainbow Station is leasehold land and access is 
with the consent of the station owner. 

For the summer open dates and road tolls through 
Rainbow Station refer to Rainbow  Station website 
www.rainbowstation.co.nz.  A toll (payable in cash) per 
4WD vehicle, motorbike, mountain or push bike 
(trampers free) is collected at the Old Rainbow 
Homestead. 

To arrange access through the station outside of the 
summer open period to 4WD, tramp, hunt, fish or 
mountain bike, telephone Rainbow Station Farms Ltd 
(03 521 1838) or email info@rainbowstation.co.nz.  

For your safety we advise that the road is a wilderness 
driving experience. Drivers need to be self-sufficient 
and prepared for sudden changes in weather. You drive 
at your own risk. 

The road is only suitable for high­clearance 4WD 
vehicles; there is no cell phone coverage, and 
breakdown services may not operate on the private 
road. Unseasonal snows, slips or elevated fi.re risk may 
close the road without notice. 

The 112 km journey takes at least three hours. 

The guide below starts at St Arnaud, distances in 
brackets are for the reverse journey. 

St Arnaud, okm (112km) 

This is the front door of Nelson Lakes National Park. A 
network of short walks allows exploration of the glacial 
landforms, forests and mountains around Lake Rotoiti. 
There is also a general store which sells petrol and 
diesel, and a range of accommodation. 

Published by: Department of Conservation, Rotoiti/Nelson Lakes Visitor Centre I January 2024 

New Zealand Government 

Department of 
Conservation 
Te Papa Atawhai 







• Plan ahead and prepare 

• Travel and camp on 

durable ground 

• Dispose of waste properly 

• Leave what you fmd 

• Minimise the effects of fire 

• Respect wildlife and 

farm animals 

• Be considerate of others 

� 
leave no trace 
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Please remember 

<i) Backcountry safety: Snow and freezing conditions
can occur at any time of the year and flooded 
rivers may extend your trip. Backcountry travellers 
should have adequate food, equipment and 
experience for their planned trip, and good 
avalanche awareness. 

DOC HOTiine 
0800 362 468 
Report any safety hazards 
or conservation emergencies 
For Fire and Search and Rescue Call 111 

Remember your safety is 
your responsibility. To 
report any safety hazards in 
the outdoors call 
DOC HOTline 0800 362 468. 

<i) Road safety: Rain can make the many unbridged
• 

streams along the Rainbow Road impassable. 
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There are no petrol stations, telephones or mobile 
telephone coverage for most of the journey. Check 
your spare tyre. On-coming traffic is difficult to see 
and stock wander freely-please drive carefully. 

Private land: The floors of the Wairau, Rainbow 
and Paske Valleys are farmed. Leave gates as you 
fmd them and respect stock and property. 

Domestic animals: Please leave dogs and 
domestic pets at home. Hunting dogs and horses 
may be taken on to private land with permission 
from Rainbow Station. 

Fire: Fire is a major threat to vegetation in this 
area. We recommend portable cookers are used. 
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To fi.nd out more 

For further information visit the DOC website 
www.doc.govt.nz or contact: 

Department of Conservation 
Rotoit1/Nelson Lakes Visitor Centre 

PO Box 55, St Arnaud 7053 

Ph: (03) 5211806 
Email: nelsonlakesvc@doc.govt.nz 

Department of Conservation 
Nelson Visitor Centre 
Millers Acre/Taha o te Awa 

79 Trafalgar Street, Nelson 7010 

PO Box 375, Nelson 7040 

Ph: ( 03) 546 9339 
Email: nelsonvc@doc.govt.nz 

Hurunui i-SITE 
Amuri Avenue, Hanmer Springs 7334 

Ph: ( 03) 315 0020 

For hunting permission contact the Department of 
Conservation in St Arnaud and: 

Rainbow Station Farms Ltd 

276 State Highway 6, RD 2, 
Nelson, New Zealand 

Ph: 021 768 764 (8.30am - 4pm)
Email: duncan@nelsonhoney.com
www.rainbowstation.co.nz 

St James Conservation Area 
For gate combination details, concessions, hunting/ 
dog permits and other information contact: 

Department of Conservation Waimakariri Office 

32 River Road, Rangiora 

Ph: ( 03) 313 0820 
8 AM-5 PM, Monday to Friday 
Email: waimakariri@doc.govt.nz 

www.doc.govt.nz 


