
Donaldson River – Western Explorer Rd to Corinna
When:
Water Level: 

Difficulty

Paddlers

6th March 2011
No gauge for reference, river level with the concrete footing of Donaldson River 

bridge. 10-15mm of rain in the previous 4 days. Excellent for a first trip.
: Predominantly grade 2/3. 1 x Grade 3-4 about midway and 3 x technical Grade 3 (4 in 

bigger water) around the “Ear” below Mt Donaldson. Although only about 4-5 km from Western 
Explorer road it would be a REALLY steep and difficult walk-out and the remoteness should be 
factored in.

:  Dave Chiam, Sam Van Brecht, Claye Mace, Peter Marthick (Captain of the Nikki Nu &
shuttle bunny)

Dave finally talked me into it, after a bit of research 
and only a couple of other known trips, he finally 
nailed me down to do it. A number of invitations 
went out, but there were many excuses - birthday 
parties, house renovations and mowing lawns –
excuses, excuses… well, did they miss out!!!...
The week leading up was very cold, with snow on 
the mountain peaks and 10-15mm of rain each day 
for the 5 days preceding. I was a bit apprehensive 
about a remote 8 hour paddle in these conditions, 
but the weather was looking better for the Sunday. 
Left Launceston on Saturday with the lads, and met 
Pete in Burnie. In case it all turned to poo-strudel, 

we had the EPIRB, or if we couldn’t finish in the daylight, the sleeping bags packed in. We took
Pete’s runabout to Corinna so that he could pick us up in the lower reaches of the Donaldson and 
save us the 2 hours+ flat paddling. It took 2 hours 
(towing the boat) to get to Corinna. A quick look 
around Corrina (took 10 minutes, that's it) in the 
brilliant sunshine, then left runabout in the car park 
and drove up to the Donaldson bridge on the 
Western Explorer road (about 30 min). Nice 
enough camp spot next to bridge. River level 
100mm above concrete footing of bridge. Spent a 
lovely evening around the fire with mates, telling 
stories and watching satellites wizz overhead. 

After cool clear night, the river had dropped 
100mm, so now lapping top of concrete footing of 
bridge. Up and on the water by 0745. Cool but not 
too cold. Nice technical grade 2, with the odd 3, through steep sided rain forest gorge for the first

4-5km. Much of the rainforest, on the this 
section, had been burnt out a few years ago, 
creating an increase in logs in the river. We did 
6-8 small portages around log jams and snarly 
sections.

The river then flattens to grade 2 for another 4-5 
km, no real rapids just flowing dark brown water, 
can’t see the rocks; can see the logs under the 
water. We keep on paddling and thinking there’s 
got to be a monster rapid around the corner, 
because this is just too pleasant!



When we got to the “Ear”, adjacent to the peak of 
Mt Donaldson, just like on the map the sides of 
the gorge steepen up and so do the rapids. The 
forest is now majestic myrtle, sassafras and
huon pine, clinging to the steep gorge walls. We 
get to a series of larger and longer hard grade 3 
(4 in bigger water). Great fun!!! Dave and Sam 
doing a great job of scouting rapids and 
providing exciting results when the “less than perfect line” gets taken! Then for the next 5 km it’s 
grade 3 rapid-flat-rapid, until it finally levels out for the last couple of km to the Pieman (now 1330 
– 5.75 hours on water).

After basking in the sunshine with a 
hot chocolate in hand, waiting for 
Pete…, waiting for Pete…, waiting 
for Pete…, no sign of Pete…, better 
paddle back to Corinna. Passed a 
couple of other paddlers who 
informed us Pete’s boat wasn’t 
going.
We took a quick look up the Savage 
River, at the sunken wreck of the SS 
Croydon, her hold still full of huon 
pine.
Eventually arrived back at Corrina, to 
find Pete working on plan B –
someone else’s boat to come and 
pick us up… he had failed to mention 
“The curse of the Nikki Nu”! Dave 
whipped up lovely gnocchi for dinner 

as we watched the nice tourists strolling around the town. After a beer and coits, on the hotel 
veranda, it was time to load and go.
Eventually back in Launceston at 2200. An excellent, enjoyable paddle, shared with a great bunch 
of mates, in a beautifully rugged and remote part of Tassie. Definitely worth the drive, but tricky to 
get the weather, river level and shuttle team all co-ordinated to do it.
Put it on the calendar for a once a year trip, you’ll love it!!!

Claye
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