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Field Trip Watoga State Park

Description: Sheltered on three 
sides by the Monongahela national 
Forest and the Calvin Price State 
Forest, Watoga was the first, and 
is the largest state park in West 
Virginia. This 10,100-acrea park 
derives its name from the Cherokee 
word Watauga, which means “river 
of islands,” because of the numerous 
islands and sandbars in this wide, 
shallow stretch of the Greenbrier 
River. The river forms several miles of 
the park’s boundaries.

Directions:  From Hillsboro, take U.S. 
Route 219 for 0.9 miles, then turn 
right onto county Route 27. Follow CR 
27 for 2.3 miles to the park entrance.  
From state Route 39, turn onto county 
Route 21 and travel nine miles to the 
north entrance of the park.

Ownership: WV Division of Natural 
Resources.  For more information on 
recreational facilities, call (304-799-
4087) or 1-800-CALLWVA or visit 
www.watoga.com.  

Excerpt from West Virginia Wildlife 
Viewing guide by Mark Damian Duda.  
For a free copy (plus shipping and 
handling), call 304-637-0245.

Wildlife Viewing Information: In summer, many excellent interpretive 
programs orient visitors the nature of Watoga. Beavers are sometimes seen 
during late evening in the spring, summer and fall. Look for beaver dams, which 
consist of large piles of sticks, twigs, 
mud and even small logs across 
streams, or large conical mounds of 
sticks and mud at the water’s edge. 
Beavers are easily distinguished 
from West Virginia’s other 
semiaquatic mammals – muskrat, 
mink and river otter – because 
of their large size (adults weigh 
between 30 and 60 pounds) and in 
their flat, paddle-shaped tails.

Wild turkeys are abundant here in 
the woods along the river to your 
right as you enter the park. Rare is 
the occasion when you visit Watoga 
and don’t see white-tailed deer; 
watch for them in the early morning 
or late evening in forest clearings.   
Raccoon, red and gray fox, squirrels 
and woodchuck are among the more common wild inhabitants.

 In spring, listen for the drumming of the male ruffed grouse, as its wings 
rapidly beat the air. Chiefly a ground and understory bird, ruffed grouse grow 
“snowshoes” in the winter, rows of bristles on their goes that help them get 
around in the deep snows that blanket this area. This is one of the few areas 
where the mountain earth snake occurs.

A scenic 11-acre lake provides fishing for bass, catfish, bluegill and trout. A 
handicapped-accessible fishing pier is available. 

Game Propagation and Restocking
The first mention of restocking of game was in 

the First Biennial report of the Forest, Game and Fish 
Warden in 1909-1910. Although it was believed that 
there was a sufficient amount of game left in the state 
for restocking purposes, it was stated, “…there should 
be an effort made to get this game distributed more 
evenly over the state.” Further thought was given to 
experimenting with importing foreign game birds, 
purchasing deer, and restocking wild turkeys. Thus 
game propagation and purchasing for restocking had its 
breath of life in West Virginia.

According to known records, it is believed that the 
first importation of game animals by the state of West 
Virginia was in February 1913. Fifty head of elk were 
secured from the federal government and shipped from 
Yellowstone National Park to Marlinton, West Virginia 
and then taken to Allegheny Sportsmen’s Association 
fenced enclosure at Minnehaha Springs. After being 
acclimated to their new area, they were then released in 
the surrounding mountains of Pocahontas County. In 
April 1913, 105 pair of English ring-necked pheasants 
and 65 pair of Hungarian partridges were released 

in different sections of the state. The same summer, 
3,382 ring-necked pheasant eggs were distributed to 
individuals throughout 23 counties. 

No further mention of propagation or restocking 
was found in the Biennial Reports until 1922 when it 
was noted that early in the spring of that year the state 
began raising pheasants at the then privately owned 
land at French Creek. The next year, the State Game 
Farm, known today as the West Virginia State Wildlife 
Center, was established at French Creek. It was at the 
State Game Farm, and subsequently other locations 
around the state, where game species such as quail, 
turkeys, raccoons, rabbits, deer and pheasants were 
raised for distribution throughout the state.

It is interesting to note that in 1933 the director 
of conservation questioned the continued production 
of game birds and animals at the State Game Farm, 
claiming it never produced game in sufficient quantities 
to justify its existence. The same director’s report 
questioned the wisdom of funding this propagation 
program compared to “managing native breeding stock 
to provide our much needed and desired increase of 
game of all species.” It was further reported that the 
propagating facilities were totally inadequate to supply 
game needs for stocking purposes and that all birds 
and animals to be distributed were being purchased 
from dealers in other states. Obviously, by the early 
1930s, the director of conservation wisely recognized 
that available funding could better be directed toward 
the protection and enhancement of wildlife habitat and 
the natural propagation of game using this habitat as 
opposed to the release of artificially produced animals 
incapable of surviving in the wild.

Continued on page 14
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Tree trunks form an arch over a side channel of the Greenbrier River.
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Beavers are one of the numerous wildlife 
species visitors can see at Watoga.

Ring-necked pheasant pens at the French Creek Game farm in 1927. 
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Live trapping and releasing deer in 1955. 


