
Sauger and walleye appear similar, 
but can be easily separated by a 
few basic characteristics.

Walleye

Sauger

spawning often corresponds with extreme weather and 

water conditions. High water flows associated with cold 

spring rain or snowmelt can cause water temperatures 

to drastically drop within a day, which reduces egg 

survival because of temperature shock. Water level 

fluctuations in our flood-control reservoirs can be 

extreme, increasing or decreasing 5 to 10 feet in a day. 

Muddy water caused by sudden increases in flows 

can smother incubating eggs, while decreasing lake 

elevations can leave the eggs above the water level and 

kill them. It seems that the odds are stacked against 

walleyes from the very beginning.     

Immediately upon hatching, walleye fry are 

unable to swim until their fins develop, which usually 

occurs within five days. During this time they are 

moved about by wind and current while surviving on 

their yolk sac. After five days, they start feeding on 

microscopic organisms called zooplankton. If adequate 

supplies of zooplankton are not available, walleye fry 

will starve. In addition, walleye eggs and fry are often 

eaten by other fish species, as well as by adult walleyes.  

You can easily see why walleye populations may be 

excellent for some years, but not as good in others.

Adult walleyes are very efficient predators,  

feeding on whatever fish species are most abundant.  

In West Virginia reservoirs, minnows and young-of-

the-year bluegills are common food items, while gizzard 

shad and minnows are abundant food sources in 

rivers. Growth depends on several factors such as food 

availability and quality, walleye population density, 

competition with other fish species, and environmental 

conditions. In West Virginia, walleyes reach an average 

of 12 inches in their first full year of growth, and 

may take five years to reach 18 or more inches, again 

depending on several factors. Walleyes have reached 

fantastic sizes in the Mountain State. The length record 

is 35 inches and was caught in 1976 from the Kanawha 

River at Kanawha Falls. The most recent weight 

record was caught from the Elk River in 2004. It was a 

behemoth walleye weighing in at nearly 19 pounds, one 

of the largest ever caught in the United States!

Walleyes were once abundant in large rivers such as 

the Kanawha, Monongahela, Ohio and many of their 

tributaries. But by the 1950s, pollution from mining, 

timbering and other industrial activities, greatly 

reduced or eliminated them. Passage of the federal 

Black blotch at base of dorsal fin.

Black spots on dorsal fin.

White spot on 
caudal fin.

Jay Carper of Clay County caught this beautiful 28-inch walleye 
from Elk River below Sutton Lake. This area has historically 
provided trophy-sized walleyes for Mountain State anglers.
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Ol’ Marble Eyes
By David I. Wellman, Jr.

A mouth full of sharp teeth, large iridescent 

eyes, and great table fare may be how many 

Mountain State anglers would describe Ol’ 

Marble-Eyes, more commonly known as the walleye.  

Other names associated with walleye are walleyed pike, 

jack salmon, or yellow pickerel. However, walleyes are 

not related to pike, salmon or pickerel.

The walleye is the largest member of the perch 

family, which includes the yellow perch, sauger, and 

several species of darters. Walleyes are yellow-green 

along the top and sides, fading to white on the belly.  

Closely resembling the slightly smaller sauger, walleyes 

can be distinguished by a large black blotch on the 

base of the spiny dorsal fin and the large white spot on 

the bottom tip of the tail.

West Virginia walleyes begin spawning in early 

March and may continue through early April when 

water temperatures are in the range of 40-48 degrees.  

Spawning occurs over sandy, rocky and gravel bottoms 

in two to four feet of water. Once the adhesive eggs 

are deposited, it typically takes two to three weeks for 

hatching to occur. Unfortunately for the eggs, walleye 

Photo by Bill Lindner
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Clean Water Act in the early 

1970s and other environmental 

regulations greatly improved water 

quality to the point that not only 

walleyes, but also many other fish 

species began to thrive once again.

Reservoirs constructed by the 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

throughout West Virginia since 

the 1960s created new habitats 

suitable for walleyes. Those who 

fish Summersville Lake and Tygart 

Lake know these reservoirs have 

two of the Mountain State’s best 

self-sustaining walleye populations. 

Both reservoirs have ample spawning habitat in the 

form of rocky bottoms and steep-sided shorelines. 

However, most of our other reservoirs have limited 

reproduction and supplemental stocking is required.

Opportunities for catching walleyes, prized by 

anglers, are continuing to improve across West Virginia. 

In 2001, Apple Grove Hatchery was constructed 

along the banks of the Ohio River in Mason County. 

This facility provided the DNR with the ability to 

raise two- to three-inch fingerling walleyes, which are 

stocked in several reservoirs and a few rivers. Previously, 

DNR’s ability was limited to stocking only walleye fry. 

Fingerlings, though more expensive to raise, have a much 

higher survival rate because of their larger size than fry. 

In 2009 alone, DNR stocked about 172,000 fingerling 

walleyes in seven reservoirs, three small impoundments 

and four rivers.

Walleyes are very sensitive to light and their 

location within a given body of water is dependent 

upon weather conditions such as sunny or cloudy skies, 

wind, water turbidity and time of day. On cloudy and 

windy days when light is reduced, walleyes can often 

be found in shallow water; but on calm, bright days, 

walleyes will likely be in deeper water. Walleyes exhibit 

a crepuscular feeding behavior, which means they feed 

actively at dusk and dawn, often moving into shallow 

water. This ‘twilight bite’ is a good time to roam the 

shorelines and fish for walleyes. Also, the currents 

immediately below the lock and dam tailwaters on 

our major rivers such as the Ohio, Kanawha and 

Monongahela rivers attract walleyes, and fishing 

can be excellent in these areas. Walleye angling is a 

challenge, but ample opportunities exist to reward the 

knowledgeable and persistent Mountain State angler.

David Wellman, Jr. is the assistant district fisheries biologist 
stationed in Farmington.

DNR fisheries biologist Jeff Hansbarger with a nice walleye collected 
during electrofishing surveys on the New River. Fingerling walleyes have 
been stocked in New River downstream of Sandstone Falls since 2004.

Walleyes are attracted to currents just downstream of lock and dams on West Virginia’s major 
rivers. Many lock and dams, such as Hannibal on the Ohio River provide excellent year-round 
access for anglers.
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The Value of Rotting Logs

the loosening bark and the softening 
trunk also shelter or feed a host 
of other wood colonists. The roots 
gradually weaken until one day, in 
a gust of wind, the snag crashes to 
the ground where the final act of the 
drama takes place.

Some fallen trees rot much more 
rapidly than others, depending upon 
the kind of tree and whether or not it 
lies in contact with damp soil. Bacteria 
and the root-like threads of fungi – 
the fruits of which are mushrooms 
– spread inward through pores and 
crevices in the dead wood, eating away 
some of it and leaving the remainder 
soft. The mushroom growths on the 
outside of the rotting log may include 
several sizes, shapes and colors: 
bracket types, puffballs, parasols, and 
some resembling a turkey gobbler’s 
tail, oyster shells, or crusts.

There is little hint of the wealth of 
small animal life within until you 
pull off a big piece of loose bark. 
Ants, centipedes, millipedes, daddy 
longlegs and beetles scurry away. On 
the exposed wood are artistic patterns 

made by the engraver beetle. A fiery 
red mite may creep under a shred of 
bark. Soon no visible sign of life is left 
except tunnels into the softened wood 
and perhaps a silk-covered ball of 
spider eggs hidden in a crack.

Now roll the log over. On the moist 
underside there are likely to be sow 
bugs, slugs, snails, earthworms, 
spiders, crickets, firefly larvae 
and various beetles. There may 
be a salamander or two, a toad, a 
harmless snake and a mouse’s nest 
with her store of seeds.  To maintain 
the environment these organisms 
need to survive, be sure to roll the 
log back in place. Living and dying, 
generation after generation of them 
convert that wood back into soil food 
and humus, which a healthy forest 
must have.

There is drama and treasure in a 
rotting log.

Adapted from Nature Bulletin #441 with 
permission from the Forest Preserve 
District of Cook County, Illinois.  

Trees are like people. They die 
from diseases, infections, injuries, 
burns, drowning, malnutrition, 
and sometimes just plain old age. 
Walking through the woods, we see 
dead or dying trees of various kinds. 
For example, a big white oak, with its 
bark ripped from crown to root, was 
literally cooked by a bolt of lightning 
during a summer thunderstorm. 
In a grove of black oaks, many are 
dying lingering deaths from infected 
wounds started years ago when an 
autumn fire swept through the fallen 
leaves and scorched the living wood. 
In a dense forest, there are many 
that have lost the battle for space 
and sunlight. In some places, we see 
trees that are slowly starving because 
dashing rains have carried away the 
fertile topsoil and the trampling feet 
of picnickers have injured the shallow 
roots that bring them food.

At the paved public walkway at 
the State Wildlife Center at French 
Creek, and at a few other areas 
where the public may congregate, we 
remove dead trees. But elsewhere we 
let them stand until they fall and then 
rot where they lie. A lot of people 
think that is both untidy and wasteful 
but there is an important reason for 
it. In order to restore or maintain 
a healthy natural woodland, those 
slowly decaying trunks, branches 
and twigs are vital elements of the 
ecosystem. It would be an unnatural, 
strange forest without them.

A forest is more than trees. The trees 
are the framework, but around them is 
woven an unbelievably complex fabric 
of life: squirrels, mice, birds, bees, 
beetles, worms, wildflowers, weeds, 
mushrooms and many other living 
and nonliving components. Over a 
period of years, a slowly enlarging 
hole in a standing dead snag, for 
instance, may be occupied in turn by 
a fungus, a boring beetle, a colony 
of carpenter ants, a woodpecker, a 
deer mouse, a squirrel, a screech 
owl, and a raccoon. The dead roots, 

The cycle of life continues as decaying trees form new soil from which they originally grew.

18 West Virginia Wildlife Winter 2009 19

Fr
an

k 
Je

rn
ej

ci
c/

W
V 

D
N

R 
Ph

ot
o

St
ev

e 
Sh

al
ut

a/
W

V 
D

ep
t. 

of
 C

om
m

er
ce

 P
ho

to


	TOCreturnButton: 


