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Field Trip Yankauer Nature Preserve

Northern parula warbler

Mountain populations above 2,300 feet are all bright 
orange. This dynamic color scheme makes this species 
West Virginia’s most variable crayfish species. 

Over the past three years, I have conducted 
intensive studies on the natural history of this species 
at Terra Alta, West Virginia. Focus areas of this 
research include feeding ecology, life history, behavior 
and activity patterns, all aspects of burrowing crayfish 
biology that have received very little attention by 
astacologists. Results from these studies are changing 
biologists’ ideas on the behavioral ecology and ecological 
role burrowing crayfish play in Appalachian ecosystems.

The final burrowing crayfish found within  
West Virginia is the blue crayfish (Cambarus 
monongalensis). Many tourists and West Virginians 
have encountered this species while hiking through 
Cranberry Glades or Dolly Sods. Two populations 
inhabit our mountains and hills; one in the 
Appalachian Plateau and one in the Allegheny 
Mountains. Several biologists have suggested that these 
populations be treated as subspecies, or even distinct 
species. One objective of the current study is to decide 
exactly how this species should be classified. 

Both the blue crayfish and upland burrowing crayfish 
exist in specialized forest habitats called seeps. Seeps are 
wet areas where the aquifer (water-bearing rock formation) 
is fractured, resulting in the water table making contact 
with the earth’s surface. In habitats like this, up to 11 
burrows occur for every square meter of seep. This can 
result in seeps the size of your living room having as many 
as 275 burrow portals! In disturbed environments, like 
yards, burrowing crayfish can still be present, though 
burrow portal densities are drastically reduced.

Burrowing crayfishes are 
unique, important members 
of West Virginia’s natural 
communities. The burrowing 
activities of these colorful animals 
create structures used by more 
than 400 animal species. In 
addition, their burrowing activity 
aids in maintaining healthy 
ecosystems by transferring 
nutrients between the topsoil 
and subsoil. Through increased 
efforts by the DNR Wildlife 
Resources Section, conservation 
plans for burrowing crayfishes will 
be created and implemented so 

future generations can experience the thrill of finding a 
brilliant blue crayfish in the Mountain State.

Zachary J. Loughman is Natural History Research Specialist 
for West Liberty State College, where he teaches biology and 
environmental courses, and researches crayfish conservation 
issues and ecology.

You can help this effort!
You can aid biologists in understanding burrowing 
crayfish distribution across West Virginia! If you 
have chimneys or burrows in your yard or on your 
property, have seen the crayfishes pictured in this 
article, and want to get involved in the survey, email 
WestVirginaCrayfish@gmail.com or contact  
Zac Loughman at 304-336-8923 to share your 
discoveries. If you stumble upon a burrowing 
crayfish, please take a picture of the animal and 
record information on your location and email it to 
the above address. This information can be added 
to our growing crayfish distribution database, and 
ultimately is invaluable in understanding burrowing 
crayfish distributions across West Virginia.

Blue crayfish
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Description: The 107-acre Yankauer Nature Preserve lies along the banks 
of the Potomac River and was donated to The Nature Conservancy of West 
Virginia in 1967 by Dr. and Mrs. Alfred Yankauer. The property is owned by the 
Conservancy but is managed by the Potomac Valley Audubon Society. It is a 
blend of oak forests surrounded by glades of red cedar and dense thickets of 
fast-growing shrubs and trees. As you move into the center of the property you 
find a more mature forest of large oaks and maples growing amid limestone 
outcrops and sinkholes. The eastern edge of the property is a bluff overlooking 
the Potomac River. Much of the land is former farmland which is gradually 
returning to its natural forested state, making it an interesting and informative 
natural laboratory. Situated in the fastest growing area of the state, Yankauer 
constitutes an important community resource that is becoming more unique 
and irreplaceable each year. 

The public is welcome to visit the preserve during daylight hours. Three well-
marked trails, totaling about two miles, take the visitor through a variety of 
habitat types. The Kingfisher Trail, South Trail, and Dan Fisher Trail all loop, and 
you can walk a large circle across the property. A short 1/5 mile trail, the Cedar 
Loop, is a nice option for those who want a short stroll through a cedar glade. A 
trail brochure is available and the Kingfisher Trail includes interpretive signs.

Directions: From the 4-way stop (routes 45 and 480) in Shepherdstown, drive 
east towards Sharpsburg. Go about .25 mile and turn left onto Shepherd Grade 
Road. Travel 1.7 miles and bear left at the “Y” intersection onto Scrabble Road. 
Stay on Scrabble Road for 4 miles (Note: Scrabble Road turns left at 1.9 miles). 
Turn right onto Rt. 5/4, Whiting’s Neck Road. The Yankauer Preserve is .5 mile 
on the right.

Viewing Information: White-tailed 
deer, pileated woodpeckers, hairy 
woodpeckers, wild turkeys and box 
turtles occur year-round. The mixed 
habitat makes the area ideal for 
birding. In March great horned owls 
nest in the preserve’s large oaks. 
Many species of warblers nest here, 
including the prairie warbler. Look 
for them in May and June in the 
cedar thickets and in open areas. 
Also in May and June, look for 
scarlet tanagers in the hardwoods.  
Waterfowl can be seen along 
the Potomac during their spring 
migration. Barred owls can often be 
heard year-round. Hike the South 
Trail in spring and early summer 
for wood thrushes and yellow-billed 
cuckoos. Mid-April to early May is 
a great time to see many species of 
wildflowers in bloom, including twin 
leaf, Dutchmen’s breeches, bloodroot 
and jack-in-the-pulpit. 

Bluff overlooking the Potomac River
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