
Capturing the Truth about 
West Virginia’s Musky

By Kevin Yokum and Scott Morrison

One of West Virginia’s most elusive fish, the muskellunge, is 
being caught at an amazing pace. The strange part about the 
prolific fishing is that no rods, line or lures are being used. The 

Division of Natural Resources (DNR) Wildlife Resources Section is using 
high tech electrofishing boats to study muskellunge populations in two 
of the Mountain State’s better musky streams. The study involves the 
Buckhannon River, which is annually stocked with fingerling muskellunge, 
and Middle Island Creek, which has a naturally reproducing population of 
muskies.

Muskies that are captured during this study are  
injected with tags that have a microchip that can 
send a unique number to a scanner. The tags are 
about the size of a small pill and are not visible 
after they are inserted. A portable scanner, which 
works much like those at the grocery store, is used 
to check recaptured muskies for tags.

Recapturing a tagged musky supplies the 
Wildlife Resources Section with movement and 
growth information. The study may also supply 
information on musky behavior characteristics 
such as movement; identify habitat preference; and 
investigate the spawning potential of stocked fish. 
Results from this study will provide the DNR with 
some of the most extensive data ever assembled on 
West Virginia musky populations, and that should 
mean better management and fishing for one of the 
Mountain State’s largest game fish.

The study began in 2002 and will be continued 
through at least 2009. On the Buckhannon River, 
the six-mile Buckhannon Pool is currently being 
evaluated, but expansion of the study is planned 
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Releasing a musky caught on the Buckhannon River.
Photo by DNR

A portable scanner is used to check muskies  
caught by anglers and biologists for pit  

microchip tags injected into the fish.
Photos by Scott Morrison



next year as access to the lower 
river has been developed. The 
Buckhannon Pool has a special 
“catch-and-release” regulation 
for muskies so the expanded 
study area will allow biologists to 
compare the effects of catch-and-
release regulations versus standard 
regulations on musky populations. 

Since the study started, WRS 
personnel have collected more than 
300 muskies within this six-mile 
section. More than 120 of these 
muskies have been recaptured. 
Several of these fish have been 
collected multiple times, including 
six fish which have been collected 
six times. Electrofishing catch rates 
on the Buckhannon Pool have 
remained steady at almost five fish 
collected per hour. That rate translates into a musky 
being collected every 12 minutes! Musky anglers should 
be excited because this catch rate indicates the fishing 
opportunities provided by the Buckhannon River.

Only a few of the fish collected from the 
Buckhannon have moved more than a mile between 
captures and the majority have been found less than 
200 yards from where they were originally collected. 
One musky, however, traveled seven miles in just over 
a month and longer journeys may be documented once 

downstream expansion of the study is implemented.
Findings from Middle Island Creek are also 

impressive. Middle Island Creek has better access for 
electrofishing boats than the Buckhannon and a larger 
section of the Creek can be studied. Biologists have 
tagged more than 240 muskies on Middle Island Creek, 
87 of which have been recaptured. Middle Island Creek 
muskies appear to move more than their counterparts 
from the Buckhannon. The average move for Middle 
Island Creek musky was more than three miles.  The 

Middle Island Creek study also found that 
males moved more and for greater distances 
than females. The longest moves found 
for Middle Island Creek fish were 51, 46 
and 41 miles. These three fish all moved 
downstream. The greatest move found for 
a female was 18 miles upstream. Biologists 
discovered that Middle Island Creek’s 
standard regulation areas had musky 
population densities similar to Middle 
Island Creek’s seven-mile-long “catch-and-
release” section.

The information obtained from this and 
other fisheries research surveys will help 
biologists better understand this important 
game fish, and ultimately lead to increased 
fishing opportunities.

Kevin Yokum and Scott Morrison are the district 
fisheries biologists stationed in French Creek and 
Parkersburg, respectively.
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Field Trip Twin Falls Resort State Park

Description: Oak-hickory and hemlock forests dominate this 3,776-acre park. 
Natural and manmade openings in the forest provide acres of edge-type 
habitat and numerous wildlife viewing opportunities.  Thirteen trails provide 
nature enthusiasts 26 miles of paths to explore the park. Trails cover varying 
degrees of difficulties and ranges of interests. A number of yellow poplar 
coves lend beauty to the fall scenery.  

Wildlife Viewing Information:  Look for white-tailed deer along the forest 
edge. A variety of songbirds fill the forest, especially in spring and summer 
when many neotropical migrants come to the park to breed. Various warblers, 
the brown thrasher, red-eyed vireo, red-winged blackbird, and ovenbird are just 
some of the species inhabiting the park in summer. Marsh and red-shouldered 
hawks frequent the park. Three species of owls are year-round residents:  
Eastern screech, great-horned, and barred. Listen particularly for the latter two 
species at night. Coyotes add to the nighttime sounds. Although woodcocks 
and ruffed grouse are tough to see in their forested habitat, in spring you 
can listen to the mating calls of the woodcock and the male ruffed grouse 
drumming his wings. Wild turkeys are commonly seen during late summer and 
fall, and less frequently in the spring and early summer.  Elusive black bears 
and gray foxes are sometimes seen. Summertime hours can be spent chasing 
butterflies and dragonflies. Impressive thickets of the rhododendron, West 
Virginia’s state flower, bloom around the first of July, while early June visitors 
can catch the blooming mountain laurel. 

Visitors to the nature center can view mounts of assorted animals, including 
bear, coyote, bobcat, raccoon and fox along with some rather impressive deer 
racks.  Some live snakes including the timber rattlesnake, copperhead and 
black rat snake are often kept at the center. A few other natural history and 
cultural displays are available.  

Directions: The park is located 
24 miles from I-64/77. Take Exit 42 
(Robert C. Byrd Drive) off I-64/77 at 
Beckley and travel south on state 
Route 16/Route 97. Follow signs to 
the park. Travel on state Route 16/
Route 97 for 3.7 miles, then bear right 
onto state Route 54 south for 13.5 
miles to Maben. Take state Route 97 
west from Maben for 5.5 miles to a T 
intersection. Turn left at the stop sign 
onto Bear Hole Road, and proceed 
for 0.6 mile to the park entrance.

Ownership: WV Division of Natural 
Resources. For more information 
on park accommodations and 
recreational facilities, call the park at 
304-294-4000, or 1-800-CALL WVA, or 
visit www.twinfallsresort.com.  

Excerpt from West Virginia Wildlife Viewing guide by Mark Damian Duda. For a free copy (plus shipping and handling), call 304-637-0245.
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Middle Island Creek, a classic musky stream, has been managed under catch-and-release 
regulations for 14 years.
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Gary Batton, wildlife manager, holds a hefty musky caught in Middle Island 
Creek during a research survey.
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Brown Thrasher
Photo by Johnny N. Dell, Bugwood.org

Buzzard Cliff overlook


