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Danny Wickline 
fishes the 
Second Creek.
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FIRST-CLASS
FISHING
West Virginia’s trout fly-fishing is among  
the best in the Mid-Atlantic.

WRITTEN BY BRUCE INGRAM
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H
igh on a West Virginia 
mountain, a stream 
brimming with trout 
courses through a hollow. 
There, a sycamore tree 
stretches its limbs across 
the water where an Acadian 
flycatcher perches. The bird 
periodically swoops over the 
clear, cold water to capture 
one of the many species of 

mayflies flitting about the surface. In the rhododendron 
and mountain laurel shrouding the creek, a hooded warbler 
whistles its song and adds a dash of yellow to the verdant 
landscape. For your first cast, you take an artificial mayfly 
about the size of your thumbnail from a fly box, tie the 
pattern to your line, ease into the water, and cast into 
the bottom of a waterfall that cascades into the stream. 
An 8-inch native brook trout rises, snagging the fly in 
its mouth, and catapults across the surface as you raise 
your rod and set the hook. Sometimes the action is just 
this fast, sometimes not—but life couldn’t be better for 
fly-fishermen angling for trout in the Mountain State.

“West Virginia has some of the best—if not 
the best—trout fishing in the Mid-Atlantic,” says 
Dave Carpenter, manager of Angler’s Xstream in 
Parkersburg. Myriad species of fish live in West 
Virginia’s waters, all offering unique challenges for 
fishermen. Among them are several types of bass, 

redbreast sunfish, bluegill, musky, and carp—the list 
goes on—but the state’s trout action is exemplary. 

Freestone streams with rocky gravel beds begin high 
in the mountains, dependent upon melting snow and 
precipitation for much of their volume, and feature 
waterfall and pool habitats. Elsewhere, spring creeks 
flow through meadows fed by natural spring water. 
Both offer pockets and pools of slow, relatively still 
water. In addition, special regulation fly-fishing-only 
waters, native brook trout streams, and well-stocked 
catch-and-take streams offer a variety of options. “I 
think a real key to this good fishing is the cold, well-
aerated water coming out of our mountains that helps 
create year-round fisheries,” Carpenter says.

West Virginia’s number of quality streams is 
legendary. The Williams, Holly, Cherry, and Elk 
rivers are just a few of the state’s many premier 
waterways, but Carpenter’s favorites are the West 
Fork of the Greenbrier and its tributary, the Little River. 
“The West Fork has such a nice mix of pocket and 
pool water, and beautiful banks with lush growth of 
rhododendron, laurel, alder, birches, and sycamores 
enclosing the stream,” he says. The West Fork Trail 
runs along the bank of much of the stream, making 
for easy access. The Little River is a smaller version 
of the West Fork and hosts a solid population of 
both stocked and wild trout. In spring these streams 
swarm with aquatic insects like mayflies, caddis, and 
stoneflies that are the natural foods of trout. T
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Brookies are 
West Virginia’s 
only native trout.
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“WEST VIRGINIA HAS 
SOME OF THE BEST—
IF NOT THE BEST—
TROUT FISHING IN THE 
MID-ATLANTIC.”

DAVE CARPENTER 
 manager of Angler’s Xstream
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Fly-fishing requires, of course, flies—manmade 
imitations of these insects that can be hand-tied or 
purchased at fly shops. Hundreds of options are available 
in various sizes and patterns. Dry flies imitate insects 
on the surface, like the caddis that hatches in spring, 
while wet flies imitate the nymph stage of an insect. 
Sometimes both dry and wet patterns imitate a certain 
species of insect; sometimes they just appear buggy and 
look like something a trout would want to eat. Some fly 
fishermen desire to accurately match the hatch; others 
feel that a fly that merely seems vulnerable is good 
enough to fool a fish. 

“I would say that 70 percent of the time in May, I will 
tie on a size 14 elk hair caddis,” Carpenter says, referring 
to a caddis imitation about the size of a thumbnail. “This 
is a great dry fly for any West Virginia trout in the spring 
when the water temperature is between 40 and 50 degrees.” 
If the rainbows, browns, and brookies are not feeding on 
the surface, Carpenter opts for similar-sized nymphs such 
as size 14-16 pheasant tails, size 12 hare’s ears, and size 
14 princes, all of which are designed to imitate a wide 
variety of insects.

The Mighty Elk River and  
Highland Brook Trout Streams
While the West Fork is mostly fished by anglers from 
southern West Virginia, the Elk is a river that attracts 
fishermen from across the state and beyond. “The Elk 
River is my favorite stream in the state,” says Patrick 
Skeen, head guide for the Elk Springs Resort in 
Monterville. “And May is certainly one of the best times 
to come here and fish it.”

About the second week of May, the sulfur mayflies 
start to hatch, followed by the green drakes. When 
those two mayflies hatch, the fly-fishing for browns and 
rainbows in the river can be epic. “A major reason the 
Elk produces so well is that mountain springs feed the 
river, which means that the water doesn’t become too 
cold in winter or too warm come summer,” Skeen says. 
“Sometimes the bugs are so thick on the water that it’s 
no wonder the fishing is fantastic.”

As much as the guide delights in taking clients on the 
Elk, he also relishes time alone or with a close friend on 
the Mountain State’s many brook trout rills. These waters 
often exist in the backcountry of the Monongahela and 
the George Washington and Jefferson national forests. 
Skeen says it is invigorating to hike back into the moun-
tains and ply small streams often only a few yards across 
and a few feet deep. In the “splendid isolation” of the 
highlands, Skeen rarely encounters another person.

“My dad started taking me into the West Virginia 
mountains when I was just a kid some 30 years ago,” he 
says. “He taught me how special our native brook trout 
are and how fishermen often have to leave the beaten 
path to find them. Brookies are the state’s only native 
trout, and they don’t grow very large. Anything over 
8 inches is pretty big.” Among the most aggressive of 
all fish, brookies aren’t hard to catch, Skeen says, but a 
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Over the decades, West 
Virginia has produced a 
number of creative flytiers. 
Dave Carpenter of Angler’s 
Xstream in Parkersburg says 
that one of the foremost 
experts was the late Joe 
Messinger, Sr. from the 
Morgantown area. Messinger 
is famous for creating the 
Irresistible, which has a 
base of brown deer hair 
and imitates a drake, a type 
of mayfly. This pattern is 
now used nationally. “The 
Irresistible is a superb fly to 
fish in riffles,” Carpenter says. 
“The hollow deer hair helps 
the pattern to ride high and 
be extremely buoyant.”

Another outstanding 
Mountain State creation 
is the late Frank Oliverio’s 
Sparkle Emerger. It is not as 
well-known as the Irresistible, 
but is still used nationally. 
“The Emerger is a caddis 
imitation that can be fished 
right in the surface film,” 
Carpenter says. “It’s one of 
those patterns that can make 
a trout rise to the top.” 

poor cast can spook every brookie in a pool. The key is to wade quietly and keep a low 
profile. “The actual pattern is not as important as the size,” Skeen says of the flies he 
uses. “A size 12 to 14 dry fly will catch bigger brookies than size 16 to 20 ones do.”

The Smoke Hole Canyon
Another remote experience involves a trek into the Smoke Hole Canyon of the 
Potomac Highlands, where Tracy Asbury, who operates West Virginia Outdoor 
Adventures in White Sulphur Springs, favors the wilderness solitude. “For me, there’s 
nothing like trout fishing in the Smoke Hole Canyon on the South Branch of the 
Potomac,” he says. “Because of the steep canyon walls that surround the South Branch, 
sometimes you won’t see the sun but five or six hours in May and during the summer. 
The canyon is one of the most remote places I know.”

The only way to access the Smoke Hole is by boat because the only roads leading 
into the canyon proper are steep, rutted, dirt tracks. Once there, however, the canyon 
is one of the few places in the state where you can see both bald and golden eagles. 
The Smoke Hole trek is a 23-mile one, so anglers must commit to several days of float 
fishing and camping along the river. Several major rapids pock the stream, and they 
can be quite challenging to run.

Another of Asbury’s favorite streams is the catch-and-release section of Second Creek 
in Monroe and Greenbrier counties. “People new to fly-fishing will appreciate that Second 
Creek is easy to wade,” he says of the valley stream. “The creek flows through a rural area of 
mostly farms and woodland. Still, the rainbows and browns there can be quite peculiar and 
difficult to catch at times.” Second Creek’s trout, he says, can be as finicky as a child forced 
to eat peas, but an effective May pattern for Second Creek is a size 14-16 parachute 
mayfly. This dry fly will perform well anytime the trout are foraging on the surface. “I 
think our trout fishing compares well with any state in the Mid-Atlantic,” Asbury says. 
“This is a great state to be a fisherman.” 
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