
O
ctober 31, 2013, marks the 50th 
year of The Nature Conservancy’s 
land conservation work in West 
Virginia. Also known as TNC, 
The Nature Conservancy is a non-
profit organization dedicated to 
conserving land and water, includ-
ing landscapes of high biological 

interest and ecological quality.
 The West Virginia Chapter was organized in 1963 by a 
group of state volunteers deeply committed to conservation. 
But it wasn’t until 1979 that the chapter opened a field office 
in Charleston, with assistance from the Benedum Foundation 
(established by Harrison County native Michael Benedum).
 TNC has a chapter in every state and works globally in 30 
countries, but West Virginia is especially important because it 
contains some of eastern North America’s most intact forests 
and watersheds, as well as a high concentration of rare species 
and habitats. In fact, our state’s diversity of plant and animal 
life is exceptional among all the temperate regions on the 

planet. Some of Earth’s most diverse temperate, deciduous 
forests are found in the Central Appalachians, and the Ohio 
River watershed is the second most diverse freshwater system 
in North America.
 TNC has a unique and low-profile method of land protec-
tion: it takes a businesslike, nonconfrontational, science-based 
approach. I like to say that TNC protects West Virginia’s spe-
cial lands in the most effective way—they buy them, lease them, 
accept the donation of them, or acquire conservation ease-
ments, which permanently restrict development on a property.
 The West Virginia Chapter is led by a state director and 
a board that represents geographic areas of the state, as well 
as various professions, institutions, businesses, and areas of 
expertise. Together they work with landowners—individuals, 
companies, or governmental agencies—to secure protection for 
ecologically important lands.
 “During the past 50 years, TNC has quietly protected 
120,000 acres throughout West Virginia, from the Ohio River 
Islands [now managed by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
as a national wildlife refuge] to Harpers Ferry,” says Rodney 
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Bartgis, TNC state director and a Hedgesville native. “This 
includes building the state’s largest system of private nature 
preserves, from Ice Mountain in Hampshire County and 
Cranesville Swamp in Preston County to the Slaty Mountain 
Shale Barren in Monroe County.”
 In some cases, TNC secures protection for special lands 
for subsequent transfer to a federal or state agency, such as the 
West Virginia Division of Natural Resources (WVDNR), U.S. 
Forest Service, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, or National Park 
Service. The Ohio River Islands and Canaan Valley National 
Wildlife Refuges, Beartown State Park, Gauley National 
Recreation Area, Dolly Sods Wilderness Area, and Upper 
Shavers Fork watersheds of the Monongahela National Forest 
are some areas TNC has helped acquire. Through this work, 
TNC has made more land available in West Virginia for public 
hiking, hunting, fishing, mountain biking, bird watching, and 
general enjoyment than any other private group. 
 Even more importantly, The Nature Conservancy has 
helped secure the future of many iconic West Virginia land-
scapes. TNC helped the National Park Service acquire the New 

River Gorge property featured on the back of the West Virginia 
quarter. It helped the state obtain parts of Cathedral and Holly 
River State Parks, and a conservation easement on almost all 
private land along the Cass Scenic Railroad. Among the more 
significant West Virginia natural treasures protected by TNC, 
the following are literally and ecologically some of the state’s 
high points: 
 
Smoke Hole Canyon and North Fork Mountain
One of the state’s most picturesque landscapes, Smoke Hole 
Canyon, or the Smoke Hole, is located along the South Branch 
of the Potomac River in Grant and Pendleton Counties. North 
Fork Mountain, famous for the stunning scenery along its crest, 
sits to its west. Through conservation easements and purchase, 
TNC has protected more than 8,000 acres in the Smoke Hole 
and on the mountain, including its Panther and Pike Knob 
Preserves. 
 The Smoke Hole supports harsh, dry environments known 
as cedar glades—the largest in the Appalachians—and even natu-
ral prairies. These habitats support some plants typically found 

Smoke Hole Canyon is one of West Virginia’s most picturesque landscapes. The Nature Conservancy has protected more than 8,000 acres there.
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west of the Mississippi and others found only in this part of the 
Appalachians. Lands in and around Smoke Hole Canyon also 
support the oldest known trees in West Virginia, red cedars 
more than 800 years old.
 
Panther Knob Preserve
Panther Knob, on North Fork Mountain in Pendleton County, 
is a 3,000-acre TNC nature preserve containing exceptionally 
rare plant communities. Its pine barrens, resembling those of 
coastal New Jersey, are naturally maintained by fire. Virgin 
red spruce and dwarf pitch pine woods are found on this high 
(4,500 feet), dry ridge with scenic views. TNC has invested 30 
years of effort to protect Panther Knob, and that effort contin-
ues. 
 
Pike Knob Preserve
Also on North Fork Mountain, this 1,600-acre preserve en-
compasses the southernmost native forests of red pine, as well 
as grass balds (natural grassy openings). According to Bartgis, 
these “open, windswept habitats are rich in rare Appalachian 
and northern plants. And the views from the manmade pas-
tures on top of the mountain are among the most spectacular 

in West Virginia.” 
 
Bear Rocks Preserve and Dolly Sods Wilderness Area
Located along the Eastern Continental Divide on the high 
plateau of Dolly Sods in Tucker County, TNC’s Bear Rocks 
Preserve is windswept and hauntingly beautiful. This 477-acre 
area includes heaths, high-elevation bogs, red spruce, and 
plants and animals adapted to more northern climates. 
 TNC has worked for decades to protect Dolly Sods, mostly 
by buying real estate to expand the Monongahela National 
Forest. In the 1970s, it bought 15,000 acres of mineral rights, 
which enabled 10,000 acres to be set aside as one of the first 
federal wilderness areas in the East. In the 1990s, TNC pur-
chased coal rights and surface rights on an additional 6,000 
acres, which were then added to the Dolly Sods Wilderness. 
 Recently the group protected another 2,000 acres nearby 
on the western slope of Mt. Porte Crayon where it adjoins the 
Roaring Plains Wilderness Area. This includes 300 acres sold 
to the U.S. Forest Service for inclusion in the Mon Forest in 
2013. 
 
Little Canaan Wildlife Management Area
In 2012, TNC helped the WVDNR protect 3,000 acres near 

View looking west on Panther Knob Early morning on Pike Knob
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Davis in Tucker County. Near Blackwater Falls State Park, the 
Little Canaan Wildlife Management Area joins the Canaan 
Valley National Wildlife Refuge with the Monongahela 
National Forest, creating a corridor for wildlife and protecting 
three miles of the Blackwater River. 
 
Ice Mountain Preserve
Located near Slanesville in Hampshire County, this peak 
recently became the 14th West Virginia natural area to earn a 
National Natural Landmark designation. Ice Mountain harbors 
rare, cold-loving plants due to the nearly 150 ice vents in the 
boulder-strewn slope along its sides. Thick ice forms in the 
crevices among the boulders during the winter, and cold air is 
released as the outside air temperature rises. This has enabled 
plants native to Canada and other high-elevation areas to thrive 
here for thousands of years. 
 
Cranesville Swamp Preserve
A true boreal bog inhabited by northern plant and animal spe-
cies that are rare this far south, Cranesville Swamp was TNC’s 
first project in West Virginia. It, too, is a National Natural 
Landmark. Some species at Cranesville, including the south-
ernmost native American larch trees and creeping snowberry, 
are ice age survivors. 
 Efforts to protect this beautiful, wild place began in 1959 
when volunteer West Virginia conservationists got TNC 
involved in purchasing the first 250 acres. Now the preserve 
spans nearly 1,800-acres and lies on both sides of the West 

Virginia-Maryland state line. A stroll on the scenic boardwalk 
offers visitors an unusual collection of northern birds, butter-
flies, plants, and animals.

Upper Shavers Fork 
The Upper Shavers Fork watershed, high atop Cheat 
Mountain, holds the most extensive spruce forests south of the 
Adirondacks. The area includes a wealth of northern plants and 
animals that are among the planet’s rarest, and others found 
only in the Central Appalachians. The Upper Shavers Fork is 
the largest river in eastern North America that flows at such a 
high elevation, remaining above 3,000 feet 30 miles below its 
source at Snowshoe Mountain Resort. The river is a renowned 
trout fishery, and the Cass Scenic and Greenbrier and Durbin 
Railroads tourist trains traverse the lushly forested watershed. 
TNC has helped the Forest Service acquire more than 57,000 
acres of coal rights and 1,000 acres of land in this high country 
for the Monongahela National Forest.
 
Greenbrier River Valley 
According to Bartgis, “The Greenbrier Valley has one of 
America’s greatest concentrations of caves, and they harbor a 
myriad of species found nowhere else on Earth.” Additionally, 
the lands there hold some of the world’s best shale barrens, 
which harbor unique, dry habitats that support plant species 
found only in the Central Appalachians. The Conservancy has 
protected more than 1,000 acres in the valley.
 
 Next month, the story of The Nature Conservancy’s 50-year 
history in West Virginia will continue, with more on the state 
chapter’s early conservation work at preserves from Mercer 
County on the Virginia border to Morgan County in the 
Eastern Panhandle. Until then, take advantage of beautiful fall 
weather to enjoy some of TNC’s majestic projects! 
 
Diana Kile Green has been active as a volunteer in land conservation 
for more than 30 years, including 7 years on the board of the West  
Virginia Chapter of The Nature Conservancy. She currently works for 
an energy company in Charleston.

(Top left) Reindeer moss and other cold-loving plants thrive on 
Ice Mountain.

(Top right) The Cranesville Swamp Preserve contains a rare 
boreal bog.

(Previous page bottom left) TNC secured protection for Beartown 
State Park before its transfer to the state.

t TNC-protected property along the Blackwater River in Canaan 
Valley 
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