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A firsthand experience with West Virginia’s 
biggest land creatures.
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“T
here’s a deer.” The voice is low 
and excited but I don’t know 
whose voice it is because, like 
the rest of the tour group, I 
have my borrowed binoculars 
trained on the valley below. 

Past the man-made pond—where, minutes earlier, 
we admired grebes as they scuba dived for dinner—is 
a grassy clearing. Beyond that is a hillside thick with 
trees. And from those trees, sure enough, a big white-
tail buck has moseyed into view.  

We are at least a half-mile from the animal, 
standing on a ridgeline made flat to accommodate the 
heavy machinery and trucks that once traversed this 
former strip mine. Even without the assistance of the 
binoculars, it is easy to see this deer is a trophy fit for 
any man cave. 

As we admire the deer, another creature emerges 
from the woods. She strides down the mountainside 
on powerful, confident legs and stands just a few 
feet away from the deer.  Suddenly, that buck seems 
much smaller—like a chihuahua in the shadow of a 
German shepherd. 

“There she is,” says someone else. It is our first 
sighting of an elk cow. 

The excitement is far from over. “There’s a bull 
coming out, just walking out of the woods,” says 
James Walker, a district fisheries biologist with the 
West Virginia Division of Natural Resources. Aaron 
Yeager, an assistant district fisheries biologist, trains 
his binoculars on the hulking cervid. “He looks like he 
might be a four-by-four or a five-by-five,” he says. 

While a deer’s rack is described using the total 
number of points, a bull elk is measured by the number 
of points on each side of his head. “There’s a big seven-
by-seven that lives down in the valley. I’m hoping he’ll 
pop out,” says Lauren Cole, Chief Logan State Park’s 
naturalist and our tour guide for the evening.

It’s difficult for me to believe that, as big as the 
creatures in my binoculars are, somewhere an even 
bigger beast is lurking in the woods. I am about to 
become a believer.

* * *
 In early October 2018, I travelled to Chief Logan 
for one of the park’s elk management tours. TThe 
tours, which in 2018 ran a few times a week from early 

Members of our 
tour group talk 
while we wait for 
the sun to sink 
lower and the elk 
to break cover.
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September through late October, are open to the public. 
My group was made up of DNR biologists, some office 
workers, and a guy with a notebook and camera.

Our tour leader, park naturalist Lauren Cole, 
started the evening with a quick recap of the state’s elk 
reintroduction program. She told us how West Virginia 
hadn’t been home to a native-born elk since 1875. 
Then Cole gave a brief history of the reintroduction 
production: the feasibility study funded by the Rocky 
Mountain Elk Foundation, the creation of the 25,000-
acre Tomblin Wildlife Management Area (WMA) 
as a home for the reintroduced elk, the 20 animals 
brought from Kentucky’s Land Between the Lakes 
National Recreation Area in November 2016, and the 51 
additional elk transported from Arizona in spring 2018. 
And it was all funded by hunter, anglers, and nonprofit 
groups like the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation.

Our lesson complete, we loaded into a white 
15-passenger van to head to the WMA, which is located a 
short distance from the park on the Logan–Mingo county 
line. As the van bounced along the dirt roads, Cole pointed 
out invasive plants like autumn  olive and trees scarred by 
bucks trying to remove their antler velvet.

A short time later, the van came to a stop at the 
bottom of a hill. We piled out, doused ourselves in 

industrial-strength bug spray, and set out hiking. Cole 
led us up a hill to a ridge with wide grassy openings on 
either side. 

Elk are most active at daybreak and dusk, usually 
choosing to move around more at night while taking 
cover and lying dormant during the day. So Cole 
runs elk tours early in the morning and late in the 
afternoon. Morning tours begin at the Chief Logan 
lodge at 5:30 a.m. The elk are already up and moving 
around when the van arrives, so guests watch the 
animals until they bed down for the day. Evening 
tours, like this one, require a bit more patience. 

The elk were still bedded down when we arrived, so 
we had to wait for them to get up and return to the grassy 
openings where they hang out together. Cole helped us 
pass the time by pointing out animal tracks, butterflies, 
and birds. 

When the sun sank low enough to turn the clouds to 
cotton candy, elk began to materialize at the edge of the 
woods. Our gabby group automatically grew quiet. No one 
had to shush us—silence was the involuntary response to 
the presence of such stately creatures.

The meadow did not remain silent, though. The 
humans might have been dumbstruck, but the elk had 
something they needed to say.

Once out of the 
van, we hiked 
up a small hill to 
reach the ridge 
where we could 
see two wide 
openings where 
the elk tend to 
congregate.
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* * *
When she was asked in August 2018 if she would be 
willing to lead the park’s elk tours, Cole’s immediate 
response was “Yes, I am.” But she had some research to 
do. She spends most of her time in Chief Logan’s wildlife 
exhibit. Although she knows lots about many of West 
Virginia's native mammals—and has a keen interest in the 
state's reptiles, amphibians, and all things that fly—the 
state’s largest land animal had not been seen in these 
mountains for 14 decades. So Cole pored over books on elk 
and read the DNR’s elk management plan until she had 
almost committed it to memory. “If I take people out in a 
program, I don’t want to tell them what you can read on 
Wikipedia. What’s the point of that?” she says.

The more she learned, the more it became clear that the 
story of West Virginia’s elk is just one part of a broader 
narrative about the state’s environment. Two main factors 
contributed to the animals’ disappearance in the late 1800s. 
One was over-hunting. “People were hunting game just to 
sustain their families,” Cole says. The other was habitat loss 
driven by industry, agriculture, and human settlement. 

While the state has made vast improvements in its 
hunting regulations over the past century and a half, 
habitat loss remains a challenge. “In West Virginia, 
everything is so wild and wonderful. There are forests 
everywhere you look. And you think we have wildlife 
habitat. But we don’t have some of the most important 
habitats—early successional habitats,” Cole says.

Left to her own devices, Mother Nature can transform 
old-growth forests into wide-open fields and dense 
thickets: namely, via forest fires and floods. But, beginning 
in the 19th century, humans started to figure out how to 
hold those natural forces at bay. “We stopped the floods 
and put out the fires,” Cole says.

That’s good for human habitation. It’s not so good for 
native species. Elk, for instance, require big, wide-open 
meadows to feed. “They’re not browsers, like deer. They’re 
grazers,” Cole says. But now, with human intervention 
shaping the landscape, “there’s nowhere for these 
meadows to be.”

Elk aren’t the only animals that have suffered. “Red 
foxes, bobwhite quail, and all these animals have really 
been hurt by the loss of early successional habitats,” 
Cole says. “Why can my mom remember hearing 
whippoorwills, and I’ve never heard one in my life? This all 
just ties in.”

There are places in southern West Virginia where 
we have allowed wide-scale disruption of old-growth 
forests, though: mountaintop removal sites. By the time 
the bulldozers and draglines have finished extracting coal 
from the ground, the land is a blank slate—perfect for 
cultivating an early successional habitat.

That’s part of what made the Tomblin WMA an ideal site 
for elk reintroduction. Mining reclamation efforts laid the 
groundwork for good elk habitat by bringing in cool season 
grasses and young trees and shrubs. The DNR then planted 
native grass and other forage species to help the elk thrive. 
The agency also made sure the animals would have big open 
areas, along with areas of cover when they needed it.

Although the habitat was created with elk in mind, 
it’s good for other species, too. When guiding tours last 
fall, Cole says she frequently saw a harrier hawk gliding 
through the skies. “That’s a gold-star West Virginia 
bird,” she says. “I can’t think of anywhere else in 
southern West Virginia where I could say, ‘I’m going 
to show you a harrier hawk.’ It needs open, grassy 
areas to hunt.”

Cole’s tour groups have also seen transient waterfowl 
like grebes and American bittern, monarch and clouded 
sulphur butterflies, deer, and turkey. There’s some talk 
of doing bobwhite quail restoration at the WMA, too.

This former strip mine is providing exactly the 
kind of successional habitat needed for these animal 
populations to thrive. “It’s a story that ropes in West 
Virginia history and West Virginia’s future. I think 
that’s what’s really cool about it,” Cole says.

* * *
Chirp. Chirp. Chirp. Chirrrrrrp.

“It sounds like something from outer space or 
something.” Again, I don’t know who said that, because 
I had my binoculars trained on the valley below. The 
sound came again and again and again. Chirp. Chirp. 
Chirp. Chirrrrrp.

It’s one thing to see an elk. It’s quite another to hear 
one. An elk’s bugle is a difficult sound to describe. It 
falls somewhere between a tropical bird call and an 
elephant’s trumpet. It’s strange to hear such a high-
pitched, eerie sound coming from such a large animal. 

To hear Cole tell it, the animals have a unique smell, 
too. When elk are in rut, bulls wallow in mud to make 
themselves extra smelly and attract cows. “It’s like old slop 
water and hot animal put together. I work with wild boars 
and bear, and they smell better. It’s a really strong, really 
foul smell,” Cole says with a laugh. “If you’re not smelling 
something, you’re not getting the full experience.”

I’ll have to take Cole’s word for it, since the animals 
were not in full rut during our tour. Thank goodness.

Elk tracks in 
the mud at the 
Tomblin Wildlife 
Management 
Area.
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Our group saw eight elk that night, 
including the seven-by-seven Cole mentioned. 
He was down in a pasture, surrounded by a 
harem of cows, bugling to his heart’s content. 
It’s not guaranteed that you’ll see any elk on 
these tours, but not one of Cole’s tour groups 
have left the WMA without seeing at least a 
few elk. Her most successful tour spotted 19. 
“The guests I had with me were calling it ‘Little 
Denali,’” she says. 

We stayed on the ridge until night had 
completely fallen. Even then, no one seemed 
quite ready to leave. Cole says some guests 
have been so enamored by the animals that 
they extend their stay at Chief Logan, just 
to take in another tour. 

Guided by the glow of flashlights and cell 
phone screens, we made our way back down the 
hill to the van. Back at the lodge, Cole handed 
each of us a heavy green commemorative coin. 
On one side is the DNR logo. On the other is 
the head of a seven-by-seven elk bull. His head 
is turned to the right and his mouth is agape, as 
if caught mid-bugle.

The coin lives on my desk, in a 
repurposed Altoids tin where I keep guitar 
picks and memory cards. I’d like to think 
my grandchildren will someday come across 
this coin. It will give me an opportunity to 
tell them about the people who helped the 
animals find their way back home after 140 
years. But I hope, by then, seeing an elk in 
West Virginia will be as common a thrill as 
spotting a big whitetail buck. w

W  Advance reservations are required 
for Chief Logan State Park’s Elk 
Management Tours. Tickets cost $30 for 
adults and $27 for youth under 15. The 
tour is not recommended for children 

with mild physical exertion. Each tour is 
limited to 12 people. 

Call 304.855.6100 to make a 
reservation. For a full list of dates, visit 

.

 TOP TO BOTTOM  Once a surface mine property, 
the Tomblin WMA is now a lush landscape perfect 
for elk habitation. Tour members spy elk with 
binoculars and long camera lenses. An elk bull 
and cow in their favorite grassy opening.


