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REDISCOVERING 
A RIVER PLAYGROUND

Lessons from the Coal River’s 
stunningly successful rehabilitation.
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REDISCOVERING  
A RIVER PLAYGROUND

D
ick’s Sporting Goods 
called the nonprofit Coal 
River Group’s River 
Center in Tornado in the 
spring of 2015. Dick’s 
national headquarters, 
that is. Bill Currey took 
the call.

“They said their local 
store here had recommended that the corporation 
get involved with us because of the amount of 
business we were generating from kayaks.” That’s 
the store at Trace Fork Plaza in South Charleston. 
“So they wanted to sponsor our Tour de Coal 
float trip fundraiser. I was surprised!”

If this isn’t surprising to you, maybe you don’t 
know how hard nonprofit organizations work for 
national sponsorships—and how unusual it is for 
one to get called, unsolicited, by a national chain. 

Maybe you also don’t know that the Coal 
River hasn’t exactly been famous, in recent 
decades, for river recreation. 

A Forgotten Playground
The Coal used to be fun. One look-back in the 
pages of this very magazine recalled cleancut 
family outings in the 1920s and ’30s at Lower 
Falls Beach just upriver from St. Albans. A 
ferryman hauled beachgoers hand over hand from 
the access road to the privately owned spot, where 
the fun included high and low diving boards and 
a raft anchored mid-river. Dressing rooms with 
footbaths and white-uniformed employees made 
the beach a memorable destination.

The Coal is a watershed rich in resources, as 
its name implies. The Big Coal and Little Coal 
rivers drain the coalfield hills of Boone and 
Raleigh counties, zigzagging generally northwest 
through Boone County to form the Coal River 
near the town of Alum Creek. The lower Coal 
meanders about 20 miles more to empty into the 
Kanawha at St. Albans a dozen miles downriver 
from Charleston. 

Earlier residents enjoyed the employment 
benefits of coal extraction, and timber, too—but 
their waterways suffered the effects of damming 
and sedimentation. The story about the beach 
ends as coal preparation plants clog the river 
with black silt in the 1940s. It must have been a 
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The Trash Your Kayak Coal River Cleanup Crew takes 
on the 20th century legacy of trash and tires and has 
fun along the way.
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short-lived desecration: Already in 1955, another story 
in these pages reported on regulatory progress toward 
cleaning up discharges from the coal washeries. 

It wasn’t short-lived enough to preserve the bond 
between residents and their river, though. A 1957 story 
condemned the practice of throwing trash into the 
waterway. “Once a locality loses respect for a stream,” the 
author wrote of a mid-century mindset common on rivers 
across the state, “abuses are heaped upon that water until 
its usefulness and attractiveness are totally destroyed.”

A 2005 story, it turns out, signalled a meaningful 
turning point. “We got a story in the magazine about 
what we planned to do,” says Currey, co-founder of 
Coal River Group. “We never dreamed we’d be able to 
accomplish what I wrote.”

Currey’s story explained how he and his lifelong friend 
Bill Queen, both graduates of Saint Albans High School, 
both retired, had reacted to some bad press. The Coal had 
been named a “Most Endangered River” by American 
Rivers in 1999 and 2000 due to threats to its headwaters 
from mountaintop mining.

“We hung out at the same bar in St. Albans together 
with a bunch of other rascals from here,” he recalls in 
more detail than his 2005 story explained. “One day Bill 
Queen said, ‘Currey, I found out there’s 88 miles of the 
Coal River in West Virginia. Let’s go explore it.’ I said 
I thought it ended around Tornado”—just 11 river miles 
above St. Albans. They’d played in and fished on the river 
as kids, he says, and considered themselves river rats, but 
they came to learn that they knew hardly anything about 
their river. 

“We took off that summer when we could, that was 
2003, and we floated all 88 miles of the river, mainly just 
fished and drank beer. We came back after every trip 
and told our friends what it had been like paddling from 
Whitesville to Orgas or Racine to Dartmont, and most 
of them had never heard of any of these places. We were 
like Lewis and Clark discovering brand new territory. 
The next year we had so many people interested, we did 
all 88 miles again—but each trip we usually had from  
10 to 18 people.”

It was a period of fierce battles between the coal 
industry and environmentalists, Currey remembers. “Each 
side was being dramatic and trying to shut the other side 
down. But although we found a river that had problems, it 
also had a lot of mild whitewater and some fish and was a 
fascinating place to kayak.”

Hooked, the two Bills incorporated Coal River Group 
as a nonprofit in 2004. 

A Scoured Riverbed = Fish
CRG talked with regulators and did some of its own 
water-quality testing. “We found that the Department of 
Environmental Protection (WVDEP), which regulates 
the coal industry, was doing a pretty darned good job, 
a whole lot more than we’d ever dreamed they were 
doing,” Currey says. “We also concluded that, in some 
parts of the river, there was far too much sewage.” 
Bacteria related to sewage is common in rural rivers, 
where septic systems fail or were never installed in the 
first place.

But the main problem, they came to learn, was 
sediment. “Primarily you’re talking about sand and 
mud,” Currey says. That old black sediment, along with 
newer, muddy sediment, made the rivers unappealing. 
“Also, it killed the fish habitat—not the fish, but the 
fish habitat. There weren’t any crayfish or mayflies 
or anything for the fish to eat, in some places. It was 
devastating.”

Sedimentation was particularly bad on the Little 
Coal, dating back to the ’70s with the construction 

Coal River Group created the first water trail in the state, 
as far as co-founder Bill Currey is aware. It’s now used by 
thousands every year.
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of Corridor G along nearly all of the river’s 24 miles. 
“What we saw there originally was very little bug life—
fishing that was fairly good wherever there was habitat, 
but there wasn’t a whole lot of habitat,” Currey says. “For 
the most part the river was flat and shallow and had very 
few deep holes in it. There weren’t natural rock outcrops, 
grassy areas, the things you look for that make a river 
healthy. It wasn’t suitable for a good fishing experience.”

All that’s changed, due to a nearly $10 million project 
the WVDEP coordinated on the Little Coal River starting 
in 2007. “That money came from coal mine fines and 
mitigation settlements and went back to the river thanks to 
the DEP and the courts,” Currey says. The project placed 
multi-ton boulders in the river in hundreds of engineered 
structures with names like “cross-vane,” “J-hook,” and 
“woody toe.” The structures speed the water’s flow in places, 
move sediment along, and help the river re-establish a more 
natural series of pools, riffles, runs, and glides—instead of a 
homogeneously muddy bottom, a variety of habitats where 
fish and their prey can shelter, lay eggs, and find food.

“We’ve got studies from both West Virginia 
University and Marshall that show, in some of the 
early stages, where these structures went in, it was a 
predominantly sand-bed stream. Within two years 
that predominantly sand-bed section of stream has 
now become cobble,” explained WVDEP engineer 
Roger Wolfe in a 2014 video. “And that’s good for the 
bugs and the aquatic life.” The fish seem to love the 
structures, he said.

Currey agrees. “What you see now is, a channel that 
was one or two foot deep in the past might be 11 feet 
deep now, with a scoured bottom—and any time you 
have exposed rock, you’ve got bugs. The studies show 
that the fish numbers have come back.”

The vitality of the Little Coal now is amazing to 
lifelong resident Joe Linville. “When I was a kid you 
didn’t see fish, and most of the time it was murky,” he 
says. “Now it’s unreal the species of fish you see, and the 
size of them. For the most part, unless you get a really 
heavy rainfall, the river is completely clear.”C
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The West Virginia Department of Environmental 
Protection engineered hundreds of structures from 
boulders in the Little Coal River to move sediment along 
and restore riverbed habitat. Today the water is clear 
and full of fish prey and fish.
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Cleaning Up, Big and Small
Out kayaking the Coal one chilly day in February 2016, 
sisters Michelle Martin and Melissa Mansour saw a tire in 
a tree over the water. They wrestled it down, balanced it 
on one of their kayaks, and snapped a photo to post online 
before they dropped the tire off downriver at the CRG 
River Center. 

“CRG posted our photo to their Facebook page,” Martin 
says. “And we started talking. There’s so much trash out 
there, and tires, and a lot of times the only way you can get 
to it is by kayak.” Meanwhile, CRG’s post got 700 views. 
So when they were collecting tires and trash in the river 
the following weekend—and Martin said to Mansour, 
“Your kayak’s trashed!”—the Trash Your Kayak Coal River 
Cleanup Crew was born. 

People who go out for cleanups have a good time, Mansour 
says. They find useful objects, too. “We call it the ‘Coalmart.’ 
We’ve gotten baskets there’s nothing wrong with and a couple 
bicycles we were able to do some minor work on and donate. 
A lot of rafts. Throw a patch on them and they’re good to go.”

Between little cleanups through the summer and a 
big event on a half-mile of the Little Coal near Julian in 
September, the group pulled 943 tires out of the river in 
2016 as well as a lot of other trash. There’s still plenty to do. 

“I estimate on the Little Coal there are about 8,000 tires 
left,” Mansour says. It’s important to get the trash out of 
the river as more visitors use it for recreation, Martin says. 
“We don’t want people going back to their states saying, ‘It’s 
beautiful—but all those tires!’”

At the opposite end of the scale from trash is the bacteria 
Currey mentioned. “When we first did environmental 
studies, the dirtiest part of the river was between Tornado 
and St. Albans because of the high number of septic tanks,” 
he says—some of which had clearly failed. CRG learned 
that the Greater St. Albans Public Service District (PSD) 
had a $20 million plan for a sewer system from Tornado 
to downtown St. Albans that it had never gotten funded. 
The group made the case to the West Virginia Jobs and 
Infrastructure Council and got $26 million for the PSD. 
“They’ve spent $9 million so far and taken more than 600 
houses off septic tanks and put them on the sewage system,” 
Currey says. “They’ve got $15 million contracted that will 
take another 700 homes off septic tanks, and all that sewage 
will go into the septic plant. By the end of 2018, the lower 
Coal River will have probably the biggest environmental 
turnaround anybody has ever dreamed of.” 

CRG has grant money now to help homeowners 
outside the PSD replace failed septic tanks, too. 

Volunteers pulled 
six to seven times 
this many tires out 
of the Little Coal 
River on September 
17, 2016, with the 
help of the West 
Virginia Department 
of Environmental 
Protection’s 
Rehabilitation 
Environmental 
Action Plan (REAP).
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“THERE’S SO MUCH TRASH OUT THERE, AND TIRES, AND 
A LOT OF TIMES THE ONLY WAY YOU CAN GET TO IT IS BY KAYAK.“ 

Melissa Mansour
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Renewing the  
River–Resident Bond
When all this started, back in 2003 and ’04, it 
raised eyebrows, Currey says. “Kayaking was not 
something people did on the Coal River.” Even so, 
the group started the Tour de Coal kayaking event, 
an 11-mile float trip from Tornado to St. Albans, in 
2005. It was a fundraiser with the hidden agenda of 
renewing the river–resident bond through fun. 

Since then, the growing appeal of the river, 
and especially CRG’s development of the 88-mile 
Walhonde Water Trail with convenient, clearly 
marked put-ins and a printed map and even an app 
called “Coal River Water Trail,” has spawned a new 
generation of river rats—and they are kayakers. “It’s 
nothing to see anywhere from 100 to 150 kayaks on 
the river in one afternoon,” says Linville. Main Street 
in St. Albans in the summer is full of cars with kayaks 
on top. “It’s a local craze that’s really caught on.” 

In 2005, the Tour de Coal drew 40 people. In 
2016, it drew 1,000, “the largest flatwater kayaking 
event ever held in the state of West Virginia,” Currey 
says. It’s this kind of cachet that motivates a national 
sporting goods chain to pick up the phone and ask to 
sponsor an event.

There are opportunities beyond the Tour de Coal to 
support CRG, too. There’s the 10.5-mile Kevin’s Lazy 
River Adventure float trip. “That section of the Big Coal 
River, starting at Racine and going to a new park we 
helped start at Dartmont, is extremely beautiful,” Currey 
says. “It’s a little faster water, full of fish. Last year it had 
more than 300 participants.” There’s also the Run for 
the River triathlon. “That starts at our River Center at 
Meadowood Park in Tornado. It’s 17 miles: a 5k run, a  
7 mile bike ride, and a 7 mile paddle trip back to the 
River Center. Last year we had a little over 70 people, 
and it grows every year.” C
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What Good is a Healthy River? 
It’s a source of clean drinking water and a place 
to play and fish and enjoy the full expression of 
a region’s plant and animal diversity. It’s also a 
resource for economic development. 

“The economy in Boone County has been 
terrible because of the downturn of the coal 
industry,” says Linville, who serves on the board 
of the Boone County Community and Economic 
Development Corporation. “But I really see the 
tourism in this region turning around and starting 
to grow.” The extensive Hatfield-McCoy ATV 
trail system is planning to open a new trailhead in 
2017 in Madison, on the Little Coal River. “So, 
along with the river, we’re thinking this would be a 
great opportunity to promote alternative tourism.”

That’s something Currey and CRG have 
thought a lot about, too. “The river is now 
something to be proud of, and our aim is to 
promote individual entrepreneurship using the 
clean river as a resource,” Currey says. “We now 
have three new kayak rental businesses in the 
watershed. We also have a paddleboard company. 
But we can use river guides, fishing guides, and 
catering services, and we need camping like crazy. 
The market’s here.”

Seeing the way residents have responded to a 
cleaner Coal, Currey thinks river recreation is an 
overlooked opportunity that river towns everywhere 
could capitalize on—especially those that have to 
rebuild after flooding. “Look at little towns like 
Richwood and Madison, so many built with the 
backs of businesses facing the rivers,” he says. “Or 
Clendenin—when the river floods, it floods the 
buildings. Let’s look at moving businesses back 
from the rivers and let the riverfronts become parks 
to bring people in. The remaining buildings will 
become twice as valuable.”

GET OUT ON THE COAL RIVER

APRIL 15, 2017: Run for the River triathlon

JUNE 17, 2017: Tour de Coal

JULY 29, 2017: Kevin’s Lazy River Adventure

Plus two “tire rescues” planned: search “Trash  
Your Kayak Coal River Cleanup Crew” on Facebook

The biggest lesson in all this is that local 
residents can take their rivers on, Currey says. “After 
12 years, I think anybody you check with will say 
there’s been an amazing transformation in the river, 
because we promoted the need for the citizens 
living on the river and using the river and fishing 
the river to address the problems of their own river.” 
coalrivergroup.com, coalriverwatertrail.org w

All are welcome at the 
Tour de Coal (above), 
the largest flatwater
kayaking event in the 
state. Below, young 
kayakers learn to 
paddle on the Coal.
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