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The aerial tramway, shown here, is one of the ways guests 
can travel to the bottom of the Bluestone Gorge and the 
park’s Mountain Creek Lodge. There are also hiking trails and 
a zipline. It was built in the early 1970s and is one of only two 
still operating in the world. (The other is in Mexico).
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In 1986, Ms. Benson’s first grade 
class at Mercer Christian 
Academy headed to Pipestem 
Resort State Park for an end-
of-the-year field trip. Princeton 
native Jamie Null was just 
seven years old at the time but 

remembers the day vividly. It was a day of firsts: her 
first field trip ever and her first visit to the park. Null 
was used to the hustle and bustle of living in town, 
and she had never before ventured so far into the 
wilderness. 

There with her friends, Null enjoyed an outdoor 
picnic and rode the aerial tramway down to the 
bottom of the Bluestone Gorge. The place felt 
enormous and thick to a 7-year-old girl, with its 
towering hawthornes and dense, forest f loor ferns. 

After that first visit to Pipestem, the park became an 
important part of Null’s life. Her childhood summers 
were spent in the park at the pool or on picnics near the 
golf course. Her 20s were spent there too—full days of 
exploring and long hikes with friends. And recently, 
she introduced the magnificence of the park to her 
children. “I always felt like it was my backyard,” Null 
says. “And I want to be sure that it becomes part of 
theirs, too.”

That’s a Mighty Fine Pipe  
You Have There
In the early 1800s, settlers to the area known as the 
Bluestone River Canyon noticed an abundance of a 
shrub called meadowsweet. The plant featured hollow 
stems supporting tooth-edged leaves and clusters of 
white f lowers in the summertime. The hollow stems 

The Bolar 
Observation Tower 
within the park 
provides guests with 
a bird’s eye view 
of the spectacular 
valley landscape.
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made high-quality smoking pipes, and the name for the 
place—Pipestem—caught on. 

And in 1963, the state Legislature deemed 4,050 acres 
in the canyon along the border of Mercer and Summers 
counties as the state’s newest park. It fittingly named 
it Pipestem Resort State Park, and the construction 
of hiking trails, facilities, a lodge at the bottom of the 
Bluestone Gorge, and the aerial tram to take visitors 
there was funded by grant money from the federal 
government under President John F. Kennedy. It was an 
effort to spur the economy in the southern part of the 
state and fuel it with tourism dollars. 

The State’s Original Epic Resort
The park was always designed to be an epic resort, a 
place where families could spend an entire vacation 
without getting bored. It was planned that way from day 

one, and the state has strategically earmarked capital 
improvement dollars over the years for countless 
projects to support this vision. 

A 9-hole golf course was constructed in 1967, and 
a championship 18-hole course soon followed. Two 
lodges were built: the 113-room McKeever Lodge 
on the rim of the gorge and the 30-room Mountain 
Creek Lodge at the bottom, which opened to guests 
in the early 1970s. A state-of-the-art aerial tramway 
was completed in 1972 to carry guests down the 
gorge. Paul Redford, district administrator for West 
Virginia State Parks, says there are only two of 
these tramways still operating in the world. There 
is a service road that park vehicles and emergency 
personnel can use to get to the bottom of the gorge—
it’s also how they got materials there during the 
lodge’s construction—but everyone else travels down 

The plan for 
Pipestem was 
always for it to 
become an epic 
resort. Two lodges, 
dozens of cabins, 
campgrounds, and 
activities galore are 
proof that the inital 
vision for the park 
has come to life. 

A wood nymph 
butterfly and the 
park’s namesake, 
meadowsweet.
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by the tramway. Redford says it’s a “very cool” 
feature of the park. 

“All the rooms at Mountain Creek Lodge have 
balconies. When you open up that balcony door 
and step outside, it’s just you and nature and the 
Bluestone River. There’s no parking lot or car in 
sight. It’s a pretty magical experience,” he says. 

In those early days, the park attracted visitors for 
all the usual reasons, too: hiking, fishing, camping, 
wildlife viewing, swimming, and more. Families 
made memories there, and for some young West 
Virginians, those memories shaped their futures. 
Nathan Hanshaw is one of them. He grew up 
visiting many of the southern state parks, and one 
of his first and fondest childhood memories is of 
visiting Carnifex Ferry Battleground State Park in 
Nicholas County. 

“Even at such a young age, I was impressed 
by the park’s beauty, and everyone seemed to be 
in a happy place, and they were,” Hanshaw says. 
“As a boy, I loved to be outdoors swimming in 
the creek, camping, hunting, and fishing. At that 

age, I thought we were poor. I didn’t realize until 
later how blessed we really were.” 

Hanshaw so loved the parks that he ended up 
working for several of them before his promotion 
to assistant superintendent of Pipestem in 2010. 
He calls it the “crown jewel” of the West Virginia 
park system.  

“Several times I’ve thanked the Lord above for 
giving me this prestigious position where I can 
enjoy such great employees and visitors. I never get 
tired of hearing stories of how people enjoyed their 
visit and how they appreciated such beauty. Many 
of the visitors or family have been coming here 
since it opened in 1970. It’s just awesome. So much 
to do and see. However, if you want to come and 
relax, that's okay, we have wonderful areas outside 
and indoors to do that.”

Hold On to Your Hat
By 2015, the resort was generating $8.6 million 
dollars in revenue each year, which circulated 
several times more in surrounding communities. 

Guided fly fishing 
excursions are 
available for 
adventurous 
guests along the 
Bluestone River.
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Three hundred full- and part-time seasonal 
employees work in the parks in Summers 
and Mercer counties, says Brett McMillion, 
acting deputy chief of State Parks. “The 
impact is huge.” 

The state believes so deeply in the 
mission of Pipestem that Governor Jim 
Justice announced another $11 million in 
state funding for the park in 2019. Part of 
that money went toward creating a zipline 
adventure in the park built by a world class 
Colorado-based zipline designer. And in 
May of that year, Null again found herself 
in the park doing something she had never 
done before, this time as executive director 
of the Mercer County Convention and 
Visitors Bureau and one of the first to try 
out the zipline adventure. It was surreal, 
she says, to see the park from a whole new 
perspective after a lifetime of loving it 
from the ground.  

Other major improvements from that 
pocket of state money included cabin and 
campground upgrades, aerial tramway 
renovations, and the development of 
many more outdoor adventures in public 
private partnership with Ace Adventures 
Resort—like river tubing, mountain bike 
adventures, and even rock climbing and 
rappelling.  

The Pipestem of today is very different 
from the park families visited 40 years 
ago. It’s still a beautiful place where they’ll 
make memories, but it’s transformed into 
more of a full-service resort than it ever 

The park’s zipline adventure, championship golf courses, and inflatables on the Long Branch Lake are 
just a few of the activities that will keep families entertained during their stay.
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was before. There are four food service venues in the 
park serving a range of delicious meals and several 
shops selling a wide range of gear, supplies, and 
souvenirs. 

In the summer months, families will enjoy the 
new splash park as well as inflatables, paddle boats, 
canoes, and kayaks on Long Branch Lake. There’s 
also traditional fishing on the lake and f ly fishing on 
the Bluestone River. Visitors can try out the 9 zips 
on the zipline tour and the other adventures offered 
through Ace in the Pipestem Adventure Zone, or 
they can choose an afternoon of horseback riding or 
try their luck on the 3D archery course. 

Even more new activities are on the way for the 
2021 summer season. In partnership with Ace, the 
park will offer an escape room, shooting clays, a remote 
control racetrack, a drone course, ax throwing, and all 
manner of golf from disc to miniature and f ling. There 
are also big renovations underway in both lodges, and a 
full-service spa is in the works. 

“What it boils down to is, you can come for a day, a 
weekend, or a week, stay wholly within the boundaries of 
the park, and never really feel the need to leave,” Redford 
says. “Your whole family will remain as engaged and busy 
as they want to be the whole time.”w 

The serene Long 
Branch Lake is a 
great place for 
canoeing and 
kayaking for 
families staying in 
the lodge, cabins, 
or campgrounds. 
Or, take in 
4,000-plus acres 
of natural beauty 
from the back of a 
horse.

WV Division of Natural Resources




