
Kayakers enjoy the open waters of North Bend 
State Park in Ritchie County
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Out on the 
Open Water 

WRITTEN BY WENDY HOLDREN

Kayaking offers wildlife viewing,  
fishing opportunities, and more.
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Kayakers enjoy 
birdwatching 
at North Bend 
State Park in 
Ritchie County.

F
or some, it’s about exercise. For others, 
it’s about reconnecting with nature. No 
matter the reason, West Virginia State 
Parks officials are welcoming a growing 
number of kayakers to the lakes and 
rivers of the Mountain State. Whether 
you’re looking for a staycation or a quick 
adventure in your own backyard, state 

parks offer a number of opportunities for kayakers of all 
skill levels. 

One Paddle in Front of the Other
At North Bend State Park, located in Ritchie County 
between Clarksburg and Parkersburg, kayakers can enjoy 
a 7-mile-long, 305-acre lake. North Bend Superintendent 
Steve Jones says the lake was created not quite two decades 
ago when the North Fork of the Hughes River was dammed. 
“There’s a 9.9-horsepower limit for motorboats,” Jones says, 
“so it’s great for flatwater kayaking and kayak fishing.” 

Between April and October, North Bend Outfitters 
is headquartered at the Cokeley Recreation Area to offer 
boat rentals including jon boats, motorboats, canoes, 
stand-up paddleboards, and, of course, kayaks. Guests 
can rent the boats by the hour, the half-day, or a full day. 
Kayaks are by far the most popular of the watercraft 

rentals, Jones says. Many folks have even started taking 
their own. 

“I think there’s a bunch of reasons why it’s growing 
in popularity,” he says. “For a boat, they’re really 
inexpensive. For a family, you can put everyone in their 
own boat for under $1,000.” While some folks prefer 
a joint experience with a tandem kayak, Jones says he 
prefers a solo ride. “Someone once told me tandem 
kayaking is called “divorce boating,’” he says with a 
laugh. “You’re banging paddles, trying to go different 
directions. But with solos, everybody gets to drive.”

Another reason for the growing popularity of the kayak 
is its portability. Jones says his brother-in-law has a 32-foot 
fishing boat docked at a marina 10 miles from his home. 
But nearly every evening, he takes his fishing kayak along 
the lake shore and casts his line. “He says he’s in that 
kayak five times as often as he’s in his big boat.” 

For folks who are unsure about taking to the water 
on their own, North Bend offers a program called 
Quest. The two-hour instructional course includes 
information on safety, balance, basic paddle strokes, 
and a review of equipment. The small classes, typically 
with a one-to-six instructor-to-kayaker ratio, are 
available by reservation only. 

Quest gives beginners a solid start. “If you’re brand C
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new at something, start your exploration of that recreational 
activity with education. No matter the activity, instead 
of going out and buying something or renting without 
instruction, consider investing in basic knowledge,” Jones 
encourages. “Get involved in a group, take a lesson at a state 
park, or find a private outfitter. They can help with vests, 
boat options, price points, and more.” 

Safety is key for beginners and experienced kayakers alike. 
Life vests are required, along with whistles. Jones says the 
best type of life jacket to buy is one you’ll be comfortable 
wearing so you’ll actually wear it. The importance of whistles 
is that they take less breath and energy than yelling or waving 
to signal for help in case of emergency. 

To see the most wildlife activity, Jones recommends 
kayaking earlier in the morning or later in the evening. It’s 
a common mistake, he says, to go midday when the weather 
is at its hottest. Late evening is his personal favorite time 
to kayak—to watch the sunset. He uses his outings as a 
workout and, after paddling his heart out, he simply leans 
back and enjoys his surroundings. 

“I think it’s awesome that kayaking is growing in 
popularity,” he says. “That’s what parks are for—our 
mission includes providing outdoor recreation in the state. 
It’s part of my mission with life, too, to put down the 
stresses of life, to do something that requires you to be 

Paddlers try out kayaking, at North Bend State Park.

physically active, to get away from the computer screen. It 
puts you back in touch with your family or with nature—the 
things that really matter in life.” 

To make your Quest reservation or to learn more about 
the park, call 304.643.2931 or visit www.northbendsp.com. 

A Bird’s Eye View
Folks interested in wildlife viewing may want to check out 
Tygart Lake State Park, near Grafton in Taylor County. 
The 1,750-acre, 10-mile-long lake offers a tranquil setting 
and abundant wildlife viewing opportunities. The park’s 
website recommends kayaking Monday through Friday, 
when motor-powered boating traffic is lighter. And again, 
the best nature viewing times are early mornings and later 
in the evenings. 

“We have at least one pair of nesting bald eagles out 
on the lake,” says Pat Miller, assistant superintendent at 
Tygart Lake. “The Division of Wildlife informed us they 
have two, possibly three, young in their nest. They’re fun 
to watch for. They’re hard to find around this part of the 
state.” Miller says boaters have also occasionally sighted 
bears from the lake. “The hotter it gets, the more they 
migrate to the water.” 

Kayaking and canoeing allow paddlers to get into coves 
that motorized boats can’t reach, Miller points out. “There’s 
more tranquility there, if you want it.” During the peak 
boating days in the summer on weekends, he encourages 
kayakers to explore the shorelines to avoid the motorized 
water traffic. And although summer is well-known for 
boating, kayakers can access the lake year ’round.

Rentals—tandems and singles by the hour, half-day, or 
full day—are available at Tygart Lake. At the same time, 
Miller, like Jones, is seeing more and more people take their 
own kayaks to the lake. 

Visitors at Tygart Lake are also welcome to swim in a 
swimming access area, free and open to the public. The 
swimming and beach area, as well as kayak rentals, are 
open to the public Wednesday through Sunday 11 a.m. to 
6 p.m. from Memorial Day through Labor Day, barring 
unforeseen scenarios.

If you’re unsure which experience to choose, Miller 
recommends the most popular option—the half-day rental. 
He says kayaking can be strenuous exercise, but folks will 
want to make sure they have time to explore Tygart Lake’s 
deep, beautiful, clear blue waters. To learn more, call 
304.265.6144 or visit www.tygartlake.com.

Abundant Adventures 
For those in the southern reaches of the state, 
Pipestem Resort State Park offers a number of boating 
opportunities, as the park is surrounded by Long 
Branch Lake, the Bluestone River, and the New River. 
Superintendent Brett McMillion says Long Branch 
features flatwater recreation, while the Bluestone and C
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New rivers are a bit more adventurous, though still 
family-friendly. 

“Pipestem Adventures, our concessionaire, offers 
guided kayaking trips on the Bluestone River—a 
9-mile stretch from Pipestem Resort State Park to 
Bluestone State Park,” McMillion says. “Pipestem 
Adventures also does some other trips farther south, 
in the Hinton and Alderson areas. Another flatwater 
opportunity is the Bluestone Lake.” 

The trip from Pipestem to Bluestone, without 
stops, takes three to three-and-a-half hours. “That 
section of the river is really beautiful,” McMillion 
says. “You feel like you’re in the wilderness with 
the rugged, natural beauty. It’s humbling, just the 
ability to be in direct contact with the river.” He 
says there are great fishing opportunities on the 
river, too, especially for smallmouth bass. 

The kayaking trips are still in their infancy. 
The first tour took place two summers ago 
and, last summer, the park was busy welcoming 
visitors for a host of new adventure opportunities, 
including ziplining and lake inflatables. The 
park continues to improve in all areas—next year, 

guests will find a newly improved lodge. McMillion 
encourages visitors to plan an overnight stay or longer 
to experience all Pipestem has to offer. In addition 
to kayaking and ziplining, visitors can enjoy an aerial 
tram, golfing, and horseback riding. To learn more, 
call 304.466.1800 or visit www.wvstateparks.com and  
www.pipestemresort.com.

Drawing a Crowd
In the western part of the state, Beech Fork State Park, 
located near Huntington, offers flat, slow water kayaking 
well-suited to beginners. Beech Fork Lake, a 720-acre 
reservoir in Wayne and Cabell counties, is managed 
by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. Like other 
superintendents, Superintendent Dillard Price has seen a 
major uptick in kayak recreation in the past decade. 

“We have a 275-site campground, and many 
campers are starting to bring their own kayaks. Lots 
of kids are getting involved, too,” Price says. “It’s a 
good time for everybody—the lake is smooth and easy 
to kayak.” 

Beech Fork’s offerings are great for beginners. “I 
think that’s one of our big selling points,” Price says. 
Naturalist workshops offer beginners a lesson in the 
basics of kayaking. After an informational session, 
an instructor will lead the group out on the lake to 
explore the coves and watch for wildlife. Workshops are 
scheduled and are also available by appointment. For 
more information about rentals and workshop offerings, 
call 304.528.5794 or visit visit www.beechforksp.com.

From Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day 
weekend, visitors are welcome to the 6-mile long lake, 
which offers 31 miles of shoreline. Park officials also 
recently worked with the state Division of Highways 
to designate a portion of the waterway as a kayak trail. 
“Our kayak-designated water trail is a 3-mile f loat 
from the headwaters down to the boat launch area—
then you can go 6 miles over to the dam,” Price says. 
“We know kayaking and watersports are becoming 
more and more popular, and we want to get more folks 
involved with that with the development of the trail.” 

Both the peaceful stretch of trail and Beech Fork 
Lake are perfect for National Canoe Day—which 
is open to kayaks as well—Price says. The park has 
participated in the national event for the past two 
years, the first year drawing a crowd of roughly 25 and 
last year’s participation rising to about 60 boaters.

Get Out There!
Whether you’re solo kayaking or you’re looking for a 
family-friendly adventure, West Virginia State Parks 
offer something for everyone. To see a full list of parks 
and kayaking opportunities, visit www.wvstateparks.com 
or www.wvdnr.gov. w  

Small groups exploring the waters of West Virginia's parks 
many of which offer kayak rentals on site. 
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