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Rising to the

CHALLENGE

The chief of West Virginia State Parks throws
down the gauntlet to encourage people around
the state to get to know their parks.
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Ken Zebo, park activities
coordinator and naturalist
for North Bend State
Park, leads a group on the
popular Overlook Trail.

WONDERFULWV.COM

5

T
This group of
well-bundled
hikers welcomed
the new year
with a trek at
Pipestem Resort
State Park,
snapping up
their first few
miles toward
the Chief’s
Challenge.
West Virginia
State Parks Chief
Sam England has
spent his entire
career with the
department,
starting as
a part-time
golf course
maintenance
laborer during
high school in
1977.
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wo years ago, says Levi Moore, “I
absolutely did not want to keep my feet.”
Today, the Beckley-area resident
calls himself a “burgeoning distance
walker,” but the path to those hardearned miles was full of roadbloacks.
Recurring and worsening attacks
of gout put him in a wheelchair in
October 2012, and from that point he didn’t walk for
more than two years or even leave his apartment for a year.
Constant pain left him dreaming of a double amputation.
But toward the end of 2014, Moore decided 2015 would
be the year he would walk again, and he set a goal to walk
a half-mile in one stretch by the end of the December. On
January 1, he slowly pushed himself to a standing position
and, with the aid of a walker, gradually made his way 20
feet across his apartment.
“For someone who doesn’t regularly walk, feet is a
feat,” he says. Through 2015, Moore steadily built up his
strength and mobility by crisscrossing his living room
and slowly began to add in curbs, sidewalks, and stairs
as the months went by. He surpassed his aim in October
by walking a half-mile and then turning around and
walking back. Then he set a significantly more ambitious
goal for 2016: the 100-mile West Virginia State Parks
Chief ’s Challenge.

is England’s favorite thing
to do in a park, and he’s
not alone. “We conducted
an economic impact study
and a market research
study,” he says, “and we
found the number one
gateway activity for
visitors is hiking.” He
and Sissie Summers,
programming coordinator for the state parks system,
began brainstorming how to build on that interest, and
England recalled the 100-mile award from his Eagle
Scout days. Together, they developed the challenge,
inviting anyone who’s interested to hike 100 miles or
more in any West Virginia state park or state forest
during 2016. Furthermore, the challenge requires
participants to hike at least 10 of those miles with a state
park naturalist or activities coordinator.
“State parks are a great asset and a great value for
West Virginians, and we want folks to know what’s in
their backyard,” England says. “Most parks have no entry
fees and they help you become physically and mentally
fit. We’ve had great turnout for this program with more
than 700 participants enrolled so far. By the middle of
March, we had people report they had completed it.”

Laying the Trail

Boots on the Ground

West Virginia State Parks Chief Sam England is the
man behind this program, and the activity fits. Hiking
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While some parks have scheduled hikes specifically
for the challenge, others already had near-daily nature
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“STATE PARKS ARE A GREAT ASSET AND A GREAT

VALUE FOR WEST VIRGINIANS, AND WE WANT FOLKS
TO KNOW WHAT’S IN THEIR BACKYARD.”

COURTESY OF LEVI MOORE

Sam England, West Virginia State Parks Chief

Health problems kept Levi Moore
off his feet for years, but he’s now
attempting the 100-mile West
Virginia State Parks Chief’s Challenge
with his wife and daughter. The family
is enjoying spending time outdoors,
getting in touch with nature, and
taking beautiful photos.
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walks on their calendars, and the activities coordinators
and naturalists leading these events invite challengers to
join in and rack up their miles.
“We kicked off the year and started this program
with a First Day Hike on January 1,” says Kim Hawkins,
activities director for Pipestem Resort State Park. “We had
all our forms ready to tell participants about the challenge.
At Pipestem, we had 68 people participate in that First
Day Hike. We actually did two hikes, with one at 3.2
miles and another at 7.1. I had 24 of those 68 people do 7.1
miles with me that day.”
Challenge organizers hoped these guided hikes would
attract people who might not otherwise be motivated to
spend much time and energy in a park. They planned lots
of short hikes to appeal to the beginner crowd as well as
slightly longer ones to draw more experienced trekkers and
motivate timid participants to push their boundaries.
“We do guided hikes on almost every trail here,” says
Ken Zebo, park activities coordinator and naturalist at
North Bend State Park. “Typically we can get people out for
a mile or two miles for a guided nature hike. On a busy day,
we could have 15 people on a guided hike or as few as four.”
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“People we see who are in the challenge, they let us
know,” Hawkins adds. “Sometimes, people will come to
another program and say ‘Hey, we’ve got to hike later to get
our miles in for this thing.’”

Off the Beaten Path

Another intention of the challenge is to introduce both
new and regular park visitors to interesting trails they
might not otherwise find. England recommends the
oddly named Potato Knob Trail in Holly River State
Park as one of his favorites.
“It’s named after a knoll there called Potato Knob,”
he says, “and it’s a really cool location. When you get up
there, you can see Shupe’s Chute and a little waterfall
on the left fork of the Holly River.”
At Pipestem, Hawkins says the gently rolling Lake
Shore Trail along the edge of Long Branch Lake
attracts the most visitors. Lots of hikers also take the
park’s Canyon Rim Trail out to Heritage Point to see
the view of the Bluestone River Gorge. To escape the
crowds, however, she recommends Lick Hollow Trail.
“I do some guided hikes on that,” she says. “It’s a little
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A couple
enjoys an early
autumn walk
in Pipestem
Resort State
Park.
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A Pipestem Resort State Park
walker checks out the park’s golf
course, his footprints crossing
multiple wildlife tracks in the snow.

over one mile long. There’s a view of the gorge, and
you almost always see turkey and deer and wildlife. It’s
not used a lot because you have to walk up out of the
hollow, but it’s a loop trail,” she says, meaning the path
starts and ends in the same location.
She also notes another option people might not
think of: “We’ll do a walk on the golf course during
the full moon in winter, and it’s amazing to see the
tracks that you’ll find. If you walk our 18-hole course,
you’ll walk about four miles. Some people might be
intimidated to be out on a trail, or in the woods, but if
you give them a flashlight and a paved trail, they can
get started. You can see the sunset and hear the owls
and everything that’s out at night. It’s great if you can
take the kids out.”
In North Bend State Park, Zebo recommends the
Giant Tree Trail. “It’s definitely underutilized,” he
says. “It’s a half-mile long and runs through the oldest
section of woods in the park. Parts of that are oldgrowth forest with massive hardwood trees, and it’s one
of the coolest trails because of that.”
So far, Moore’s favorite trail has been the Greenbrier
River Trail, a 78-mile-long rail trail in the southeast
portion of the state. “I was shocked at how beautiful
and how long it was,” he says. “I really didn’t expect
that. There are so many different waterways, and it’s
super well-maintained.”
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The End in Sight

England has yet to finalize plans for a 2017 challenge, but
first he has to get moving on this year’s event. “I’ve only
done about 20 miles so far,” he admitted in June, “but I
have full intention to complete it!”
Moore still has more than half of his 100 miles to go
and says he isn’t sure whether he’ll complete the challenge,
but that’s not for a lack of effort: He’s also turned his
attention toward training for a 15k race in October. “It’s
not anything anyone else can’t do if they want to badly
enough,” he says.
“I think the trails are more conducive to family
bonding and togetherness,” Moore says. “When I was
in the chair, we were limited to where we could go that
I wouldn’t be left behind for too long.” Since starting
the challenge, Moore has hiked every mile with his
wife and preteen daughter. And along with helping
them connect to one another, the challenge is also
helping Moore and his family connect with the natural
world. “When you’re in a natural setting and natural
environment, it’s not some artificial paved human
construct. You’re better able to think on a trail than on
a track.” w

TAKE ON THE CHALLENGE
IT’S NOT TOO LATE TO START the West Virginia State Parks Chief’s
Challenge. Fall offers some of the state’s best hiking weather and scenery.
To begin, visit wvstateparks.com/hikes_walks.html and fill out the Hike
Challenge form to enroll. Print out the log form to begin tracking your miles,
then hit the trail. You can hike 100 unique miles in parks and forests all across
the state, or you can hike the same sections over and over until your miles
are complete. Be sure to hike 10 of the total 100 miles with a naturalist or
park activities coordinator, and don’t forget to get their signature to confirm
those miles.
At the end of the year, join West Virginia State Parks Chief Sam England
at one of two bonfires scheduled to celebrate your accomplishment. Blackwater
Falls State Park will hold its bonfire on November 12, and Pipestem Resort State
Park has scheduled its event for December 3.
Keep an eye on wvstateparks.com toward the end of the year for an
announcement on next year’s challenge.
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