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Executive Summary 

The Highland Scenic Highway is a 43-mile National Scenic Byway located in the highlands of 

West Virginia on the Monongahela National Forest.  A corridor management plan is a required 

component for national scenic byways, providing management strategies to conserve and 

enhance intrinsic qualities, public safety, and more.  Designated in 1996, the Highland Scenic 

Highway National Scenic Byway has never had a corridor management plan, rather the 

Monongahela National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (1986 and 2006 Forest 

Plan) has provided some general guidance.  A Forest Service review of Forest Plan direction 

identified the need to complete a corridor management plan in order to maintain and enhance 

intrinsic qualities associated with the Highland Scenic Highway National Scenic Byway.   

The Highland Scenic Highway Corridor Management Plan provides more specific management 

strategies, supplementing and improving Forest Plan direction.  A corridor management plan is 

a working document, and thus will continually be reviewed and revised as new information 

arises.  An official Highland Scenic Highway Steering Committee comprised of the Forest 

Service, interested parties and partners will work to implement the Highland Scenic Highway 

Corridor Management Plan and update it as needed. 

 

Figure 1 Tea Creek Meadow 
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Figure 2 Sunflower 

 

All photographs within were taken by US Forest Service personnel or used with permission. 
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Figure 3 Winter at the Gauley Ranger Station 
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Section 1   Introduction 

Description of the Highland Scenic Highway  

The Highland Scenic Highway (HSH) is a 43-mile National Scenic Byway and National Forest 

Scenic Byway that traverses the mountainous terrain of the Allegheny Highlands and Plateau in 

West Virginia.  Located almost exclusively on the Monongahela National Forest, it provides 

access to an area rich in scenic, cultural, historic, and recreational opportunities.  Visitors can 

fish in adjacent streams and rivers, hike the Falls of Hills Creek, walk through the Cranberry 

Glades Botanical Area, explore any of over 100 miles of trails, backpack in the 47,815 acre 

Cranberry Wilderness, picnic at a scenic overlook, stay for days at one of the developed 

campgrounds, or come just for the drive itself.  During winter months, the area is a winter 

wonderland for a variety of snow-based pursuits.  The HSH, surrounded by the picturesque and 

mountainous landscape, is a beautiful and special place. 

Starting from Richwood, the HSH coincides with West Virginia Routes 39 and 55 (referred to 

as WV 39) and heads east for 21 miles to the Cranberry Mountain Nature Center.  This 

portion of the HSH parallels the North Fork Cherry River along the valley bottom, and then 

travels up and over Kennison Mountain.  At the Cranberry Mountain Nature Center, the HSH 

turns northeast for 22 miles on West Virginia Route 150 (WV 150).  Almost ninety-percent of 

WV 150 is above 3,500 feet, making it the highest major road in West Virginia, and providing 

breathtaking views of the surrounding landscape.  The HSH ends atop Elk Mountain where WV 

150 intersects with US 219, an estimated 7 miles north of Marlinton, WV.  The HSH is located 

on both the Gauley and Marlinton Ranger Districts on the Monongahela National Forest. 

The creation of the HSH was part of a larger concept of a scenic byway, integrating the existing 

WV 39 portion with the construction of an extensive parkway in the 1960s.  Construction 

began on WV 150 in 1965 and was completed in 1980, and a grand opening was held in 

October 1981.  While the entirety of the parkway was not constructed due to high costs and 

complicated land ownership, the 43-mile HSH is itself a treasure.  A 1973 law (Section 161 of 

Public Law 93-87) designated the HSH and associated lands to be managed “solely for scenic 

and recreation use and passenger car travel”.  Since its completion, the HSH has provided 

thousands of visitors with the opportunity to travel through unique spruce-northern hardwood 

forests, high elevation meadows, and vistas of surrounding ridges and valleys. 

The HSH is shown in Figure 5 on the following page. 
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Figure 5 Highland Scenic Highway Map 
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Corridor Management Planning 

A corridor management plan is a written document that specifies the actions, procedures, 

controls, operational practices, and administrative strategies to maintain the scenic, historic, 

recreational, cultural, archeological, and natural qualities of the scenic byway (FHWA 1995).  

The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) provides 14 criteria (See Appendix A:  Federal 

Highway Administration Corridor Management Plan Required Components) which must be 

included in all corridor management plans, including identification of intrinsic qualities and plans 

for enhancing and maintaining them, road safety designs, and public involvement.  

Plan Contents 

The Highland Scenic Highway Corridor Management Plan provides management strategies for 

protecting and enhancing the HSH.  Direction found in the Highland Scenic Highway Corridor 

Management Plan supplements guidance in the 2006 Monongahela National Forest Land and 

Resource Management Plan. 

This corridor management plan provides more specific direction for maintaining and enhancing 

the HSH and prescribes management strategies to: 

1. Conservation of the HSH’s intrinsic qualities, 

2. Improve and enhance interpretive opportunities associated with the HSH, 

3. Implementation of the CMP 

4. Continuing public, land management agencies, highway agencies, and community 

participation 

The plan has been prepared under the guidance of the Monongahela National Forest and 

funded by the West Virginia Division of Highway National Scenic Byway Program and the 

USDA Forest Service. 

Goals 

Goals are developed to identify attainable 

 Identify strategies that protect, conserve, and enhance the intrinsic qualities associated 

with the HSH 

 Develop partnerships to broad the base of support for the HSH 

 Provide interpretive opportunities related to the natural, historic, and cultural features 

along the HSH 

 Design and build interpretive facilities that enhance the visitor’s knowledge, appreciation 

and enjoyment of the HSH 

A goal of the Corridor Management Plan (CMP) is to identify strategies for managing winter use 

and access on WV 150 that will: 
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 Improve safety for all users 

 Meet the needs of permitted uses, such as bear and small-game hunting 

 Help prepare users for the conditions they may encounter 

 Be generally supported by recreational users and stakeholders 

 Reduce the likelihood that passenger vehicles and snowmobiles will be present at the 

same time, and 

 Support desired winter uses, including permitted uses, snowmobiling, cross-country 

skiing, and snowshoeing 

Public Participation 

The HSH is a valuable community resource that provides local inhabitants and visitors with an 

unparalleled scenic drive through beautiful undeveloped forest and access to diverse 

recreational opportunities.  The Forest Plan, which guides management of the national forest, 

was revised in 2006 with a formal public participation process.  Through a collaborative effort 

between the Forest Service, public, stakeholders, and agencies, guidance was incorporated into 

the Forest Plan to limit private development along the corridor (Forest Plan Standard RC18), 

and to allow commercial traffic by permit only (Forest Plan RF51).  This guidance has helped 

preserve the natural appearance and recreational travel experience on the HSH.   

However, more could be done.  The Forest Service interacts and collaborates with the public 

and stakeholders regarding projects in the HSH and entire national forest on a continuous 

basis.  In the years since the Forest Plan was released, the Forest has heard from both the 

public and Forest employees that the scenic opportunities afforded by the HSH were not being 

fully explored and that the scenic quality and integrity of the HSH could be better addressed. 

The Forest Service conducted a variety of outreach efforts during the development of the 

corridor management plan.  Public meetings were held in Marlinton and Richwood, WV.  In 

April 2012, the Forest Service gathered information from a variety of stakeholders, helping to 

identify key resources for interpretation on and near the HSH.  In the winter of 2013, the 

Forest Service will hold meetings to discuss winter use and access management strategies for 

the WV 150 portion of the HSH.  In addition, stakeholders, local and county governments, 

businesses, and organizations were contacted via mail or email to inform them of the ongoing 

corridor management planning process. 
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Figure 6 Display of Fall Colors 

Designations 

The HSH has three scenic byway designations: West Virginia Scenic Byway, National Scenic 

Byway, and National Forest Scenic Byway.  The numerous designations formalize what those 

familiar with the area have long known, that it is extraordinary.  The designations also provide 

support to maintain and enhance a well-loved resource.   

West Virginia Scenic Byway 

The HSH showcases some of the most beautiful country the state has to offer.  The HSH was 

designated a state scenic byway in August 1992.  As part of the state’s scenic byway program, 

the HSH is a destination unto itself.  The HSH is not only enjoyed by visitors, but is a well-

known resource for area residents as well.  The HSH is a popular area to drive, ride, 

photograph, watch wildlife, picnic, hike, camp, and relax, and contributes to a sustainable quality 

of life for area residents.  

National Scenic Byway Designation 

The HSH’s designation as a National Scenic Byway in 1996 recognized the unique travel 

experience that can be had along the corridor.  Designation heightens the awareness of the 

HSH as a premier destination, and promotes preservation and enhancement of intrinsic values 

associated with the highway.  To have a designated national scenic byway is a source of local 

pride and helps preserve a unique experience, for both residents and visitors.  Funding is 
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available for use along the Highway that would not be available without the national scenic 

byway designation.  These funds enhance interpretive and restroom facilities,  and can provide 

for other needed byway improvements.  

National Forest Scenic Byway Designation 

The HSH was one of the first to be designated a National Forest Scenic Byway in 1989.  The 

National Forest Scenic Byways Program has several emphases:   

 Support and enhance rural community economic development 

 Showcase outstanding national forest and grassland scenery 

 Meet the growing demand of driving for pleasure as a significant recreation use 

 Increase public awareness and understanding of national forest activities and the 

importance of sustaining healthy, productive ecosystems 

 Ensure that people remain socially connected to public lands so they become better 

stewards of our natural resources 

 Contribute to the Nation’s overall scenic byways effort 

In the 20 years since the Forest Service began designating scenic byways, the system has grown 

to 137 National Forest Scenic Byways that encompass over 9,000 miles of highways and roads 

on National Forest System lands (USDA 2008). 

Defining the Highland Scenic Highway Corridor 

The defined length and width of the HSH corridor is intended to recognize the general area 

experience by a traveler on the HSH and provide a general focus area for corridor activities.  

Recommendations made in this corridor management plan only apply to National Forest 

System lands.   Corridor definition is not intended to exclude those sites or individuals beyond 

its boundaries from being part of the National Scenic Byway process. 

Length 

The HSH is 43 miles long and travels through three counties (see below).  WV 150 is 

exclusively located in Pocahontas County, whereas WV 39 travels through all three counties.  

Table 1 Highland Scenic Highway Length 

County WV 39/55* WV 150* Total Length* % Length By 

County 

Greenbrier 4 0 4 10% 

Nicholas 10 0 10 23% 

Pocahontas 7 22 29 67% 

Total 21 22 43 100% 

*All lengths are estimates 
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Width  

The corridor width is generally defined as a ¼-mile buffer along the HSH, extending up to 

seven miles on either side of the designated roadway.  Extending the width incorporates several 

nearby communities that contribute to the HSH’s sense of place, and provides additional 

support services for highway visitors.  The extension also allows the inclusion of attractions 

that are unique to the HSH. 

 

Figure 7 Stretch of Road on HSH/WV 150 

Other 

Appalachian Water Scenic Byway 

The Appalachian Waters Scenic Byway coincides with the Highland Scenic Highway for the 

entirety of WV 39.  The Appalachian Waters Scenic Byway is a West Virginia Scenic Byway that 

follows various waterways throughout five counties in both Virginia and West Virginia, starting 

in Covington, VA and continuing to Summersville, WV.  A goal of the Appalachian Waters 

Scenic Byway designation is to establish the area as a destination for outdoor recreation and 

heritage tourism. 
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Section 2   Existing Land Use 
The HSH is primarily located on the Monongahela National Forest.  The following sections 

detail Forestwide guidance, as well as specific designations, that occur within or directly 

adjacent to the Highway corridor. 

Monongahela National Forest 

The Monongahela National Forest (Monongahela) encompasses more than 921,000 acres of 

federal ownership in 10 counties of the Potomac Highlands region of West Virginia. It is the 

largest expanse of public land in the State, and fourth largest National Forest in the 20 

northeastern states.  It is located in proximity to major population centers of the region, 

including Washington, D.C., Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh.  Despite being heavily 

affected by humans over the last two hundred years, the Forest retains a sense of seclusion and 

solitude.  Rugged topography, expansive forest, fast-moving mountain streams, and small 

communities interspersed with pastoral farmland combine to create a sense of stepping back in 

time. 

Economic contributions to the local and national economy from the Monongahela include 

receipts, fees, and employment opportunities from timber harvest, mineral development, 

livestock grazing, special uses, and the availability of products such as firewood and medicinal 

plants.  One of the other important economic contributions to the local economy is to serve as 

the backdrop for local businesses, recreation, tourism, and guiding services, and as an added 

attraction for those coming to hunt, fish, hike, camp, ski, or golf in the area . 

Our management philosophy is based on the belief that public land in the Appalachians is scarce 

and precious.  As surrounding population centers expand, the Monongahela National Forest will 

become increasingly rare and valuable as a place of ecological, historic, cultural, and economic 

importance in the region.  We believe we should manage the Forest for its special features, 

such as the HSH, and in ways desired by today’s public and for future generations.  Changes, 

including increased development, are expected to continue on private lands around the Forest, 

and these changes will likely create more demand for, and impacts on, Forest resources.  To 

meet this challenge, the Forest will protect or restore soil and water resources, use vegetation 

management to sustain healthy forests and diverse wildlife habitat, maintain scenic quality, and 

provide a range of recreation settings and opportunities. 

1986 Monongahela National Forest Land & Resource Management Plan 

The 1986 Forest Plan was released prior to any formal highway designations, yet recognized the 

importance of providing specific direction to manage the scenic integrity of the National Forest 

adjacent to the HSH.  The 1986 Forest Plan direction limited private development along the 

Highway and commercial use, maintaining and protecting the undeveloped and recreational 

nature of the Highway.  Winter use was guided by the 1986 Forest Plan, stating that WV 150 
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will be closed from mid-December to early-March, plowed to allow use for deer rifle season 

and early spring fishing, subject to limitations imposed by snow conditions and available funding. 

2006 Monongahela National Forest Land & Resource Management Plan 

The 2006 Forest Plan contains desired conditions, goals, objectives, and standards for 

management of forest resources, such as cultural, recreational, scenic, air, soils and water 

resources.  The Forest Plan strives to achieve desired outcomes for restoration or maintenance 

of vegetation and watershed conditions, including terrestrial, riparian, and aquatic habitats.   The 

below table details Forest Plan guidance specific to the HSH. 

Table 2 2006 Forest Plan Highland Scenic Highway Language 

Page  Language 

I-8 

Auto touring attractions include the 43 mile-long Highland Scenic Highway, 

and spectacular fall leaf color. 

II-4 

The Forest cooperates with the Federal Highway Administration,  West Virginia 

Department of Highways, and other agencies in the improvement, operation, and 

management of the Highland Scenic Highway, including law enforcement and traffic 

regulation. 

II-7 

Visitors enjoy a variety of special attractions, including the National Recreation Area, 

Wilderness, Scenic Areas, The Highland Scenic Highway, recreational complexes, 

historic landmarks, and Botanical Areas. People have the opportunity to explore and 

learn about cultural heritage. Significant cultural sites are preserved and accessible. 

II-33 

Private development of fuel, eating, camping, or other services shall not be permitted 

along the Highland Scenic Highway, unless clearly justified by site-specific corridor 

planning. 

II-33 Camping shall not be allowed within 300 feet of the Highland Scenic Highway 

II-56 

Commercial traffic may only be allowed on the Parkway portion of the Highland Scenic 

Highway by written permission under one of the following conditions: a) The 

proposed use is advantageous for reasons of public safety, environmental protection, 

or resource management objectives.  b) The proposed use is related to the 

construction, maintenance, or management of the Parkway, associated facilities, or the 

highway corridor.  c) The proposed user has a legal right of access through deed, 

easement, or permit. 

II-56 

Related recreation facilities and visual enhancement projects should be included in 

Highland Scenic Highway plans and projects. 

III-11 

A number of visually sensitive viewpoints and travel ways occur within or adjacent to 

the prescription areas, including the Highland Scenic Highway and the Cass Scenic 

Railroad. 
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The Forest is divided into smaller units called Management Prescriptions (MPs), each of which is 

organized around a common management emphasis.  The MPs are shown on the following map.  

Forest Closure Order #21-91 

Use of snowmobiles on WV 150 is permitted, not by the Forest Plan, but by Forest Closure 

Order #21-91.  Snowmobiling is prohibited on the remainder of the Forest, with the exception 

of WV 150.  Per Forest Closure Order #21-91, signed December 17, 2008, permitted and 

prohibited uses include: 

 Use a snowmobile or other tracked snow vehicle on Forest development roads, except 

from road shoulder to road shoulder of the Highland Scenic Highway FS150/SR150. (36 

CFR 261.54 (a)) 

 

Figure 8 Laurel Fork Vista 

 



Highland Scenic Highway Corridor Management Plan        

       11 
 

 
Figure 9 Existing Land Use Map 
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Grazing 

National Forests allow livestock grazing by permit.  Livestock grazing on the Forest is primarily 

cattle, but some horses also graze.  Grazing is conducted in designated areas called grazing, or 

range, allotments.  Most grazing allotments on the Forest are located at higher elevations.  

There are three permitted range allotments directly adjacent to WV 150, and no allotments on 

WV 39.  Most grazing allotments were grazed prior to federal acquisition of the land, and the 

Forest is continuing an historic use.  Grazing is to the benefit of the local economy and is used 

as a vegetation management tool to maintain wildlife habitat, visual diversity, and dispersed 

recreation.  

Wilderness 

Cranberry Wilderness is 47,815 acres, and is the second largest designated Forest Service 

Wilderness area east of the Mississippi River.  Cranberry Wilderness borders WV 150 to the 

west for an estimated 12 miles.  Cranberry Wilderness is designated for preservation and 

protection in its natural condition, without permanent improvement or human habitation, an 

area which generally appears to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the 

imprint of man’s work substantially unnoticeable (USDA1964/1975).  Prohibited uses in 

Wilderness areas include the use of motorized/mechanized vehicles and equipment, bicycles, 

carts or other wheeled equipment. 

Non-Federal Lands 

Private property and residences are located directly north of the HSH for a one-mile stretch 

directly east of Richwood, WV in Nicholas County.  There are no zoning ordinances or land 

use restrictions for these properties. 
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Section 3   Highway Conditions 
HSH use and management is as varied as the landscapes that it traverses.  Anything from a 

logging truck to a snowmobile can be found on the HSH, depending upon the location and the 

season.  The entire lengths of the HSH, both WV 39 and WV 150, are classified as West 

Virginia routes. 

The West Virginia Department of Transportation manages the WV 39 portion, which is a well-

travelled east-west route that provides an important connection between communities and 

businesses in Pocahontas and Nicholas Counties.  In addition to being a beautiful and 

mountainous drive, WV 39 section receives regular use from commercial traffic, including 

logging and gravel trucks.  

WV 150’s primary function is as a scenic byway and is managed by the Forest Service.  The 

winding highway was designed for recreational travel, and it has a reduced speed limit of 45 

mph.  Operators of commercial vehicles need to obtain a permit for travel on WV 150.  The 

reduction of vehicle traffic, in combination with a lower speed limit, maintains the leisurely 

recreational travel nature of the route.  WV 150 does not directly connect communities, rather 

it provides access to numerous developed, dispersed, and Wilderness recreation opportunities 

on the Monongahela National Forest.  The WV 150 section of the HSH is impassible for much 

of the winter due to snowfall at this high elevation.  During the winter, snowmobiling and other 

winter recreation takes place on WV 150. 

Table 3 Characteristics of the Highland Scenic Highway 

Characteristic WV 39 WV 150 

Termini Richwood- Cranberry 

Mountain/WV 150 

WV 39 – US 219 

Length (miles) 21 22 

Pavement Width 20’ 24’ 

Maximum Grade 8.96% 8% 

Speed Limit 55 mph 45 mph 

Commercial Use Yes By Permit Only 

Management & Maintenance WV Division of Highways(DOH) US Forest Service/WVDOH 

Winter Snow Removal Yes No 

 

Seasonal Average Daily Traffic 

Seasonal Average Daily Traffic (SADT) data for points on the HSH are provided in Table 4.  

SADT is the average amount of daily traffic on the HSH when it is open.  The count would 

likely be highest when people are travelling the Highway during fall foliage season.  The month 

that the below numbers were recorded was not documented. 
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Table 4 2003 SADT Numbers for the Highland Scenic Highway 

Highway Count Location SADT (vehicles/day) 

WV 150 ½ mile west of junction with US 219 100 

WV 150 ¼ mile north of junction with WV 39/55 150 

WV  39/55 ½ mile west of junction with WV150 650 

Accidents 

The Forest Service does not maintain accident records for WV 150.  If a vehicle accident 

occurs on WV 150, the Forest Service would not be the agency contacted to respond to the 

accident.  Thus, when a singular accident does happen on WV 150, the Forest Service is not 

always aware or notified.  WV Department of Highways maintains WV 39 accident reports and 

records.  Eighteen crashes were recorded during a 3-year period from January 2008 through 

December 2010.  

Table 5 Types of Injury from Vehicle Accidents on WV 39 

Type of Injury Quantity 

Type-A (life threatening) 1 

Type-B (cuts, bruises, bleeding) 6 

Type-C (complaint of injury) 3 

Total number of injuries 10 

Roadway Maintenance and Safety 

Road maintenance is an important aspect of managing a National Scenic Byway to ensure 

adequate road safety.  The West Virginia Department of Highways is responsible for 

maintenance and improvement on WV 39.  The Forest Service, with support from the state, 

provides maintenance and improvements on WV 150.  Regular maintenance activities include 

painting lines and mowing.  Mowing along WV 150 is necessary to maintain not only scenic 

quality along the HSH, but visitor safety as well.  The high grass reduces visibility around bends, 

hiding roadside hazards such as deer and boulders that may have rolled on to the highway.  

Mowing is completed annually, or as funding allows.  Optimally, mowing would be completed 

twice a year during the growing season.  Additional recent maintenance activities on WV 150 

include replacing the guardrails from the Williams River Bridge to the junction with US 219.   

Resurfacing of WV 150 occurs as needed or when funding is available, and was most recently 

occurred in 2005. 

Law enforcement is an interagency effort, with the Forest Service providing the lead on federal 

lands, with support and cooperation from the State of West Virginia and appropriate county 

sheriff departments.  Likewise, the Forest Service provides assistance on non-federal lands 

where agreements are in place for them to do so. 
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Because of the remote nature of the HSH, search and rescue efforts do occur.  The Forest 

Service cooperates with state and local authorities, who bear the primary responsibility for 

search and rescue. In those cases where state and local officials have not had time to organize 

and act, the Forest Service may initiate search and rescue operations to reduce suffering and to 

save lives. 

Highway Conditions Management Strategies: 

1. Maintain and enhance public safety 

a. Mow two times a year along WV 150 during the growing season. 

b. Remove excess organic material (a process called peeling) from the shoulders of 

WV 150 every three to five years, or as needed. 

c. Repaint as needed to maintain visibility of road edges, center line, and passing 

zones 

2. Identify deteriorated roadway and associated structures requiring maintenance.   

3. Secure funding to address maintenance issues that are a risk to public safety. 

 

Figure 10 Climbing the Highway 
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Section 4   Intrinsic Qualities 
To be designated a National Scenic Byway, a road must possess characteristics of regional 

significance within at least one of the following intrinsic qualities: natural, scenic, recreational, 

historic, cultural, or archaeological.  Intrinsic qualities create a sense of place unique to an area.  

Upon designation as a National Scenic Byway, Highland Scenic Highway was recognized as 

possessing natural intrinsic qualities. 

Natural Quality 

The HSH is located almost entirely within the Monongahela National Forest, ensuring 

conservation of natural resources along the corridor.  The Forest provides a natural refuge for 

a variety of wildlife and plant species, and contains ecosystems unique to both West Virginia 

and the region.  The Forest works to protect and restore soil and water resources, and uses 

vegetation management to sustain healthy forests and diverse wildlife habitat, contribute to the 

recovery of listed and rare species, and provide a range of recreation settings and 

opportunities. 

Vegetation 

Vegetation along the HSH is dominated and 

characterized by trees.  Most of the forests 

adjacent to the HSH are deciduous, providing 

abundant fall foliage viewing opportunities.  

The existing forest types are largely regrowth 

from intensive logging that occurred 

throughout the area in the early 1900s, and 

more recent timber harvests (see Historic 

section for more information).  

The Forest contains the northern-most 

populations of certain southern species, and 

the southern-most populations of some 

northern species.  From Richwood eastward 

along Route 39, the forest you see is typical of 

this region, but most of the HSH contains 

forest that are usually found further north.  

Black cherry trees, from which the Cherry 

River gets its name, are scattered throughout 

the forest.  Maples, oaks, beeches, and birches 

are found throughout these forests. 

Figure 11 Red Spruce at Black Mountain 

Overlook 
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Only two conifer species naturally occur along the Highway: hemlock and red spruce.  Hemlock 

is mixed in with hardwoods at the lower elevations, but also persists at higher elevations 

alongside spruce.  The montane coniferous spruce forest is distinctive and is confined to only 

the highest peaks of the Appalachian region.  As you drive through the higher elevations, well -

defined spruce forest visibly caps the ridgelines. 

Sensitive Plants 

The most important concentration of rare plant species occurs near the Cranberry Glades 

Botanical Area and the Falls of Hills Creek Scenic Area.  The Cranberry Glades Botanical Area 

is one of the largest and most botanically significant bog complexes in the Appalachian 

Mountains.  The Cranberry Glades environment forms a disjunct southern outpost for several 

northern plant species that are quite rare in the central Appalachians, including Canada yew, 

bog buckbean, heartleaf twayblade, oblongfruit serviceberry, and Appalachian Jacob’s ladder.   

The wet, mossy rock outcrops in the Falls of Hills Creek Scenic Area host two of the 

Monongahela National Forest’s most easily overlooked Sensitive plant species: Appalachian 

bristle fern and Ammon’s tortula moss.  Ammon’s tortula moss was discovered in 1979, and 

has since been found in the Great Smoky Mountains and in several far-flung locales, including 

Peru and South Africa. 

Wildlife 

The Highland Scenic Highway passes through several 

distinct habitat types, which provide for a diverse array of 

wildlife.  The hardwood forests along the lower portions 

of the Highway offer productive habitat for many species: 

wild turkey, ruffed grouse, fox squirrel, black bear, 

coyote, bobcat, red fox, barred owl, pileated 

woodpecker, white-tailed deer, and numerous songbirds. 

As the road follows the North Fork of the Cherry River 

to its headwaters, the river and its riparian area provide 

for brown, rainbow and native brook trout as well as 

river otter, mink, Indiana bat, belted kingfisher, broad-

winged hawk, and red-shouldered hawk.  After cresting 

Kennison Mountain, red spruce and northern hardwoods 

dominate the forest.  The red spruce forests provide 

habitat for the endangered West Virginia northern flying 

squirrel.  Species that are typically represented further 

north, such as the snowshoe hare, northern goshawk, brown creeper, red-breasted nuthatch, 

and winter wren reside in the high elevation forests.  Beyond Kennison Mountain, the 

Cranberry Glades, a unique sphagnum bog, provides for beaver, bobcat, black bear, American 

woodcock, alder flycatcher, tree swallow, and northern waterthrush.   

Figure 12 Black Bear Cub 
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The high mountain ridges along WV 150 are great places to spot migrating golden and bald 

eagles in the late winter and fall.  With red spruce dominating these high elevations, red 

squirrel, magnolia warblers, blackburnian warblers, and golden-crowned kinglets are abundant.  

As the highway descends into the Williams River Valley, the surrounding habitat begins to 

change over to a northern hardwood dominated forest.  White tailed deer, black bear, wild 

turkey, red-tailed hawk as well as red-eyed vireo, black-throated blue warbler and ovenbird can 

be found here.  At the point where the highway crosses the Williams River, the slow flowing 

water allows for great blue heron, green heron, and many species of waterfowl to utilize the 

area.   

Geology 

The WV 39 portion shows geology of the Lower Pennsylvanian Period, comprised of 

Pocahontas, New River and Kanawha Formations. These formations are made up of sandstone, 

shales, and siltstone, and contain coal seams.  Reclaimed coal mines are scattered throughout 

the Forest.  Along much of WV 39 and WV 150, formations of the Mississippian Period are 

noticeable along the road cuts, especially the reddish Mauch Chunk Group comprised of inter-

bedded red mudstones and olive grey sandstones. This formation is highly erosive and many 

stabilization efforts and millions of dollars have been spent over time due to Mauch Chunk 

presence along the HSH and 

throughout the state of West 

Virginia. 

Unique geological features within the 

corridor include Honeycomb Rocks 

and Falls of Hill Creek.  Honeycomb 

Rocks shows rare quartz boxwork 

Hematite deposits where softer 

sandstone material has eroded out, 

leaving behind boulders with 

honeycomb features.  At Falls of Hills 

Creek, water has worn away over 

time, leaving sandstone ledges that 

create three distinctive waterfalls. 

Aquatic Resources 

On clear days, overlooks along the HSH make it possible to observe high mountain ridgelines 

that serve as boundaries of ecological units called watersheds.  Watersheds function like a 

funnel to capture falling precipitation, such as rain and snow, and direct the movement of this 

and other material within the watershed down the mountain slopes to form the streams and 

rivers that flow through the valley bottoms.  The HSH is situated primarily within the Williams 

River and the Cherry River watersheds, although it intersects portions of neighboring 

Figure 13 Example of Geologic Formations at 

Honeycomb Rocks 
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watersheds including the Elk River, the Greenbrier River, and the Cranberry River systems.  

Ultimately, the connectivity among watersheds forms drainage networks that are recognized as 

aquatic ecosystems.   

Aquatic ecosystems offer 

a variety of special 

habitats such as seeps, 

springs, streams, rivers, 

and wetlands.  

Numerous plants and 

animals are dependent 

upon these aquatic 

habitats for their 

existence.  While 

traveling the HSH, 

visitors will be sure to 

notice the Williams 

River at the bridge 

crossing on WV 150, 

wetland habitat in the 

headwaters of the Hills Creek watershed along WV 39, and the North Fork Cherry River that 

parallels the HSH for many miles along WV 39.  

Those that choose to explore the various aquatic habitats located along or a short distance 

from the HSH may encounter aquatic flora and fauna.  Aquatic insects, crayfish, amphibians, 

turtles, snakes, fish, and various aquatic plants contribute to the biological diversity of aquatic 

habitats that surround the HSH.  More than thirty species of fish alone are known to inhabit 

streams and rivers near the HSH.  Brook trout (Salvelinus fontinalis), West Virginia’s only native 

trout species and the most well-known aquatic species in the State, still persist in streams that 

offer suitable habitat. 

Scenic Quality 

The HSH traverses two distinct landscapes: the valley bottom along WV 39 and high elevation 

mountainsides on WV 150.  Forests line the entire corridor and both sections afford excellent 

opportunities to viewing fall foliage, both up close, and from afar. 

At lower elevations along WV 39, the byway meanders along the North Fork of the Cherry 

River, at the bottom of a steeply sloped valley.  There are several excellent views of the water 

cascading over the rocky streambed.  Driving through a continuous corridor of dense northern 

hardwoods, one gets peeks of the surrounding mountains and hollows.  This section also brings 

Figure 14 Tea Creek 
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travelers to two of the most popular and scenic areas along the HSH, Falls of Hills Creek, and 

Cranberry Glades. 

The second landscape, along WV 150, travels between mountaintops and along plateaus.  This 

section affords panoramic vistas of the surrounding mountains, ridges, and valleys.  Four scenic 

overlooks provide travelers a chance to stop and rest, lunch, or just enjoy the scenery. 

Archaeological, Historic, Cultural Qualities 

The Shawnee were among the first historically recognizable residents of what is now West 

Virginia.  Traces of prehistoric settlement are visible to the keen eye, including mounds, 

pottery, and arrowheads.  To most, Native Americans that inhabited this area left little obvious 

visible impacts on the land, with the exception of their well-established trail system.  Many 

modern roads and highways follow trails established by the Shawnee and others Indians.  US 

Route 219, which marks the eastern end of the Highway where it junctions with WV 150, 

follows what is historically known as the Seneca Trail, a north-south route primarily used by the 

Iroquois. 

Historic settlement of the area did not occur until the 1790s, making it one of the last areas to 

be settled in West Virginia.  The rugged and remote geography of the landscape made access 

and transportation difficult, and many settlers stayed only for a few years.  Of those that stayed, 

subsistence farming culture evolved, with dispersed and isolated settlements occurring in the 

coves and hollows.  Livestock foraged in the forests, consuming a variety of nuts, including the 

chestnut, the most prized food of the Appalachian forest. 

The expansion of the railroad led to the great logging era, with much of West Virginia’s virgin 

forests gone by 1920.  The area around the HSH was generally known as the “Back Country”, 

and as the “Wilds of Pocahontas”, since it was the last mountain area in the state to be logged, 

with timber activity lasting until the mid-1930s.  Again, the rugged and remote geography of the 

land, and west-flowing streams, postponed the development and industry that had already come 

and gone in surrounding areas.  Much of what was logged was hardwood, though the higher 

elevation red spruce forest was popular for pulpwood and aircraft construction.  Forest fires 

burned much of the land during and after logging operations, resulting in areas that are still 

rocky and infertile.  Yet another assault of Appalachian forests was the introduction of the 

chestnut blight in 1904.  Within a couple of decades, the chestnuts were dead or dying, and an 

important food source for wildlife was lost. 

The last area to be cut-over was acquired by the Monongahela National Forest in 1934.  The 

“Back Country” or the “Wilds” was set aside as the Cranberry Back Country.  Fire prevention 

was the primary management focus in the Back Country and no fires were permitted for 

another decade, though access was allowed for spring fishing.  Massive fires had burned much of 

the country, including large areas on Black and Spruce Mountains.  The Civilian Conservation 
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Corps had several camps within the area, and their efforts helped regenerate, and protect from 

fire, many of the forests that stand today.   

Surrounding Communities 

The following are brief descriptions of Richwood and Marlinton, two of the larger towns in 

close proximity to the HSH.  Beyond these towns, the Monongahela National Forest provides 

an uninterrupted forested backdrop for the rural pastoral landscape.  Additional small towns, 

communities, and farms are in close proximity to the HSH, located along the state highways, 

rural roads, hollows and coves. 

Richwood 

Richwood was established in 1901 as a mill town by the Cherry River Boom and Lumber 

Company, at the confluence of the North Fork and the South Fork of Cherry River.  Between 

1910 and the 1930s, the logging peak for the area, the town’s population ranged between 3,061 

and 5,730 people, and was home to many other lumber companies (US Forest Service 2011).  

During this period a number of lumber-based industries flourished, including a broom handle 

factory, tannery, and clothespin factory.  Large-scale logging in the area concluded in 1936.  

While timber was the primary resource industry in the area during the early 20th century, coal 

mining provided fuel for the trains and local heating needs.  Both coal and timber continue to 

be produced today, but due to a series of economic, political, and safety factors, these 

industries never returned to boom levels.  An estimated 2,051 people lived in Richwood as of 

2010 (US Census 2010). 

 

Figure 15  Early Visitors to the Cranberry Glades 



Highland Scenic Highway Corridor Management Plan    
 

 22 
 

Marlinton 

Marlinton, formerly known as Marlin’s Bottom, is named after Jacob Marlin, who settled in the 

area in 1749.  Marlinton and the surrounding area were sparsely settled for over a century, 

with both economy and lifestyle based on agriculture.  The expansion of the railroad, followed 

by timber harvest led to a rapid population boom from 1890 and 1910.  The expansion of the 

railroad, combined with its location on the Greenbrier River, provided the basis for Marlinton’s 

role in river logging, which became a prominent economic activity.  In 1891, the Pocahontas 

county seat relocated from Huntersville to Marlinton, which had become the center of the local 

timber industry, and reflected the shift from agriculture to a timber-based economy.  The 

construction of the Greenbrier Division of the Chesapeake and Ohio railroad from 1899 

through 1905 resulted in 100 miles of track that allowed timbering on a scale previously 

unimaginable in the county.  Since timber production declined in the 1920s, the state of West 

Virginia purchased many of the railroads and associated facilities.  The conversion of the 

Greenbrier Division railroad grade to the 79-mile Greenbrier River Trail, managed as a state 

park, provides residents and visitors with a variety of recreation along the banks of the 

Greenbrier River.  More recently, recreation and tourism are the biggest economic interests in 

Marlinton and surrounding Pocahontas County.  Agriculture continues to be a part of people’s 

livelihoods and the landscape, with agricultural commodities including beef cattle, sheep, corn, 

oats, and hay.   An estimated 1054 people lived in Marlinton as of 2010, similar to the 

population one century earlier (US Census 2010). 

Recreational Quality 

Developed Recreation 

All developed recreation facilities along the HSH offer three-season services, and many are 

closed in the winter months.  Three developed campgrounds offer rustic camping facilities and 

provide a base camp for a range of outdoor activities.  Dispersed campsites are located on WV 

39 and along the Williams River.  Picnic areas are located at North Bend, and at four scenic 

overlooks.  Educational displays, picnic tables, merchandise, and visitor information are available 

at the Cranberry Mountain Nature Center.  (See Figure 17 Sites of Interest Map and Table 6 

Sites of Interest for a complete location and listing of both developed and dispersed recreation 

opportunities along the HSH) 


