Al Geis Loop


 Three Connecting Trails


 


The Al Geis Loop trail branches a short distance from the MPEA parking lot on Trotter Road to form a loop.  Two of the segments lead to the river and the third segment connects those two along the river.  The loop is named in honor of Aelred D.  Geis, a former president of the Middle Patuxent Valley Association (MPVA) and a continuing strong voice in the preservation of the Middle Patuxent Environmental Area (MPEA).





Thus, the Loop consists of three trails.  The trail names have a distinct ring after the character of Columbia's street names, although they do not have the same origin.





The “official” guide is for an “interpretive nature trail” and does not include some interesting history that was in the original guide. 





The original edition of this guide – the first guide available - contained the trail map; that is now in the “official” guide and has been omitted in this edition.  However, this edition has been updated to include references to the trail markers, which were not present when the original edition was prepared.  Additionally this guide credits those who were responsible for development of the trail and its maintenance during its first years.  Let us give credit where it is due!
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The Middle Patuxent Environmental Area extends south along the Middle Patuxent River from MD-108 to near MD-32, essentially paralleling the Middle Patuxent River.  Habitat types range from abandoned cultivated fields to mature woods and there is a variety of soil types, slopes, and moisture situations.  These features contribute to the educational value of the area.














The trail names and designations given in this leaflet were privately proposed but were not approved by any public or private group.  An “official” trail guide is provided at the display in the parking lot.  The markers on the trail are used in the descriptions given here.
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Sierra Slope passes near the ruins of farm buildings, a sawdust pile (from a long-ago sawmill, and newly re-opened meadows as it descends from 380 feet to the river at 300 feet.  





The fields and meadows from the many years of intense cultivation provided mating grounds for the woodcock.  However, as shrubs and small trees began to take over, the woodcock left.  The Department of Recreation and Parks cleared the fields and seek to maintain them for woodcock and other birds. 





Mature trees in the vicinity of the sawmill illustrate nature's reclaiming of the land.





This trail follows an old farm road to the river.  It was re-discovered by River Hill resident and biologist Ken Paynter who guided in marking it in April 1997.  The honor of completion of this trail goes to the Howard County Sierra Club1.  Hence, the name "Sierra Slope."  And, speaking of mountains, it must be noted that the Rouse Company, Columbia's developer, envisioned a ski slope from the "high" point of this trail (between marker 2 and where the trail enters deeper woods).





As the trail enters deeper woods there are raspberries and blackberries (ripe in late summer).





The side loop (markers 3-6) was added to the original trail.  It goes to the right and gently downward; the mail trail continues straight ahead and gently upward.





The sawdust pile, now covered in leaves and vegetation is to the right of the trail, about 60 feet beyond where the side loop rejoins the main trail.  There were several old ESSO oil cans near here when the trail was being developed.





Prior to marker 7, the trail makes a sharp turn to the left at a bench.  The original trail (both in the sense of an old farm trail and in the trail initially re-established) continued straight ahead to the river.











River Walk connects Sierra Slope and Naturist Lane, largely follows the Middle Patuxent River.  At the end of the original Sierra Slope trail there is a small rapids and favorite resting spot.  The route for this trail was marked out by the Department of Recreation and Parks in August 1997 and initially cleared by members of MPVA.  





Along River Walk the trail crosses onto an island (marker 11) over some large stones, which are the remains of a temporary bridge constructed to permit heavy equipment to cross during construction of the buried utility pathways that parallel the river. Further upriver, the trail leaves the island (marker 13) before reaching Naturist Lane (which begins with a turn to the left about 50 feet beyond marker 14).  Both these crossings were dry for the 1997 summer when the trail was initially marked.





[Skunk Cabbage (marker 10): the odor of the sap gives it its name.]






































1The Sierra Club is a world leader in directing citizens' involvement toward preserving natural areas.  Local information: 301-725-3306.


2Naturists help maintain natural environments and favor designation of clothes-optional recreational areas.  Local information: http://expage.com/canaturist.














Naturist Lane follows an old farm road through areas, which were, until recently, cultivated fields.





About 60 feet after marker 15 there is a side trail to the right.  Between markers 15 and 16, the trail comes to a “T.”  The main trail goes to the left.





Before the opening of the "new town" of Columbia, a developer constructed a children's wading pool (marker 16) and a bathhouse and began construction of a swimming pool before abandoning the project.  Although the "swimming hole" was filled in, the wading pool still remains along with ruins (if you look very carefully!) from the bathhouse.





Shortly after that project was abandoned, a local resident and environmental scientist (Al Geis) discovered that some "little critters" had found the wading pool, but could not get out.  He promptly fetched a board to provide an escape route.  Over thirty years later, with the pool mostly filled in with leaves, the board was still in place!





The official guide describes a student project that cleared the pool.  However, it was not maintained and by the spring of 2003 had become a mud hole, filled with sediment.  Originally it was attractive even when filled in!  An abandoned car is in the same area, on the opposite side of the trail.





The Middle Patuxent Valley Association mapped out this trail in April 1997.  Al Geis who could remember those trail sections that were no longer apparent guided the group, which worked in the rain to complete the marking.  On subsequent weekends, these and other volunteers, including residents of Columbia's River Hill village and members of TROT, continued the re-opening of the trail.  The Columbia Area Naturists2, along with other naturists guests, had the honor of completing this trail to the river in May 1997.  Hence, the name "Naturists’ Lane."
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