Notable News

December —
February

Agents of Discovery
Patuxent River Park has joined in the nation-wide Agents of
Discovery adventure! Download the app and join in the fun
while you visit local landmarks (including Watkins Park,
Kenilworth Aquatic Gardens, National Arboretum, the Patuxent
Research Refuge, and more!). Visit https://
agentsofdiscovery.com/dc-explorer/ for more information!

Winter 2020-2021
Newsletter

PAT U X E N T R I V E R PA R K

Park Status
Our Park continues to open in phases according to state laws. Updates are
difficult to keep current with over a newsletter so please keep checking
pgparks.com and patuxentriverpark.com to find out more information. Below is
an infographic on what is open and closed throughout the Department.
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A Word From Our Director

Dear Park Patrons,
I hope this newsletter finds you well. You’ve heard this a million times already, but we are in unprecedented
times and my wish is that each of you have found ways to navigate and cope with this year’s multiple
challenges. Many of you turned to the outdoors as a way to disconnect from the news and relieve some
stress. Patuxent River Park saw record visitation this spring when many people discovered the essential
activity of outdoor recreation. Spending time in nature, whether it’s fishing, hiking, or birdwatching, is one of
the best ways to reconnect with one’s self and reduce some anxiety. With 2020 coming to an end, I’d like to
share with you some of the ways we are working to improve your experiences at Patuxent River Park:
We have expanded our online services. This year, canoe and kayak reservations were added to our online
service capabilities. This is in addition to campsite reservations and boat permit applications that
were already offered online. We are currently exploring additional online services that may be
incorporated later this year or in 2021. Visit www.PatuxentRiverPark.com for up to date
information.
We are continuing the repair and reroute of the natural surface trails at Jug Bay Natural Area. This will be
a multi-year project and some trail closures may be necessary. Thank you for your patience as we
build a sustainable trail system!
Currently, visitors are not permitted to enter park offices. However, we recently converted a window at
the visitors center into a walk up customer service window. Similar to a drive thru window, this will
allow for safe in person customer service with the public outside and staff are inside. The window’s
winter operating hours are currently: SATURDAY & SUNDAY- 10am-2pm, MONDAY- closed, and
TUESDAY-FRIDAY- 11am-2pm.
Because this remains a fluid situation, please check in at www.PatuxentRiverPark.com or call our park office
at 301-627-6074 for up to date information. Thank you for your ongoing patience and flexibility. I hope
everyone has a happy and healthy holiday season!

Virtual & In-person Programs
These are programs that you can call and schedule for your own small, private group for
either virtual or in-person instruction! In-person is limited to 10 total (including chaperones
and instructor(s). Contact Program Coordinator Beth Mays at 301-627-6074 or
Beth.Mays@pgparks.com for more information and/or to book!
Beaver Tales (Ages 6-11): Learn about beavers, how they affect their
environment, and about their specialized adaptations that enable them to live in
the wetlands.
River Ecology Boat Tour (All ages: April—October only): Come along on a virtual
boat tour as your Naturalist Guide points out wildlife, provides facts about the
river, and answers any questions you might have!
Wetland Trail Hike (All ages): A Naturalist will take you on a walk through our
wetland trail. Observe changes in habitat as you stroll through a marsh, swamp, and upload
forest. What will you see? (Specific topics can be requested)
Insect Pollinators (Ages 9-12): Insects are amazing creatures, especially the ones that help
pollinate the plants that we depend on for food. Come learn about
pollination and pollinators through this interactive program!
Choose the Adventure: Watershed Connections Live! (Ages 12-18): Students are
introduced to watershed function and environmental interaction through a choose the
adventure’ style program where the participants guide the instructor as to what to
do next!
Fish Seining (Ages 9-17; April—October only): Seining is fishing using a long, large
net that is dragged into shore from out in the water. Join Naturalists as we sein for
fish! Participants will learn what a dichotomous key is and use one to help our staff
determine what they caught!

Career Hour and/or Ask a Naturalist/Ranger! (All ages; no charge)
Have you ever wondered what a Park Naturalist or a Park Ranger does? Do you have
burning nature questions that you need answered? Invite us to your own career day
where you will interact with both a Park Naturalist and a Park Ranger!

Virtual Program Fees (Call for in-person rates)
Program Length

Individual (Resident/Non-Resident)

Groups (8+ participants) (Resident/NonResident)

15 minutes

$3.00

$4.00

$25.00

$33.00

30 minutes

$5.00

$7.00

$40.00

$52.00

45 minutes—1 hour

$8.00

$10.00

$60.00

$78.00

1 hour—1.5 hours

$10.00

$13.00

$80.00

$104.00
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Virtual Programs—On the Calendar
These are programs that we have on our calendar ready for you to register for!
Please visit pgparksdirect.com to find them!
Nature Art Hour (all ages; $3/$4): Offered once a month, participants will enjoying working on naturerelated art projects. Advanced registration is required so supplies can be sent out.
Fridays: 2:00—3:00pm: December 11; January 8; February 12
Show and Tell – Nature Edition! (all ages; $3/$4): Who doesn’t like show and tell? This special
program is offered once a month. Participants will show an item they found in nature and tell everyone
about it! A Naturalist will be on hand to discuss further interesting facts.
Mondays: 10:00—11:00am: December 14; January 11; February 8
Creature Comforts (Stuffed Animal Story Time) (ages 4-6 years; $3/$4): A once a month opportunity to
bring your favorite stuffed animal, get comfy with pillows and blankets, cozy up in your favorite place in your
home, and enjoy a couple of nature-related stories.
Wednesdays: 10:00—11:00am: December 16; January 13; February 10
Wondrous Wetlands (Ages 9-12 years; $3/$4): Celebrate World Wetlands Day! Did you know wetlands are
the kidneys of the planet? Swamps, marshes, and other saturated lands are important to the environment.
Learn, in an interactive way, about these amazing natural resources and why they are so valuable to animals
as well as humans. Requirements: video camera, microphone, laptop or desktop with the ability to download
Microsoft Teams. After registration, instructions and activity information will be emailed to you.
Tuesday, February 2, 1:00-3:00pm

In-Person Programs!
These are programs that we have on our calendar ready for you to register for! Please visit
pgparksdirect.com to find and register for them!
Woodland Nature Hike (all ages; $3/$4): A Naturalist-led seasonally-themed walk through our woods.


Friday, December 4th, 1:00-2:30pm: Woodland Walk: Preparing For Winter



Friday, January 1st, 1:00-2:30pm: Winter Walk: Start the New Year Right!
(meet at the gate by the Columbia Air Center Memorial)



Friday, February 5th, 1:00-2:30pm: Woodland Walk: Wildlife in Winter

Timberdoodle Hike (all ages; $3/$4): A Naturalist-led hike to try and observe
these unique birds in their spiraling courtship display.
Saturday, February 13, 6:00-7:00pm
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Intern Research Article
By: Molly Janc and Katherine Dami
It’s 7:05 am on a brisk fall morning and the sun is just starting to peak up over the horizon on the
Patuxent River. I roll up my sleeves and grab hold of a canoe paddle. My partner, Katherine, is in front of me,
holding a Bluetooth speaker up in the air. The speaker blasts a bright and clear, “Ker-WEE Ker-WEE KerWEE”. It stops and we wait to hear a response… nothing. I grip the paddle in my hand and lean over the side
of the aluminum boat. In one swift motion I crack the paddle down on the surface of the water making a slap
sound, as loud as a gunshot. Four “PIP” calls ring out over the marsh. We have spooked four Sora rails into
giving us a vocal response. Katherine and I make eye contact as she holds up 4 fingers and I give her a nod. I
start the boat motor and as Katherine takes note, we ease off the bank and head up river. Only 39 more sites
to go.
Katherine and I are wildlife research assistants working with Greg Kearns on his long-running banding
and telemetry studies on Fall migrant Sora and Virginia Rails. These sound surveys are just one of our several
weekly checks of migrant rail numbers on our stretch of the Patuxent River. Rails are secretive marsh birds
that spend the vast majority of their time underneath the dense vegetation of the marsh and migrate at
night. These birds’ habits make it particularly difficult for even the most skilled birder to catch a glimpse of
them but Katherine and I are some of the lucky few to have had so many close encounters. With all the
gathered data, our research team hopes to gain a solid understanding of their fall and spring migration
behavior and to develop a reliable technique of using external measurements to determine the sex of Soras
without the need of a DNA test or internal exam.
Historically, the Patuxent River was a popular rail hunting location in the 1800s and 1900s. The large
tidal marsh that Patuxent River Park encompasses has exceptional stopover habitat for Soras due to the
abundance of wild rice and other important fat resources needed for the long migration south. Due to loss of
so many estuaries and the vital food sources they provide to Soras, the population of most rail species have
declined. Greg Kearns, a naturalist at Patuxent River Park, has been studying rails since the 1990s. He noticed
this decline in wild rice and other important vegetation and in the early 2000s began a Wild Rice Restoration
Project. This project aimed to exclude and eliminate resident Canada Geese (who were eating all the rice
seedlings), remove the invasive plant phragmites, and to collect and plant wild rice. Four miles of fencing was
put up in the marsh to protect the wild rice seedlings from the resident Canada geese. Then rice seed was
gathered and planted in these exclosures. There were also organized resident Canada Geese hunts to reduce
their population, and systematic herbicide spraying in the marsh to eliminate the highly invasive phragmites.
These efforts have been successful and the wild rice dramatically increased its acreage.
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Intern Research Article (Continued)
I bet you’re wondering how we capture these elusive birds. In the field, we use
“walk-in” traps to capture the rails. The traps consist of a cloverleaf entrance
cage with two funnel entrances, a square capture box with a ramp, and drift
fencing extending out from the two funnel entrances. As rails encounter the drift
fence, they follow it into one of the entrances of the trap. Since the funnel
entrances are raised, the birds have a hard time finding their way out. Eventually,
they explore the cage and go into the capture box, which also has a raised
entrance funnel. It is much easier for researchers to retrieve the bird out of the
capture box than it is to catch them in the larger portion of the trap. The reason
the rails are drawn to the trap location and fence is because we have audio
systems playing Sora and Virginia rail calls. Rails are a gregarious species, and are
drawn to each other when they hear the vocalizations.
Traps are checked every four hours in accordance with the tides to ensure the safety of the rails. Once we’ve
collected them from the traps, we transport them back to the lab where we band them just above the ankle,
or the tibiotarsus, with a serially-numbered bird band from the United States Geological Survey (USGS). We
then take measurements including culmen (beak), tarsus, and toe. Males are typically larger than females,
but there is some overlap, which this project hopes to separate by taking a small blood sample from these
overlap birds using a non-invasive technique. We simply clip their toe nail, and get one or two drops of blood
on a piece of paper. Styptic powder is then used to stop any bleeding. The samples get sent to a DNA
diagnostic center to be analyzed. When we get the results back, we will know if the individual was male or
female. If a bird is particularly healthy and weighs enough, we affix a radio transmitter to them. Once tied on
with an elastic craft string, we assess to ensure the bird is able to behave normally with the transmitter on.
The transmitters weigh only 1.5 grams (less than a dime) and have had no known effect on the rail’s day-today habits. Once we have completed our work, we promptly release the rails back into the marsh in the same
location they were found.
The radio transmitters we attach operate on a system called the MOTUS
Wildlife Tracking System, an international collaborative research network
utilizing organized automated radio telemetry towers to study animal
movements. MOTUS is used for over 200 different species of birds, insects,
and bats with almost 25,000 individuals tagged. There are currently 991
MOTUS receiver towers in 31 different countries. When an animal with a
receiver passes near one of these towers, the tower records its location. This
way, as an animal moves, we can see their path of travel by looking at what
towers picked them up. From this, we can deduce the fall and spring
migration routes of our research subject, the Sora.
In a world where everything seems so topsy turvy, Katherine and I find great
peace in this beautiful wild space. Rachel Carson, author and environmental activist once said, “ There is
symbolic as well as actual beauty in the migration of the birds, the ebb and flow of the tides, the folded bud
ready for the spring. There is something infinitely healing in the repeated refrains of nature - the assurance
that dawn comes after night, and spring after the winter.” The Sora remind Katherine and I of this every day
and they keep us hopeful and optimistic that good things are on the horizon.
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Fantastic Fungi

Lactarius acerrimus
(Note: this is my best guess)

Gloeophyllum sepiarium
(wood decay fungus)

This one is a mystery!
Any guesses??

Mutinus caninus
(Dog Stinkhorn)

Sparassis crispa
(Cauliflower fungus)

Colorful Caterpillars

Smartweed Caterpillar
(Smeared Dagger Moth)

White-marked Tussock
Moth

Yellow Bear (Virginian Tiger
Moth)

Tobacco Hornworm
(parasitized)

All Photos by Park Naturalist Beth Mays
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Meet Our Staff!
Ernie Stephens
I have been working at PRP since February of 2015, but mostly on Fridays.
My current job is closer. I come in a couple of hours before the various sections of the
park close, then lock the gates after everyone is out.
If I had to choose what I like the most about being a member of the staff, I would say
that it’s a tie between the people who work and play here and the tranquility of this
place. In fact, I frequently say, “If I didn’t work here, I’d pay to get in!”
Prior to working at PRP, I was a helicopter pilot, an aviation journalist, the editor of an
aviation magazine, and an adjunct professor of aeronautical science.
Because I still have a career elsewhere, I do not have any long-term goals associated with the park, unless
you include continuing to be a closer. But if the MNCPPC were to offer me something at the College Park
Aviation Museum, I might consider doing that in addition to this.
My hobbies are flying, playing the guitar (poorly, I might add), playing Scrabble, and playing Backgammon.
Fun Fact: I saw a UFO, once. I’m not saying it was a spaceship, but I can’t say it wasn’t. What I am saying is
that I saw an unidentified flying object move at speeds and execute maneuvers that I had never seen before
or since.

Mario DeVillars
How long have you been working at PRP?
I just celebrated 6 years at PRP and in December it will be 27 years with the
Commission.
What are your current job responsibilities?
It is my responsibility to assist Park Manager, Mary, in making sure the jobs are
completed and that we keep everything in order at our park and properties.
What parts of your job are most enjoyable for you?
Interacting with the public. We have several regular park patrons that are a joy to talk
to. They let me know about things they see at the park that need attention.
What previous jobs or volunteer experiences did you have prior to working at PRP?
I worked at M&D (Maintenance and Development) for close to 21 years. I started as a Seasonal Worker
working for several crews and eventually got a Career Position in Landscaping. I was Promoted to a Worker III
in Turfgrass Maintenance.
What are your long-term career goals?
I Just want to continue to be productive here and eventually earn an opportunity to manage a Maintenance
Facility
What are your hobbies?
I love to bowl, but I haven’t really bowled much since my knee injury. I also love to travel. I like to experience
life outside of the US.
What is a fun fact about you?
Though I’m somewhat quiet on the job, I really love to joke around.
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Ever Wonder…?
...What that oily sheen is on the water in ponds or creeks? While the oil could be
pollution, it is possible it is occurring naturally! If you disturb the sheen with a stick
and it immediately comes back together, it is most likely pollution-related. If the oil
stays broken apart, then it is naturally occurring! From what though?? There is
single-celled bacteria in the water that reacts to minerals in the water such as
manganese, iron, sulfur, and copper! The oily sheen is a byproduct of those
reactions!
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Patuxent Water Trail Remains Open!
The Patuxent Water Trail is a self-guided paddling trail along the river designed for kayaking and canoeing
enthusiasts. It has a series of launch sites and points of interest that allow paddlers to explore the river,
experience its beauty, and visit its parks, historic sites, sanctuaries, and refuges. The campsites associated
with the water trail are closed and some launch/landing sites might be as well. Please research and plan
thoroughly before heading out on the water. For more information, visit: www.patuxentwatertrail.org

Phone: 301-627-6074
Fax: 301-952-9754; TTY: 301-699-2544
www.patuxentriverpark.com

