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We are so excited to have you and your family here at the Ray Roberts Lake

Complex of State Parks!  This past year was such a challenging year for all our 

communities due to the COVID-19 pandemic and certainly highlighted the need for more 

quality outdoor experiences. Our agency’s motto is “Life’s Better Outside.”  So, no matter 

how you connect with the outdoors, with 12 different parks equipped with numerous 

recreational opportunities, Ray Roberts Lake is the perfect place for making lifelong 

memories with family and friends.  

            C
ome play for the day on the lakeside beaches or camp overnight at our two primary 

parks, the Johnson Branch and Isle Du Bois park units.  Take a stroll through the beautiful 

woods along some of our easy paved pathways or challenge yourself on miles of mountain 

biking trails that can also be found there.  Bring your favorite horse and camp at the Bluestem 

Campground then explore the miles of equestrian trails.  Continue your journey down the Elm 

Fork of the Trinity River along the trails of the Greenbelt Corridor.  Here you can explore on 

foot, bike, kayak or horseback.  Grab your rod and reel and venture out on Lake Ray Roberts 

by launching your own boat from one of the 7 parks with boat ramps surrounding the lake or 

take advantage of the full-service facilities at the Lake Ray Roberts Marina to rent a boat for 

the day.  You can also reserve a comfortable room for an extended lakeside experience at the 

beautiful Lone Star Lodge and Marina located at Jordan Park.

            W
ith outdoor recreation more popular than ever the parks of Ray Roberts Lake can be 

very busy places.  In order to maintain safety for all and a high-quality recreational experience 

for our visitors, the Johnson Branch and Isle Du Bois units do limit the number of guests in the 

park on busy days.  Remember you can guarantee your entrance to your State Parks by 

reserving a day pass or campsite in advance online at texasstateparks.reserveamerica.com.  

You can also support your State Parks and bring a whole carload of friends to any State Park 

free for a whole year by purchasing an annual Texas State Parks pass available at all park 

headquarters facilities.  

           W
e look forward to seeing you out in the parks here at Ray Roberts Lake this year.  

Please let us know if we can assist you in any way before, during, or after your visit.  A friendly 

Park Ranger can usually be found at our Park Headquarters facilities or often roaming around 

serving the numerous park units.  We’d be happy to assist you in any way we can so don’t 

hesitate to call on us any time.  Welcome to Ray Roberts Lake and thank you for visiting.

Sincerely,

Robbie Merritt

Park Superintendent

Ray Roberts Lake State Park Complex
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By Tatiana Ambrosio
Staff Writer
 COVID-19 brought many people to 
our state parks during the last year. 
 Many Texans from near and far 
found themselves at Ray Roberts Lake 
State Park. The Park Complex con-
sists of three main branches: John-
son Branch, the Greenbelt Corridor 
and Isle du Bois. All of these sit on the 
banks of the 29,000 acre Ray Roberts 
Lake.
 Overseeing the state park complex 
is the newly appointed Park Complex 
Superintendent Robbie Merritt.
 His first day on the job was May 1. 
 Merritt replaced former Park Su-
perintendent Chris True, who moved 
on to become the regional director for 
the North Texas Region with the Texas 
Parks and Wildlife Department.
 Merritt comes to the Ray Roberts 
Park after having spent nine years at 
Lake Corpus Christi State Park as the 
park superintendent. 
 Prior to that, he spent three years 
as the assistant manager at Goliad 
State Park. 
 He holds a degree in forestry from 
Stephen F. Austin State University.  
Before his time with the TPWD, he 
worked in the private sector at a pri-
vate camp in East Texas. 
 The state park employees manage 
the state park, namely the land and fa-
cilities. 
 Game wardens police the waters, 
separate from park staff, and the wa-
ter level of the lake is managed by the 
US Army Corps of Engineers. 
 While wildlife interpreters and re-
source managers at the park teach of 
the flora and fauna and work to main-
tain the local natural resources, the 
wildlife inhabiting the park and lake 
are managed by biologists separate 
from the park. 
 “Primarily it’s managing all the 
staff and volunteers at [Isle du Bois, 
Johnson Branch and the Greenbelt],” 
Merritt said of his job responsibilities. 
“I’m also over all of the satellite boat 
ramps around the lake. We are also the 
governing authority over the Ray Rob-
erts Marina and Lone Star Lodge and 
those types of operations.”
 Originally from North Carolina, 
Merritt came to Texas in pursuit of his 
degree. His adolescence spent “tromp-
ing all over the mountains and coast” 
of North Carolina first sparked his in-
terest in the outdoors.
  Merritt spoke highly of the staff he 
has inherited at Ray Roberts. 

 “I’ve been really impressed with the 
teams at all the sites. They’re very ded-
icated folks; extremely dedicated to the 
mission that they’re doing,” Merritt 
said. 
 The park system reopened to full 
capacity in March, Merritt said, “and 
that’s a transition we’ve been working 
through all across the state at every 
site,” he said. 
 He then explained that the tran-
sition was not difficult, “We were al-
ready pretty slammed across the state 
with people wanting to get out and 
about.” 
 It was a bigger challenge to have the 
parks closed completely in 2020 and 
then reopened with smaller capacities, 
requiring the park staffs to turn peo-
ple away. 
 Merritt explained the parks are still 
seeing higher numbers of occupancy. 
 “Isle du Bois is up 66% versus Sep-
tember through March [of 2019], and 
that was before COVID,” Merritt said.
 That impact seems to be a lasting 
one for now. 
 “That’s been definitely the silver 
lining to COVID; it’s really gotten peo-
ple outside and valuing our parks and 
trails systems,” Merritt said.
 Projects that have been completed 
in recent years at Ray Roberts have in-

cluded the updated playground at Isle 
du Bois day-use area as well as the Na-
ture Center under construction at the 
Johnson Branch Unit.
 Merritt said a grand opening is 
planned for the Nature Center some 
time later in the summer. 
 More projects are planned, but 
many are still in the approval process. 
Merritt said most of the projects are 
maintenance-based and infrastruc-
ture-centered. Adding electricity to 
the Bluestem Camping Loop at Isle 
du Bois is the next project that will be 
completed. 
 With life returning to normal and 
visitation at a high level, Merritt ex-
plained plans for new staff.  
 The park will hire a new superin-
tendent for the Johnson Branch. Inter-
views are currently happening for the 
new interpreter for Isle du Bois. 
 Later in the summer a new inter-
preter will be hired at Johnson Branch. 
With new interpreters added, many of 
the classes and teaching sessions will 
return to the park. 
 Two new operations trainees (man-
ager trainees) will be added to both Isle 
du Bois and Johnson Branch during 
June. 
 According to the Corp of Engineers 
as of Tuesday, Ray Roberts Lake has 

risen to fill 46% of its flood pool. The 
Corps is only releasing 26 cubic square 
feet of water per second, which is min-
imal, because the level of lakes and 
streams further down the Trinity Riv-
er Basin are flooding as well.
 Merritt reported that they have 
closed several campsites at Isle du Bois 
and Johnson Branch. At press time, 
only three ramps at the park remain 
open, Isle du Bois, Jordan and Sanger. 
The private ramp at the Ray Roberts 
Marina is also still open.
 Funding for the parks throughout 
Ray Roberts come from TPWD. 
 Merritt explained that the revenues 
from all parks go to one fund. 
 “Depending on the tier of the park, 
they’re split out. Of course, Ray Rob-
erts is the top tier, so it gets a bigger 
piece of the pie,” he said. 
 He explained that Ray Roberts also 
helps benefit smaller parks by bringing 
in a lot of revenue annually. 
 Merritt said monies allotted to the 
parks can be used toward natural re-
sources and projects that protect natu-
ral resources that may not necessarily 
be revenue generators. 
 “We can kind of spread it out that 
way and maintain the whole system,” 
he said.
 When asked about a state park that 
is less well known, he pointed to one of 
his previous places of employment: Go-
liad State Park, a historic site. 
 “It has some beautiful old Spanish 
missions and structures and things,” 
he said. “There’s a lot of connection 
there to Texas’ early beginnings.” 
 He also pointed out Palmetto State 
Park. He went on to say that every park 
has its own charm.
 Merritt said he hopes to have a big 
impact throughout his work at Ray 
Roberts to create positive change 
where he can with his staff while intro-
ducing new user groups to the park.
 “That’s definitely a priority goal 
of mine, is to try and engage as many 
different types of people in the parks 
as we possibly can. That way, they’ll 
care about them as much as we do … 
and help us take care of them down the 
road,” said Merritt.
 Merritt, his wife and two daughters 
are in the process of settling into their 
new community here.  
 On his days off he can be found sail-
ing his 19-foot sailing kayak on the 
lake. 
 “That’s my stress-reliever,” Merritt 
said. “It’s just me and mother nature 
struggling against each other.”

New face leads State Park team

Robbie Merritt, the new Ray Roberts Lake State Park complex superintendent, 
loves his new lake. He moved here from Corpus Christi and enjoys taking his 
sailing kayak out on the water in his downtime.

Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal
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TIGER MART

The place to fi ll up on fuel, 
food and beverages!

Tacos, Burritos, Gorditas,
Burgers & More

EAT IN OR ORDER OUT!

Viva El 
Taco!

940-686-TACO
Plenty of room for boats,

big rigs and trailers!

940-686-08001800 N. US Hwy 377 
Pilot Point

Drive thru now open!

Zebra mussel population stays down, remains concern
By Abigail Allen
Managing Editor
 Although zebra mussels 
haven’t been as prolific in Ray 
Roberts Lake as they have 
been elsewhere, boaters still 
need to take precautions to 
help minimize the spread of 
the tiny shellfish.
 Originally from Russia 
and the Ukraine, zebra mus-
sels have been transported 
into freshwater bodies in Eu-
rope and the United States.
 “They’re microscopic,” 
Isle du Bois Unit Superinten-
dent Mark Stewart said of the 
baby mussels. “If you take 
that water that’s inside the 
boat or in the live wells, and 
you go to another lake, you 
can actually introduce them. 
You won’t even know you did 
it because they’re microscop-
ic.”
 In January, the Texas 
Parks and Wildlife Depart-
ment reported “invasive ze-
bra mussels have been suc-
cessfully eradicated from 

Lake Waco in Central Tex-
as, preventing property dam-
age, protecting water supply 
infrastructure and avoiding 
harm to the aquatic ecosys-
tem.”
 However, the release cau-
tioned, “eradication of the in-
vasive mussels is extreme-
ly rare and was made possible 

only by very early detection 
and a multi-agency rapid re-
sponse effort.”
 The creatures were detect-
ed in Ray Roberts in 2012, ac-
cording to twpd.texas.gov.
 One of the big concerns 
is the shells of the dead mus-
sels can accumulate in areas 
like a swim beach and cause 

harm to people in the lake.
 “If you had all these dead 
zebra mussel shells washing 
up onto the beach that have 
razor sharp edges, but we 
haven’t had that problem on 
the beach,” Stewart said.
 There is still a presence of 
the mussels in Ray Roberts, 
but they aren’t coating every 

surface like they have in oth-
er bodies of water.
 “We haven’t seen as many 
as we expected,” Stewart 
said. “The population hasn’t 
maintained like we thought 
it would based on what we’ve 
been told.”
 There’s still a risk that 
the population could grow 
here, and if zebra mussels are 
transported from Ray Rob-
erts to a clean lake, that could 
cause havoc there.
 “They still need to clean, 
drain and dry their boats,” 
Stewart said. “If they’re go-
ing between lakes, they need 
to ensure that either the 
boat’s out of the water for at 
least a week or they’ll pres-
sure wash it with a hot water 
pressure washer, and make 
sure to empty all their live 
wells and bilge pumps and 
all that to help minimize the 
spread.”
 The department keeps an 
updated map on www.texas-
invasives.org/cleandraindry.

Signs re-
mind boat-
ers to clean, 
drain and 
dry their 
rigs af-
ter coming 
out of Ray 
Roberts be-
cause zebra 
mussels are 
present in 
the lake.

Abigail Allen/
The Post-Signal
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CLIFTON & NADINE IRICK 
MUSEUM

201 S. Je� erson St. | Reopening date: June 12
Hours: Saturdays, 10 am - 2 pm

Exhibit: History of Lake Ray Roberts

(Photo courtesy of the Denton County O�  ce of 
History and Culture)

Photo by Chance Kirby

Check out 
visitpilotpoint.org for:
♦ Activities during Bassmaster weekend (June 
11-13)

♦ Our guide to your summer of fun at Lake Ray 
Roberts

♦ How to book your guided fi shing tour for the 
catch of your life

♦ Where to camp on or near the lake

HERE IN PILOT POINT, WE ARE 
OFFICIALLY LOVIN’ THE LAKE.

Photo courtesy of B.A.S.S.



6 Ray Roberts Lake Visitors Guide Friday, June 11, 2021

Finding fl owers at Ray Roberts Lake
 The wildfl owers that dot the Ray Rob- The wildfl owers that dot the Ray Rob-
erts Lake State Park system aren’t there erts Lake State Park system aren’t there 
purely by accident or nature.purely by accident or nature.
 Members of the park system staff ac- Members of the park system staff ac-
tively work to help the wildfl ower popula-tively work to help the wildfl ower popula-
tion fl ourish throughout the different park tion fl ourish throughout the different park 
units to help visitors have a look at the units to help visitors have a look at the 
fl owers native to the area.fl owers native to the area.
 “Our dream is to be … a wildfl ower des- “Our dream is to be … a wildfl ower des-
tination,” Johnson Branch Unit Assistant tination,” Johnson Branch Unit Assistant 
Superintendent Scott Eager said.Superintendent Scott Eager said.
 Flowers bloom year-round at the park,  Flowers bloom year-round at the park, 
helping pollinators fi nd sources of food helping pollinators fi nd sources of food 
outside of the plentiful months.outside of the plentiful months.
 Many of the same varieties can be found  Many of the same varieties can be found 
across the park, including in pocket prai-across the park, including in pocket prai-
ries, “where we’re doing a lot of invasive ries, “where we’re doing a lot of invasive 

species removal,” Isle du Bois Unit Super-species removal,” Isle du Bois Unit Super-
intendent Mark Stewart said.intendent Mark Stewart said.
 “[That’s] so that people can kind of  “[That’s] so that people can kind of 
see what some of this area looked like 100 see what some of this area looked like 100 
years ago, 200 years ago, when settlers years ago, 200 years ago, when settlers 
were coming through the area.”were coming through the area.”
 Both credited  Both credited Greenbelt manager and Greenbelt manager and 
resource specialist for the Ray Roberts resource specialist for the Ray Roberts 
Lake State Park complex Lake State Park complex Daniel Rios for Daniel Rios for 
the work he’s done on the fl ower projects.the work he’s done on the fl ower projects.
 Eager also gave a warning to people  Eager also gave a warning to people 
searching through tall grass for the blos-searching through tall grass for the blos-
soms to check for insect and arachnid bites, soms to check for insect and arachnid bites, 
particularly from ticks this year.particularly from ticks this year.

 See which of the fl owers on this page you  See which of the fl owers on this page you 
can fi nd at the park.can fi nd at the park.

Story & Pictures by 
Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal

Elderberry Evening Primrose

Texas Thistle Echinacea Lemon Beebalm Black-eyed Susan Finger Poppy-mallow

Longhead Conefl ower Texas Star Conefl ower Mimosa Rosinweed

Green Milkweed Indian Paintbrush Triodanis Indian Blanket Noble Yarrow
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Visit us in Krugerville
5246 U.S. 377 S. | 940-488-5499

Or in Pilot Point
10279 FM 455 E., #100 | 940-686-3500

Sun.-� urs. 11 a.m.-9 p.m. | Fri. & Sat. 11 a.m.-10 p.m.
Daily Lunch & Dinner Specials

Happy Hour
Mon.-Fri. 1-7 p.m. | All Day Wednesdays

Pilot Point
10279 FM 455 E., #100
Pilot Point, TX 76258

(940) 686-3500

McKinney
1521 N. Custer Road, #300

McKinney, TX 76071
(940) 540-9058

Prosper
120 N. Preston Road
Prosper, TX 76078

(972) 347-2280

Frisco
8745 Gary Burns Drive

Frisco, TX 75034
(214) 494-4545

Krugerville
5246 U.S. 377 S.

Krugerville, TX 76227
(940) 488-5499

Ernesto’s has built a reputation for providing the best in Mexican food. 
It all starts with our owner, Ernesto Puga, whose vision is to provide 
authentic, delicious Mexican food that is easily accessible to everyone. 
We always use authentic ingredients, and our dishes are prepared by 
chefs experienced in Mexican cuisine. Our  skilled wait and bar sta� s 
will make sure your dining experience is the � nest around. We o� er  
exceptional catering services  as well. Come see us soon!

Lunch & Di� er Specials
Seven Days a Week
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By Abigail Allen
Managing Editor
 In March, the state park system 
reopened fully, and the Ray Roberts 
Lake State Park units are finding 
ways to reintegrate a lot of their previ-
ous programming.
 COVID-19 restrictions in 2020 
frustrated some of the people who 
wanted to visit the Isle du Bois Unit, 
IDB Superintendent Mark Stewart 
said, because they couldn’t come out 
when they wanted to.
 “This year, we’re at our 100% ca-
pacity, which is 700 cars,” Stewart 
said. “And, even at 700 cars, on the 
weekends we’ve still been selling out 
one, if not both days, of the weekend.”
 That’s why the park system is still 
heavily encouraging registering in 
advance for weekend visits, especially 
on holiday weekends.
 The IDB staff also tries to let in 

more park visitors as often as possible 
when enough people filter out of the 
park.
 Johnson Branch has also experi-
enced a dramatic increase in activity.
 “We were inundated with camp-
ers,” Johnson Branch Assistant Su-
perintendent Scott Eager said. “It 
never let up. It never slowed down. 
They were constantly coming out to 
camp. We stayed full all the time.”
 Some of the COVID-19-related 
practices might hang around, too.
 “One of the things with COVID, we 
put out the plexiglass and we think 
we’re probably going to leave the 
plexiglass,” Eager said.
 That’s because it reduces transmis-
sion of other illnesses—the common 
cold, the flu—and helps the staff mem-
bers stay healthier.
 “It’s almost like this last year was 
control-alt-delete,” Eager said. “And 
everything is just restarted. Every-
thing that we were doing before is 
kind of reset now.”
 Isle du Bois and Johnson Branch 
have both had stellar interpretive pro-
grams in the past, and they are both 

Back to full capacity
State Park staff evaluates 
what to keep, what to lose 

from COVID protocols

Alex Pool is one of the young adults at the park employed as a seasonal worker, 
greeting visitors as they come to the park.

Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal
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Kimberly Kelly E-Pro, SFR, Realtor

kimberlykellyrealtor@gmail.com 
thekellygroupestate.com

940.202.2744

  In business for 22 years
Specializing in North Texas

SELF STORAGE

BOAT & RV STORAGE

PROPANE TANK REFILL 

RV PROPANE REFILL

4770 US-377
Aubrey, TX 76227
(940) 440-2800
www.greenfillstorage.com

looking to hire new nature interpret-
ers to help lead the classes at both 
branches.
 All three of the biggest units at 
Ray Roberts also employ local young 
adults to help them have a start in re-
source management or other relat-
ed fields. One of those repeat seasonal 
workers is Evan Price.
 “He’s been in the office … and de-
cided he wanted to go out in the field 
this year,” Stewart said.
 Recent graduate Caleb Holloway 
and current PPHS student Alex Pool 
are also helping take care of the needs 
of the park visitors at IDB.
 “It’s nice to have some of the local 
kids who have grown up coming out 
to the park to come out and work and 
get some experience under their belt,” 
Stewart added.
 Johnson Branch also hires young 
people to staff the park.
 “We get high school students who 
come to work for us as seasonal [work-
ers] that end up staying on and com-
ing back … because they really like 
working here,” Eager said.
 Another crucial part to being able 
to have the park open at full capacity 
is having the help of volunteers who 
give their time to the park to keep it 
running smoothly, both Eager and 

Stewart said. 
 “They assist the park greatly,” 
Stewart said. “We couldn’t get a lot 
of the stuff we get done around here 
without our park hosts.”
 The amount of work done by the 
park hosts, he estimated, adds up to 
that of more than 15 employees.
 At Johnson Branch, one of the vol-
unteers has an estimated “over 10,000 
hours already,” Eager said.
 “We’re very volunteer dependent,” 
he said. “I don’t know if we could do 
what we do without [them].”
 The sporting goods sales tax that 
voters approved in November 2019 to 
go toward the state park system will 
soon help repair the infrastructure at 
Ray Roberts, too, which was built in 
the 1990s.
 “Across the complex, we’re start-
ing to show our age,” Eager said.
 The entire staff is doing all it can 
to keep the facilities well cared for and 
running.
 “Sometimes it’s those little things, 
like clean restrooms, clean campsite,” 
Eager said. “There’s not much I can 
do about mosquitos, ants and snakes. 
They were here first. But the stuff 
that I have control over, I do try to 
make it a good experience for folks.”

Park system returns to normal

Cooling off
Travaris Williams wades in the cool water at the Isle du Bois Unit of the state 
park while joking around with Ronnie Fisher. The men came as part of a group 
out of Denton to enjoy the lake and try to catch some fish.

Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal
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By Abigail Allen
Managing Editor
 Sitting near the swim beach park-
ing area at the Johnson Branch Unit is 
a wooden building dedicated to Eula-
lia A. Steedman Araoz. 
 The new Interpretive Center will 
serve as an area for children to learn 
all about nature, something Eulalia 
loved.
 Her husband, Carlos Araoz, ded-
icated the building to her, and he do-
nated photos of her in nature. 
 Eulalia was a lifetime member of 
the National Audubon Society, Ar-
kansas Audubon Society and Friends 
of Hagerman National Wildlife Ref-
uge, according to the plaque that 
will greet the public as they enter the 
building.
 “She was a bird lover and a conser-
vationist,” it says.
 One of her favorites was cardinals, 
and one comes up to the windows of 
the Nature Center regularly.
 “He always lets us know that he’s 
here,” Johnson Branch Assistant Su-
perintendent Scott Eager said after 
the bird puffed up at his own refl ec-
tion at the wildlife viewing window.
 The bird believes the refl ection is 
another male cardinal in his territory, 
Eager said.
 “When [Carlos] was here, he got 
emotional when that cardinal was 
coming up to the window,” he said. “… 
It was pretty cool.”
 The park staff plans to do some 
more work outside of that window, he 
added, which will include removing 
all of the remaining Johnson grass, 
putting up a border of fl owers around 
it and planting native prairie vegeta-
tion out there.
 Inside, a replica of a windmill-pow-
ered water well stands in a corner of 
the main educational space in the cen-

ter.
 “This is the wood from the original 
Jones Farm,” Eager said.
 The homestead site is inside John-
son Branch, and there are still some 
farm implements on it.
 A reading nook, complete with 
built-in shelves, will give little park 
visitors a chance to sit and read for 
themselves about nature.
 There’s a huge wall display dedicat-
ed to butterfl ies, as well. 
 The exhibits were prepared by the 
interpretive planning groups, and the 
different components inside the build-
ing are built in Austin, transported 
and set up in one day.

Johnson Branch Unit Assistant Superintendent Scott Eager points to wood used from the Jones Farm homestead on 
property in an exhibit in the park’s new Interpretive Center.

Photos by Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal

A male cardi-
nal attempts to 
scare off a rival 
when he sees 
his refl ection 
in the wildlife 
viewing win-
dow, not real-
izing the bird 
he sees is him-
self. The wom-
an to whom the 
center was ded-
icated loved 
birds through-
out her life.
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 “And then it’s a couple of weeks be-
fore they fabricate another section, 
and then they bring it and install it,” 
Eager said.
 Some of the canvas prints that will 
fi ll the center were taken by volun-
teers and staff members at the park.
 The park staff has also assisted in 
constructing the building.
 A conference room included in 
the center will be able to have several 
uses, including as a classroom for vis-
itors and a classroom for park staff.
 Connected to the conference room 

is the interpreter’s offi ce, which al-
ready has junior ranger backpacks 
hanging and ready to be handed out, 
as well as fi shing poles that can be 
borrowed.
 Eager hopes to soon have a new in-
terpreter to fi ll the offi ce.
 That would allow the new staff 
member to help introduce the public to 
the new facility, where their offi ce will 
be.
 “We are hoping to open [the center] 
up before the end of 2021,” Eager said. 
“That’s our goal. We are very close.”

Johnson Branch Unit staff works 
on new Nature Center together

The new Interpretive Center, named for Eulalia Steedman Araoz, is in the pro-
cess of being fi nished so it can welcome learners of all ages.
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By Abigail Allen
Managing Editor
 The Ray Roberts Lake 
State Park system has a little 
bit of everything to offer for 
nature lovers near and far.
 With three of the nine to-
tal units—Isle du Bois, John-
son Branch and the Greenbelt 
Corridor—developed, Ray 
Roberts Lake offers a variety 
of opportunities and activi-
ties.
 “It’s a big thing about 
slowing down—we talk about 
that, even with our staff, 
that you take time,” Johnson 
Branch Assistant Superin-
tendent Scott Eager said.
 Coming out to the park 
helps people reconnect with 
each other and with nature.
 Of the three developed 
portions of the park, the Isle 
du Bois Unit draws the most 
visitors every year. 
 The beach, the boat ramp 
and the fishing pier are the 
big draws for IDB.
 “Our big attraction is our 
swim beach,” IDB Unit Su-
perintendent Mark Stewart 
said. “Our day-use area is big 
and open. It’s a real attractive 
place to hang out.”
 The Isle du Bois staff also 
took the input of some of the 
teenagers in the area to make 
the sand volleyball courts 
more appealing.
 “We dug everything out 
and put in a drain and put 
in new sand,” Stewart said. 
“We revamped our volleyball 
court to make it more play-
able and make it more enjoy-
able.”
 The park unit also has 
multiple types of trails for 
different users to enjoy.
 One of the kid-focused 
amenities is the Eagle Activ-
ity Trail, where kids can take 
time imitating animal behav-
iors.
 “There are stops along the 
way of the activity trail, like 

to scamper like a squirrel, 
there’s some balance beams, 
and then there’s hide like a 
fawn, where there’s a tree, … 
and there’s a leap like a frog 
and there’s big flat rocks that 
are like lily pads and then 
there’s bask like a lizard, and 
it’s a big boulder,” Stewart 
said.
 Another different kind of 
trail IDB has to offer is the 
equestrian trail, which con-
nects up with the Greenbelt 
Corridor Unit.
 Stewart also said he and 
his staff appreciate hearing 
from the park patrons about 
their experiences.
 “Anytime people have 
feedback about the park, both 
positive and negative, we al-
ways welcome it,” he said, 

adding “we rely on it to im-
prove our facilities for future 
visitors.”
 Robert and Linda Calk of 
Tioga were cleaning their cat-
fish catches on June 3 at the 
IDB fish cleaning station.
 The couple comes out to 
the lake regularly to fish and 
to camp.
 “We came out yesterday 
and caught two or three, and 
then we were going to do yard 
work today, and we said, ‘You 
know what? We need to go 
fishing again today,’” Robert 
said.
 They enjoy both the Isle du 
Bois and the Johnson Branch 
units. 
 “Johnson Branch was qui-
eter and not as many people, 
but now everybody’s found it, 
too,” Linda said. “Both plac-
es are really nice. They keep 
everything clean. The bath-
rooms are clean. They do a 
good job.” 
 Robert added that the IDB 
beach “is unbelievable.”
 Eager described Johnson 
Branch as “a hidden gem,” he 
said.
 “Because of the visitation 
difference, [Johnson Branch 
offers] a little more breath-
ing room, a little more elbow 
room,” Eager said. “Which 
has tended to attract more 
families with kids. They don’t 
really want a packed beach as 
much as maybe larger groups 
would want to.”
 He highlighted the primi-
tive campsites.
 “Our primitive campsites 
offer a good variety for kay-
akers, fisherman and moun-
tain bikers,” Eager said.
 Kitesurfers enjoy the 
winds from the south at John-
son Branch, he added. 
 “We have a south-facing 
section of land, a little pen-
insula, that works really well 
for them to stage their para-
chutes and to get all of their 
gear together; we have park-
ing close by,” Eager said.
 The DORBA trails at 
Johnson Branch have more 
variety of materials to tra-
verse over, he added, which 

Taking time at the park
Ray Roberts Lake 

State Park welcomes 
visitors daily

A family kayaks together at the Johnson Branch of the Ray Roberts Lake State Park on June 3.
By Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal

Jose Herrada, left, and Caleb Herrada bike past the flooded 
swim beach at Isle du Bois in the evening on June 4.
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poses different challenges for 
the bikers and hikers who use 
the paths “for multiple skill 
levels.”
 Triathlons happen out at 
Johnson Branch as well, in 
addition to mountain bike 
races.
 “We have at least two ev-
ery year,” Eager said. “We 
just finished one. People were 
so excited to get outside.”
 Another easily accessible 
feature at Johnson Branch, he 
said, is the Kids Fish Pond.
 “You have the lake on one 
side and you’ve got [the pond 
on the other],” he said.
 The amphitheater, which 
is slated for several improve-
ments, is within a short walk 
from the pond, too, which 
makes it a great spot for edu-

cational programs.
 “We’re about to add elec-
tricity and water and a 
stage,” Eager said. “And an 
aerator for the pond … and 
a larger outdoor group fire 
ring.”
 Trail runners use all three 
developed sites, with Johnson 
Branch hosting a trail race in 
mid-July.
 Charles Back was walk-
ing at the Greenbelt Corri-
dor Unit on Sunday, which he 
does about once a week.
  “It’s almost the only place 
that we can go around here,” 
Back said. “Everything’s 
growing up so fast in our area 
down off of 380, so it’s nice to 
be able to come out here to get 
away from all of the comput-
ers and traffic.”

Charles Back uses the Greenbelt Corridor trail, a weekly habit he’s developed, on Sunday. The 
park offers people a concrete trail, an equestrian trail and primitive trails to choose from.

Ray Roberts units 
offer chances for 
activity, nature
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By Abigail Allen
Managing Editor
 Mark Stewart worked at 
four different parks, three of 
them state parks. 
 He’s spent 17 years, 
though, at Ray Roberts Lake 
State Park.
 “This is my favorite,” he 
said.
 Stewart, who serves as 
the superintendent of the 
Isle du Bois Unit of the park, 
loves getting to interact with 
the people who come out to 
enjoy the lake and the facili-
ties at IDB.
 Stewart has seen a steady 
stream of activity through 
Isle du Bois during his ten-
ure at Ray Roberts. 
 He enjoys trying to fi nd 
ways to help the visitors who 
fi le in and out of the park 
have a pleasant experience 
while protecting and caring 
for the park.
 As he drove around the 
park on June 4, he stopped to 

interact with a group of boys 
who were carrying trash to 
the Dumpster.
 “Are you having a good 
time?” Stewart asked. 
 They said they were.
 “Appreciate y’all taking 
care of the park for us,” he 
said.
 Stewart also loves the an-
imals that call Isle du Bois 
home.
 He talked about a recent, 
rare bobcat sighting he had, 
and the other creatures that 
live or pass through the park 
with a smile on his face.
 Part of his duties includes 
looking out for those ani-
mals, such as the whitetail 
deer who are comfortable 
getting close to people.
 He and his staff watch out 
for people putting out deer 
corn along the park road or 
near campsites, he said, be-
cause they don’t want the 
deer to get too used to associ-
ating people with food.

Mark Stewart puts heart into work at IDB

Mark Stewart, the superintendent of the Isle du Bois Unit, loves seeing visitors enjoy Ray Rob-
erts Lake State Park.

Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal
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 One challenge Stewart faces when 
heavy rains cause fl ooding on the US 
Army Corps of Engineers-managed 
lake is balancing keeping visitors, 
staff and park property safe while 
also leaving as much of the park unit 
available for people to use.
 “We try to keep them open as long 
as possible and close them at the last 
possible minute to allow people to use 
them up until the last minute,” Stew-
art said.
 Getting to help play host to one of 
the biggest events in the fi shing world 
is something Stewart is excited to be 
part of. 
 Overall, the Isle du Bois staff 
didn’t have to do a lot of special work 
to prepare for the 2021 Academy 
Sports + Outdoors Bassmaster Clas-
sic presented by Huk to come to its 
shores.
 “For us, it was … having to close 
things down to have adequate space 

for the tournament,” Stewart said. 
“I know it’s frustrating for our local 
folks to not have access to the park for 
a lot of those days.”
 He described the tournament as a 
“once-ever event.”
 “Having that opportunity to raise 
the profi le of our park and our lake, 
we’re willing to have to close down for 
at least during the event,” Stewart 
said.
 Being a location for the “Super 
Bowl of bass fi shing” will likely have a 
lasting impact on the lake.
 “Over the years, it’s been named as 
one of the top 100 lakes in the nation,” 
Stewart said. “It’s just on that list of 
lakes where people want to come.”
 Stewart also said he’s noticed a lot 
of lake-related promotional materials 
in Pilot Point recently, and he hopes 
the tie-in between the city and the lake 
will continue to grow stronger.

Putting the community in Community Journalism.
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By Joe Fragano
Staff Writer
 After spending his childhood 
growing up in state parks, the lead 
ranger of Ray Roberts Lake State 
Park’s Isle du Bois Unit leads his 
rangers with years of experience and 
passion to spare.
 A second-generation park ranger, 
Sam Knox learned fi rsthand from an 
early age what a demanding and un-
predictable profession it can be. Knox 
lived in several different state parks 
throughout his childhood where his 
father worked as a park superinten-
dent for the Texas Parks and Wildlife 
Department.
 Since accepting a seasonal position 
with the TPWD in his college years, 
Knox has worked with the department 
for 15 years. A deep understanding of 
the profession and a passion for the 
job allowed him to step into his role as 
a park ranger with conviction.
 Now in his second year as the lead 
ranger at the Isle du Bois Unit, Knox 
is challenged daily by the routine op-
erations and unforeseen obstacles 
that come with helping to maintain 
one of the state’s largest and most 

Sam Knox took the love of the outdoors he had growing up in state parks and turned it into a career.
Joe Fragano/The Post-Signal
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Knox grew up in state 
parks, inspiring his career

popular state parks.
 The challenging nature of the job is 
one of the things he loves about it, and 
Knox was well prepared for the rigors 
of park ranger life.
 “I got to see that, as a little kid, 
what a daily routine is like,” Knox 
said. “I already had that knowledge 
coming into the agency, and as I decid-
ed that this really is what I wanted to 
do … I just had a realistic perception 
[of the job].”
 Many people have a somewhat 
skewed understanding of what park 
rangers do. For some, the job title 
evokes images of dramatic wildlife en-
counters and long hikes through ever-
green forests. The reality is that most 
of a ranger’s time is spent performing 
routine maintenance and emergen-
cy repair on the park grounds. The job 
description is much closer to that of a 
handyman or tradesman than most 
people realize. 
  For Knox, every day is different. 
Every time his phone rings, it could 
be one of a huge number of issues that 
needs his attention. It is an intense job 
that keeps him on his toes, but Knox 
said he would not have it any other 
way.
 “A lot of times people have an inac-
curate perspective on what it means to 
be a park ranger,” he said. “The meat 
and potatoes are maintenance and re-
pair. … You’re using your electrician 
skills, your plumbing skills, your car-
pentry skills, the technical skills that 
we all bring to the table to get things 
done.”
 Ray Roberts Lake State Park is 
somewhat unique in that it is a huge, 
well-preserved natural habitat that 
sits also less than an hour away from 
one of the state’s most densely popu-

lated urban centers. Some state parks 
are hours away from the nearest met-
ropolitan area, requiring extensive 
travel planning to visit. 
 Nature enthusiasts from the Dal-
las-Fort Worth area are just a short 
drive away from Texas’ fourth larg-
est state park, making it popular for 
people looking to spend an impromp-
tu sunny afternoon outdoors. Knox 
said the daily fl ow of visitors is a 
good thing for the park, but having 
so many people coming in and out dai-
ly has its challenges, particularly con-
sidering the amenities the Isle du Bois 
Unit has to entice visitors.
 “We’ve got over 180 campsites,” he 
said. “Just the sheer size and volume 
of everything that we deal with. Hav-
ing that real high visitation is a new 
challenge for me. It keeps things in-
teresting, ... which is good. We want a 
challenge. We don’t want to be bored.”
 Knox’s career path unfolded in 
front of him from a young age, but not 
everyone fi nds their niche the way he 
did. One of the things Knox said is his 
favorite aspect of the job is the way it 
beckons people of all backgrounds and 
skillsets. It is a profession that pres-
ents a seemingly unlimited number 
of problems, so it presents itself to an 
equal number of problem solvers. Nev-
ertheless, anyone willing to answer 
the call can expect to have their limits 
pushed.
 “Look in that mirror and make 
sure you can tell yourself you’re ready 
to work,” Knox said. “This is such a 
hard job. It doesn’t matter what the 
season is, what the weather is. You’ve 
got to be someone with a very good 
work ethic. Someone that is willing to 
take initiative.”
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Grigsby puts focus on improving experience
By Abigail Allen
Managing Editor
 Duncan Grigsby enjoys having a chance to help 
people have a good experience out in nature. 
 He quoted John Muir: “Come to the woods, for 
here is rest.”
 “It’s good to get out and commune with nature,” 
Grigsby said. “And so that’s why I’m here, is so they 
have a good commune when they come out here.”
 Grigsby, who has been part of the Texas Parks 
and Wildlife Department system for 17 years, is in 
his second year at Ray Roberts Lake.
 Lead ranger of the Johnson Branch Unit, Grigs-
by focuses on maintaining the grounds and helping 
campers get their problems addressed. 
 Sometimes that means fi guring out what’s going 
wrong with the restroom or the sewer lines in the 
park, and sometimes it’s addressing an issue at one 
of the 160 sites for camping.
 Grigsby spent 15 years at a small historic site in 
La Grange. 
 When he fi rst moved back to the Dallas area, he 
started at Isle du Bois, but he transferred to the 
north side of the lake when he got the position of 
lead ranger at Johnson Branch. 
 One of the challenges that Grigsby faces is watch-
ing the lake level and determining what to do to 
minimize the potential hazards at the water’s edge.
 “[We’re] constantly monitoring which sites need 
to be closed because the ones closer to the lake, usu-

Duncan Grigsby loves helping park visitors explore nature and history through his work in the Texas 
Parks and Wildlife Department.

Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal
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Duncan works to meet needs
ally when it rises, either covers part or 
all of the campgrounds,” he said.
 That can include the electrical ped-
estals that the RVs hook up to at the 
campsites.
 Every day as Grigsby drives into 
work, he develops a list of issues he 
wants to tackle to proactively take 
care of the park.
 “It’s based on what needs to be ac-
complished, and that is an ongoing 
list,” Grigsby said of what he assigns 
himself and the staff to work on. “It 
always changes.” 
 Johnson Branch Assistant Super-
intendent Scott Eager said Grigsby is 
a great fi t for the unit.
 “He brings a great skillset to this 
job,” Eager said. “He’s a very compas-
sionate, mission-focused leader.”
 Eager went on to praise Grigsby’s 
former military service as well as his 
tendency to openly communicate with 
his team and with Eager.
 “I would say he’s probably one of 
the most transparent, approachable 
men that I know,” he said.
 Grigsby enjoys meeting the needs 
of the visitors. 
 Tackling roughly 25-year-old in-

frastructure issues is also a challenge 
for which he enjoys fi nding solutions. 
 Although Johnson Branch handles 
a higher volume of people than where 
he was lead ranger in La Grange, some 
of the challenges are the same, he 
said.
 “It was day-use only, so no camp-
ing overnight, and so that aspect is 
different,” Grigsby said. “I think here 
… there are so many things going on 
it’s a little more diffi cult to keep the 
plates spinning.”
 Some of Grigsby’s favorite parts 
of the park are the day-use area, the 
beach, biking trails and the Jones 
Farm historic site.
 “It never gets boring. You’re al-
ways doing something different,” he 
said. “You have set duties that you 
have to do that are always the same, 
but on a daily basis you could be doing 
something different 365 days a year, 
so it’s never boring.”
 He loves his job and the impact it 
has.
 “I’m appreciative that I can make a 
difference in people’s lives,” Grigsby 
said.

13335 Mustang Rd | Pilot Point | 940-372-0396 | mustangbaptist.org
Coach G.A. Moore, Pastor
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10:30 a.m.

Sunday School
9:30 a.m.
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By Abigail Allen
Managing Editor
 When Jae Luna came to the John-
son Branch Unit two years ago, he 
started out as a seasonal worker.
 As he settled into his work, he 
found that he loved being at the park 
so much that he wanted to make it his 
full-time job.
 “I love whenever I go down into the 
park and it’s full, you can hear the 
laughter, and families just having a 

good time,” he said. “It reminds me of 
childhood.
 He grew up camping along the An-
gelina River in East Texas, and he en-
joys having the opportunity to get out 
into nature at the park. 
 As the assistant office manager, 
Luna mostly works on making sure 
that the customer service-related re-
sources and issues at the headquar-
ters are prepped and ready to go as 
visitors come to the park. 
 Sometimes, however, he gets to go 
out and help clean the park and work 
on site checks and maintenance.
 He loves the variety of his job.
 “You’re not doing the same thing 
every single day,” he said, adding that 
“there’s always different types of peo-

ple.”
 Luna lives in Sanger with his wife, 
and they spent a lot of time on the lake 
before Luna came to work at the John-
son Branch Unit. 
 One of the years out of Luna’s two 
working for the park was heavily im-
pacted by COVID-19. He faced per-
sonal concerns because his wife has 
chronic illnesses, so she was consid-
ered high risk. 
 “Upper management here did an 
excellent job of making sure we’re all 
safe,” he said.
 He loves getting to see people come 
out and enjoy themselves and that 
the park provides an outlet for people 
“coming out to be in nature.” 
 Johnson Branch is family-orient-

ed, Luna said, not just in its typical 
visitors but also as a work environ-
ment. 
 Assistant Superintendent Scott 
Eager spoke highly of Luna.
 “He is one of the most efficient, 
friendly and productive staff mem-
bers that I think I’ve ever had work for 
me,” Eager said. “If he doesn’t know, 
he learns and he asks and he takes on 
additional responsibilities and tasks 
beyond the scope of his normal duties 
all the time.”
 The DORBA trails are one of his fa-
vorite aspects of the park.
 “Just about every day on my lunch 
break, I spend some time hiking, see-
ing the animals,” he said. “It’s very 
tranquil.”

Once Jae Luna became a part of the Johnson Branch Unit staff, he wanted to make the job his focus.
Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal

Feels like family
Luna loves helping 

visitors, taking in nature 
at Johnson Branch
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Bringing it back

203 S. Jefferson St.
Pilot Point
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your auto parts needs
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Parts for all makes of vehicles
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• Oxygen & acetylene • Welding supplies
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By Tatiana Ambrosio
Staff Writer
 Many are familiar with Ray Rob-
erts Lake State Park. However, some 
may be not realize the Greenbelt Cor-
ridor, accessible from FM 428 and FM 
455, is a part of the state park. 
 “The 20-mile multiuse Greenbelt 
Corridor runs from the Ray Roberts 
Dam to Lake Lewisville, along the 
Elm Fork Branch of the Trinity Riv-
er. Horse riders can use 12 miles of the 
trail, while 10 miles are for hike and 
bike use only,” says the Ray Roberts 
Lake State Park website. 
 Daniel Rios is the Greenbelt man-
ager and resource specialist for the 
Ray Roberts Lake State Park com-
plex.
 Rios has been working at the 
Greenbelt Corridor for the past 3 and 
a half years. He said he started as the 
Greenbelt maintenance assistant and 
quickly moved into his current posi-
tion. 
 “It was always one of those places 
that you kind of want to work at,” said 
Rios when asked what made him want 
to work at the state park. 
 He went on to say that his fami-
ly had always gone camping at state 
parks so he had always thought it 
would be fun to work at a place you 
purposely go to enjoy. 
  Rios started his career at the 
Heard Museum as sanctuary manager 
in McKinney. He then worked for the 
city of McKinney in its parks system. 
 The Greenbelt Corridor park runs 
along the Elm Fork of the Trinity Riv-
er. It is part of the floodplain between 

Ray Roberts Lake and Lake Lewis-
ville. Because of this, some of the 
most visible sections along U.S. 380 
have been closed since 2015, when 
flooding engulfed the trail and park-
ing lot. However, other sections of the 
trail have remained open. People have 
been able to access the trails from the 
Ray Roberts Dam as well as FM 428.
 With recent rain totals Rios and 

his staff have faced more flooding.
 “Flooding has been difficult,” Rios 
said. “We’ve been trying to get the 
380 section open and we got a lot of 
work done down there and [now] it’s 
just been flooded for about a month 
and a half.”
 The park’s staff has been working 
on solutions for years to address the 
flooding and debris problem.

 “The idea was to build a concrete 
trail up from that park that would be 
easier to clean after floods,” said Rob-
bie Merritt, superintendent of the Ray 
Roberts Lake State Park complex. 
 Merritt went on to say that it 
doesn’t look like that will actual-
ly happen because of how frequently 
that section floods.
 “We’re hoping to be able to main-

Daniel Rios puts focuses on managing the Greenbelt Corridor Unit and on helping manage the plant life throughout the 
Ray Roberts Lake State Park complex.

Abigail Allen/The Post-Signal

Rios leads Greenbelt,
works to restore native

plant life to park complex
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Rios works on pocket prairies throughout Ray Roberts park
tain that section more as a primitive 
trail and that way, be able to keep it 
open more often,” Merritt said.
 Rios said that most of the work has 
been done for the primitive trail. 
 “We have most of it completed that 
we need to do. There’s a few small-
er things that we need to do,” he said. 
“… Once the water recedes we can get 
down there to work on those small 
projects and then we should be able to 
open up the trail all the way to 380.” 
 Merritt explained many people and 
organizations in the area have been 
an integral help to the state park in 
maintaining and updating sections of 
the trail. 
 Merritt spoke highly of the Lake 
Ray Roberts Equestrian Trail Riders 
Association.
 “They help us out a great deal on 
enhancing those trails on the Green-
belt and at Isle du Bois,” Merritt said. 
 He spoke of LRRETA’s current ef-
forts in helping to add electrical to the 
Bluestem Camping Loop, the horse-
back riding camping loop, at Isle du 
Bois. 
 “They do a lot of good work and 
they do events periodically and they 
invite people from all over, too,” Mer-
ritt said.
  He also spoke about the Greenbelt 
Alliance. Starting at his new post in 
late spring, Merritt had not yet been 
able to meet with them but he ex-
plained he was looking forward to 
working with them.
 “I know that’s a really valuable or-
ganization to [the Greenbelt]. They do 
a lot of great things down there,” Mer-
ritt said.
 Rios explained that maintain-
ing the trails was just one aspect of 
his job.  As resource specialist for the 
state park, he has also been working 
on several natural resource projects 
throughout the complex.

 Prairie restoration is one of the re-
source projects. 
 “We’ve been taking out a lot of in-
vasives such as mesquite. We’re es-
sentially trying to get the prairies 
back to what they would normally look 
like,” said Rios. 
 Rios spoke about his favorite part 
of the Greenbelt, the park’s diversity. 
He explained about the trail having 
graveled sections and hard surface.
 “It gives people who are kind of 
newer to the outdoors a nice section 
because it’s not mud, it’s all graveled,” 
Rios said.
 He also pointed out that people are 
able to use their canoes on the river 
while others are able to use the prim-
itive trail to hike, ride bikes or even 
use it as an equestrian trail. 
 “It has a little bit for everybody,” 
he said.
 COVID-19 brought more visitors to 

the Greenbelt. 
 “We did have to do a little more up-
keep on the park,” Rios said about his 
experience during the past year. 
 He pointed out that maintaining 
clean restrooms was a major focus for 

his team. 
 With increasing numbers of visi-
tors and the park staffi ng returning 
to normal levels, Rios is searching to 
add a new staff member for a mainte-
nance III position for the Greenbelt.
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Daniel Rios, the Greenbelt Corridor manager and Ray Roberts Lake State Park resource specialist, has been working 
on removing invasive species and seeding native plants in pocket prairies throughout the park units.
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