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Early spring frolic on the lake.  Photo by Tom McCook

On Nature At Our Back Door
By Paul Gross

I don’t know about you, but one of my favorite types of television 
shows are nature programs such as the type on PBS with the 
English naturalist, David Attenborough.   I am fascinated by pro-
grams that reveal the incredible diversity of animal and plant life 
and the interrelationship between flora and fauna. Sometimes in 
areas that look barren and desolate where nothing, as we know it, 
should be able to live, there is abundant life.  These programs also 
show how human behavior and activities cause damage to and 
outright destruction of this diversity of life.

The parks connecting to Royal Lake, however, offer hope for the 
preservation of at least our local natural world.  Alongside the 
playgrounds and ball fields, Royal Lake parks and other green 
spaces in our community provide an oasis for Virginia’s plant and 
animal life.  In our newsletters, we celebrate the work of our 
neighbors in the Invasive Management Area program to eradicate 
invasive weeds and plant anew the native vegetation that supports 
animal life. 

Native planting restoration recognizes the hope inherent in the 
resilience of nature.  One event that also serves as testimony to 
nature’s resilience is the return of the majestic bald eagle to the 
Royal Lake area. 
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Nature, Cont’d)

Only a few decades ago, the bald eagle was nearly extinct but, since banning the agricultural use of 

DDT, has made a dramatic recovery.  Have you seen the eagle?  I hope so, as it is a magnificent sight.  

I understand there are no eagles yet nesting at Royal Lake but a visiting eagle soaring over the park  is 

a great vision and who knows?  Perhaps one of these days we’ll see an eagle aerie in our park trees!

Speaking of resilience…

If you arrived to Fairfax within in the last sixteen years, you will have never before witnessed an  event 

happening this spring:   the invasion of the 17-year cicada Brood X. You may have experienced this 

event in another part of the country but it was new to me moving to this area 35 years ago. 

“What is a 17-year cicada?”  you may ask.  It is a large, winged, red-eyed, very loud, ungainly insect of 

the genus Magicada that will soon emerge in the millions all around Northern Virginia.   This brood of

cicadas has been living underground in our yards for the last 

seventeen years.  The insects will emerge from the ground in 

swarms.  They mate and then the female lays eggs in cuts she

makes in tree branches. The adults 

soon die.  The off-spring fall from the 

branches and burrow into the ground 

to incubate for the next 17 years.  In 

the year 2038, the brood will, again, 

return together by the millions for 

another generation to “enjoy.”  

The cicadas are harmless to people and pets...in fact, they provide a veritable feast for wildlife in the 

area and much entertainment for dogs and cats!  Some people are concerned that the cicadas will 

damage trees and garden plants.  Although the insects do nibble on the ends of tree branches that 

may turn brown this season, there usually is no long-term damage from the grazing cicadas.   

From my view, this cyclical emergence of Cicadas Brood X is another example of the amazing diversity 

and resilience of nature.  Let me suggest that when you visit the park for whatever reason—play-

ground, baseball, running, or just a stroll on the trail—take some time to observe, celebrate, and enjoy 

all of nature’s handiwork….from the cicadas about to emerge at roots of trees to the eagle in the sky.

Photos by Paul Gross taken seventeen years ago!

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/14-fun-facts-about-cicadas

                     Cicadas
   Sick of his own face,
   Sick of his skin, of the dark
   He crawls outside of himself
   To sing--
   A better poet than most!
                        Hosho McCreesh
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SHANES CREEK RESTORATION PROJECT MOVES AHEAD

In the Fall 2019 issue of the FORL newsletter, the 

question “Why the Pink Ribbons Along Shanes 

Creek?” headlined an article about a major project 

in the works to restore the ecology of Shanes Creek 

that flows into Royal Lake.  Since then, 

explanations about the importance of the project 

appeared in the Summer 2020 and in the Winter 

2021 issues of the newsletter.   

Meghan Fellows,  project manager and restoration 

ecologist, reports that the Shanes Creek stream 

restoration design has advanced to the Cons-

truction Division of the Fairfax County Department 

of Public Works and Environmental Services. This 

is a significant milestone that elevates the project 

from the design phase to the pre-bid process with 

its several regulatory, contractual and ‘next steps’ 

processes.

The first public next step will be to solicit bids 

from ecological restoration companies who are 

already pre-qualified to participate in the bidding 

process. This project will be listed as one of 

several projects that the qualified bidders will be 

allowed to bid on. This important two-step bid 

process ensures that the selected contractor is 

capable of completing the implementation of the 

design safely and on schedule.  

Ms. Fellows anticipates that the project will be 

included in the next solicitation period which 

should be out this summer.  She does not 

anticipate much change in the official project 

status for the next several months, but urges 

the community to not forget about the project!   

She hopes that during this time, folks will move 

into the neighborhood, discover this project, and 

join with those already invested in the work of 

the Park Authority to steward Shanes Creek 

and its stream valley. 

Updates for the Shanes Creek restoration project 

can be found at:

Www.fairfaxcounty.gov/publicworks/stormwater/plans-

project/rabbitbranch-tributaryrestoration-project-

collingham-drive

GeesePeace at Royal Lake
Canada goose populations in Northern Virginia 

are high, especially since they should only be 

migrating through the area and not residing 

here in such large numbers. The GeesePeace 

program  stabilizes goose populations using 

methods endorsed by the Humane Society.  

Activities depend on time of year. Adult 

volunteers are needed to patrol parks for 

goose nests and addle the eggs to prevent 

them from hatching. To lead goose nest 

monitoring efforts at Royal Lake Park, you will 

need both specialized training and the required 

Fairfax County Park Authority-issued permits, 

which are granted through the Fish and 

Wildlife Service. More information about 

GeesePeace in Fairfax County is at

 

https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/wildlife/geese

-management-program

 

This patch of native trout lily flourishes in a 

area cleared of invasive lesser celandine. Its 

appearance this spring offers tangible 

evidence of the important work of the 

Invasive Management Program AND of the 

amazing resilience of the natural world.



MEMORIAL BENCH OFFERS SOLACE TO LOCAL FAMILY

By Suzanne Doherty

Regular walkers on the trail around Royal Lake 

will have noticed the new bench situated on the 

rising land at the end of the lake’s “peninsula” and 

perhaps wondered how and why that bench came 

to be.  Memorial artifacts of this nature are usually 

embedded in a story of grief and sorrow while 

offering a silver lining of hope.  This Royal Lake 

bench is, indeed, in memory of a life lost.

When their daughter, Juana Maria, died last Oct-

ober, her parents, Adriana and Orlando Ayala, 

wanted to find a way to celebrate her life and 

create a place where she might be remembered 

by those important to her.  They describe the 

Royal Lake park system as a special destination 

for Juana Maria who walked the trail every day 

since she, her husband, and children moved to 

Burke from Texas in 2017.      

“She so loved this park,”  Adriana stated in a 

recent interview.  She went on to describe Juana 

Maria’s daily walk on this trail as “a critical part of 

her routine of self-care in healing her depression.”

In Texas, Juana Maria was a second-grade 

teacher;  since her family’s move to Burke and 

the onset of the pandemic, she taught math and 

science online with an international education 

company.  Her parents described her as a 

devoted mother, an advocate for women’s rights, 

and keenly interested in environmental issues. 

According to her parents, the idea of the 

memorial bench in our park reflects these facets 

of Juana Maria’s life.  Orlando described it as 

representing “a little bit of her that recognizes her 

happy time” as well as being a place to sit quietly 

to appreciate the lake’s natural beauty.

Orlando explained that, seen through  “an angle 

of happiness, the bench is a legacy to Juana 

Maria where her kids can come to remember their 

mom.”  One day, they will be shaded by the tree 

planted beside the bench.

Taking a step back from their own loss, Adriana 

and Orlando Ayala acknowledge the damage 

done to many among us by the pandemic and 

its related crushing isolation.  “Many people have 

died,” said Adriana, “and not just of COVID.”  

Beyond the physical reality of the bench, Orlando 

expressed the hope that it serves as “an uplifting 

reminder of what is most important in the end...that 

is, being present to one another.  Nothing else 

matters.”

When the Ayalas decided to explore the possibility 

of placing a memorial bench in the park their 

daughter so loved, they approached the Fairfax 

County Park Foundation to learn how they might 

go about implementing their idea.   They expressed 

their deepest gratitude to Margaret Thaxton and 

her team at the Foundation for their help.  They 

especially recognized Beth Borostovik for her help 

guiding them through the process.  

“Beth was so very kind to us...she walked the extra 

mile to find a good location on the trail to place the 

bench.  We can’t thank her enough for her help to  

make this memorial to our daughter a reality.”

From a family’s sorrow, then, has emerged a con-

tribution to the benefit of the community...a place 

for all, for anyone to stop and sit a moment, to ob-

serve her name—Juana Maria—on the plaque, to 

take a breath, to appreciate the peaceful beauty of 

a well loved park.

For information about sponsoring a 

memorial bench in Fairfax County parks, 

see page 5 4



Fairfax County Park Foundation accepts new memorial bench and trees for the 

Fairfax County Park Authority parks.…

Consider sponsoring a bench or tree to honor the memory of a relative or friend, or to celebrate a 
birthday, wedding, anniversary, retirement or other special event.

With your tax-deductible donation Park Authority staff will install a bench and/or plant a tree in the 
name of the designated honoree.  A new memorial bench donation includes the bench purchase, 
concrete pad, installation and maintenance for up to 10 years.  A recognition plaque is placed on 
each donated bench. Since plaques are not permitted for trees, you or your designee will receive 
a special certificate for each commemorative tree.  A sponsor may also donate to adopt an 
existing bench that will be identified with a recognition plaque.

A new bench may only be installed in a park where the manager has identified a need.  The park 
manager will work with you to select a location for the bench in the park.

For more information about the process and the levels of bench/tree sponsorship go to:

https://fairfaxparkfoundation.org/our-projects/sponsor-benches-and-trees/

VOLUNTEERS NEEDED FOR TRAIL 

MAINTENANCE WORK DAY IN MAY
By Andy Karp and Sarah Lennon

For the past several years, the Friends of Royal 

Lake (FORL) has organized trail maintenance 

workdays when neighborhood volunteers work on 

improving the circuit trail around Royal Lake.  Last 

year’s pandemic lock down brought that process 

to a screeching halt and the March 2020 workday 

was postponed.

Now that people can be vaccinated against Covid-

19, we’ll once again be doing these workdays. 

Considering that many people have not yet been 

vaccinated, and that variants of the virus now 

exist, all volunteers must wear face masks and 

maintain social distancing.

Community volunteers, supervised by the FORL 

team, are needed to do this sort of trail mainten-

ance because the Fairfax County Park Authority 

(FCPA) only has enough staff to deal with major 

trail work, such as replacement of deteriorating 

bridges. However, the FCPA provides all needed 

materials, such as crushed stones, and it app-

roves all trail work projects before the FORL 

commits to them.

The FORL leadership team walked the circuit trail 

a few weeks ago to assess the state of the trail. 

After consultation with the FCPA, we have dec-

ided to focus on the trail between the dam and 

the Shanes Creek bridge, installing low-profile 

culverts and spreading crushed stone to improve 

stretches that become muddy when it rains.

On Saturday, May 15th, we’ll meet at the dam 

spillway to work from 8-11AM. You can 

participate for all or any part of the three-hour 

work period. All age groups are welcome. If you 

have shovels, rakes, tampers, and (especially) 

wheelbarrows, please bring them. Otherwise, just 

bring yourself!  It’s always a pleasure to be out 

with neighbors working to improve the trail 

around our beautiful lake.
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COMMUNITY 

TURNS OUT FOR 

WINTER 

CLEANUP

By Tom McCook

Neighbors, scouts, and students joined in two massive cleanup days this past winter in an all-out effort 

to remove junk and debris from Royal Lake’s Rabbit Branch and Crooked Creek Parks.

In January, 75 volunteers turned out on an early, chilly morning for the Martin Luther King Day of Ser-

vice.  In February, the Presidents’ Day event drew 44 volunteers, including Braddock District 

Supervisor James Walkinshaw, to get wet and dirty cleaning up the park.  This great turnout of folks 

was able to eliminate a mountain of trash prior to its flowing into Royal Lake.   Supervisor Walkinshaw 

pointed out that tackling pollution at the source protects both Royal Lake and the whole watershed all 

the way to the Atlantic Ocean.

In addition to about a hundred 

bags of trash (so much plastic!), 

the cleanup days turned up ran-

dom discarded items--a lawn 

chair, tires, old lawn signs, dis-

carded construction wood, a 

pistol buried in the stream bed 

(quickly turned over to the 

Police department)--that pollute 

and mar the environment.  

The days were not only about work.  Volunteers were afforded an opportunity to experience nature in 

these small and beautiful parks.  One person saw two foxes running from one area of the woods to 

another to escape the humans cleaning up their area!  Several students reported finding signs of deer 

and other wildlife during their day cleaning up Crooked Creek Park.  

Thank you to all the volunteers who turned out for these winter cleanup days and to Supervisor 

Walkinshaw for joining the effort.  Special thanks as always to Ed Richardson and his team at Fairfax 

County Park Authority for their support in our park clean-up efforts, including collecting all those bags 

brimming with trash!  Thank you, also to Sgt. Earlit Powell of the Fairfax County Police Department for 

pausing the deer hunt in Crooked Creek on that day so that our volunteers could safely go about their 

work.  Finally, thank you to Kathy Gross for her support in checking in volunteers those early mornings!

ON THE LATEST CLEAN UP 

DAY ON APRIL 10TH, ANOTHER 

FANTASTIC TURNOUT OF 75 

VOLUNTEERS SPREAD OUT 

OVER ALL THE ROYAL LAKE 

PARKS AND COLLECTED 100 

BAGS OF TRASH!!!

ATTENTION neighbors, students, scout troops! Tom McCook is 

organizing volunteers to lead projects addressing park needs.  

The available projects are both small (one Troop meeting effort, 

for example) and larger semester-long projects. These 

opportunities for volunteer leadership can contribute to personal 

resumes and college admissions applications as well as address 

environmental issues in our parks.  For more information, contact: 

Tom McCook at 703-839-5205.                                                        
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ART IN THE PARK

Photo by John Gratz

WOOD FROGS SPAWNING IN A VERNAL POOL

Photo by Greg Sykes

        PEOPLE ENJOYING THE PARK  ( Anonymous)
NATIVE SKUNK CABBAGE IN WETLANDS

Photo by Suzanne Doherty 

CALLING ALL PHOTOGRAPHERS!!

Many folks enjoying our Royal Lake parks do so with a camera at the 

ready.  We invite all amateur photographers to send undoctored 

photos to be considered for publication in the FORL newsletter Sum-

mer issue.  Email a jpeg file with your entry to jewelboxgardensby 
suzanne@gmail.com along with your name and a statement 

allowing your photo to be published if selected.

The five categories for which the “best” 

will be chosen by a small committee are: 

“Art,” “Animal,” “Plant,” “People,”  and 

“Scenic.”  

SCENIC BEAUTY OF THE PARK; exerpted photo by Andy Karp  



EDITOR:  Suzanne Doherty

COMMENTS?  SUGGESTIONS?  IDEAS?

Contact Suzanne at

jewelboxgardensbysuzanne@gmail.com  

Wood frog.  Photo by Mary Ann Boyer


