
Fire in the Hill Country, the Good, the Bad and the Dangerous 

Back before Europeans settled the Hill Country in the 1800s, there were two forces that 

dominated the landscape.  Huge herds of migrating bison and wildfires that swept 

across the prairies periodically.  It is estimated that these wildfires burned the 

grasslands on average every 5 to 7 years.   

The fires were caused either by lightning or the Native Americans, who set fires 

because they knew that the new grass that would come up in a few weeks would attract 

lots of game. 

These fires were the reason there were far fewer woody plants back then because 

young woody saplings were killed in the grass fires.  The recent encroachment of cedar 

is the result of having fewer fires than in the past. Fires also cause an increase in some 

species and a decrease in others, adding to the biodiversity. In addition, there is a 

fertilization effect as the ashes contain essential nutrients that would otherwise be 

limited. 

Modern land managers are rediscovering fire as a tool to keep cedar in check and to 

improve and maintain native habitat.  These modern pasture fires are called “prescribed 

burns”, and they are conducted only under certain conditions. 

Prescribed burns are conducted by groups of people with training and experience under 

only certain weather conditions and only after thorough preparation of the site, including 

removing vegetation from the perimeter.  Most people don’t appreciate the fact that the 

intensity of a fire, the flame height, and the speed with which it moves are all greatly 

affected by the weather conditions.   

High winds and low humidity make for exceedingly dangerous fires, while low winds and 

high humidity make for much more easily-managed fires.  Prescribed burns are 

conducted only under conditions of low wind and high humidity and only after thorough 

preparation and planning and only with a team of experienced people.  Anything else is 

not a prescribed burn. 

Unfortunately, there are a lot of brush piles burned in the Hill Country, usually by the 

landowner or someone working for the landowner, frequently with only one or two 

people around to light the fires, and too frequently with little attention paid to weather 

conditions.  We read about it in the newspaper when they get away from people and 

burn large areas, often their neighbor’s property.  Unfortunately these wildfires are 

usually called “controlled burns” that got away.  Well, if it got away, it wasn’t “controlled”! 

But worse, many people confuse the term “controlled” with “prescribed”  There is a huge 

difference between a prescribed burn and someone burning a brush pile; “controlled” 

burns are not “prescribed” burns. 



What may surprise many people is that a large brush pile that has burned down to a pile 

of ashes and charred logs can still be smoldering for days, even weeks.  It is not 

uncommon for someone to burn a large pile with no problem, only to go back to the 

ashes and stir it up with a tractor on a windy day and have the flying embers start a 

grass fire. 

So how should brush piles be burned?  The main thing is that it should only be done 

when the wind is low and predicted to stay that way.  High humidity days are better than 

dry days. During a light rain or drizzle, or just after a heavy rain is best.  A cell phone, a 

source of water, and a helper are nice to have also. 

Even better, but more work, is to make a small pile of brush, light it, and feed it with the 

remainder of the brush one limb at a time. That way you have complete control of the 

size of the fire and if the wind comes up, you can stop feeding it. Finally, remember that 

a pile of ashes may still have live coals for many days after the fire. 

Never attempt to burn when there is a Burn Ban in effect in your area.  To find out about 

Burn Bans, call 315-2876 or go to the Kerr County web site www.co.kerr.tx.us. The 

weather service issues Red Flag warnings in times of extreme fire danger. 

To learn more about prescribed burns, call Al Wilson at 238-7164 or go to the Kerr 

County Prescribed Burn Association meetings in the Ag Exhibit Center on the 3rd 

Monday at 7:00. 

As the Sergeant used to tell his patrolmen in the old TV show, “Be careful out there”.  

Until next time… 
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