
Life and Changes on an Acre of the Hill Country. Part I 

We first saw this acre of land 16 years ago when we bought the land that included this 

one acre. For some time, we thought it would be the backyard of the house we intended 

to build. For the first few years we lived far away and only visited the place a couple of 

times a year.  One of those visits was after good rains and there was taller than usual 

grass and I spent all day walking around planning for the location of the house. That 

night, I rediscovered chiggers! 

This acre is a gently sloping savanna with a lot of surface rocks.  On it were 9 live oaks, 

13 shin oaks, 7 blackjack oaks, one large old-growth cedar, two Spanish oaks, a large 

grape vine and a really old twisted, hollow prairie flameleaf sumac with bees in it.  One 

of the live oaks was a really large one with spreading branches, and one of the Spanish 

oaks was a large double-trunk tree with one trunk growing out at an angle. 

This property is part of a working ranch, and what we didn’t appreciate at the time was 

just how overgrazed and overbrowsed the property was.  We fell in love with the trees. 

We eventually changed plans and built our house a couple of hundred yards away, but 

we can still take walks to that one acre area and do so frequently. This allowed us to 

observe the life and the changes of this little piece of the Hill Country.  We don’t have 

control of the management of the property, so it is still overgrazed and overbrowsed, 

and while certainly not good habitat, it is typical of much of the Hill Country today. 

Changes have occurred on this acre.  Since we first saw it we have lost one of the 

Spanish oaks several years ago to hypoxylon, and we have also lost two of the 

blackjacks to the same fungus.  We have lost three of the shin oaks, and the old prairie 

flameleaf sumac has died and the bees have left. 

A few years ago, after understanding that the high deer population was preventing any 

new woody plants, except cedar, from growing, we put a few wire cages around some 

of the trees to protect any root sprouts that might come up.  The urge to do this came 

one spring when we discovered a Spanish oak sprout near the double-trunk Spanish 

oak that the deer had not yet found. Inside the wire fence around that Spanish oak we 

now have one 8 foot Spanish oak (the original root sprout) a 6 foot escarpment black 

cherry and a 4 foot hackberry, plus now three other small oak sprouts. 

Inside the other wire cages we put around some other trees we now have a cage full of 

three foot high shin oak sprouts, a three foot live oak, and some greenbrier. 

One half of the double-trunk Spanish oak broke off in a windstorm a year or two ago. It 

was, as are most oak trees in the Hill Country, partially hollow.  The other half of the 

tree and the root sprouts are doing fine so far. 



A recent walk around found 5 species of grasses, 4 are native grasses, 9 native forb 

species and a few shin oak sprouts not in cages that have escaped being totally eaten.  

There are three species of cacti on that acre, the large and small pad prickly pear 

(Opuntia engelmannii and Opuntia macrorhiza) and lace cactus. 

I recently discovered that feral hogs have been working the area, (rooting up the 

macrorhiza) to get at the fleshy root. 

This is not by any means a healthy Hill Country habitat.  It has too few plant species 

total as well as almost no vegetation below the browseline (outside of the few small 

cages we put up), it has poor quality as well as poor quantity of grass, and most of the 

forbs are smaller than normal.  Part of this may be because it is a very rocky, shallow 

soil site which will never be as productive as sites with better soil. 

So of the 34 trees on that acre 16 years ago, we have lost 7 and a half, and had we not 

caged some small areas, we would have no new saplings as replacements. 

Next week, I will contrast another acre where we built our house and built a high fence 

to keep the grazers and browsers out. 

Until next time… 
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