
Nature’s Recovery After the Bastrop Fire 

A few weeks ago I heard a fascinating presentation about the recovery of the vegetation 

after the Bastrop Complex Fire in the fall of 2011.  It was presented to the 

Fredericksburg Native Plant Society and the speaker was Bill Carr, a friend of mine and 

someone whom I and many others consider to be one of, if not the, most 

knowledgeable botanist in Texas.   

It turns out that Texas Parks and Wildlife had scheduled a routine botanical survey of 

the park for 2012.  The timing of the survey proved to be very fortunate.  The fire started 

in early September of 2011, during the region’s worst drought since the 1950’s.  It 

started on a windy day when power lines sparked and ignited fires in three places.  

Thanks to tinder dry vegetation and strong winds, the fire spread very quickly from the 

ground into the woodlands’ understory shrub layer, made up mostly of yaupon, a highly 

flammable native evergreen shrub, and in turn into the canopy of loblolly pines.  

The fire eventually burned over 34,000 acres, including over 1,600 homes with an 

insured cost of over $ 325 million.  Two people lost their lives.  It is considered the most 

destructive wildfire in Texas history.  Photos just after the fire showed huge areas with 

just standing dead tree trunks and white ash covering the ground—nothing green could 

be found.  So from a human standpoint of lives and property lost, it was truly a disaster.  

Many people feared it would be a biological disaster as well. 

Carr started surveying the area in early spring of 2012 and has been back periodically 

since.  Before the fire, much of the area had been just loblolly pine and yaupon and very 

little else underneath the pines because of the lack of sunlight and also the thick cover 

of pine needles, so it was not the healthiest native habitat. 

Following the fire, during fall of 2011 and winter of 2012, the Bastrop area received 

record rainfall, and in spring of 2012 Carr found large expanses of wildflowers and 

grasses in many parts of the park, blanketing areas that had previously been just dead 

trees and ash.  Among the wildflowers seen were tradescantia, lazy daisy, coreopsis, 

gaillardia, helianthus, snake cotton, Mexican hat, horsemint, coneflower, rock rose, 

palafoxia, snoutbean, dalea, sensitive briar, butterflyweed, pokeweed, and many others 

I had never heard of.  Carr’s pictures were full of spring color where there had been 

nothing living visible just a few months earlier. 

As the years have progressed, more species were found including eastern cottonwoods 

and willows—trees with seeds carried by the wind from outside the park.  And of course, 

loblolly pines.  These pines need fire to make the hard seeds germinate and Carr found 

them in many areas.  By 2013 new pine regrowth was 4 feet high and by 2014 some 

were 8 feet tall.  Interestingly, Carr’s observations were that nature was being much 



more successful at regenerating the pine forest than the deliberate planting that was 

done by Texas A & M. 

One of the most surprising findings was the vast number of species and numbers of 

individual plants that came up so quickly—species that had not been seen in the area 

for many years.  Obviously the seed bank was in the ground for many years but the 

shading by the trees and the cover of pine needles prevented these flowers from 

germinating.  We have learned enough from prescribed burning to expect burning to 

bring back species not seen in years, but the scale of this regeneration was totally 

unexpected. 

Another really surprising thing was that, contrary to what was feared by many folks, 

there have so far been almost no new exotic species observed in the burned areas.  

Many of us are accustomed to seeing many exotics such as thistles colonize disturbed 

areas, and we feared the worst, but apparently no seeds of exotics were among the 

seed bank in the soil underneath the loblolly pine forest. 

The one sad discovery from a nature standpoint is that it is likely that the Houston toad, 

an endangered species, is no longer alive in the burned area. 

The take-home message here is that nature really does repair itself.  The destruction to 

human life and property was devastating, but nature lives on.  It may not come back 

exactly in the same form as it was before the fire, and it will certainly take many years  

for the pines to make a mature pine forest, but it will probably be a more healthy native 

habitat than it was before. 

Until next time… 
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