
It Ain’t Like It Used To Be 

The idea for this column came from a talk by Eric Lautzenheiser, a native plant expert 

and currently the Superintendent of San Antonio Parks and Recreation Nature 

Preserves. Lautzenheiser relates conversations he had with his grandfather and other 

old-time ranchers and settlers and noted a common phrase they all used frequently; “It 

ain’t like it used to be” referring to the condition of the land and the changes that had 

occurred on it.    

Lautzenheiser also related several often-heard myths which can be paraphrased as: (1) 

“The Hill Country used to be a sea of grass”, (2) “Cedar is introduced, it is not native”, 

(3) “If we remove all of the cedar, it will heal the land”, and (4) “Cedar intercepts and 

uses inordinate amounts of rainfall”.  Like all myths, there is some truth in all of them, 

but let’s explore them in more detail. 

The first two myths can easily be dispelled by simply reading accounts of the many 

explorers and settlers who described the Hill Country in the early to mid-1800s.  Here is 

Ferdinand Roemer describing traveling north out of New Braunfels in 1846, “Our path 

led us again past the springs of Comal, but suddenly ascended the steep wooded slope 

of the hill….The cedar trees which covered the slopes exclusively formed an 

impenetrable thicket through which a path had to be cut…..As soon as we reached the 

summit of the hill, the cedar forest ended.  An open grassy plain, only broken here and 

there by brushwood and scattered live oaks, spread before us.  It extended….about two 

miles distant.” 

There are literally dozens of similar accounts by many different individuals at different 

times and places in the Hill Country.  The inescapable conclusion that one draws from  

these writings is that the Hill Country was not a complete “sea of grass”, but there were 

areas of large expanses of grasslands with occasional scattered trees, and with grasses 

considerably taller and more dense than we see today.  But cedar was present also, 

especially on steep slopes and sometimes in dense thickets, and was much prized by 

the settlers as a building material. 

For myth number three, cedar is not the cause of the degradation of the land, 

degradation of the land is the cause of the cedar encroachment.  Removal of cedar will 

only result in improved habitat if it is replaced by native grasses and other vegetation. 

Cedar belongs on the slopes where it helps to prevent erosion, and where the removal 

of it almost always results in greatly increased erosion, a worse problem than the cedar.  

Furthermore some cedar is good as it adds to the diversity of plant species and 

provides food and shelter for a number of wildlife species.  From a healthy habitat 

standpoint, too much of anything is bad, diversity is good. 



Myth number four, rainwater interception by cedar, is probably the most discussed, 

most misunderstood topic in land management in the Hill Country.  When it first begins 

to sprinkle, raindrops fall on whatever vegetation is present and wet the leaves. If it 

continues to rain harder or longer, the leaves will eventually get as wet as they can be 

and any further rainfall will drop off the leaves to the ground.  When the rain stops, the 

water on the leaves evaporates back into the atmosphere. This is true of all kinds of 

vegetation, grass, trees, and cedar. Does cedar intercept more rainfall than grass?  Of 

course, it is a much bigger plant with a much larger surface area.  So are live oaks. This 

is way too complicated a subject to be discussed in detail here, but suffice it to say that 

all of the more exaggerated amounts of rain interception by cedar are now considered 

to be wrong 

Replacing cedar with grass will usually lead to more rainfall soaking into the ground.  

The question is how much more, and the answer depends very much on the size of the 

cedar and the amount of rainfall, and also how the land is managed after cedar removal. 

After considering these and other myths, Lautzenheiser concluded that not only “It ain’t 

like it used to be”, but further,  “It never was, and it never will be”. Or, as a former 

colleague of mine was fond of paraphrasing Mark Twain, “It ain’t the things we don’t 

know/That pains us so/But the things we know/That just ain’t so”.  We will be exploring 

all of this in more detail in future columns.  Until next time…. 
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