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Cedar, as it exists in the Texas Hill Country, deserves the 
reputation as the vilest plant thriving in Texas.

JOE NICK PATOSKI, TEXAS MONTHLY, 1997

THE MOUNTAIN CEDAR

A s wily as the coyote and just as common, the Mountain Cedar 
(Juniperus ashei) tree covers millions of acres in Texas. In the 

Texas Hill Country, where Mountain Cedars are most abundant, many 
people literally hate the trees. 

Throughout my years of research, it has always amazed me to hear 
snarls emitting from otherwise docile people as they denounce the trees. 
Emotions run high whenever I dispute the beliefs of those that firmly sit 
upon the anti-cedar bandwagon. People have hurled lunch bags at me, 
hung up on me, and mocked me during presentations. I have even been 
called a heretic. Never before has there been a more determined group 
of people than those determined to eradicate a single species of tree. 
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Forget that, in days bygone, the tree was held in high esteem. Today, 
most people despise the tree.

WHY PEOPLE WANT THEM GONE

People who suffer from cedar fever would be thrilled to see Mountain 
Cedars eradicated from the Texas Hill Country. Cedar fever is a hay 
fever allergy caused by male Mountain Cedars. Each winter, the clouds 
of yellow pollen invade our unwary nostrils. Once the pollen enters our 
delicate nostrils, we are plagued for weeks and months, suffering itchy, 
snot-nosed, feverish allergies. If ever there was an emotional reason to 
hate a tree, this would be it.

Another reason people want them gone is that they interfere with 
livestock management. We believe the Texas Hill Country should be a 
land of grasses and scattered oak trees. Yet multiple trunk, bushy 
Mountain Cedars seem to grow everywhere, especially where they're 
not wanted. When they spread across pastures, they end up reducing 
the grasses needed for livestock production. Most landowners view 
Mountain Cedars as invasive and believe the bushes degrade soils, 
cause erosion, and minimize spring flows. For landowners, getting rid 
of these multiple trunk, dense bushy-cedars is a non-ending nightmare. 
Topping this frustration, a reporter told landowners they could no 
longer clear any Mountain Cedars because of an endangered bird. 
Anger towards the federal government was immediate. Not being able 
to clear what they wanted drove many landowners and developers into 
a frenzy.  

Following the endangered species debacle, a published study 
compared the water use of Live Oaks to Mountain Cedars. The results 
seemed to confirm that Mountain Cedars were water hogs. 
At that point all hell broke loose. The war on Mountain Cedars, which 
had been simmering for decades, was finally set to a full boil. Anger and 
frustration set the stage for a series of tall tales created to justify the 
Mountain Cedar removal. Some of these tales were taller than others; 
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while some were justified. Others were downright falsehoods in need of 
debunking.

WE DIDN’T ALWAYS HATE THEM

When Europeans settled the Texas Hill Country in the mid-1800s, 
people did not condemn the Mountain Cedar nor seek to eradicate it 
from existence. Instead, they valued Mountain Cedars. 

How can this be? Was it because Mountain Cedars were scarce and 
confined to protected canyons? Not at all. Historically, Mountain 
Cedars grew abundantly beyond protected canyons and covered many 
hillsides. The difference was the trees and the quality of the vegetated 
cover.

Back then, Mountain Cedars mostly grew inside old-growth cedar 
brake forests and juniper-oak woodlands. Inside these woodlands, they 
grew as single trunk trees, not multiple trunk bushes. The longer they 
lived, the stronger and more decay resistant their heartwood became. It 
was this heartwood that the early European settlers most valued. In 
response, vast numbers of the largest and straightest trees were cut 
down and used as foundation piers, telegraph and telephone poles, 
railroad ties, and fence posts to support a growing Texas Hill Country 
economy. 

THE SCIENCE OF GETTING IT WRONG

I first began my Mountain Cedar research because people told me the 
trees weren't native. I couldn't believe it was true.  It's like I was being 
told my childhood Texas Hill Country memories were a sham. I 
instantly recalled bonfires, horseback rides, sketching fence posts, and 
lounging on handcrafted swings. And that every single memory 
contained Mountain Cedars.  How could they not be native?

But as I dug deeper, I soon realized people weren't just saying 
Mountain Cedars are not native. Others accused the trees of causing 
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erosion, degrading soils, sucking water from aquifers, intercepting most 
rains, and that nothing grows under them. 

After years of backtracking, diligent research, exploring the Texas 
Hill Country, conversations with landowners, and discovering new 
research, I realized much of the original science was either an estimate 
or theory, presented as incomplete data, was based on now outdated 
research, or was based on regions and junipers far from Texas. In only 
one instance, regarding interception, did the science make a mistaken 
calculation.

So science didn’t get it wrong, we did. We misinterpreted results and 
language, misread conclusions, and teased out and isolated anything 
negative. Each time we wronged the science we then used it to justify 
Mountain Cedar eradication. With time, wronged science snowballed 
into Mountain Cedar tall tales.

THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

The primary goal is to encourage readers to recognize that Mountain 
Cedars are not all bad and do more good than harm. That science does 
not always get it right the first time. They do not kill grass, cause 
erosion, degrade water quality, or reduce water availability. 

Another purpose of this book is to demonstrate that the form and 
function of Mountain Cedars have flip-flopped. Historically, they 
mostly existed as single trunk trees inside old-growth woodlands. 
Today, they more commonly exist as spreading pioneering bushy-
cedars. 

The final goal of this book is to demonstrate the apparent need for 
more research. Most research to date has focused only on how much 
grass and water can a landowner can get by cutting down a Mountain 
Cedar. But the Texas Hill Country is much too diverse so such simple 
answers. More recent research has begun looking past the obvious and 
going down under to explore interrelations between roots, soils, 
microbes, carbon levels, and groundwater storage function and 
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development. Other research is examining entire woodlands instead of 
single trees, and looking even further to climatic factors that could be 
driving changes. 

THE APPROACH

One thing this book will not do is oversimplify. Too much simplifying 
has been done already. This book will strive to be technically accurate 
but remain as user friendly as possible. The reason to not simplify is 
that because issues of ecology are never that simple. 

Not all questions will be answered, but hopefully, people start asking 
new questions and finding more sustainable solutions. In the end, the 
Texas Hill Country is just too complex to accommodate blanket claims 
and viewpoints.

AM I GOING TO SAY “DON’T CUT CEDARS?”

When most folks find out I am writing a book on the Mountain Cedar, 
they are instantly suspicious. I can hear them thinking, "Is she with us 
or against us?" Most often, they assume I am against them. They tell 
me, "Don't go trying to get us to stop cutting down our cedars." 

Rest assured, that's not what I'm saying. That's why the book is 
called Wanted Dead and Alive, Mountain Cedars. The point was to clarify 
that this book will hope to explore facts in a balanced manner. 
Sometimes Mountain Cedars would be more valuable alive, other times, 
more useful dead. 

What I am going to propose is that the time has come to push the 
reset button. We need to take a step back because, what we've been 
told to do for the last century, for the most part, has not been working, 
or when it does, it's only temporary.
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A HOPEFUL, BUT NOT UNREALISTIC, GOAL

Upon finishing this book, I do not expect readers to burst out and say, 
"Damn, I love that tree" and run outside to hug a pollen ladened cedar. 
However, I hope readers will put down this book with a better 
understanding of why and how this veteran of our Texas Hill Country 
now spreads so quickly. Also, there's more to the story than meets the 
eye.

If this book can get the readers to see the Mountain Cedar in a new 
light, no matter how dim, the Texas Hill Country will benefit. The 
Mountain Cedar is a vital part of this ecosystem. But this ecosystem has 
been knocked out of balance. To restore balance, we will need to adopt 
a more sustainable land management approach and a renewed 
perspective that not all Mountain Cedars are bad.
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