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LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, apart from 
the pleasure of extending to you on behalf of Tall Timbers 
Research Station, a cordial welcome to this conference, I find 
little excuse for taking up your time; for I am not a profes
sional with a scientific knowledge of forestry, the effects of 
fire on timber growths, or other related subjects which you 
have come here to discuss. I am just a sportsman and amateur 
naturalist who has been asked-or rather lugged twenty miles 
out of bed earlier than he likes-by his gadfly friend, Ed 
Komarek, to inflict on you his personal experiences in the use 
of fire in this region. 

If my statements or conclusions should excite ridicule, 
or even gnashing of teeth-O.K!-for if anyone of them is 
taken seriously enough to cause tooth-gnashing I shall regard 
it as a flattering indication th.at it is, at least, considered to be 
worth chewing on. 

To begin with, let me make it clear that what I shall 
say is meant to apply solely to this section of north Florida, 
which is a "fire-type" region where the flora and fauna that 
thrive in it are necessarily "fire types" and must have fire. 

We have here a happy combination of open fields, pine 
groves, hammocks, and other stands of mixed timber, the major 
part of the area dotted with live oaks, gums, maples, and other 
deciduous species-singly or in small groups. These habitats, 
together with lakes, are beautiful to the eye, pleasant to live in, 
and make ideal situations for quail, turkey, and other small 
game. These environments have endured in a sort of ecological 
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equilibrium with little change for a period beginning farther 
than we can remember. (Perhaps here I had better assure you 
that I am not a real estate salesman.) 

The essential factor in developing and maintaining this 
equilibrium has been uncontrolled fire occurring annually for 
perhaps ages. Set by lightning before the advent of man and 
later used by Indians, then by early settlers and lastly by us, 
it is the most economically practical means of clearing land. 

I am not referring to tracts devoted principally to such 
special purposes as timber cultivation, or stock raising, but to 
the type of country that surrounds us here, where each of the 
above besides many other industries and activities, has a part 
without dominating the others to the point of seriously affect
ing the ecological equilibrium. 

And now I will try to project myself into the orbit of 
personal experience, with the hope that I shall, at the end, have 
landed somewhere, though it may well be upside down. 

I first came to Tallahassee, with my father and brother, 
in January 1894. My father's purpose was to shoot quail. My 
brother and I wanted for public purposes to continue our school 
work and shoot quail in the time left over. In the interests of 
truth, however, I must confess that our private purpose was to 
shoot quail and study in the time left over. After some search 
for a teacher, the Presbyterian minister, Mr. Caldwell, a very 
competent and kindly soul, courageously undertook the job of 
instilling a little learning into our reluctant heads under the 
handicap of the following program. 

Every morning-with the exception of Saturdays, Sun
days, National, Church or any other kind of holiday we could 
invent-we had lessons, and went shooting in the afternoons. 
Mr. Caldwell often remarked "You boys are sure death on 
holidays. " 

On Saturdays and holidays we hunted all day from a 
2 H. P., two-seated wagon (with a driver named Charley
that's an important point) that toted our two dogs and "ussens" 
over much of the area within ten miles of town. Tallahassee's 
population was then only about 2500 to 3000. There were few 
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hunters from outside the state so most of the hunting was done 
by local men. There was little posted land and the owners made 
no effort toward protecting game beyond a fairly strict observ
ance of the closed season, which I think was somewhat shorter 
than it is now. Except that cotton and corn fields were larger 
in proportion to the wooded areas, the landscape offered much 
the same attractive, diversified scenery that it does today. 

Nothing in its aspect suggested to us that the land had 
ever been burned off. So our ingrained northern notions about 
fire suffered a shock when one day toward the end of the quail 
season-in late February- we saw the whole country on fire, 
which within a few minutes left the ground black and bare 
except for scattered clumps of bushes. The country looked to 
us irretrievably ruined, and the quail doomed, until our trusty 
Charley informed us that this burning took place regularly 
every spring as far back as his great-grandpapa could remember. 
Our alarm thus somewhat abated when a few calmer squints 
through the smoke showed all the trees still standing, and we 
even found that we could walk behind the flames without 
scorching our boots. 

Later, we realized that what had burned was merely 
a year's accumulation of litter, or "duff," and that the soil had 
taken no harm, as it would have done in some of our northern 
woods. And when we were assured by our local friends that 
the country would look the same by the following winter as 
it had when we first saw it, and that they took the practice so 
much for granted that it had not occurred to them to mention 
it to us, we were comforted. Nevertheless, the practice left in 
us a feeling of repugnance that lasted a long time. 

As to quail, my impression or guess, in looking back over 
sixty years is that they were about as abundant then as they 
are now. There were fewer guns but no bag limits, and it was 
not thought especially remarkable for two hard-working hunt
ers-they and their dogs familiar with the country- to bag 80 
or more birds in a day. We, with only two indifferently good 
dogs (like ourselves, unfamiliar with the country), and taking 
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things easy, found a fair number of coveys over most of the 
area hunted, but our bags were very modest. 

In 1895 my uncle Edward Beadel acquired what is now 
Tall Timbers Plantation on Lake Iamonia about fifteen miles 
north of here. 

During his ownership the prevailing uncontrolled burn
ing routine was continued. I had had no opportunity to visit 
Florida between 1897 and 1912. Then I visited my uncle and 
shot with him every winter until I took over the plan~ation in 
1919, made it my home, and carried on the old burning routine 
unchanged for several years more. 

This was the established procedure: 

On the last day of the quail season our head Negro 
"made a narration" to the tenants giving them permission to 
"put out the fire," which, the buildings and fences having 
already been raked around, they promptly did, "putting the 
fire" to everything else that would burn. That night, on every 
hand, lines of flames crept or raced across fields, flickered 
through pine woods, here and there flaring high over the heav
ier clumps of weeds, accompanied by cracklings of brush, bangs 
like pistol shots, and clouds of eye- and nose-stinging smoke. 

Those were the first night fires I had seen close up or
so to speak-from the middle, and they were vastly more im
pressive than day fires . Fascinating spectacles they were. Yet 
they conveyed that sense of menace which any wildfire, though 
known to be merely skimming the soil harmlessly, is apt to in
spire, particularly in one like me, who has camped and hunted in 
northern woods where some soils-unlike ours-are vulnerable 
to fire, and where any fire not under absolute control can cause 
widespread destruction of both soil and timber. Anyway, the 
sight of those night fires increased my dislike for burning more 
than was strictly necessary and led to speculation as to whether 
we still needed to burn as often (that is, yearly) as the early 
settlers found to be best; or whether, under present conditions, 
we could get along with less frequent burning without seriously 
affecting the ecology. In order to settle this particular question 
at first hand, I decided to make some experiments. Fire control, 
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at that time largely for the purpose of preventing fire from 
invading adjoining property, had become fairly standard prac
tice, and in 1926, I, too, had begun plowing firebreaks along 
my boundaries, and later cut my land wherever feasible into 
plots which could be burned independently. 

So the frequency-of-burning experiments consisted sim
ply in excluding fire from selected plots for terms of one, two 
or three or more consecutive years. Three years of exclusion 
were enough to convince me that the old-time settlers knew 
very well, in fact better than some of us do now, what they 
were about when they burned yearly. 

The fact that this region developed and has maintained 
a condition of ecological stability through many, many years 
of uncontrolled burning is uncontrovertible proof, to me, that 
fire is not the timber-vegetation-game-destroying demon as it 
has been so often pictured. On the contrary, it is an essential 
factor in maintaining that stability. Nor has it prevented an 
increase in timber growth year after year, for, uncontrolled or 
not, fire will rarely burn any sizable area absolutely clean be
cause certain spots, due to a lack of fuel, or perhaps a brief 
passing shower, will be skipped by the flames and will grow sap
lings or hardwood sprouts which become progressively harder 
to ignite in later years until they become too big to burn. Con
sequently there is more timber on Tall T imbers now, in spite 
of yearly burnings and several "cullings," than there was when 
I acquired it. 

Incidentally, yearly or bi-yearly burning is the most eco
nomically practical and reliable means of insuring mature tim
ber against severe fire damage, for sooner or later, by accident 
or otherwise, someone will drop a match or cigarette butt, or 
a hunter will try to smoke an animal out from a hole. Also, 
lightning sometimes starts a fire, and if conditions such as dry 
cover or strong winds happen to prevail at the time, or if the 
fire is not detected promptly, it may burn off a large area. And, 
if that area has stood unburned for enough years to build up 
a big accumulation of duff, much of the timber will surely be 
either badly damaged or destroyed, whereas if it had been 
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burned in the last one or two years, only very minor damage 
at most will result. Dependence on firebreaks alone is unsafe, 
as bits of burning weed or tree bark are often borne by the 
wind-far beyond a firebreak-to start another fire. 

I have not mentioned the practice of scientific night 
burning or other refinements used in handling fires, which 
comprise what might be termed the "art of advanced burning," 
but have left it to those better qualified than I am to discuss it. 
But there is present a post-graduate expert in the practice of 
that art who, I believe, could r'nake fires travel straight against 
the wind if he so desired. And now, having got out of orbit 
and landed somehow-I think upside down-I thank you for 
your kind attention. 
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