
 

 

 
 
 

  Ground Work 
  Local Knowledge by Knowledgeable Locals 
      Native Plant Restoration* Reforestation* Erosion Control 
                    Brush management * Neighborhood Fire Breaks  

                
What to do first??? Nothing…    
Old Ma Nature has your back. Take a hint from Hippocrates and “First, do no harm”. 
Many trees, grasses and other plants with dead tops will sprout up again from their 
living roots. Even dead roots will stay in the ground long enough to help control 
erosion.  Ash also helps protect the soil by forming a seal over it. Hundreds of seeds 
of trees and other plants are already in every square foot of soil.  Many were 
specifically designed by Ma Nature to only germinate after a fire. They are just 
waiting for the first rain to grow. Next Spring there will be patches of grass and 
flowers scattered over the burn area and by the following Spring there will be a 
carpet of wild flowers.  
 



 

 

Clean Up Debris before doing Ground Work, since you won’t want to disturb 
your erosion control and plantings once they’re in. 

 
Erosion Control Measures need to be in place before the rains start on 
disturbed ground. That is ground where the top layer of soil has been pushed 
around by Cal Fire bulldozers or other equipment. Areas that were burned over but 
otherwise not disturbed may be ok.  
 
Top soil that stays in place on your land is a valuable resource. Sub-soil has fewer 
nutrients and is more easily compacted making root growth difficult. So save your 
top soil and don’t let it wash away to silt up creeks and kill fish. The steeper the 
slope, the more likely it is that it will erode. Flat ground doesn’t erode unless it gets 
hit by rushing water flowing from higher up hill.    
 
Think like a raindrop and you can figure out what to do to stop erosion. Use 
what you have on site. Fall large logs across the hill to hold back soil and retain 
moisture. Cut off the limbs, and dispose of them by chipping now or make small 
piles in cleared areas to burn next winter. Brushy limbs left lying around are called 
slash and they’re a fire hazard. Larger limbs can be placed across the slope and 
staked on the bottom side using sticks from your property or survey stakes from 
Home Depot or Lowes. Fit limbs around the curve of the hill and fill in holes with 
rocks. Scatter native grass seed and cover it up with a thin layer of straw. Don’t use 
straw from the feed store. It is full of weed seeds. Use Rice Straw since it is 
comparatively weed free. (The Yankee Hill Fire Safe Council will be providing bales 
of rice straw for free pick up in Concow.)   
 
A more expensive option is Native Grass Straw which contains good seeds. The 
closest source for that is in Winters at Hedgerow Farms. Silt fence is an effective 
erosion control product that you can buy at United Rentals or Home Depot for about 
30 cents a linear foot. It is placed at the bottom of slopes to catch any sediment that 
evades other erosion control measures. Silt Fence is composed of stakes with light 
weight plastic sheeting attached. The lower part is dug into the ground to form a 
footing and the upper part acts as a barrier. 

 
Look around.  
Too much growing rather than too little will be the problem.  
Unfortunately, in our neighborhood there are many examples of what a burned over 
area looks like a year or two after the event…7 years later, the Poe Fire…8 years 
later, the Concow Fire…many years later, the Ralston Road Fire.   
 
The trees come back looking brushy. That’s because they send up a dozen shoots 
that all compete with each other. In days gone by, the extra shoots would have 
provided deer with a feast which later on would have resulted in a population boom 
in a herd that had probably suffered losses during the fire. There aren’t enough deer 
left to do the pruning job so it’s up to you to cut the shoots back to two or three per 



 

 

plant. You’ll have a real tree again much quicker than you would by planting nursery 
stock because of the large root system already in the ground feeding the shoots. 
 
When you look at areas that were burned over years ago you will notice many 
bleached silver snags. You may think they are ugly, but to a red tail hawk who wants 
a perch with a good view, they are a thing of beauty. They look lovely to the good 
guy dead-wood-eating beetles as opposed to the bad guy live-wood-eating beetles, 
too. The rodents eat the beetles, the coyotes eat the rodents and on up the food 
chain. Standing dead oaks with their gnarled branch pattern make particularly good 
habitat. So leave some of your standing snags.  
 

It’s not so much what grows as how it grows. The Concow Area is a fire 
ecology. That means it’s normal for it to burn off every few years in non-destructive 
little fires that keep the brush down. Brush is what the Cal Fire folks call “ladder 
fuel”. If there is no ladder then small fires can’t climb into the trees. The recent 
catastrophic fire was not normal. Brushy growth and crowded trees were a big 
factor. They are not what used to be here. Instead there were grasslands where 
large trees stood with space in between them. We can’t set winter fires and let them 
go like The Native People or Early Settlers did to help Ma Nature with her plan.  
 

So how do we keep down brushy and weedy growth…  
One good thing that this fire did is that for a few years the brush will be small and 
manageable. Now is the time to get on it.  If what you are aiming for is a natural 
landscape then figuring out what Ma Nature would do is usually your best solution. 
How about getting some goats? Confined to a limited area with two strands of hot 
fence wire running off a battery or solar panel, they will replicate what the huge 
deer herds used to do. Two favorite foods of goats are blackberries and poison oak.  
Lama’s and alpacas also do good work. These cloven-hooved creatures are easier on 
the ground than horses or cattle. 
 
Use mechanical methods like chain saws and weed eaters. On rainy days in the 
winter it is safe to use hand held weed burners. All of these methods are good 
because they don’t disturb the soil.  
 

Once the top layer of soil has been seriously disturbed , the natural 
system has been destroyed. Ma Nature knows how to deal quickly with a burned 
over area.  When faced with the total disruption of her plan, it will take her a very 
long time to get it right again. Look around at the examples in our neighborhood. 
When top soil is moved by equipment to build roads, construct pads for homes, log, 
or any other reason, what comes back are invasive plants like Scotch Broom or Star 
Thistle. Equipment going from one job to the next is a big spreader of weed seeds. 
Another result can be natives growing in an unnatural manner like thickets of 
spindly Manzanita or a lush growth of Poison Oak. This is caused when too many 
seeds are brought to the surface of the soil. That’s just what we have to deal with if 
we want roads, houses and logging.  It is also what we will be dealing with on the 



 

 

fire breaks bulldozed through our land. What I hope for is that we can become Ma 
Nature’s helpers through Native Restoration and Reforestation. All that means is 
just another type of gardening.   
 
The good news is that natives planted in the rainy season may never need to be 
watered and seldom need weeding. The bad news is that if you are successful no one 
will know you did anything. Ma Nature will get all the credit.  
 

The best advice is…Start small and work well. Begin near your home or where 
you plan to rebuilt and expand outward from there.  
 

  
More to Come… 
  
A 2nd pamphlet on what, where and when to plant 
And creating neighborhood fire breaks. 
 

Also look for announcements about… 
Knowledgeable Locals who will to come to your property to give advice 
based on your unique conditions.  
 
AND 
 

Help doing the work from Guerilla Gardeners. 


