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The Stars Are Bright
Baker Engineering and Risk Utilizes Their Ranch to 
Improve Safety 

Often when a ranch is purchased, the beauty of the country 
and the romance of land ownership are the impetus. For 
Baker Engineering and Risk Consultants, however, those were 
unanticipated benefits that surfaced only after the company 
purchased 2,300 acres for a testing facility in Kinney County. 

The pristine condition of the Box Canyon ranch adds something 
special to the experience. Baker’s engineers, who work in 
support of the company’s safety and risk studies, live on site at 
the ranch during testing. It is then that they get an opportunity 
to enjoy the untainted beauty of the land. Since many of the 
engineers are from an urban background, the ranch allows 
them to learn rural lifestyle skills, including gun safety and 
operating heavy machinery. “It’s really interesting to see people 
from a different walk of life come and get an appreciation for 
the farm and ranch life,” senior engineer Darren Malik said. 
“We teach a lot of kids how to run a tractor.”

Baker President Quentin Baker said the company works to be 
good stewards of the land and good friends to its neighbors, both 
of which are made easier by maintaining land usage similar 
to that of previous ownership. “The majority of our land is in 
agricultural use,” Baker said.

Previous to its purchase by Baker Engineering and Risk, the 
ranch had been used for hunting. “We continued that forward,” 
Malik said. Currently there is a wildlife management program 
in place and the property is leased for cattle grazing.

“We’re compatible neighbors,” Baker said, noting that much 
of the adjacent property is used for hunting. “We make noise, 
they make noise,” he said, explaining that the discharge from 
firearms on neighboring property is more frequent than the 
testing his company conducts, which occurs approximately 
two or three times a year. Baker characterized the neighbors’ 
noise as frequent small bumps, while testing creates a large 
noise infrequently. Neighbors in close geographic proximity 
have generally expressed only curiosity about the testing. “Once 
you tell them what you’re doing, they’re more interested than 
anything,” Malik said

Testing takes place on the flat floor of the canyon, which is 
ideal for the original 10-acre, soon to be 50-acre, testing pad. 

The pad size means that more that 2,200 acres is reserved for 
hunting and grazing livestock. This allows visiting engineers 
and scientists to roam the wide-open spaces, which make 
for great viewing 24-7. The nighttime scenery often evokes 
comments about how bright the stars are. “It’s very relaxing 
and tranquil. It’s just gorgeous out there,” Malik said.

Scientists come from across the nation and around the world, 
traveling from such countries as the United Kingdom, Spain, 
France and Denmark. “It’s got an international reputation now. 
Our research goes globally,” Baker said.

That reputation, combined with the expectations of world 
travelers of Texas as a wide-open frontier has generated some 
interesting reactions. “We do have international travelers out 
there who, I swear, think we’re going to be on horseback,” 
Baker said. 

“Oh man, their eyes are big,” Malik said. When an engineer 
for a Korean company came to the ranch for a project, he was 
amazed by the vistas and space. “It blew his mind how open 
Texas is,” Malik said. Another visitor was a Lackland Air Force 
Base trainee, used to the more closed-in spaces of San Antonio. 
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Pre-test photo of gravity feed fuel tanks in front of the  
Deflagration Load Generator (DLG). The test is meant to help 

BakerRisk better understand how these tanks respond to blast loads.

Still frame from a large scale (34,500 ft3) vapor cloud explosion test performed for the Explosion Research Cooperative

DLG control box (locked out for safety). 
The control boxes allow BakerRisk to run the tests from 

a safe location inside of the Control Room.

Still frame from the full scale pre-engineered metal building test 
performed for the Explosion Research Cooperative
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His visit to Kinney County was a true treat. “Once he got out 
there he couldn’t stop smiling,” Malik added.

Baker described guests as “big-eyed kids in a candy store,” who 
want to know, “Can I come out and play?”

While playing is fine, Baker Engineering and Risk’s work is 
serious. “Our company is about keeping people safe,” Baker 
said. That goal led to the purchase of the Box Canyon ranch. 
“We had been testing between Kenedy and Three Rivers,” he 
said of the testing that often involves combustion. “Well, that’s 
the heart of the Eagle Ford Shale.” 

When the Eagle Ford’s oil and gas wells and pumping facilities 
expanded around the facility, Baker said the close proximity 
was not in keeping with the company’s mission. So a realtor 
was called to find a new site. “We wanted a nice, really flat 10 
acres or so in the middle. We needed to make sure we’d be in 
an area where we wouldn’t be encroached,” said Baker. He 
also wanted the company to be compatible with its neighbors. 
It is not easy to locate that type of testing site. Including Kinney 
County, the company has three facilities, the third of which 
is in La Vernia at a site that took three years to locate.  With 
Box Canyon, however, the ranch was found within months of 
engaging the realtor and Baker approved it as ideal, crediting 
the realtor for making the selection process simple and fast. 
“He hit the home run,” Baker said. “The price per acre was 
reasonable.” And the ranch was in beautiful country located 
far from the Eagle Ford Shale. “It didn’t have oil and gas. It’s 
been a much better environment for us,” Baker said. “We need 
it, and we respect it, and we just, quite frankly, enjoy it.”

Testing, primarily funded by oil, gas and chemical industry 
groups, is undertaken while being mindful of caring for 
the land and being good neighbors. “We’re not commercial 
blasting,” Baker said. “We’re there for the sake of doing work 
to improve safety.” 

The company was founded in 1984 by Baker’s father, Wilfred 
Baker, who worked in a ballistics research laboratory in 
Maryland during World War II and retired in 1983 from 
Southwest Research Institute in San Antonio. Baker Engineering 
and Risk sets its own standards for sound and other possible 
side effects, including a zero ground-discharge policy, meaning 
absolutely no discharge contacts the soil. “We’re just not going 
to allow it,” Baker said. “We’re very sensitive to the toxics. That’s 
part of our mission, to protect folks from toxics.” Testing is 
done very carefully and intentionally, following the example 
set by the founder. “He was a really good experimentalist and 
he taught us really well,” the younger Baker said.

Many months of research and model building take place before 
detonation occurs for the tests that cost approximately $150,000 
each. “We’re trying to make sure we have the right models,” 

Malik said. Following that research and data compilation, there 
is the actual construction of a closely controlled and pre-tested 
experiment. “It’s a lot of work,” Malik said. “A lot of set-up time 
for a very short test,” Baker said, adding that the actual test 
can sometimes be over in less than a second. That’s after the 
three weeks it can take for setup, and the pre-test research.

When the company began this type of testing in the mid-
1990s, work was often reactive, taking place after an industrial 
accident. Malik said now it is more proactive, focusing on 
accident prevention. Baker said proactivity and reactivity ebb 
and flow, depending on the state of various industries. Following 
a major industrial accident, “There’s always been this surge,” 
Baker said. “Then it becomes proactive.”

Baker Engineering and Risk Consultants was mindful of being 
a good neighbor and met with county commissioners before 
purchasing the site. The only concern officials expressed was 
whether wildlife would be frightened by testing. It turns out 
there was no need to worry. Malik said wildlife and cattle 
barely pause to look up when tests occur.

Being a good neighbor has also included contributing to the 
South Texas economy. In addition to benefitting Kinney County, 
Baker Engineering and Risk Consultants frequently supports 
the variety of amenities located between San Antonio and the 
ranch, including stores, restaurants, hotels and area businesses. 
Malik said they have eaten lots of meals at area restaurants, 
with Jack’s Steakhouse in Uvalde being a favorite. Knippa-based 
Faglie Construction was extremely helpful shortly after the 
ranch was purchased. “We couldn’t start our testing until we 
improved the road,” Baker said. When that work was complete, 
staff visited area vendors. At Uvalco they have purchased 
construction materials, and Malik said they love the delivery 
service Uvalco offers.

Thomas Erickson, intern for Baker Risk.
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