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Chiefland native shares insight from days of old 
94-year-old cow hunter looks back 

 

 
James R. Beauchamp, 94, stands with his wife Ramona Swilley Beauchamp, 73, in their 
home in Chiefland. Next month, they will herald their 15th wedding anniversary. 
Ramona was friends with the late Annie Gene Beauchamp, James’ first wife. After 
Annie passed away and Ramona’s husband passed away, the two started seeing each 
other, then married, and have lived happily ever since. 
Photo By Jeff M. Hardison 

By Jeff M. Hardison © May 4, 2022 at 2:12 p.m. 
     CHIEFLAND – Decades ago, when James R. Beauchamp, who is now 94 years old, was just a 
young man, he was a cow hunter. 
     “Cow hunter” is term that came to be from his work as a cowhand back before the Florida Fence 
Law of 1949. 
     From the time Florida gained its statehood in 1845, until halfway into the 1900s, cattlemen used to 
let their livestock roam freely in the pastures and woods. In 1895, a statewide organization began to 
seek fences and later won a campaign to force cattle ranchers and others to fence their livestock. 
     If a cow or bull didn't have someone's brand on it, it was free for the taking. 
 



HardisonInk.com 
 
  

 

James R. Beauchamp feeds wild 
turkeys. 
Photo Provided By Ramona 
Beauchamp 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Here is James R. Beauchamp with a buck he took 
during the season when he was 93 years old. 
Photo Provided By Ramona Beauchamp 
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James R. Beauchamp feeds the deer. 
Photo Provided By Ramona Beauchamp 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

James R. Beauchamp with turkeys he hunted. 
Photo Provided By Ramona Beauchamp 
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One of James R. 
Beauchamp’s friends, R.C. 
Sheppard, is seen with a 
deer that he killed just 
before Shepard's death. 
Shepard passed away, while 
sitting in a deer stand 
hunting for deer. He used to 
run the tire shop on the 
southwest corner of U.S. 
Highway 19 and State Road 
345 in south Chiefland. This 
is one of James’ good 
friends, whom he 
treasured. James visited the 
tire shop for local updates 
regularly.  
Photo Provided By Ramona 
Beauchamp 
 

 
In Shiloh, James R. Beauchamp feeds the cattle on property he owns a bit north of the 
Sumner area. 
Photo Provided By Ramona Beauchamp 
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At the marriage of a 
great-granddaughter of 
James R. Beauchamp, 
seen here are (from left) 
James W. Beauchamp 
(grandson of James R. 
Beauchamp), Thurman 
Bailey, Tenlee 
Beauchamp Bailey and 
James R. Beauchamp. 
This is on property that 
James R. Beauchamp 
grew up on – in Echo, 
Florida. 
Photo Provided By Ramona 
Beauchamp 
 
 
 

 

 

This is Burney Keen a good friend 
who still drives James R. 
Beauchamp to hunt, to just 
meander around, and to eat at 
James’ camp. He is wonderful 
man. James R. Beauchamp has 
many, many friends, who he 
maintains contact with. They all 
get together often at the camp to 
cook mullet and swamp cabbage, 
or maybe have some grits and 
beef tripe, or they may just dine 
on doves and rice, or stewed 
squirrels and rice. Generally, a 
good friend -- Charlie King -- does 
the cooking, or maybe Mike 
Beauchamp a cousin and dear 
friend. The food is always good! 
Photo Provided By Ramona 
Beauchamp 
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     As for hunting cows, that is a starting point for the very young James R. Beauchamp, whose family 
lineage makes him among the Chiefland natives with a very long bloodline to this city, because his 
great grandfather Augustus Cary Beauchamp (1851 - 1924) homesteaded downtown Chiefland before 
it became a city more than 100 years ago. 
     That’s seven generations of Beauchamp blood in his heritage that are from Levy County, and even 
more specifically – Chiefland. 
     Chiefland calls itself the "Gem of the Suwannee Valley" and it celebrated its 100th anniversary in 
2013. 
     Fasten your seatbelt, because this man lived in this part of Florida before there were seatbelts and 
before state law required people to wear them. James R. Beauchamp during his lifetime even helped 
take down the old Echo, Florida, Post Office, years ago. 
     Nowadays, he gets up to feed the cows. He feeds the wild turkeys. He feeds the wild deer. He traps 
the wild hogs. James R. Beauchamp said he retired from the Florida Department of Transportation 
after 30 years and three days – and that part of this story will be seen later. 
     As for feeding and hunting wildlife today, well this is part of his life that keeps him active, and he 
thinks keeping active after retirement helps promote longevity. 
     Would he change his choices from back when? 
     “If I had it to do over,” Beauchamp said during a sit-down interview on Saturday (April 30), “I 
wouldn’t change it a bit. I enjoyed my life.” 
     He said he earned retirement from the Florida Department of Transportation. There is one part of 
his life, however, that may stand out more than working for FDOT. 
     “As far as the cow-huntin’ days, I loved that open range,” he said. “That’s all I ever knew, up until 
then (the FDOT years).” 

Pre-Fence Law 
     “Yes,” he said. “I was an open-range cowhand, back before ‘49. In 1949, they passed a new fencing 
law. Well, before that, all this country down south of Chiefland, down here from there to the coast, 
over to Cedar Key, over to Bronson, down toward Lebanon Station, all that was open range.” 
     That land was nothing but woods in scattered pines, not planted pines, and cattle. There were no 
fences at all, he said. In 1949, the Florida Legislature passed the law requiring cattle ranchers to build 
fences to keep their livestock contained. 
     The 1949 law brought his cow-hunting days to a pinnacle. His then father-in-law Orvil Smith 
(1896-1953) of the Town of Otter Creek had 3,500 head of cattle that needed to be rounded up from 
the woods and put within the fences after the 1949 law. 
     Prior to that point, though, James R. Beauchamp cow-hunted for five or six years. Head ‘em up, 
move ‘em out – from the woods to the pens. 
     Some young people today, he said, don’t have a grasp of the work ethic of the cow hunters of 
decades gone by. Cow hunting is not for the faint of heart. 
     “When I was growing up, a boy 16 years old was like a grown man,” he said. “Today, kids 16 years 
old don’t know their way back home, hardly.” 
     The former cow hunter and retired FDOT worker said he started making his own living at the age 
of 16 and has done so ever since. His cow-hunting days started even before that. 
     When he was 10 years old, in 1938, James was hunting cows with his father. 
     James R. Beauchamp is the son of Willie Augustus Beauchamp and Thelma Hiers Beauchamp. He 
was born March 20, 1928. 
     He was born about five miles northeast from his current home, which is adjacent to State Road 345 
and west of U.S. Alt. 27. 
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     About three years later, the family moved to a house near to where the Florida Department of 
Transportation (FDOT) Maintenance Yard is now in Chiefland on Alt. 27. 
     In 1937, the family moved to one end of Long Pond. And that was at Echo, Florida, and it had a 
Post Office and a store. 
     James R. Beauchamp spoke about that property. Back in 1937, Willie Augustus Beauchamp bought 
the property at Echo, Florida, from Manny Clyatt. That was 560 acres “with a fine wooden home on it, 
log stables, log cribs, pecan trees, beautiful live oaks, as fine a place as you’ve ever seen,” James said. 
     Right in front of that property was the Post Office and a store, he added. 
     James’ father bought the 560 acres, house, stable and cribs, all that, for $2,700, he said. 
     “That was in The Depression – 1937,” he added. “And later on, he got the other 80 acres, which 
made him a mile square. He owned the section there, a mile square. And he left it to me.” 
     A few years ago, James R. Beauchamp said, he deeded all of the property to his son Jamie and 
grandsons -- James W. Beauchamp, Clint G. Beauchamp and Jacob L. “Jake” Beauchamp. 
     James R. Beauchamp’s grandsons are all sons of the late James O. “Jamie” Beauchamp (Feb. 14, 
1949-Jan. 28, 2019), who was the only child of James R. Beauchamp. Jamie, as noted, passed away a 
few years ago at the age of 69. 
     James R. Beauchamp deeded the property to his son and grandsons because he did not like the way 
the state took a significant amount of money from the estate of his father in law through the death tax. 
     Going back in time, though, as a child, James R. Beauchamp was a cow hunter. His father W.A. 
Beauchamp had about 300 open-range cattle. 
     Even back before those active years as a high school graduate and cow hunter, at the age of about 
10, James R. Beauchamp was hunting cows with his father one day. 
     “I was riding a mule, cow-hunting with my Dad down there,” James said, “down beside of Gads 
Bay. Some pretty cows came running out of that bay down there. The flies was bad. These cows come 
runnin’ out of that bay, swishing their tails and all. 
     “They had some half-Brahma calves with them,” he continued. “The prettiest things I ever saw. The 
first Brahma calves I had ever seen. And later on, I met up with my Dad down there. I asked him, 
‘Whose cattle are those – branded with a number 2.’” 
     W.A. Beauchamp told James that those cattle with that brand belong to Orvil Smith. His father told 
the 10-year-old boy that this cattle rancher lives in the Town of Otter Creek. 
     James asked his Dad if this rancher had any children, and his father told the boy that he believes 
Mr. Smith had one daughter about the same age as him. 
     “I said, ‘I’m going to marry that girl,” James. R. Beauchamp told his father, “because of those pretty 
Brahma calves. Nine years later, I married her.” 
     James R. Beauchamp’s mother, Thelma, was a teacher. As a result, the young man learned quickly. 
He graduated from high school at the age of 16. 
     While at home, he worked with his father. He helped his father haul watermelons, tobacco, peanuts 
and cattle to Ocala and Gainesville to the markets there. He mentioned the kids today can’t seem to do 
anything, but he was driving a truck even before he had a license. 
     He left home and went to work with Orvil Smith as a cow hunter at the age of 16. 
     He lived in a bunkhouse with four other cow hunters. Then, about three years later, he told his 
colleagues that he was moving from the bunkhouse over to “The Big House” where Orvil Smith lived. 
     James R. Beauchamp married Orvil Smith’s daughter Annie Gene Smith, and they remained 
married until she passed away. This was the girl who he decided he would marry, before he met her, 
when he was only 10 years old. They were married for just three months shy of 58 years when she 
passed away at the Haven Hospice location in Chiefland. 
     James kept cow-hunting for some more years after getting married. 
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     Cow hunters would ride horses, eight to nine months a year, every year. The cow hunters would put 
the cows in pens, where they would brand the calves. 
     They would work one area of the county and then move on to the next. They would leave the Town 
of Otter Creek and ride their horses herding cattle from the woods into pens, where they would pull 
some out and brand the calves. 
     Cow hunters in his group would live at a campsite in the middle of the Gulf Hammock area of Levy 
County, while they were hunting. It was at a place named Buck Island, about six miles south of the 
Town of Otter Creek. 
     This campsite in the woods, where the cow hunters lived during their various tours of duty, 
included a small tin building about 12 or 15 feet long, he said. They used a woodstove for cooking, 
     Before heading out for a day of cattle hunting in the woods of Levy County, they would load one 
cattle hunter’s saddle pockets with hoecakes, white bacon and coffee for lunch. 
     Cattle were sold at markets in Ocala and Gainesville back then. 
     As a cowhand, James R. Beauchamp would help the John and Ella Partin family of Bronson with 
their open range cattle in the Bronson area back then too, he said. That Partin family had about 
10,000 head of cattle back then. 
     The Partin family were “fine people,” Beauchamp said. 
     The 1949 fence law made cow hunters have to round up the cows from the woods and put them 
inside the fences. 
     Beauchamp kept hunting cows, and he even did some timber work for Etter Usher for about a year. 
     In 1954, Beauchamp went to work for the Florida Department of Transportation. He was on a 
location crew, and they conducted preliminary surveys on roads. Over the years, he progressed at the 
FDOT and eventually had crews working under him. 
     He retired after 30 years and three days. On his 30th anniversary, it was not going to end on a full 
week. They were paid each two weeks, and he wanted that last paycheck to be for the full two weeks. 
So, he worked three more days. 

Hog Claim 
     Oliver Miller and Beauchamp had a hog claim, back decades ago. A hog claim means that within a 
certain area, certain people have claim to hunt hogs. 
     Before the fence law of 1949, a person would have a range where they could hunt hogs. It was their 
hog claim, he said. 
     The claim he and Oliver Miller had went from the Waccasassa River to the Number 4 Bridge to 
Cedar Key. 
     Hunting hogs had its moments, too. When the hog dogs would be “baying them up” and sending 
them out of the woods, if the wild boar was coming at a hunter, sometimes the best method would be 
to get up a tree quickly, he said. 
     They would start hunting the hogs at the old Roe Hudson place, where Dry Creek runs into the 
coast. They would go west to where they had hog pens, to capture them. 
     “We’d drive those hogs like cows down that coast,” Beauchamp said. “And we’d drive them into 
those hog pens.” 
     There were six pens with doors on them. Then, they would mark the hogs. Back then, a person 
could sell a woods hog, Nowadays, there is no market for wild hog. 
     “We never did sell a whole lot,” he said, “because we got caught in that ’50 storm. The 1950 
hurricane came and just about ruined us,” he said. “I never did get money back out of them.” 
     Hurricane Easy (Sept. 5, 1950) went ashore near Cedar Key and later near Tampa Bay as a major 
hurricane after looping offshore. 
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     Later on, he said, Billy Patterson leased the property to the state of Florida, and the government 
told Patterson to get the hogs out of there. That wound up the hog claim. 
     “There’s still hogs there today,” Beauchamp said, intimating that these are the descendant swine 
from those wild hogs of yesteryear. 
     In the past year, Beauchamp said, he has caught 75 hogs on his property near the Shiloh Cemetery, 
north of Sumner. 
     He gave 70 of those hogs to the owner of Tiger Island Outfitters, 2871 S.W. Levy County Road 347. 
     At 94 years old, Beauchamp still gets up at 6 a.m. daily. 
     He has hunted all of his life. James R. Beauchamp is an avid hunter. 
     When he was 12 years old, he would go hunting in the Gulf Hammock area, and not just for cows. 
He deer hunted there. He especially loved hunting turkeys. 
     Now that he is older, however, he has decided not to kill every turkey he sees. 
     On another note, about James R. Beauchamp, he loves music. His mother played piano, and he 
learned to play that a little. He does play harmonica, and he sings. 
     He has sung in the First United Methodist Church of Chiefland choir. He has sung at weddings and 
at funerals. Years ago, he sang as a duet with Beverly Malloy. 
     While James R. Beauchamp said he is the oldest member of the First UMC of Chiefland 
congregation, he and his wife have been going to church at a Baptist Church in the Fowlers Bluff area 
more recently. 

 


