James Beech

With “250 dollars and wife, he says, worth a million dollars,” James Beech, miller, ginner, and liquor dealer, arrived in Stephenville in 1872.  He was a blacksmith until 1881, when he opened a roller mill with a capacity of 500 bushels of wheat and 200 bushels of corn per day.  Five years later he erected a cotton gin, and in April, 1890, he purchased a saloon.  At the turn of the century, Beech figured he was “hauling in” more than $15,000 annually in the saloon, $6,000 in the mill, and $6,000 in his gin.  Much of the news o Beech in the Stephenville newspapers concerned his mill operation.  In May, 1884, he was reported severely ill, having worked “unusually hard on his boiler all day.”  After his evening meal, he suffered an attack, and several men were required to hold him in bed.  Physicians attended him throughout the night.  The cause of his illness was not disclosed.1

The illness, however, left him despondent, and in June, Beech was talking of shutting down his City Mills and “hunting some good live town in which to open a blacksmith shop.”  He claimed business was so dull it did not pay his insurance.2

When autumn arrived, Beech made a trip to Arkansas with a couple of carloads of hogs.3

Occasional reports told that Beech had his cotton unloader in operation,4 his mill had been idle several weeks one summer so that the machinery could be taken apart preparatory to replacing worn pieces,5 and he was planning a new gin house.6

Rivalry developed between James Beech and Major Baldwin in the 1890s. Beech, Baldwin, and Wilson had established a mill and in 1882 had suffered losses from the high waters of the Bosque.  Baldwin and Wilson had withdrawn from the operation “causing the burden of repairing to fall on me.  I did not despair but I got my shoulder to the wheel, and like a man, fought it out….”  Beech bragged that his mill drew trade from Eastland, Hood, Palo Pinto, and other counties.  When he established his cotton gin, there was no other gin in the community.  He had purchased machinery from R.S. Munger of Dallas and at the time had four gin stands in operation.  He inserted this material in answer to and advertisement by Baldwin, promoting his business.7

Beech, in 1891, purchased space for a classified advertisement to warn persons against trespassing on “enclosures near my Roller Mill.”  He did not allow fishing or hunting on the property.8

In 1893 Beech staged a promotional stunt to boost the business.  He held a drawing for 1,000 pounds of Beech’s best flour.  Joe Dickerson, “the blind man,” drew the tickets from a jar.  First prize of 500 pounds went to Jogn Bruington, second prize of 300 pounds went to W.D. Graves, and S.S. Rogers received 200 pounds as third-place winner.  For drawing, Dickerson took home 50 pounds of flour.

The Empire announced in the summer, 1895, that Stephenville soon would have electrix lights, that James Beech was preparing to put in operation a plant to provide sufficient lights if enough person subscribed.10  In May, 1899, James Beech sold his mill to Tom Arnold and moved to Stillwater, Oklahoma.11

Long after Beech left Stephenville, memories of him surfaced.  Some old-timers, as late as 1911, remembered that Beech owned a pretty roan horse which made its living off the square.12
Perhaps the most lasting monument Beech left the town was a stone cottage on the corner of the East Tarleton and Floral.  Built in 1857m the field-stone structure has one room 18 x 30 feet downstairs with fireplaces on the east and west walls.  The original pine floors have hardened.13  in 1988 the building housed the Dinner Bell restaurant.
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