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c o v e r  s t o r y

Cary Lightsey was bred to be a rancher. “My granddad had a saying,”
he offers, “‘You can take a Lightsey away from his parents at childbirth,
move him to another state, check on him 30 years later, and he’d be in the
catle business.’ And I believe that’s the truth. ¶ “When they asked us in
school what we wanted to grow up and be, I always said a cowboy,” says
the tall, slender guy, who ambles with a limpy gait he earned after horse
accidents during poacher chases. ¶ “And it never crossed my mind to do
anything else. My children are the same way. It’s just almost automatic.”

A Legacy of Land
Te first Lightseys to raise cows on the flat lands of central 

Florida arrived here in the 1850s. Cary traces his lineage back 
to a German immigrant who landed in Beaufort, S.C., in 1712 
and began his life in America with a government-issued cow 
and bull, along with 300 bushels of corn and 320 acres of land.

Today, Cary and his older brother Layne and their families 
own more than 18,000 acres and lease another 17,000-plus 
acres of pasture and farmland just south of Orlando and in 
south Georgia. And by commiting 80 percent of their owned 
land to conservation easements (they sell the development 
rights to the land, but retain ownership), they have preserved 
thousands of environmentally sensitive acres of wetlands and 
areas populated by endangered plant and animal species.

Te Lightsey Expanse 

Drive east for 15 miles from the town of Lake Wales, 
Fla., on Highway 60, and you’ll see a weathered sign reading 
“Lightsey Catle Co.” rising from the pasture. Turn north there 
on the two-lane road, and at once everything in all directions 
is Lightsey. Every blade of grass, patch of silty dirt, and wire-
wrapped fence post. Tey own a large portion of the western 
edge of Lake Kissimmee, as well as the lake’s 2,800-acre Brahma 
Island, the largest freshwater island in the United States. 

Among other operations, the Lightseys farm 420 acres of 
citrus—navel and red grapefruits, and Hamlin and Valencia 

oranges. Tey maintain more than 700 acres of Bahia sod and 
seed, and 2,800 acres of hay, including a grass called Jigs from 
the Sudan region of Africa. Tey raise close to 7,000 head 
of catle, including 120 purebred Charolais and 220 non-
registered Black Angus cows. 

Tey also allow guided commercial hunts out on Brahma 
Island. Hunters from all over the country—including a few 
celebrities, such as Shaquille O’Neal and Bruce Willis—motor to 
the island several times a year to track wild boar and exotic deer. 

A Life-Changing Event 

Te reach of the Lightsey’s ranch wasn’t always this 
expansive. When Cary was in his early 20s, his father passed 
away unexpectedly without a will. He and his brother Layne 
took over the family ranch and discovered they owed estate 
taxes in the amount of $1.3 million, which at the time was 
more than the value of their land. Cary moved into a trailer 
and eliminated all of his unnecessary expenses. During 
this time, he and his wife, Marcia planted and harvested a 
personal, 1-acre vegetable garden, kept chickens, and ate a lot 
of pork from the wild hogs they had on their land. 

“We did what we had to do,” says Marcia. “We knew this 
would be our lifestyle for a while.” Cary and Layne created 
new financial opportunities, including the citrus farming and 
the commercial hunting ventures. Cary contracted with other 
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