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The Pioneer 
ñWhat doth the Lord require of thee,  

But to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?ò 
Micah 6:8 

ñCaptain Ellison Adger Smythôs philosophy of lifeé 

a simple, yet full, statement of the emotions which actuated his efforts.ò 

 

When one reflects upon the history of Dunean and  the textile industry in the upstate of South 

Carolina, the name of Ellison Adger Smyth becomes commonplace among the capitalists, 

industrialists, merchants, and bankers developing the Greenville area into the Textile Center of 

the Southélater, ñTextile Center of the World.ò  Although this individualistic industrial giantôs 

name never appeared on any of the 20 textile mills he either founded, organized, and directed, 

Captain Smyth, as he was affectionately called by his family and business associates, was also, at 

one time or another, director of 36 different corporations. At the time of the founding and 

organization of the Dunean Mill, he owned 75% of the Greenville Daily News.  He would sell 

the News to B.H. Peace in 1923.  Known as a risk-taker, visionary, and innovator, he was a man 

with an uncanny ability to know ñwhen to buy and build, and then when to stop and sell.ò
 
 When 

he was a boy, his father asked him and his two beloved brothers, James Adger and Augustine 

Thomas, what were their ambitions in life? To which Capt. Smyth replied, ñTo be a rich man, 

have a big house, and have my family and friends to come and visit me.
 
 James Adger became a 

successful cotton merchant and mayor of Charleston. Augustine Thomas became a very 

prominent and successful corporate attorney and State Senator. The ñeò was added later to the 

Smyth nameésupposedly by one of his brothers. The Captain, however, never desired that his 

ancestral name be changed. 

Capt. Smyth entered a busy retirement as a multi-millionaire in 1926. He moved from 

Greenville, his home for 40 years, to his beautiful estates in Flat Rock, North Carolina. He 

planned to reside full-time at his beloved summer retreat of 25 years and mountain 400 acre farm 

ñConnemara,ò whose grounds were laid out and the original home built under the direction of his 

Charleston friend, Col. C.G. Meminger, a prominent attorney and former secretary of the of the 

Confederate Treasury. The Captain had his big house. His many friends and large family often  



 

came to visit. Capt. Smyth called himself a farmer, specializing in hogs, cattle, colts, and poultry. 

Turkeys were his specialty and hundreds roamed the lawn of ñConnemara.ò  Another pleasure of 

his retirement years was the affectionate enjoyment of constant companions, two Collie dogs, 

Mike and Laddie. The beautiful and inspiring ñConnemara,ò named after an ancestral county in 

Ireland, would later become the home of author Carl Sandburg.
 
 Today, the home is on the 

Historical Registry and the estate is a National Park. 

 



The Plant 

ñA Mammoth Million-Dollar Total Electric MilléA Model Plant Driven By White Coalò 

 

 With local capital in hand, 237.29 acres of land two miles southwest of the county 

courthouse was purchased from Anna Bynum, J. Edward Earle, Richard H. Earle, heirs of James 

Fields, Martha Kane, Melrose Land Company, and O.P. Mills for approximately $50,000. The 

Board of Directors hired J. E. Sirrine, a local engineer who was rapidly becoming known as the 

ñarchitect of mills,ò to draw the plans for the mill. Sirrine and Company were to act as site 

engineers. Sirrine, in his 1911 lecture to The American Cotton Manufacturers Association on the 

topic of Modern Mill Construction, described the site as ña peculiarly favorable one and 

splendidly adapted to convenient arrangement and economical construction of buildingséitôs 

design representing a splendid type of modern mill construction.  It is on a high plateau the top 

of which is nearly level, the being only enough slope for drainage.ò  

The Greenville Daily News reported on Sunday morning March 26, 1911, that the 

Greenville Brick Manufacturing Company was awarded the contract to furnish five million grey 

brick to be laid in black mortar that would be used in the construction of the ñDunean Cotton 

Mills.ò  Mr. W. Marlon Pack, Greenville Brick secretary and manager noted that the Dunean 

contract was the largest of the kind ever let to a South Carolina firm. The brick would come from 

a plant at Brackton, Henderson County, North Carolina. It would require 350 freight cars to carry 

the brick to Greenville and the Dunean site. 

 The question, until this research, was ówhyô was light grey colored brick used? Most all 

mills used a red brick for construction purposes. Not at Dunean. The use of light grey brick laid 

in black mortar was unlike anything ever seen in Greenville before and a combination which 

would produce a most pleasing appearance. Those who had seen these type brick laid in black 

mortar in other parts of the country noted that the effect was most beautiful. When the Dunean 

Mills would be completed, it would be one of the óhandsomestô structures of the kind. A later 

News article reinforced the dream of Capt. Ellison Smyth that the ñDunean Plant will be one of 

the most beautiful structures in the whole country.ò The News headlines on Tuesday morning 

April 11, 1911, announced: 

 ñDunean Mill Will be a Matchless Structure from a Point of Beautyò 
 



The contract for the construction of the Dunean Cotton Mills was let on Monday, April 

10, 1911, during a meeting of the Directors at the offices of Dunean Mills located in the Masonic 

Temple. The building contracting firm of Fiske, Carter, and Company of Worchester, 

Massachusetts, and Greenville submitted the lowest bid among six or seven bidders and was 

awarded the contract for the ómammothô Dunean Mills.  This same firm had been engaged some 

years earlier to build the Woodside Cotton Mills. At the time of the Dunean contract, they were 

working in Westminster, South Carolina. The contract called for the completion of the mill by 

October 15, 1911. Equipment for the new plant was provided by the following firms:  

Pickers - Kitson Machine Shop.                                                                  

Carding, Drawings, Roving , and Spinning ï Saco-Pette Company 

Combers ï Whitin Machines 

Spoolers ï Saco ï Pettee 

Warpers ï Lowell Machine Shop 

Twisters and Slashers ï Lowell Machine Shop 

Looms ï Crompton-Knowles Loom Works 

Cloth Room Machinery ï Curtis and marble 

Fire Protection and Heating ï General Fire Extinguisher Company 

Electric Machinery ï General Electric Company 

Humidifiers and Regulators ï Stuart W. Cramer 

Shafting ï Jones and Laughlin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



J.P. Stevens and Company of New York would become the selling agents for the Dunean 

products. Reflection on these contracts reveals the close connection to the Board of Directors and 

other northern investorséa companionship that would characterize Dunean Mills and village 

until it merged with J.P. Stevens in 1946. 

 

 

After The Melrose Land Company signed off on April 25
th
 and Mrs. Janie A. Earle 

signed the papers on May 8, 1911, construction began in late May. The News later reported that 

the Dunean plant was an added ñfeatherò to Greenvilleôs industrial cap.  Two front page editorial 

cartoons in April, 1911 depicted Duneanôs place in the expanding Greenville skyline and 

industrial scene. Dunean was most notably different in size, goals, and leadership than other 

textile mills in the Greenville area.  



In the Pelzer community Capt. Smyth could often been seen stopping his buggy to pick 

up cotton that had fallen off the farmerôs wagons. He would then take the cotton to the 

ginéknowing that ultimately it meant more yarn and fabric for the mill.  Those founding 

attitudes towards efficiency and excellence would be the guiding factors that allowed Dunean to 

rise to the pinnacle of the textile industry and remain there until its buyout in the 1990ôs. 

Lighting conditions in the Dunean Mills were considered excellent. Along with the 

sawtooth weave room roof, all of the rooms of the mills had an over-plus of window space. Capt. 

Smyth had learned from his Pelzer Mills the need for incandescent lighting for a mill to run more 

efficiently. The Dunean Mills were also equipped with the Stuart W. Cramer type of 

automatically controlled humidifiers. At Capt. Smythôs insistence, the steadiness of the Dunean 

Millsô electrical drive, the humidifier system, and excellent lighting contributed toward making 

the work run exceptionally well.  Producing the planned expensive fine combed cotton products 

was becoming a reality. Practically all of the cotton used at the Dunean Mills in its early years 

came from the Mississippi Delta. It was finest long staple cotton, such as Pima, Peruvian, and 

Egyptian, that could be purchased for the manufacturing pique, fancy shirt and handkerchief 

materials. Quality in production proved to be the key to success. Prior to the establishment and 

widespread success of the Dunean Mills, the impression prevailed in textile circles that Southern 

mill folk could not make the fine grade cotton goods such as had been manufactured only in New 

England for years. Those impressions were disproven many times with the vast quantities of 

beautiful shirtings and similar fabrics made at Dunean, Judson Mills, Watts Mill of Laurens, 

South Carolina, and a plant in Alta Vista, Virginia. While touring the spinning room at the 

Dunean Mills, onevisitor noted the plantôs efficiencyénot one end was down on any of the 

spinning frames.  

  



The People 
ñLiving Midst the Hum of Their Industryéò 

 

From its inception, the Dunean plant was the heart from which the ólife-blood of the 

community emanated.ô Being a one-industry village, all events, interests, and activities of the 

community were secondary to the plantôs operations. Filling the employment needs led Capt. 

Smyth on various recruiting trips. A Dunean post card dated 1913, was sent back to Chicago, 

Illinois, to remind family and friends that work was going well at the new mill. Finding local 

workers proved easier by the time the mill was began operations. Being one of the last initial 

Greenville textile plants to be constructed, the pool of experienced workers was large enough 

that many ñoperativesò moved from other local and regional mill villages to begin their tenure at 

Dunean. From Northeast Georgia, Western North Carolina, and the Piedmont of South Carolina, 

untrained and uneducated folks came looking for a better life.  

Approximately one third of the village homes were built by the summer and fall of 1912. 

By late 1920 forty-one new homes were being built. Nearly two hundred and seventy-five 

families were then living in the ñhearty, open, and friendlyò Dunean community that surrounded 

the enterprising Dunean Mills. As the 1930ôs approached, several thousand people were living in 

585 attractive well-built, well-screened homes on the Dunean village. Smyth had discovered that 

employees at Pelzer seldom used the upper rooms of the story and half village homes. He saw 

that as wasting space and cost in building. From that point all operativesô homes on Capt. 

Smythôs villages were single story homes. The ñSuperôsò home, as well as other top management 

homes, were one and a half, two, or more stories and multi-roomed. Homes at Dunean were 

originally rent free, were kept in good repair, and clearly numbered. Later, employees were 

charged 25¢ a room per week or 75¢ per room per month. Homes with three, four, five, and six 

rooms were assigned to employees according to their job classification. There were four 

boarding houses on the village: 4 Allen Street-managed by Mrs. Owens; 8 Allen Street-managed 

by Mrs. Simmons; 30 Duke Street-managed by Mrs. Enloe; and 43 Hutchins Street, managed by 

Mrs. Holland. During the summer of 1928, every house on the village was painted. Paved 

sidewalks allowed the children walking to school and hundreds of people walking to work each 

day to arrive at school and work with ódry feet.ô To prevent villagers and employees from 

contracting illnesses associated with damp feet, all streets were eventually paved, curbed, and 

guttered. A corps of workers kept the streets clean, weeds kept down, and



papers picked up. Uniform and painted garbage cans were emptied frequently and regularly. 

Street names such as Hutchins, Smythe, Emery, Allen, Blake, Duke, Wallace, Hale, Kelley, 

Stevens, Whitin, Smith, Taylor, Webb, Welch, Bynum, Seyle, Adger, Cardwell, Cely, Madden, 

Badger, Henry, Bagwell, Gallon, and Wrigley reflected the names of organizers, investors, 

stockholders, and plant officials. All streets were clearly marked and periodically scraped. Even 

the back alleys were scraped so that folks getting to their óauto housesô (garages) on the back of 

their lots would not be inconvenienced during rainy weather. Attractive gold-lettered signs at 

each end of the village on the Piedmont Highway (later, the Atlanta highway) read ñEntering 

Duneanò on one side and ñLeaving Duneanò on the other side.  

 

 


