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The Kansas City Star in an article written in 1928 praised the Woodside 

brothers, John T., J. David, Robert I. and Edward F.,  as “the type of 

business men to whom the New South is turning expectantly: men who 

conduct large scale business undertakings with thoughtful regard for the 

welfare of the people in the community.” This article recognized their 

pioneering spirit as they added to the development of the southern region. 

These brothers mentioned had their start and lived in the Greenville area all 

their lives and left their imprint on the map of Greenville history.  

 

These four brothers along with their other five brothers and four sisters were 

born to Dr. John Lawrence Woodside, who served in an important medical 

post during the War between the States, and Ellen Charles Woodside, who 

John T. later wrote in his autobiography was the greatest mother that ever 

lived. They were all born in the Woodville community in lower Greenville 

County near Augusta Road.  These four men during their lives worked as a 

team to lead Greenville and the entire state with their knowledge, foresight, 

and energy. All the children of the family were born in the same room, the 

father’s 10 foot by 20 foot doctor’s shop, at the same house in the Woodville 

community. These four brothers were born during the period between 1864 

and 1874 with John T. being the oldest and eventual family leader. 

 

The education of these young men was challenged by the absence of an 

extensive formal school system in the period after the Civil War. Their 

education was by the available schools in the community and by the 

employment by Dr. Lawrence of a governess from Charleston, Miss Henry, 

to teach the children at their home. John T. always wanted to go to college 

but was never able to attend. Obviously, as proven by events in the life of 

John T., he was stimulated to reach out and grasp opportunities that were not 

easy to obtain. Early in life he demonstrated a natural aptitude for the future 

business career that he would live, eventually being recognized by many as a 

business genius.  

 

At the age of nineteen (1883) John T. left the Woodville home and moved to 

Greer  at the invitation of J.W. Kennedy, John T.’s  former teacher who had 

just accepted the job of School Superintendent of Greenville County. Even 

though John T. could not attend college as he desired, Mr. Kennedy 

obviously saw the intelligence in John and recruited John as a teacher in his 

Greer school of 100 students. John later wrote that he studied under Mr. 

Kennedy most nights so that he could keep up with the students, some of 
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whom “knew more than John”.  It is interesting to note that one of John T.’s 

students during the one school year he spent at Greer was a boy named 

William P. Few, who later became Dr. William P. Few, president of Duke 

University.  

 

 

               
                  The four Woodside brothers (left to right) Edward F., Robert I. 

                   J. David, and John T. Courtesy Mr. James Woodside   

 

In 1884 at the age of twenty after finishing the one year at the Greer school, 

John’s uncle, Joe Charles, who was operating what was known as Reedy 

River Factory (a cotton mill), sent word to John to come work for him. John 

agreed to work for one month for he expected to go to some college the 

approaching fall. He worked a total of seven years at Reedy River Factory   

including a few months stint in boom town Birmingham, Alabama, where he 

worked for a short time with a railroad company. But he came back to 

Greenville and Reedy River Factory to be close to his mother who was in 

failing health. John attributed his training at Reedy River Factory (later 

became Conestee Mill) to his eventual success since he had become familiar 

with every aspect of cotton mill operation.  

 

Leaving Reedy River Factory John had accumulated several thousand 

dollars and felt that he could be more service to his fellow man if he went 

into business and provided employment for other people. He bought interest 

in a mercantile business in Pelzer with brother-in-law James Williams and a 

Mr. Langston. During this Pelzer experience, although John never attended 
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college, he loaned his brother J. D. in 1892 money to attend college. It is 

interesting to note that Robert, nine years younger than John, attended 

college at Clemson College and later completed a course at Eastman 

Business College in New York. Robert evolved as the banker of these four 

brothers. John was the businessman and Edward and David became textile 

manufacturers. The age span of these four brothers was ten years, John was  

born in 1864, David in 1871, Robert in 1873 and Edward in 1874.  

 

John at the age of twenty-nine met his wife-to-be, Lou Alice Hazeltine 

Carpenter, a school teacher, at Pelzer. They were married April 25, 1893. 

John and his wife never had children.  Later that same year John sold his 

interest in the Pelzer store and moved to Greenville. In 1894 he invested 

two-thirds of the capital to one-third investment by Dr. Weir, a relative of 

his wife, in a grocery store on Main Street near the courthouse.  This 

business continued until about 1902 when he sold the business and started 

Woodside Cotton Mills Company. About 1900 John realized that cotton 

mills presented a good business opportunity. John had the idea that he and 

David, who had just finished college, would get into the cotton mill business 

together. David convinced John that they should get into the cotton seed oil 

business and then if all worked out okay they would get into the cotton mill 

business. In two years they sold the Gainesville, Georgia, cotton seed oil 

business with a 100 per cent profit. John also sold his store that he bought 

out from Dr. Weir to his clerks who had help build it. John then started 

toward the construction of Woodside Cotton Mill. The familiarity that John 

had with Reedy River Factory and David with Pelzer Mill encouraged the 

brothers in their decision to build a cotton mill. 

 

In 1902 the Woodside Cotton Mill Company was organized with John as 

president and David as secretary and treasurer. Construction was completed 

and the mill began operating in the fall of 1902 with M. O. Alexander as 

superintendent. When John hired Alexander he told him that he was being 

hired to run the mill and that he (John) would “run him.” Alexander ran 

Woodside Mill successfully for 30 years or more to its position as one of the 

most successful in America. John and David had raised the required $85,000 

capital to start the business in thirteen days. With this sum and money raised 

from northern investors and money from the sale of his grocery business and 

the cotton seed oil business, the brothers began to build the mill.  

 

The initial mill was completed with 11,000 spindles and 300 looms. In 1904 

the mill was enlarged to 33,000 spindles. In 1906 they bought the 10,000 
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spindle Fountain Inn Manufacturing Company and increased its spindles by 

7,000. In 1908 another brother, Edward, who had been working at Pelzer 

joined his brothers to build a Simpsonville mill of 8,000 spindles that 

increased soon to 25,000 spindles. In June 1911 Woodside Cotton Mills 

Company consolidated these three mills into a single company with John T. 

Woodside as president, Edward as vice president and operating manager and 

David as vice president and treasurer. This single entity was capitalized at 

$3,000,000.   

 

In September 1912 Woodside announced the most ambitious improvement. 

Woodside Mill Greenville would expand to 112,000 spindles and 4,700 

looms. The Greenville Daily News reported the increase would make it the 

largest complete cotton mill in the United States under one roof. It is 

interesting to note that in 1929, seventeen years later, a J.E. Sirrine 

engineering report indicated the spindles remained at 112,000 but the looms 

as a result of loom replacements in 1920 and 1928 resulted in a total of 

2,522 Model K and Model E Draper looms. This fact indicates a change to 

larger and more productive weaving machinery as the business continued to 

grow.  

  

 
Woodside Mill shown after its full expansion was completed in 1913.  Courtesy South 

Carolina Historical society 

 

The growth of Woodside Cotton Mills Company was not complete. In 1920 

the Company acquired the Easley group of cotton mills with one mill in 
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Easley S. C. and two mills in Liberty S.C. consisting of 75,000 spindles and 

its complement of looms. The total size of Woodside Cotton Mills Company 

had grown to a total of 230,000 spindles and according to John T.’s 

statement produced, when operated 24 hours per day, 275 miles of cotton 

cloth each 24 hours. This particular group of mills had a slightly different 

management structure with Edward as president, David as vice president, 

and John as vice president and secretary. After World War II Woodside 

Mills added about 1951 the Haynsworth Plant in Anderson. Still later 

Woodside in 1959 added the Norris Plant on the Six Mile River in the rural 

mill town of Cateechee in Pickens County, near the town of Norris. 

 

As mentioned previously brother Robert was into banking and to help him 

realize his dream of being head of a bank, the brothers formed the Farmer’s 

and Merchant’s Bank with capital stock of $50,000 with Robert as president. 

The year was 1906. This bank later became the Woodside National Bank of 

which Robert was president from 1919 to 1929. Within ten more years 

beyond 1906 the banking emphasis led to additional “Woodside banks”, the 

bank of Woodville, the Citizen’s Bank of Taylors, and the Farmer’s Loan 

and Trust Company. The banking emphasis was successful and to illustrate 

the level of success Woodside National Bank moved in 1923 into a new  17-

story building in downtown Greenville, which at the time was the tallest 

building in the state. The State legislature had to vote specific approval for 

the tall building to be constructed. Robert was the president. According to 

John the bank was imminently successful up to the time it was sold to 

People’s State Bank in 1929. Another large project, the construction of the 

Poinsett Hotel in Greenville, SC, in 1925, was the brainchild of John T. and 

William Goldsmith who formed the Community Hotel Corporation to build 

the $1.5 million structure. All four brothers evidently worked very closely 

together, in textiles and banking and development. John wrote that whatever 

success was achieved by each was largely due to the efforts of all. The 

brothers were referred to by many as the “Big Four”.   

 

John wrote in his 1933 autobiography (never published) that in operating the 

mills it was his chief aim to make the best product possible with the best 

people possible and the best return on the capital possible. He wrote that in 

his several cotton mill villages he provided modern schools, churches and 

recreational facilities with the best persons obtainable, paid for by the mills, 

to look after the welfare of the people. He continued to say that the homes in 

the villages were attractive and comfortable and were occupied by more than 

6,000 people, half of whom worked in his mills. Continuing, he said that 



 7 

more than 10,000 people were directly or indirectly dependent on his mill’s 

payrolls to provide their living.  

 

To illustrate the example of the Woodside Cotton Mills Company providing 

the necessities and benefits of living on one of its villages, the example of 

the Greenville Plant of Woodside Cotton Mills will be used. Much of the 

data listed below is from an actual company replacement analysis report 

prepared May 22, 1929, and signed by J. E. Sirrine. The actual document is 

available in personal archives. 

 

When the mills of the 1900s were constructed the mill companies usually 

provided a place for the workforce to live. Typically, these people came out 

of the mountains to gain regular work and pay. The Greenville plant was 

constructed in phases beginning in 1902 with physical expansion in 1904, 

1909, and 1912. At the Greenville location a total of 442 houses were built. 

These houses and the mill were built on a 220.25 acre tract of land 

purchased by the Woodsides.  Construction of the houses began in 1902 with 

additional houses added in 1904, 1909, 1913 and 1924. The actual 1930 

census listed the population of Woodside village as 2,459.  According to the 

report, sewer systems and community water systems were constructed in 

1919 -1920. The Company provided these houses to employees and their 

families including utilities and any required maintenance at a low weekly 

rental cost, initially $.25 to $.50 per room per week. The houses were sold 

by the Company to employees in the early 1950s. Before all the houses were 

sold, the remaining community took a step backward to preserve its history 

and avoid higher taxes. In July 1950 Woodside village voted sixty-three to 

six to incorporate as a town. The town limit stretched over the last fifty 

village houses owned by the company. The officers of the town were a 

mayor and police chief who were paid minimal salaries. 

 

In 1987 Woodside Cotton Mill Village was placed on the national register of 

historic places listing 343 houses. The J.E. Sirrine report prepared in 1929 

listed a total of 442 houses that were originally built by Woodside. These 

houses as detailed in the National Register were constructed with eleven 

different floor plans and exterior elevations. Woodside Avenue was a broad 

oak-lined street that formed a central boulevard through the village with 

curving side streets also lined by oak trees. The Village is a good 

representation of the architecture associated with the rise of the textile 

industry in Greenville in the early part of the twentieth century. 
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The emerging mill companies built grammar schools and paid operating 

costs on behalf of their community employees. These schools were 

eventually part of the Parker School District formed by the northwest 

crescent mill villages that developed in the late 1800s and early 1900s. 

Parker District schools including the 1924 Parker High School became a part 

of Greenville County School System in 1951. Parker High School, according 

to a review of the Woodside village property plat, was constructed on 

property that was a part of the Woodside village property purchase. 

Woodside built its first school, 2-story 7200 square feet, in 1910. A second 

building on the same site, 3-story 13,200 square feet, was added in 1926. 

     

 
Woodside-built free school with recreation center (YMCA) in right background. Picture 

circa 1915. Beginning 1924 such free schools sent children to Parker High School. 

Courtesy, South Carolina Historical Society 

 

As part of the recreational program for the community a YMCA Building, a 

2-story structure, was built in 1910 on property adjacent to the school 

building site. In 1919 a swimming pool was added. 1922 saw the addition of 
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tennis courts. In 1919 a zoo was provided on property adjacent to the mill 

office that was located at the corner of Woodside Avenue and Main Street.  

In 1922 a baseball park with grandstand was constructed on property in the 

immediate area of the school and YMCA sites. This park was an important 

addition since mill baseball teams (until the 1950s) became an important 

element in cotton mill village identification and recreation. About 1920 

Woodside purchased 1500 acres about 25 miles north of Greenville as a 

space where employees could meet for fellowship and recreation in a 

beautiful mountain park. A lodge and cottages were provided without charge 

to employees. The park was called Wildwood. 

 

The practice of religion was encouraged on the mill villages. In fact, 

companies, Woodside included, built churches, usually Baptist and 

Methodist, for use by village residents. Companies reportedly provided 

financial support for these churches. At Woodside Greenville in 1910 the 

Woodside Baptist Church was constructed at a cost of about $21,000 and 

remains today a viable church. The church was designed by J. E. Sirrine and 

the original drawings still exist in personal archives. The 1910 church was 

razed and rebuilt in 1961 by the church membership.  In 1921 a Methodist 

church was constructed at a cost of about $20,000. This church closed in 

2008. 

 

 John T. Woodside was a man of faith. This fact is evident in reading his 

autobiography with its references to a higher being. At the age of 30 he was 

elected deacon at First Presbyterian Church in Greenville and later was an 

elder at the same church. In a letter from a Mr. Charles Nabors of a 

Simpsonville church in December 1933 responding to a review of John’s 

autobiography stated: Your loyalty to the church and to your Master has 

been shining through many of the sentences. Some of these days I should like 

to have the privilege of copying a few of the fine sentences you have in the 

book, for use some day, like “The man who raises a family right does more 

than the man who makes a million dollars”, and “I always sympathize with 

the underdog”. John has been described as a man of distinguished character, 

altruistic aims, practical business sense, and high ideals of citizenship. 

 

Like most mill companies Woodside provided a company store in the village 

for the purchase food and other merchandise. Reportedly, the method of 

payment at the Woodside store was by tokens issued by the Company. In the 

case of Woodside Greenville the store building was owned by the Company 

but the Company allowed the Croswell Company, owned by three Croswell 
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brothers, to actually operate the store. The 2-story company store building of 

8,400 square feet was constructed by Woodside in 1905. This store building 

along with the aforementioned school and YMCA was razed in the early 

1960s. 

 

The paternalistic characteristic of the early mill companies stretched all the 

way to providing a place to bury family members. A cemetery was provided 

on Ninth Street near Bramlette Road. Most of those approximately 65 buried 

there (markers exist) were interred in the 1907-1915 period. Some additional 

were buried as late as 1929. There are some obvious additional sites that are 

not marked.  

 

John T. wrote in his autobiography that after acquiring six cotton mills, built 

the Woodside Building and largely the Poinsett Hotel and had become 

interested in various other things, it looked as though there was nothing else 

to do in Greenville County. John felt that an opportunity to become involved 

with property in Horry County would provide the brothers the opportunity to 

do something for the State. In 1926 a huge tract of land of 66,505 acres (104 

square miles) with 12 miles of magnificent beach became available from 

Myrtle Beach Farms Company and was purchased by the four Woodside 

brothers. The brothers envisioned a majestic hotel as the centerpiece, 

surrounded by winding avenues, lakes, homes, golf courses and gardens, 

forests, and trails along the beach. In 1926 the little seacoast village of 

Myrtle Beach had one store and less than 200 residents. John wrote that all 

he made out of the Myrtle Beach property he was going to give to the cause 

of Christian education. 

 

As the Myrtle Beach plan progressed, people could hardly believe what they 

saw. As they watched, the nation watched. The great hotel would rival any 

vacation spot in the world. No expense was spared for comfort, beauty and   

luxury. With more than 300 rooms, the building ranked as one of the largest 

buildings in the country. The Ocean Forest Hotel in all its magnificence was 

scheduled to open on February 21, 1930. John wrote that many said that the 

money invested in Myrtle Beach was wisely invested and was certain to 

bring great gain to the investors. Great numbers of the stockholders of the 

mills commended the Woodside brothers for their good business acumen 

and foresight and it was conceded on every hand. Unfortunately, the stock 

market crash of October 29, 1929, resulted in the loss of fortunes for 

thousands including the four Woodside brothers. The completed parts of the 

plan, Ocean Forest Hotel and the Pine Lakes Country Club changed 
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ownership and continued to operate. People continued to use the facilities 

during the depression and beyond. After World War II the improving 

economy improved the utilization. Hurricane Hazel in 1954 left the Hotel 

unharmed. The 1960s brought mild success but competition from newer, 

more affordable motels saw the condition of the “Grand Old Lady” 

deteriorate and become less needed in her old age. The hotel closed in June 

1974. The building was imploded in September 1974 and carted off as 

debris. The site of the hotel at the end of Poinsett Road and Calhoun Street is 

now the home of condominiums. 

 

The Great Depression brought bank failures and textile cutbacks. Greenville 

had to depend on federal aid during the 1930s. By the end of the 1930s 

economic revival was in sight, but the shadow of the war in Europe dimmed 

the future. Population growth in Greenville during the period was slowed 

dramatically and mirrored the economic decline.  The most significant 

failure in Greenville was that of John T. Woodside. The stock market crash 

devastated the Woodside empire of textile mills, banks and the Myrtle Beach 

project. In February 1931 after many efforts by John T. to get the financial 

help needed to save the mills, The Greenville Daily News announced that 

John T. had been ousted from the presidency of Woodside Cotton Mills. 

Heading the new Board of Directors were Floyd Jefferson and Oliver Iselin, 

officers of William Iselin and Company, a major commission sales company 

in New York. A group of Myrtle Beach business people who originally sold 

the land to Woodside and the Iselin Company purchased the land with 

millions of dollars in improvements at bargain basement prices. John T. also 

lost his magnificent home at 210 Crescent Avenue in Greenville. Ironically, 

a property close by became the home of Ellis M. Johnston who became 

chairman of the Woodside Cotton Mills after John T. lost his business. 

Although the Woodside brothers lost all they had, many of their enterprises 

lived on under new ownership, proving the wisdom of their projects. John 

died January 5, 1946, at the age of 81. He lived the last years of his life at 

406 East Washington Street in Greenville. John’s wife, Lou, died August 5, 

1945. 

 

In his autobiography John T. spoke of his business loss. Following are his 

comments in part: In the fall of 1929 came the most stupendous financial 

crisis the world has ever seen. Hundreds and thousands of the biggest and 

strongest banks and industries failed. It was a question of whether I should 

sacrifice my personal fortune and position, or let the interest of the 

stockholders of our cotton mills be sacrificed. Money had to be raised to 
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save the mills. I pledged all the property I had on the face of the earth to 

borrow money to save the mills, thus sacrificing my personal fortune and 

position to save the interest of others. I had not a penny on earth left that I 

could call my own, notwithstanding the fact that I had built and was living in 

the finest home, the most costly that was ever built in Greenville. However, 

the cost of the home was not disproportionate to the property I owned at the 

time it was built.  

 

He continued. Tragedy of tragedies, but the greatest tragedy of all tragedies 

is the disloyalty and ungratefulness of friends in a tragedy. I have an idea 

that in the world to come such are segregated in order that Satan himself 

may not be contaminated. When I recall that Christ had twelve disciples, one 

of whom proved a traitor, and all the others, deserters, I should not be 

disconsolate. Not much matters in this life except duty to God and man, 

health, shelter, food and raiment. I bear no malice or ill will toward anyone. 

I never try to get even with anyone. When you try to, you get behind instead. 

Our Maker is the great unerring evener. 

 

Without the Woodside brothers the Woodside chain of mills continued in 

operation and as already indicated additional mills after 1929 were added to 

the Woodside production capacity.  Woodside Mills became a part of Dan 

River Mills of Danville, Virginia in 1956. As a part of Dan River, Woodside 

continued to expand. In 1962 the Beattie Plant was constructed in Fountain 

Inn, SC, at a cost of $11 million, the greatest amount ever expended in 

Greenville County on a textile plant project at that time. This same plant to 

meet the ever increasing goal of low cost and high productivity underwent 

an extensive renovation in 1995-1996 (43 years) at a cost in excess of $62 

million. This renovated version of Beattie was a state of the art facility just 

as was the 1962 original plant. In October 2006, Delta Woodside announced 

that Beattie was being closed under Chapter 11 bankruptcy provisions.  

 

In 1965 Woodside/Dan River built another state of the art facility in 

Fountain Inn, the Furman Plant. The plant was built to produce acetate 

fabrics, a real change from the original cotton emphasis. Furman fared well 

over the years until the late 1990s when import pressures dictated the plant 

go to cotton or blended cotton fabrics.  This change did not extend the plant 

future significantly. In 2001 the plant ceased operations permanently.  

 

At the height of its production capacity, Woodside, from the late mid-1960s 

to 1984, had ten plants in its group: Greenville, Fountain Inn, Simpsonville, 
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Easley, Liberty #1, Liberty #2, Norris, Haynsworth, Furman and Beattie. 

Dan River in the early 1980s to overcome a takeover bid went into debt to 

save Dan River. Once Dan River was secure the debt had to be paid. This 

resulted in closing or selling some Woodside plants. When Delta Woodside 

came on the scene in 1984 (as Alchem Capital), Dan River sold to Delta 

Woodside four plants in June 1984: Beattie, Furman, Haynsworth, and 

Easley. The 1902 Greenville Plant permanently closed in 1984. The 

Simpsonville Plant closed as a Woodside operating facility in June 1989 and 

has recently been converted to residential condominiums. Liberty #1 and #2 

underwent a major restructuring to denim production in 1980-1981. Dan 

River sold these two facilities to Greenwood Mills in the mid-1980s. Both 

plants continue in production in 2009 as part of Texas-based ownership. In 

the mid-1980s Dan River sold the Norris facility to a group of private 

investors. This plant was razed in 2008. The Fountain Inn facility was closed 

in the mid-1980s and was razed in 2001.   

 

 In 1986 Alchem Capital purchased the J. P. Stevens Delta Division, hence 

the name Delta Woodside for its combined weaving/finishing division. The 

Woodside element closed the Easley Plant in 1990 and Haynsworth Plant in 

1996. Furman closed in 2001 and Beattie closed in 2006. The Delta group 

followed a similar path, with its last production closing in December 2006.  

What had begun as a grand idea to purchase Woodside and Delta plants and 

concentrate on the new groupings strengths to form a viable, competitive 

textile company rose to good heights during the early part of its twenty-two 

years existence (1984-2006). Toward the latter years of its twenty-two year 

history, the business faltered and failed. The name Woodside disappeared 

from the face of textiles. 

 

What had begun in 1902 with the first construction at Woodside Greenville 

ended in 2006 after the realization that no matter the machinery and methods  

employed, the Woodside and Delta business segments could not survive in a 

global economy. Competing against $.50 per hour wages proved very 

difficult if not impossible as illustrated by the Woodside experience.  

 

          

Without dreams and vision life is but an existence only.                    

                                                                          John T. Woodside  
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