
Date: Sept..ember 2 5, 197 9 

To: ALL EMPLOYEES 

From: Robert r.. I-1er:ci tt M 0 U r~ T A I R Y, N 0 R T H C A H 0 Ll N 1\ 

:-.:::-.. 212L ~2 lv-7 2 

Your livelihood as well as mine has been affected by the events 
of the last four days. And I think you will be interested in 
this account of what went on as I ssw it. 

Rain. I t rained hard last Friday night. Hugh Merritt's rain 
gauge h c.:d 6 inches of water in i ·t Saturday morning. I went 
out twice with umbrella in one hand and hoe in the other to 
unp lug the culver t that runs under the road in front of my 
house. I"iy shoes haven't had a chance to d ry out since then. 

Before I went to sleep my wife said , "Isn't it nice to go to 
sleep with i.:lle sound o t rain. " The next thing I knev,r the 
phone was ringing, and it was Johrl Stevens telling me that 
the Riverside Plant was flooded. 

I dressed with a dazed, sick feeling and got myself over to 
Riverside Drive and Linville Ro2d, which was as close to the 
plant as l could get without w~lking on water . Duke Power 
was pt:.:ll ing tb.G s ·.,;i tch on the m:J in line g-ci ng out Linv{·lle 
Road. T~e tin8 was 1:~~ a.~. 

~ohn Stevens , Jerry Nolf, anrl J oh n Edinger were there already, 
and together we watch~d for another 20 rnin~tes while the water 
rose still further, creatine:; a beat:.ti ful laJ:e around the \vhi te 
island tha~ was the Riversi~e Plan~ aPd office. We guessed &t 
how deE::p it v.;-:-~f: by not.ins_1 tb rtt only the ve:cy tops of t .. hc shrub
bery near the fro~t door we~e above Lhe water. 

There was nothing to do but watch ~n~ think about what was 
happening inside the building. We knew th~~ th2 3r~ shift 
boarc:ers hc:d got ou·t okay, bnt v.'e v.reren ' ·c. s L1re about the nigh c 
wat.chma~. By l: 4 5 the water had ;3tc-ppcd 1:ising a.nd we decided 
to w~it until morning before trying to do anything . 

John 2dinger l-1ad been in t .. he off ice eu.rlie:c, at abot::t, mid!'1ighi:, 
to move so!:l·~ of the~ computer ta.pes to hiqhs r shelves.. H·~~ l"t?.6 
to lenve in a hurry when the water rose rapidly to the hubc~ps 
of his car. 

I knew it was going to be a long .day Saturaay and I sh~uld h~ve 
gone home to bf'dr bui: in:::.tead myfrl.SCi .r.c;;·tj_o:.:l'.Htl1 th-2. flood kept 
me t~p the rc~.;t o.c th'2 night. 'l'lls!"~ vJC:.s plerr :.y going or, a.lJ. 
around l'1ouHt l~iJ:v . The Rer~cu0 .Sc.'.<;.~d laur-!cl;e(; a bo~t f:ron 
River~ide Drive ~nd rcsc~e~ s~vcia: oeoole wjo had b~cn strande~ 
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Inside things we·:rre much worse than I had imagined. It looked 
more like a hu r r i cane than a flood. The walls had been pushed 
around, doors s~it open, and furniture tumbled everywhere. 

I made my way a~und the office as best I could, but there were 
some places I c ~~ldn't go because of the piles of furniture. 

In the plant al fD my explorations were limited by where the 
water had left trucks, tables, and piles of socks. 

It was dark and quiet. The only sounds were water noises - the 
slos hing of my ~n feet, and the waves I made causing some box 
or pa llet to b:1np around in the dark. 

The water had l~£ t its clear record of where it had been. The 
line on every ~~~ 1 in the building was level wi th the tip of 
my nose. 5 ft. l=orn the floor. As I got nearer the plant office 
I saw what app~~ed to be the work of vandals, splotc~es of 
black paint wh i~h looked as though it had been thrown against 
the wall. Later I was to learn that this was some of our #6 
fuel oil which, mixed with mud, was to prevent the salvage of 
many o f our soc}:..s. 

At this point I still hadn't thought of anything that I could 
d o about the si±~ation, and my feelings were mo stly of being 
a\ved by what I s-aw. 

The only brief J~are I had was when I made the mistake of going 
into the compn .· .. ~ r room without realizing that part of the floor 
had floated aw n-! . '~here is a sub-floor t<.venty inches below the 
main floor Whic~ allows room for running cables between the 
parts of the co11puter. · I remembered this when I stepped through 
to the sub-fl001· and got wet to my armpits. 

By the time I got back from horne with dry clothes on, John 
Edinger, Jerry ~ olf, and Clyde Brown were there and I gave 
them a short to~r. John knew what to do and loaded us up with 
100 or so compuier tapes to begin trying to preserve the infor
mation on them. Without the information on these speeial tapes, 
our most cr3.l.i21 business information would be lost. All of 
our r e ·- . ·..Ji: 11rders and inventories were on these reels which 
were cover eu novi with wet mud. 

When Betty GreEn e came to work at Willow Street she found her
self with a new job of cle~ning tapes, a job that went on all 
day but was su~~essful. 
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Clean-up. At 8 o'clock Saturday morning key members of manage
ment met at the' Willow Street·- office ·to .decide what to do. My own 
estimate of the damage was that it might be as high as $500,000, 
and several others were quick to say it might be much higher. 

We had no power for lights or ventilation at Riverside, and we 
did not dare turn it on until the switch gear was checked out. 
Kent Daughtry estimated that he could get the power back on by 
noon and we agreed to start the clean-up then. By now the 
emergency lights had used up their batteries and the building 
was virtually pitch dark. 

There were no telephones working at any of our plants in Mount 
Airy because the switchboard for all t e lephone s is at the main 
office. Ned Michaels started making arrangements with Central 
Telephone. 

We learned that the watchman had waited out the flood on the 
mezzanine over the lunchroom. 

There was hardly a dry piece of paper in our main office. All 
of our unshipped orders, pcicking slips, invoices, accounts re
receivable, payroll records, and correspondence had been under 
water. Preserving these records became one of the first 
priorities. 

Also virtually every electric motor in the plant, the sewing 
machines, the dye tubs, boiler s , and boarding machines had been 
under water. Cleaning these up, too, W2S something that couldn't 
wait. 

The following message was put on both radio stations. "Last 
night the water rose 5 feet above the floor leve l of the River
side Plant and office of Renfro Hosiery Mills. Damage was 
extensive. Clean-up work h a s b egun but it will probably be 
two weeks before we are back in production at the Riverside 
Plant. Office a nd production workers can expect to r eport to 
work in about two weeks but worker s at other plants can repor t 
Monday as usual." 

Within a couple of hours about fifty people , mostl y management 
and supervisors, inc luding s everal of George Speight's, had 
assembled to get started. With two trucks from Spenc er 's and 
the Renfro trucks that were running (three of our trucks h ad 
suffered water damage and the beautiful red GMC was in the 
Ararat River) we began moving files to the Hoove r buildings on 
South Street. Luckily we had leased ;this space for other pur
poses but hadn't occupied it as yet. \ ~·Je had located a "drum 
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dryer" in Greensboro which is normally used to dry photographs. 
By Saturday night, page by page our files were being fed through 
the drum dryer. It works, but it is a slow process and is ex
pected to go on all week. 

On Saturday we worked in the mud and darkness with the belief 
·that by Sunday morning the switches would have dried out enough 
to allow us to turn on the lights. 

Sunday. When I woke up Sunday morning I lay in bed a minute or 
two thinking about the bad dream before I realized it was true. 

Things didn't get any better. At 7 o'clock a dead short was 
found in the power panel, and it was impossible to get ligh·ts. 

~~e had a larger crew on Sunday, but we had depende d too heavily 
on the power being on and the flashlights were getting din®er. 
With the help of Byron Cooke we rigged some portable generators 
and lights in the plant. What we saw wasn't pleasant. The 
damage to work in process was almost total. 

For the office we had two objectives. First, have the office 
operating on South Street Monday morning. And, second, get all 
of the furniture and carpets out of the office so that building 
repairs could begin. With the help of Sheets Transfer both 
objectives were met and much of the mud was knocked off of the 
furniture by the sprayer from WOW (Wash on Wheels). 

It is hard now for me to believe how much water-logged furniture 
was moved in those two days. 

Regan Roofing supplied two dump trucks (even though they them
selves were flooded) to help us carry refuse to the county lann 
fill. The county helped by breaking their precedent and open
ing the landfill ~ .on Sunday~-

There was some good news. The computer tapes were okay, and IBM 
could get us another computer this week. The lights were now on 
at the Riverside Plant, and we had telephones. After·twenty
four continuous hours of running the drum dryer some files in 
clean filing cabinets were beginning to take shape. 

Help, and offers of help, had come from many sources, including 
our competitors, Brown-Wooten, Oakdale, and Lynne Hosiery. 

Monday. First thing in the morning each salesman got in touch 
with his customers to tell them what had happened here. They 
were uniformly concerned and support~ve. 
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' For two days we had been sorting out socks that might be salvaged 
from those which were beyond saving, but we were now ouL of space 
and canvas trucks. We realized that in order to get on with the 
clean-up and back into production we would have to throw away a 
lot more socks than we had throught earlier. Our estimate of the 
total loss to the company went up again on Monday. This time to 
$1,500,000. 

The clean-up in the Riverside Plant began moving faster with the 
help of a borrowed tractor and a couple of front-end loaders 
sending socks and packing materials to the landfill. But it was 
a bad d ay for me watching it happen. I hadn't really felt like 
crying until now. Governor Jim Hunt c ame by Mor,dn.y afternoon 
and it was nice getting tha t attention, but it was a bad day. 

Tuesday. As I write this, here is the situation: 

There is still a half inch or more of mud and water 1n the 
Rivers ide Plant. Somewhere about $900,000 vmrth of socks are 
being hauled to the landfill. All of our inventory of dyes 
have been ruined or have changed the color of muct in the parking 
lot. Virtually a ll of our packing materials and boxes have been 
ruined. Most of the office furnitur e is worthJc ss and it is 
doubtful that we will be able to save the compu~er. All the 
partitions in the office are being ripped out because they were 
ruined by water. ' 

That plus a few incidenta ls adds up to $1 ,700,0 00 , which is not 
covered by insurance. 

On the other hand we are fortunate enough to go into thi s dis
aster in a strong financial condjtion. In the past four months 
we have made over a million dollars before tax, and our debts 
are the lowest in several years. We have a good chance of ab
sorbing this loss and still showing a profit by the end of April. 

And the brightest spot of all is that in this c ris is we have 
discovered what we can do pulling together. 

Robert E. Me~ritt 
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