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greige mills are
just memories.

Mt. Airy
was home
to over a
dozen
hosiery
mills,
including Renfro. But
even coastal cities like Elizabeth
City, and metropolitan centers such as
Raleigh, Durham, Winston-Salem and Charlotte,
had thriving hosiery operations. A conservative estimate
would have 70,000 North Carolinians earning a livelihood in
hosiery. Today that figure is maybe 25,000.

Few hosiery companies had sales operations, but among
those with New York offices were Acme Hosiery Mills, Bossong,
Burlington Hosiery, J.A. Cline and Son, Hanes Hosiery, May
Hosiery, and Slane Hosiery. Yet the directory had over 10 pages
listed the names and addresses of sales agents across the nation.

It was not until the 1970s when most hosiery companies
began adding in-house sales people to their organizations. The
mass merchants were insisting that “middle men” were taking
8 percent that should go to the retailers. We’ll buy direct from
the mills, the chains were insisting.

It was a different world in 1952 for suppliers as well.
Morris Speizman was promoting Komets Links and Links.
Royersford Needle Works in Royersford, PA, was “the master
needle maker.” American and Efird was the leading yarn supplier.

Advertisements in the directory were for companies that
no longer serve the industry or which have disappeared through
mergers, acquisitions or closings.

But while some of the companies -- hosiery and suppliers
-- are gone, others have come to take their place. Moretz Inc.,
Thorlo, V.I. Prewett, Alabama Footwear, N.C. Socks, Catawba
Sox Inc., Houston Hosiery, Denton Hosiery, and more have
appeared in the last half of the 20th century. So has Neuville
Inc… and DeSoto… and Four Star/Top Sox… the list goes on.

But given the number of companies and the business pace,
1952 must seem to old-timers like the golden years of the
industry.

PAUL FOGLEMAN
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Gap On A Roll
Gap Inc. begin a new year on the heels of a strong fourth

quarter which saw net income jump 43 percent. For the quarter
that ended Jan. 31, Gap reported net income of $355 million
compared to $249 million a year ago. Total sales were up 5.2
percent to over $4.8 billion.

This marked a strong rebound for the specialty stores chain
which struggled over the past four years.

Gap said paying attention to what customers want--and not
what designers think they want -- attributed to sales growth and
fewer markdowns.

Kohl’s Struggles
Kohl’s Department Stores, a successful discount retailer,

reported that fourth quarter net income dropped 12 percent,
blaming in part heavy markdowns. The chain earned $246 million
compared to $289 million a year ago.

New store openings boosted sales 12 percent, but same store
sales fell 2.1 percent. An analyst said Kohl’s has been a super high-
growth company that is approaching maturity in a more competitive
environment.

RUMI
Single Cylinder Sock Machines For Any Application

Fine Gauge or Heavy Gauge
Normal Terry, Sandwich Terry, Electronic Sinker Selection

6 Colors per Course Patterns
Phone: 828-403-1595  Fax: 828-437-9231

E-Mail: jlaws@hci.net

Providing America�s Hosiery
Industry with Quality Yarn Since 1956

(828) 328-5381
1-800-438-5758

Fax: (828) 328-4936
Email: info@regalmfgcoinc.com

212 12th Avenue NE
P.O. Box 2363
Hickory, NC 28603

Regal Manufacturing

A WORLDTEX COMPANY

AT RETAIL

INDUSTRY BRIEFS

Penney Loss Laid to Eckerd Drugstores
JC Penney Department Stores would have posted $253 million

in earnings had it now been saddled with $1.3 billion loss related
to its Eckerd Drugstore chain, officials announced.

Unifi Cuts Jobs
Unifi has announced it will cut 400 jobs or 10 percent of its

4,100 employees.
Some 25 jobs or 20 percent of its Greensboro headquarters

staff, also are to be eliminated.
Operations at the Unifi plant in Altamahaw will cease

May 1. A portion of the equipment and business from the Altamahaw
plant will be transferred to the Yadkinville location. The Yakinville
location, highly automated, will increase its workforce to
accommodate the air-jet texturing operations, it was announced.

The yarn industry also learned that Avondale Mills is closing
the Burnsville plant, putting 163 persons on the jobless rolls.



to supplement their own production to meet requirements of their
retailers.

Susan Huitt brings her creative talent to the direct sales side of
the business, including licensees of Ralph Lauren and Oshkosh. “I
enjoy working with up and coming designers looking for something
different… something unique,” she reflects.

She prefers helping customer develop a product with quality but
yet price competitive.

A major change that has occurred in the almost two decades as
hosiery producer is the consolidation among retailers. Relationships
that used to exist in sales have been replaced by price-driven demands,
Susan Huitt says.

The Huitts have directed some of their marketing efforts to the
company website huitt.com. Products, the company policies and
philosophies, and the story of the company’s development all are
featured. The site also is linked to Legsource.com, the industry’s
website maintained by the Hosiery Technology Center.

Looking ahead five years, the Huitts believe their will be more
sourcing from overseas. “There will not be major growth in hosiery
manufacturing jobs, but the industry will not disappear,” Kevin Huitt
concludes.

Nor will Huitt Mills disappear, it seems. “We adapt ourselves to
the market… we are small enough to move fast and stay focused on
service,” Kevin Huitt insists.

April 2004 LEGWEAR TRENDS and FASHIONS PAGE 11

In 1986, a young couple with no ties to North Carolina and no
experience in hosiery manufacturing walked into a small greige mill
they had just purchased in Hickory. 

The equipment was as old as the previous owners who were ready
to retire. But Kevin and Susan Huitt were not deterred. Today they are

the owners of a company with
70 employees and $7 million
a year in business. They also
are acquiring new technology,
confident that domestic U.S.
hosiery mills can have a future.

Behind the success --
and profits -- is a lean
organization. The owners
answer the telephone when
necessary. All the office
personnel are part-time and the
office layout is almost Spartan.
Plant managers in Hickory and
North Wilkesboro have
production jobs also. But there
is no company debt or cost
associated with leveraged
financing.

Over 70 Uniplet machines dominate the Hickory knitting
operations which soon will include Sangiacomo equipment. The 25,000
square foot North Wilkesboro operations is home to Lonati machines.
The company also employs toe-closing and seaming personnel, but all
finishing is contracted.

Huitt does not sell greige products. Some 90 percent of the
business is contract work for large vertical mills, including Gold Toe
and Moretz Inc., but all shipments are finished goods. Direct sales
account for about 10 percent of annual revenue.

N.C. Socks Inc., headed
by Dennis Martin, and Nu-
Sox Finishing Inc. owned by
Michael Banks, are contract
finishers for Huitt Mills and
together they form a tight
network. Huitt has almost no
inventory. Shipments go out
daily and finished production
is on the docks within five
days after yarn comes in the
doors.

“I have to learn hard on
my suppliers sometimes,” Huitt
reflects.

Dan St. Louis, manager of
the Hosiery Technology Center,
says Huitt Mills is a model.
“They have a good niche and
they run a lean and efficient
company,” he says.

Kevin Huitt describes his niche as a “fill-in company.” The mill
is ready to move quickly when his customers, larger vertical mills, need

Quick-Learners Develop Model For Hosiery Future

HUITT MILLS

Kevin and Susan Huitt

Huitt Mill’s Knitting Room

By PAUL FOGLEMAN, EDITOR

Huitt Mills makes a variety of socks including athletic, boot, hunting,
casual, and dress socks.
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CHARLOTTE, NC 28219
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� NATURAL AND DYED
STRETCH NYLON

� SEAMING THREADS
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POLYESTER YARNS

Serving The Hosiery Industry Since 1947

PAST    PRESENT    FUTURE

P.O. Box 8829
Greensboro, NC 27419
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to meet the challenges
of the knitting industry.

formerly Virkler & Yorkshire

Charles Cole, chairman of the committee and president of Alabama
Footwear, and Jim Schollaert, a Washington lobbyist who represents
THA through AMTAC.

The sourcing breakout session on Saturday will include Sheely,
Bob Yoe, president of Crescent Hosiery Inc., and Monty Milner,
president of Hope Hosiery Mills. THA said this session is for
executives who may not be sourcing outside the U.S. but who
would like to know more about the trend -- advantages as well as
challenges.

Dan St. Louis, manager, and Tony Whitener will present an update
on the activities of the Hosiery Technology Center. The HTC leaders
also will discuss marketing programs at the center, including prototypes
and exporting opportunities.

The THA committees for sheers and socks also will convene
during the convention.

The agenda also includes receptions, a banquet, golf, fishing
charters, and tours of the area. Registration is $550 per person for
members, $250 for spouses and $750 for nonmembers and $400 for
their guests.

Win-Loss Record For Hosiery In Miscellaneous
Tariffs Bill

The Miscellaneous Tariffs Bill passed by Congress recently includes
socks labeling provisions pushed by the industry.

The labeling provisions, inserted by powerful Alabama Senator
Richard Shelby, moves country of origin labeling to the front of the
package for socks, with a 15-months phase-in. There will be no
retroactive rebates for large mills that outsourced goods to the Caribbean
since 2000.

Large manufacturers, however, came away with a prize.
Sen. Charles Grassley, Republican chairman of the Finance

Committee, praised passage of the legislation “to help U.S. factories
compete internationally by suspending duties on products the American
factories don’t produce domestically.”

“This bill supports American factories and workers by allowing
factories to save money when they import necessary products,” Grassley
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said in a statement released by his office.
“At this stage in America’s economic recovery, we have to give

factories every opportunity to stay in business, to continue to employ
workers, and reduce product costs for consumers,” he continued.

Since Congress began debating the bill, it is estimated that over
150,000 textiles people have lost their jobs because of outsourcing.

Election Year Climate Leaves CAFTA Cold
The controversial Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA)

is dead for 2004, according to congressional insiders.
With more Democrats walking away from trade agreements, House

Republican leaders have abandoned efforts to enact a CAFTA bill,
despite intense lobbying from retailer organizations and large
manufacturing groups including the National Association of
Manufacturers.

Manufacturing job losses and growing skepticism about the terms
of trade deals in an election year have weakened the working coalition
of Republicans and free-trade Democrats who jointed to steer trade
negotiating authority through Congress. They also pushed to normalize
trade relations with China.

“If we’re only going to get 15 Democrats to vote for CAFTA, we
can’t pass it,” a GOP leadership aide was quoted as saying. Another
said that House Speaker Dennis Hastert does not favor scheduling
any trade votes this year in light of the unfavorable political climate.

Still, U.S. Trade Representative Robert Zoellick continues to
negotiate with other nations and in early March announced completion
of the Northern African nation of Morocco.

Sen. John Kerry, the likely Democratic candidate to face President
Bush, has pledge an “audit” of trade agreements if he is elected.
President Bush had said he would sign CAFTA if it reached his desk.
Now White House sources confirm the measure won’t come up until
after the election.

Even though the five Caribbean nations that are party to the deal
represent relatively small economies, the pending pact remains political
hot potato because it encompasses low-way countries that pose a threat
to more U.S. manufacturing jobs.

continued from page 5
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GREIGE MILLS
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May 2004
Featured in Legwear Trends in

The model for relationships between greige mills and their
vertical customers is still alive. But like the overall industry, the
model is changing.

Contract knitting has been a mainstay for the U.S. hosiery
industry. The ideal model involves costs-sharing between greige
producers and their customers. But central today to the success
of the business relationship is fast turnaround, zero tolerance for
anything less than top quality and lean manufacturing.

Dan St. Louis, manager of the Hosiery Technology Center
of North Carolina, says that greige mills that respond quickly to
samples and deliveries will be successful. “We can’t operate with
the model that existed two or three years ago,” St. Louis continues.

Legwear Trends will feature greige mills and actively promote
their role in the hosiery industry in forthcoming issues. The

45-year old hosiery publication will focus on the new opportunities
for contract knitters, working closely with the Hosiery Technology
Center.

Greige producers are entrepreneurs, most employing fewer
than 30 people. But nationally, 86 percent of all new jobs are
created by companies with fewer than 100 employees. As larger
companies seek to reduce overhead costs, contract knitting and
finishing are cost-effective options… if the contractors put forth
efforts to keep prices low and standards for quality and deliveries
high.

The hosiery industry is supported by outstanding greige mills.
Outsourcing does not have to go beyond the borders of the United
States.

Contract Knitting: Model for the Future

continued from page 2

BEAR CREEK HOSIERY, INC.
5� 84N Concepts - 4� 84N Haw Rivers
3 3/4� 108N KN Dials - 4� 108N LONATI 454JS

227 Wright Road
PO Drawer 519
Biscoe, NC  27209

CONTACT: Kent Maness
TEL: 910-428-2188
FAX: 910-428-2781

Specializing in Distinctive Products and Customer Service

6350 Claude Brittain Road
Hickory, NC  28602

Phone: (828) 874-2960
Fax: (828) 879-4880

Knitting
L    R

COVER STORY

Quality Greige Hosiery
We have been supplying
Quality Greige Goods to the Hosiery
Industry over 40 years. We produce a full
range of sizes from infant to 12-15. Rib
or Pattern in Men�s & Women�s Styles.

Equipment Available for Production:
� 4 1/2� 84N Lonati
� 4 1/2� 84N Lonati El
� 4� 84N Lonati Bravo
� 4� 168N Lonati Bravo
� 3 1/2� 132N Lonati Bravo
� 4� 132N Lonati Bravo

Ruppe Hosiery Inc.
P.O. Box 517
300-4 East Gold Street
Kings Mountain, NC  28086

Tel: 704-739-4537
Fax: 704-739-8150
E-Mail: ruppehosiery@carolina.rr.com

CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS OF SHOPPERS:
Growth areas: post Baby Boomers, ethnic shoppers,
and the MTV generation. How are retailers responding
to the changes? What really is on the horizon for
department stores.

A consultant recently noted that the research dollars actually
generated $930 million in spending, roughly equivalent to the
value of the state’s apparel and textiles industry.

Say what?
The top 10 hosiery manufacturers in North Carolina generate

close to $900 million in shipments. All total, N.C. hosiery
companies ship goods each year valued at over $3 billion.

The consultant needs to revisit his research.
The legislative committee hearing the consultant’s report was

impressed. “This may be the best return on investment we’ve seen
yet,” said Sen. Joe Sam Queen of Haywood County.

continued from page 4

LEGISLATIVE COLUMN

these programs are casual-fashion socks featuring ingrain yarns or
yarn combinations with stripes, patterns and specialty designs. “I
spend a fortune on samples,” Brittain notes.

In the past, L&R shipped commodity goods from January
into May. But most of that business has disappeared with the rise
of goods coming from Asia.

Like Lessard, Brittain can’t understand why the government
is allowing U.S. manufacturing to suffer because of uneven
enforcement of trade agreements. “It’s all about greed,” he asserts.

The list of manufacturers that have turned to Asia or Africa
or the Caribbean includes Neuville Industries and Ellis Hosiery
Mills, now part of the International Legwear network, Renfro
Hosiery in Mt. Airy, and Gold Toe, and, of course, Sara Lee Socks.




