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JONATHAN RICH

STAFF WRITER

A Midwestern textile mill 
and manufacturer of deco-
rative household products 
has expressed interest in 
relocating its operations 

to Transylvania County 
with plans of possibly cre-
ating 26 jobs and investing 
at least $4.5 million in the 
family-owned business.

Monday night Transyl-
vania County Economic 
Alliance Executive Director 

Burton Hodges told mem-
bers of the Transylvania 
County Board of Commis-
sioners that a business 
going under the pseudonym 
“Project Purple” is consid-
ering Transylvania County 
as a potential new home for 

its operations.
“‘Project Purple’ is a 

family-owned textile mill 
and fabric brand and is a 
leading designer, manufac-
turer and retailer of quilts, 
sheets, blankets, futon cov-
ers and other decorative 

bedroom and household 
products,” Hodges said. 
“The founders and owners 
are retiring and relocating 
to western North Caro-
lina and are looking for a 
location in the region to 
position the company for 
its next 30 years of growth, 
brand expansion and the 
ultimate succession of the 

business to their children.”
Hodges said the company 

was founded in 1987 and
has a retail presence in out-
lets including Wayfair, Bed
Bath & Beyond and Macy’s 
stores. 

While other details of 
the project are being kept 

Textile manufacturer eyes county

Craig Galley

Finance Director Jonathan Griffin stepping down 

FROM STAFF REPORTS

Craig Gralley first heard of what is 
now the PARI Astronomical Research 
Institute in the mid-1980s when he was 

a junior analyst at CIA 
headquarters in Lang-
ley, Virginia, but over 
time he came to know 
many of its secrets.

“I didn’t know much 
about it,” Gralley said, 
“just that it was in the 
mountains of west-
ern North Carolina, 
belonged to the Depart-
ment  of  Defense’s 
Nat ion a l  S e c u r i t y 

Agency and it intercepted secret foreign 
communications.”

That changed almost four decades 
later after Gralley and his wife had just 
moved to the Brevard area and were 
on a hike in the Blue Ridge mountains 
when they passed a big white and blue 
sign displaying a satellite dish.

“That’s when the light bulb switched 
on,” Gralley said. “Rosman, satellite 
dishes, the Rosman Research Station, 

PARI. It all fit. I had to know more.”
Gralley’s quest for more is now a 176-

page book, “The Pisgah Astronomical 

Research Institute: An Untold History 
of Spacemen and Spies,” scheduled for 
publication by The History Press on 
April 24.

Years of secrecy surrounding the Ros-
man site led to many myths about PARI 
and its past. People speculated the site 
was a Nazi prisoner of war camp or 
that Rosman is related to Roswell, New 
Mexico and PARI’s underground tun-
nels held space aliens.

Gralley’s book aims to set the record 
straight as it uses hundreds of declas-
sified government documents and 
interviews with former employees to 
piece together the six-decade-long story 
of how the Rosman site passed from 
NASA to the Department of Defense’s 
National Security Agency and finally 
became a non-profit student science 
education facility.

“Like all great institutions, PARI’s 
story is America’s story,” Gralley said in 
a news release. “Few realize its employ-
ees helped to win the space race, the 
Cold War and now PARI is embarked 
on another important mission: science 

Former CIA officer writes 
about PARI’s secret past

The Pisgah Astronomical Research Institute once belonged to the Department of Defense’s National Security Agency. 

Courtesy photos

Craig Gralley: “It’s a success story that needed to be told’

LAURA DENON
STAFF WRITER

Editor’s note: Transylvania Times 
reporter Laura Denon is currently 
traveling in South America. The 
following is a second story about her 
adventures.

Standing on the side of the two-
lane road next to our broken down 
tour vehicle in remote southwest 
Bolivia, I wondered how in the world 
I ended up here.

For five weeks I’d been making 
my way through South America. I 
started in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 
crossed over into Argentina and 
Chile and signed up for a three-day 

adventure tour crossing into Bolivia. 
My goal is to reach Quito, Ecuador, 
next month for my flight home so I 
can get back to work at The Transyl-
vania Times newspaper.

I crossed over the top of the steep 
Andes mountain range separating 
Argentina from Chile at 5 a.m. on 
an overnight bus. The driver pulled 
over at 4 a.m. for breakfast at the 
only shop around. The last leg of the 
ride there won’t be anywhere else to 
pull over, he said. We crossed cus-
toms easily as no one else was there.

As the sun rose we could see the 
long winding road crisscrossing 
down the dry Andes and into the 
Chilean countryside. As we started 

our dissent, with maximum speeds 
capped at 30 kilometers an hour for 
safety, the bus stopped abruptly.

We waited about 30 minutes not 
knowing what had happened until 
we saw a large 18-wheel semi-truck 
flipped over on the side of the nar-
row two-lane road with the top 
dangling broken and precariously 
over the edge.

I spent a few days exploring San-
tiago, Chile’s hot and dry capital 
city. Many hours were spent in cool 
cafés, sipping too many café con 
leches (coffee with milk) and peo-
ple-watching the trendy Chileans.

Border crossings, break downs and bed bugs

When rain falls on the Uyuni Salt Flats in Bolivia the 
whole area becomes a mirror with optical illusion photos 
a must for us tourists.

– County,  12A

– PARI,  12A

– Travel,  11A

DAVID BRADLEY
FOR THE T. TIMES

For longtime Transylva-
nia County residents, the
news of 1,000 jobs lost at
the Pactiv Evergreen plant
in nearby Canton is all too 
familiar.

In 2002 the Ecusta paper 
mill closed placing roughly
700 people out of work.
From an employment high 
water mark of nearly 3,000
workers and a payroll of
more than $20 million in 
1968, the mill had sliced 
jobs more than once, first 
when the cellophane pack-
aging operation shuttered
in 1985.

When word traveled a 
scant 20 miles up and over 
the Blue Ridge Parkway, 
Transylvania and Brevard
officials and residents could 
only shake their heads and
wonder how and if Canton 
and Haywood County will 
recover.

Jason Chappell, chair of 
Transylvania County com-
missioners, sent a note of 
support to his counterpart
in Haywood County, Kevin
Ensley, as well as offers to 
help in other ways Ens-
ley may need. Chappell 
said what those needs may 
be “aren’t known at this
moment and there’s been 
no requests made from 
Haywood County.” Chap-
pell is also on the executive
committee of the Land of 

Locals 
react to 
Canton 

mill 
closure

– Canton,  12A
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under wraps at this time, 
Hodges said the business 
is interested in repur-
posing an unidentif ied 
existing building for their 
location and possibly buy-
ing another one as part of 
the plans being considered.

“The company is plan-
ning, if they locate to 
Transylvania County, to 
purchase at least one exist-
ing building in the city 
of Brevard located in a 
mixed use and established 
industrial and commer-
cial district,” he said. “The 
building they are consider-
ing would require almost 
$2 million in renovations 
and uplifts to bring the 
building up to modern 
industrial standards.”

The topic was brought 
before the county commis-
sioners because “Project 
Purple” is applying for a 
$200,000 Building Reuse 
Grant through the N.C. 
Department of Commerce 
and wanted a resolution of 
support for its application.

If the grant is approved, 
Tr a n s y lv a n i a  C ou nt y 
would be required to pro-
vide $10,000 in the form 
of matching funds through 
deferred property taxes.

“The acquisition of the 
two properties would pro-
vide for future expansion 
and future investment,” 
Hodges said. “The purpose 
of trying to secure this 
grant would be to help off-
set some of the expensive 
premium redevelopment 

cost associated with the 
two properties.”

Hodges added the new 
facility would create at 
least 26 manufacturing, 
design and sales posi-
tions in the first two years 
with an average wage of 
$52,569 for positions such 
as embroiderers, designers, 
customer service and sales 
occupations in addition to 
packaging and logistics 
personnel employees.

T he  c om m i s s ioner s 
unanimously approved the 
company’s requested reso-
lution for the building reuse 
grant application and said 
the proposal would involve 
possible public hearings 
regarding additional poten-
tial economic incentives at 
a later date.

Commissioner Larr y 
Chapman said state initia-
tives such as the building 
reuse grant are important 
for attracting industries to 
areas when there is rela-
tively little available space 
to be considered.

“We’re almost totally out 
of any buildings in this 
community that we can 
offer any company looking 
to come into this county,” 
Chapman said. “This pretty 
much takes care of every-
thing that’s out there, so 
it’s a big challenge to us 
moving forward. People 
want to come here, but we 
don’t have a place to put 
them. That’s going to be a 
challenge to all of us going 
down the road to bring in 
investment, to bring in 
businesses.”

Finance Director

Monday night County 
Manager Jaime Laughter 
informed the public that 
County Finance Director 
Jonathan Griffin had sub-
mitted his 60-day notice to 
vacate his position.

Grif f in was hired as 
finance director in Octo-
ber 2018 after first serving 
Transylvania County for 
two years as part of the 
N.C. Association of County 
Commissioners County 
Management Fellow pro-
gram.

“We have really enjoyed 
having him here, never-
theless the finance director 
position is a very difficult 
one to recruit,” Laughter 
said. “It is a very critical 
position for the county 
because it requires a high 
level of responsibility, the 
ability to navigate finan-
cial technology systems, 
complete complex f is-
cal analysis and manage 
ever-increasing audit and 
regulator y compliance 
standards.”

Laughter asked commis-
sioners for permission to 
advertise the now-open 
finance director position 
with a new annual pay 
grade of between $92,320 
and $143,077 and the 
minimum required qual-
ifications be a bachelor’s 
degree with at least five 
years experience.

“I think it’s important 
that we are able to adver-
tise in that range so that we 
can get qualified applicants 
attracted to this position,” 

she said, adding it was 
unlikely the position will 
be filled before the start 
of the next fiscal year in 
July. “The recruitment 
process is probably going 
to take at least six months. 
That’s typical for a leader-
ship position in the county 
and in order for us to move 
forward and in that six 
months we are going to 
need to look for either a 
recruiter or an interim.”

Gr i f f in sa id he has 
enjoyed his time working 
for the county and he plans 
to ensure a smooth transi-
tion.

“It’s a tough job, and I 
never saw myself as stay-
ing in the role forever even 
when I accepted it. I hope 
whoever comes next enjoys 
the work,” Griffin said. 
“County finance is an inter-
esting set of duties – you’re 
helping the people who do 
the day-to-day business of 
government in the com-
munity achieve their goals 
while also trying to balance 
a lot of competing require-
ments that the state is 
putting on you.”
Ecusta Debate 

Continues

During public comment 
Monday night, several res-
idents continued to take 
commissioners to task 
regarding the proposed 
Ecusta Trail being planned 
to connect Henderson and 
Transylvania counties.

Last month commis-
sioners refused Brevard 
Mayor Maureen Copelof’s 
request to add a resolu-

tion supporting a federal 
grant application which 
could provide as much as 
$25 million in funding for 
the estimated $43.2 mil-
lion pedestrian path to the 
commissioner’s official 
meeting agenda.

Chairman Jason Chap-
pell said it was the board’s 
prerogative what items 
were discussed at their 
meetings and several com-
missioners were outspoken 
in their opposition to the 
proposed project.

In response to more 
criticism levied their way 
Monday night, the debate 
continued.

“I’d like to know what 
is the percentage of peo-
ple who are actually going 
to use the trail out of the 
32,000 people who live in 
this county,” said Commis-
sioner Emmett Casciato. 
“Is it 2 percent, 3 percent, 5 
percent? I don’t know, but I 
don’t think 2, 3 or 4 percent 
of the people should inter-
rupt people’s lives along 
that trail.”

C om m i s s ioner  Ja ke 
Dalton questioned claims 
about the trail improving 
economic opportunities 
along the former railroad 
path.

“There’s really nowhere 
to put a restaurant or any-
thing along those lines in a 
floodplain,” he said.

Chapman, who a lso 
serves as the county’s rep-
resentative on the Ecusta 
Trail  Advisor y Board, 
stressed these decisions 
would be made to represent 

all stakeholders involved.
“I’d like to remind people 

we do not live in a democ-
racy, the majority does not 
rule in the United States; 
we are a representative
republic,” Chapman said. 
“As long as I’m up here, 
I’m going to represent all 
the citizens of this county. 
I’ve not taken a strong
position on the trail. It 
doesn’t really impact me,
but it does impact people.
As long as this is a repre-
sentative republic, then 
the minority in this county
have a vote as long as I’m
sitting here.”

Chappell said commis-
sioners would continue
to voice their concerns as 
elected representatives 
with personal opinions.

“At times we’re going to
disagree; at times we’re 
going to agree. That’s just
part of our representative
republic and part of the pro-
cess,” Chappell said. “I can 
assure you commissioners 
are going to continue to 
voice their convictions and
voice their opinions, as well 
they should. That’s what
you should expect from us.
I’m careful to speak for this
board at times because we 
are all five individuals with
very different opinions, but
I can assure you this board 
is going to stand up for what 
they believe in and voice 
those opinions.”

Jonathan Rich can be reached 

at (828) 883-8156 or via email at 

jrich@transylvaniatimes.com.

County
 Continued from 1A

education. It’s a history 
everyone in western North 
Carolina should be very 
proud of.”

Under NASA, the Ros-
man site was the most 
advanced ground station 
of its day and tracked and 
collected information from 
experimental scientif ic 
satellites while also con-
ducting research that led 

to developments in satellite 
television, cellular commu-
nications and the Internet.

Gralley said research sta-
tion employees were at the 
forefront of weather pre-
diction and used the site’s 
satellite dishes to support 
the Apollo program that 
landed Neil Armstrong and 
Buzz Aldrin on the moon.

“Ro sma n’s  ach ie ve -
ments are huge, but mostly 
unknown,” he said. “It’s a 

success story that needed 
to be told.”

Gralley was able to peel 
back the secrecy of the site’s 
Department of Defense 
days, too. 

Prior to 2008, the mili-
tary’s association with the 
site was stamped secret 
and armed guards patrolled 
the property. While many 
details about station’s for-
mer targets and operations 
remain classified, Gralley 

has been able to decipher 
the story of how the large 
dishes were used to spy on 
Russia and Cuba to stymie 
their advances in Central 
America, Africa and else-
where around the globe.

For the author, writing 
this book is personal.

“I learned a lot about 
PARI’s work and how today 
it’s educating a new gener-
ation of scientists,” he said. 
“It’s a gem buried in the 

mountains of North Caro-
lina. People need to know 
about and have pride in 
what they have in their own 
backyard.”

“The Pisgah Astronomi-
cal Research Institute: An 
Untold History of Space-
men and Spies” is available 
for pre-order on PARI’s 
website (www.pari.edu) 
and at Highland Books in 
Brevard (www.highland-
booksonline.com). All of 

the author’s profits are 
being donated to further 
PARI’s student science edu-
cation programs.

Gralley will also be a spe-
cial speaker and sign books 
during PARI’s annual space 
day and open house event 
on May 6 from 10 a.m. to 4 
p.m.

For more information 
about Gralley and his work, 
visit www.craiggralley.com.

PARI
Continued from 1A

Sky Regional Council that 
may offer support including 
job training and retraining. 
Transylvania County com-
missioners will take up a 
resolution of support at its 
next meeting.

Brevard Mayor Maureen 
Copelof said the city has 
not officially reached out 
although she is aware of 
some “non-elected officials 
and nonprofits” who have 
made contact with others 
in Haywood County.

The Canton plant’s ties 
to Transylvania County 
appear limited. According 
to an email response from 
the Illinois headquarters 
of Pactiv Evergreen, there 
are no employees who 
live in Transylvania. The 
company “will offer sev-
erance and outplacement 
services to eligible employ-
ees” although the amount 
of severance payments is 
unknown. The Canton facil-
ity, part of Pactiv’s Beverage 

Merchandising operation, is 
one of nine Pactiv locations 
in North Carolina, and 
will close in “quarter 2 but 
(the) exact date is still to be 
determined.”

And there’s a second 
whammy to the Canton 
closing. Roc Camenzind, 
who wrote a paper on the 
Ecusta closing as a stu-
dent at Brevard College and 
whose grandfathers worked 
at Ecusta, said aside from 
the job loss “all the people 
who had businesses to ser-
vice the plant and all the 
people who did contract 
work for the plant, that 
work won’t be there.” He 
estimated Brevard didn’t 
fully find its economic 
footing until 2012 — 2013. 
Whether Canton can match 
that time frame remains to 
be seen. The Canton area is 
still reeling, too, from the 
wrath of Tropical Storm 
Fred in 2021.

Canton and Haywood 
county face a tough road 
to recover y but there 

are marked differences 
between the circumstances 
behind Brevard’s bounce 
back and what Canton may 
face.

“Canton is a very differ-
ent situation,” said Sam 
Edney, a former engineer 
at Ecusta. “In my limited 
experience with Canton, 
it’s always been in my mind 
a mill town. We have a lot 
of advantages I fear Canton 
does not.”

He called Brevard a “fairly 
robust tourist attraction” 
that has long been known 
as a retirement mecca that 
happens to abut a national 
forest along with “the 
Davidson River as a premier 
trout stream.”

Copelof seconded Edney’s 
remarks about Brevard’s 
upside compared to Can-
ton. “Brevard went through 
this 20 years ago and we 
had to pivot and refocus on 
reinventing ourselves,” she 
said. “We had to look at the 
assets we had.”

The recovery question 

became, said Copelof, 
“how we could turn those 
resources into an economic 
driver, and that’s what Bre-
vard has done.”

“We’ve turned a beautiful 
environment into a big part 
of our economy,” she said. 
In contrast to Canton, Bre-
vard has a thriving music 
scene and has become 
something of a center for 
the arts. Those factors move 
the city away from reliance 
on one economic driver. 
The city, she said, is “build-
ing the variety and a diverse 
economy.”

“Those things let Brevard 
become a vibrant commu-
nity,” she said.

There’s also the matter 
of business and planning 
resources — and learning 
from the tough lessons a 
plant closure creates — to 
aid recovery.

“What distinguishes us 
is we went through this 20 
years ago and felt a signifi-
cant employment loss,” said 
Burton Hodges, the Transyl-

vania Economic Alliance’s 
executive director. “But we 
developed structure and 
we learned from the past to 
develop plans and programs 
to overcome that loss. We 
had a dedicated and inten-
tional strategy to replace 

what we lost.”
Canton has its work cut

out for it but as Chappell 
pointed out the region has 
a 2.5 percent unemploy-
ment rate with more than 
16,000 “good paying jobs 
available.”

Canton
Continued from 1A
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The Brevard City Coun-
cil voted to award the 
Main Street Streetscape 
contract to Sossamon 
Construction on March 6 
and the construction firm 
began mobilizing late last 
week. Sossamon broke 
ground on the north side 
of East Main Street in 
front of Sully’s Steamers 
on March 14. During the 
project’s initial phase con-
struction crews will work 

with the N.C. Department 
of Transportation (DOT) 
to install new accessibil-
ity ramps at the pedestrian 
crossings at the intersec-
tion of Main and Broad 
street. DOT will also per-
form repaving work and 
Sossamon will install mid-
block and corner bulb-outs 
for enhanced pedestrian 
accessibility and safety, 
according to a city news 
release.

In addition to the side-
walk improvements and 
bulb-outs on East Main, 
Sossaman also initiated 
tree work on West Main 
Street on March 15. At 
this stage the tree work 
consists of removing the 
Bradford pear trees on 
either side of Main Street 
f rom Ca ldwel l  St reet 
to Gaston Street. After 
the sidewalk improve-
ments are complete, those 

trees wil l be replaced 
with native trees includ-
ing white fringe trees, 
American yellowwoods, 
Redmond American lin-
dens and a sweetbay 
magnolia.

Construction crews will 
work westward along the 
north side of Main Street 
before crossing the road 
at Times Arcade Alley and 
continuing back down the 
south side of Main Street, 

ending near the entrance 
of Cup & Saucer. The Main 
Street Streetscape Project 
will consist of three mid-
block bulb-outs, sidewalk 
improvements, corner 
bulb-outs at the intersec-
tion of Main and Broad 
streets, stamped asphalt 
crosswalks, and the instal-
lation of new trees, shrubs, 
groundcovers and flowers. 
Substantial completion of 
the project is scheduled for 

May 25, with a final com-
pletion date of June 30.

Construction work on 
these two blocks of Main 
Street will affect certain 
pedestrian and vehicular 
traffic patterns between 
mid-March and late June. 

The city will continue
to advertise street and
sidewalk closures, detour 
routes, and traffic-pattern 
changes as they occur.

Downtown Brevard streetscape work underway


