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VARDY MCBEE
THE FOUNDING FATHER OF GREENVILLE
Roy McBee Smith*

Editor's Note [n 2002, the Greenville County Historical Society
placed a bronze statue of Vardiy McBee on Court Square on
Greenville's South Main Street. Roy McBee Smith's paper was
presented before the Historical Society at its meeting on February
10, 2002, as background for this event.

In 1815 Vardy McBee purchased 11.028 acres on the waters of the
Reedy River and Laurel Creek. which included the land within the
presentcity limits of Greenville and much of the present metropolitan
area beyond. The purchase included the formerowner’s mansion on
Prospect Hill atthe westendof the present McBee Avenue. wherethe
water works building is today. Vardry McBee paid $27.550 for all
this. How was such an extensive purchase possible? Because
agricuhural practices had exhausted the soil of all nutrients by the
continuous planting of a single crop and other abuses. the land had
been on the market several years with no one interested. Since the
days of ancient Rome. agriculture was cairied on by using up all
nutrients in the soil and then moving on to new land. But this was an
opportunity for Vardry McBee. who on his own had studied the
improvements in agriculture which began in England in the last years
of the 1700s.

Until then. even in Europe. there had been no important
improvements in agricullure over the centuries. He had long observed
families pulling up stakes and moving west. leavingpl with
fine houses. but bumed out soil. The new agriculwral information
available in this country was ignored. It continued to be ignored for
another century. Some present members of the Society no doubt
remember farms in this and in other states with great gullies carved
out byerosion from failureto properly plow andterrace. [n one period
0f 20 years. more than 200.000 people left North Carolinaand moved
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located. he built what would today be called a culwral center. Its
architecture was remarked on years after it was gone. It was available
for receptions. concerts. dances. and lectures. The town people named
itMcBee's Hall. The congregation of Christ Church met there while
its present church building was under construction. Furman classes
wereheldthere whileits buildings were under construction. For such
actions. he began over the years to be referred to as the “‘Founding
Father of Greenville.”

He was bom in Sparanburg District in 1775. as the
Revolutionary War began. His father and three brothers fought at
King’s Mountain and the Cowpens. Another brother fought with the
Swamp Fox and was paralyzed by a musket ball. Vardry McBee was
the last of ten children. His parents had come down from Halifax
County. Virginia. after the French and indian War. When he was 19
years old. he went to Lincolnton as apprentice to a saddle maker.
There he became a partnerin a mercantile business. He married Jane
Alexander of Rutherfordton. They had nine children and would
outlive five of them. As a young man. he was crippled from being
thrown from a horse and could not walk any distance. He died when
he was 88 yearsold inthelastyear of the Civil War. as Shermanwas
beginning his marchto the sea. Jane died 49 days after he did. They
are buried in Christ Church cemetery in Greenville.

What was he like as a person? He was small. and his eyes were
green. He was raised as a Quaker and preferred Quaker meetings.
which were scarce in these pans. so that he attended all
denominations but attended regularly. He was on the vestry of Christ
Church for years and laid the corner stone for it. but never became a
communicant. Two years before he died he joined the First
Presbyterian Church. of which Jane had been a founding member. As
ayoung man he adopted BenFranklin's method for building character
by daily recording his efforts at industry. justice. moderation.
tranquility. humility. and avoiding unnecessary talk. Along with these
he cultivated proper speech. enunciation and posture. One is

inded of the Broadwaymusical in which Ben Franklin sings: 1
invented myself.”

Vardiy McBee was a steady. quiel. dependable man. careful of
the feelings of others. He was a listener. He said he was educated by
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and feather any Unionist they found. Vardry McBee filed as a Union
delegate to the state convention. only ten days before the election. He
was elected as one of only five Union delegates in the state. The
Union delegates worked to change or divert enough votes to defeat
secession. and it was postponed for nearly a decade. When secession
finally came. he spoke in favor of it and strongly supported the
Confederacy. Five of his grandsons served in the Confederate army

One interesting trait of Vardry McBee was that though textile
mills were new in the South. especially in the Backcountry. he strove
forhighquality. Other textile millsaimed to produce a fabric suitable
for field hands. However. he sent his textiles to New York and sold
them at a~handsome profit.” This is surprising in view of the added
transportation costs and that he was competing with the long
established New England textile industry. Also. his paper mill made

stationery “of a very superior quality and a fine quality of wrapping
paper.” If he manufaciured a product he personally mastered the
production process. from understanding the structure and operation
of the machinery. to ing all the ch ics of the raw
materials. He would stay in the “loom house.™ as he called it. and
personally perforin the operation for days at a time until it was
perfected. before he turned production over to workers.

Hisgeneral i eswere not ordinary. B y
stores. Their attractive architecture was remarked upon years after
they were gone. and his display of goods was in the modem idea of
merchandising. It has already been mentioned that his agricultural
products were of superior quality. His gold mines were highly
productive. and he sent gold bars to the United States Mint.

Finally. the new statue to be placed on Court Square will be of
aman who was likeable. We have seen how the voters of not just the
town but of all the district (county) elected him. though he entered
that race at the last minute as a candidate with views contrary to all
the state. and after a torch bearing mob had threatened any one with
that view. He was elected president of the Louisville. Cincinnati and
Charleston Railroad “without any solicitation on his part.” defeating
the candidatechosen by John C.Calhoun. the virtual dictator of South
Carolina. It was said that if Calhoun took snuff. South Carolina

sneezed. James Petigru. the oracle of Charleston. considered by many















