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Family 
ties

The Capels have stitched together a business            

producing braided rugs for nearly a century.
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W
hen it comes to bad timing, 
Leon Capel’s first product 
came close. Nearly a century 
ago, the teenager started mak-

ing braided rope to replace leather reins that 
farmers used to guide their horses. When trac-
tors replaced horse-drawn labor, he diversi-
fied and established a rug business that’s still 
family-owned and now run by his grand-
children. Troy-based Capel Inc. makes tens 
of thousands of rugs a year, many selling for 
thousands of dollars through such prominent 
retailers as L.L. Bean, Pottery Barn, Williams-
Sonoma and Macy’s. 

The 17-year-old Capel founded in 1917 
what today is one of North Carolina’s oldest 

manufacturers. In 1936, he bought the first of 
two spinning mills to assure a steady supply of 
fiber. In the 1950s, the company signed retailers 
such as Sears, Roebuck & Co., and in 1963, it 
began importing rugs to complement its own 
manufacturing. In 2003, it added a plant in 
Dalton, Ga.

Capel, which calls itself “America’s rug 
company,” says it is the nation’s largest maker 
and importer of area rugs. (The privately 
held company doesn’t disclose revenue.) 
Cameron Capel, the founder’s granddaugh-
ter and vice president for national accounts, 
says its history reflects how the company has 
survived recessions, wartime rationing of 
materials, and changing markets and com-

petition. Capel thrives by “changing with the 
times, learning new, better and more efficient 
ways of manufacturing,” and keeping ahead 
of trends, she says.

The company has about 150 employees 
in Troy at its office, store and five plants, 
where they make 10,000 braided rugs a 
year. They begin with raw material such 
as cotton and wool; card, twist and spin it 
into yarn; dye it; then braid and sew it into 
rugs. Leon Capel began with cotton for his 
plow-horse reins, and it’s still used in the 
rugs, along with nylon, polypropylene, 
polyester, rayon and even New Zealand 
wool. The basic technology remains simi-
lar. Since Colonial times, flat coils of rope 

have been sewn together to make durable 
rugs. Depending on the fiber, they can be 
low-priced and utilitarian or exotic and 
expensive. A 5-by-8-foot Capel rug can cost 
from $99 to $3,500, Cameron Capel says, 
though a hand-knotted one, perhaps from 
India, can fetch $10,000. “We’re medium to 
high-end.” About three-quarters of the fibers 
used in the rugs made in Troy come from 
the Carolinas and Georgia. Capel makes its 
braided rugs and many of its woven ones in 
the U.S., while it imports handcrafted rugs 
that often are more labor-intensive. “We sell 
all over the world,” Capel says, “but mainly 
it’s the United States,” through about 3,000 
stores owned by retailers. The company has 

Capel’s rugs begin with 

raw material such as 

cotton or wool, which gets 

spun into yarn and dyed  

to be used in the colorful 

collection.
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showrooms in High Point, Atlanta and Las 
Vegas, and it owns nine retail stores.

Ten years ago, Leon Capel’s three sons, 
who’d taken over after their father’s death in 
1972, resigned on the same day. In 2009, John 
Magee was named CEO. He’s a partner in 
Greensboro-based Anderson Bauman Tourtel-
lot Vos & Co., which specializes in restructur-
ing companies and had completed a study of 
Capel’s performance and strategy. “It’s helpful 
to have the perspective and input of someone 
from outside the family,” Cameron Capel says. 
Still, family holds the reins of Leon Capel’s 
company, with third-generation members 
directing manufacturing, administration and 
retail sales. It’s too early to speculate about the 
involvement of a fourth generation, she says.

— Jane Duckwall

Machines braid the yarn 

into strips that are sewn 

together to make a variety 

of designs. At bottom far 

right, Cameron Capel 

relaxes on a braided rug 

with her cousin Richard 

Capel, who directs the 

company’s manufacturing 

of braided rugs. 


