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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Pineapple Fountain in Waterfront Park, Charleston
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COASTAL ROMANCE


As more people discover the charms of Charleston and Savannah, the inevitable comparisons begin. Stereotypes abound, such as the famous adage, “In Charleston they ask what your mother’s maiden name is, and in Savannah they ask what you’re drinking.” But the truth is that the key difference between the two is mostly physical. Charleston’s charms are more serendipitous, its architecture more Caribbean. The compact, winding downtown means a new surprise awaits you around every corner.


Savannah, with its more spacious downtown, has more room to breathe, to walk, and to stretch out. And there are those incomparable tidy squares, still studied as marvels of urban design. While both cities love a good time, Charleston is definitely more of a foodie’s paradise. Savannah, on the other hand, loves nothing more than a boisterous party.


Perhaps we should be talking instead about the things that tie the two together. The region’s Black communities, including the coastal Gullah people, continue to shape the local character and culture. Regional institutions are finally beginning to share more inclusive narratives of the struggles of slavery.


The area also has in common a rare natural beauty. Kayakers are at home paddling in the blackwater of the ACE Basin or the vast Okefenokee Swamp. Beachgoers are amazed at the quality of the area’s serene coastline.


It’s not just the fabled Southern hospitality that you’ll find here; it’s a joie de vivre born of great weather and natural beauty. Folks down here love a good story, a good conversation, and a good laugh. It’s the people that make a visit here truly memorable.





[image: image]



Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Soaking in intriguing history and scenic beauty at picturesque cemeteries, such as the Unitarian Church Cemetery, Laurel Grove Cemetery, and Bonaventure Cemetery.
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2 Enjoying unique citywide festivals.
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3 Eating world-class Southern cuisine, cooked by some of America’s finest chefs.
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4 Learning about how Charleston’s history is Black history.
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5 Enjoying a to-go cup in Savannah!
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6 Learning about history at house museums, including Drayton Hall and the Owens-Thomas House and Slave Quarters.
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7 Kayaking down Hilton Head’s Broad Creek or past Skidaway Island State Park.
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8 Golfing on Hilton Head Island.
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9 Exploring the vast and scenic Okefenokee Swamp, one of the most unique ecosystems in the world.
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10 Hitting the beaches, from family-friendly ones like Hilton Head Island to romantic ones like Cumberland Island.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Charleston


One of America’s oldest cities and an early national center of arts and culture, Charleston’s legendary taste for the high life is matched by its forward-thinking outlook. The birthplace of the Civil War is not just a city of museums resting on its historic laurels. Situated on a hallowed spit of land known as “the peninsula,” the Holy City is now a vibrant, creative hub of the New South.
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blooming azaleas and live oaks in Charleston





Hilton Head and the Lowcountry


The Lowcountry’s mossy, laid-back pace belies its former status as the heart of American plantation culture and the original cradle of secession. Today it is a mix of history (Beaufort and Bluffton), natural beauty (the ACE Basin), resort development (Hilton Head), military bases (Parris Island), and relaxed beaches (Edisto and Hunting Islands).


Savannah


Surprisingly cosmopolitan for a Deep South city, Savannah’s quirky hedonism permeates any visit. The brainchild of General James Oglethorpe, the city’s layout is studied even today as a masterpiece of urban design. Whether you’re meandering through the downtown squares or enjoying the sea breeze and a cocktail out on Tybee Island, a sense of fun imbues all parts of life here.


The Golden Isles


Georgia’s Golden Isles are home to one-third of the East Coast’s salt marsh, and their natural beauty is a testament to the Gilded Age millionaires who kept the area largely undeveloped over the years. Even today, this region evokes a timeless mystique redolent of Spanish missions, Native American shell ring ceremonies, insular but friendly shrimping communities, and lonely colonial English outposts.
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KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


High and Low Seasons


Spring


Springtime is for lovers, and it’s no coincidence that spring is when most love affairs with the region begin. Unless you have severe pollen allergies—not a trivial concern given the explosion of plant life at this time—you should try to experience this area at its peak of natural beauty during the magical period from mid-March to mid-May. Not surprisingly, lodging is the most expensive and most difficult to secure at that time. Average high temperatures range from the 70s in March (when there can be sudden cold snaps) to 80s and low 90s in May and June.


Summer


Activity here slows down noticeably in July and August. But overall, summertime in the South gets a bad rap and is often not appreciably worse than summers north of the Mason-Dixon Line—though it’s certainly more humid. Average high temperatures will flirt with the 90s many if not most days, with lows in the mid-70s.


Autumn


My favorite time of year on the southeastern coast is the middle of November, when the tourist crush significantly subsides. Not only are the days delightful and the nights crisp (but not frigid), you can get a room at a good price. Average high temperatures hover in the high 70s, with lows rarely dipping into the 40s. However, do be aware that early autumn is also the peak of hurricane season. Check tropical weather forecasts as far in advance as you can.


Winter


Winters aren’t especially harsh in this region, and there are usually only a handful of sporadic episodes of near or below freezing temperatures. This is one reason there is an influx of visitors from more frigid climates during this season! While there was once a time when things slowed down noticeably in January and February, this is less true these days. Average winter temperatures will see highs in the 50s and 60s, with lows ranging anywhere from upper 30s to high 40s.


Events


The hardest time to get a room in Charleston is during Spoleto from Memorial Day through mid-June. Hilton Head’s busiest time is during the RBC Heritage golf tournament in mid-April. Savannah’s tricky time of year is the St. Patrick’s Day celebration, a multiday event clustering around March 17. While last-minute cancellations are always possible, the only real guarantee is to secure reservations as far in advance as possible—a full year in advance is not unusual for these peak times.
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St. Patrick’s Day in Savannah





What to Pack


Unless you’re coming in the winter to take advantage of lower rates or to enjoy the copious seasonal cheer, there’s not much need for a heavy jacket. A sweater or windbreaker will do fine for chillier days. Also note that the ocean and the larger rivers can generate some surprisingly crisp breezes, even on what otherwise might be a warm day.


Because of the area’s temperate climate, perspiration is likely to be a constant travel companion; pack accordingly. Whatever you wear, stay with natural fabrics such as cotton. The humidity and generally warm weather combine for a miserable experience with polyester and other synthetic fabrics.


Biting insects, such as mosquitoes and sand gnats, are frequent unwelcome companions in this part of the country. Plan a trip to the drugstore or supermarket to buy some bug spray or Skin So Soft, an Avon product that keeps away the gnats.
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BEST OF Charleston & Savannah


This 10-day itinerary will let you see for yourself all the ways which these two southern gems differ, but also all things they share: An abiding respect for social manners, history, good food, and strong drinks.


Day 1


Charleston


Begin your journey in Charleston, the Holy City, named not for its piety but for the steeples in its skyline. First, feel the pulse of the city by going to its bustling heart, Marion Square. After oysters or mussels at 39 Rue de Jean or 167 Raw, do a little shopping on King Street and at Old City Market. Take a sunset stroll around The Battery and admire Rainbow Row before diving right into a great meal at one of the city’s fine restaurants, like Husk or FIG.


Day 2


Today you put your historian’s hat on and visit one of Charleston’s great house museums, such as the Aiken-Rhett House. Have a hearty Southern-style lunch, and then take either an afternoon trip to Fort Sumter National Monument or visit the International African American Museum. After a casual dinner at Lewis Barbecue or a stop at a brewery like Edmund’s Oast, take a stroll or carriage ride through the French Quarter to close the evening.


Day 3


Charleston to Beaufort


After a hearty breakfast, make the 20-minute drive over the Ashley River to stop at Drayton Hall to see one of the oldest and best-preserved plantation homes in the nation while also learning about the enslaved people forced to work here. Make the hour-long drive into Beaufort and spend the afternoon walking around the beautifully preserved historic district. If you have time, go over the bridge to St. Helena Island and visit historic Penn Center.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Southern Cooking: High Style and Homestyle


At the heart of Southern cooking, especially on the coast, is the influence of African and Caribbean folkways, a legacy of the region’s influential Black culture.


FRESH SEAFOOD


The best seafood places put a premium on freshly harvested fish and shellfish.


• 39 Rue de Jean, Charleston: Amazing mussels and fish.


• Bowens Island Restaurant, Charleston: Gloriously unpretentious.


• Saltus River Grill, Beaufort: Famous for its raw bar.


• Fishcamp on Broad Creek, Hilton Head Island: Casual atmosphere with indoor and extensive outdoor dining.


• Bluffton Oyster Company, Bluffton: Fresh oysters from the gorgeous May River that this spot overlooks.


BARBECUE


The pleasures of the pig are never far away in this region. Here are a few of the best coastal ’cue joints:


• Lewis Barbecue, Charleston: Excellent Texas-style brisket that melts in your mouth.


• Fiery Ron’s Home Team BBQ, Charleston: My favorite barbecue spot in the world, believe it or not.


• Sandfly BBQ, Savannah: Delicious Memphis-style barbecue on the south side of Savannah.


CLASSIC SOUTHERN


Your best bets for fine old-school Southern cooking:


• Circa 1886, Charleston: Consistently strikes a balance between traditional Charleston cuisine and innovation in a classic setting.


• See Wee Restaurant, Charleston: Possibly the best she-crab soup on the planet.


• 17Hundred90, Savannah: Enjoy dinner and soothing piano music in one of Savannah’s most historic buildings.


• Mrs. Wilkes’ Dining Room, Savannah: Old-school “pass the plate” community seating in a historic home.


NEW SOUTHERN


The area is home to some adventurous chefs offering an updated take on Lowcountry classics.


• FIG, Charleston: Three words: tomato tarte tatin.


• Edmund’s Oast, Charleston: Adventurous but casual food designed to pair well with this brewery’s excellent beer menu.


• The Glass Onion, Charleston: Farm-to-table goodness in an informal setting.


• The Grey, Savannah: Savannah’s world-class restaurant, competitive with the best in the nation.






Day 4



Hilton Head to Savannah


From Beaufort, drive to Hilton Head Island, where you can spend a few hours sunning or biking on the family-friendly beach, shop, or visit the free and informative Coastal Discovery Museum. A half hour away, make a late afternoon stop in Old Town Bluffton to shop for art, see the beautiful Church of the Cross on the May River, and have a light dinner. Another half hour’s drive puts you into a cute B&B in Savannah to relax for the night, maybe stopping in a pub for a pint or two.


Day 5


Savannah


Hit downtown Savannah hard today, starting with a walk down River Street. Tour the deeply informative Owens-Thomas House and Slave Quarters and then take a walk through the squares, visiting the Cathedral Basilica of St. John the Baptist in Lafayette Square and the Mercer-Williams House Museum on Monterey Square before enjoying a dinner and drinks at 17Hundred90.


Day 6


On your way out to Tybee Island, stop for a walk through the amazing Bonaventure Cemetery—about 15 minutes outside downtown—and pay your respects to native son Johnny Mercer. A half-hour drive takes you to scenic and historically important Fort Pulaski National Monument. Scoot on into Tybee in another 10 minutes and climb to the top of the lighthouse at the Tybee Island Light Station and Museum before dinner.


Day 7


The Golden Isles


Drive down scenic US 17 through the Altamaha River estuary, about an hour and a half south of Savannah, and wander down Newcastle Street in the Brunswick Historic District. Make the five-minute trip over the causeway and enjoy the afternoon at The Village on St. Simons Island, with a visit to historic Fort Frederica National Monument.


Day 8


This morning, a 20-minute drive takes you into the Jekyll Island Historic District. Tour the grounds and have lunch at any of the great restaurants on-site. Rent a bike and pedal up to the Horton House tabby ruins. Ride on the sand to Driftwood Beach and relax awhile.


Day 9


This morning, drive an hour south to St. Marys and have a walk around the cute little downtown area before heading out on the ferry to Cumberland Island National Seashore. The 45-minute ferry ride takes you to a full day of biking or hiking the many trails among the ruins and dunes.


Day 10


Make the half-hour drive into Folkston and the Suwannee Canal Recreation Area at Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge. Take a guided tour up and down the blackwater canal or walk the trails out to the swamp’s prairie vistas and drink in this unique natural beauty.




Top Tours


There’s so much to learn about these historically significant cities, and so many different perspectives to get on them. Here are some picks for the best tours in each city.


CHARLESTON


• For a unique perspective of Charleston, check out Bulldog Tours, which has exclusive access to the Old City Jail through the Haunted Jail Tour.


• Carriage tours are particularly conducive to Charleston, with its winding, narrow avenues and cozy neighborhoods. All the companies are equally good and humanely regulated by the city of Charleston.


• To learn more about the rich culture of the Gullah-Geechee people, take one of Alphonso Brown’s Gullah Tours.


SAVANNAH


• Underground Tours of Savannah offers an engaging and respectful look at the city’s Black history.


• For a culinary adventure that includes food and drink, look no further than Savannah Taste Experience.


• Carriage tours are also fun and romantic in Savannah.
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Celebrate Black Heritage


TOP EXPERIENCE


The cities and Sea Islands of the Lowcountry and Georgia coast are integral to a full understanding of the experience of African Americans in the South. More than that, they are living legacies, with a thriving culture—called Gullah in South Carolina and Geechee in Georgia—whose roots can be traced directly back to West Africa.


Charleston


Emanuel AME Church on Calhoun Street is the oldest African Methodist Episcopalian church in the South and has been at the heart of Charleston’s Black community since 1817. A block away, visit the garden of the noted Black Charleston artisan Philip Simmons, where examples of his wrought-iron work are on display. Take a guided tour with Gullah Tours to learn more about local Gullah-Geechee culture and history.


Take the ferry out to Fort Sumter National Monument, where the Civil War began. From the fort you can see nearby undeveloped Morris Island, scene of the 1863 Battle of Battery Wagner. That battle included the first all-Black regiment in the US Army, the 54th Massachusetts, whose tale was recounted in the film Glory.


Shop in City Market. During its heyday, it was home to a number of African American entrepreneurs and vendors. Visit the International African American Museum on the waterfront, a great one-stop place to learn more about how Black people in Charleston and throughout the South overcame slavery.
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the International African American Museum, Charleston







Coastal Cruising on US 17


Fans of retro Americana and roadside kitsch will find a treasure trove of down-home sites along the old Coastal Highway, now known as US 17. Before the arrival of the interstate highway system, US 17 was by far the most traveled route in the region. While now just a shadow of its former self, it is still a vital roadway and contains a lot of interesting, little-known history.


Here’s a look at some of the highlights, beginning just north of Charleston and ending at Brunswick, Georgia. This is a fun road trip you could easily accomplish in a day, just checking out the sights along the way.


• Sweetgrass Baskets: A stretch of US 17 in Mount Pleasant north of Charleston has been dubbed the Sweetgrass Basket Makers Highway in honor of the many wooden stalls along its length hosting local African American artisans selling their homemade sweetgrass baskets, a centuries-old tradition with African roots.


• Arthur Ravenel Jr. Bridge: The longest cable-stayed bridge in the Western Hemisphere joins Mount Pleasant with Charleston proper. It has a fully protected pedestrian and bike lane too.


• The Coburg Cow: This nearly century-old dairy advertisement—a slowly rotating milk cow—was once amid pastureland outside the Charleston city limits. Find it in West Ashley on the portion of US 17 known as the Savannah Highway, just west of Charleston, about 15 minutes from the Ravenel Bridge.


• Old Sheldon Church: A very short drive off US 17, the ruins of the Old Sheldon Church—burned by both the British during the Revolution and the Yankees during the Civil War—are huge, stark, and poignant. After going south on US 17 for about an hour out of Charleston, take a right onto Old Sheldon Church Road.


• Firework Stands: About half an hour from the Old Sheldon Church, at the intersection of US 17 and I-95 at Hardeeville, South Carolina, you’ll find many garish, colorful stores selling enough fireworks to blow you to the moon and back.


• Midway Church: Forty-five minutes south of Savannah in the Liberty County town of Midway is this beautiful 1792 church, whose congregation once boasted two of Georgia’s signers of the Declaration of Independence. Don’t miss the historic cemetery across the street.


• Smallest Church in North America: About 15 minutes south of Midway on the side of the road near South Newport is the miniscule and charming Memory Park Christ Chapel. The current structure was rebuilt after arson sadly destroyed the original in 2015.


• Butler Island: In another 15 minutes or so, just south of Darien, Georgia, on the west side of US 17, you’ll find this tall chimney—the only remnant of the Butler plantation. English actress Fanny Kemble, who married a Butler heir, wrote the influential abolitionist work Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation after witnessing the miserable life of the enslaved people who worked here.


• Brunswick Stew: Allegedly the container in which the first batch of Brunswick stew was cooked up, you can find this cast-iron pot in Mary Ross Waterfront Park in downtown Brunswick, Georgia.
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A craftswoman makes sweetgrass baskets in Charleston.





For some of the best soul food in the area, visit the Black-owned Bertha’s Kitchen in North Charleston. Head west across the Ashley River to experience Drayton Hall; take the guided tour and pay respects at the African American cemetery.


On Sullivan’s Island, visit the grounds of Fort Moultrie to see the Toni Morrison-inspired Bench by the Road, which overlooks the route that so many slave ships took into Charleston Harbor.


If you’re in town in May, check out the MOJA Arts Festival, celebrating the area’s rich Black cultural heritage.


Hilton Head and the Lowcountry


While walking around the scenic historic district of Beaufort, visit the Robert Smalls House, home of the African American Civil War hero Robert Smalls, as well as his burial site at the Tabernacle Baptist Church.


Drive by the Berners Barnwell Sams House to see where Harriet Tubman worked as a nurse and helped ferry enslaved people to freedom on the Underground Railroad. Visit Beaufort National Cemetery and see the memorial to the African American troops of the 54th and 55th Massachusetts Regiments of the US Army in the Civil War.


Make the short drive to St. Helena Island and visit the Penn Center, a key clearinghouse for the study and celebration of Gullah culture and the site of activism by Martin Luther King Jr. in the 1960s. The Penn Center is part of Reconstruction Era National Historic Park, which also has sites in Beaufort.


On Hilton Head, stop by the Coastal Discovery Museum, and take an African American heritage tour. Nearby is the historic site of Mitchelville Freedom Park, the first community of freed enslaved people in the United States. Enjoy a burger and beer at the Black-owned Hilton Head Brewing Company nearby. An alternate plan is to make the trip inland to Walterboro to visit the Tuskegee Airmen Memorial at the regional airport.
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Tuskegee Airmen Memorial





Savannah and the Golden Isles


Check out the African American Monument at Rousakis Plaza on River Street. Head over to the former center of Black life in Savannah, Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard (once West Broad St.), and see the Ralph Mark Gilbert Civil Rights Museum. Then tour the First African Baptist Church in City Market, the oldest Black congregation in North America. Nearby is the Haitian Monument, a nod to the volunteers who helped the cause of independence in the Revolutionary War.


Visit the Second African Baptist Church, where Sherman announced the famous “40 acres and a mule” field order. Close by is the Beach Institute, a repository of African American art, culture, and history. The Grey is a nationally renowned Black-owned restaurant in downtown Savannah.


Check out the restored schoolroom at Massie Heritage Center, Savannah’s first African American school, and the Carnegie Branch Library, Savannah’s first Black library, where future Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas once studied.


Pay your respects at Laurel Grove Cemetery South, a historic African American cemetery with stirring memorials to some of Savannah’s most notable Black figures. South of downtown is the Pin Point Heritage Museum, which chronicles and commemorates the life and work of this Black community, most descended from enslaved people on nearby Ossabaw Island.
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Pin Point Heritage Museum





Head down to Harris Neck National Wildlife Refuge, once the site of an African American community displaced for a World War II airfield. Be sure to visit the Gould Cemetery near the landing within the refuge.


An alternate plan is to drive all the way down to little Meridian near Darien and ride the ferry out to Sapelo Island. Take a guided day tour of the island to experience its rich Gullah-Geechee legacy, including the community of Hog Hammock.


In February, the annual Black Heritage Festival brings top-quality performers, lecturers, and historians to town.




Family Fun


A steady diet of house museums and long-ago history will bore anyone to tears, not just the young folks in your traveling party. Fortunately, there’s a range of options here to please children of all ages.


CHARLESTON


• The Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon: For a real-life Pirates of the Caribbean experience, take a guided tour of this spooky spot from colonial times, complete with animatronic-style figures of pirates and scoundrels.


• Waterfront Park: The park’s outdoor fountain sculptures are sure to please any carefree spirit in your group.


• South Carolina Aquarium: This very informative installation features aspects of every habitat in the ecologically diverse Palmetto State—from Lowcountry marshland to Upstate mountain rivers—anchored by an enormous three-floor central observation tank filled with marine life.


• Children’s Museum of the Lowcountry: Conveniently located on “Museum Row,” this indoor playground offers a variety of hands-on activities for kids 3 months-12 years.


• Sewee Visitor and Environmental Education Center: Visit a pack of red wolves (indigenous to the coastal area) at this center devoted to preserving the species and educating people about these magnificent little animals.


SAVANNAH


• Ellis Square: This square’s modernist renovation includes a large wading fountain—a great spot to cool off when it gets hot.


• Jepson Center for the Arts: You’ll find a neat children’s section, the Artzeum, inside this shiny contemporary arts center.


• Georgia State Railroad Museum: Climb aboard and take a short train ride complete with old-fashioned steam whistle. As a bonus, also located within the complex is the small but growing Savannah Children’s Museum.


• Oatland Island Wildlife Center: To view wildlife up close and personal, head a few minutes east of town to this facility, which houses cougars and an entire wolf pack along its winding marsh-side nature trail.


• Fort Pulaski National Monument: Kids can climb on the parapets, earthworks, and cannons, and explore the great nature trail nearby. They’ll no doubt learn a few things as well.


HILTON HEAD AND THE LOWCOUNTRY


• Henry C. Chambers Waterfront Park: This verdant green space along the beautiful Beaufort River is a great place to play or relax in bench swings.


• Highway 21 Drive In: Yep, an actual old-fashioned drive-in movie theater, just like in the old days.


• Edisto Island Serpentarium: Let’s face it, kids love snakes, even if you might not. Enjoy them up close and personal here.


• Coastal Discovery Museum: This museum comes with acres of peaceful green space containing a plethora of artifacts, livestock, and historic re-creations and outbuildings.


THE GOLDEN ISLES


• Georgia Sea Turtle Center: This rescue and research facility is also a high-quality, hands-on museum. Don’t miss the tour of the area where the turtles are kept while they rehabilitate.


• Driftwood Beach: Kids can climb for hours on the driftwood found on this Jekyll Island beach.


• Summer Waves Water Park: This water park on the south end of Jekyll Island offers a great respite from the summer heat.


• Neptune Park: A kid-friendly play area is a key feature of this beachfront area next to the St. Simons Island Pier.







TOP EXPERIENCE


Life’s a Beach


There are plenty of beaches to enjoy on the Georgia and South Carolina coast, many of them made even more enjoyable by the fact that they tend to get much less traffic than more touristy areas. Here’s a quick guide to match the beach to the trip:


FAMILY-FRIENDLY


• Hilton Head Island’s beaches are roomy and spotlessly maintained. And because no alcohol is allowed on them, they’re geared to families with children.


• Isle of Palms outside Charleston is home to the Wild Dunes Resort, which caters to beach-loving families.


• Quiet Edisto Island has absolutely none of the flash that young people tend to gravitate to, but it is extraordinarily safe and friendly.


• Popular Hunting Island State Park is a great place to enjoy family time on the beach. Don’t miss the hike to the top of the lighthouse!


• A playground for the people of Georgia by order of the state legislature, Jekyll Island is a safe, roomy, and friendly getaway.


PEACE AND QUIET


• Romantic and isolated, Cumberland Island is virtually the mossy picture of the old Sea Island South.


• The total lack of chain hotels and high-rises on Edisto Island means a laid-back and thoroughly noncommercial beach experience.


• Low-traffic Sapelo Island offers friendly folks and a really beautiful beach.


• Even lower-traffic Daufuskie Island is where you want to go when only the most laid-back will do.


DOG-FRIENDLY


• Easily the two most dog-friendly beaches in the area covered by this book are Hunting Island State Park, South Carolina, and Jekyll Island, Georgia. Just keep ’em on a leash and you’re fine year-round.


• For a Charleston-area dog beach, go straight to Isle of Palms.


• Hilton Head doesn’t allow canines 10am-5pm Memorial Day-Labor Day, but you can take them on a leash 10am-5pm April 1 until the day before Memorial Day.


• On Edisto Island, your pup must be on a leash May 1-October 31 and under voice command or on a leash at all other times.
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Best Recreation


While Charleston and Savannah are globally renowned for their history and architecture, a short drive outside their historic districts will take you to a unique natural wonderland. The Lowcountry and Georgia coast are framed by the largest contiguous salt marsh in the world. It’s not only a kayaker’s paradise but also an amazing natural habitat for indigenous and migratory birds. Here are some highlights for an active outdoor journey.


Biking


Ride 12 miles across the expansive hard-packed sand all around Hilton Head Island, which also offers a number of more strenuous adventures. Sullivan’s Island offers a long stretch of easy beach bicycling just outside Charleston.


Bird-Watching


October-March is the perfect time for bird-watchers to visit the 22-acre Crab Bank Seabird Sanctuary in Charleston Harbor. Serious bird-watchers can visit the Pinckney Island National Wildlife Refuge on Hilton Head, as well as the impounded rice paddies at the Ernest F. Hollings ACE Basin National Wildlife Refuge. The Savannah National Wildlife Refuge, with parts in both South Carolina and Georgia, also has an excellent bird-watching (and gator-watching!) area.
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great blue heron, Savannah National Wildlife Refuge





Camping


Head down to Tybee Island outside Savannah for a day trip across the Back River to undeveloped Little Tybee Island, where wilderness camping is allowed. Skidaway Island State Park also offers great camping.


Fishing


Inshore fishing charters abound in these coastal waters and are a great way to pass a day or half day. Some standouts are Telecaster Charters in Savannah and Barrier Island Eco Tours out of Charleston.


Kayaking


Cape Romain National Wildlife Refuge is a delightful oasis of nearly pristine marsh habitat north of Charleston. Bull Island and Capers Island are highlights of this largely maritime preserve, which comprises 66,000 acres of kayaking opportunities. You can easily kayak for a full day or two in the ACE Basin, comprising the estuaries of the Ashepoo, Combahee, and Edisto Rivers (the last being the largest and most traveled). Public landings and guided tours abound for trips on these nearly pristine blackwater runs.
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kayaking near Charleston





Surfing


Believe it or not, Charleston’s Folly Beach offers some of the East Coast’s best surfing. McKevlin’s Surf Shop is your go-to source for gear and info.


Scenic Walks


While the coast’s particularly flat nature—not to mention the heat and humidity—doesn’t lend itself to strenuous hiking, there are plenty of enjoyable outdoor strolls. In the Savannah area, the entire area surrounding Fort Pulaski National Monument features extensive maritime forest walking trails, including a converted railbed. Skidaway Island State Park and nearby Wormsloe State Historic Site both offer walking trails along the marsh and river. For hiking in the Charleston area, try the Awendaw Passage in the Francis Marion National Forest north of town.




Coastal Romance


Spanish moss, friendly beaches, sunsets over the water, sultry weather, moonlit carriage rides—what more could you ask for? The Lowcountry and Georgia coast pretty much wrote the book on romantic getaways. Here’s a starter list of the most romantic spots.


CHARLESTON


• Romantic B&Bs include the John Rutledge House Inn and Two Meeting Street Inn.


• Enjoy a French dinner at Bistronomy by Nico or a fantastic Southern dinner at Circa 1886.


• Don’t forget a carriage ride or art gallery stroll through the French Quarter.


• Shopping can be sexy! Visit the great stores on King Street.


HILTON HEAD AND THE LOWCOUNTRY


• Take a walkable, picturesque stroll of historic Beaufort homes.


• Visit the driftwood beach on nearby Hunting Island State Park.


• Edisto Island is a wonderful place for a relaxing, quiet, no-hassle beach getaway.


SAVANNAH


• Relax on the grass at vast, scenic Forsyth Park, surrounded by Victorian architecture.


• Yes, cemeteries can be romantic, especially gorgeous Bonaventure Cemetery.


• Avoid the lines at The Lady & Sons and instead have a delightful dinner at The Grey or Elizabeth on 37th. Share a coffee, sweet treat, or perhaps a signature martini at Lulu’s Chocolate Bar.


• Have a nightcap at Rocks on the Roof on top of the Bohemian Hotel Savannah and watch the big cargo ships roll in and out on the river.


• Up for an exciting night of dancing? Club One Jefferson is the ticket.


THE GOLDEN ISLES


• Stay at the Jekyll Island Club, former stomping ground of the world’s richest people. Rent a bike and crisscross the whole island in the late afternoon, coming back to the club to enjoy a riverfront dinner at The Wharf.


• Take the ferry to Cumberland Island National Seashore, surely one of the most romantic locations on earth. Rent a bike on arrival and take your time pedaling among the ruins of the old mansions, making sure to visit the chapel at the First African Baptist Church, site of the wedding of John F. Kennedy Jr. and Carolyn Bessette. Before you board the ferry to conclude your journey, maybe you’ll get lucky and encounter some of the island’s famous wild horses, fitting symbols of passion and romance.
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Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S The Battery: Tranquil surroundings combine with beautiful views of Charleston Harbor, historical points key to the Civil War, and amazing mansions (click here).


S Rainbow Row: These old merchant homes near the cobblestoned waterfront are painted in warm pastel colors (click here).
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S South Carolina Aquarium: Experience the state’s surprising breadth of underwater habitat (click here).


S International African American Museum: Learn about the experiences of Black people in both Charleston history and American history in this vividly curated new museum (click here).


S Fort Sumter National Monument: Take a ferry to see where the Civil War began, with gorgeous views along the way (click here).


S St. Philip’s Episcopal Church: A sublimely beautiful sanctuary and two historic graveyards await you in the heart of the evocative French Quarter (click here).


S Aiken-Rhett House: There are certainly more ostentatious house museums in Charleston, but none that provide such a virtually intact glimpse into life during the pre-Civil War era (click here).


S Drayton Hall: Don’t miss Charleston’s oldest surviving plantation home and one of the country’s best examples of professional historic preservation, with extensive documentation of the life of the enslaved people who labored there (click here).


S Middleton Place: Wander around one of the world’s most beautifully landscaped gardens—and the first in North America (click here).


S CSS Hunley: The first submarine to sink a ship in battle is preserved with cutting-edge marine archaeology (click here).





Everyone who spends time in Charleston comes away with a story about the locals’ courtesy and hospitality.


Mine came while walking through the French Quarter and admiring a handsome old single house on Church Street, one of the few that survived the fire of 1775. To my surprise, the woman chatting with a friend nearby turned out to be the homeowner. Noticing my interest, she invited me, a total stranger, inside to check out the progress of her renovation. This is a city that takes civic harmony seriously—it even boasts the country’s only “Livability Court,” a legally binding board that meets regularly to enforce local quality-of-life ordinances.


In 2015, however, Charleston gained national attention when a white gunman murdered nine worshippers in the historically Black Emanuel AME Church on Calhoun Street downtown. The nation was transfixed not only by the horror of the incident but also by the community response, which was wholly in keeping with its character: hopeful, forgiving, resilient, and compassionate. Charleston’s nickname, the “Holy City,” derives from the skyline’s abundance of church steeples rather than any excess of piety among its citizens, but its response to the Mother Emanuel tragedy seemed to lend a new meaning. The tragedy also brought to the fore one of the key aspects of Charleston’s history that both residents and visitors must confront: the city’s leading role in bringing enslaved African people to the United States. Almost all slavery-related sites have taken great, if overdue, strides in recent years in presenting this history in an up-front and respectful manner, instead of trying to sweep it all under the rug as prior generations were inclined to do.


[image: image]


While many visitors come to see the historical South in Charleston—finding it and then some, of course—they leave impressed by the diversity of Charlestonian life. It’s a surprisingly cosmopolitan mix of students, professionals, and longtime inhabitants—who discuss the finer points of Civil War history as if it were last year, party on Saturday night like there’s no tomorrow, and go to church on Sunday morning dressed in their finest.


This city, so known for its history, is also quietly booming as one of the nation’s key centers of tech and digital development. Highly educated and motivated millennials from all over the country are flocking to Charleston for its blend of start-up friendliness, great nightlife, ecological sensibilities, and vibrant arts and cultural scene.


HISTORY


Unlike the many English colonies in North America that were based on freedom from religious persecution, Carolina was strictly a commercial venture from the beginning. The tenure of the Lords Proprietors—the eight English aristocrats who literally owned the colony—began in 1670 when the Carolina finished its journey from Barbados at Albemarle Creek on the west bank of the Ashley River.


Those first colonists set up a small fortification called Charles Towne, named for Charles II, the first monarch of the Restoration. A year later they were joined by settlers from the prosperous but overcrowded British colony of Barbados. Finding the first Charles Towne not very fertile and vulnerable to attack from Native Americans and the Spanish, they moved to the peninsula and down to “Oyster Point,” what Charlestonians now call White Point Gardens. Just above Oyster Point they set up a walled town, bounded by modern-day Water Street to the south (then a marshy creek, as the name indicates), Meeting Street to the west, Cumberland Street to the north, and the Cooper River on the east.


Charles Towne grew prosperous as a trading center for deerskin from the American interior. In the early 1700s, the Carolinians pushed the Yamasee people out of the area. The pirate threat was eradicated with the deaths of Blackbeard and Stede Bonnet. Flush with a new spirit of independence, Charles Towne threw off the control of the disengaged Lords Proprietors, tore down the old defensive walls, and was reborn as an expansive and increasingly cosmopolitan city that came to be called Charleston. Next came the time of the rice and indigo plantations. Springing up all along the Ashley River soon after the introduction of the crops, they turned the labor and expertise of enslaved Africans into enormous profit for their owners.


It was during this colonial era that the indelible Charlestonian character was stamped: a hedonistic aristocracy that combined a love of carousing with a love of the arts; a code of chivalry meant to both reflect a genteel spirit and reinforce the social order; and, ominously, an ever-increasing reliance on the labor of enslaved Black people.
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As the storm clouds of civil discord gathered in the early 1800s, the majority of Charleston’s population was of African descent, and the city had long been America’s main importation point for the transatlantic slave trade. The Lowcountry’s reliance on the labor of enslaved humans put it front and center in the national confrontation over abolition, which came to a head with the bombardment of Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor in April 1861.


By the Civil War’s end, not only did the city lay in ruins—mostly from a disastrous fire in 1861, as well as from a 545-day Union siege—so did its way of life. The Holy City didn’t really reawaken until the great “Charleston Renaissance” of the 1920s and 1930s, when the city rediscovered art, literature, and music in the form of jazz and the world-famous Charleston dance. This was also the time that the world rediscovered Charleston. In the 1920s, George Gershwin read local author DuBose Heyward’s novel Porgy and decided to write a score around the story. Along with lyrics written by Ira Gershwin, the three men’s collaboration became the first American opera, Porgy and Bess, which debuted in New York in 1935.


World War II brought the same economic boom that came to much of the South, most notably through an expansion of the Navy Yard and the addition of a military air base. By the 1950s, the automobile suburb and a thirst for “progress” had claimed so many historic buildings that the inevitable backlash inspired the formation of the Historic Charleston Foundation, which continues to work to preserve the Holy City’s architectural legacy.


The civil rights movement came to Charleston in earnest with a landmark suit to integrate the Charleston Municipal Golf Course in 1960. The biggest battle, however, would be the 100-day strike in 1969 against the Medical University of South Carolina—then, as now, a large employer of African Americans.


Charleston’s next great renaissance—still ongoing today—came with the redevelopment of its downtown and the fostering of the tourism industry under the nearly 40-year tenure of Mayor Joe Riley, during which so much of the current visitor-friendly infrastructure became part of daily life here. Today, Charleston is completing the transition away from a military and manufacturing base and, by some measures, is the nation’s leader in tech start-ups, even ahead of Silicon Valley. However, this renaissance isn’t without its hiccups. Charleston is also in the midst of a robust civic debate about gentrification, lack of affordable housing, and the impact of Airbnb.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Even if you’re just going to confine yourself to the peninsula, plan on spending at least two nights in Charleston. You’ll want half a day for shopping on King Street and a full day for seeing various attractions and museums. Keep in mind that one of Charleston’s key sights, Fort Sumter, takes almost half a day to visit once you factor in ticketing and boarding time for the ferry out to the fort and back; plan accordingly.


If you have a car, there are several great places to visit off the peninsula, especially the three plantations along the Ashley—Drayton Hall, Magnolia Plantation, and Middleton Place—and Charles Towne Landing. They are all no more than 30 minutes from downtown, and because they’re roughly adjacent, you can explore all of them in a single day if you get an early start. The sites and excellent down-home restaurants on Johns Island are about 45 minutes out of downtown.


ORIENTATION


Charleston occupies a peninsula bordered by the Ashley River to the west and the Cooper River to the east. Although the lower tip of the peninsula actually points closer to southeast, that direction is regarded locally as due south, and anything toward the top of the peninsula is considered due north.


The peninsula is ringed by islands, many of which have become heavily populated suburbs. Clockwise from the top of the peninsula, they are: Daniel Island, Mount Pleasant, Isle of Palms, Sullivan’s Island, Morris Island, Folly Island, and James Island. The resort island of Kiawah and the less-developed Edisto Island are farther south, down the coast.


Charleston is made up of many small neighborhoods, much of them quite old. The boundaries are confusing, so your best bet is to simply look at the street signs. (Signage in general is excellent in Charleston.) If you’re in a historic neighborhood, such as the French Quarter or Ansonborough, a smaller sign above the street name will indicate that.


Other key terms you’ll hear are the Crosstown, the nickname for the portion of US 17 that goes across the peninsula (and is actually named the Septima Clark Parkway); Savannah Highway, the portion of US 17 that traverses West Ashley, which is the suburb across the Ashley River; East Cooper, the area across the Cooper River that includes Mount Pleasant, Isle of Palms, and Daniel and Sullivan’s Islands; and the Neck, up where the peninsula narrows. These are the terms that locals use, and hence what you’ll see in this guide.


North Charleston is not only a separate municipality, it’s also a different state of mind. A sprawling combination of malls, light industry, and low-income housing, it also boasts some nationally recognized repurposed industrial sites.


Charleston relies on age-old north-south streets that run nearly its whole length—King and Meeting Streets, with only a block between them. Parking is at a premium in downtown Charleston. Luckily the city has many reasonably priced parking garages. But cars should be used only when necessary. Charleston is best enjoyed on foot, both because of its small size and the cozy, meandering nature of its old streets, designed not for cars and tour buses but for boots, horseshoes, and carriage wheels.



Sights



Charleston has a robust range of tours for visitors, via most any mode of transportation—walking, bus, trolley, horse-drawn carriage, and boat. Because of the city’s small, fairly centralized layout, the best way to experience Charleston is on foot.


TOURS


For more tour information in Charleston, visit the Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center, where they have entire walls of brochures for all the latest tours and an on-site staff of local tourism experts. The city does a good job of regulating tours and guides to ensure a high standard of both service and accuracy.


375 Meeting St.; 800/774-0006; www.charlestoncvb.com; daily 8:30am-5pm


The best deal in town is the Essential Charleston Passport, which gives you free admission to Charleston’s key historic homes, the Charleston Museum, and for an added price, one or both plantation sites on the Ashley River: Drayton Hall and Middleton Place. The pass is good for five consecutive days.


www.heritagefederation.org; $60-100


Walking Tours


Bulldog Tours


Ghost tours are very popular in Charleston. Bulldog Tours has exclusive access to the Old City Jail, a grim edifice with a grim history to match, which features prominently in most of its tours. The most popular tour, the Haunted Jail Tour, leaves daily at 7pm, 8pm, 9pm, and 10pm; meet at the jail (21 Magazine St.) if you’ve purchased tickets online. Another option is the Ghosts and Dungeons tour (Mar.-Nov. Tues.-Sat. 7pm and 9pm). This company provides a wide variety of other tours, so check the website for other options.




Carriage Tours


One of the signature attractions of downtown Charleston is the classic horse-drawn carriage ride. After all, the city was designed specifically to accommodate this kind of vehicle. Luckily, there are plenty of options available in a very well-run local industry.


There’s not a lot of difference in service or price among the carriage companies, and that’s chiefly by design. Typically, rides take 1-1.5 hours and hover around $40-50 per adult, about half that for children. The tours are, however, of uniformly high quality. Tours sometimes book up early, so call ahead.


The local carriage industry is very tightly regulated, particularly with regards to the health of the animals. Daily temperatures are monitored in real time, and if ambient temperatures or heat indexes go above a certain number, the tours are halted by law. Sanitation efforts are similarly heavily regulated, and animal “accidents” in the street are cleaned up almost immediately.


ZONES


The city divides the tours into four routes, or “zones.” Which zone your driver explores is determined by lottery at the embarkation point—you don’t get to decide the zone and neither does your driver. This ensures that carriage traffic is never too heavy in any one particular area of downtown. Only 20 carriages are allowed out on the streets at any one time, so occasionally yours will have to wait until another one returns.


Zone 1 takes you to the east of Meeting Street to East Bay Street and includes sights in the charming French Quarter. Zone 2 includes the heart of the South of Broad residential area and its tight, interesting streetscapes and old homes. Zone 3 takes you to the Charleston Village area west of Logan Street. Zone 4 includes portions of the Upper King area.


TOUR COMPANIES


• The oldest service in town is Palmetto Carriage Works (40 N. Market St.; 843/723-8145; www.palmettocarriage.com), which offers free parking at its “red barn” base near City Market.


• Carolina Polo & Carriage Company (16 Hayne St.; 843/577-6767; www.cpcc.com) leaves from several spots, including the Doubletree Hotel and the company’s Hayne Street stables.


• Old South Carriage Company (14 Anson St.; 843/723-9712; www.oldsouthcarriage.com) leaves from a spot near the old City Market and boasts the newest carriages in town.


• Charleston Carriage Works (20 Hayne St.; 843/779-1279; www.mycharlestoncarriage.com) is one of the “newer” companies, about 10 years old, but has expertise from longtime veterans in the local field.





MAP 1: 18 Anson St.; 843/722-8687; www.bulldogtours.com; from $37 adults, $27 children


Charleston Footprints


Seventh-generation Charlestonian Michael Trouche leads these entertaining and popular 2-hour tours. They leave every day at 10:30am and 2pm Monday-Saturday and Sunday at 1:30pm, all from the Historic Charleston Foundation Gift Shop across the street from the Mills House Hotel. These are a hot ticket and reservations are required; no walk-ups.


MAP 1: 108 Meeting St.; 843/478-4718; www.charlestonfootprints.com; $28 pp


Charleston History Walk


For those who want more real history instead of ghosts, the best tour is Dr. Eric Lager’s Charleston History Walk. This Citadel history professor takes you on a nearly 3-hour walk leaving from 108 Meeting Street and visiting many key historic sites downtown. Dr. Lager caps the tours at no more than 12 people, thus ensuring a more meaningful experience.


MAP 1: 108 Meeting St.; 843/655-9551; https://charlestonhistorywalk.com; $40 pp


Water Tours


Sandlapper Water Tours


Sandlapper Water Tours offers many types of evening and dolphin cruises on a 45-foot catamaran. The company also offers Charleston’s only waterborne ghost tour. Most of the tours leave from the Maritime Center near East Bay and Calhoun Streets.


MAP 1: Charleston Maritime Center; 10 Wharfside St.; 843/849-8687; www.sandlappertours.com; $35-60


Spiritline Cruises


The best all-around tour of Charleston Harbor is the 90-minute ride offered by Spiritline Cruises, which leaves from either Aquarium Wharf or Patriots Point. Allow about 30 minutes for ticketing and boarding. Spiritline also has a 3-hour dinner cruise in the evening leaving from Patriots Point (about $50 pp) and a cruise to Fort Sumter. These are usually seasonal and begin in March each year and take a break for the winter.


MAP 1: Charleston Harbor; 800/789-3678; www.spiritlinecruises.com; $39 adults, $25 ages 4-11


Foodie Tours


Charleston Culinary Tours


Charleston Culinary Tours offers a huge range of foodie-friendly tours, from their signature Downtown Charleston tour to an Oyster Tour to a Mixology tour, and more. These are walking tours that go rain or shine. Alcohol isn’t included. Advance reservations are required; no walk-ups.


MAP 1: 5 Cumberland St.; 843/259-2966; www.charlestonculinarytours.com; from $60 pp


Black History Tours


Lost Stories of Black Charleston


Professor Damon Fordham leads these informative 2-hour walking tours, which focus on the notable aspects of local Black history that rarely make it into the usual histories that tourists encounter. Stops include the Mother Emanuel Church and the Old Slave Mart.


MAP 1: Buxton Books; 160 King St.; 843/723-1670; www.tourcharleston.com; Mon.-Sat. 3:30pm; $35


Gullah Tours


Alphonso Brown’s Gullah Tours features entertaining information and stories told in the regional Gullah dialect, particular to the African American communities of the South Carolina coast. These 2-hour bus tours journey into traditionally Black neighborhoods not generally featured on other tours. Mr. Brown is not only a knowledgeable tour guide but a formidable musician and singer in his own right, and he uses these art forms to enhance the experience.


MAP 2: Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center; 375 Meeting St.; 843/763-7551; www.gullahtours.com; Mon.-Sat. 11am and 1pm; $25


Sites & Insights Tours


Al Miller’s Sites & Insights Tours has several packages, including a Black History and Porgy & Bess Tour as well as a good combo city and island tour, all departing from the visitor center.


MAP 2: Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center; 375 Meeting St.; 843/552-9995; www.sitesandinsightstours.com; tour times vary; $20-40


Motorized Tours


Adventure Sightseeing


Adventure Sightseeing offers several comfortable 1.5- to 2-hour rides, including the only motorized tour to the Citadel area, leaving at various times throughout the day.




One Day in Charleston


Enjoying the full breadth of Charleston’s offerings is difficult to do in one day—but it is possible, thanks to the city’s walkability and the relatively small scale of its historic downtown.


MORNING


• Start your morning in the bracing ocean breeze of The Battery overlooking Fort Sumter and Charleston Harbor.


• Continue north on East Bay Street and enjoy the view of the quaint and colorful houses on Rainbow Row and stroll through the charming French Quarter.


AFTERNOON


• Head west a couple of blocks to enjoy brunch or an early lunch at Poogan’s Porch or Millers All Day.


• Work it off with some shopping on bustling King Street, or head straight for scenic Marion Square and arrive at Charleston’s “Museum Mile.” I suggest a tour of either the Aiken-Rhett House (my favorite) or the Charleston Museum for a more generally informative experience.


• Another post-lunch option is to head west by car (either your own or via rideshare) to visit one of the historic plantation sites along the Ashley River. I suggest Drayton Hall, which is expertly curated by the National Trust for Historic Preservation and features extensive documentation of the life of the enslaved people who worked there.


EVENING


• If you’re hungry, nearby you’ll find some of the best barbecue in Charleston at Fiery Ron’s Home Team. Be sure to order the brisket and a craft brew. Or you can head back over the river into downtown proper for a classic dinner at a James Beard Award-winning restaurant like FIG or The Grocery.





MAP 2: Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center; 375 Meeting St.; 843/762-0088; www.adventuresightseeing.com; daily tour times vary; from $29 adults


Gray Line of Charleston


The old faithful Gray Line of Charleston offers a good basic 90-minute Historic Charleston Tour. Tours depart from the visitor center every 30 minutes. Build combo tours as you like; consult their website. Hotel pickup is available by reservation. During the off-season, the last tour leaves at 2pm.


MAP 2: Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center; 375 Meeting St.; 843/722-4444; www.graylineofcharleston.com; Mar.-Nov. daily 9:30am-3pm, Dec.-Feb. daily 9:30am-2pm; from $33 adults


SOUTH OF BROAD


Wander among these narrow streets and marvel at the lovingly restored old homes, but keep in mind that almost everything down here is in private hands. Don’t wander into a garden or take photos inside a window unless you’re invited to do so.



S The Battery



For many, the Battery is the single most iconic Charleston spot, drenched in history and boasting dramatic views. South is the Cooper River, with views of Fort Sumter, Castle Pinckney, and Sullivan’s Island; north is the old carrier Yorktown moored at Mount Pleasant; and landward is the adjoining peaceful White Point Gardens, the sumptuous mansions of the Battery. While much of the area you’re walking on is actually reclaimed marsh, the Battery and White Point Gardens are still a balm for the soul.


Once the bustling (and sometimes seedy) heart of Charleston’s maritime activity, the Battery was where “the gentleman pirate” Stede Bonnet and 21 of his men were hanged in 1718. The area got its name for hosting cannons during the War of 1812, with the current distinctive seawall structure built in the 1850s.


Contrary to popular belief, no guns fired on Fort Sumter from here, as they would have been out of range. However, many inoperable cannons, mortars, and piles of shot still reside here, much to the delight of kids. This is where Charlestonians gathered in a giddy, party-like atmosphere to watch the shelling of Fort Sumter in 1861, blissfully ignorant of the horrors to come. A short time later, the North would return the favor as the Battery and all of Charleston up to Broad Street would bear the brunt of shelling during the long siege of the city. (The rest was out of reach of Union guns.)


There’s usually plenty of free parking all along Battery Street. A promenade all around the periphery is a great place to stroll or jog. Add the calming, almost constant sea breeze and the meditative influence of the wide, blue Cooper River and you’ll see why this land’s end—once so martial in nature—is now a favorite place for after-church family gatherings, travelers, love-struck couples, and weddings.


Look for the three-story private residence where East Battery curves northward. You won’t be taking any tours of it, but you should be aware that it’s the DeSaussure House (1 E. Battery St.), best known in Charleston history for hosting rowdy celebratory crowds on the roof and the piazzas to watch the 34-hour shelling of Fort Sumter in 1861.


MAP 1: Intersection of S. and E. Battery Sts.; daily 24 hours; free


Edmondston-Alston House


The most noteworthy attraction on the Battery is the 1825 Edmondston-Alston House, the only Battery home open to the public for tours. This is one of the most unique and well-preserved historic homes in the United States, thanks to the ongoing efforts of the Alston family, who acquired the house from shipping merchant Charles Edmondston after the Panic of 1837 and still live on the 3rd floor (tours only visit the first two stories).


Over 90 percent of the home’s furnishings are original items from the Alston era. Although the house was originally built in the Federal style, second owner Charles Alston added several Greek Revival elements, notably the parapet, balcony, and piazza, from which General P. G. T. Beauregard watched the attack on Fort Sumter. Today, the house is owned and administered by the Middleton Place Foundation, best known for its stewardship of Middleton Place along the Ashley River.


The house tours are short and to the point. While tours do address the existence of enslaved people at the house, the main focus is on the furnishings and the Alston family’s history.


MAP 1: 21 E. Battery St.; 843/722-7171; www.edmondstonalston.org; Sun.-Mon. 1pm-4:30pm, Tues.-Sat. 10am-4:30pm; $12 adults, $8 students



S Rainbow Row



One of the most photographed sights in the United States, Rainbow Row is nine pastel-colored mansions facing the Cooper River. The bright, historically accurate colors are one of the vestiges of Charleston’s Caribbean heritage, a legacy of the English settlers from the colony of Barbados who were among the city’s first citizens.


The homes are unusually old for this fire-, hurricane-, and earthquake-ravaged city, with most dating from 1730 to 1750. These houses were originally right on the Cooper River, their lower stories serving as storefronts on the wharf. The street was created later on top of landfill, or “made land” as it’s called locally.


Continue walking up the High Battery past Rainbow Row and find Water Street. This aptly named little avenue was in fact a creek in the early days, acting as the southern border of the original walled city. The large brick building on the seaward side housing the Historic Charleston Foundation sits on the site of the old Granville bastion, a key defensive point in the wall.


MAP 1: 79-107 E. Bay St.


Nathaniel Russell House


Considered one of Charleston’s grandest homes despite being built by an outsider from Rhode Island, the Nathaniel Russell House is now a National Historic Landmark and one of the country’s best examples of neoclassicism. Built in 1808 by Nathaniel Russell, aka “King of the Yankees,” the home is furnished as accurately as possible to represent not only the lifestyle of the Russell family, but also the 18 enslaved African Americans who were forced to work on the premises. In 1955 the Nathaniel Russell House was the first major project of the Historic Charleston Foundation, which raised $65,000 to purchase it.


MAP 1: 51 Meeting St.; 843/724-8481; www.historiccharleston.org; daily 10am-5pm, last tour begins 4:30pm; $12 adults, $5 children


Heyward-Washington House


The Heyward-Washington House takes the regional practice of naming a historic home for the two most significant names in its pedigree to the logical extreme. Built in 1772 by the father of Declaration of Independence signer Thomas Heyward Jr., the house also hosted George Washington during the former president’s visit to Charleston in 1791. It’s now owned and operated by the Charleston Museum. The main attraction here is the masterful woodwork, exemplified by the cabinetry of legendary Charleston carpenter Thomas Elfe. The short house tours tend to focus much more on colonial-era history than on slavery or the Civil War era.


MAP 1: 87 Church St.; 843/722-0354; www.charlestonmuseum.org; Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm, last tour begins 4:15pm; $15 adults, $6 children, combo tickets to Charleston Museum and Joseph Manigault House available


Cabbage Row


You’ll recognize the addresses that make up Cabbage Row as “Catfish Row” from Gershwin’s opera Porgy and Bess (based on the book Porgy by Charleston author DuBose Heyward, who lived at 76 Church St.). Today this complex—which once housed 10 families—is certainly upgraded from years past, but the row still has the look of the tenement housing it once was, primarily for formerly enslaved African Americans after the Civil War.


MAP 1: 89-91 Church St.


St. Michael’s Episcopal Church


The oldest church in South Carolina, St. Michael’s Episcopal Church is actually the second sanctuary built on this spot, the first being St. Philip’s, which was rebuilt on Church Street. As a response to the overflowing congregation at the new St. Philip’s, St. Michael’s was built from 1752 to 1761, in the style of Christopher Wren.


Services here over the years hosted such luminaries as the Marquis de Lafayette, George Washington, and Robert E. Lee, the latter two of whom are known to have sat in the “governor’s pew.” Two signers of the US Constitution, John Rutledge and Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, are buried in the sanctuary.




Know Your Charleston Houses


Charleston’s homes boast not only a long pedigree, but an interesting and unique one as well. Here are the basics of local architecture.


• Single House: Named for its single-room width. With full-length piazzas, or long verandas, on the south side to take advantage of breezes, the single house is perhaps the nation’s first sustainable house design. The house is lengthwise on the lot, with the entrance on the side. This means the “backyard” is actually the side yard. Church Street has great examples, including 90, 92, and 94 Church Street. But anywhere you go in the downtown historic district, a single house is never far away.


• Double House: This layout is two rooms wide with a central hallway and a porched facade facing the street. Double houses often had separate carriage houses. The Aiken-Rhett House (48 Elizabeth St.) and Heyward-Washington House (87 Church St.) are good examples.


• Charleston Green: This uniquely Charlestonian color—extremely dark green that looks pitch-black in low light—has its roots in the aftermath of the Civil War. The government distributed surplus black paint to contribute to the reconstruction of the ravaged peninsula, but Charlestonians were too proud to use it as-is. So they added a tiny bit of yellow, producing the versatile Charleston green. 132 Church St. is a good example.


• Earthquake Bolt: Due to structural damage after the 1886 earthquake, many buildings were retrofitted with one or more wall-to-wall iron rods to keep them stable. The rod was capped at both ends by a “gib plate,” often disguised with a decorative element such as a lion’s head, an S or X shape, or some other design. Famous examples include 408 King Street, 198 East Bay Street, 59 Anson Street (a rare connected series), and 190 East Bay Street (unusual for having both an X and an S plate on the same building).


• Joggling Board: This long (10- to 15-foot) flexible plank of cypress, palm, or pine with a handle at each end served various recreational purposes. Babies were bounced to sleep, small children used it as a trampoline, and it was also a method of courtship. A couple would start out at opposite ends and bounce until they met in the middle. Notable examples are at the Edmondston-Alston (21 E. Battery St.) and Nathaniel Russell (51 Meeting St.) house museums and at Middleton Place (4300 Ashley River Rd.).


• Carolopolis Award: Since 1953, the Preservation Society of Charleston has handed out these badges, to be mounted near the doorway, to local homeowners who have renovated historic properties downtown. On the award is “Carolopolis,” the Latinized name of the city; “Condita AD 1670,” the Latin word for “founding” with the date of Charleston’s inception; and the date the award was given. There are now over 1,400 registered winners. Notable and recent winners include 123 King St., 332 King St., 151 Queen St., 11 Church St., 10 State St., and 286 Meeting St.


• Ironwork: Wrought iron was a widely used ornament before the mid-1800s. Charleston’s best-known blacksmith, Philip Simmons, worked in wrought iron. His masterpieces are visible most notably at the Philip Simmons Garden (91 Anson St.), a gate for the visitor center (375 Meeting St.), and the Philip Simmons Children’s Garden at Josiah Smith Tennent House (Blake St. and E. Bay St.).





St. Michael’s offers free, informal tours after Sunday services; contact the greeter for more information.


MAP 1: 71 Broad St.; 843/723-0603; services Sun. 8am and 10:30am, tours available after services


Four Corners of Law


The famous intersection of Broad and Meeting Streets, named the Four Corners of Law for its confluence of federal law (the post office building), state law (the state courthouse), municipal law (city hall), and God’s law (St. Michael’s Episcopal Church), has been key to Charleston from the beginning. Meeting Street was laid out around 1672 and takes its name from the White Meeting House of early Dissenters, meaning non-Anglicans. Broad Street was also referred to as Cooper Street in the early days. Right in the middle of the street once stood the very first statue in the United States, a figure of William Pitt erected in 1766.


MAP 1: Broad St. and Meeting St.


WATERFRONT


The Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon


The Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon is brimming with history. The last building erected by the British before the American Revolution, it’s also one of the three most historically significant colonial buildings in the United States, along with Philadelphia’s Independence Hall and Boston’s Faneuil Hall. A particular advantage of the Old Exchange for some visitors is that it’s relatively free from association with the horrific trade in enslaved people that is so prevalent in other local sites.


This is the former Royal Exchange and Custom House, the cellar of which served as a British prison. The complex was built in 1771 over a portion of the original 1698 seawall, some of which you can see today during the short but fascinating tour of the “dungeon” (actually built as a warehouse). Tours are offered every half-hour 10am-4pm.


Three of Charleston’s four signers of the Declaration of Independence did time downstairs for sedition against the crown. Later, happier times were experienced in the ballroom upstairs, as it was here that the state selected its delegates to the Continental Congress and ratified the US Constitution; it’s also where George Washington took a spin on the dance floor during his raucous “Farewell Tour” in 1791.


MAP 1: 122 E. Bay St.; 843/727-2165; www.oldexchange.com; Mon.-Sat. 9am-5pm, Sun. 11am-5pm; $15 adults, $8 children and students


Waterfront Park


Dubbing it “this generation’s gift to the future,” former Charleston Mayor Joe Riley made this eight-acre project part of his downtown renovation. Situated on Concord Street roughly between Exchange Street and Vendue Range, Waterfront Park was, like many waterfront locales in Charleston, built on what used to be marsh and water. This particularly massive chunk of “made land” juts about a football field’s length farther out than the old waterline. Children will enjoy the large “Vendue” wading fountain at the park’s entrance off Vendue Range, while a bit farther south is the large and quite artful Pineapple Fountain with its surrounding wading pool. Contemporary art lovers of all ages will appreciate the nearby Waterfront Park City Gallery (34 Prioleau St.; www.citygalleryatwaterfrontpark.com; Tues.-Fri. 10am-6pm, Sat.-Sun. noon-5pm; free).


MAP 1: Concord St.; 843/724-7327; daily dawn-dusk; free



S South Carolina Aquarium



GOOGLE MAP


The South Carolina Aquarium is a great place for the whole family to have some fun while getting educated about the rich aquatic life off the coast and throughout this small but ecologically diverse state.


When you enter, you’re greeted with the 15,000-gallon Carolina Seas tank, with placid nurse sharks and vicious-looking moray eels. Other exhibits highlight the five key South Carolina ecosystems: beach, salt marsh, coastal plain, piedmont, and mountain forest. Another neat display is the Touch Tank, a hands-on collection of invertebrates found along the coast, such as sea urchins and horseshoe crabs. The pièce de résistance, however, is the three-story Great Ocean Tank with its hundreds of deeper-water marine creatures, including sharks, puffer fish, and sea turtles.




The Great Charleston Earthquake


The Charleston peninsula is bordered by three faults: the Woodstock Fault above North Charleston, the Charleston Fault running along the east bank of the Cooper River, and the Ashley Fault to the west of the Ashley River. On August 31, 1886, one of them buckled, causing one of the most damaging earthquakes ever to hit the United States.


With an epicenter somewhere near the Middleton Place Plantation, the Charleston earthquake is estimated to have measured about 7 on the Richter scale. Tremors were felt across half the country, with the ground shaking in Chicago and a church damaged in Indianapolis. Thousands of chimneys all over South Carolina fell or were rendered useless. The whole event lasted less than a minute. In crowded Charleston, the damage was horrific: over 2,000 buildings destroyed, a quarter of the city’s value gone, 27 killed immediately and almost 100 more to die from injuries and disease.


The bulk of Charleston’s beautiful architecture did survive, however. The venerable circa 1718 home at 40 Tradd Street survived, one of 71 pre-Revolutionary War buildings left in Charleston. The famous “Fireproof Building” at 100 Meeting Street also survived and is said to be the oldest building of fireproof construction in the United States.


Almost every surviving building had experienced structural damage, in some cases severe. This led to the widespread use of the “earthquake bolt” now seen throughout older Charleston homes. Essentially acting as a very long screw with a stabilizing plate on each end, the idea of the earthquake bolt is simple: Poke a long iron rod through two walls that need stabilizing, and cap the ends. Charleston being Charleston, the caps were often decorated with a pattern or symbol.


There are many hundreds of examples, and with a practiced eye you can see earthquake bolts all over the historic portions of Charleston. They’re usually about 10-20 feet high on exterior walls. Famous examples include:


• 408 King Street


• 198 East Bay Street


• 59 Anson Street (a rare connected series)


• 190 East Bay Street (unusual for having both an X and an S plate on the same building)





A key part of the aquarium’s research and outreach efforts is the Turtle Hospital, which, in partnership with the state of South Carolina, attempts to rehabilitate and save sick and injured specimens. The hospital has saved many sea turtles, the first one being a 270-pound female affectionately known as “Edisto Mama.” Tour the hospital or visit the interactive Sea Turtle Recovery exhibit to learn more about these efforts.


MAP 1: 100 Aquarium Wharf; 843/720-1990; www.scaquarium.org; Mar.-Aug. daily 9am-4pm; “dynamic pricing,” usually starting at $30 adults, $24 children



S International African American Museum



GOOGLE MAP


Opened in 2022 and situated directly on the waterfront close to the South Carolina Aquarium, the International African American Museum in downtown Charleston holds a multigallery space that celebrates the experience and history of Black people and the African diaspora throughout the nation—not just in Charleston. The museum’s site was deliberately chosen: It’s on land once called Gadsden’s Wharf, which was Charleston’s main disembarkation area for the ships carrying enslaved Africans. The museum doesn’t shy away from the enormous role the city played in the transatlantic slave trade, raising the museum’s galleries off the ground level to accommodate contemplative memorial spaces on the significant location.


Twelve permanent exhibitions focus on aspects such as West African history; the slave trade; and local South Carolina Black history, including Gullah culture, among others. There’s a strong digital/film component as well, in addition to more conventional historical artifacts and exhibits.


A full experience in the museum will take 90 minutes to 2 hours. The museum operates on a timed-ticket basis, so decide when you want to visit and purchase the appropriate ticket for that time, as late entry is not guaranteed.


MAP 1: 14 Wharfside St.; 843/872-5352; https://iaamuseum.org; Tues.-Sun. 10am-5pm; $22 adults, youth 6-15 $10, children under 6 free, seniors $14



S Fort Sumter National Monument



GOOGLE MAP


This is the place that brought about the beginning of the Civil War, a Troy for modern times. Though many historians insist the war would have happened regardless of President Lincoln’s decision to keep Fort Sumter in federal hands, the stated casus belli was Major Robert Anderson’s refusal to surrender the fort when requested to do so in the early morning hours of April 12, 1861. A few hours later came the first shot of the war, fired from Fort Johnson by Confederate captain George James. That 10-inch mortar shell, a signal for the general bombardment to begin, exploded above Fort Sumter. The first return shot from Fort Sumter was fired by none other than Captain Abner Doubleday, the man once credited as the father of baseball. Today the battered but still-standing Fort Sumter remains astride the entrance to Charleston Harbor on an artificial 70,000-ton sandbar, being part of the Third System of fortifications ordered after the War of 1812.


You can only visit by boats run by the approved concessionaire Fort Sumter Tours (843/881-7337; www.fortsumtertours.com; $37 adults, $23 ages 6-11, $33 seniors). Once at the fort, there’s no charge for admission. Ferries leave from Liberty Square at Aquarium Wharf on the peninsula three times a day; call or check the website for times. Make sure to arrive about 30 minutes before the ferry departs. You can also get to Fort Sumter by ferry from Patriots Point at Mount Pleasant through the same concessionaire.


Budget at least 2.5 hours for the whole trip, including an hour at Fort Sumter. At Liberty Square on the peninsula is the Fort Sumter Visitor Education Center (340 Concord St.; www.nps.gov/fosu; daily 8:30am-5pm; free), so you can learn more about where you’re about to go. Once at the fort, you can be enlightened by the regular ranger talks on the fort’s history and construction, take in the interpretive exhibits throughout the site, and enjoy the view of the spires of the Holy City from afar. For many, the highlight is the boat trip itself, with beautiful views of Charleston Harbor and the islands of the Cooper River estuary.


Some visitors are disappointed to find many of the fort’s gun embrasures bricked over. This was done during the Spanish-American War, when the old fort was turned into an earthwork and the newer Battery Huger (huge-EE) was built on top of it.




The Charleston Hospital Strike


The western portion of the Charleston peninsula is dominated by the campus of the Medical University of South Carolina (MUSC), one of the South’s premier health-care institutions and the oldest continuously operating medical school in the region. With a history dating back to 1824, MUSC has grown into the second-largest employer in Charleston.


In the 1960s, however, Charleston was still behind the curve of the civil rights movement, which had already made great gains throughout the United States. African American employees at MUSC faced lower pay and worse working conditions than white employees.


Black employees and labor representatives tried to petition MUSC President William McCord in 1968 to address these inequities, but McCord and his team walked out of the meeting. In his absence, 12 Black employees took over his office in a protest reminiscent of any number of campus sit-ins during the 1960s. The protestors were accused of shirking their duties and summarily fired.


In March 1969, nearly 100 Black hospital employees, almost all of them women, went on strike in solidarity with the original 12 employees. As the striking employees weren’t unionized, this nascent effort at organization was seen as an enormous threat, not only to MUSC, but to the entire state government—especially as it gained momentum. South Carolina Governor Robert McNair called out the National Guard and state troopers to enforce a curfew. While the strikers themselves were nonviolent, they were met with violence and suppression, with over 1,000 people being arrested for participating in the strike.


By April, the Charleston Hospital Strike had gained the attention of major civil rights leaders, including Coretta Scott King. She spoke on April 30 at Emanuel AME Church, saying, “I feel that the Black woman in our nation, the Black working woman, is perhaps the most discriminated against of all of the working women.” In May 1969, a march of at least 10,000 people took place throughout downtown Charleston.


After the strike ended on June 27, 1969 an ensuing federal investigation found dozens of instances of civil rights violations at MUSC. All 12 of the original striking employees were rehired, and most of the strikers’ demands were met in a settlement later that summer.


Though not widely known outside the Charleston area, the MUSC Hospital Strike was one of the most successful efforts of the entire civil rights movement. Only one historical marker commemorates this key event, at the corner of Ashley Avenue and Doughty Street near the MUSC campus.





MAP 1: 843/883-3123; www.nps.gov/fosu; hours seasonal; fort admission free, ferry transportation extra
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S St. Philip’s Episcopal Church



With a pedigree dating back to the colony’s fledgling years, St. Philip’s Episcopal Church is the oldest Anglican congregation south of Virginia. The first St. Philip’s was built in 1680 at the corner of Meeting Street and Broad Street, the present site of St. Michael’s Episcopal Church. It was badly damaged by a hurricane in 1710, so the city approved the building of a new sanctuary on Church Street. Alas, the second St. Philip’s burned to the ground in 1835. Construction immediately began on a replacement, and it’s that building you see today. Heavily damaged by Hurricane Hugo in 1989, a $4.5 million renovation kept the church usable.
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Map 2: Upper King and Hampton Park
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Map 4: Mount Pleasant and East Cooper
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