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FOREWORD TO THE FIRST EDITION



What fascinates me most about history is how it helps us make sense of the present. History impacts us whether we are conscious of it or not. Becoming aware of it can then empower us to be more than passive, unwitting participants in events as they unfold around us.


Stepping foot on one of the historical sites listed in this guide, the Old Slave Mart Museum in Charleston, was pivotal to the awakening of my own sociopolitical consciousness—part of a series of events that culminated with me scaling the flagpole at the South Carolina State House in 2015 to lower the Confederate battle flag in an act of protest and civil disobedience. While I’d heard stories of my relatives who were enslaved in South Carolina, something about standing in a physical space where African people were bought and sold gave new clarity to the experiences of my ancestors. I imagined what it would mean to exit that space and be separated from my family forever, taken to a place where I might never see them again. The experience stirred my soul and made me feel connected to my ancestors on another level.


My visit to the Old Slave Mart Museum took place during the summer of 2013. Within a month, I would be arrested while participating in a sit-in at the North Carolina State Capitol as part of the Moral Monday movement led by Rev. William Barber II and the North Carolina NAACP.


My visit also coincided with other key events that occurred during that fateful summer. The U.S. Supreme Court gutted the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and my home state of North Carolina wasted no time in seeking to pass new laws clearly designed to disenfranchise Black voters. This was also the summer that George Zimmerman was acquitted in the murder of Trayvon Martin, a Black teenager whom Zimmerman stalked, accosted, and shot while Trayvon was walking home from a convenience store. Like the many young people of the 1950s and ’60s who saw themselves reflected in Emmett Till and felt compelled to rise up in protest, I saw myself in Trayvon. As Emmett Till’s lynching helped inspire the civil rights movement, Trayvon’s murder would prove to be a major catalyst for the modern movement popularly known as Black Lives Matter.


I jumped feetfirst into this modern movement, marching countless miles with countless others across the nation demanding an end to a racist system that had persisted for centuries. During this time, I continued to learn about every stride that had been made in this effort prior to now. The more knowledge I gained, the less distant the civil rights movement of the 1960s and the Black Power movement of the 1970s seemed. I considered my own life and my own place in time and asked myself: How much did I owe my freedoms to the actions and choices of those who came before me, those who recognized what was at stake in the times and places they lived? And what would be the consequences of my own actions or inactions?


For all the obvious parallels between past and present, in 2013 I still felt that what we faced was not on the same level as the violence and intimidation that confronted those who came before us. When I was arrested for participating in the voting rights sit-in at the North Carolina State Capitol and found myself handcuffed in the back of a police van, I had no concerns that I would be physically harmed or killed. This only emboldened me to take further action. If those who’d come before me had risked life and limb for me to have rights that were now imperiled, who was I to balk at risking arrest in order to preserve those rights?


My sense that modern demonstrations were less dangerous than those from the past quickly evaporated, however. In 2014, I watched as people protesting the killing of an unarmed Black teenager named Michael Brown by a White police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, were met by a militarized police force armed with tanks, sniper rifles, and tear gas. It also seemed that each passing event unearthed another chilling similarity to the past. This was especially true in June 2015, when a White supremacist shot and killed nine Black people during a prayer meeting in Charleston’s Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church. The violence of that event was something we’d not yet seen in the modern iteration of the movement—a terrorist attack akin to the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing that killed four little girls in Birmingham in 1963.


By 2015, two things were clear: that we weren’t any more removed from violence or the threat of death than Black activists had been in previous generations, and that acts of racial terrorism can happen anywhere. It seemed that the more we demanded a reckoning on racial justice, the more we exposed the racist underbelly of our nation. One day before the terrorist attack in Charleston, the man who would become the 45th president of the United States descended a golden escalator to announce his candidacy, running on a platform of hate, anti-immigrant sentiment, and racist conspiracy theories about the nation’s first Black president.


It was under these circumstances that I coordinated with a team of activists to lower the Confederate flag on June 17, 2015. There was never any doubt as to what that flag meant, and what it signaled to Black people in that region. It had been flying on the state house grounds since the 1960s, when it was raised as a statement of opposition to sit-in protests and an increasing pressure to end legal segregation in the state. I was a teenager in 2000 when, after a belabored act of compromise on the part of the South Carolina legislature, the flag was moved from its original location over the dome of the state house to a flagpole on the lawn. At the same time, the South Carolina Heritage Act was passed to further protect the flag’s placement on state house grounds. Part of that law required a two-thirds approval in the legislature to lower the flag for any reason—an impossibly high bar usually reserved for constitutional amendments. And so it remained in the aftermath of the Charleston massacre, flying high at the top of its 30-foot pole, even as the United States and South Carolina state flags were lowered to half-mast in recognition of the lives lost at Emanuel A.M.E.


My decision to lower the Confederate flag was both an act of civil disobedience and a way of demonstrating that we would not allow ourselves to be ruled by the acts of racial terrorism that have persisted for centuries. That act of protest became one of the most iconic moments of the modern movement, compelling the state of South Carolina to permanently remove the flag 13 days later and inspiring similar actions around the country. I couldn’t have done any of it had I not been armed with an awareness of history and knowledge of the long-standing tradition of nonviolent civil disobedience that I consciously became a part of in that moment. As I scaled the flagpole in South Carolina, a Black woman descendant of people who’d been enslaved there, my climb symbolized the struggle of an entire people. As I brought the flag down, it was a reminder of all that we have overcome and will continue to overcome.


My hope for readers of this guide that has been so thoughtfully assembled by Ms. Douglas is that they find themselves similarly inspired and empowered by making physical connections with the places and history outlined herein. It’s one thing to read about history in a book and quite another to find yourself physically present in a space where a certain event occurred, where the walls around you and the land beneath your feet bear witness to what happened and hold palpable energy that propels you forward toward a greater understanding of your own place in time.


—Bree Newsome Bass





PREFACE



I’m a product of the Great Migration, growing up as a Black girl in the remnant aura of the civil rights movement. My childhood included hearing my mother’s memories of picking cotton, inhaling books belonging to family and friends who studied at historically Black colleges and universities, and heeding my grandmother’s instruction to never fall asleep with a broom next to the bed for fear a witch would ride my back in the night.


I also grew up hearing about the movement. These stories enthralled me, because I innately felt a part of them. It was up to kids like me, I felt, to wrest an education from White teachers who in the 1970s and ’80s seemed perpetually perplexed at having to teach Black children. When I saw Rev. Jesse L. Jackson on TV with his fly ’fro and fist raised, exhorting us to say and internalize “I am somebody!” it was more than a feel-good moment: The call to action was a challenge to an entrenched White power structure that held otherwise, despite the wins the movement produced.


So, when the opportunity to travel the civil rights trail presented itself, I took it. I also prepared myself—for summer downpours, navigating remote roads, and the emotional weight of the journey. Standing at Bryant’s Grocery & Meat Market in the Mississippi Delta, would I feel the lingering spectral energy of Carolyn Bryant, the White woman who got a child, Emmett Till, killed in 1955? I was also low-key worried about real people I might meet on a country road, given the nation’s increasingly racially caustic environment. (I’m equally hyperaware standing in line for coffee Up North, so it’s not a Southern thing—it’s a Black-in-America thing.)


Along the way, a question arose: Why travel the civil rights trail when you can read books, watch films, listen to podcasts, and learn about the history in other ways?


There’s more than one good reason. In the spirit of the sage essayist, novelist, and playwright James Baldwin, who once said, “In the church in which I was raised, you were supposed to bear witness to the truth,” some might travel the trail as witnesses, paying respect to voting rights martyrs Jimmie Lee Jackson, Rev. James Reeb, and Viola Liuzzo; to slain leaders like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Medgar Evers; and to murdered children including Emmett Till, Addie Mae Collins, Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, Cynthia Wesley, Virgil Ware, and Johnny Robinson. Bearing witness is important: It’s a critical step in addressing the structural underpinnings of racism.


Some might travel the trail to learn a story not told in our schools and history books. America has long labeled itself as a beacon for immigrants, but that doesn’t quite fit the description of how African Americans came to be here as human-trafficked forced laborers. To travel the trail is to really know such facts—and it might help us begin to address our social programming. This journey is an exercise in curiosity, about what this country is really about. It’s part of a conversation that challenges the one-dimensional narratives and all-out lies we live with daily.


You might travel the trail to feel pride in the role Black Americans have played in shaping this country. Because, ultimately, the underlying question the trail addresses is: Just whose country is this?


When situated in historic spaces on the trail, connecting with other people, the realization that U.S. history is our history creates a palpable sensation. No longer are stories of lost family wealth or midnight road trips North disconnected happenstance. For those of us who grew up in Great Migration cities—New York, Chicago, Kansas City, and Detroit, to name a few—the trail satisfies our curiosity as to why so many of our friends and neighbors also had family Down South and why the rich soil beckoned us each summer.


There is power in connecting to the places where successful resistance began. Exploring the civil rights trail is a way of linking our lived experience to a time when Black Americans became united, committed, and stronger. Assimilation was never the goal: Being safe (physically and psychically), included, activated, and valued as citizens who helped build this nation is the point.


This book bears witness to the atrocities that occurred when everyday people took risks to demand justice and equity. It also celebrates triumph over adversity, as well as the contributions African Americans have made to American culture. It might even help some of you to decide for yourself what side of history you want to be on.


In each chapter you’ll find:


•   Sights, from churches where activists planned protests to museums and monuments dedicated to the movement. Setting foot on some sites can be emotionally taxing, but sometimes it takes the presence of a narrative to fully understand the context of our existence. The White House is also included, which matters because enslaved and free Black people actually built it. It is our house, and the civil rights movement proves why over and over again.


•   Tours by local guides focusing on Black and civil rights history. The most compelling guides were themselves foot soldiers of the movement.


•   Restaurants and shops that embody Black culture in America, from historic sites that fed movement leaders to modern Black-owned establishments. Every effort has been made to include Black entrepreneurs in these pages. Unless stated otherwise, assume all restaurants and businesses here are proudly Black-owned.


•   Quotes and stories from activists, past and present that bring the spirit of the movement to life. In the Voices of the Movement spotlights throughout the book, you’ll hear from sit-in organizers, ministers, and Freedom Riders, including those who did time at Mississippi’s notorious state penitentiary, Parchman Farm.


•   Music for the road. We got y’all. My Get into the Rhythm playlists include songs from our most sacred traditions, giving the movement momentum.


The idea that our culture and history should linger as background music and imagery to a larger American story is a no-go. Our story is just too amazing for that. This journey is about cultivating a greater sense of belonging and of welcoming others into the America we helped to create and re-create again and again; of feeling and knowing this is our home.


—Deborah D. Douglas
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Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial by sculptor Lei Yixin, Washington DC.






Experience the U.S. Civil Rights Trail



10 Unforgettable Experiences


Planning your Trip


WHERE TO LEARN ABOUT…


FOLLOWING THE FREEDOM RIDERS


THE U.S. CIVIL RIGHTS TRAIL


Civil Rights Road Trips


BLACK-OWNED BUSINESSES


REASONS TO CELEBRATE


THREE- TO FOUR-DAY ROAD TRIPS


The U.S. Civil Rights Trail follows the twists and turns of a momentous era in U.S. history: the civil rights movement.


Our journey starts in Charleston, South Carolina—the main port of entry for many enslaved Africans—and then winds through Southern cities and towns where demonstrators waged marches, held boycotts, and took Freedom Rides. At risk of being locked up (they were), bitten by trained dogs (that happened), or shot and killed (that happened, too), these courageous activists and workaday people of all ages caused our nation to fundamentally shift course and begin to truly embrace its stated ideals. What we do about that now is up to us.


For travelers, the trail offers a wealth of opportunities to learn, contemplate, and grow. Stand in the footsteps of heroes at churches, courthouses, and sit-in sites. Expand your knowledge at museums and pay respect to slain martyrs at moving memorials. As you encounter unsung heroes like Pauli Murray, a queer Black woman who was an early challenger of “separate but equal,” you’ll see: There is so much more to this story than what is taught in school.


Any journey on the U.S. Civil Rights Trail will surely unleash a range of emotions, from anger to awe over the ability of human will to triumph over adversity. There’s never been a more auspicious time to visit. The movement has served as inspiration and as a blueprint for action for many modern movements: #BlackLivesMatter, the fight for LGBTQ rights, and the March for Our Lives to end gun violence, to name a few.


Our journey ends in Washington DC, where some of the demands raised by movement leaders eventually found a hearing. But of course, it doesn’t really end there. African Americans have always resisted oppression: The movement of the 1950s and ’60s is just a part of a long through line that continues to this day. Traveling the U.S. Civil Rights Trail will challenge you to ask yourself: How much of “America” as presented in our founding documents can be made real? Hopefully you’ll agree the answer is all of it.
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In 1965, voting rights activists marched along Highway 80 from Selma to Montgomery.






10 Unforgettable Experiences



Along the U.S. Civil Rights Trail




[image: image]


1 Learning about the ways in which African Americans have shaped our country at the National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington DC.
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2 Walking in Martin Luther King, Jr.’s footsteps at the National Civil Rights Museum at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee.
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3 Contemplating where Memphis has been—as well as where it’s headed now—at I Am A Man Plaza, which commemorates the sanitation workers who went on strike for better pay and working conditions in 1968.
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4 Learning the truth—the whole truth—about the civil rights movement and much more at the Legacy Sites in Montgomery, Alabama.
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5 Paying tribute to the courage of Arkansas’s Little Rock Nine at the formerly segregated campus of Little Rock Central High School.
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6 Grasping the terror of Black life in the Jim Crow South through dynamic exhibits at Jackson’s Mississippi Civil Rights Museum.
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7 Visiting Dexter Avenue King Memorial Baptist Church in Montgomery.
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8 Walking across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, where peaceful voting rights demonstrators faced violence at the hands of law enforcement in 1965.








[image: image]



9 Honoring civil rights activists, as well as four girls who died in a KKK bombing, at Birmingham, Alabama’s 16th Street Baptist Church; pictured, Four Spirits sculpture by Elizabeth MacQueen).
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10 Observing a moment of silence at the ruins of Bryant’s Grocery & Meat Market in the Mississippi Delta, ground zero for Carolyn Bryant Donham’s targeting of Emmett Till, 14, which turned murderous in 1955. The subsequent outrage is regarded as the catalyst for the modern civil rights movement.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Where to Go


CHARLESTON


Charleston’s harbor—the main point of entry for many enslaved Africans—can be considered the starting place for the civil rights struggle. The sights here, including the Old Slave Mart Museum (a former market where the enslaved were bought and sold), and Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church (aka Mother Emanuel), where nine parishioners were murdered by a White supremacist in 2015, can be a lot to endure. Excellent food and tours led by Gullah/Geechee guides offer balance.


ATLANTA


Atlanta is where Martin Luther King, Jr. was born, and where his homegoing was held after his assassination. It’s also home to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), an important civil rights organization. Visitors to the city can walk in King’s footsteps, visiting the Martin Luther King, Jr. Birth Home as well as Ebenezer Baptist Church, where King was ordained at the age of 19 and where he was laid to rest in 1968. Still open for business is Busy Bee Café, where King liked to eat. Modern Atlanta is a diverse and thriving place that’s open and accepting.


SELMA


Small-town Selma, Alabama, was a hotbed of voting rights activity during (and even before) the movement, culminating in a triumphant march toward the state capital of Montgomery in 1965. Visitors can make an appointment to see Brown Chapel A.M.E. Church, from where important marches departed, and walk across the Edmund Pettus Bridge, where marchers were met with violence on Bloody Sunday. It’s also possible (and worthwhile) to drive along the march route to Montgomery, making a stop at the Lowndes Interpretive Center along the way.


MONTGOMERY


Alabama’s state capital was the site of a yearlong bus boycott, instigated when Rosa Parks famously refused to relinquish her bus seat to a White passenger in 1955. It’s also where King rose to prominence as the pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, and where a crowd 25,000 gathered after the Selma to Montgomery march to demand voting rights at the state capitol building. Today, the city’s muse-ums include the Rosa Parks Museum, the Freedom Rides Museum, and the Legacy Sites, which draw an irrefutable through line from enslavement to mass incarceration while celebrating Black creative expression.
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National Monument to Freedom at Freedom Monument Sculpture Park, Montgomery





BIRMINGHAM


Birmingham, Alabama, saw so much violence before and during the civil rights movement that the city earned itself the nickname “Bombingham.” The city was the site of an intense, multifaceted campaign against segregation in 1963, known as the Birmingham Campaign. This is also where four young girls perished in the Ku Klux Klan bombing of 16th Street Baptist Church. Today, visitors can contemplate commemorative public art in Kelly Ingram Park, a site of mass meetings and rallies during the Birmingham Campaign, and learn more about local action at the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. Meanwhile, 16th Street Baptist Church still stands, and hear tell, parishioners are still welcoming.


JACKSON


Mississippi’s state capital was home to Medgar Evers, an early martyr in the civil rights movement. Travelers can visit the Medgar Evers Home Museum, where Evers once lived and where he was assassinated in 1963. The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, which opened in 2017, is another of Jackson’s must-sees, with interactive displays that bring the movement to life.


Jackson was also the destination of James Meredith’s March Against Fear in 1966. Marchers stopped in Canton, about 30 miles north of Jackson, and you can, too: Here, the Canton Freedom House, which served as a refuge for marchers, has been transformed into a museum with a tiny trove of civil rights artifacts, photographs, and memorabilia.


THE DELTA


As the site of 14-year-old Emmett Till’s brutal murder, which, when publicized, incited outrage, it could be argued that the Mississippi Delta is where the civil rights movement took flight. Travelers today can pay respect to Till at Bryant’s Grocery & Meat Market, where an accusation against the child led to his murder. A pair of museums dedicated to Till provides context. The Delta is also the birthplace of the blues, which visitors can experience through museums, including the Delta Blues Museum and the B. B. King Museum & Delta Interpretive Center, and blues clubs.


LITTLE ROCK


Little Rock is famous as the site where nine Black high school students faced down hateful segregationists to integrate the local all-White high school. Still a functioning school, Little Rock Central High School is also designated a National Historic Site. Elsewhere in Little Rock, Mosaic Templars Cultural Center tells the story of Black Arkansas and beyond.



MEMPHIS



In 1968, King traveled to Memphis to support striking sanitation workers, who united under the powerful slogan, “I Am A Man.” Pay tribute to these workers at Clayborn Temple (which burned in a 2025 fire and is on track to be rebuilt), where they organized daily marches, and the adjacent I Am A Man Plaza. It was during this trip to Memphis that King’s assassination took place at the Lorraine Motel, which has been transformed into the National Civil Rights Museum at the Lorraine Motel, a can’t-miss sight.


Today, Memphis is a majority-Black city, and there is fun to be had here, whether on Beale Street or at the Stax Museum of American Soul Music, which celebrates Black musical forms.


NASHVILLE


Nashville is notable for the Nashville Student Movement, which coordinated a series of sit-ins in 1960 that led to Nashville being the first city in America to desegregate all public facilities. Learn about the movement at the Civil Rights Room at the Nashville Public Library, and pay tribute to local leaders like Diane Nash at the Witness Walls at the Davidson County Courthouse. Feel the beat while celebrating the story of Black music invention in all its forms at the National Museum of African American Music.


GREENSBORO, RALEIGH, AND DURHAM


In 1960, a sit-in at Greensboro’s segregated Woolworth’s lunch counter set off a movement; scores of nonviolent demonstrations across the South followed. The Woolworth’s building, including a section of the original lunch counter, has been reimagined as the International Civil Rights Center & Museum. Other notable sights in this area include a collection of murals in Durham (including a set dedicated to activist Pauli Murray) and the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Memo-rial Gardens in Raleigh, birthplace of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).


RICHMOND AND FARMVILLE


Way back in 1951, 16-year-old Black student Barbara Johns orchestrated a walkout at her crowded, run-down high school in Farmville, Virginia, to protest for a better campus. Johns’s concerns reached the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and a subsequent lawsuit became part of the landmark Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education. Today, it’s possible to visit the high school, now the Robert Russa Moton Museum, including the auditorium in which Johns implored her fellow classmates to walk out.


An hour away in Richmond, walk through the historic Black neighborhood of Jackson Ward, where the Maggie L. Walker National Historic Site—former home of the first Black woman in the country to own a bank—is located.


WASHINGTON DC


Many pivotal events in civil rights history took place in our nation’s capital, including the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, during which King delivered his famous “I Have a Dream” speech from the steps of the Lincoln Memo-rial. Nearby, the Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial pays tribute to the civil rights martyr. Meanwhile, the landmark National Museum of African Ameri-can History and Culture opened to great fanfare in 2016. More than a museum, according to inaugural director Lonnie G. Bunch III, it’s a pilgrimage home to where it all began.




WHERE TO LEARN ABOUT…


•   Women in the movement: Visit Montgomery‘s Rosa Parks Museum; the L. C. and Daisy Bates Museum in Little Rock; the Mary McLeod Bethune Council House, first home of the National Council of Negro Women, in Washington DC; and Nashville, where Diane Nash was a student leader in the sit-in movement. In these pages, you can also read about Fannie Lou Hamer, Ella Baker, Pauli Murray, and anti-lynching activist Ida B. Wells.


•   Student movements: College students in Nashville, Atlanta, and Greensboro were organized and impactful in their activism, making these good cities to visit.


•   Sit-ins: Atlanta’s National Center for Civil and Human Rights and Greensboro’s International Civil Rights Center & Museum, the latter located inside a former Woolworth’s sit-in site, have exhibits on these nonviolent demonstrations.


•   Children in the movement: Visit the Robert Russa Moton Museum in Farmville, Virginia, where Barbara Johns, 16, led a walkout in 1951. Learn about the Birmingham Children’s Crusade at the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and participate in the annual reenactment of the event, the Anniversary Children’s March, in May. Reserve a tour with Foot Soldiers Park in Selma. Founder JoAnne Bland participated in Bloody Sunday as a youth.
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Foot Soldiers Park founder JoAnne Bland





•   School integration: Visit the Little Rock Central High School National Historic Site. Read first-person interviews with Memphis 13 student Dwania Kyles and Little Rock Central High students Elizabeth Eckford and Sybil Jordan Hampton.


•   Voting rights: Visit Selma, specifically the Selma Interpretive Center and Foot Soldiers Park near Brown Chapel A.M.E. Church. Also relevant is the Lowndes Interpretive Center on the road to Montgomery and the Montgomery Interpretive Center at Alabama State University.


•   Martin Luther King, Jr.: Visit Atlanta, where King was born; Birmingham and Montgomery, where he lived; and Memphis, where he died.


•   Your own roots: Explore your family’s roots at Charleston’s International African American Museum and Washington DC’s National Museum of African American History and Culture.





Some of the demands posed by civil rights activists eventually found a hearing in our nation’s capital, at the U.S. Supreme Court. Engaged visitors may want to view a court session themselves, or even make an appointment to visit their representatives at the U.S. Capitol.


The district is not all museums, memorials, and politics: Festivals and cultural institutions, like The Go-Go Museum & Café in Anacostia, rep the heartbeat of DC.


When to Go


SEASONS


In summer, the entire region is marked by sticky and swampy weather with high heat and humidity. Rent a car with air-conditioning: You’ll need it. Memphis rates among the hottest cities in summer, with average daily highs of 89-92°F.


Washington DC is the coldest destination covered in this guide, with average low temperatures in winter dipping into the low 20s. It gets warmer as you go south. The transition from winter into spring that occurs in March is often marked by stormy weather, while Washington DC and Virginia may still experience wintry weather patterns. Atlanta, Memphis, Nashville, and Washington DC are the rainiest destinations in this guide, with more than 100 days of rain each year.


Bookmark weather.gov to search for local forecasts by town or ZIP code. They are pretty reliable seven days out.


When the six-month hurricane season starts in June, weaker tropical storms affect this region. Check hurricanes.gov for the latest information on tropical storms. There are also several radar apps, such as AccuWeather, that are handy for when you are driving and wondering if it’s best to pull over at a rest stop and wait for a storm to pass.


SPECIAL EVENTS


Several events along the trail draw crowds and/or are worth planning a trip around.


Spring


At 6:01pm on April 4 of every year, the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Commemorative Ceremony takes place at the National Civil Rights Museum at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis. Onlookers stand in the museum’s courtyard as a new wreath is hung outside Room 306.


The Selma Bridge Crossing Jubilee in March draws thousands of people every year. The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute hosts an Anniversary Children’s March. This reenactment of the 1963 Children’s Crusade allows children and adults to walk in the path of civil rights foot soldiers. It’s an incredible experience.


Summer


In the Mississippi Delta, Clarksdale’s Sunflower River Blues and Gospel Festival draws tens of thousands every August.


Fall and Winter


In Washington DC, the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation Legislative Conference addresses many of the same issues from the civil rights movement. Also in DC, folks take the day-of-service aspect of King Day seriously, rolling up their sleeves for a variety of opportunities to volunteer. It’s a good day to visit the District if you’re in the mood to volunteer yourself.




FOLLOWING THE FREEDOM RIDERS


After the U.S. Supreme Court case Boynton v. Virginia officially desegregated interstate transportation facilities, a group of interracial activists known as Freedom Riders set out on interstate bus rides to test the new ruling. On May 4, 1961, the original 13 Riders departed Washington DC for New Orleans, trading out for other Riders as they sustained injuries and stopping at a number of destinations covered in this guide along the way.


WASHINGTON DC TO ATLANTA


Upon leaving Washington DC, the Freedom Riders traveled through Virginia and North Carolina, stopping at cities including Richmond and Greensboro, and encountering violence along the way. In Atlanta, Martin Luther King, Jr. cautioned about violence ahead, but the Riders continued anyway.


ALABAMA


The Freedom Riders’ arrival in Alabama was met with extreme violence, including a bombing in Anniston and beatings by the KKK in Birmingham. At this point, CORE ceased the rides, but activists from Nashville picked up where the CORE riders left off.


A group in Montgomery, including John Lewis and Bernard Lafayette, was met by an angry mob who bashed Lewis over the head with a Coca-Cola crate and put fellow Rider Jim Zwerg in the hospital. Lafayette suffered cracked ribs; read his account, or learn more in person at Montgomery’s Freedom Rides Museum.
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Freedom Riders targeted segregated bus terminals like this one in Albany, Georgia, for nonviolent protests.





MISSISSIPPI


From Montgomery, the Riders headed to Jackson, where many were arrested and some were sentenced to time at Mississippi State Penitentiary, commonly known as Parchman Farm. (Read first-person accounts of time in Parchman.)


AFTER THE RIDES


Although not all Riders made it to their intended destinations, their actions did not go unnoticed: The Interstate Commerce Commission, under the direction of Attorney General Robert Kennedy, mandated the end to segregation on buses and in interstate facilities, a ruling that took effect in November 1961.







THE U.S. CIVIL RIGHTS TRAIL


The official U.S. Civil Rights Trail (www.civilrightstrail.com) launched in 2018 to commemorate sites where history was made during the civil rights movement. For travelers, the Civil Rights Trail website is a great planning tool. The “Plan Your Trip” feature (found by clicking on the Interactive Map tab) is especially helpful: Enter your start and end points to generate a list of all the sights along your route. Pick which sights you want to see, and a Google map will show driving directions between each stop. Other features include a timeline showing the narrative arc of this dramatic period in American history.


Not every sight on the website is covered in our book, and vice versa: Whereas this book sticks mainly to the South, ground zero of the movement, the website covers turf from Kansas in the west to Delaware in the north and Florida in the south. Conversely, while the website sticks to sights associated with the movement in the 1950s through the passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968, we’ve taken a wider view, stretching back to enslavement and all the way forward to the present day while also featuring shops, restaurants, and nightlife. Destinations in this guide that are also stops on the official U.S. Civil Rights Trail are designated as such in each chapter, and are listed below by city:


CHARLESTON


Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church


ATLANTA


APEX (African American Panoramic Experience) Museum


Ebenezer Baptist Church


Jimmy Carter Presidential Library and Museum


National Center for Civil and Human Rights


Martin Luther King, Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change (The King Center)


Martin Luther King, Jr. National Historical Park and Martin Luther King, Jr. Birth Home


SELMA


Brown Chapel A.M.E. Church
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Brown Chapel A.M.E. Church, Selma





City of St. Jude Interpretive Center*


Edmund Pettus Bridge


Foot Soldiers Park


Lowndes Interpretive Center


National Voting Rights Museum and Institute


Selma Interpretive Center


Selma to Montgomery National Historic Trail


MONTGOMERY


Alabama State Capitol


Civil Rights Memorial Center


Dexter Avenue King Memorial Baptist Church


Dexter Parsonage Museum


First Baptist Church on Ripley Street


Frank M. Johnson, Jr. Federal Building and United States Courthouse


Freedom Rides Museum


Holt Street Baptist Church


The Legacy Sites


Mothers of Gynecology


Rosa Parks Museum


BIRMINGHAM


Bethel Baptist Church


Birmingham Civil Rights Institute


Kelly Ingram Park


16th Street Baptist Church


JACKSON


Medgar Evers Home Museum


Mississippi Civil Rights Museum


Mississippi Freedom Trail


Tougaloo College


MISSISSIPPI DELTA


Bryant’s Grocery & Meat Market


Emmett Till Intrepid Center


Emmett Till Interpretive Center


Graball Landing


Tallahatchie County Courthouse


LITTLE ROCK


L. C. and Daisy Bates Museum


Little Rock Central High School National Historic Site


Little Rock Nine Memorial at the Arkansas State Capitol


Mosaic Templars Cultural Center


William J. Clinton Presidential Library & Museum


MEMPHIS


Beale Street Historic District


Clayborn Temple


Mason Temple Church of God in Christ


National Civil Rights Museum at the Lorraine Motel


NASHVILLE


Civil Rights Room at the Nashville Public Library


Clark Memorial United Methodist Church


Fisk University


Griggs Hall at American Baptist College


National Museum of African American Music


Witness Walls


GREENSBORO, NORTH CAROLINA


February One Monument


International Civil Rights Center & Museum


FARMVILLE, VIRGINIA


Robert Russa Moton Museum


WASHINGTON DC


The Go-Go Museum & Café


Howard University


Lincoln Memorial


Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial


National Museum of African American History and Culture


Supreme Court of the United States


*Covered under Montgomery on www.civilrightstrail.com






Before You Go



ADVANCE RESERVATIONS


Museums and Other Sights


It’s possible to walk into many of the museums in this guide without an advance reservation, but for some places, reservations are either required or recommended.


•   National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington DC; reserving tickets in advance is a good rule of thumb.


•   The Legacy Sites in Montgomery; during busy times—especially March, when the Bridge Crossing Jubilee draws crowds in neighboring Selma—you’ll want to make reservations a couple of weeks in advance.


•   Dexter Parsonage Museum in Montgomery


•   Little Rock Central High School National Historic Site in Little Rock


•   Medgar Evers Home Museum in Jackson


Some museums (especially smaller ones), interpretive centers, and historic homes and churches are open by appointment only, as noted throughout this guide. In general, try to reach out a week in advance to secure an appointment to visit.


Tours and Local Guides


Many tours and local guides require advance booking; you can’t just show up at the departure site and join the tour. Reach out to secure your tour spot about a week (or, at the very least, 48 hours) in advance. Getting a day-of tour isn’t impossible, necessarily, but it can be challenge.


WHAT TO PACK


Be sure to pack:


•   Breathable clothing (including underwear!) made of natural fabrics like cotton. This includes long-sleeved shirts and pants or skirts to protect from sun exposure and mosquitos.


•   A light jacket for springtime


•   Walking shoes that won’t pinch your feet


•   Sunglasses


•   Umbrella


•   Bug repellent containing DEET


•   Sunscreen (to be applied before you layer on the repellent)


•   If you’re into hats, make yours crushable and wide-brimmed for sun protection


•   Charging cables for your devices


•   A mask, as a backup and for the immunocompromised


One final note: African American travelers will be familiar with the traditionally tiny shampoo and conditioner bottles in hotel rooms: We know a quarter-size dollop of product won’t do the job for our curly to kinky hair. Make sure you pack your favorite hair products to ensure full coverage.


TRANSPORTATION


It’s easy to get around Washington DC on public transit. Everywhere else, you’ll pretty much need a car.



CIVIL RIGHTS ROAD TRIPS



Each chapter of this book includes a two- or three-day itinerary to help you make the most of your time in that city or region, but for a fuller experience of civil rights history, you’ll want to visit more than one place. The trail is a car-centric affair, so plan on driving on all of the following routes.


THE GRAND TOUR: CHARLESTON TO WASHINGTON DC


Total length of trip: At least a month


More than likely, you’ll explore the trail as a series of excursions or long weekends, but if you had a month to spare, you could have a transformational time exploring it in one go. This route starts in Charleston, heads through the South, and ends in Washington DC. Along the way, you’ll learn about sit-ins, marches, and school integration; visit museums, monuments, and memorials; and still have time for dining and shopping at an inspiring collection of Black-owned businesses.


Below is the recommended route and suggested length of stay in each destination. This adds up to 28 days, but note that you’ll need longer to complete the trip, given the drive times between each destination. (At 7 hours, the stretch between Nashville and the Raleigh region of North Carolina is by far the longest):


•   Charleston: 3 days


•   Atlanta: 2 days; 5 hours from Atlanta


•   Selma and Montgomery: 2 days in each city; 2.5 hours from Atlanta


•   Birmingham: 2 days; 1.5 hours from Montgomery


•   Jackson: 2 days; 3.5 hours from Birmingham


•   Mississippi Delta: 2 days; 2 hours from Jackson


•   Little Rock, Arkansas: 2 days; 2.5-3.5 hours from the Delta


•   Memphis: 3 days; 2 hours from Little Rock


•   Nashville: 2 days; 3.5 hours from Memphis


•   Greensboro, Durham, and Raleigh, North Carolina: 3 days; 7 hours from Nashville


•   Richmond and Farmville, Virginia: 2 days; 3 hours from Raleigh


•   Washington DC: 3 days; 2 hours from Richmond


CELEBRATING KING: ATLANTA TO MEMPHIS


Total length of trip: 10 days


On this trip, you’ll follow the arc of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life, starting in Atlanta’s Sweet Auburn community where he was born and ending in Memphis, where he delivered his final speech the night before his assassination. The itinerary below suggests 10 days, but you’ll likely want to work in a day or two to rest from all the driving.


Days 1-2


ATLANTA: KING IS BORN (1929)


Arrive: Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport (ATL)


King was born into a multigenerational household full of love and purpose in Atlanta’s Sweet Auburn neighborhood. Visit his childhood home, the Martin Luther King, Jr. Birth Home, along with Ebenezer Baptist Church, which gave King a spiritual foundation and where he was ordained at age 19. Eat where he ate (the Busy Bee Café) while strategizing for a way to win.




BLACK-OWNED BUSINESSES


Black creativity undergirds so much of what makes America excellent. Why not celebrate us by enjoying amazing apparel, food, and other products and services? Making a point to patronize Black-owned businesses is also a simple act to level the uneven economic playing field that exists nationwide. Favorites include:


RESTAURANTS


•   Slutty Vegan in Atlanta, where lines of multicultural patrons extend out the door.
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a long line at Slutty Vegan (it’s worth the wait)





•   Lannie’s BBQ Spot in Selma, where pulled pork sandwiches topped with cracklings are the specialty. Family-owned Lannie’s has been in business since the 1940s.


•   Hicks World Famous Hot Tamales & More in Clarksdale, Mississippi.


•   Sweet Magnolia Gelato Co., whose products are available across the South. Find a branch in Memphis at Crosstown Concourse.


•   Slim & Husky’s Pizza Beeria, a hip-hop- and R&B-inspired pizza chain founded in Nashville by Tennessee State University graduates.
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Slim & Husky’s Pizza Beeria





•   Dame’s Chicken and Waffles in Greensboro and Durham, North Carolina, helmed by a couple of college buddies who put all kinds of spin on the classic dish.


•   The Chicken Hut, a neighborhood institution in Durham serving homecooked meals, including fried chicken.


•   Lillie Pearl in Richmond, a heartfelt tribute to food and family.


BARS AND NIGHTCLUBS


•   Kat’s Cafe, an intimate nightclub dedicated to discovering talented new artists.


• Downtown Cigar Company, a cigar bar in Jackson.


•   Ground Zero Blues Club in Clarksdale, Mississippi, cofounded by the legendary actor Morgan Freeman.


•   Havana Mix Cigar Emporium in downtown Memphis.


SHOPS AND GIFTS


•   Woodcuts Gallery & Framing on Nashville’s historic Jefferson Street, specializing in African American art.


•   Nubian Hueman, a hip clothing boutique in Washington DC’s Anacostia neighborhood.


•   Mahogany Books, at Reagan National Airport and National Harbor, Maryland, which makes a point of promoting cultural awareness.


TOUR GUIDES


•   Enjoy tours led by African American guides in a variety of destinations, including Hop’N Go Tours in Atlanta, I Am More Than . . . Tours in Montgomery, and Whistle Stop Tours in Durham.


Not ready to hit the road just yet? A number of Black-owned businesses will ship their products to you direct. Find a list.






Days 3-4



MONTGOMERY: FIRST PASTORSHIP (1954)


165 miles (2.5 hours) from Atlanta


It was in Montgomery where King helmed his first church, now called Dexter Avenue King Memorial Baptist Church, in 1954, at the age of 25, and where he and wife, Coretta, started their family.


King proved to be an eloquent and succinct communicator who understood how to leverage the media spotlight. In the wake of Rosa Parks’s arrest (1955), he was selected to lead the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA), which directed the 381-day Montgomery Bus Boycott. Learn about the boycott in Montgomery at the Rosa Parks Museum.


Ten years after the bus boycott, Montgomery was the endpoint of the Selma to Montgomery march (which you’ll learn about in Selma, your next stop). While you’re in Montgomery, swing by the Alabama State Capitol to see the site where King addressed a crowd of 25,000 at the march’s conclusion.
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Alabama State Capitol





Day 5


SELMA: SUPPORTING THE VOTING RIGHTS MOVEMENT (1965)


52 miles (1 hour) from Montgomery


Driving into Selma from Montgomery, you’ll cross the Edmund Pettus Bridge, where peaceful voting rights demonstrators met violence at the hands of law enforcement on what came to be known as Bloody Sunday. Two days after this event, King led a symbolic march halfway across the bridge. A third march, also led by King, made it all the way to Montgomery five days later, where King addressed the massive crowd.


The 1965 Selma to Montgomery march for voting rights was the culmination of years of efforts. The Lowndes Interpretive Center, located before the bridge between Selma and Montgomery, is your first opportunity to learn about the local voting rights movement. In Selma, the Selma Interpretive Center provides further information. King stayed with the Jackson family on visits to Selma; their daughter, Jawana, has fond memories of “Uncle Martin.” The Sullivan and Richie Jean Sherrod Jackson Home has been preserved and moved to the Henry Ford Museum of American Innovation and Greenfield Village in Dearborn, Michigan.




REASONS TO CELEBRATE


Moving though they may be, visiting civil rights sites can create a feeling that rests heavy in your psyche. At some point, you will feel some kind of way. Balance the heaviness of the journey to the past with experiences infused with the joy of the present.


MUSEUMS


•   Madame C. J. Walker Beauty Shoppe and Museum: This former beauty shop in Atlanta holds relics of Black beauty culture from eras gone by. Owner Ricci de Forest also hosts jazz-listening sets on-site.


•   Delta Blues Museum: Celebrate the soul-stirring beauty and profound pain captured by blues greats in a town that stands as a surprisingly vibrant cultural mecca.


•   B. B. King Museum & Delta Interpretive Center: The thrill is never really gone when walking through this Indianola, Mississippi, museum that pays tribute the legendary blues guitarist and what he was able to accomplish through his talent and commitment.


•   Stax Museum of American Soul Music: This temple to soul music and other Black musical forms is located in the aptly named Soulsville neighborhood of Memphis, on the site where Stax Records once lived. Nearby climbing gym Memphis Rox makes a point to employ neighborhood youth, so you can feel like your climbing workout is making a difference.




[image: image]


Stax Museum of American Soul Music, Memphis





FESTIVALS AND CELEBRATIONS


•   Juneteenth: While Juneteenth celebrations are now taking place nationwide, the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute’s celebration has something for everyone: live gospel and R&B and hip-hop music, walking tours, face-painting and bouncy houses, and educational programs that highlight Black history from enslavement to the civil rights movement. The institute historically hasn’t charged admission on that day.


•   Howard Homecoming: With live music, step shows, and the football game itself, Howard Homecoming (held in Washington DC in October) is all about joy.






Days 6-7



BIRMINGHAM: ORGANIZING THE BIRMINGHAM CAMPAIGN (1963)


90 miles (2 hours) from Selma


From Selma, backtrack in time a couple of years to Birmingham, where King was invited by Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth to lend his weight to the local fight for civil rights. The resulting 1963 Birmingham Campaign would produce some of the most astounding imagery of the civil rights movement, the kind that could change hearts and minds. National media exposed horrific images of Black demonstrators, including children, being hosed by water cannons, attacked by canines, and battered by batons wielded by White police officers. While jailed in Birmingham, King wrote a now-famous letter in the margins of newspapers, responding to the demands of local White clergymen.


Learn about the Birmingham Campaign at the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and visit Kelly Ingram Park, a site where some of the most critical events took place. Today, a series of park installations pays tribute to civil rights participants.


Days 8-9


MEMPHIS: KING’S ASSASSINATION (1968)


250 miles (3.5 hours) from Birmingham


In 1968, King traveled to Memphis to amplify the cause of striking sanitation workers. The workers exemplified those he wanted to help with the Poor People’s Campaign, which would focus on economic and human rights for all people. In a stirring yet foreboding sermon at Mason Temple Church of God in Christ the night of April 3, 1968, King appeared to take stock of his mortality. The next day he was gone, assassinated by a sniper lying in wait across from the Lorraine Motel. Today, the site functions as the National Civil Rights Museum at the Lorraine Motel, where you can learn more about the movement and get a close-up view of King’s room and the sniper’s view from across the way as you consider where you stand.


Day 10


BACK TO ATLANTA


400 miles (6 hours) from Memphis


In addition to being King’s birthplace, Atlanta was also his last home: In 1960, he returned from Birmingham to co-pastor with his dad at Ebenezer and focus his energy on the SCLC, and he lived here until his assassination in 1968.


With More Time


With more time, take a detour to Nashville on your way back to Atlanta to learn about the sit-in movement there. The detour will add about 60 miles (1 hour) to your drive time. Alternatively, Selma, which is 52 miles (1 hour) west of Montgomery, is a worthy add-on between Montgomery and Memphis. Plan for an extra day or two if you want to stop here.


TRACING THE MARCH AGAINST FEAR: MEMPHIS TO JACKSON


Total length of trip: 6 days


In 1966, James Meredith, donning a pith helmet and wooden walking stick, kicked off his March Against Fear—or a Walk Against Fear, as he called it—from Memphis. His purpose was to encourage Black people to attempt to register to vote. He planned to walk 220 miles to Jackson, Mississippi, down US-51; however, he was ambushed and shot the second day, and had to be hospitalized. Civil rights leaders picked up where Meredith left off.


This march was accomplished over three weeks and culminated with an eight-mile march from Tougaloo to the state capitol in downtown Jackson, where 15,000 people, including local residents, converged. During this march, Stokely Carmichael’s use of the phrase “Black Power” emerged as a point of contention. Regardless of the schisms, the march succeeded in registering thousands of Black voters. Now that’s some Black power, yeah?


Day 1


MEMPHIS: MEREDITH DEPARTS


Arrive: Memphis International Airport (MEM)


There isn’t much of Meredith to see in Memphis, though the National Civil Rights Museum at the Lorraine Motel features an extensive telling of his quest to get into the University of Mississippi. Its Black Power exhibit also features a video loop of the speech Stokely Carmichael delivered in Greenwood, Mississippi, during the march. For a Meredith-related sight, stop by the Withers Collection Museum & Gallery. Photojournalist Ernest Withers captured some of the movement’s largest figures in his photographs, including Meredith.


Days 2-3


MISSISSIPPI DELTA: THE MARCH CONTINUES


100 miles (2 hours) from Memphis to Clarksdale


The straightest shot from Memphis to Clarksdale, your destination for the night, is to take US-61 South for about 76 miles (1.5 hours). Another option is to start out on US-51, as Meredith did, turning onto US-278 West in Batesville to reach Clarksdale. If you choose this slightly longer option, there’s plenty to consider as you make your way south.




THREE- TO FOUR-DAY ROAD TRIPS


Overwhelmed by the vast geography of the trail? Below are good options for shorter trips:


•   Atlanta to Birmingham, then Montgomery and Selma


•   Memphis to the Delta and Jackson


•   Memphis to Little Rock


•   Nashville to Memphis to the Delta


•   Greensboro, Raleigh, and Durham to Charleston


•   Greensboro, Raleigh, and Durham to Richmond and Farmville to Washington DC





First, 26 miles after leaving Memphis, you’ll pass through Hernando, Mississippi, where Meredith was shot on Day 2 of his march. From this bloodstained spot, civil rights leaders, including ministers King, Ralph Abernathy, Kelly Miller Smith, Andrew White, Ralph Jackson, and Bernard Lee, picked up where the wounded Meredith had to leave off.


The marchers decided on a new route toward Philadelphia, Mississippi. When they reached Batesville (39 miles south of Hernando), marchers celebrated with singing at the Panola County Courthouse. Retired Black farmer El Fondren, age 106, gave them something to sing about that day when he registered to vote for the first time in his life. As reporters thrust questions at the elderly man, one asked how he felt, to which Fondren said: “Me? I feel good.” Some members of the crowd hoisted Fondren in the air as marchers and locals shouted, “Hip, hip, hooray!”


From Batesville, the march proceeded in a zigzag fashion, according to John Dittmer in Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (1994). Locals would join as the marchers moved through rural areas and towns. Mississippi Delta stops included the towns of Greenwood, Belzoni, Midnight, and Louise. In Philadelphia, King spoke at a memorial for CORE staffers James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner, three Freedom Summer workers murdered by the Ku Klux Klan in 1964.


A good route for travelers is to head west from Batesville to Clarksdale, Mississippi (40 miles, 45 minutes) to find a room for the night. This is a good base from which to spend a couple of days exploring the Delta, including Greenwood, 60 miles (1 hour) to the south, which was one of the stops on the March Against Fear—and the site where SNCC chairman Stokely Carmichael started speaking about Black Power on the night of June 16, 1966.


Day 4 (Morning)


CANTON, MISSISSIPPI: MEREDITH REJOINS THE MARCH


75 miles (1.5 hours) from Greenwood to Canton


Everyone, including Meredith, came back together in Canton, Mississippi, where the Canton Freedom House served as a safe space for marchers, including King. In Canton, 200 marchers met with 1,000 residents for a rally at the Madison County courthouse. Violating a promise to remain peaceful, state troopers peppered marchers (who were trying to set up camp at a local elementary school) with tear gas and beat the ones who refused to move.


Stop in Canton yourself to visit the Canton Freedom House Civil Rights Museum, located in the former Freedom House marchers once used as a refuge. When you’re done exploring, continue on to Jackson. On your way there, you can stop at Tougaloo College, as marchers did, and visit Woodworth Chapel, where a good deal of civil rights organizing occurred.


Day 4 (Afternoon) and Day 5


JACKSON, MISSISSIPPI: MARCH FINALE


27 miles (30 minutes) from Canton to Jackson


The March Against Fear ended with a rally at the state capitol in Jackson. Attended by 15,000 people, it was the largest civil rights demonstration in Mississippi’s history.


Spend an extra day in Jackson, exploring the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and visiting the Medgar Evers Home Museum, a moving tribute to an early martyr of the movement who dedicated himself to making Mississippi a safer place for Black people to live.


Day 6


BACK TO MEMPHIS


220 miles (3 hours)


From Jackson, it’s a straight shot back to Memphis on I-55 North.


With More Time


With an extra day or two, you might consider starting or ending your trip in Little Rock, 140 miles (2 hours) west of Memphis. It’s not related to the Meredith story, but as the home of the famous Little Rock Nine, it’s a good place to learn about school integration.





Charleston



Three Days in Charleston


Sights


Tours and Local Guides


Shopping


Food


Nightlife


Accommodations


Transportation


As the main point of entry for forcibly displaced Africans who hailed from areas like Senegambia, Angola, and Congo, the lush coastal city of Charleston, South Carolina, is in many ways the beginning of the story of the civil rights struggle. Nearly half of enslaved Black people shipped to America entered through Charleston, where they were sold like animals and separated from families—first in public, then behind closed doors in rooms, yards, and marts. Enslaved Africans then toiled in rice fields and were prone to malaria, suffering exceedingly short life spans due to grueling work in muddy fields in the scorching sun.
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Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church







CHARLESTON’S TOP 3
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Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church


1 Meditating on “liberation theology”—the concept that God loved enslaved Black people and wanted them to be free—at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church, the oldest Black church south of Baltimore.
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Alphonso Brown’s Gullah Tours


2 Learning about Gullah culture and Black history in Charleston on one of Alphonso Brown’s Gullah Tours.
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Bertha’s Kitchen.


3 Feasting on Southern classics at Bertha’s Kitchen, a Black-owned business.








Charleston is foundational to the understanding of the African presence in the United States and a subsequent spirit of resistance that refused to be extinguished. This mindset stretched from the colonial period to the Civil War to the civil rights movement. This is where Robert Smalls, then enslaved, commandeered the Confederate steamship Planter the night of May 13, 1862, and sailed past Fort Sumter to deliver the vessel and its cargo of enslaved men, women, and children to the U.S. Navy. He also delivered Confederate navy code books and became the first Black captain in the U.S. Navy, though never commissioned. He later served in the South Carolina legislature and the U.S. Congress.


Charleston is the home of Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church, affectionately called Mother Emanuel, the oldest independent Black Christian congregation south of Baltimore. Denmark Vesey, a member of the church, was tried alongside 34 enslaved men for planning a revolt to free Black people by killing White slave owners. The church itself was rebuilt in 1891 after the Civil War and sadly became the site of a modern-day massacre: In 2015, eight members and Emanuel’s pastor were attending Bible study when they were shot to death in a racially motivated act of domestic terror by a young White man welcomed into the sanctuary. The post-racial world so many people imagined the 20th-century civil rights movement or the 21st-century election of a Black president to represent fell away to reveal the most-racial realities of the African American experience and the country’s violent landscape of White supremacy.
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Sunday service at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church





Today, laid-back Charleston shares narrative space with those who marvel at its European architectural influences, relationship to the Founding Fathers, and general old-world feel, and those who instead focus on the city’s role in powering the economic engine of America with unpaid Black labor. Because nearly half of enslaved Africans brought to the New World came through here, the city is a natural draw for those researching their roots. The International African American Museum at Gadsden’s Wharf is a great reason to put Charleston on your list of travel must-sees: The museum’s Center for Family History will provide resources to help African Americans trace our lineage, a particular challenge in our community.
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MOVEMENT TIMELINE


The first Africans—”20 and odd Negroes,” according to Virginia planter and colonial official John Rolfe—arrived in Virginia in August 1619. Arrivals to Charleston followed.


1800-1865


1816: Emanuel African Methodist Church, the oldest independent Black Christian congregation in the South, is founded.


July 2, 1822: Denmark Vesey is executed by hanging, along with five other enslaved men, for the “crime” of organizing to liberate enslaved Black people and kill White slavers. In all, 131 men were arrested and charged with conspiracy; 67 were convicted and 35 hanged, including Vesey, according to the National Park Service.


1856: The Slave Mart (now a museum) opens after the City of Charleston outlaws the sale of people on open streets.
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1856 illustration of a market in Charleston where enslaved Africans were bought and sold





1862: Robert Smalls, with others, commandeers a Confederate steamboat during the Civil War and offers it to Union forces. He won his family’s freedom and served in the state assembly and five terms in the U.S. Congress.


April 15, 1865: The U.S. flag is raised over Fort Sumter, near Charleston, marking the end of the Civil War.


1930s-1960s


1938: The Old Slave Mart is converted into a museum—though its “Lost Cause” tone glosses over the horrors of slavery.


October 1, 1945: The Cigar Factory Strike kicks off, including the walkout of 900 Black women workers. The workers eventually win a raise, and the civil rights anthem “We Shall Overcome” emerges from the strike.


1962: Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. speaks to more than 1,500 people at Mother Emanuel as he tours the South urging Black people to register to vote.


2015


June 17: Nine Mother Emanuel members are gunned down by a White supremacist during Wednesday night Bible study.


June 27: Activist Bree Newsome climbs a flagpole at the state capitol in Columbia and pulls down the Confederate flag, which had flown on state grounds since 1961.







PEOPLE WHO MADE THE MOVEMENT


Denmark Vesey: Born enslaved in St. Thomas (in what is now the Virgin Islands), Vesey purchased his freedom from Charleston lottery winnings. He was executed in 1822 for planning a revolt of enslaved Black people.


Robert Smalls: Enslaved man who commandeered a Confederate ship during the Civil War and later became a representative in the U.S. Congress.
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Robert Smalls





Lucille Simmons: Simmons tweaked Charles Albert Tindley’s “I Will Overcome” during the Charleston Cigar Factory Strike in the ’40s, changing “I” to “We.”


Septima P. Clark: Civil rights activist who was fired from her teaching job after she joined the NAACP. An expressway near downtown Charleston is named in her honor.


Bree Newsome Bass: Activist who reacted to the 2015 murders at Mother Emanuel by scaling a flagpole at the South Carolina State House and pulling down the Confederate flag in a directaction, nonviolent protest.





ORIENTATION


Charleston Peninsula is bounded by water: the Cooper River to the east and the Ashley River to the west. Most points of interest are clustered downtown and north of downtown around Upper King Street. Upper King Street is a vibrant area for shopping, restaurants, and nightlife. While visitors are drawn here, more people live outside the Peninsula.


In the historic district, Calhoun Street cuts across the Peninsula and divides Lower King and Upper King Streets. Historically, Upper and Lower had different connotations: Black-owned businesses were above Calhoun Street during segregation (Upper King), and Black residents rarely traversed to Lower King Street. Officially, Lower King and Upper King are considered downtown. But if you ask locals with a long memory, they may say Lower King is commonly referred to as “downtown,” although the boundaries of that term are expanding due to gentrification.


A few spots (including some recommended restaurants) are located north of downtown and King Street. Take a trolley where available or jump in your car or order a rideshare.


As you explore, you might come across the Septima P. Clark Parkway, which runs along the western edge of downtown. Originally called the Crosstown Expressway, it was renamed in honor of the civil rights activist who was fired from her teaching job after joining the NAACP. The renaming was a bittersweet tribute because the expressway disrupted Charleston’s Black community when it was built in the 1960s—much like other freeway projects across the nation.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


You can easily spend a good three days in historic downtown Charleston and leave with an air of good feeling, having eaten authentic food from one of the United States’ oldest food cultures and learned about the complicated social and political history of this city.


Ask about tours, buy tickets to venues and events, and get advice at the Charleston Visitor Center (375 Meeting St.; 843/724-7174; daily 8:30am-5pm). Located at the old train station, it includes an exhibit hall that highlights Charleston’s cultural contributions, including its food and history (especially Gullah/Geechee culture). In a market featuring local goods, you can find Lillie’s of Charleston hot and barbecue sauces with a South Carolina zing.


CONNECT WITH


Your next closest stops after Charleston are Raleigh and Durham, about 2 hours to the north, and Atlanta, 4.5 hours to the west.


Three Days in Charleston


Over the next few days, you’ll soak up Charleston history and art while finding plenty of opportunities to buy gifts made with a local flair. And you will eat. If you’re up to it, you’ll do a lot of walking. The foliage, architecture, and joie de vivre kind of invites it. If you get tired, rideshare apps and the trolley are good options.


Be sure to book your sightseeing tour with Gullah Tours (Day 1) and your tour of Emanuel A.M.E. (Day 2) in advance.


DAY 1


1 Grab coffee and a bite to eat at Historic Charleston City Market, which opens at 9:30am. While you’re there, walk through the long central hallway and feast your eyes on sweetgrass baskets, paintings, locally crafted jewelry, and more.


2 Hannibal’s Soul Kitchen is just a short drive away, near the Cigar Factory. It’s not fancy, but the food is quite tasty, which is the point.


3 Head back over to the Gibbes Museum of Art to marvel at the works of many African American masters with roots in the South.


4 Hope you made a reservation with Gullah Tours, an engaging and delightful overview of Charleston’s Black history. The tour leaves from the bus shed at the Charleston Visitor Center (375 Meeting St.). The two-hour bus tour includes a couple of stops, such as the Philip Simmons Museum Home and Workshop and a ride by the Cigar Factory. Make notes for places you want to revisit on your own.


5 Make your way to Upper King Street, where Republic Garden & Lounge opens just in time for happy hour.


6 You’re in the South, so do what Southerners do: Head over to Rodney Scott’s Whole Hog BBQ, a couple of miles away (it is best to drive). Get your hands all sticky with sauce and juicy ribs. Don’t worry, plenty of paper towels are on the tables to help you clean up your mess.


DAY 2


You can walk to most of the places on this day up until you reach the Vendue Hotel Rooftop Bar. Then hop in your car or a taxi to get to Emanuel A.M.E. and the Upper King shopping area. Some of these sites pack a heavy emotional weight—anger and sadness are two emotions that come to mind. Pace yourself as you reflect on America’s past and present.


1 Over at Broad and Meeting or Meeting and Market (the Four Corners of Law) you’ll find sweetgrass basket vendors and see sweetgrass baskets and other items being made. These tightly coiled creations take several weeks to complete and are highly regarded works of art with high utility.


2 Get grounded in early Charleston history—which is the story of colonial England and the slave trade—by visiting the Old Exchange & Provost Dungeon.


3 Walk over to the Old Slave Mart Museum for an emotional tour through the site where enslaved Black people were sold.


4 Unwind from those two heavy sights with a light bite (tacos, maybe?) at the Vendue Hotel Rooftop Bar.


5 Head over to the charming Cannonborough-Elliotborough neighborhood and discover The Tiny Tassel, a Black- and Asian-woman-owned boutique that’s perfect for thoughtful gifting. This delightful shop offers custom clothing designs in inclusive sizes, handcrafted jewelry, and a curated selection of unique gifts that are sure to impress.


6 Now that you are caught up on how Charles Towne (as Charleston was once known) came to be, you’re ready to dive into some serious history of Black self-determination with a tour of Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church. Be sure to call in advance to book a tour of the United States’ oldest Black congregation south of Baltimore.


7 Sit down and have an early dinner at Bertha’s Kitchen. They’re waiting on you.



DAY 3



1 If you have time left, take a stroll by Denmark Vesey’s home at 56 Bull Street, keeping in mind this is a private home, so maintain a respectful distance. Same with civil rights leader Septima Poinsette Clark’s house at 364 President Street, just south of Hampton Park.


2 Don’t leave Charleston without driving north of downtown for a final feast at Nigel’s Good Food.


Sights


Charleston offers a profound exploration of the Black experience, with sights that delve into the history of enslavement, freedom struggles that include the civil rights movement, and modern movements and modes of political, social, and artistic expression. The International African American Museum, situated at the port where many enslaved Africans first entered the United States, provides a deeply moving and unforgettable experience—one that invites visitors to return again and again.


It is worth noting that a great deal of the historical narrative downtown, in the area near the Charleston Visitor Center, prioritizes antebellum culture and the “romanticism” of plantation culture. Fortunately, more folks are working on becoming more reliable and inclusive narrators in the evolving conversation about race and place.


DOWNTOWN


The Old Slave Mart Museum


6 Chalmers St.; 843/958-6467; www.oldslavemartmuseum.com; Mon.-Sat. 9am-5pm; adults $8, children ages 7-12 $5, military and seniors $6, teachers and students with ID $5, children under 6 free


GOOGLE MAP


This human trafficking market on the cobblestoned Chalmers Street was the beating heart of the early plantation economy. Here, enslaved Africans were put on display like products, not people. Thousands were sold in the city as part of the domestic trade that ensued after the importation of enslaved Black people was banned in 1808.
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the Old Slave Mart Museum
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a view of the Old Slave Mart Museum





The market is now a museum that tells a story about the slave trade. Staff here greet visitors with a certain earnestness that sets the tone for your visit. The museum is divided into three zones: The front area is an introduction to both the transatlantic and domestic sale of humans. The back area describes how Black people were prepared for enslavement (skin was oiled up, and gray hairs dyed black or plucked); the types of jobs enslaved Black people did; and how and where enslaved people were punished. The museum’s upstairs section (currently being updated) provides more information about the transatlantic slave trade.


Artifacts on display have included whips, human restraints, and yokes used to force enslaved people to move around in a line called a coffle. Oversize images outline the enslavement economy, putting a face to both the enslaved and the people who owned and managed these captives. Records show that an enslaved woman named Lucinda, age 20, was the first to be sold.


The market, a 1,900-square-foot building with an enclosed yard, opened in 1856 on the very same day the City of Charleston outlawed the sale of enslaved people on open streets. Considered the country’s last intact building used to traffic and sell Black bodies, it included both a dead house (morgue) and a “barracoon” (a jail for enslaved Black people). The original stone facade and iron gate remain, providing a glimpse into what enslavers were stepping into.


According to tour guide Ruth Miller, the mart was among 40 such establishments situated in a four-block area. The building was turned into a museum in 1938 when Miriam B. Wilson, a Charleston transplant from Ohio and the daughter of a decorated Union general, bought it. White Charlestonians didn’t take too kindly to an outsider airing their dirty laundry, and the museum took on a “Lost Cause” tone early on that mollified those folks. The museum is now owned by the City of Charleston and has made great strides in telling a truer story of the horrors of enslavement. The Chalmers Street building also offers a grounding in other aspects of early American history, from which slavery can never be far away.


Old Exchange & Provost Dungeon


122 E Bay St.; 843/727-2165; www.oldexchange.org; Mon.-Sat. 9am-5pm, Sun. 11am-5pm; adults $16, children ages 6-12 $12, children under 6 free


GOOGLE MAP


In the colonial era, all goods imported into South Carolina had to come through the Old Exchange & Provost Dungeon. Items such as farm equipment were processed here, and the Georgian-style exchange was also a common site for auctioning enslaved Africans. These humans were sold like meat: Leaflets advertised their sale, along with their ages, physical characteristics, and buying terms. The building was also a post office and gathering site.
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Old Exchange & Provost Dungeon





The building, which features oak-grained floors, a cove ceiling, and, yes, a dungeon, is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. Guests may peruse the top two floors on their own, while docents escort visits to the dungeon. The dungeon was first used to store goods, but it was eventually turned into a jail that housed 50-60 people in terrible conditions that exposed them to filth, including rats and sewage. During the Revolutionary War, three South Carolina signers of the Declaration of Independence were imprisoned here by the British. Patriots were imprisoned here, as were enslaved Africans. The Roman arches that support the building are made of bricks laid by enslaved Africans and other workers.


In 1773, townspeople and plantation elites started meeting upstairs to talk about the high taxes on British tea. Enslaved Africans would have been at this meeting, being forced to work, of course. In these public talks, the idea of an independent South Carolina was seeded.


Gibbes Museum of Art


135 Meeting St.; 843/722-2706; www.gibbesmuseum.org; Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. 1pm-5pm; adults $12, seniors $10, college students $10, children ages 4-17 $6, children under 4 free


GOOGLE MAP


This museum features American art from the colonial to the contemporary era, including a visual story of Charleston, a busy seaport town that is emblematic of America’s complex racial relations. Gibbes officials work diligently to diversify the museum’s permanent collection, and a number of pieces by African American artists and/or depicting Black themes are on display.


In the Mary Jackson Gallery on the second floor, a stunning, oversize sweetgrass basket showcases the craftsmanship of the gallery’s MacArthur Genius namesake, who has appeared at the Gibbes to talk about the Gullah basketmaking tradition. Works by Romare Bearden rotate frequently in this gallery. Bearden’s work, said to be influenced by the civil rights movement, countered racial stereotypes to depict Black life in full. Also on display is a 1943 charcoal and gouache portrait of Denmark Vesey by Charles White.


Traveling exhibitions showcase artists with Southern connections, including African American artists Thornton Dial, Sam Gilliam, Clementine Hunter, Kerry James Marshall, Alma Thomas, and Bill Traylor.



International African American Museum



Gadsden Wharf; 843/872-5352; www.iaamuseum.org; Tues.-Sun. 10am-5pm, last entry 4pm; adults $22, youth ages 6-16 $10, children under 6 free, seniors age 62 and up $14, military (with ID) $14


GOOGLE MAP


Artifacts and art exquisitely collide at the world-class International African American Museum (IAAM). Located at Gadsden’s Wharf, where many enslaved Africans took their first steps in the New World, the site bears profound historical significance. It is estimated that nearly half of the United States’ enslaved Africans disembarked in Charleston Harbor, building the foundation of a nation with their bare hands. Yet, many of their descendants know little about their origins. A highlight of the IAAM experience is the Center for Family History, which offers credible resources to assist African Americans in tracing their genealogy, from foundational research to deeper explorations.




[image: image]


International African American Museum





The museum’s design features a nearly 41,800-square-foot yellow brick structure elevated 13 feet above the ground on 18 oystershell tabby pillars. Oversize windows offer views of the water toward Africa and the shores where enslaved Africans first arrived in ship holds. Its minimalist design honors the sacred ground upon which it stands, complemented by gardens and water features that invite reflection.


Inside, history is brought to life through nine permanent exhibitions and a special exhibitions gallery. IAAM houses more than a thousand historical objects and works of art, and numerous films and digital interactive displays. The museum’s narrative emphasizes the enduring struggle for freedom. The American Journeys Gallery provides an in-depth exploration of plantation slavery, emancipation, Reconstruction, and Jim Crow segregation. A standout section of American Journeys, South Carolina’s Freedom Struggle, connects significant civil rights events to the state’s history.


One powerful exhibit highlights Briggs v. Elliott, a Clarendon County school desegregation case that became one of the five consolidated into the landmark Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka decision, which desegregated public schools in 1954. In American Journeys, an exhibit titled Freedom’s Teacher: Septima Poinsette Clark showcases the transformational local and national civil rights leader. Clark graduated from Avery Normal Institute in 1916, and her first job was teaching in a one-room schoolhouse at age 18. She was fired from her teaching position in 1957 because she was active in the NAACP. That didn’t slow her roll: Clark worked to establish citizenship schools to boost Black voter registration and activism in positions with the Highland Folk School in Tennessee and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.


Among the museum’s treasures is an American flag flown over the U.S. Capitol on April 4, 2018, commemorating the 50th anniversary of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination. In the Gullah Geechee Gallery, Praise House honors places of worship in African American communities. This replica cabin-like structure features videos and artifacts that highlight the Gullah/Geechee people’s rich religious traditions.


IAAM features photographs of Cecil Williams, an Orangeburg, South Carolina, native who became a photographer in the 1950s working for Jet magazine, the Baltimore Afro-American, the Pittsburgh Courier, and the Associated Press. You may recognize him from a heavily circulated iconic black-and-white photograph by Rendall Harper depicting Williams cheekily drinking from a “WHITE ONLY” water fountain on a hot South Carolina day, looking directly at the camera in cool defiance.


The museum’s significance lies in its ability to contextualize South Carolina’s pivotal role in the global, national, and local Black experience, as well as in America’s growth and development. Situated on sacred ground, the museum encapsulates the resilience, joy, intellect, and creativity that define the Black experience across time. A striking neon sign and floor display at the end of the American Journeys experience near the main entrance proclaims it best: IAAM STILL HERE.




VOICES OF THE MOVEMENT: ACTIVIST BREE NEWSOME BASS


“I knew my family history of overcoming slavery. I knew the flag was raised in 1961 as a signal of opposition to the civil rights movement. Here we are 50 years later, and I’m stepping into a struggle that started before I came.”




—BRITTANY “BREE” NEWSOME BASS, an artist, activist, and filmmaker, climbed into the national consciousness June 27, 2015, the day she donned a helmet and scaled a 30-foot flagpole on the grounds of the South Carolina State House in Columbia, pulling down the Confederate flag. The stars and bars had flown over those grounds since 1961, which was a time of significant civil rights progress. Critics of Confederate symbols say that flags and statues erected well after the Civil War are not memorials but, rather, symbols of White supremacy and racial intimidation.





Newsome Bass’s act was a response to the murder of nine parishioners by a White supremacist at Mother Emanuel days prior. (State Senator Clementa Pinckney, one of the slain members, had lain in state days earlier at the capitol in Columbia.) The Black Lives Matter movement, along with an ongoing local discussion about the flag among fellow activists, also fueled her zeal.


For this, she was arrested alongside fellow activist James Tyson. It was worth it. Then-governor Nikki Haley, facing immense pressure, signed legislation to permanently remove the flag.


Following Newsome Bass’s triumph, several cities, states, and institutions removed Confederate symbols, including the cities of New Orleans, Dallas, Austin, Louisville, and St. Louis and the state of Maryland. In Memphis, officials even defied state law to remove statues from taxpayer-funded parks due to unrelenting activist pressure. More of these symbols came down in the wake of mass protests over the police killing of George Floyd, including the removal of a statue of enslaver and Vice President John C. Calhoun from its perch in Charleston’s Marion Square.


For Newsome Bass, the Mother Emanuel murders, along with other contemporary examples of racial violence, reframed the idea that the struggle lived in the past. Now, she says, more people are working to understand current events in context with history. In Charleston, that means abandoning a romanticized version of a city that celebrates a colonial past and a thriving plantation economy, and understanding that the city we know today was built on the lives and legacy of enslaved Black people.






UPPER KING AND VICINITY




S Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church



110 Calhoun St.; 843/722-2561; www.motheremanuel.com; Sun. 10am service


GOOGLE MAP


Say their names: Rev. and State Senator Clementa Pinckney, Cynthia Hurd, Rev. Sharonda Coleman-Singleton, Tywanza Sanders, Rev. DePayne Middleton-Doctor, Ethel Lance, Susie Jackson, Rev. Daniel Simmons, and Myra Thompson. This church, widely known as “Mother Emanuel,” occupies the contemporary imagination because of these nine parishioners, who perished when 21-year-old White supremacist Dylann Roof, whom they had welcomed into the sanctuary, shot them to death during a Wednesday night Bible study on June 17, 2015. But Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church has stood for more than 200 years as an emblem of Black self-determination—and continues to do so.


Founded in 1816, Emanuel A.M.E. is the oldest Black church in the Deep South. Denmark Vesey, a formerly enslaved man who was able to buy his freedom—from winnings in the Charleston lottery—was a member. Vesey was an early proponent of liberation theology, which employs Bible teachings in addressing social, political, and economic oppression. He was infamously executed by hanging in 1822 for planning a revolt of enslaved Black people that included killing Whites.


Booker T. Washington spoke here in 1909, and W. E. B. DuBois made an appearance here. The church was also instrumental in the civil rights movement as an amplifier, host, and staging ground. Rev. B. J. Glover, who pastored here during the movement, is credited with leading the civil rights charge. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke in 1962, and Coretta Scott King led a march from the church in 1969 to advocate for better pay and working conditions for Black workers at Medical College Hospital.


The church continues to minister to the Charleston community, providing youth enrichment opportunities and supporting a women’s ministry, in the Black church tradition. “This isn’t new for us; we’ve been doing what we have to do,” says Willie Glee, a former member of the Emanuel board of trustees. The building was damaged by an 1886 earthquake, but officials kept its “bones” and built up around the damage. It’s now one of few Charleston churches that retains its original interior, including the altar, pews, and light fixtures. A pipe organ installed in 1908 is still here. Outside, the Gothic Revival-style white-stucco church stands tall with a steeple perched atop. With more than 1,100 seats, the church is used to being full. Look for the Emanuel Nine Memorial next to the church, and take a moment to pay tribute.


Visitors to the church will be immersed in church history during free, prescheduled 45-minute tours. Book tours at 854/444-3856 or email a request to tours@emanuelamechurch.org.


Emanuel A.M.E. is part of the Charleston Historic District and a stop on the official U.S. Civil Rights Trail. It is listed in the National Register of Historic Places.


Philip Simmons Museum Home and Workshop


30 1/2 Blake St.; 843/723-1259; www.philipsimmons.us; Tues.-Sat. 11:30am-3:30-pm; donation


When you walk into the secluded yard leading to African American master blacksmith Philip Simmons’s home and workshop, you’re walking into a world. Simmons used the tools you see here, including his forge, hammers, and an anvil, to create his signature ironwork style: a tight curl at the tip of a length of iron that appears on everything from gates, fences, and balconies to window grilles and gardens along the South Carolina coast.




[image: image]


ironwork by Philip Simmons







#CHARLESTONSYLLABUS


Dr. Kidada Williams, a historian of African American and American history, had long encouraged her colleagues to start making history more accessible to the public—and the shootings at Mother Emanuel only sharpened that desire. “When Charleston happened,” she says, “we saw that a lot of the larger public . . . did not really [have] a framework for understanding exactly how we got here.” Enter the #CharlestonSyllabus, a hashtag conceived by Williams and Dr. Chad Williams and curated by Dr. Keisha N. Blain with assistance from Melissa Morrone, Ryan P. Randall, and Cecily Walker.


The goal of the hashtag (which came on the heels of the #FergusonSyllabus, initiated after the police shooting and death of Michael Brown, age 18) was to provide a historical foundation for recent events and serve as a tool for educators as well as the general public. The syllabus includes resources such as texts, songs, films, novels, and scholarly works that magnify the Black experience. “One of the first things I did,” says Kidada Williams, “was to share some of Charleston’s early records on limiting African Americans’ rights and privileges, not only enslaved people but free Black people.”


#CharlestonSyllabus went viral. People were hungry for information about the Black experience in America. Eventually, Williams, Williams, and Blain published a book, Charleston Syllabus: Readings on Race, Racism, and Racial Violence, which offers readings to help people understand the United States’ history of racial violence and racism. Several resources focus specifically on Charleston’s unique history, such as the state’s secession declaration.





Visitors often marvel over Simmons’s trajectory. Born in 1912 on Daniel Island, he was reared by his grandparents before moving in with his mother in Charleston, where he was consumed by the craft of blacksmithing. Simmons’s life embodied the promise of the freedom struggle through creativity, craftsmanship, and a giving spirit. His work was in high demand, but he stayed close to his community and was known for investing in the education of local youths.


Simmons died peacefully in his sleep in 2009 at age 97. Today, you can hear him talk about craftsmanship at HistoryMakers.org, a vast digital repository of African American oral history. You can also see his work on windows and gates all over Charleston—and once you pick up on Simmons’s signature style, you can’t unsee it (though do note that older ironworks around town also have the tight curl at the end of the scrolls. Usually, the iron is wider and heavier than the iron that Simmons used).


Look for Simmons’s famous snake gates, which feature a snake motif built into an iron gate, at the historic Gadsden House (329 East Bay St.), a private home that’s now an events venue. The Charleston Visitor Center (375 Meeting St.) has a little island featuring Simmons’s work. It’s a nice place to sit on a bench under the oak trees and sip on a cup of coffee or tea.


Outside Charleston, Simmons’s work is found at the National Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC) in Washington DC, among other places.


Tours and Local Guides


Tours of Charleston delve deep into the city’s history. Local Gullah guides teach visitors about the Gullah/Geechee people, descended from Africans who were enslaved and brought here against their will to cultivate rice, indigo, and cotton. Or choose a tour that specializes in the human trafficking trade, the civil rights movement, or general Black history.


BUS TOURS



S GULLAH TOURS



843/763-7551; www.gullahtours.com; Mon.-Fri. 11am and 1pm; $20


Alphonso Brown’s two-hour bus tour featuring the Black history of Charleston is full of energy and worth every minute. Alphonso slips in and out of English and Gullah as he relates textbook history and Charleston lore, infused with his signature wit and Gullah accent. He’ll teach you some Gullah phrases, like “Where’s your frock tail going?” which means “You’re wearing your hemline too high.” Or “You cam wit cha,” which means “You carry it with you.”


For the most part, you’ll stay on the bus while the gregarious Brown narrates Charleston Black history. As you ride, Brown points out Underground Railroad stops and tells the story of the whipping house by the infamous Old Jail (21 Magazine St.), which was in operation from 1802 to 1932. (The jail is still there; the whipping house isn’t.) The tour also goes by the Old Slave Mart, Catfish Row (the area that inspired George Gershwin’s opera Porgy and Bess), Mother Emanuel Church, and the home of Richard DeReef, one of the richest Black men in Charleston.


Brown is the star of this tour: He can show you how to determine if an ironwork is a Simmons creation, for example. Take his tour to find who actress Lena Horne is related to and hear him crack wise about the Daughters of the American Revolution: “We’re all related. I could qualify for the D.A.R.,” Brown told one tour group. “I figure, why pay all those dues to frustrate people?”


The tour meets at the Charleston Visitor Center (375 Meeting St.) bus shed—look for a bus marked “Gullah Tours.” Reservations are required. For last-minute tours, call 843/763-7551.


SITES AND INSIGHTS TOURS, INC.


843/552-9995; https://sitesandinsightstours.com; adults $40, children ages 6-12 $25


Tour guide Al Miller offers a variety of Charleston-area tours, but for a comprehensive experience, embark on the 2.5-hour Charleston Black History, Gullah Geechee, Porgy & Bess, and Sea Island Tour, which explores James and Johns Islands.


Highlights include the McLeod Plantation Historic Site, a 37-acre preservation of Gullah/Geechee culture; sites connected to the 54th Massachusetts Regiment; the Stono Rebellion; and the Seashore Farmers’ Lodge, a fraternal organization for African Americans established in 1915. You’ll also visit Porgy’s Memorial at Burn Church Cemetery at James Island Presbyterian Church, the resting place of Samuel “Goat” Smalls, who inspired DuBose Heyward’s novel Porgy. The tour concludes with a serene visit to the majestic Angel Oak Tree, allowing time to commune with nature and time. Tours depart from Charleston Visitor Center (375 Meeting St.), at the bus shed.


CHARLESTON AFRICAN AMERICAN TOURS


843/276-0117; https://charlestonafricanamericantours.com; $35 cash, $37.50 credit card; 10am and 2pm


A high point of a Charleston African American Tours journey with founder Nathaniel Hutchinson is a visit to Angel Oak Park on Johns Island. There you can absorb the timeless magnificence of the 65-foot-tall, 300- to 400-year-old Southern live oak tree, believed to be the largest live oak tree east of the Mississippi River. This tree is breathtaking with its thick trunk and extensive network of twisted, gnarled branches that reach for both the earth and sky—a circumference of 25.5 feet.
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Nathaniel Hutchinson, founder of Charleston African American Tours





Hutchinson, a seventh-generation Charlestonian, offers visitors a deeply personal connection to the city’s geography and history. His tour weaves together the stories of Charleston’s racial dynamics, Black migration patterns, and the effects of gentrification and urban planning. He brings a unique brand of storytelling to the International African American Museum and Mother Emanuel A.M.E. Church. He also rides by the Charleston Gaillard Center, a performing arts venue on Calhoun Street, discovered to be a burial ground of 36 people (some born in Africa, others born the South Carolina Low Country, one Native American) in the 18th century, according to the Anson Street African Burial Ground Project.


The tour pays tribute to artist and blacksmith Philip Simmons, narrating his contributions while driving by his home church, St. John’s Episcopal Reform Church, which offers a visual example of Simmons’s exquisite artisanship called Heart Gate. Hutchinson honors the Grimké sisters (Sarah Grimké and Angelina Grimké Weld), White women abolitionists and women’s rights advocates. The Blake-Grimké Home, 321 E Bay Street, is in the National Register of Historic Places.


Tours depart from the Charleston Welcome Center (375 Meeting St.) in Hutchinson’s super-comfy Mercedes Sprinter van.


GULLAH GEECHEE TOURS


843/478-0000; www.gullahgeecheetours.com; adults $54.45, children $43.55


To hear Godfrey KHill tell it, a bulrush basket saved his life: As a newborn, his mother brought him from New Jersey to South Carolina in such a basket as this. He grew up to honor his full-blooded Gullah Geechee roots as a historian and licensed tour guide. KHill is passionate and intense about this history and takes great pains to engage all the senses in the telling of it. KHill’s hour-long tours meet at Historic Charleston City Market unless otherwise noted. Tours take place in a Mercedes Sprinter van that fits 14 people or a 22-passenger bus. Riding tours integrate video screens with rich narratives about the origins of Charleston and the Gullah community. Among several thematic tours, look for Gullah After Dark (1 hour; 8pm; call to book), which offers a raw glimpse of Charleston history, replete with signs and symbols of the Gullah people’s early presence in this area.


RIDE-WALK TOURS


FRANKLY CHARLESTON BLACK HISTORY SIGHTSEEING RIDE-WALK TOUR


843/834-2003; http://franklycharleston.com; $39.25-41.25; 2 hours, minimum 2 people, maximum 14 people


The Frankly Charleston treatment offers a captivating exploration of the city’s colonial Black history and its hidden landmarks. Highlights include a stunning Philip Simmons iron gate near the Charleston Visitor Center, the historic Aiken-Rhett House, and Hampton Park (if time permits), home to a statue of Denmark Vesey. These sites, rich with stories of ingenuity and excellence, come alive through the pride-filled and information-packed storytelling of founder Franklin Williams, who is committed to offering credible counternarratives to Charleston’s typical “Confederate Disneyland” interpretations. The tour also includes powerful stops at Mother Emanuel A.M.E. Church and possibly the Old Citadel, formerly known as the South Carolina State Arsenal. The Citadel, constructed in response to the 1822 uprising of enslaved Africans led by Denmark Vesey, represents the roots of resistance.



WALKING TOURS



TOUR CHARLESTON: LOST STORIES OF BLACK CHARLESTON


843/723-1670; https://tourcharleston.com; $35 adults, $25 students, $22 children age 12 and younger, $30 seniors, $30 military and first responders


Author Damon Fordham masterfully combines storytelling and history in his exceptional walking tours, Lost Stories of Black Charleston, which draw deeply from the Black oral tradition. Convening at Buxton Books (160 King St.), this two-hour journey covers 1.25 miles. Along the way, Fordham shares powerful stories of Black resistance, captivating folktales, and the lives of unsung heroes often overlooked in traditional history books. “I combine accurate historical research with animated storytelling in a manner similar to the Griot oral historians of West Africa in whose company I sat while in that region,” Fordham says. “They are the ancestors of Black American storytelling, and as the great historian John Henrik Clarke once said, ‘A good historian is a good storyteller.’”


Shopping


A retail area of the Charleston Visitor Center (375 Meeting St.; 843/724-7174; daily 8:30am-5pm) highlights products native to the area, such as sweetgrass baskets and Jimmy Red corn bourbon, made with heritage grain thought to have gone extinct a century ago.


For more traditional retail options, your go-to is the Upper King Street shopping area.


MARKETS


HISTORIC CHARLESTON CITY MARKET


188 Meeting St.; 843/937-0920; www.thecharlestoncitymarket.com; Mon.-Fri. 9:30am-5pm, Sat.-Sun. 9:30am-10:30pm


This bustling marketplace spans four blocks and offers the best of South Carolina craftsmanship and creativity. The Greek Revival-style hall dating back to 1804 is also a living contradiction, with space devoted to Black history as well as the Confederate Museum. (Don’t worry: The museum is upstairs, and the shopping action is on the first floor.)


The market houses more than 300 local merchants and offers everything from paintings and jewelry to sweetgrass baskets, books, and clothing. More than 50 Gullah artists can be found here. The market has been called the epicenter of sweetgrass basketry in Charleston, and sweetgrass items on offer range from souvenir-size creations such as coasters and earrings to large baskets. More intricate designs can take months to complete, and sweetgrass artists often weave in a signature that denotes their particular style. Tip: If you’re sourcing a sweetgrass basket here, ceramic tiles bearing the words “Certified Authentic Handmade in Charleston” are a surefire way to make sure your basket was made by local artisans.


Artists basically set up tables in the market and sell their wares. One vendor to look for is Corey Alston’s Gullah Sweetgrass Basket table at the market entrance on Meeting Street (on the side below the Confederate Museum). When Alston was a teen, he took sweetgrass basketmaking classes with his girlfriend (now his loving wife) “as a way of getting in.” Turns out, he was quite adept at producing a clean stitch, and everyone around him was proud to see him express Gullah culture with skill.




SWEETGRASS BASKETS


On a table set up at the corner of Chalmers and Broad and Meeting Streets (a.k.a. the Four Corners of Law), Charleston-born artisan Donald Scott has practiced his craft: sewing, repairing, and selling the sweetgrass baskets he learned to make at the direction of this grandmother. (Scott confesses that his 9- or 10-year-old self didn’t really want to learn the basketmaking craft, “but my grandmother had a way of twisting things and making me get with it,” he says.)
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sweetgrass basket maker Donald Scott





BACKGROUND


Sweetgrass baskets are made out of bulrush (a type of marsh grass), split oak, and sweetgrass pulled from the root. The name comes from the scent of the grass, Scott says. It has been described as the smell of freshly cut hay.


These work-baskets have been used along the rice coast from North Carolina to Florida, and on the African continent, for centuries. Enslaved West Africans were expert rice growers, and their technical skills, including basketmaking, were leveraged to cultivate the crop that made Charleston wealthy. (Sweetgrass baskets were instrumental in rice cultivation because the tightness of the weave allowed cultivators to separate the grain from the husk through winnowing.)


WHERE TO VIEW OR BUY BASKETS


The sweetgrass technique was elevated by Gullah artists who weave a variety of shapes for practical use or display as high art. Some simpler creations can be crafted in a few hours, but intricate baskets can take weeks to complete. To see a stunning example, head to the Gibbes Museum of Art (click here), where a large basket by MacArthur genius grant awardee Mary Jackson is on display.


Looking to buy a basket yourself? Walk over to the Four Corners of Law (click here) at the intersection of Meeting and Broad Streets. Sweetgrass artisans also vend their creations at Historic Charleston City Market (click here).






THE CIGAR FACTORY



7201 E Bay St.; 843/723-3685; www.cigarfactorycharleston.com


This historic five-story brick building, which is listed in the National Register of Historic Places, was constructed in 1881 and converted into a cigar factory when it was purchased in 1912 by the American Cigar Company. In the 1940s it was the site of an important strike, when 1,900 workers—more than half of whom were Black women—walked out on the job. The event is considered a triumph of labor organizing. Today, the building holds shops and restaurants, along with event space and offices.


CRAFTS


FOUR CORNERS OF LAW


Find local treasures, such as sweetgrass baskets, at the intersection of Meeting and Market Streets or Meeting and Broad Streets, known locally as the Four Corners of Law: God’s law (St. Michael’s Episcopal Church), state law (Charleston County Courthouse), city law (Charleston City Hall), and federal law (Federal Courthouse). Artist vendors set up here, handcrafting their goods before your eyes. If you’re lucky, vendors might explain their technique to you as they describe the origins of sweetgrass basketmaking passed down through the generations.


CLOTHING


THE TINY TASSEL


46 Spring St., Unit B; 843/813-9920; https://thetinytassel.com; Mon.-Sat. 11am-5pm


This Black- and Asian-woman-owned boutique is the ideal destination for thoughtful gifts. Adorned with vibrant colors, the shop features an array of products from statement jewelry and custom clothing in inclusive sizes to unique cards and party goods. Mimi Striplin, the boutique’s founder, collaborates with her mother and lead designer, Keiko Striplin, to produce sustainably crafted fashions. The shop’s standout item is the handcrafted tassel earrings. Moreover, The Tiny Tassel prides itself on supporting other Black female entrepreneurs by sourcing a diverse selection of products.
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The Tiny Tassel







WE SHALL OVERCOME: THE CIGAR FACTORY STRIKE OF 1945


On October 22, 1945, 1,900 workers—including 900 Black women—walked out on their jobs at the American Tobacco Company’s Cigar Factory in Charleston (now an upscale retail space).
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Charleston Cigar Factory





The factory, which produced 1.5 million cigars a day at its high point, was rife with racism and unequal access to opportunity: White men held the highest-paying skilled jobs; White women held positions higher than those of Black women; and workers were segregated by race to work on different floors. Employees had been promised raises (from 25 cents to 40 cents an hour for Black workers and up to 65 cents an hour for White workers), but after World War II ended, officials didn’t share any of the $1.3 million they received from the federal government.


The strike was met with resistance: Although the National Labor Relations Board ruled in the workers’ favor, the company wouldn’t budge, so the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO, which later merged with the American Federation of Labor to make the largest labor union group in the United States) called for a national boycott of American Tobacco Company products. The strike ended after five months with every worker receiving a raise and a vow to be treated better.


The Cigar Factory Strike stands out because it fostered a coalition between Black and White workers, especially women working in solidarity for the first time. The civil rights anthem “We Shall Overcome” emerged from this strike when Lucille Simmons reworked the song “I Will Overcome One Day” by Black composer Charles Albert Tindley. Simmons changed “I” to “We” so the striking tobacco workers could sing the song on the picket line. Later, Zilphia Horton, cultural director at Highlander Folk School in Tennessee, introduced the song to Pete Seeger, who played it on his banjo in front of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1957.







GET INTO THE RHYTHM


•   “We Shall Overcome”: Striking Cigar Factory workers first embraced the idea of tweaking the words of Charles Albert Tindley’s song, which became the anthem of the movement. The song has been interpreted by the best in the business, including Mahalia Jackson, the Staple Singers, Joan Baez, and the Freedom Singers.


•   Freedom Singers (SNCC), “Woke Up This Morning”: It is easy to understand how this reworked gospel song, released in 1964, might have infused the movement with momentum and energy through its congregational-style signing. Rutha Mae Harris, an original Freedom Singer, told NPR’s Tell Me More: “Without the songs of the movement, personally I believe there wouldn’t have been a movement. . . . We needed those songs to help us not to be fearful when we were doing marches, or doing picket lines. And you needed a calming agent, and that’s what those songs were for us.”1





IBU MOVEMENT


183 King St.; 843/327-8304; www.ibumovement.com; Mon.-Sat. noon-6pm


This King Street retail store, not a Black-owned business, features handmade goods by women around the world. For example, you’ll find Kantha stitching from India and Bangladesh and beaded cuffs made by Native American craftswomen, woven fans, mirrored pouches, and all kinds of global designs that will break the monotony of your closet. What some might call cultural appropriation, Ibu Movement calls a cultural conversation. Or you can just call it appreciation for everything women are—everywhere.


FOOD PRODUCTS


LILLIE’S OF CHARLESTON


www.lilliesofcharleston.com


In the ’80s, when Tracey Richardson and her sister pitched in at their father’s Upper King Street restaurant, the Rib Shack, patrons frequently asked for extra sides of barbecue sauce, which was made with a signature mustardy flair. Richardson’s dad, Hank Tisdale, not only gave away extras, he’d pop into the kitchen and hand out whole containers full. “Money, walkin’ out the door,” Richardson recalls. Even when her dad closed the business, people still asked for the sauce. So, in 2001, Richardson and her husband, Jamel, a chemistry whiz, unearthed the old family recipes and developed them for mass production.


Today, the Charleston couple runs Lillie’s of Charleston, named in honor of Richardson’s aunt. A variety of barbecue sauces, hot sauces, spices, and Gullah Pop seasoned popcorn are available in stores across the nation, including Gita’s Gourmet (843/722-8207) and Edna’s Lowcountry (843/452-4599), both located in Historic Charleston City Market, and online. The Richardsons are also thought-leaders in the Charleston foodscape. Tracey has Gullah heritage and offers the lowdown on what is good in Gullah-inspired foodways and Charleston yumminess.



Food



Whether on or off the Peninsula, Charleston offers a range of eateries featuring dishes informed by both African and African American foodways. Smoked barbecue is a go-to, as are dishes that reflect the ingenuity of the African diaspora. Rice made Charleston very wealthy early on, so you will frequently see dishes that reflect the contributions of Black people who did the hard work of producing this financial wealth in rice fields, while nurturing a rich cultural heritage that links us to the Motherland.


It’s important to note most Black-owned restaurants are not found in tourist areas because Black entrepreneurs can’t afford spaces downtown. Black entrepreneurs usually don’t own the buildings where they operate, so when they are successful, higher rents can follow, explains Tracey Richardson, who runs the sauce company Lillie’s of Charleston. This structural barrier is addressed by seeking lower rents off the Peninsula and the ability to serve the community up close and personal.


Also true on a visit to Charleston: You will eat, and you will eat well.


DOWNTOWN


American


REPUBLIC GARDEN & LOUNGE


472 King St.; 843/724-7400; https://republicreign.com; Mon.-Tues. 4pm-2am, Wed. 2pm-2am, Thurs.-Sun. noon-2am; $5-20


After a long day of sightseeing, Republic Garden & Lounge offers a relaxing and sophisticated retreat. Its street-level garden is perfect for people-watching, while happy hour effortlessly transitions into cocktail-fueled evenings with live entertainment and VIP table service. The menu features elevated bar food with creative twists, such as the King Street Smashburger, topped with tomato bacon jam, arugula, white cheddar cheese, bacon, grilled onion, and Republic sauce, all served on toasted challah.


Don’t miss the crispy fried pickles, perfectly paired with a flavorful dipping sauce, or indulge in the barbacoa street tacos, served with Yum Yum Sauce and fresh cilantro. While Taco Tuesdays are the perfect excuse to try them, these tacos are a delicious treat any day of the week.


Fusion


MESU


570 King St.; 854/429-1011; https://mesuchs.com; daily 4pm-2am; $8-80


Craving an adventure in sweet, savory, and spicy contrasts? MESU, a vibrant Mexican-Asian fusion eatery, delivers bold flavors in a lively, dynamic atmosphere. The full bar boasts an impressive selection of cocktails, sake, and tequila, while the menu features creative sushi platters and eclectic tacos. Highlights include the Soyrizo veggie taco and fried pork carnitas taco, cleverly held together with a clothespin, and indulgent churros of the day for a sweet finale.


West African


BINTU ATELIER


570 King St.; 854/429-1011; www.bintuatelier.com; Wed.-Sat. 5pm-10pm, Sun. 5pm-9pm; $5-29


History and culture come full circle at this West African eatery, a heartfelt reminder of the African roots shared by Black Americans. In a relaxed space that prioritizes flavor over aesthetic flair, savor dishes like vegetarian ndambé, a traditional Senegalese stew made with black-eyed peas and sweet potato, or indulge in egusi tender goat, served with your choice of broken rice or fufu. Whatever you select from this thoughtfully curated Senegalese menu, pair it with a refreshing drink like sorrel tea, passionfruit juice, or soursop juice for the perfect complement.




CHARLESTON SPECIALTIES


PERLOO


Rice forms the foundation of a one-pot dish called “perloo” (also spelled pilau, perlou, or purloo): presoaked rice cooked in an aromatic broth, then set aside to soak and finish. Savory perloo can include a range of ingredients, including onions, carrots, celery, bell pepper, pigeon peas or beans, shrimp, and bits of meat. Perloo is cooked in a single pot because that is all enslaved Africans possessed. This take on the West African jollof dish may also include yams.


OKRA SOUP


Gumbo, typically associated with New Orleans, is a word for okra in many West African languages, and it also finds a home in South Carolina. Bertha’s Kitchen and Hannibal’s Soul Kitchen both offer an authentic okra soup. These down-home restaurants are considered soul food joints and feature Black family recipes passed through generations. “Most people here will call it okra stew or okra soup because the dish is so associated with New Orleans,” says Tracey Richardson of Lillie’s of Charleston.
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Hannibal’s Soul Kitchen





SEAFOOD


Be sure to enjoy the South Carolina Low Country deliciousness of creamy she-crab soup, made with the orange roe of the crab, and shrimp and grits. Due to the seasonal nature of harvesting the caviar of a female crab, she-crab soup is traditionally served in upscale restaurants: “It’s a delicacy,” Richardson says.


And oh, do they know how to fry some crispy battered whiting fish in Charleston. Says Richardson: “Whiting’s like the top fish here. Some Black people who go to restaurants, if they don’t see whiting on the menu, they won’t eat fish.”


FROGMORE STEW


Named for a community on St. Helena Island, this meal is made of crab, shrimp, sausage, corn, miniature red potatoes, and seasonings that have an Old Bay-style flavor. Charlestonians like to mix their own spices, and may add some onions and a bay leaf for good measure. The “stew” is boiled in gallons of water in a big pot, cooled, and then eaten on a picnic table covered with paper. “You dump it out, pick up the pieces, and eat it with your fingers. That’s it,” Richardson says.






UPPER KING AND VICINITY



Gullah and Low Country


HANNIBAL’S SOUL KITCHEN


16 Blake St.; 843/722-2256; www.hannibalkitchen.com; Mon.-Sat. 7am-9pm; $6-11


Hannibal’s is sure to come up when asking around for the best soul food in Charleston. You’ll find coastal favorites like Charleston shrimp and grits, grilled or fried whiting filet, okra soup, Hannibal’s crab rice, lima beans, smoked turkey . . . the list goes on and on. The restaurant, named for family patriarch Robert Lawrence Huger—whose nickname was Hannibal—is a fixture at community events and causes. The restaurant is right around the corner from the renovated Cigar Factory. The décor has a rustic neighborhood feel.


Barbecue


RODNEY SCOTT’S WHOLE HOG BBQ


1011 King St.; 843/990-9535; www.rodneyscottsbbq.com [URL inactive]; Mon.-Sun. 11am-9pm; $11-28


The thick paper towels found on each table are a clue to the barbecue goodness found at Rodney Scott’s Whole Hog BBQ. Pitmaster Scott has been smoking whole hogs since age 11, starting as a boy in Hemingway, South Carolina. His family ran a roadside convenience store that served smoked pork and drew patrons from near and far. Here, you’ll find pit-smoked turkey and chicken, spareribs, and fried catfish. Salads skew to the hearty side: Violet’s Garden Salad, for example, features mixed greens, pork rinds, bacon, tomato, cucumber, and red onion. Sides include baked beans, hush puppies, greens, potato salad, and more. Rodney Scott’s Whole Hog BBQ staff are welcoming and friendly—the food tastes good, and the people here will make you feel good.
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