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St. Philip’s Episcopal Church in Charleston
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an ornate gate at Brookgreen Gardens in the Lower Grand Strand
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Charleston’s skyline at dusk.





Even by Southern standards, South Carolina is bathed in a certain mystique. The Spanish moss hangs low, people catch their own seafood for dinner, and the creeks are like highways in the marsh.


Few states provide such a wealth of experience in such a small package. You can traverse its entire width in half a day, going from a beautiful white-sand beach to a stunning mountain overlook. Along the way you’ll experience a sampler of Southern culture encompassing the genteel remnants of the Lowcountry plantations, echoes of the old shag scene on the Grand Strand, and the very edge of Appalachia in the fast-growing Upstate region.


The common thread linking these disparate strands together is the people. Once here, you’ll immediately tune in to a particularly South Carolinian vibe that’s easygoing yet flamboyant, laid-back yet cocksure. This unique twist on proverbial Southern hospitality—a sort of assertive niceness—is a product of the extraordinary resilience of South Carolinians, who have proudly maintained their identity despite centuries of war, strife, and natural disaster.
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the Pineapple Fountain in Charleston
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Caesars Head State Park
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the Angel Oak on Johns Island





While history buffs flock to the region for its seemingly endless supply of colonial and Civil War sites, easily its most underrated attribute is the beauty of its environment and the scope of its outdoor recreation. You’ll find the oldest cypress stands in the world, a wealth of mountain waterfalls, and some of the best fishing, kayaking, and white-water rafting in the country.


As for its essence, South Carolina has long been something of a paradox. Notorious as the cradle of secession during the Civil War, the state is today home to some of the nation’s most patriotic citizens. Often caricatured as hopelessly retro, South Carolina’s larger cities have quietly become magnets for high-tech jobs and foreign investment.


While the rest of the world tries to figure out what makes them tick, South Carolinians do what they’ve always done: make their way in the world, often too stubbornly, practicing their take on Southern hospitality and having as much fun as they can along the way.
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Myrtle Beach







[image: image]

the lobby of the South Carolina State House in Columbia.
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azaleas and an oak tree in Charleston









5 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Historic Charleston: Enjoy this historic city’s well-preserved sights with a walking tour of its charming, winding streets (click here).
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2 Myrtle Beach: This family-friendly getaway is designed for maximum convenience and enjoyment, with enough kitsch factor to keep things interesting. Oh, and the beaches are the best (click here)!
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3 Golf Galore: Tee up a links-centric vacation at top-ranked, public courses, especially around Charleston, Myrtle Beach, and Hilton Head Island (click here).
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4 Southern BBQ: No trip to South Carolina is complete without partaking of the pork goodness (click here)!
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5 African American Heritage: This region has shaped the history of African Americans since before the nation’s inception (click here).






The Best of South Carolina



Lowcountry Romance


Spanish moss, balmy beaches, good food—the Palmetto State is a great place for a romantic getaway. This trip centers on Charleston and the Lowcountry.


DAY 1


Spend your first morning walking or biking around peaceful downtown Beaufort. In the afternoon, take a short drive to Hunting Island State Park and walk on the windswept beach. Then enjoy a tasty dinner at Saltus River Grill on the scenic waterfront. Spend the night at one of Beaufort’s many classic B&Bs, such as the Beaufort Inn or the Rhett House Inn.


DAY 2


Drive to Old Town Bluffton, walk down to the beautiful May River, and browse the many local art galleries around Calhoun Street. Visit the relaxing Pinckney Island National Wildlife Refuge before going into Hilton Head proper. Walk on the beach and enjoy live music and a great meal at The Jazz Corner. Head up to Charleston and check into a romantic room at The Vendue or the Andrew Pinckney Inn.


DAY 3


Start your day in Charleston in its bustling heart, Marion Square. Maybe do a little shopping on King Street and at Old City Market afterward. Take a sunset stroll around the Battery and admire Rainbow Row before diving right into a great meal at one of the city’s fine restaurants—maybe the Peninsula Grill.
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Charleston’s Old City Market







Fresh Catch


South Carolina—especially the coastal region—is a paradise for seafood lovers. The state offers a wide range of epicurean pleasures, from the self-conscious high cuisine of Charleston’s hot young chefs to rustic roadside seafood shacks. Here are some highlights you shouldn’t miss.


SHRIMP AND GRITS


The most iconic South Carolina seafood dish combines surf (delectable shrimp) with turf (stoneground hominy) in a stunning yet deeply comforting taste combination. Enjoy this classic entrée in its most mouthwatering form at Poogan’s Porch (click here) and Slightly North of Broad (click here) in Charleston.


LOWCOUNTRY BOIL


Also called Frogmore stew after the township on St. Helena Island where it originated, this deceptively simple dish, commonly found in family-style neighborhood restaurants, offers all the basic nutrients you need boiled together in one big pot: shrimp, sausage, potatoes, and corn on the cob, all with a spicy kick. Try it at Marshside Mama’s (click here) on Daufuskie Island.


FRIED CATFISH


The lowly cat is a renowned freshwater fish in South Carolina, and fried up right it’s a treat. This is what to order when you’re inland and need a fresh-seafood fix. Try it at Yesterday’s (click here) in Columbia.


MAY RIVER OYSTERS


While most of the great South Carolina stocks are long gone, the well-preserved May River at Bluffton still provides some of the best-quality oysters in the world. Buy them fresh at the Bluffton Oyster Company (click here), which brings them in right off the boat during the season (Sept.-Apr.).


HAUTE CUISINE


Not everything is rustic in South Carolina. Fine dining spots, such as McCrady’s (click here) in Charleston or Charlie’s L'Etoile Verte (click here) in Hilton Head, serve seafood prepared with panache in a spirit of diverse experimentation.






DAY 4



Today you put your historian’s hat on and visit one of Charleston’s great house museums, such as the Aiken-Rhett House or the Edmondston-Alston House. Have a hearty Southern-style lunch, then take an afternoon trip to Fort Sumter. After another fantastic Charleston dinner at Husk, take a stroll or carriage ride through the French Quarter to close the evening.


DAY 5


Have a cozy brunch at Poogan’s Porch downtown. Then make the 20-minute drive over the Ashley River to gorgeous Middleton Place, where you’ll tour the gardens. Then stop at adjacent Drayton Hall and see one of the oldest and best-preserved plantation homes in the nation. Return to downtown Charleston for a late afternoon carriage ride through the French Quarter before dining at romantic McCrady’s.


Family Fun on the Grand Strand


This long weekend gives you a taste of life in Myrtle Beach and the rest of the Grand Strand. The area is small enough to stay in one place for both nights, but so popular that travel along the 60-mile-long Strand can be slow. Be sure to leave enough time to get from place to place.


DAY 1


Begin the day at historic Hampton Plantation before taking a guided kayak tour around Winyah Bay or Hobcaw Barony. Have an early dinner on the waterfront in nearby Georgetown, then drive up to Myrtle Beach for the night. If you want to stay away from the resorts, camp at Huntington Beach State Park.


DAY 2


In the morning explore Brookgreen Gardens, one of the most unique sights in the Grand Strand. Spend the afternoon in Myrtle Beach: Shop at Broadway at the Beach. After dinner go for a fun, cheesy round of miniature golf under the stars. Or perhaps take in a show at the Carolina Opry, or learn to dance the shag at old Ocean Drive Beach.




Golf Galore


With great weather, beautiful land, and an abundance of retirees, South Carolina offers some of the best golf courses in the world. While a handful of courses are more exclusive, many of the best are public and even have reasonable prices.


MYRTLE BEACH AND VICINITY


• Barefoot Resort and Golf Club, Fazio Course (click here): Strangely not as popular as the affiliated Love course, but many say it’s way better.


• Caledonia Golf and Fish Club and True Blue Golf Club (click here): These sister courses compete for the fierce affections of serious golfers; it’s sublime.


• Myrtle Beach National (click here): With its South Carolina-shaped sand trap at hole 3, the National is one of the state’s legendary courses, not to mention a heck of a deal.


• Waccamaw Golf Trail (click here): Down the road from Myrtle Beach and near Pawleys Island, this area features some of the best courses in the state, including that of the famous Litchfield Resort.


HILTON HEAD ISLAND AND THE LOWCOUNTRY


• Harbour Town Golf Links (click here): The host course of the RBC Heritage features a final three holes that are among the most challenging in the sport.


• Palmetto Dunes, Arthur Hills Course (click here): Put away the drivers at this finesse course artfully situated in a residential area.


• Legends at Parris Island (click here): Always considered one of the best military courses, a recent redesign of the 1957 original has been getting rave reviews.


CHARLESTON AND VICINITY


• Kiawah Island Golf Resort, Ocean Course (click here): This Pete Dye design is considered the most wind-affected course outside the British Isles and possibly the most difficult resort course in the United States.
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Kiawah Island Golf Resort





• Wild Dunes Links Course (click here): This windy, winding beauty is the Holy City’s most challenging course.





DAY 3


Spend the morning on the beach. After lunch visit one of the Ripley’s attractions or take in a concert at the House of Blues in Barefoot Landing.


Southern Living in the Midlands


Sandwiched between the coast and the mountains, the Midlands are easily overlooked, but not for lack of attractions. This central section of the state is large and spread out. To fully experience the breadth of the area, bunk one night in Columbia and the next in Camden.


DAY 1


Devote a full day to touring South Carolina’s capital, Columbia. Downtown sights include the South Carolina State Museum, the South Carolina State House, and the University of South Carolina. In addition, don’t miss the Riverbanks Zoo and Garden. Have dinner in the trendy Vista area and finish with a nightcap in boisterous Five Points. Spend the night at the venerable Inn at USC.


DAY 2


Get up bright and early and drive out of town to Congaree National Park to walk along its primordial cypress swamp and old-growth forest. If you have time, go down to Orangeburg to see the Edisto Memorial Gardens. Head east and end the day in Camden. Explore the picturesque historic district with its many antiques shops.


DAY 3


Drive up U.S. 1 to Cheraw to see its charming historic district and visit the nearby Dizzy Gillespie home site and park. Scoot over to Darlington and check out Darlington Raceway, the grandfather of all stock car tracks. Spend the rest of the afternoon near Florence at Woods Bay State Natural Area, enjoying the well-preserved Carolina Bay.


High Times in Horse Country


You don’t have to own a horse to enjoy a weekend in Aiken. If you’re here in spring, you can aim to see a polo match on Sunday.


DAY 1


Explore Aiken’s historic Winter Colony district and racetracks. After lunch, check out the Carolina Bay Nature Preserve. Stay in Aiken at the classy Willcox or the old Hotel Aiken.


DAY 2


Get up bright and early to explore Aiken’s Hitchcock Woods on a long, relaxing hike. If you’re here in the fall and it’s a Saturday, you might even catch a fox hunt. Or, if you’re here in the spring and it’s a Sunday, grab lunch after your hike and aim to catch a polo match at Whitney Field.


In the Shadow of the Blue Ridge


This weekend trip highlights the best of the Upstate, from the beautiful natural setting to city life and early American history. Spend one night in the shadow of the Blue Ridge Mountains and another in cosmopolitan Greenville.


DAY 1


Begin at the South Carolina Botanical Garden in Clemson before heading over to little Pendleton and enjoying lunch on the Village Green. Head up to Walhalla in the afternoon and check out the unique Stumphouse Tunnel and Issaqueena Falls. Stay in a B&B or camp at Oconee State Park.


DAY 2


Spend the day in Greenville: enjoy Falls Park on the Reedy; do some shopping on restored Main Street; and maybe check out artworks by the great masters at the Bob Jones University Museum and Gallery. In the evening, take in a minor-league baseball game at Fluor Field. Splurge for the night at the classy Westin Poinsett downtown.


DAY 3


Drive to Cowpens National Battlefield outside Spartanburg to learn about this pivotal Revolutionary War battle. After a classic greasy-spoon lunch at Spartanburg’s Beacon Drive-In, head over to York County to check out Historic Brattonsville and its excellently restored upcountry homestead site, complete with living-history demonstrations.



Back to Nature



South Carolina packs a lot of habitat into a small area. Here’s where to focus your environmental attention for maximum benefit.


Lowcountry


• Kayak the inlet at Hunting Island State Park, where portions of Forrest Gump were filmed, then enjoy the scenic beach, concluding with a view from the top of the lighthouse.


• Canoe in the ACE Basin, touring the Edisto River—the longest blackwater river in the world—on a guided trip. Head to Charleston and visit the South Carolina Aquarium to learn more about the entire state’s vibrant water-oriented ecosystem.


• North of Charleston, find the Sewee Visitor Center at the Cape Romain National Wildlife Refuge and see their family of rare red wolves. Then stop by Hobcaw Barony and take a guided kayak tour of the excellently preserved marsh.


Midlands


• Visit the well-preserved Carolina Bay at the Woods Bay State Natural Area near Florence, right off I-95. Just outside the state’s capital, Columbia, is the stunning Congaree National Park and its old-growth cypress swamp.


• Enjoy some white-water rafting on the Broad and Saluda Rivers, which run through Columbia. Spend an afternoon at Columbia’s nationally renowned Riverbanks Zoo and Garden.


Upstate


• Head to the Upstate and choose between camping or a cabin at Devil’s Fork State Park, which provides the only public access to beautiful Lake Jocassee at the base of the Blue Ridge Mountains.


• Hike at Table Rock State Park in the Mountain Bridge Natural Wilderness Area or on the Foothills Trail along the Blue Ridge Escarpment.


• Take the Cherokee Foothills Scenic Highway over to the wild and scenic Chattooga River for an equally wild and scenic day of white-water rafting.


African American Heritage


There’s no way to truly and completely understand South Carolina without a close look at its African American background, so integral to the state’s history. Of particular interest is the story of the Gullah people, descendants of slaves whose culture survived in relative isolation on South Carolina’s Sea Islands after the Civil War. This one-week journey takes you to all the key stops.


Day 1


From your base in Beaufort, explore the Gullah community of St. Helena Island, including the Penn Center, where Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. once organized civil rights activists. In the afternoon, pay your respects to African American Civil War hero Robert Smalls at his memorial at the Tabernacle Baptist Church, and see his former home on Prince Street. View the Berners Barnwell Sams House, where Harriet Tubman once worked as a nurse.


Day 2


Get up bright and early for a drive to Hilton Head Island to explore the remnants of African American history here, including the old Fort Mitchel and Mitchelville site where the first freedmen’s community in the country once stood. Take the ferry to Daufuskie Island and spend the balance of the day relaxing and getting in touch with the substantial Gullah culture, including the Mary Field School, where author Pat Conroy once taught.




Civil War Sites


While most Civil War battles took place elsewhere, South Carolina was the cradle of secession and has many sites of great historical importance in the War Between the States, as it’s sometimes called here.


BATTLE REENACTMENTS


• Experience the reenactment of the Battle of Secessionville each November at Boone Hall Plantation in Charleston. While you’re here, visit the restored brick slave cabins, a reminder of what the war left behind.


WAR HOSPITALS AND CEMETERIES


• See St. Helena's Episcopal Church in Beaufort, used as a hospital by Union troops. Nearby is Beaufort National Cemetery, one of the few in the country where both Union and Confederate troops are interred.




[image: image]


Beaufort National Cemetery





REMNANTS OF THE WAR


• Take the ferry out to Fort Sumter, target of Confederate batteries on the eve of war (ironically, none of the shots came from Charleston’s Battery itself, as it was too far away).


• See the newly raised CSS Hunley submarine on the old Navy base in North Charleston, and marvel at the bravery of the men on this suicide mission.


• Visit historic Drayton Hall on the Ashley River, saved from torching by Union troops by a quick-thinking local who erected smallpox warning flags.


MONUMENTS AND MUSEUMS


• In Columbia, tour the South Carolina State House and its numerous monuments to Civil War figures. Note the Yankee cannonball damage on the walls.


• Visit the Confederate Museum on the 2nd floor of Charleston’s City Market to see its collection of military memorabilia.





Day 3


Drive inland a little way to Walterboro, where you can pay your respects at the Tuskegee Airmen Memorial and browse the folk art at the South Carolina Artisans Center. Then head to Charleston to begin a two-day stay. On the way into town, stop at Drayton Hall along the Ashley River, a meticulously conserved plantation home. There’s a program exploring African American life at the plantation as well as a slave cemetery.




Southern BBQ


The importance of barbecue in the South cannot be overstated. It’s a noun down here, something you eat rather than a verb that you do. To the Southerner, barbecue is both delicacy and staple: one of life’s greatest luxuries, but one without which a person cannot be said to be truly living.
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South Carolina holds a rare distinction. It’s the only state in the union that represents all known variants of barbecue sauce: vinegar and pepper, light tomato, heavy tomato, and the Palmetto State’s own contribution, a hot, sweet mustard-based sauce. A culinary legacy of the German settlers who numbered heavily in that interior region, this indigenous mustard sauce is found mostly in the central Midlands portion of the state from Newberry almost to Charleston. The extreme Upstate leans toward the heavier tomato-based sauce, while a sweeter, ketchupy sauce is the trend along the Savannah River. The vinegar-and-pepper concoction—an eastern North Carolina transplant—holds sway everywhere else, especially east of the Wateree River in the Pee Dee region.


As for the meat itself, in all regions there’s no question about what kind you mean when you say barbecue. It’s always pork, period. And connoisseurs agree that if it isn’t cooked whole over an open wood fire, it isn’t authentic barbecue, merely a pale—if still tasty—imitation. Sides are important in South Carolina, especially the item known as hash, made from pork byproducts served over rice. In any genuine barbecue place you’ll also encounter cracklin’s (fried pork skin), whole loaves of white bread, and, of course, sweet iced tea (called simply “sweet tea”).


Aficionados further insist that a real barbecue place is open only on Friday and Saturday (some generously extend the definition to include Thursday), chops its own wood, and proffers its pig not à la carte but in a distinctive “all you care to eat” buffet style, which generally means one huge pass at the buffet line.


Key purveyors of the culinary art form include:


• Fiery Ron’s Home Team BBQ, Charleston (click here)


• Henry’s Smokehouse, Greenville (click here)


• McCabe’s Bar-B-Que, Manning (click here)


• Po Pigs Bo-B-Q, Edisto Island (click here)


• Sweatman’s Bar-b-que, outside of Holly Hill (click here)


• Duke’s Barbecue, Walterboro (click here)






Day 4



Spend the day exploring the well-preserved African American history at the Aiken-Rhett House and visit the Old Slave Mart museum downtown. For a more intensive educational experience, pay a visit to the Avery Research Center for African American History and Culture at the College of Charleston. Randolph Hall and the historic “Cistern” on the campus hosted Barack Obama during a campaign rally in January 2008.


Day 5


Your last day in Charleston will be spent in and around the suburb of Mount Pleasant, visiting several key sites. With a stop along U.S. 17 to buy a sweetgrass basket from a roadside vendor, head to Boone Hall Plantation, which has 10 of the best-restored antebellum slave quarters in the country, with excellent interpretive programming. Just down the road is the Charles Pinckney National Historic Site, commemorating the life of the early abolitionist and coauthor of the U.S. Constitution. End your day with a visit to relaxing Sullivan’s Island and Fort Moultrie. Nearby, you’ll find the “bench by the road,” a monument to the million or so slaves who first arrived in America at Sullivan’s Island, which was inspired by a line from a book by Toni Morrison.
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Charles Pinckney National Historic Site





Day 6


Drive up U.S. 17 to Georgetown, once the main seaport for South Carolina’s rice economy. Visit the Rice Museum to learn about the history and daily life of area plantations.


Day 7


This optional day takes you on a drive inland to the town of Cheraw, birthplace of the jazz great Dizzy Gillespie. Visit his home site, now a delightful park, and view his statue downtown.



Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Charleston


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


Myrtle Beach and the Grand Strand


The 60-mile Grand Strand focuses on the resort activity of Myrtle Beach and the adjacent, faster-growing North Myrtle Beach. Down the strand are the more peaceful areas of Pawleys Island and Murrells Inlet, with historic Georgetown and its scenic plantations anchoring the bottom portion of the long, skinny peninsula.


Hilton Head and the Lowcountry


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


Columbia and the Midlands


The state capital and home of South Carolina’s largest university, Columbia is still a very manageable, fun place. Visit the nationally known Riverbanks Zoo and Garden and the very good South Carolina State Museum, and enjoy the restaurants and nightlife of the Vista and Five Points neighborhoods. The surrounding area, the “real” South Carolina, offers a look at a small-town way of life usually seen in Norman Rockwell paintings. A resurgent polo scene is bringing affluent but accessible Aiken back to its full equestrian glory.
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Greenville and the Upstate



Fast-growing Greenville can teach many other cities a lesson in tasteful, efficient renovation. Shopping is great, and Bob Jones University offers an excellent collection of religious art by old masters. A short drive away are the treats and treasures of South Carolina’s Blue Ridge region—a more user-friendly, less expensive version of the trendy mountain towns over the border in North Carolina.


When to Go


Springtime is when most love affairs with South Carolina begin. Unless you have severe pollen allergies, you should experience this area at its peak of natural beauty during the magical period of mid-March to mid-May. Not surprisingly, lodging is typically at a premium at that time.


My favorite time of year in South Carolina, though, is the middle of November, when the tourist crush subsides. The days are delightful, the nights are crisp but not frigid, and you can also get a room at a good price.


For those interested in South Carolina’s excellent state park system, be aware that there are minimum stays, usually one week, for cabin rentals during March-October. In the off-season, this doesn’t apply.


June-October is hurricane season on the coast, with September in particular the time of highest risk.


By Region


The hardest time to get a room in Charleston is during Spoleto, Memorial Day to mid-June. Hilton Head’s busiest time is during the RBC Heritage Classic Golf Tournament in mid-April.


Unlike in the rest of the state, in Myrtle Beach the absolute hottest months of summer are the big season—the better to enjoy the water. Prices are higher and availability is lower during this time. Golfers, however, will see bigger crowds on the links as the weather cools—though Myrtle Beach’s oversupply of courses means there are usually tee times available and some good deals. About the middle of November, you can find some good prices on lodging in the entire Myrtle Beach area.


Under its metropolitan veneer, Columbia is still a college town. Fall means football, and that means the most competition for lodging, especially when the Gamecocks are playing at home. Summer can get really slow in Columbia—and hot. I advise avoiding it during summer.


Aiken has two big equestrian seasons. Most of March is taken up by the Triple Crown equestrian events, and October is big for tournament polo and steeplechase. Indirectly, April is also very competitive lodging-wise, largely because nearby Augusta, Georgia, hosts the insanely popular Masters golf tournament, with much spillover into Aiken.


The Upstate is great most any time of year. Spring is best weather-wise, and while summers can get quite hot, there’s some real relief at night. Fall foliage can be surprisingly glorious well into December. During Tiger football home games at Clemson University, lodging is more difficult to find in a wide radius around Clemson.
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the view down Broad Street from the Old Exchange





Charleston


HISTORY


HIGHLIGHTS


PLANNING YOUR TIME


ORIENTATION


Sights


TOURS


SOUTH OF BROAD


WATERFRONT


FRENCH QUARTER


NORTH OF BROAD


UPPER KING


HAMPTON PARK


WEST ASHLEY


NORTH CHARLESTON


SUMMERVILLE


MOUNT PLEASANT AND EAST COOPER


FOLLY BEACH AND THE SOUTHWEST ISLANDS


Entertainment and Events


NIGHTLIFE


PERFORMING ARTS


CINEMA


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Shopping


FRENCH QUARTER


NORTH OF BROAD


UPPER KING


WATERFRONT


SOUTH OF BROAD


WEST ASHLEY


NORTH CHARLESTON


MOUNT PLEASANT AND EAST COOPER


Sports and Recreation


ON THE WATER


ON LAND


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Food


WATERFRONT


NORTH OF BROAD


UPPER KING


HAMPTON PARK


WEST ASHLEY


NORTH CHARLESTON


SUMMERVILLE


MOUNT PLEASANT AND EAST COOPER


FOLLY BEACH AND THE SOUTHWEST ISLANDS


Accommodations


SOUTH OF BROAD


WATERFRONT


FRENCH QUARTER


NORTH OF BROAD


UPPER KING


HAMPTON PARK


WEST ASHLEY


SUMMERVILLE


MOUNT PLEASANT AND EAST COOPER


FOLLY BEACH AND THE SOUTHWEST ISLANDS


CAMPING


Transportation and Services


AIR


CAR


BUS


TAXI


PARKING


TOURIST INFORMATION
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Charles Towne Landing.





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


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


In 2015, however, Charleston gained national prominence when a white gunman murdered nine worshippers in the historically black Emanuel AME Church on Calhoun Street downtown. The nation was transfixed not only by the horror of the incident, but also by Charleston’s community response, which was wholly in keeping with its character: hopeful, forgiving, resilient, and compassionate. Charleston’s nickname, the “Holy City,” derives from the skyline’s abundance of church steeples rather than any excess of piety among its citizens, but its response to the Mother Emanuel tragedy seemed to lend a new meaning.


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


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


HISTORY


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




Highlights


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


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


S Rainbow Row: Painted in warm pastels, these old merchant homes near the cobblestoned waterfront take you on a journey to Charleston’s antebellum heyday (click here).
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S South Carolina Aquarium: Experience the state’s surprising breadth of habitat (click here).


S Fort Sumter: Take the ferry to this historic place where the Civil War began, with gorgeous views along the way (click here).


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


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


S Drayton Hall: Don’t miss Charleston’s oldest surviving plantation home and one of the country’s best examples of professional historic preservation (click here).


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


S CSS Hunley: The first submarine to sink a ship in battle is a moving example of bravery and sacrifice (click here).
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Those first colonists set up a small fortification called Charles Towne, named for Charles II, the first monarch of the Restoration. A year later they were joined by settlers from the prosperous but overcrowded British colony of Barbados, who brought a Caribbean sensibility that exists in Charleston to this day.


Finding the first Charles Towne not very fertile and vulnerable to attack from Native Americans and the Spanish, they moved to the peninsula and down to “Oyster Point,” what Charlestonians now call White Point Gardens. Just above Oyster Point they set up a walled town, bounded by modern-day Water Street to the south (then a marshy creek, as the name indicates), Meeting Street to the west, Cumberland Street to the north, and the Cooper River on the east.


Charles Towne came into its own after two nearly concurrent events in the early 1700s: the decisive victory of a combined force of Carolinians and Native American allies against the fierce Yamasee people, and the final eradication of the pirate threat with the deaths of Blackbeard and Stede Bonnet.


Flush with a new spirit of independence, Charles Towne threw off the control of the anemic, disengaged Lords Proprietors, tore down the old defensive walls, and was reborn as an outward-looking, expansive, and increasingly cosmopolitan city that came to be called Charleston. With safety from hostile incursions came the time of the great rice and indigo plantations. Springing up all along the Ashley River soon after the introduction of the crops, they turned the labor and expertise of imported Africans into enormous profit for their owners. However, the planters preferred the pleasures and sea breezes of Charleston, and gradually summer homes became year-round residences.


As the storm clouds of civil war gathered in the early 1800s, the majority of Charleston’s population was of African descent, and the city had long been America’s main importation point for the transatlantic slave trade. The worst fears of white Charlestonians seemed confirmed during the alleged plot by slave leader Denmark Vesey in the early 1820s to start a rebellion. The Lowcountry’s reliance on slave labor put it front and center in the coming national confrontation over abolition, which came to a head with the bombardment of Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor in April 1861.


By war’s end, not only did the city lay in ruins—mostly from a disastrous fire in 1861, as well as from a 545-day Union siege—so did its way of life.


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


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


Charleston’s next great renaissance—still ongoing today—came with the redevelopment of its downtown and the fostering of the tourism industry under the nearly 40-year tenure of Mayor Joe Riley, during which so much of the current visitor-friendly infrastructure became part of daily life here. Today, Charleston is completing the transition away from a military and manufacturing base, and by some measures is the nation’s leader in tech start-ups, even ahead of Silicon Valley.



PLANNING YOUR TIME



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


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


ORIENTATION


Charleston occupies a peninsula bordered by the Ashley River to the west and the Cooper River to the east, which “come together to form the Atlantic Ocean,” according to the haughty phrase once taught to generations of Charleston schoolchildren. Although the lower tip of the peninsula actually points closer to southeast, that direction is regarded locally as due south, and anything toward the top of the peninsula is considered due north.


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


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


Other key terms you’ll hear are “the Crosstown,” the portion of U.S. 17 that goes across the peninsula; “Savannah Highway,” the portion of U.S. 17 that traverses “West Ashley,” which is the suburb across the Ashley River; “East Cooper,” the area across the Cooper River that includes Mount Pleasant, Isle of Palms, and Daniel and Sullivan’s Islands; and “the Neck,” up where the peninsula narrows. These are the terms that locals use, and hence what you’ll see in this guide.


Sights


TOP EXPERIENCE


TOURS


Because of the city’s small, fairly centralized layout, the best way to experience Charleston is on foot—either yours or via hooves of an equine nature. For more tour information in Charleston, visit the Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center (375 Meeting St., 800/774-0006, www.charlestoncvb.com, Mon.-Fri. 8:30am-5pm), where they have entire walls of brochures for all the latest tours and an on-site staff of local tourism experts.


Walking Tours


Since 1996, Ed Grimball’s Walking Tours (Waterfront Park, Concord St., 843/813-4447, www.edgrimballtours.com, $22 adults, $8 children) has run twice-weekly historical tours that take you through the heart of Charleston, courtesy of the knowledgeable and sprightly Ed himself, a native Charlestonian. All of Ed’s walks start from the big Pineapple Fountain in Waterfront Park, and reservations are a must.


Original Charleston Walks (Market St. and State St., 843/408-0010, www.charlestonwalks.com, times and prices vary) has received much national TV exposure. Its two-hour tours leave from the corner of Market and State Streets and cover a full slate, including a popular adults-only pub crawl.


Charleston Strolls (Mills House Hotel, 115 Meeting St., 843/722-8687, www.charlestonstrolls.com, daily 10am and 2pm, $25 adults, $10 children) is another popular tour good for a historical overview and tidbits. The two-hour tours leave twice daily from the Mills House Hotel.


Art lovers should check out the offerings from Charleston Art Tours (53 Broad St., 843/860-3327, www.charlestonarttours.com, $48-55). Sandra and Teri provide a selection of visual art-themed packages, including a French Quarter Tour and a Charleston Renaissance Tour.


Ghost tours are very popular in Charleston. Bulldog Tours (18 Anson St., 843/722-8687, www.bulldogtours.com, $22 adults, $10 children) has exclusive access to the Old City Jail, which features prominently in most of its tours. The most popular tour, the Haunted Jail Tour, leaves daily at 7pm, 8pm, 9pm, and 10pm; meet at the jail at 21 Magazine Street. The Ghosts and Dungeons Tour runs March-November Tuesday-Saturday at 7pm and 9pm and leaves from 18 Anson Street.


Carriage Tours


There’s not a lot of difference in service or price among the carriage companies, and that’s chiefly by design. The city divides the tours into three routes, or “zones.” Which zone your driver explores is determined by lottery at the embarkation point—you don’t get to decide the zone and neither does your driver. Typically, rides take 1-1.5 hours and hover around $25 per adult, about half that per child.


Tours sometimes book up early, so call ahead. The oldest and in my opinion best service in town is Palmetto Carriage Works (40 N. Market St., 843/723-8145, www.palmettocarriage.com), which offers free parking at its “red barn” base near City Market. Another popular tour is Old South Carriage Company (14 Anson St., 843/723-9712, www.oldsouthcarriage.com) with its Confederate-clad drivers. Carolina Polo & Carriage Company (16 Hayne St., 843/577-6767, www.cpcc.com) leaves from several spots, including the Doubletree Hotel and the company’s Hayne Street stables.


Motorized Tours


Adventure Sightseeing (Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center, 375 Meeting St., 843/762-0088, www.adventuresightseeing.com, daily various times, $20 adults, $11 children) offers several comfortable 1.5- to 2-hour rides, including the only motorized tour to the Citadel area, leaving the visitors center at various times throughout the day.


You can make a day of it with Charleston’s Finest Historic Tours (Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center, 375 Meeting St., 843/577-3311, www.historictoursofcharleston.com, daily 10:30am, $21 adults, $10.50 children), which has a basic two-hour city tour each day at 10:30am and offers some much longer tours to outlying plantations. The company offers free downtown pickup from most lodgings.


The old faithful Gray Line of Charleston (Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center, 375 Meeting St., 843/722-4444, www.graylineofcharleston.com, Mar.-Nov. daily 9:30am-3pm, Dec.-Feb daily 9:30am-2pm, $21-34 adults, $12-19 children) offers a 90-minute Historic Charleston Tour. Tours depart from the visitors center every 30 minutes. Hotel pickup is available by reservation. The last tour leaves at 2pm during the off-season.


African American History Tours


Al Miller’s Sites & Insights Tours (Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center, 375 Meeting St., 843/552-9995, www.sitesandinsightstours.com, tour times vary, $13-18) has several packages, including a Black History and Porgy & Bess Tour as well as a good combo city and island tour, all departing from the visitors center.


Alphonso Brown’s Gullah Tours (African American Art Gallery, 43 John St., 843/763-7551, www.gullahtours.com, Mon.-Fri. 11am and 1pm, Sat. 11am, 1pm, and 3pm, $18) features stories told in the Gullah dialect. Tours run Monday-Saturday and leave from the African American Art Gallery, near the visitors center.


SOUTH OF BROAD


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



S The Battery



For many, The Battery (S. Battery St. and Murray Blvd., 843/724-7321, daily 24 hours, free) is the single most iconic Charleston spot, drenched in history and boasting dramatic views. South is the Cooper River, with views of Fort Sumter, Castle Pinckney, and Sullivan’s Island; north is the old carrier Yorktown moored at Mount Pleasant; and landward is the adjoining, peaceful White Point Gardens, the sumptuous mansions of the Battery.
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The Battery





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


Contrary to popular belief, no guns fired from here on Fort Sumter, as they would have been out of range. However, many inoperable cannons, mortars, and piles of shot still reside here, much to the delight of kids. This is where Charlestonians gathered in a giddy, party-like atmosphere to watch the shelling of Fort Sumter in 1861, blissfully ignorant of the horrors to come.


Edmondston-Alston House


The most noteworthy attraction on the Battery is the 1825 Edmondston-Alston House (21 E. Battery St., 843/722-7171, www.middletonplace.org, Sun.-Mon. 1pm-4:30pm, Tues.-Sat. 10am-4:30pm, $12 adults, $8 students), the only Battery home open to the public for tours. This is one of the most unique and well-preserved historic homes in the United States, thanks to the ongoing efforts of the Alston family, who acquired the house from shipping merchant Charles Edmondston after the Panic of 1837 and still lives on the 3rd floor (tours only visit the first two stories).


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



At 79-107 East Bay Street, between Tradd and Elliot Streets, is one of the most photographed sights in the United States: colorful Rainbow Row, nine pastel-colored mansions facing the Cooper River. The bright, historically accurate colors are one of the vestiges of Charleston’s Caribbean heritage, a legacy of the English settlers from the colony of Barbados who were among the city’s first citizens.
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Rainbow Row





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


Besides its grace and beauty, Rainbow Row is of vital importance to American historic preservation. These were the first Charleston homes to be renovated and brought back from early 20th-century seediness. The restoration projects on Rainbow Row directly inspired the creation of the Preservation Society of Charleston, the first such group in the United States.


Nathaniel Russell House


Considered one of Charleston’s grandest homes despite being built by an outsider from Rhode Island, the Nathaniel Russell House (51 Meeting St., 843/724-8481, www.historiccharleston.org, Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. 2pm-5pm, last tour begins 4:30pm, $12 adults, $5 children) is now a National Historic Landmark and one of the country’s best examples of neoclassicism. Built in 1808 by Nathaniel Russell, aka “King of the Yankees,” the home is furnished as accurately as possible to represent not only the lifestyle of the Russell family, but also the 18 African American servants who shared the premises.


When you visit, keep in mind that you’re in the epicenter of not only Charleston’s historic preservation movement but perhaps the nation’s as well. In 1955 the Nathaniel Russell House was the first major project of the Historic Charleston Foundation, which raised $65,000 to purchase it. For an extra $6, you can gain admission to the Aiken-Rhett House farther uptown, also administered by the Historic Charleston Foundation.




Know Your Charleston Houses


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


• Single House: Thus named for its single-room width. With full-length piazzas, or long verandas, on the south side to take advantage of breezes, the single house is perhaps the nation’s first sustainable house design. The house is lengthwise on the lot, with the entrance on the side. This means the “backyard” is actually the side yard. Church Street has great examples, including 90, 92, and 94 Church Street, and the oldest single house in town, the 1730 Robert Brewton House (71 Church St.).


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


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


• Earthquake Bolt: Due to structural damage after the 1886 earthquake, many buildings were retrofitted with one or more wall-to-wall iron rods to keep them stable. The rod was capped at both ends by a “gib plate,” often disguised with a decorative element such as a lion’s head, an S or X shape, or some other design. Notable examples are at 235 Meeting Street, 198 East Bay Street, 407 King Street, and 51 East Battery (a rare star design); 190 East Bay Street is unusual for having both an X and an S plate on the same building.


• Joggling Board: This long (10-15 ft.) flexible plank of cypress, palm, or pine with a handle at each end served various recreational purposes. Babies were bounced to sleep, small children used it as a trampoline, and it was also a method of courtship. A couple would start out at opposite ends and bounce until they met in the middle.


• Carolopolis Award: The Preservation Society of Charleston hands out these badges, to be mounted near the doorway, to local homeowners who have renovated historic properties downtown. On the award is “Carolopolis,” the Latinized name of the city; “Condita AD 1670,” the Latin word for “founding” with the date of Charleston’s inception; and the date the award was given.


• Ironwork: Wrought iron was a widely used ornament before the mid-1800s. Charleston’s best-known blacksmith, Philip Simmons, worked in wrought iron. His masterpieces are visible most notably at the Philip Simmons Garden (91 Anson St.), a gate for the visitors center (375 Meeting St.), and the Philip Simmons Children’s Garden at Josiah Smith Tennent House (Blake St. and E. Bay St.). Chevaux-de-frise are iron bars on top of a wall that project menacing spikes. They became popular after the Denmark Vesey slave revolt conspiracy of 1822. The best example is at the Miles Brewton House (27 King St.).





Calhoun Mansion


The single largest of Charleston’s surviving grand homes, the 1876 Calhoun Mansion (16 Meeting St., 843/722-8205, www.calhounmansion.net, tours daily 11am-5pm, $16) boasts 35 opulent rooms (with 23 fireplaces!) in a striking Italianate design taking up a whopping 24,000 square feet. The grounds feature some charming garden spaces. A 90-minute “grand tour” is available for $75 per person; call for an appointment. Though the interiors at this privately run house are packed with antiques and furnishings, not all of them are accurate for the period.


Heyward-Washington House


The Heyward-Washington House (87 Church St., 843/722-0354, www.charlestonmuseum.org, Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm, $12 adults, $5 children, combo tickets to Charleston Museum and Manigault House available) takes the regional practice of naming a historic home for the two most significant names in its pedigree to its logical extreme. Built in 1772 by the father of Declaration of Independence signer Thomas Heyward Jr., the house also hosted George Washington during the president’s visit to Charleston in 1791. It’s now owned and operated by the Charleston Museum. The main attraction at the Heyward-Washington House is its masterful woodwork, exemplified by the cabinetry of legendary Charleston carpenter Thomas Elfe.


Cabbage Row


You’ll recognize the addresses that make up Cabbage Row (89-91 Church St.) as “Catfish Row” from Gershwin’s opera Porgy and Bess (based on the book Porgy by the Charleston author DuBose Heyward, who lived at 76 Church St.). Today this complex—which once housed 10 families—is certainly upgraded from years past, but the row still has the humble appeal of the tenement housing it once was, primarily for freed African American slaves after the Civil War. The house nearby at 94 Church Street was where John C. Calhoun and others drew up the infamous Nullification Acts that eventually led to the South’s secession.


St. Michael’s Episcopal Church


The oldest church in South Carolina, St. Michael’s Episcopal Church (71 Broad St., 843/723-0603, services Sun. 8am and 10:30am) is actually the second sanctuary built on this spot, the first being St. Philip’s, which was rebuilt on Church Street. As a response to the overflowing congregation at the new St. Philip’s, St. Michael’s was built from 1752 to 1761, in the style of Christopher Wren. Other than a small addition on the southeast corner in 1883, the St. Michael’s you see today is unchanged, including the massive pulpit, outsized in the style of the time.


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


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


Four Corners of Law


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


WATERFRONT


The Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon


The Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon (122 E. Bay St., 843/727-2165, www.oldexchange.com, daily 9am-5pm, $10 adults, $5 children and students) is brimming with history. The last building erected by the British before the American Revolution, it’s also one of the three most historically significant colonial buildings in the United States, along with Philadelphia’s Independence Hall and Boston’s Faneuil Hall.




The Great Charleston Earthquake


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


The earthquake of 1886 was signaled by foreshocks earlier that week, but Charlestonians remained unconcerned. Then, that Tuesday at 9:50pm, came the big one. With an epicenter somewhere near the Middleton Place Plantation, the Charleston earthquake is estimated to have measured about 7 on the Richter scale. Tremors were felt across half the country, with the ground shaking in Chicago and a church damaged in Indianapolis. A dam 120 miles away in Aiken gave way, washing a train off the tracks. Cracks opened up parallel to the Ashley River, with part of the riverbank falling into the water. Thousands of chimneys all over the state fell or were rendered useless. The quake brought a series of “sand blows,” a phenomenon where craters open and spew sand and water into the air. In Charleston’s case, some of the craters were 20 feet wide, shooting debris another 20 feet into the air. The whole event lasted less than a minute.


In crowded Charleston, the damage was horrific: over 2,000 buildings destroyed, a quarter of the city’s value gone, 27 killed immediately and almost 100 more to die from injuries and disease. Because of the large numbers of newly homeless, tent cities sprang up in every available park and green space. The American Red Cross’s first field mission soon brought some relief, but the scarcity of food and especially fresh water made life difficult.


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


The seismic activity of Charleston’s earthquake was so intense that more than 300 aftershocks occurred in the 35 years after the event. Geologists think that most seismic events measured in the region today are probably also aftershocks.





This is actually the former Royal Exchange and Custom House, the cellar of which served as a British prison. The complex was built in 1771 over a portion of the original 1698 seawall, some of which you can see today during the short but fascinating tour of the “dungeon” (actually built as a warehouse). Three of Charleston’s four signers of the Declaration of Independence did time downstairs for sedition against the crown. Later, happier times were experienced in the ballroom upstairs, as it was here that the state selected its delegates to the Continental Congress and ratified the U.S. Constitution; it’s also where George Washington took a spin on the dance floor during his raucous “Farewell Tour” in 1791.


While the highlight for most is the basement dungeon, or provost, where the infamous “gentleman pirate” Stede Bonnet was imprisoned in 1718 before being hanged, visitors shouldn’t miss the sunny upstairs ballroom and its selection of Washington-oriented history.


Waterfront Park


Dubbing it “this generation’s gift to the future,” Mayor Joe Riley made this eight-acre project another part of his downtown renovation. Situated on Concord Street roughly between Exchange Street and Vendue Range, Waterfront Park (Concord St., 843/724-7327, daily dawn-dusk, free) was, like many waterfront locales in Charleston, built on what used to be marsh and water. This particularly massive chunk of “made land” juts about a football field’s length farther out than the old waterline. Children will enjoy the large “Vendue” wading fountain at the park’s entrance off Vendue Range, while a bit farther south is the large and quite artful Pineapple Fountain with its surrounding wading pool. Contemporary art lovers of all ages will appreciate the nearby Waterfront Park City Gallery (34 Prioleau St., www.citygalleryatwaterfrontpark.com, Tues.-Fri. 10am-6pm, Sat.-Sun. noon-5pm, free).



S South Carolina Aquarium



The South Carolina Aquarium (100 Aquarium Wharf, 843/720-1990, www.scaquarium.org, Mar.-Aug. daily 9am-5pm, Sept.-Feb. daily 9am-4pm, $29.95 adults, $22.95 children, 4-D film extra, combo tickets with Fort Sumter tour available) is a great place for the whole family to have some fun while getting educated about the rich aquatic life off the coast and throughout this small but ecologically diverse state.


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


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



S Fort Sumter National Monument



This is the place that brought about the beginning of the Civil War, a Troy for modern times. Though many historians insist the war would have happened regardless of President Lincoln’s decision to keep Fort Sumter (843/883-3123, www.nps.gov/fosu, hours seasonal, free) in federal hands, the stated casus belli was Major Robert Anderson’s refusal to surrender the fort when requested to do so in the early-morning hours of April 12, 1861. A few hours later came the first shot of the war, fired from Fort Johnson by Confederate captain George James. That 10-inch mortar shell, a signal for the general bombardment to begin, exploded above Fort Sumter. The first return shot from Fort Sumter was fired by none other than Captain Abner Doubleday, the man once credited as the father of baseball. Today the battered but still-standing Fort Sumter remains astride the entrance to Charleston Harbor on an artificial 70,000-ton sandbar, being part of the Third System of fortifications ordered after the War of 1812.
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Fort Sumter National Monument







Mayor Joe’s Legacy


Few cities anywhere have been as greatly influenced by one mayor as Charleston has by Joseph P. “Joe” Riley, who finally declined to run for reelection in 2015 after his 10th four-year term. “Mayor Joe,” or just “Joe,” as he’s usually called, is not only responsible for the majority of redevelopment in the city; he also set the bar for its award-winning tourism industry.
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the entrance to Joseph P. Riley Jr. Park





Riley won his first mayoral race at the age of 32, the second Irish American mayor of the city. The lawyer, Citadel grad, and former member of the state legislature had a clear vision for his administration: to bring unprecedented numbers of women and minorities into city government, rejuvenate then-seedy King Street, and enlarge the city’s tax base by annexing surrounding areas (during Riley’s tenure the city grew from 16.7 square miles to over 100).


Here’s only a partial list of the major projects and events Mayor Joe has made happen in Charleston:


• Charleston Maritime Center


• Charleston Place


• Children’s Museum of the Lowcountry


• Hampton Park rehabilitation


• King Street-Market Street retail district


• Joseph P. Riley Jr. Park (named after the mayor at the insistence of city council)


• MOJA Arts Festival


• Piccolo Spoleto


• South Carolina Aquarium


• Spoleto USA


• Waterfront Park


• West Ashley Bikeway & Greenway





You can only visit by boats run by the approved concessionaire Fort Sumter Tours (843/881-7337, www.fortsumtertours.com, $18 adults, $11 ages 6-11, $16 seniors). Once at the fort, there’s no charge for admission. Ferries leave from Liberty Square at Aquarium Wharf on the peninsula three times a day during the high season (Apr.-Oct.); call or check the website for times. Make sure to arrive about 30 minutes before the ferry departs. You can also get to Fort Sumter by ferry from Patriots Point at Mount Pleasant through the same concessionaire.


Budget at least 2.5 hours for the whole trip, including an hour at Fort Sumter. At Liberty Square on the peninsula is the Fort Sumter Visitor Education Center (340 Concord St., www.nps.gov/fosu, daily 8:30am-5pm, free), so you can learn more about where you’re about to go. Once at the fort, you can be enlightened by the regular ranger talks on the fort’s history and construction (generally at 11am and 2:30pm), take in the interpretive exhibits throughout the site, and enjoy the view of the spires of the Holy City from afar.


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


FRENCH QUARTER



S St. Philip’s Episcopal Church



With a pedigree dating back to the colony’s fledgling years, St. Philip’s Episcopal Church (142 Church St., 843/722-7734, www.stphilipschurchsc.org, sanctuary Mon.-Fri. 10am-noon and 2pm-4pm, services Sun. 8:15am) is the oldest Anglican congregation south of Virginia. The first St. Philip’s was built in 1680 at the corner of Meeting Street and Broad Street, the present site of St. Michael’s Episcopal Church. It was badly damaged by a hurricane in 1710, so the city fathers approved the building of a new sanctuary dedicated to the saint on Church Street. Alas, the second St. Philip’s burned to the ground in 1835. Construction immediately began on a replacement, and it’s that building you see today. Heavily damaged by Hurricane Hugo in 1989, a $4.5 million renovation kept the church usable.


South Carolina’s great statesman John C. Calhoun—who ironically despised Charlestonians for what he saw as their loose morals—was originally buried across Church Street in the former “stranger’s churchyard,” or West Cemetery, after his death in 1850. (Charles Pinckney and Edward Rutledge are two other notable South Carolinians buried here.) But near the end of the Civil War, Calhoun’s body was moved to an unmarked grave closer to the sanctuary in an attempt to hide its location from Union troops.


Circular Congregational Church


The historic Circular Congregational Church (150 Meeting St., 843/577-6400, www.circularchurch.org, services fall-spring Sun. 11am, summer Sun. 10:15am, tours Mon.-Fri. 10:30am) has one of the most interesting pedigrees of any house of worship in Charleston. Services were originally held on the site of the “White Meeting House,” for which Meeting Street is named; they were moved here beginning in 1681 and catered to a polyglot mix of Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and Huguenots. For that reason it was often called the Church of Dissenters (“dissenter” being the common term at the time for anyone not an Anglican). As with many structures in town, the 1886 earthquake necessitated a rebuild, and the current edifice dates from 1891.


French Huguenot Church


One of the oldest congregations in town, the French Huguenot Church (44 Queen St., 843/722-4385, www.frenchhuguenotchurch.org, liturgy Sun. 10:30am) also has the distinction of being the only remaining independent Huguenot church in the country. Founded around 1681 by French Calvinists, the church had about 450 congregants by 1700. The original sanctuary was built in 1687, but was deliberately destroyed as a firebreak during the great conflagration of 1796. The church was replaced in 1800, but that building was in turn demolished in favor of the picturesque, stucco-coated Gothic Revival sanctuary you see today, which was completed in 1845. Sunday services are conducted in English now, but a single annual service in French is still celebrated in April.


Dock Street Theatre


Any thespian or lover of the stage must pay homage to the first theater built in North America, the Dock Street Theatre (135 Church St., 843/720-3968, www.charlestonstage.com, box office Mon.-Fri. 1pm-5pm, tickets $63-67). The original 1736 Dock Street Theatre burned down, but a second theater opened on the same site in 1754. That building was in turn demolished for a grander edifice in 1773, which, you guessed it, also burned down. The current building dates from 1809, when the Planter’s Hotel was built near the site of the original Dock Street Theatre. To mark the theater’s centennial, the hotel added a stage facility in 1835, and it’s that building you see now. In addition to a very active and well-regarded annual season from the resident Charleston Stage Company, the 464-seat venue has hosted umpteen events of the Spoleto Festival over the past three decades and continues to do so.




[image: image]


the restored Dock Street Theatre





Old Powder Magazine


The Old Powder Magazine (79 Cumberland St., 843/722-9350, www.powdermag.org, Mon.-Sat. 10am-4pm, Sun. 1pm-4pm, $5 adults, $2 children) may be small, but the building is quite historically significant. The 1713 edifice is the oldest public building in South Carolina and the only one remaining from the days of the Lords Proprietors. As the name indicates, this was where the city’s gunpowder was stored during the Revolution. The magazine is designed to implode rather than explode in the event of a direct hit. This is another labor of love of the Historic Charleston Foundation, which has leased the building from The Colonial Dames since 1993. It was opened to the public as an attraction in 1997. Next door is the privately owned, circa-1709 Trott’s Cottage, the first brick dwelling in Charleston.




French Huguenots


A visitor can’t spend a few hours in Charleston without coming across many French-sounding names. Some are common surnames, such as Ravenel, Manigault (MAN-i-go), Gaillard, Laurens, or Huger (huge-EE). Some are street or place names, such as Mazyck or Legare (Le-GREE). The Gallic influence in Charleston was of the Calvinist Protestant variety. Known as Huguenots, these French immigrants—refugees from an increasingly intolerant Catholic regime in France—were numerous enough in the settlement by the 1690s that they were granted full citizenship and property rights if they swore allegiance to the British crown.
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the French Huguenot Church





Unlike other colonies, Carolina never put much of a premium on religious conformity, a trait that exists to this day despite the area’s overall conservatism. And unlike many who fled European monarchies to come to the New World, the French Huguenots were far from poverty-stricken. Most arrived already well educated and skilled in one or more useful trades. In Charleston’s early days, they were mostly farmers or tar burners (makers of tar and pitch for maritime use). Their pragmatism and work ethic would lead them to higher positions in local society, such as lawyers, judges, and politicians. One of the wealthiest Charlestonians, the merchant Gabriel Manigault, was by some accounts the richest person in the American colonies during the early 1700s. South Carolina’s most famous French Huguenot was Francis Marion, the “Swamp Fox” of Revolutionary War fame. Born on the Santee River, Marion grew up in Georgetown and is now interred near Moncks Corner.


The library of the Huguenot Society of Carolina (138 Logan St., 843/723-3235, www.huguenotsociety.org, Mon.-Fri. 9am-2pm) is a great research tool for anyone interested in French Protestant history and genealogy.


To this day, the spiritual home of Charleston’s Huguenots is the same as always: the French Huguenot Church on Church Street, one of the earliest congregations in the city. The church still holds a liturgy in French every April.






Old Slave Mart Museum



Slave auctions became big business in the South after 1808, when the United States banned the importation of slaves, thus increasing both price and demand. The auctions generally took place in public buildings where everyone could watch the wrenching spectacle. In the 1850s, public auctions in Charleston were put to a stop when city leaders discovered that visitors from European nations—all of which had banned slavery years before—were horrified at the practice. The slave trade was moved indoors to “marts” near the waterfront, where sales could be conducted out of the public eye. The last remaining such structure is the Old Slave Mart Museum (6 Chalmers St., 843/958-6467, www.charleston-sc.gov, Mon.-Sat. 9am-5pm, $7 adults, $5 children, free under age 6). Built in 1859, its last auction was held in November 1863. There are two main areas: the orientation area, where visitors learn about the transatlantic slave trade and the architectural history of the building itself, and the main exhibit area, where visitors can see documents, tools, and displays re-creating what happened inside during this sordid chapter in local history and celebrating the resilience of the area’s African American population.


NORTH OF BROAD


Confederate Museum


Located on the 2nd floor of City Market’s iconic main building, Market Hall on Meeting Street, the small Confederate Museum (188 Meeting St., 843/723-1541, Tues.-Sat. 11am-3:30pm, $5 adults, $3 children, cash only) hosts an interesting collection of Civil War memorabilia, with an emphasis on the military side, and is the local headquarters of the United Daughters of the Confederacy. Perhaps its best contribution, however, is its research library.


Gibbes Museum of Art


The Gibbes Museum of Art (135 Meeting St., 843/722-2706, www.gibbesmuseum.org, Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. 1pm-5pm, $9 adults, $7 students, $5 ages 6-12) is one of those rare Southern museums that manages a good blend of the modern and the traditional, the local and the international. Their permanent collection spans a wide range of Southern art from the colonial era on, and they arguably have the most distinctive collection of portrait miniatures in the nation. Begun in 1905 as the Gibbes Art Gallery—the final wish of James Shoolbred Gibbes, who willed $100,000 for its construction—the complex has grown through the years in size and influence. The Gibbes Art School in the early 20th century formed a close association with the Woodstock School in New York, bringing important ties and prestige to the fledgling institution. Georgia O’Keeffe brought an exhibit here in 1955.


Kahal Kadosh Beth Elohim Reform Temple


The birthplace of Reform Judaism in the United States and the oldest continuously active synagogue in the nation is Kahal Kadosh Beth Elohim Reform Temple (90 Hasell St., 843/723-1090, www.kkbe.org, services Sat. 11am, tours Mon.-Fri. 10am-noon, Sun. 10am-4pm). The congregation—Kahal Kadosh means “holy community” in Hebrew—was founded in 1749, with the current temple dating from 1840 and built in the Greek Revival style. The temple’s Reform roots came about indirectly because of the great fire of 1838. In rebuilding, some congregants wanted to bring an organ into the temple, and the Orthodox contingent lost the debate. So the new building became the first home of Reform Judaism in the country, a fitting testament to Charleston’s long-standing ecumenical spirit of religious tolerance and inclusiveness.




The New Charleston Green


Most people know “Charleston green” as a unique local color, the result of adding a few drops of yellow to post-Civil War surplus black paint. But these days the phrase also refers to environmentally friendly development in Charleston.


The most obvious example is the ambitious Navy Yard redevelopment, which seeks to repurpose the closed-down facility. From its inception in 1902 at the command of President Theodore Roosevelt through the end of the Cold War, the Charleston Navy Yard was one of the city’s biggest employers. Though the yard was closed in 1995, a 340-acre section now hosts an intriguing mix of green-friendly design firms, small nonprofits, and commercial maritime companies. Clemson University—with the help of a massive federal grant, the largest in the school’s history—will oversee one of the world’s largest wind turbine research facilities, centered on Building 69.


Also in North Charleston, local retail chain Half Moon Outfitters has a green-friendly warehouse facility in an old grocery store. The first LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) Platinum-certified building in South Carolina, the warehouse features solar panels, rainwater reservoirs, and locally harvested or salvaged interiors. There’s also the LEED-certified North Charleston Elementary School as well as North Charleston’s adoption of a “dark skies” ordinance to cut down on light pollution. On the peninsula, the historic meetinghouse of the Circular Congregational Church has a green addition with geothermal heating and cooling, rainwater cisterns, and Charleston’s first vegetative roof.


For many Charlestonians, the green movement manifests in simpler things: the pedestrian and bike lanes on the Ravenel Bridge, the thriving city recycling program, and the Sustainable Seafood Initiative, a partnership of local restaurants, universities, and conservation groups that brings the freshest, most environmentally responsible dishes to your table when you dine out in Charleston.


This forward-thinking mode doesn’t just mean enhanced quality of life for Charleston residents. It also pays off in attracting tech businesses and other cutting-edge employers, and the well-educated millennial knowledge workers who founded and staff them.


Charleston’s tech economy is among the fastest growing in the nation, 26 percent faster than the national average, faster even than Austin, Texas, and Raleigh/Durham, North Carolina. Nearly 100 firms are part of the public/private Charleston Digital Corridor (www.charlestondigitalcorridor.com). The growth has garnered so much attention that some are using the nickname “Silicon Harbor” for the Charleston region.
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