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Surprisingly cosmopolitan for a Deep South city, Savannah’s quirky hedonism permeates any visit. The brainchild of General James Oglethorpe, the city’s layout is studied even today as a masterpiece of urban design. Rarely has a city owed so much to the vision of one person as Savannah owes to Oglethorpe.

Today, Savannah is also known for being able to show you a rowdy good time, and not only during its massive, world-famous St. Patrick’s Day celebration. Savannahians will use any excuse for a party and any excuse to drink in the full flavor of natural beauty here. Whether you’re admiring an antebellum home from the cotton era or enjoying the sea breeze and a cocktail out on Tybee Island, a sense of fun imbues all parts of life here.

Savannah’s outskirts are generally self-contained. Despite the fact that Tybee Island is largely dependent on Savannah’s economy, it has willfully kept its own fun and funky persona. Rural areas outside town, such as New Ebenezer and Midway, are reflective of a wholly different side of the state—a Georgia of country churches and tight-knit descendants of original plantation owners.


Planning Your Trip


Neighborhoods

WATERFRONT

It’s only natural to start one’s adventures in Savannah where Oglethorpe’s adventures themselves began: on the waterfront, now dominated by scenic and historic River Street. Once the bustling center of Savannah’s thriving cotton and naval stores export industry, the waterfront also includes Factor’s Walk and Bay Street.

CITY MARKET

In local parlance, the phrase “City Market” refers not only to the refurbished warehouses that make up this tourist-friendly area of shops and restaurants in the historic district’s western portion but also to its bookends, Franklin and Ellis Squares.

HISTORIC DISTRICT

Life in the bulk of downtown revolves around Savannah’s many historic squares, legacies of the colony’s founding. Churches, homes, shops, and businesses abound in this sizable but very walkable National Landmark Historic District.

SOFO DISTRICT

The name means “South of Forsyth Park,” and this pretty, quiet, but up-and-coming area includes Savannah’s Victorian district as well as turn-of-the-20th-century “streetcar suburbs.” It also has many of Savannah’s foodie gems.
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VICTORIAN DISTRICT

Boasting 50 blocks of fine Victorian and Queen Anne frame houses, Savannah’s Victorian district is truly magnificent. The city’s first suburb, it was built between 1870 and 1910. In addition to the glories of Forsyth Park, some key areas for connoisseurs of truly grand Victorian architecture are the residential blocks of East Hall Street between Lincoln and Price Streets—one of the few street sections in town with the original paving. Some other nice examples are in the 1900-2000 blocks of Bull Street near the large Bull Street Public Library, including the famous “Gingerbread House” at 1917 Bull Street.

EASTSIDE

Eastside includes many areas that are technically islands, but you’ll sense little difference from the mainland. Marshland, Spanish moss, and outdoor scenery are the draws.

SOUTHSIDE

To most locals, “Southside” refers to the generic strip-mall sprawl below Derenne Avenue, but for our purposes, the term also includes some outlying islands. They are among the most scenic areas in Savannah.

TYBEE ISLAND

Its name means “salt” in the old Euchee tongue, indicative of the island’s chief export in those days. And Tybee Island—“Tybee” to locals—is indeed one of the essential seasonings of life in Savannah. Tybee is part and parcel of the city’s social and cultural fabric. Many of the island’s 3,000 full-time residents, known for their boozy bonhomie and quirky personal style, commute to work in the city. And those living “in town” often reciprocate by visiting Tybee to dine in its few but excellent restaurants, drink in its casual and crazy watering holes, and frolic on its wide, beautiful beaches lined with rare sea oats waving in the Atlantic breeze.

GREATER SAVANNAH

Outlying areas of Savannah differ in character, ranging from the bustling new growth of West Chatham County, featuring the Mighty Eighth National Air Force Museum, to the Henry Ford-related history of the bedroom community of Richmond Hill, to the blackwater ecosystem of New Ebenezer, to the quaint and quiet Liberty County, home of two out of three of Georgia’s signers of the Declaration of Independence.

When to Go

Springtime is for lovers, and it’s no coincidence that springtime is when most love affairs with the region begin. Unless you have severe pollen allergies—not a trivial concern given the explosion of plant life at this time—you should try to experience this area at its peak of natural beauty during the magical period from mid-March to mid-May. Not surprisingly, lodging is the most expensive and most difficult to secure at that time. Hilton Head’s busiest time is during the RBC Heritage golf tournament in mid-April. While last-minute cancellations are always possible, the only real guarantee is to secure reservations as far in advance as possible (a full year in advance is not unusual for peak times).

Activity here slows down noticeably in July and August. But overall, summertime in the South gets a bad rap and is often not appreciably worse than summers north of the Mason-Dixon Line—though it’s certainly more humid.

My favorite time of year on the southeastern coast is the middle of November, when the tourist crush noticeably subsides. Not only are the days delightful and the nights crisp (but not frigid), but you can get a room at a good price.

What to Take

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

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

Unless you’re coming in the hottest days of summer or the coldest part of winter—both unlikely scenarios—plan on a trip to a drugstore or supermarket to buy some bug spray or Skin So Soft, an Avon product that also keeps away the gnats.


The Best of Savannah


Downtown Savannah comprises one of the largest historic districts in the country, and is certainly among the most walkable and friendly. This itinerary also takes you to outlying areas around Savannah and down the beautiful Georgia coast, where you can experience the area’s natural beauty and pleasant climate.

Day 1

Hit downtown Savannah hard today, starting with a walk down River Street. Then enjoy the aesthetic charms of two adjacent museums, one traditional and one modern: the Telfair Academy of Arts and Sciences and the Jepson Center for the Arts. Tour the exquisite Owens-Thomas House and then take a walk through the squares, visiting the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Lafayette Square and the Mercer-Williams House Museum on Monterey Square.
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  Bonaventure Cemetery



Day 2

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



 

Day 3

Drive down scenic U.S. 17 through the Altamaha River estuary, about an hour and a half south of Savannah, and stop by historic Hofwyl-Broadfield Plantation, near Brunswick, for an authentic glimpse at an old rice plantation. Make the five-minute trip over the causeway and enjoy the afternoon at The Village on St. Simons Island, with a visit to historic Fort Frederica National Monument.

Day 4

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

Day 5

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

Day 6

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


  Southern Cooking: High Style and Homestyle

  Fresh Seafood

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

  • Desposito’s, Savannah—Shrimp and oysters dockside.

  • Red Fish, Hilton Head Island—Stylish but always fresh.

  • Speed’s Kitchen, Shellman Bluff—Delicacies right off the boat.

  New Southern

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

  • Elizabeth on 37th, Savannah—Still Savannah’s premier fine-dining spot.
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    Elizabeth on 37th

  

  • Sapphire Grill, Savannah—Closest thing to a Manhattan restaurant in Savannah.

  Classic Southern

  Your best bet for fine old-school Southern cooking:

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

  Barbecue

  The pleasures of the pig are never far away in this region. Here is the best coastal ’cue joint:

  • Angel’s BBQ, Savannah—Hipsters do ’cue too.



African American Heritage

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

Waterfront

Check out the African American Monument in Rousakis Plaza on River Street.

Historic District

Head over to the former center of black life in Savannah, Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard (once West Broad St.), and see the Ralph Mark Gilbert Civil Rights Museum.

The Second African Baptist Church is where Sherman announced the famous “40 acres and a mule” field order.

The Beach Institute is a repository of African American art, culture, and history. Check out the restored schoolroom at Massie Heritage Center, Savannah’s first African American school.


City Market


Tour the First African Baptist Church in City Market, the oldest black congregation in North America. Nearby is the Haitian Monument, a nod to the volunteers who helped the cause of independence in the Revolutionary War.

Victorian District

Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas once studied at the Carnegie Branch Library, Savannah’s first black library.

Westside

Pay your respects at Laurel Grove South, a historic African American cemetery with stirring memorials to some of Savannah’s most notable black figures.

The Golden Isles

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

If you drive all the way down to little Meridian near Darien and ride the ferry out to Sapelo Island, you can take a guided day tour of the island and its rich Gullah/Geechee history, including the community of Hog Hammock.

Hilton Head

On Hilton Head, stop by the Coastal Discovery Museum and take an African American heritage tour, visiting the site of Mitchelville, the first community of freed slaves in the United States.


  Coastal Cruising on U.S. 17

  Fans of retro Americana and roadside kitsch will find a treasure trove of down-home sites along the old Coastal Highway, now known as U.S. 17. Before the arrival of the interstate highway system, U.S. 17 was by far the most-traveled route in the region. While now just a shadow of its former self, it is still a vital roadway and contains a lot of interesting, little-known history. Here’s a look at some of the highlights, beginning just south of Savannah and ending at Brunswick, Georgia. This is a fun road trip you could easily accomplish in a day, just checking out the sights along the way.

  • Keller’s Flea Market: South of Savannah and about a half-hour from Hardeeville on U.S. 17, at the intersection with Highway 204 (Abercorn Extension), you’ll find this classic rambling and friendly Southern flea market. Look for the statue of the hat-wearing cow out front.
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    Keller’s Flea Market

  

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

  • Smallest Church in North America: About 15 minutes south of Midway on the side of the road near South Newport is the minuscule and charming Memory Park Christ Chapel, erected in 1950.

  • Butler Island Plantation Ruins: In another 15 or so minutes, just south of Darien, Georgia, on the west side of U.S. 17, you’ll find this tall chimney—the only remnant of the Butler plantation. English actress Fanny Kemble, who married a Butler heir, wrote the influential abolitionist work Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation after witnessing the miserable life of the slaves who worked here. (Strangely, the nearby historical marker makes no mention of this.)

  • Brunswick Stewpot: Allegedly the container in which the first batch of Brunswick stew was cooked up, this cast-iron pot can be found in Brunswick, Georgia, at the corner of U.S. 17 and the Torras Causeway to St. Simons Island, about 20 minutes south of Butler Island.



Kayaking Southern Swamps

The Savannah area is framed by the largest contiguous salt marsh in the world and is just a short drive from Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge. These places are not only a kayaker’s paradise, but amazing natural habitats for indigenous and migratory birds. This five-day trip hits the green highlights.

Day 1

Head down to Tybee Island outside Savannah for a day trip across the Back River to undeveloped Little Tybee Island, where wilderness camping is allowed, or a kayak run at Skidaway Narrows, near Skidaway State Park, which also offers great camping. If you opt not to camp out under the stars, enjoy a great dinner in Savannah’s historic district.

 


Seaside Romance

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

Savannah

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

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

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

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

• Up for a crazy night of dancing? Club One Jefferson’s the ticket.
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the Jekyll Island Club Hotel



The Golden Isles

• Stay at the Jekyll Island Club Hotel, former stomping ground of the world’s richest people. Rent a bike and crisscross the whole island in the late afternoon, coming back to the club to enjoy a romantic dinner by the fireplace at the Courtyard at Crane.

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



Day 2

Today, head west of town to the undeveloped blackwater Ebenezer Creek, amid the cypress swamps and crisscrossed by old rice paddy field dikes. Later visit the nearby Savannah National Wildlife Refuge, with parts in both South Carolina and Georgia and an excellent bird-watching (and gator-watching!) area.

Day 3

Bird-watchers mustn’t miss a trip to Harris Neck National Wildlife Refuge, world-renowned for its colonies of wood storks and other waterfowl. Have a meal at nearby Shellman Bluff, a picturesque shrimping village with a couple of excellent, authentic down-home seafood restaurants.

Day 4

This morning, make a run down the hybrid blackwater Altamaha River, Georgia’s largest. Amid the remnants of what were once some of America’s largest rice and cotton plantations, you’ll see a stunning display of waterfowl and migratory birds. Tonight have a nice dinner on relaxing St. Simons Island, or make it onto Jekyll Island in time to see the birds on the north-side beaches. There’s a nifty little campground on Jekyll’s north end.
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  the Altamaha River



Day 5

This is a full day at Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge, a vast natural wonderland that belies the name “swamp.” On its broad “prairies” bird-watchers will see a nearly unmatched variety of species for this region, and kayakers can paddle down several blackwater runs amid the cypress. Extend your trip an extra night by camping out in the middle of the swamp on one of the refuge’s special raised platforms, or at one of two great state parks east and west of the Okefenokee. Look out for the alligators!
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  lilies in the Okefenokee Swamp




Life’s a Beach

Not far from Savannah, there are plenty of beaches, many of them are made even more enjoyable by the fact that they tend to get much less traffic than more touristy areas. Here’s a quick guide to match the beach to the trip:

Family-Friendly

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



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

Sportin’ Life

• You can ride your bike for 12 miles on the expansive, hard-packed sand all around Hilton Head Island, as well as enjoy more strenuous adventures such as parasailing.

• Tybee Island offers kayak adventures, parasailing, and boogie boarding. Enjoy a nice bike ride on a converted railbed that takes you into the grounds of historic Fort Pulaski.

Peace and Quiet

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

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

Dog-Friendly

• Easily the most dog-friendly beach in the area is Jekyll Island. Just keep ’em on a leash and you’re fine year-round.

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

• Sorry, Rover can’t come over to Tybee Island at all.
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights.

S Best Place to See Enormous Ships Up Close: There’s still nothing like strolling the cobblestones of River Street amid the old cotton warehouses, enjoying the cool breeze off the river, and watching the huge cargo ships on their way to and from the bustling port (click here).

S Most Unusual Church: The oldest black congregation in the United States, First African Baptist Church still meets in its historic sanctuary, a key stop on the Underground Railroad (click here).

S Oldest Public Art Museum in the South: Old school meets new school in a museum complex that comprises the traditional collection of the ultramodern Jepson Center for the Arts and the Telfair Academy of Arts and Sciences, located within a stone’s throw of each other (click here).

S If There’s Only Time for One House Museum Tour: Possibly the country’s best example of Regency architecture and definitely an example of state-of-the-art historic preservation in action, Owens-Thomas House is Savannah’s single greatest historic home (click here).

S Most Inspirational Sight: The soaring Gothic Revival edifice of the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist is complemented by its ornate interior and its matchless location on verdant Lafayette Square, stomping ground of the young Flannery O’Connor (click here).

S Most Iconic Square: Quintessential Monterey Square has some of the best examples of local architecture and world-class ironwork all around its periphery (click here).

S Savannah’s Version of Central Park: A verdant expanse ringed by old live oaks and chockablock with memorials, Forsyth Park is the true center of downtown life. It is also Savannah’s backyard (click here).

S Most Oddly Romantic Burial Ground: The moss-draped Bonaventure Cemetery is the final resting place for some of Savannah’s favorite citizens, including the great Johnny Mercer, and makes great use of its setting on the banks of the Wilmington River (click here).

S Best History Site for the Whole Family: The well-run Fort Pulaski National Monument, built with the help of a young Robert E. Lee, is not only historically significant, its beautiful setting makes it a great place for the entire family (click here).



Assigned by King George II of England to buffer Charleston from the Spanish, General James Edward Oglethorpe laid out his settlement in a deceptively simple plan that is still studied the world over as a model of nearly perfect urban design. Savannah was built as a series of rectangular “wards,” each constructed around a central square. As the city grew, each square took on its own characteristics, depending on who lived on the square and how they made their livelihood.

It’s best to introduce yourself to the sights of Savannah by traveling from the river southward. It’s no small task to navigate the nation’s largest contiguous historic district, but when in doubt it’s best to follow James Oglethorpe’s original plan of using the five “monumental” squares on Bull Street (Johnson, Wright, Chippewa, Madison, and Monterey) as focal points.

Originally known as West Broad Street (you’ll still hear old-timers refer to it that way), Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard is the spiritual home of Savannah’s African American community, though it has gone through several transformations. In the early 1800s, West Broad was a fashionable address, but during the middle of that century its north end got a bad reputation for crime and blight as thousands of Irish immigrants packed in right beside the area’s poor black population.

Several important sites are clustered together on MLK Jr. Boulevard under the auspices of the Coastal Heritage Society: the Savannah History Museum, the Georgia State Railroad Museum, the Savannah Children’s Museum, and Battlefield Park.

Savannah’s outlying areas still bear the indelible marks of the plantation era. While history is no less prominent, it is more subtle in these largely semirural areas, and the tourist infrastructure is much less developed than in Savannah proper.

This area contains some of the most impoverished communities in Georgia, so keep in mind that the locals may have more on their minds than keeping you entertained—though certainly at no point will their Southern manners fail them. And also keep in mind that you are traveling in one of the most unique ecosystems in the country, and natural beauty is never far away.

In Savannah, you don’t need a car to have a great time and see most sights worth enjoying. A strong walker can easily traverse the length and breadth of downtown in a day, although less energetic travelers should consider a central location or make use of the free downtown shuttle. To fully enjoy the city, however, you’ll need access to a vehicle so you can go east to Tybee Island and south to various historic sites with spottier public transportation. You’ll appreciate downtown all the more when you can get away and smell the salt air.



	Waterfront
	Map 1 (tap here)




S River Street

It’s much tamer than it was 30 years ago—when muscle cars cruised its cobblestones and a volatile mix of local teenagers, sailors on shore leave, and soldiers on liberty made things less than family-friendly after dark—but River Street still has more than enough edginess to keep things interesting. Families are safe and welcome here, but energetic pub crawling remains a favorite pastime for locals and visitors alike.

If you have a car, park it somewhere else and walk. The cobblestones—actually old ballast stones from some of the innumerable ships that docked here over the years—are tough on the suspension, and much of River Street is dedicated to pedestrian traffic anyway. If you do find yourself driving here, keep in mind that the north-south “ramps” leading up and off River Street are all extensions of major downtown streets, so you can easily drive or walk up them and find yourself in the middle of bustling Bay Street and on to points beyond.
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cargo ships off River Street




Factor’s Walk

One level up from River Street, Factor’s Walk has nothing to do with math, though a lot of money has been counted here. In arcane usage, a “factor” was a broker, i.e., a middleman for the sale of cotton, Savannah’s chief export during most of the 1800s. Factors mostly worked in Factor’s Row, the traditional phrase for the actual buildings on River Street, most all of which were used in various import-export activities before their current transformation into a mélange of shops, hotels, restaurants, and taverns. Factor’s Walk is divided into Lower Factor’s Walk, comprising the alleys and back entrances behind Factor’s Row, and Upper Factor’s Walk, the system of crosswalks at the upper levels of Factor’s Row that lead directly to Bay Street.


MAP 1: E. River St.

Rousakis Plaza

Rousakis Plaza is a focal point for local festivals. It’s a great place to sit, feed the pigeons, and watch the huge container ships go back and forth from the Georgia Ports Authority’s sprawling complex farther upriver (you can see the huge Panamax cranes in the distance). The African American Monument at the edge of Rousakis Plaza was erected in 2002 to controversy for its stark tableau of a dazed-looking African American family with broken shackles around their feet. Adding to the controversy was the graphic content of the inscription at the base of the 12-foot statue, written especially for the monument by famed poet Maya Angelou. It reads:

We were stolen, sold and bought together from the African continent. We got on the slave ships together. We lay back to belly in the holds of the slave ships in each other’s excrement and urine together, sometimes died together, and our lifeless bodies thrown overboard together. Today, we are standing up together, with faith and even some joy.

Nearby you can’t miss the huge, vaguely cubist Hyatt Regency Savannah, another controversial local landmark. The modern architecture of the Hyatt caused quite a stir when it was first built in 1981, not only because it’s so contrary to the area’s historic architecture but because its superstructure effectively cuts off one end of River Street from the other. “Underneath” the Hyatt—actually still River Street—you’ll find elevators to the hotel lobby, the best way to get up off the waterfront if you’re not up for a walk up the cobblestones. Immediately outside the west side of the Hyatt up toward Bay Street is another exit and entry point, a steep and solid set of antebellum stairs that, despite its decidedly pre-Americans with Disabilities Act aspect, is nonetheless one of the quicker ways to leave River Street for those with strong legs and good knees.

MAP 1: E. River St., behind City Hall

The Waving Girl

At the east end of River Street is the statue of Florence Martus, aka The Waving Girl, set in the emerald-green expanse of little Morrell Park. Beginning in 1887 at the age of 19, Martus—who actually lived several miles downriver on Elba Island—took to greeting every passing ship with a wave of a handkerchief by day and a lantern at night, without fail for the next 40 years. Ship captains returned the greeting with a salute of their own on the ship’s whistle, and word spread all over the world of the beguiling woman who waited on the balcony of that lonely house. Was she looking for a sign of a long-lost love who went to sea and never returned? Was she trying to get a handsome sea captain to sweep her off her feet and take her off that little island? No one knows for sure, but the truth is probably more prosaic. Martus was a lifelong spinster who lived with her brother, the lighthouse keeper, and was by most accounts an eccentric, if delightful, person—which of course makes her an ideal Savannah character. After her brother died, Martus moved into a house on the Wilmington River, whiling away the hours by—you guessed it—waving at passing cars. Martus became such an enduring symbol of the personality and spirit of Savannah that a U.S. Liberty ship was named for her in 1943. She died a few months after the ship’s christening at the age of 75.

MAP 1: Morrell Park, E. River St. and E. Broad St.


  
[image: Image]


The Waving Girl




World War II Memorial

Near the foot of the Bohemian Hotel Savannah Riverfront on River Street is a 21st-century addition to Savannah’s public monuments. Installed in 2010, the World War II Memorial—fairly modernist by local standards—features a copper-and-bronze globe torn in half to represent the European and Pacific theaters of the war. The more than 500 local people who gave their lives in that conflict are memorialized by name.

MAP 1: W. River St., near Bohemian Hotel Savannah Riverfront, 102 W. Bay St.

Bay Street

Because so few downtown streets can accommodate 18-wheelers, Bay Street unfortunately has become the default route for industrial traffic in the area on its way to and from the industrial west side of town. In front of the Hyatt Regency Savannah is a concrete bench marking the spot on which Oglethorpe pitched his first tent.

Chatham Artillery Guns

Directly adjacent to City Hall on the east is a small canopy sheltering two cannons, which together compose the oldest monument in Savannah. These are the Chatham Artillery Guns, presented to the local militia group of the same name by President George Washington during his one and only visit to town in 1791. Today, locals use the phrase “Chatham Artillery” differently, to refer to a particularly potent local punch recipe that mixes several hard liquors.

MAP 1: Adjacent to City Hall, 2 E. Bay St.

City Hall

Dominating Bay Street is City Hall, with its gold-leaf dome. The 1907 building was designed by acclaimed architect Hyman Witcover and erected on the site of Savannah’s first town hall.

MAP 1: 2 E. Bay St.


Savannah Cotton Exchange


Directly behind the Chatham Artillery Guns is the ornate Savannah Cotton Exchange, built in 1886 to facilitate the city’s huge cotton export business. Once nicknamed “King Cotton’s Palace” but now a Masonic lodge, this delightful building by William Gibbons Preston is one of Savannah’s many great examples of the Romanesque style. You’ll become well acquainted with Preston’s handiwork during your stay in Savannah, as the Boston architect built many of Savannah’s finest buildings. The fanciful lion figure in front—sometimes mistakenly referred to as a griffin—represents Mark the Evangelist. However, it isn’t original—the first lion was destroyed in 2009 in a bizarre traffic accident.

MAP 1: 100 E. Bay St.

U.S. Custom House

The large gray Greek Revival building directly across from City Hall is the U.S. Custom House (not “customs,” regardless of what the tour guides may say). Built on the spot of Georgia’s first public building in 1852, the Custom House was also Georgia’s first federal building and was the first local commission for renowned New York architect John Norris, who went on to design 22 other buildings in Savannah. Within its walls was held the trial of the captain and crew of the notorious slave ship Wanderer, which illegally plied its trade after a national ban on the importation of slaves. Local newspaper publisher and educator John H. DeVeaux worked here after his appointment as the first African American U.S. Collector of Customs.

MAP 1: 1 E. Bay St.



	City Market
	Map 1 (tap here)




Franklin Square

Just west of City Market is Franklin Square, once known simply as “Water Tank Square” because that’s where the city reservoir was back in the day. Don’t be alarmed by the numbers of men hanging out in the square. Scruffy heirs to an old Savannah tradition, most of them are day laborers for hire. Until recently, Franklin Square was, like Ellis Square, a victim of “progress,” this time in the form of a highway going right through the middle of it. But as part of the city’s effort to reclaim its history, Franklin Square was returned to its original state in the mid-1980s.


  The Rebirth of Ellis Square

  Ellis Square’s history as Savannah’s main open-air marketplace goes back to 1755, when there was a single City Market building in the square itself. The fourth City Market was built in 1872, an ornate Romanesque affair with a 50-foot roofline. In 1954, the city decided to build a parking garage in the square. So the magnificent City Market building—and Ellis Square—simply ceased to exist.

  
    [image: Image]

    Ellis Square has been completely reimagined.

  

  Several large warehouses surrounding City Market survived. Now a hub of tourism, City Market encompasses working art studios, hip bars, cute cafés, live music in the east end of the courtyard, cutting-edge art galleries, gift shops, and restaurants.

  The eyesore that was the Ellis Square parking garage is gone, and the square has been rebuilt as a pedestrian hangout, complete with a fountain, all atop a huge underground parking garage. Be sure to check out the smallish bronze of native Savannahian and Oscar-winning lyricist Johnny Mercer on the square’s western edge.



S First African Baptist Church

Without a doubt the premier historic attraction on Franklin Square—and indeed one of the most significant historic sites in Savannah—is the First African Baptist Church. It’s the oldest black congregation in North America, dating from 1777. The church also hosted the first African American Sunday school, begun in 1826. The church’s founding pastor, George Liele, was the first black Baptist in Georgia and perhaps the first black missionary in the country. He baptized his successor, Andrew Bryan, a slave who opted to stay in Savannah and preach instead of leaving with many other blacks after the British vacated the city in 1782. Third pastor Andrew Marshall was an ardent supporter of American independence and purchased his freedom shortly after the end of the Revolution. He served as George Washington’s personal servant during his visit here. This founding trio is immortalized in stained glass windows in the sanctuary.


  [image: Image]

First African Baptist Church



The present building dates from 1859 and was built almost entirely by members of the congregation themselves, some of whom redirected savings intended to purchase their freedom toward the building of the church. It houses the oldest church organ in Georgia. A key staging area for the fabled Underground Railroad, First African Baptist still bears the scars of that turbulent time. In the floor of the fellowship hall—where many civil rights meetings were held, because it was safer for white citizens to go there instead of black activists going outside the church—you’ll see breathing holes, drilled for use by escaped slaves hiding in a cramped crawlspace.

MAP 1: 23 Montgomery St., 912/233-2244, http://firstafricanbc.com; tours Tues.-Sat. 11am and 2pm, Sun. 1pm; $7 adults, $6 students/seniors

Haitian Monument

The Haitian Monument in the center of the square commemorates the sacrifice and service of “Les Chasseurs Volontaires de Saint-Dominigue,” the 750 Haitian volunteers who fought for American independence and lost many of their number during the unsuccessful attempt to wrest Savannah back from the British in 1779.

MAP 1: Franklin Square



	Historic District North
	Map 1 (tap here)




Johnson Square

Due east of City Market, Johnson Square, Oglethorpe’s very first square, is named for Robert Johnson, governor of South Carolina at the time of Georgia’s founding. It was here that one of Georgia’s first “liberty poles” was erected to urge citizens to rally for independence. And it was here that a gathering in 1861 celebrated Georgia’s secession, ironically with a huge banner draped over the Greene Monument bearing the words “Don’t Tread on Me”—a slogan used in the founding of the very union the secessionists sought to dissolve.

The roomy, shaded square, ringed with major bank branches and insurance firms, is dominated by the Nathanael Greene Monument in honor of George Washington’s second-in-command, who was granted nearby Mulberry Grove plantation for his efforts. Marquis de Lafayette dedicated the towering obelisk during his one and only visit to Savannah in 1825. At the time it did not honor any one person. Its dedication to Greene came in 1886, followed by the reinterment of Greene’s remains directly underneath the monument in 1901. In typically maddening Savannah fashion, there is a separate square named for Greene, and which has no monument to him at all.

Christ Episcopal Church

The southeast corner of Johnson Square is dominated by Christ Episcopal Church, aka Christ Church, a historic house of worship also known as the “Mother Church of Georgia” because its congregation traces its roots to that first Anglican service in Savannah, held the same day Oglethorpe landed. While this spot on Johnson Square was reserved for the congregation from the very beginning, this is actually the third building on the site, dating from 1838. Much of the interior is more recent than that, however, since a fire gutted the inside of the church in 1895. In the northeast bell tower is a bell forged in 1919 by Revere and Sons of Boston.

MAP 1: 28 Bull St., 912/236-2500, www.christchurchsavannah.org


Reynolds Square


Walk directly east of Johnson Square to find yourself at Reynolds Square, named for John Reynolds, the first (and exceedingly unpopular) royal governor of Georgia. First called “Lower New Square,” Reynolds Square originally served as site of the filature, or cocoon storage warehouse, during the fledgling colony’s ill-fated flirtation with the silk industry (a federal building now occupies the site). As with Johnson Square, the monument in Reynolds Square has nothing to do with its namesake, but is instead a likeness of John Wesley dedicated in 1969 near the spot believed to have been his home. On the northeast corner of the square is the parish house of Christ Church, Wesley’s congregation during his stay in Savannah.

Lucas Theatre for the Arts

The other major Savannah landmark on Reynolds Square is the Lucas Theatre for the Arts. Built in 1921 as part of Arthur Lucas’s regional chain of movie houses, the Lucas also featured a stage for road shows. Ornate and stately but with cozy warmth to spare, the venue was a hit with Savannahians for four decades, until the advent of TV and residential flight from downtown led to financial disaster. In 1976, the Lucas closed after a screening of The Exorcist. When the building faced demolition in 1986, a group of citizens created a nonprofit to save it. Despite numerous starts and stops, the 14-year campaign finally paid off in a grand reopening in 2000, an event helped immeasurably by timely donations from Midnight star Kevin Spacey and the cast and crew of the locally shot Forrest Gump. The theater’s schedule stays pretty busy, so it should be easy to check out a show while you’re in town.

MAP 1: 32 Abercorn St., 912/525-5040, www.lucastheatre.com

Olde Pink House

A Reynolds Square landmark, the Olde Pink House is not only one of Savannah’s most romantic restaurants but quite a historic site as well. It’s the oldest Savannah mansion from the 18th century still standing as well as the first place in Savannah where the Declaration of Independence was read aloud. Pink inside as well as out, the Georgian mansion was built in 1771 for rice planter James Habersham Jr., one of America’s richest men at the time and a member of the notorious “Liberty Boys” who plotted revolution. The building’s pink exterior was a matter of serendipity, resulting from its core redbrick seeping through the formerly white stucco outer covering.

MAP 1: 23 Abercorn St.

Oliver Sturgis House

At the southwest corner of Reynolds Square is the understated Oliver Sturgis House, former home of the partner with William Scarbrough in the launching of the SS Savannah. This is one of the few Savannah buildings to feature the stabilizing earthquake rods that are much more common in Charleston. Don’t miss the dolphin downpour spouts at ground level.

MAP 1: 27 Abercorn St.


Columbia Square


Named for the mythical patroness of America, Columbia Square features at its center not an expected portrait of that female warrior figure but the original fountain from Noble Jones’s Wormsloe Plantation, placed there in 1970.

Isaiah Davenport House Museum

Columbia Square is primarily known as the home of the Isaiah Davenport House Museum. The house museum is a delightful stop in and of itself because of its elegant simplicity, sweeping double staircase, and near-perfect representation of the Federalist style. But the Davenport House occupies an exalted place in Savannah history as well, because the fight to save it began the preservation movement in Savannah. In 1955 the Davenport House, then a tenement, was to be demolished for a parking lot. But Emma Adler and six other Savannah women, angered by the recent destruction of Ellis Square, refused to let it go down quietly. Together they formed the Historic Savannah Foundation in order to raise the $22,500 needed to purchase the Davenport House. By 1963 the Davenport House—built in 1820 for his own family by master builder Isaiah Davenport—was open to the public as a museum.

Most Octobers, the Davenport House hosts living history dramatizations based on Savannah’s yellow fever plague of the 1820s. Despite the grim subject matter, the little playlets are usually quite entertaining. Other special seasonal tours include a Madeira wine tour and “Tea with Mrs. Davenport.”

MAP 1: 324 E. State St., 912/236-8097, www.davenporthousemuseum.org; Mon.-Sat. 10am-4pm, Sun. 1pm-4pm; $9 adults, $5 children

Kehoe House

Across the corner from the Davenport House is the Classical Revival masterpiece Kehoe House, designed for local ironworks owner William Kehoe in 1892 by DeWitt Bruyn. Sadly, the proof of Kehoe’s self-described “weakness for cupolas” no longer exists, the cupola having rotted away. Once a funeral home, the Kehoe House is now one of Savannah’s premier bed-and-breakfasts. It’s unique not only in its exuberantly Victorian architecture but in its twin fireplaces and ubiquitous rococo ironwork, courtesy of the irrepressible Kehoe himself.

MAP 1: 123 Habersham St.

Warren and Washington Squares

Warren Square and its neighbor Washington Square formed the first extension of Oglethorpe’s original four and still boast some of the oldest houses in the historic district. Both squares are lovely little garden spots, ideal for a picnic in the shade.


The Brice


Now a hotel, The Brice on Washington Square was once a cotton warehouse and subsequently one of the nation’s first Coca-Cola bottling plants.

MAP 1: 601 E. Bay St.

Hampton Lillibridge House and Charles Oddingsells House

Two houses near Washington Square were restored by the late Jim Williams of Midnight fame: the Hampton Lillibridge House, which once hosted an Episcopal exorcism, and the Charles Oddingsells House.

MAP 1: 507 E. St. Julian St. and 510 E. St. Julian St.

Greene Square

Named for Revolutionary War hero Nathanael Greene, but bearing no monument to him whatsoever, Greene Square is of particular importance to local African American history. In 1818, the residence at 542 East State Street was constructed for free blacks Charlotte and William Wall. The property at 513 East York Street was built for the estate of Catherine DeVeaux, part of a prominent African American family.

Cunningham House

At the corner of Houston (pronounced “HOUSE-ton”) and East State Streets is the 1810 Cunningham House, built for Henry Cunningham, former slave and founding pastor of the Second African Baptist Church.

MAP 1: Houston St. and State St.

Second African Baptist Church

The Second African Baptist Church, on the west side of the square, is where General Sherman made his famous promise of “40 acres and a mule.” The founding pastor of the church was Henry Cunningham, whose home, the Cunningham House, is also on Green Square.

MAP 1: 124 Houston St., 912/233-6163, www.secondafrican.org

Old Fort

One of the lesser-known aspects of Savannah history is this well-trod neighborhood at the east end of Bay Street, once the site of groundbreaking experiments and piratical intrigue, and then a diverse melting pot of Savannah citizenry.

Emmet Park

Just north of Reynolds Square on the north side of Bay Street you’ll come to Emmet Park, first a Native American burial ground and then known as “the Strand” or “Irish Green” because of its proximity to the Irish slums of the Old Fort. In 1902 the park was named for Robert Emmet, an Irish patriot of the early 1800s, who was executed by the British for treason. Within it is the eight-foot Celtic Cross, erected in 1983 and carved of Irish limestone. The Celtic Cross is at the center of a key ceremony for local Irish Catholics during the week prior to St. Patrick’s Day.

Close by is one of Savannah’s more recent monuments, the Vietnam War Memorial at East Bay Street and Rossiter Lane. The reflecting pool is in the shape of Vietnam itself, and the names of all 106 Savannahians killed in the conflict are carved into an adjacent marble tablet.

Walk a little farther east and you’ll find my favorite little chapter of Bay Street history, the Beacon Range Light, tucked into a shady corner. Few visitors bother to check out this masterfully crafted 1858 navigation aid, intended to warn approaching ships of the old wrecks sunk in the river as a defense during the Revolutionary War.

MAP 1: E. Bay St. west of E. Broad St.

Trustees’ Garden

At the east end of Bay Street where it meets East Broad Street rises a bluff behind a masonry wall—at 40 feet off the river, still the highest point in Chatham County. This is Trustees’ Garden, the nation’s first experimental garden. Modeled on the Chelsea Botanical Garden in London, it was intended to be the epicenter of Savannah’s silk industry. Alas, the colonists had little knowledge of native soils or climate—they thought the winters would be milder—and the experiment was not as successful as hoped. Soon Trustees’ Garden became the site of Fort Wayne, named after General “Mad Anthony” Wayne of Revolutionary War fame, who retired to a plantation near Savannah. The Fort Wayne area—still called the “Old Fort” neighborhood by old-timers—fell from grace and became associated with the “lowest elements” of Savannah society, which in the 19th and early 20th centuries were Irish and African Americans. It also became known for its illegal activity and as the haunt of sea salts such as the ones who frequented what is now the delightfully schlocky Pirates’ House restaurant. That building began life in 1753 as a seamen’s inn and was later chronicled by Robert Louis Stevenson in Treasure Island as a rogue’s gallery of pirates and nautical ne’er-do-wells.

Find the Herb House on East Broad Street, the older-looking clapboard structure next to the Pirates’ House entrance. You’re looking at what is considered the single oldest building in Georgia and one of the oldest in the United States. Constructed in 1734, it was originally the home of Trustees’ Garden’s chief gardener.

To the rear of Trustees’ Garden is the 1881 Hillyer building, now the Charles H. Morris Center, a mixed-use performing arts and meeting space that is heavily used during the springtime Savannah Music Festival.

MAP 1: 10 E. Broad St., 912/443-3277, http://trusteesgarden.com

Broughton Street

Downtown’s main shopping district for most of the 20th century, Broughton Street once dazzled shoppers with decorated gaslights, ornate window displays, and fine examples of terrazzo, a form of mosaic that still adorns many shop entrances. Postwar suburbs and white flight brought neglect to the area by the 1960s, and many thought Broughton was gone for good. But with the downtown renaissance brought about largely by the Savannah College of Art and Design (SCAD), Broughton was able not only to get back on its feet but to thrive as a commercial center once again.


A Southern St. Paddy’s Day

Savannah hosts the second-largest St. Patrick’s Day celebration in the world, second only to New York City’s. With its fine spring weather and walkability—not to mention its liberal rules allowing you to carry an adult beverage on the street—Savannah is tailor-made for a boisterous outdoor celebration.


  [image: Image]

  St. Patrick’s Day Parade



Ironically, given St. Patrick’s Day’s current close association with the Catholic faith, the first parade in Savannah was organized by Irish Protestants. Thirteen members of the local Hibernian Society—the country’s oldest Irish society—took part in a private procession to Independent Presbyterian Church in 1813. The first public procession was in 1824, when the Hibernians invited all local Irishmen to parade through the streets. The first recognizably modern parade, with bands and a “grand marshal,” happened in 1870.

Organized by a “committee” of about 700 local Irishmen—with but a tiny sprinkling of women—today’s three-hour procession includes marchers from all the local Irish organizations, in addition to marching bands and floats representing many local groups. The assembled clans wear kelly green blazers, brandishing their walking canes and to-go cups, some pushing future committee members in strollers.



Jen Library

The Savannah College of Art and Design’s Jen Library is a state-of-the-art facility set in the circa-1890 Levy and Maas Brothers department stores. An important piece of Broughton Street history happened farther west at its intersection with Whitaker Street. Tondee’s Tavern was where the infamous “Liberty Boys” met over ale and planned Savannah’s role in the American Revolution. Only a plaque marks the site’s contribution to Savannah’s colonial history.

MAP 1: 201 E. Broughton St.

Trustees Theater

Around the corner from the Lucas Theatre on Reynolds Square is the art moderne Trustees Theater, a Savannah College of Art and Design (SCAD) operation that seats 1,200 and hosts concerts, film screenings, and the school’s much-anticipated spring fashion show. It began life in the postwar boom of 1946 as the Weis Theatre, another one of those ornate Southern movie houses that took full commercial advantage of being the only buildings at the time to have air-conditioning. But by the end of the 1970s it had followed the fate of Broughton Street, lying dormant and neglected until its purchase and renovation by SCAD in 1989.

This block of Broughton in front of Trustees Theater is usually blocked off to mark the gala opening of the Savannah Film Festival each fall. Searchlights crisscross the sky, limos idle in wait, and Hollywood guests strike poses for the photographers.

MAP 1: 216 E. Broughton St., 912/525-5051, www.trusteestheater.com

Wright Square

The big monument in Wright Square, Oglethorpe’s second square, has nothing to do with James Wright, royal governor of Georgia before the Revolution, for whom it’s named. Instead the monument honors William Gordon, former mayor and founder of the Central of Georgia Railway, which upon completion of the Savannah-Macon run was the longest railroad in the world. Gordon is in fact the only native Savannahian honored in a city square. But more importantly, Wright Square is the final resting place for the great Yamacraw chief Tomochichi, buried in 1737 in an elaborate state funeral at James Oglethorpe’s insistence. A huge boulder of north Georgia granite honoring the chief was placed in a corner of the square in 1899 under the auspices of William Gordon’s daughter-in-law. However, Tomochichi is not buried under the boulder, but rather somewhere underneath the Gordon monument. So why not rename it Tomochichi Square? Old ways die hard down here, my friend.

Evangelical Lutheran Church of the Ascension

Next to the old courthouse is the historic Evangelical Lutheran Church of the Ascension, built in the 1870s for a congregation that traced its roots to some of the first Austrian Salzburgers to come to Savannah in 1734.

MAP 1: 120 Bull St., 912/232-4151, www.elcota.org

Federal Courthouse and Post Office

On the west side of Wright Square is the Federal Courthouse and Post Office, built in 1898 out of Georgia marble. The building’s stately facade makes an appearance in several films, including the original Cape Fear and Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.

MAP 1: 125-127 Bull St.

Telfair Square

One of the few Savannah squares to show consistency in nomenclature, Telfair Square was indeed named for Mary Telfair, last heir of a family that was one of the most important in Savannah history. Mary bequeathed the family mansion to the Georgia Historical Society upon her death in 1875 to serve as a museum. Originally called St. James Square after a similar square in London, Telfair was the last of Oglethorpe’s original four squares.

Telfair Square hosts two of the three buildings operated by Telfair Museums, an umbrella organization that relies on a combination of private and public funding and has driven much of the arts agenda in Savannah for the last 125 years. The third component of Telfair Museums is the Owens-Thomas House on Oglethorpe Square.

Get a triple site pass to the Jepson Center, the Telfair Academy, and the Owens-Thomas House for $20 per person.

S Jepson Center for the Arts

The latest and proudest addition to the Telfair Museums group is the striking, 64,000-square-foot Jepson Center for the Arts, whose ultramodern exterior sits catty-corner from the Telfair Academy of Arts and Sciences. Promoting a massive, daringly designed new facility devoted to nothing but modern art was a hard sell in this traditional town, especially when renowned architect Moshe Safdie insisted on building a glassed-in flyover across a lane between two buildings. After a few delays in construction, the Jepson opened its doors in 2006 and has since wowed locals and visitors alike with its cutting-edge traveling exhibits and rotating assortment of late-20th-century and 21st-century modern art. If you get hungry, you can enjoy lunch in the expansive atrium café, and, of course, there’s a nice gift shop.

Each late January-early February the Jepson Center hosts most events of the unique Pulse Art + Technology Festival, a celebration of the intersection of cutting-edge technology and performing and visual arts.

MAP 1: 207 W. York Ln., 912/790-8800, www.telfair.org; Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun.-Mon. noon-5pm; $12 adults, $5 students
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Jepson Center for the Arts




S Telfair Academy of Arts and Sciences

The oldest public art museum in the South, the Telfair Academy of Arts and Sciences was built in 1821 by the great William Jay for Alexander Telfair, scion of that famous Georgia family. The five statues in front are of Phidias, Raphael, Rubens, Michelangelo, and Rembrandt. As well as displaying Sylvia Judson Shaw’s now-famous Bird Girl sculpture, which originally stood in Bonaventure Cemetery (actually the third of four casts by the sculptor), the Telfair Academy features an outstanding collection of primarily 18th- and 20th-century works, most notably the largest public collection of visual art by Khalil Gibran. Major paintings include work by Childe Hassam, Frederick Frieseke, Gari Melchers, and the massive Black Prince of Crécy by Julian Story.

MAP 1: 121 Barnard St., 912/790-8800, www.telfair.org; Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun.-Mon. noon-5pm; $12 adults, $5 students
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the Telfair Academy of Arts and Sciences




Trinity United Methodist Church

Directly between the Telfair and the Jepson stands Trinity United Methodist Church, Savannah’s first Methodist church. Built in 1848 on the site of the Telfair family garden, its masonry walls are of famous “Savannah Gray” bricks—a lighter, more porous and elegant variety—under stucco. Virgin longleaf pine was used for most of the interior, fully restored in 1969. Call ahead for a tour.

MAP 1: 225 W. President St., 912/233-4766, www.trinitychurch1848.org, sanctuary daily 9am-5pm, services Sun. 8:45am and 11am

Oglethorpe Square

Don’t look for a monument to Georgia’s founder in the square named for him. That would be way too easy, so of course his monument is in Chippewa Square. Originally called “Upper New Square,” Oglethorpe Square was created in 1742.

Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace

Around the corner from Wright Square at Oglethorpe and Bull is the Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace, declared the city’s very first National Historic Landmark in 1965. The founder of the Girl Scouts of the USA lived here from her birth in 1860 until her marriage. The house was completed in 1821 for Mayor James Moore Wayne, future Supreme Court justice, but the current furnishings, many original, are intended to reflect the home during the 1880s.

Also called the Girl Scout National Center, the Low birthplace is probably Savannah’s most festive historic site because of the heavy traffic of Girl Scout troops from across the United States. They flock here year-round to take part in programs and learn more about their organization’s founder, whose family sold the house to the Girl Scouts in 1953. You don’t have to be affiliated with the Girl Scouts to tour the home. Tours are given every 15 minutes, and tickets are available at the Oglethorpe Avenue entrance. Be aware the site is closed most holidays, sometimes for extended periods; be sure to check the website for details.

MAP 1: 10 E. Oglethorpe Ave., 912/233-4501, www.juliettegordonlowbirthplace.org; Mar.-Oct. Mon.-Sat. 10am-4pm, Sun. 11am-4pm, Nov.-Feb. Mon.-Tues. and Thurs.-Sat. 10am-4pm, Sun. 11am-4pm; $10 adults, $9 children, $8 Girl Scouts under age 19
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plaque at Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace





  Scout’s Honor: Juliette Gordon Low

Known as “Daisy” to family and friends, Juliette Magill Kinzie Gordon was born to be a pioneer. Her father’s family took part in the original settlement of Georgia, and her mother’s kin were among the founders of Chicago. Mostly known as the founder of the Girl Scouts of the USA, Daisy was also an artist, adventurer, and healer. Born and raised in the house on Oglethorpe Avenue in Savannah known to Girl Scouts across the nation as simply “The Birthplace,” she was an animal lover with an early penchant for theater, drawing, and poetry.

In 1911 while in England, Daisy met Robert Baden-Powell, founder of the Boy Scouts and Girl Guides in Britain. Struck by the simplicity and usefulness of his project, she carried the seeds of a similar idea back with her to the United States. “I’ve got something for the girls of Savannah, and all of America, and all the world, and we’re going to start it tonight,” were her famous words in a phone call to a cousin after meeting Baden-Powell. So on March 12, 1912, Daisy gathered 18 girls to register the first troop of American Girl Guides, later the Girl Scouts of the USA.
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