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All the information in this guidebook is subject to change. We recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Georgia R. Byrd, a native of the South, has been writing since her grandparents took her to visit Washington, DC, at the age of 8. It was there that she journaled every stop of a Grey Line Tour in a Reporter’s Notebook, which she still has to this day.


Her work with Savannah Magazine received more than 50 regional and national awards for editing, graphic design, and art direction. Her articles have appeared in Atlanta Magazine, Forbes, Southern Living, and the Atlanta Journal Constitution. Her dream of working for Forbes magazine came true, and she has since produced advertising supplements, consulted for Forbes TV’s travel shows, and worked with yachting companies all over the world promoting yachts in Forbes. Her graphic design and marketing skills have included publication work for the Georgia Ports Authority and other Savannah clients. She is also an author and contributor to several tabletop books, including Megayachts of the World, published by Edisea, Ltd., and Romantic Days & Nights in Savannah (Globe Pequot). She is the coauthor of The History of Aviation in Savannah (Savannah Airport Commission) and Seasons of Savannah, published by the Savannah College of Art and Design. She has appeared on the Travel Channel, CNN, Good Morning America, and the Today Show as a travel and yachting consultant.


Georgia is married to advertising photographer Joseph Byrd, and is the mother of Whit, a police officer; and Ammie, a school principal.




ABOUT THE REVISOR


Cheryl Lauer has called Savannah home for more than 30 years and is grateful to live in an area with a beautiful and vibrant historic district, which has become a national architectural showcase, and near the picturesque seaside communities of Tybee Island and Hilton Head, South Carolina. Born and reared in the Pocono Mountain region of Pennsylvania, some days she is still in awe that her home now is surrounded by palm trees.


Cheryl has worked as a reporter in Atlanta and Savannah, retiring from the Savannah Morning News after covering news and feature stories mainly from the island communities of Chatham County. She has also written for the Savannah Magazine and the Georgia Ports Authority’s magazine, AnchorAge. She is pleased to return to work on the Insiders’ Guide to Savannah & Hilton Head, having served as the photography editor in the book’s first edition.


Cheryl and her husband, Michael Richter, live on Talahi Island in Chatham County. Their home is about 10 minutes east of the historic district and about 10 minutes to the beach at Tybee. Their son Cason, a home-schooled graduate, attends college in Savannah.
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 HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


   The goal is for this book to be a personal guide that will lead you through Savannah and Hilton Head Island’s most popular attractions, restaurants, and accommodations, as well as those special places that only an “insider” could reveal. Before you leave home, purchase a camera bag, backpack, or purse large enough to accommodate this book, as well as your cameras, bug spray, and personal necessities. When you arrive, don your most comfortable walking shoes. Use this Insiders’ Guide as a constant reference as you explore our city and parts of the South Carolina Lowcountry.


Arranged by subjects, it is recommended that you read this guidebook in full prior to leaving home. Highlight some of your interests and familiarize yourself with the area’s history that is a vital part of her present. Rent the film Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, or better yet, read the best-selling book by John Berendt. You’ll be enchanted before you ever step foot here, and your knowledge of the characters and places made famous by authors and screenwriters will be better appreciated. Delve into the history of the city.


The local area is divided into four geographical sections (Historic District, the Islands, Southside/Midtown, and West Chatham) with an explanation of the territory outlined in the Area Overview chapter. The maps are an excellent way to get a good sense of the geographical areas and hence guide you through the city by foot, carriage, trolley, or car. Within the chapters, restaurants, accommodations, attractions, and other points of interest are arranged alphabetically for quick reference. Another good way to find specific topics of interest is by looking in the extensive index in the back of the book. You’ll note that the area code for almost every phone number listed is 912 (843 for places in South Carolina). Also look for Insiders’Tips—marked with an i that let you in on local secrets.


This edition also reflects highways and roads that are identified by abbreviations. They include: highways, which are denoted by I- for interstate, US for appropriate two-laned (and highways that are not interstates) roads, SR (or an abbreviation of the state) for State Routes or State Highways. And if all else fails, ask a Savannahian for directions if you’re lost. This is a city overflowing with hospitality, and you’ll find that no one is too busy to help you find your way.


Moving to Savannah or already live here? Be sure to check out the back of the book, where you will find the Living Here appendix that offers sections on relocation and real estate, retirement, education and child care, and health care.


Thanks to this guide book, visitors who fly through Savannah going to Hilton Head Island will understand that they are not in Hilton Head when they deplane in Savannah. The hour or so (depending on traffic to the island) drive to Hilton Head Island from the Savannah airport will become much less a trek of boredom as this edition also captures and highlights this popular tourist destination and offers some fun stops along the way. In turn, we have also devoted an entire chapter to Savannah’s sister beach, Tybee Island, which is part of Chatham County but very separate and distinct from Savannah, and the neighboring islands.


ACCOMMODATIONS PRICE CODE


Dollar signs indicate the average cost for a one-night stay for two adults, not including taxes, gratuities, or add-on amenities. Many establishments have both high-season and off-season rates, and they define “season” differently, so check current prices, usually posted on the facilities’ websites. Most establishments charge $10 to $25 extra for additional guests. Please inquire about additional fees when you call for reservations. Again, remember that reservations are essential.


[image: $ less than $110 $$ $110 to $150 $$$ $150 to $200 $$$$ $200 to $250 $$$$$ more than $250]


RESTAURANT PRICE CODE


The price code is based on the cost of an average meal for two, excluding drinks, dessert, or tip.
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WELCOME TO SAVANNAH &
HILTON HEAD ISLAND


Savannah is called the Hostess City, and for good reason. Even before the tourism business blossomed in the 1980s, Savannah was greeting visitors through its international port and its role as the largest city in the surrounding rural plain.


Savannah’s devotion to historic preservation got started in earnest in the mid-1950s. Without the efforts of a handful of determined society ladies, most of the historic treasures you travel to Savannah to see would not exist, but would be buried under parking lots and urban sprawl. But along with the appreciation of the old is an active slice of the new: a booming container port, the construction of the most advanced corporate jets in the world, a swelling university populace studying everything for art to marine science.


Not all the scenery here is from the hands of humankind, not by a long stretch. Savannah and environs boast acres of beautiful, oxygen-generating saltwater marsh, towering live oak trees, beaches that are nesting grounds for endangered sea turtles and a stretch of ocean that is the breeding ground for the rare right whale.


Called one of America’s most beautiful cities, Savannah—the oldest city in Georgia—sits near the mouth of the Savannah River, which forms the boundary between Georgia and South Carolina. Drive across the picturesque Talmadge Bridge over the Savannah River and by the time you’re back over dry land, you’re in another state.


Thanks for joining us here in what was the final of the original 13 British colonies that eventually made up a unique revolutionary country of its own. We’ve kept some of the best parts of that country’s history—as well as reminders of some of its most painful moments—and we’re delighted to share them with you.


AREA OVERVIEW


If you approach Savannah from the west after traveling the monotonous, pine-lined stretch of I-16 from Macon and follow through to the interstate’s end in the Hostess City, you’ll arrive in the midst of a lavishly beautiful part of the downtown Historic District, where architectural wonders unfold in the form of thick moss-drenched live oaks, townhomes, inns, and private residences.


If you arrive by car across the graceful cable-span bridge called the Talmadge Memorial, which crosses the winding Savannah River and connects South Carolina to Georgia, the city unfurls ahead and below you. Cresting the bridge, 196 feet above the water and looking down and ahead toward your destination, you’ll see the city of Savannah. Be careful not to get distracted as you drive, but if you’re the passenger, look over to your left. More than likely, you’ll see a large yacht or two anchored at the Westin. There could be one or two colorful ferries transporting visitors to and from the Savannah riverfront over to Hutchinson Island, the home of a pristine Troon-managed 18-hole golf course. Across the river, still looking left as you descend the bridge, you’ll see the gold-domed City Hall. It will glisten if the day is sunny, and the view of the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist’s twin spires will signal that you are indeed mere minutes from your destination.
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Straight ahead is a network of roadways, with some of the thoroughfares leading to the city’s south side and to West Chatham County, where many Savannahians live and many more do their shopping in more modern buildings. Finally, there are hints of the tropics and the palm trees and massive oaks that remind you that you are indeed in the Old South.


SAVANNAH STATISTICS


Savannah is the seat of government of Chatham County, and the sixth most populous county in the largest state (in terms of area) east of the Mississippi River. Some 278,434 (*US Census Bureau 2013) people live in Chatham County, with 347,611 residing in the metropolitan statistical area that includes the surrounding bedroom counties. About a quarter of the county’s 438 square miles are unincorporated, and there are also seven other municipalities within Chatham’s borders: Bloomingdale, Garden City, Port Wentworth, Pooler, Thunderbolt, Vernonburg, and the city of Tybee Island.


Due to the diverse interests and backgrounds that exist here, Savannah’s major employers vary from industrial to educational and entrepreneurial. As a port community that dates back to 1733, Savannah’s a city that assumes many roles, serving as a harbor, a center of higher education, a tourist destination, a site for industrial plants, a home to the military, and a breeding ground for artists and historic preservationists. Due to its history and aesthetic magnetism, the city is a virtual melting pot. For instance, take a seat on one of many benches in the squares of the Historic District and you’ll most likely observe the mix: international art students hiking to and from class with projects in tow, society matrons chatting with neighbors, a herd of Girl Scouts on foot, corporate executives enjoying bagged lunches, and people like yourself watching people like yourself.


In keeping true to her military and industrial history, Savannah is home to Hunter Army Airfield and nearby (about 50 miles south) Fort Stewart military bases. Combined, the two bases employ more than 42,000 people and generate an annual direct federal expenditure of $1.4 billion dollars. The Georgia Ports Authority’s (GPA) Garden City facilities comprise 1,200 acres, North America’s largest single-terminal container facility and closing in on becoming its busiest. Gulfstream Aerospace Corporation, home of the world’s fastest corporate jets, is headquartered here.


Five industries account for relatively equal shares of employment in the metropolitan Savannah area, further attesting to the area’s healthy, diverse industry mix: retail trade, professional and business services, education and health services, leisure and hospitality, and state and local government. Manufacturers continue to account for nearly 9 percent of the area’s jobs.


The Savannah area is blessed with a climate classified as semitropical. Average seasonal temperatures are, in degrees Fahrenheit, 51 in winter, 66 in spring, 81 in summer, and 68 in autumn. Remember, though, that averages are pretty useless when it comes to weather: On your typical summer day, the daybreak temp of 72 is rapidly climbing into the 90s, with humidity to match.


Winters are brisk, and rarely is there a morning that provokes a heavy coat. If the day calls for one, more than likely you’ll be shedding it by lunchtime so stay close to your hotel or be prepared to tote your jacket as the day warms up.


More accurately, according to the Savannah Area Chamber of Commerce, the city on average experiences 67 days each year when the mercury climbs higher than 90 degrees.


Winters are fairly mild, with the temperature dipping below freezing an average of (ironically) 32 days a year. We seldom see snow, and the descent of even a few flakes is cause for excitement. The average annual rainfall is 49 inches, and Mother Nature delivers some intense downpours now and then, particularly during summer afternoons, so if this is your choice for a visit, heed this warning and bring a stylish pair of rain boots. Because Savannah is in a low-lying area and much of the city’s sewer system is antiquated, streets are prone to flooding when tides are high—be careful if you’re driving around and get caught in a sudden storm.


Also, check the weather as you venture here between June 1 and November 30, the designated hurricane season. Being on the southeast coast, Savannah occasionally finds itself threatened by hurricanes. In recent years, the city has been spared the destruction caused by major storms. Savannah had close calls from Hurricane Hugo in 1989, Bertha in 1996, and Floyd in 1999, but the last hurricane to hit here was David in 1979, when winds as strong as 90 mph caused widespread power outages that lasted for weeks.


That gives you the big picture. Now let’s look more closely at the four areas into which we’ve divided the county.


HERE’S LOOKING AT YOU, SAVANNAH


Historic District


When mentioning the Historic District, we’re actually referring to the area of downtown where there are 22 picturesque squares with restaurants, inns, personal residences, and accommodations. Other neighborhoods may have historic designations of one type or another, but for clarity’s sake, our reference is to the classic downtown sector.


Savannah’s downtown area is bordered by the Savannah River on the north, East Broad Street on the east, Park Avenue on the south, and Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard on the west. Downtown is the oldest and most colorful part of the city—James Oglethorpe landed here when he arrived and founded Georgia more than 270 years ago. The 2.5-square-mile Historic District encompasses the 24 city squares Oglethorpe designed in his original plans. (Although his original plans called for 24 squares, there are presently 22 remaining.)


Today those squares still provide an intimate ambience unmatched by any other area of the city. Spend at least a day exploring the squares we like to call “a performance in progress.” Like an ongoing film with extraordinary cinematography, they are a constant source of motion with characters changing by the minute. In summer, musicians perform on Johnson Square’s monument steps for tourists and employees lunching downtown. On any given day in any given square, couples nestle on benches shaded by live oak trees with enormous branches that are laced with Spanish moss. Horse-drawn carriages click past carrying entire families on holiday and brides and grooms to and from historic churches on the weekends, enhancing the squares’ theatrics. The walled gardens of homes surrounding the squares harbor history and a captivating kaleidoscope of intriguing tales and colorful characters.


Apart from the squares, downtown is also the place for fun, Southern eating at its best, and shopping on foot. The city’s main thoroughfare, Broughton Street, was once the main shopping district and has captured the interest of locals and tourists with unique and local whimsical boutiques along with its share of chains like Gap and Banana Republic.


Downtown also plays host to festivals, with many of Savannah’s major annual events being held along the river, in City Market, and at Forsyth Park, a lush, green playground on Bull Street where a new amphitheater and cafe attract cultural and even more outdoor activities.


Downtown’s Johnson Square is called the city’s financial district. However, when you actually visit this square, you forget all about money. Situated in the center of several banks is a striking monument to Nathaniel Greene, the Revolutionary War hero. There are fountains at each end that glisten in the afternoon sunlight. The massive branches of the live oaks cover the square like a beautiful web, the Spanish moss dripping like lace on a wedding gown train, and they create a surreal ambience that is characteristic of many other areas of downtown.


Throughout downtown, striking museums such as the Telfair Academy of Arts and Sciences bring a little bit of a European flair to this Southern city. Enhancing the downtown area are a great number of buildings, homes, and inns that have been delicately restored to splendor by their owners.


Literal interpretations of Savannah’s cartography might be a bit confusing because names don’t always match up to positions. By map, the Historic District is in the northern part of town. That’s because Savannah’s birthplace was on a bluff on the south bank of the river, causing the heart of the city to be north of everything else. When you’re in downtown Savannah, you can’t go much farther north and still be in Georgia. Savannah has not grown in that direction, across the north channel of the Savannah River (which is known as the Back River), because what’s over there is mostly marshland, and it’s also South Carolina.


So when you’re downtown on River Street gazing across the south channel of the Savannah River, you’re looking at Hutchinson Island, a small part of Georgia that’s undergone development to its advantage. Formerly a literal eyesore, the marshland has emerged in the form of a $98 million resort owned by Westin. The resort complex towers above the flat island like a giant sand castle with a lush tropical appeal. Aesthetically, the project has been a great success and makes a splendid accompaniment to the $83.5 million Savannah International Trade and Convention Center (opened there in mid-2000). The Westin resort complex is a 403-room, 16-story hotel that’s emblematic of the growth in tourism being experienced by the city.


Because Savannah hasn’t been able to expand much to the north, most early development was southward, and much recent growth has been to the east and west.


Islands


Driving eastward on US 80 toward Tybee Island, you’ll pass Chatham County’s inshore islands. This is where huge residential growth has occurred partly due to the island ambience, proximity to the beach, and distance to downtown. One can live on any one of “the islands” and get to work downtown in about 10 to 15 minutes, depending on the time of day and location of the workplace. Although these islands are not on the Atlantic Ocean, they’re separated from the mainland and neighboring islands by salt marsh, rivers, and tidal creeks. The islands in our Islands area are those immediately east of Savannah—Oatland, Talahi, Whitemarsh, and Wilmington—and those southeast of the city—Dutch, Skidaway, and Isle of Hope. Because of its unique qualities and status as a destination for tourists, we have devoted a separate chapter to Tybee Island, which is also east of Savannah.


The residential development of the east-side islands took off in the late 1980s, and Whitemarsh Island (pronounced WHIT-marsh) was the fastest-growing part of the county in 1996, with Wilmington Island not far behind. Growth slowed on Whitemarsh in 1997, with most of the island being built out, but residential development continued on Wilmington, the fastest-growing part of Chatham during 1998. Most of the building on these islands has been residential, although a large shopping center and three schools have been constructed on Whitemarsh in recent years.


Despite the buildup, the eastside islands, particularly Wilmington Island, retain a natural beauty and laid-back quality. Days are lazy and many islanders get around by bike. Spring evenings are filled with laughter and cheering from the crowds at little league baseball and church league softball games that are ongoing on Wilmington Island. It’s safe enough to take an evening stroll on any of this island’s streets, look up at a sky brilliant with stars, and listen to the back and forth hoots from owls. For the most part, the eastside islands remain quiet havens where folks sit on their docks and watch the marsh turn from gold to green as the seasons change; where oaks festooned with Spanish moss bend over roadways to create cool, verdant tunnels; where you can hop in your car, drive around the corner, and fetch fresh seafood from rustic markets. You can grocery shop in your flip-flops and stand in line at the banks with all your neighbors.


Tiny Thunderbolt, a quaint fishing village, is the jumping-off point before you cross the Wilmington River and hit the Islands Area. This village is also home of Thunderbolt Marine, Inc., a 25-acre site along the Wilmington River where marine skills are utilized to refit megayachts owned by the world’s billionaires and registered in exotic parts of the world.


Farther to the south, you’ll find the gated residential enclave of Dutch Island; Skidaway Island, site of the Landings, a private community of upscale homes, also gated; and Isle of Hope, distinguished by its quaint cottages, charming Southern homes, and picturesque docks where families enjoy swimming, boating, and fishing. The Landings covers much of Skidaway Island with a gated development of homes, deepwater marinas, golf courses, a fitness center, clubhouses, tennis courts, and more than 40 miles of biking and nature trails.


Isle of Hope is entirely residential except for the marina on Bluff Drive. Bluff Drive is a lovely lane running alongside the Skidaway River, and it’s our choice as the Savannah area’s most picturesque street. The isle is also the location of Wormsloe Historic Site, the place where one of Georgia’s first settlers constructed a colonial estate.


Southside/Midtown


Southside/Midtown is the vast area south of the Historic District. Note that the locals refer to the northern portion of this area as Midtown. Midtown starts in the vicinity of the southern end of Forsyth Park and runs south to DeRenne Avenue, although some folks might say it extends all the way to Oglethorpe Mall. Most of Savannah’s Victorian District and all of the Thomas Square Streetcar Historic District are in Midtown. The districts, which are on the National Register of Historic Places, are filled with Victorian-style frame houses.


That distinction also applies to Ardsley Park and Chatham Crescent, two other areas in Midtown. Among the streets of Ardsley Park is one of Savannah’s prettiest—oak- and azalea-lined Washington Avenue. At the eastern end of the avenue is Daffin Park, site of a small lake and public tennis courts and athletic fields used by recreation league teams playing baseball, softball, football, and soccer. Historic Grayson Stadium, a classic baseball stadium, stands among the tall pines in the eastern portion of the park.






More Useful Info


Driving laws: Seat belts mandatory for occupants of the front seat of a vehicle and all occupants younger than 18; safety restraining systems required for children younger than 6 years old, but seat belts will suffice for those who are 4 feet 9 inches and taller. Maximum speed limit under normal conditions 55 mph, 70 mph on rural interstates, and 65 mph on urban interstates. Speed limit decreases to 30 mph in business and residential districts. Headlights required between the half hour after sunset and the half hour before sunrise and when raining.


Alcohol laws: Drinking by persons younger than age 21 prohibited. Motorists 21 years and older considered under the influence of intoxicants when 0.08 gram or more by alcohol is present in the blood; for those younger than 21, the limit is 0.02 gram.


The city has an unusually liberal “go cup” policy. Drinking on city streets prohibited except in the area bounded generally by the city limits on the north, West Boundary Street on the west, Jones Street on the south, and East Broad Street on the east. In this area, drinking from cans, bottles, or glasses is prohibited, and paper or plastic cups containing alcoholic beverages must not exceed 16 fluid ounces. Your bartender can keep you posted on the finer points.


Daily newspaper: Savannah Morning News


Sales tax: 7 percent (4 percent state, 3 percent local option) on the purchase of all goods and some services except groceries and prescriptions.


Room tax: 6 percent


Information for tourists: Savannah Area Chamber of Commerce/Visit Savannah, 101 E. Bay St., Savannah, GA 31401; (912) 644-6400; savannah visit.com.








You’ll find several shopping centers in Midtown, the main library (which has been renovated extensively), and much of Savannah’s health-care community. Clustered just north of DeRenne Avenue, between Reynolds Street and the Truman Parkway, are numerous doctors’ offices, pharmacies, medical laboratories, and two of the city’s hospitals, Memorial University Medical Center and Candler Hospital. Once south of DeRenne, you are in the part of town most locals call the Southside. It’s an area of subdivisions, churches, recreational facilities, and commercial development. Savannah’s main roadway, Abercorn Street, evolves from a historical setting to the area’s primary retail strip where shopping centers, malls, car dealerships, and fast-food restaurants reign. We think of Abercorn south of DeRenne as the Land of a Thousand Curb Cuts. That’s an exaggeration, but not much of one. The six-lane thoroughfare is nicked by the myriad entrances and exits to and from business establishments, used-car lots, strip shopping centers, and megastores selling building materials, pet supplies, party goods, books, liquor, and office equipment. Interrupting this cascade of commercialism on Abercorn are the St. Joseph’s Hospital campus and the doctors’ offices that have sprung up around it and the campus of Armstrong State University. The area we’ve designated as South-side/Midtown is also home to several other institutions of higher education, including Savannah State University, Savannah Technical College, and South University.


Outdoor activities abound in the South-side. Just east and southeast of Oglethorpe Mall is Bacon Park, a city- and county-owned recreational complex consisting of softball diamonds, soccer fields, tennis courts, a public golf course, a stadium where high school football teams play, an aquatic center, and a lake surrounded by a walking/jogging track. Nearby is the site of the Chatham County track and field complex inside T. A. Wright Stadium at Savannah State University. Among the features of this world-class facility are an eight-lane track, a dual pole vault runway, a javelin runway, a steeplechase water jump, and shot put, discus, and hammer-throw circles.


The Southside past Oglethorpe Mall is where suburbia evolved in the 1960s and 1970s, mainly in the sprawling subdivision of Windsor Forest. Residential growth has continued in recent years farther out Abercorn Street at Georgetown, one of the fastest-growing areas in Chatham County during the 1990s. This area extends almost to I-95 and includes a nice and affordable 18-hole Henderson Golf Club, where magnificent live oaks and lush magnolia trees provide a challenging and natural place to enjoy an afternoon.


To the west of the residential and commercial development of the Southside is Hunter Army Airfield, a 5,400-acre military post and site of the Army’s longest runway. Hunter and Fort Stewart are the homes of a Ranger battalion, units of the Third Infantry Division (Mechanized), and a Coast Guard air station. The bulk of the division is based an hour away at Fort Stewart, the largest Army installation east of the Mississippi River. With its 11,375-foot runway, Hunter serves as a location from which troops and equipment of the Third can be deployed throughout the world.


i Tiny, almost invisible sand gnats appear in spring and fall, and can be successfully repelled with the locals’ home remedy of liberal applications of Avon’s Skin-So-Soft. If bitten, try not to scratch: the bumps will go away in about an hour if you leave them be.


i Savannahians were thrilled in February 2010, when snow fell in the city and outlying areas. Snow hadn’t been seen in the area since December 1989—more than a decade-long gap. That prompted many to sing one of the all-time favorite songs about wintry weather that was written by a onetime resident, James L. Pierpont. He penned the words to “Jingle Bells” and worked as an organist at the Unitarian church in Savannah.


One of Chatham’s municipalities is in Southside/Midtown: Vernonburg, a settlement of a hundred or so souls who reside on a handful of streets leading to the banks of the Vernon River. South of Vernonburg are the rustic residential communities of Beaulieu and Coffee Bluff.


West Chatham


Once an industrial stronghold surrounded by pine trees, West Chatham has retained that identity but added a residential boom of everything from starter homes to gated mini-mansion enclaves. Near and along I-95, this area is home to industry, i.e., companies that produce paper products, massive structures where sleek corporate jets are built and serviced, and a British company that builds bright yellow backhoe loaders. Home of the county’s largest manufacturer, Gulfstream Aerospace Corporation, which employs 10,126 people (per the Savannah Economic Development Authority) and produces corporate jet aircraft, West Chatham is also the site of the headquarters of the Georgia Ports Authority, which operates two deepwater terminals on the Savannah River. Most of the cargo handled on Savannah’s docks is shipped in containers, and the city is one of the busiest container ports in the US. If you don’t believe it, settle on a bench along the riverfront and watch the ships bearing containers go in and out.


Many of the people who work at the port and the industries west of Savannah live in West Chatham’s four municipalities—Garden City, Port Wentworth, Bloomingdale, and the current king of residential and retail development, Pooler. West Chatham is also the location of Savannah/Hilton Head International Airport.




 [image: image]


TRAVEL INSTRUCTIONS & RESOURCES


Once you get here, there are several options to get you around, although the best way is still the oldest way—on foot, or as you might hear it called, “riding shank’s mare.” If you aren’t interested in hoofing it, though, you’ll find plenty of taxis, a public bus system, a full array of rental car agencies, even pedicabs, which are kind of a cross between a tricycle and a rickshaw, driven by strong-legged guides.


For the adventurous tourist, Segway of Savannah offers an ecofriendly way to glide through Savannah’s Historic District. You won’t find elaborate freeway systems with HOV lanes or throngs of harried commuters rushing to catch their five o’clock train. Sorry, Savannah’s stage is set to a slower song, and her neighborly disposition makes her a city to be enjoyed at a leisurely pace.


Achieving the Southern way of seizing the day is easy: Take a deep breath and pretend there are no clocks or schedules. To a visitor, it may seem like Savannahians tackle the daily rigors of getting from one place to another in the same way. They are slow to anger and even slower to drive.


On the outskirts of town, suburban sprawl has given us a fairly recent phenomenon—some commuter-hour congestion, especially on I-16 bound for the bedrooms of Effingham County, or on Abercorn Street’s southern extremes approaching the Georgetown neighborhood and the entrance to I-95 en route to Richmond Hill’s neighborhoods in adjacent Bryan County.


So what happens if your navigation system fails or you’re lost? Ask a local. More likely than not, he or she will be happy to get you headed in the right direction. Those of us who live or work in the Historic District are particularly experienced at giving directions.


Directions come with a caution. Although Savannah’s aesthetics may lure you out at midnight, remember this: Take all precautions when walking the streets at night.


GETTING HERE


By Air


SAVANNAH/HILTON HEAD INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, 400 Airways Ave.; (912) 964-0514; savannahairport.com. The Savannah/Hilton Head International Airport is about 10 miles north of Savannah. The exit number off I-95 is 104. Delta (800-221-1212; delta.com), and US Airways (800-428-4322; usairways.com) are the largest carriers and also have been with the airport the longest. Other airlines include JetBlue (800-538-2583, jetblue.com), United (800-864-8331; united.com), and American Airlines (800-433-7300; aa.com). Nonstop flights are available via various carriers to Atlanta, Charlotte, Newark, Cincinnati, Houston, Miami, New York (La Guardia), Washington, DC (Dulles), Dallas, Detroit, Chicago (O’Hare), and Philadelphia. On weekends, Pittsburgh is an additional nonstop destination from here.


The lineup at the airport is prone to change, so stay abreast of flights and airlines via the airport’s website. The Airport Commission is on a constant mission to keep the flight selection competitive and cost-effective. It’s also easy to confirm flight arrivals and departures because the website stays current.


Not to mislead, the proper name—Savannah/Hilton Head International Airport—is correct, even though there are currently no international flights. (The name was amended to include Hilton Head since about half of the passenger traffic is bound there.)


Rental Cars


Passengers have a choice of several rental-car agencies on the premises, although they tend to change and you should call ahead if it is particularly important to you to deal with a specific car rental agency. Serving Savannah/Hilton Head International are Alamo (888-826-6893; alamo.com), Avis (800-831-2847; avis.com), Budget (800-527-0700; budget.com), Dollar Rent A Car (866-745-5063; dollar.com), Enterprise (800-736-8222; enterprise.com), Hertz (800-654-3131; hertz.com), National (800-227-7368; nationalcar.com), and Thrifty (800-367-2277; thrifty.com).


Taxi and Shuttle Service


The airport distributes a rate brochure (available either outside near all the cabs or inside near the baggage claim) that gives passengers an idea of what it will cost to take a taxi to local bed-and-breakfasts, hotels, motels, and inns. Maximum rates, set by the Savannah City Council, are $25 to the Historic District, $34 to Hutchinson Island, $53 to Tybee Island, $85 to Hilton Head Island, $60 to Bluffton, South Carolina, $60 to The Landings on Skidaway Island; and between $33 and $41 to Savannah’s Southside. Cabbies are allowed to charge an additional $5 per passenger in Georgia and $10 per passenger after the first two bound for South Carolina.


Taxi service at the airport can be arranged by calling the taxi stand at (912) 964-8016, or by simply showing up at the cab stand curbside, which is clearly marked and impossible to miss. We’ve never seen the cab stand unattended. Low Country Adventures (800-681-8212) provides airport shuttle service to and from Hilton Head (see our Hilton Head chapter).


Shuttles are a comfortable and efficient alternative to taxis. K Shuttle offers scheduled shuttle service from Savannah/Hilton Head International Airport to Hilton Head. They can be reached by calling (877) 243-2050. The rates are $44 one-way and $79 round-trip. All passengers arriving into the Savannah airport desiring K Shuttle services must have a prearranged reservation.


There is no scheduled provider of limousine service to and from the airport. However, there are several private limousine services in the city, and these are listed later in this chapter. If you are interested in a ride from the airport, always inquire when calling as to whether the company has a permit to serve the airport.


By Train


AMTRAK, 2611 Seaboard Coastline Dr.; (912) 234-2611, (800) 872-7245. The Silver Meteor and Silver Star take turns coming into Savannah as part of their treks along the Eastern Seaboard. Savannah is in the New York–Miami Amtrak corridor, and travelers have a choice of several departure times each day. Note that there is no train service currently to Atlanta, an omission advocacy groups periodically tackle.


The Amtrak station is about 4 miles from the Historic District. Heading west on I-16, take the Chatham Parkway exit. At the stop sign turn left, then take your first right. The station is open every day 4:30 a.m. to noon and 4:30 p.m. to midnight. Taxicabs are at the station when each train pulls in. Rental cars are not available at the station.


By Bus


GREYHOUND BUS LINES, 610 W. Oglethorpe Ave.; (912) 233-8186; grey hound.com. Savannah is on Greyhound Bus Lines’ busiest eastern corridor—the stretch between New York City and Miami. Buses depart the city 23 times a day, 7 days a week, with the most frequent departures, as would be expected, headed north toward New York and south to Miami. There are also westbound options. If you are coming to Savannah on Greyhound, you will disembark at the terminal on the far western reaches of Oglethorpe Avenue, one of the Historic District’s main thoroughfares. Head out the front door of the station and walk to your left along Oglethorpe—within a few blocks you will be in the heart of the Historic District. If you arrive at night, use extreme caution when walking, as you would in any city. The bus station’s locale used to be on the fringes of the restored Historic District, but revitalization has moved into the area, and you’ll find more foot traffic and less gritty surroundings. Taxi service is available at the bus terminal.


By Car


Savannah is reachable by car via two major interstates: I-95 from the north and south and I-16 running east and west. I-95 is the main artery along the Eastern Seaboard, stretching from Maine to the tip of Florida. This interstate is extremely congested in the Savannah area during spring, when snowbirds and spring-breakers are heading south for some winter relief, so drive with caution and expect some delays near the exits. I-16 cuts an east-west path across middle Georgia before merging with I-75, which takes you into Atlanta. The following information is a helpful rundown on how to get to the main geographical sections of the city from either of these interstates.


To the Historic District


The best option to get to the Historic District is to use I-16 heading east. There are a couple of clearly marked exits for downtown, but we suggest the one for Liberty Street. Want to swing by the Savannah Visitor Information Center for directions and advice first? As you enter downtown from the interstate, take your first left onto Liberty Street, then your next right onto Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard (MLK); or take the Louisville Road exit, which is near the end of the interstate and has signs guiding you to the visitor center. You are now essentially a block from the traffic light where the interstate dumped you. The visitor center on the western side of MLK, calling for a tricky left-hand turn into the parking lot. I-95 doesn’t go directly into the city, so if you are traveling the north-south route, you’ll need to take I-16 (the exit is clearly marked, although it features a wicked curve and tricky dual merge) for the final 10 miles or so.


To the Islands


There are a couple of options to get you to Tybee or the eastern islands of Oat-land, Talahi, Whitemarsh, and Wilmington. Take I-16 into the Historic District and get on any northbound street until you reach Bay Street. Continue east on Bay Street, which, in less than a mile, merges with President Street, then becomes President Street Extension. Follow the President Street Extension until it becomes Islands Expressway. In about 3 miles, it will merge with US 80, which is the main route to Tybee and the eastern islands.


A second option to get you to Tybee, along with the eastern and southeastern islands (Dutch and Isle of Hope), involves leaving I-16 at the 37th Street exit. Take 37th Street to Abercorn Street, take a right, then proceed to Victory Drive, where you will turn left (east). To reach Skidaway Island, take a right off Victory onto Waters Avenue. To reach the southeastern islands, look for Skidaway Road off Victory Drive and take a right to get to Dutch Island and Isle of Hope. If you continue east on Victory, it will become US 80, which will take you to the eastern islands and Tybee.


To Southside/Midtown


If you are staying near the Southside, you might want to consider exiting I-95 at SR 204 in the southern reaches of the county, about 20 miles south of the Historic District. SR 204 is also Abercorn Street, the main north-south thoroughfare running throughout the entire city. After exiting, head north. After about 3 miles you will enter the Southside—the city’s main commercial district, with strip shopping centers, hotels, car dealerships, and Savannah’s malls.


Another option to get to the South-side or Midtown area from downtown is Bay Street: Head east down Bay Street to President Street Extension. Take the ramp to Truman Parkway (south). You may exit right onto DeRenne Avenue, a main east-west thoroughfare, or depending on your destination, continue south on “the Truman” to Eisenhower Drive or Montgomery Crossroads. Each exit (DeRenne, Eisenhower, or Montgomery Crossroads) will eventually cross Abercorn. If you turn left on Abercorn, you’ll head south and eventually hit I-95. If you turn right, you’ll be driving in the direction of downtown (to the left or right).


To West Chatham


The West Chatham communities of Pooler, Bloomingdale, and Garden City are all accessible from I-16 via various marked exits. From I-95 you can also take the Pooler Parkway, which will connect you to US 80 and take you through Bloomingdale, Pooler, and Garden City.


GETTING AROUND


Once you have made it to Savannah, there are several ways you can navigate within the city—from public transportation to a comfortable pair of shoes. Following are some ideas for getting around and a few things to watch out for while traversing the town.


Sampling Savannah


Historic District


Slip on your most comfortable pair of walking shoes and discover Savannah by foot. Named by Walking magazine as “one of the top 10 walking places in America,” the title is not only accurate but inviting! To add to the kudos, USA Weekend Magazine called Savannah “one of the 10 most beautiful places in America.” Savannah’s squares are her most adored icons, and there are now 22 of them to explore! Recognized as America’s first planned city, General Oglethorpe’s design included a series of grids with wide streets connected by shady public squares. These squares served as the town’s meeting places. Ellis Square was given a new and contemporary design that reflects the city’s progressiveness. There are 13 main north-south streets in the Historic District, stretching from the northernmost point of the city—the Savannah River—south to Forsyth Park. These streets include (listed east to west) East Broad, Houston, Price, Habersham, Lincoln, Abercorn, Drayton, Bull, Whitaker, Barnard, Jefferson, Montgomery, and Martin Luther King Jr. Likewise, there are 23 main east-west streets, starting (for our purposes) at East Broad and ending at Martin Luther King Jr. (which was formerly known as West Broad). These main east-west roadways include River, Bay, Bryan, Congress, Broughton, State, York, Oglethorpe, Hull, Perry, Liberty, Harris, Charlton, Jones, Taylor, Gordon, Gaston, Huntingdon, Hall, Gwinnett, Bolton, Waldburg, and Park.


If our streets resemble a series of necklaces, then some of them are lucky enough to have pearls in the form of squares. In fact, six of the north-south streets—Montgomery, Barnard, Bull, Abercorn, Habersham, and Houston—have these jewels, making them the most beautiful streets in the Historic District. Bull Street, however, is the most commanding strand. Located in the center of the Historic District and easy to spot because it begins at golden-domed City Hall, Bull Street offers some of the most notable squares in the city, including the one where Forrest Gump waited for his bus and the one where the main plot unfolds in Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.


It is crucial that you understand how to navigate around the squares while traveling in the Historic District. It’s actually quite simple once you understand the basic layout. Imagine heading north or south on one of the six streets with squares. Every couple of blocks you are going to run into one. They’re beautiful but they slow you down—not necessarily a bad thing—but local commuters opt for the plainer, straighter Whitaker Street and Drayton Street.


No, the squares aren’t your standard traffic circles. There is only one lane, and traffic moves in a counterclockwise direction around a beautiful park filled with trees, benches, and in some instances, a monument or fountain. The traffic moves very slowly, so you have ample time to figure out where you would like to exit. When entering a square, always yield to any car making its way around the square—it has the right-of-way. Once the coast is clear, enter the square driving to your right. Because we have many visitors (and not a few locals) who don’t understand that part about who has the right-of-way on the square, be cautious.


If you don’t want to hit any squares, you can take a straight southbound route through the Historic District on either Price Street or Whitaker Street. Both run one way. Drayton Street, a one-way northern thoroughfare, will get you all the way to the Savannah River without being interrupted by squares. These aren’t, however, the prettiest routes. Note that you also will run into squares when traveling east to west in the Historic District. The majority of the east-west routes pass by to the north or south of the squares, but a few intersect them. Again, when approaching a square from the east or west, you must yield to any traffic that is already making its way around the square. Once traffic has cleared, you enter the square by traveling to your right or going straight ahead. Liberty and Oglethorpe are the main east-west streets without squares, and they feature broad, tree-lined center medians. Other square-less east-west routes include Jones, Gaston, Broughton (the downtown business district’s “main street”), and Bay. All of this sounds complicated. It isn’t, as you will see. Yield when entering a square, travel to the right—as is quite obvious—and you’ll do fine.


Islands


The eastern islands, including Whitemarsh, Talahi, Oatland, and Wilmington, are directly off US 80, which is also the only route to Tybee Island. It is a fairly wide, four-lane highway taking you through scenic marshlands before narrowing into a two-lane road as you near Tybee. Skidaway Road leads to Dutch Island and the Isle of Hope (but not, oddly enough, without some turns to Skidaway Island). Waters Avenue is the direct route to Skidaway Island. This well-marked, two-lane road is very busy and congested most times of the day. (Please see our Tybee Island chapter for more information on getting around there.) Pay particular attention to speed limits in school zones and tuck your cell phone away while driving on this road (and all others, for that matter).


Southside/Midtown


Abercorn Street is the main artery running through Savannah’s Southside. It begins at the Savannah River in the Historic District, and in its early stretches it is a charming, square-filled route through downtown. It continues south some 20 miles to I-95, picking up additional lanes and additional traffic. All the motels, hotels, shopping centers, car dealerships, and other businesses in the Southside are either right on Abercorn or on a street just off this main drag. The six-lane street is heavily traveled and usually very busy. Try to avoid Abercorn during morning and afternoon rush hours—typically 7:30 to 9 a.m. and 4 to 6 p.m. If you are a road-warrior veteran of a gridlocked metropolis, however, you might find our version of rush hour amusing.


DeRenne Avenue, which becomes I-516 at its western end, is the main Southside east-west route. You will find two of the city’s hospitals off DeRenne (one just off, and the other a few blocks north on Waters Avenue), along with gas stations, shopping centers, banks, and several medical offices. This road is also heavily traveled and should be avoided during morning and afternoon rush hours. Since this road serves hospital personnel, rush hour tends to start around 3 p.m. weekdays.


Victory Drive (US 80) is Midtown’s main drag. It travels through residential neighborhoods and by shopping centers and Grayson Stadium, home of Savannah’s minor-league baseball team, the Sand Gnats. When traveling east, Victory Drive is the main route to Tybee and the eastern islands.


Eisenhower Drive is another major east-west road that accesses Hunter Army Airfield to the west and Skidaway Road to the east. It parallels DeRenne and Victory.


West Chatham


Bay Street, which runs right in front of City Hall in the Historic District, continues to West Chatham, eventually taking you to Garden City and Port Wentworth. Another route, US 80, runs through the area as well, taking motorists to Bloomingdale, Pooler, and Garden City.


Parking


When Oglethorpe designed the original city plan for Savannah, he didn’t leave space for parking cars. He would probably be amused if he could see his city today, some 270 years later. You can find parking, generally, but it is not free, and it is often not as convenient as you would like in the Historic District. We focus our parking information section on that part of town for a couple of reasons: It’s the place most tourists want to roam, and it’s the main area in the city where you have to pay to park. Venture outside the Historic District to Southside/Midtown, the Islands, or West Chatham, and you shouldn’t have any trouble finding ample free parking. (An exception is Tybee Island, which is covered in a separate chapter.)


Despite the high volume of vehicles jostling for places in the Historic District every day, a metered spot or one in a garage or parking lot usually is available. It’s the daily downtown worker who finds parking an expensive nightmare, with meters vigilantly patrolled and waiting lists for monthly spaces in the city lots and prime private lots. As a visitor, you might not find a place right next to the square or shop you want to visit, but chances are good you will find one within comfortable walking distance. Utilize one of the modern parking garages to keep you from running back and forth to check the meters. Be advised that it gets more crowded as you get closer to River Street—a main tourist hub overlooking the Savannah River. And remember that no matter how good the parking situation may be the rest of the year, it is going to be tough, if not altogether impossible, to get a spot near downtown on St. Patrick’s Day. (See our Annual Events & Festivals chapter for more information on the perils of parking during the city’s big fest.)


Parking for the majority of the Historic District (and a little farther south) is metered, costing 30 cents to $1 an hour and more, depending on location. The downtown area is patrolled by vigilant parking enforcers who are out in force 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., Mon through Fri. (Translation: It’s free on weekends, provided you don’t park anywhere like in front of a fire hydrant.) Leave your meter expired for even a minute or two, and chances are pretty good you are going to get a ticket. Parking meters are serious business in the city of Savannah, so take careful note of the time and carry change. Most merchants are friendly, but some are grouchy about making meter change. Also, messages posted on some meters claim they are checked on Saturday—which is not true.


The city’s Parking Services department has gone high-tech downtown, with the installation of two new varieties of meter beyond the traditional put-in-a-coin-and-turn-the-handle versions. One requires parkers to walk to the middle of the block and buy a paper receipt from a machine, then return to the car and put it on the dashboard. Another version requires drivers to note the number of a parking space, walk to a mid-block computer, and feed in coins. If all of this sounds likely to breed confusion, you’re right—it does. On the good side, the newer meters also accept currency and credit cards.


Metered parking is scarcer than ever since security concerns prompted the lifting of curbside parking near federal buildings, so read on to learn about your parking garage options.


You won’t find meters along Broughton Street, the main shopping district in the Historic District. This street has undergone a slow transformation and even today, reflects modern, attractive boutiques, as well as some locally owned shops that may need a little TLC. To promote this area, the city allows free two-hour parking along Broughton Street (with a few spaces that allow only 30 minutes of parking). While there are no meters, you can be ticketed for exceeding the time limit—it is monitored.


City Parking Garages


The city operates four modern parking garages, although they are of limited use during weekday business hours because most of the spaces are taken up by contract parkers. The Bryan Street Parking Garage at Bryan and Abercorn Streets is the nicest of the set, and it operates 24/7. The Whitaker Street Garage at Whitaker and Bay Lane is an underground lot. The Robinson Garage is at York and Montgomery Streets. The State Street Parking Garage at State and Abercorn Streets closes at 1 a.m. The same hours apply at the Liberty Street Garage at Liberty and Montgomery Streets. Garage rates are $1 per hour with the exception of the Whitaker Street Garage, which is $2 per hour. Evening, weekend, and special event rates vary.


City Parking


The city operates a few public parking lots as well. Three are on River Street and cost $1 per hour. For easy access to the lots, from Bay Street take the Abercorn, Lincoln, or Barnard Street ramps to River Street. From the Lincoln ramp, turn left to reach the lots. From the Abercorn or Barnard ramps, turn either way on River Street to reach a city lot. Note that these are small lots; your best bet if visiting River Street is to park at the Bay Street level and walk down or ride the public elevator between City Hall and the Hyatt Regency Savannah.


There are a handful of private parking garages and lots in town. Many cater strictly to local businesses and have lengthy waiting lists to get in.


Visitor Parking Day Passes


Here’s a real bargain. To take the hassle out of feeding meters, the city offers a Visitor Parking Day Pass. Get a one-day pass for $7 or a 48-hour version for $12. It allows visitors to park at any meter in the Historic District, at time-controlled lots and parking spaces, in the five city parking garages, or at the city parking lots. The pass, which must be displayed on the driver’s-side dash, is not valid in all the areas you would expect—private parking lots, hotel parking garages, sweeping zones, freight zones, bagged meters (meters that are covered to tell you that parking is not allowed temporarily), etc.


You can purchase a day pass or find out more information on parking at the Savannah Visitor Information Center, 301 Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd., or at the offices of City of Savannah Parking Services, 100 E. Bryan St. (912-651-6470). The pass comes with a map showing parking locations. You can pick up a brochure outlining all the parking regulations at these locations, too.


Public Transportation


CHATHAM AREA TRANSIT, 900 E. Gwinnett St.; (912) 233-5767 (TDD); catchacat.org. If you hear someone say they are going to “catch a CAT,” they are referring to a ride on Chatham County’s public bus system.


CAT offers four free services, most of which are of particular interest to tourists. There’s a free CAT shuttle—known as the dot shuttle (the “dot” is deliberately uncapitalized) making its way around the Historic District to some 30 stops, including hotels and prime shopping locations and historic squares. The shuttle bus looks like a well-groomed pseudo-trolley and is wheelchair accessible. Shuttle hours are roughly 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. every day but Sunday, when they start just after 9:30 a.m. and run to about 5 p.m. CAT also operates a passenger ferry to Hutchinson Island, which is also free. Also free is rail-based trolley service along River Street. The fourth free service is a shuttle originating from the city’s Liberty Street parking garage, designed to make that new facility on the edge of the business district more appealing to daily downtown workers—but anyone’s welcome to ride it.


As far as the regular bus service goes, you can get just about anywhere you want by catching a CAT, including the city’s two malls, the Historic District, and the Islands (except Tybee). CAT buses do not, however, go to much of West Chatham. All are wheelchair accessible. There are bicycle racks with a capacity of two bikes on the front of the buses. The website is well designed and informative.


Taxis & Limousines


The best thing to do if you want taxi service in Savannah is to call the cab company directly. In theory, perhaps, you could hail a passing cab, but we’ve never seen it done—when we want a cab, we telephone and ask for one or go to the cab lineups outside major hotels and the airport. There are several companies in town, typically charging a maximum of $3.50 for the first mile and $1.80 per mile thereafter.


Limousine service is also available from a variety of local companies. Limos typically cost around $65 to $85 per hour, and some of the companies require a two-hour minimum. Advanced reservations are required to ensure prompt service.


Taxi services include Adam Cab Inc. (912-927-7466), Savannah Cab Company (912-236-2424), Yellow Cab (912-236-1133), Checker Cab (912-236-1666), and Ataxicab (912-234-0311).


For limousines, try A & E Luxury Limousine Service (912-354-2982), Low Country Adventures (912-681-8212, 800-845-5582), and First City Limousine (912-484-0455).


Bicycles


You’ll find a sporadic series of bike paths on major thoroughfares, but they are designed primarily to assist commuters and are largely fragmentary. Bicycles can be operated legally on public streets, excluding interstates and restricted-access highways. Bike paths or not, be aware that many drivers are unaccustomed to sharing the road with bicycles. While bicycle helmets are not required by law on adult bikers, they’re a smart option. Do not ride your bike on sidewalks and stay out of the squares.


CAT, the above-mentioned public transit agency, rents bicycles via facilities in Ellis Square and the CAT Transit Center, 610 W. Oglethorpe Ave., at a base rate of $5 for 24 hours and $20 for a week, plus usage fees on trips exceeding an hour.


Walking


Henry David Thoreau said, “It is a great art to saunter.” Although his words were written in 1841, they remain a forging conviction among Savannahians who live in the landmark Historic District. In the afternoons when the sun is at its peak, they’ll emerge from their stately homes—dogs in tow—dressed in their most casual attire and practice the art of walking. Trotting through the squares, they head south to an illustrious setting: Forsyth Park, a magical place that is cast in emerging shadows and flanked by joggers, nannies with children, and an occasional biker who has strayed from the street. Inspired by the grand park fountain that has been pictured in literally thousands of wedding albums, they follow the aura of the artists before their time, seeking a closer look at the fountain sprays that are now illuminated by the setting sun. In short, a walk through this city is a joyous occasion that remains ongoing all year long and is always serenaded by birds and solo street musicians.


A walking tour of the city begins with your favorite shoes. Shy away from those that might bring blisters. Leave your heels in the suitcase. Tie a sweater around your shoulder and focus on the often-uneven sidewalks, scored from years of wear and the settling earth. To help find your way around on foot, we have included a walking tour in the Attractions chapter—and that’s a good place to start. Here are some additional tips along with some rules to help make your steps a little surer.


Tread Lightly on Savannah’s Squares


You don’t have to be in peak athletic shape to see this city’s magnificent downtown by foot. Fortunately, the Historic District is only about 2.5 square miles, so it is fairly easy to see the entire area on foot provided you follow our guidelines.


Savannah’s squares are a charming blend of splendor and whimsy, order and extravagance, and they entice visitors seeking solitude, romance, and playful adventure. Designed to create compact, cozy interludes for socializing, the squares are framed in quaint boutiques, coffee shops, and rustic eateries, and set amid a background of Southern hospitality. They provide excellent markers for walking tours. These serene settings beg for relaxed audiences. There’s a story in each and every one. Benches are plentiful, and their beauty unfolds as the days change color and the breezes usher in the aura of nighttime charm.






Getting Some Direction in Historic District


Lost in the Historic District? Can’t remember where you parked your car or how to get back to your hotel? Look for somebody doling out parking tickets. They can give directions, help point out the nearest bathroom, even use their radios to track down misplaced cars.


Or venture over to Ellis Square at Bryan and Barnard Streets. This square was originally designed in 1733 and named in honor of Henry Ellis, the second royal governor. It was here that the “Old City Market” was located, and in its day, it was abuzz with merchants selling their wares. Shooting fountains now adorn the square, and modern benches are plentiful, but most helpful is a computer/touch-screen guide to the city housed in a glass kiosk. It’s perfect for getting your bearings!








Crossing Bay Street


Although the Historic District is generally very pedestrian-friendly, one area that isn’t is Bay Street. This is the main street running east to west in front of City Hall. Many tourists encounter Bay Street, as it must be crossed to reach River Street, the tourist haven running along the Savannah River. As mentioned in our Bicycles section, Bay Street is a very busy, narrow four-lane road that serves as the main throughway for 18-wheeler traffic trying to make it to other areas in the city. Many visitors think they can beat the traffic on Bay Street, get halfway across, and find themselves stuck in the middle, dangerously close to traffic and unable to safely pass to the other side. After experimenting with several options, the city went with increasing the number of traditional traffic lights to get pedestrians across. Most have a button-activated pedestrian signal: Push it, wait (and wait), then move quite briskly across. A few have audio features designed to serve the blind. So, in short, resist the urge to simply cross this street; go out of your way to cross at the designated pedestrian signals.


Getting to River Street


Savannah is built on a bluff overlooking the river, even though it probably looks flat to you. River Street runs along the Savannah River, which means it’s lower than the rest of the city and can present a challenge to pedestrians. One of our favorite city projects—and a favorite improvement to this area—was the 1998 installation of an elevator behind City Hall on Bay Street. The wheelchair-accessible elevator whisks riders down to River Street, avoiding the stairs and the cobblestone streets on its way. The elevator is between City Hall (can’t miss that giant gold dome) and the Hyatt Regency Savannah. Part of the elevator project included the installation of a public restroom facility on the River Street level. We’ve stopped in periodically and have been impressed with its upkeep. There’s also a small information station with a friendly question-answerer, a brochure rack, and—most importantly in Savannah’s climate—a water fountain. The more adventurous pedestrian might want to skip the elevator and hoof it down the uneven cobblestones to River Street. One option to get to River Street involves treacherous stairs. There are several routes available, although—apart from the elevator—we prefer the wide, easily negotiated set that runs along the east (right-hand when you face the river) side of City Hall. All these stairs are literally hundreds of years old, and many aren’t particularly easy to navigate, such as the narrow slate steps curving along a stone wall with an aged metal railing. The steps tend to be beside the ramps that carry traffic to River Street. Be extremely careful, and if you prefer, walk down the ramps that cars use to get to the river.


Although you can avoid the tricky stairs this way, you won’t avoid the cobblestone ramps, another potential pedestrian pitfall. The cobblestones, although visually charming, are not as steep as the stairs, but beware when walking on them with any type of heeled shoe. Historians will point out that these are ballast stones used to balance the weight on ships coming in and out of the port, not proper cobblestones. These roads and ramps are uneven and difficult to walk on, even for people with the surest feet and flattest shoes. If you are not above sneaking, you can duck into the elevator at the Savannah Hyatt Regency for a ride down to River Street—but you can’t take a ride up without a room key.


Crossing the River


The development of the Savannah International Trade and Convention Center and the Westin Savannah Harbor Resort on Hutchinson Island—an island between Georgia and South Carolina—added some transportation challenges. You can get to Hutchinson Island easily by road, via the Talmadge Bridge. Or try the ferries, which are free. The vessels are named for two historic women—Juliette Gordon Low, the Savannah-born founder of the Girl Scouts, and Susie King Taylor, a former slave who started one of the first schools for African Americans in Savannah. The ferries are designed to look nostalgic and operate at about 20-minute intervals. Unless you are attending an event at the Savannah International Trade and Convention Center or staying at the Westin Savannah Harbor Golf Resort & Spa (or patronizing one of its amenities), you won’t really need to use the ferry. We recommend it anyway, especially if you have children in your party. It’s fun to see River Street from the vantage point of an arriving sailor, and the sail across the river and back can be completed in about 15 or 20 minutes.






Savannah Bike Paths


The designated bike paths in the city include the following (although bikes are legal on any surface street):




	West to East Corridor: 52nd Street to Ward Street to LaRoche Avenue to the entrance of Savannah State University


	North to South Corridor: Habersham Street to Stephenson Avenue to Hodgson Memorial Drive to Edgewater Drive to Hillyer Drive to Dyches Drive to Lorwood Drive to Tibet Avenue to Largo Drive to Windsor Road to Science Drive


	McQueen’s Island Trail: 6 miles for hiking and biking between Bull River and Fort Pulaski along US 80


	McCorkle Trail: Wilmington Island at Charlie C. Brooks Park, 7001 Johnny Mercer Boulevard











Ferries operate 7 days a week, weather and river conditions permitting, 7 a.m. to midnight. Ferry landings are at River Street behind City Hall, at the Savannah Marriott Riverfront, and on Hutchinson Island at the convention center.


Quick Driving Tips


Here are a few suggested routes that may save you some time and frustration when getting from a few popular point As to point Bs. Note that all these jaunts are in the 15- to 20-minute range.


i In the city of Savannah you don’t have to pay parking meters evenings, Saturday, or Sunday. But enforcement is 7 days a week on Tybee Island.


Historic District to Oglethorpe Mall


Option One: Take Whitaker Street south about 2 miles to Victory Drive. Turn left onto Victory Drive, then right at the second light onto Abercorn Street. The mall is about 4 miles down Abercorn Street. Turn left into Oglethorpe on Mall Boulevard.


Option Two: Take Bay Street east. In less than 1 mile it runs into President Street Extension. From President Street Extension, take Truman Parkway. After a couple of miles, exit to the right on Eisenhower Drive, then turn left onto Abercorn and look for Mall Boulevard after a couple of blocks.


Historic District to Savannah Mall


Take I-16 4 miles west to the Lynes Memorial Parkway exit and go south. After 2.5 miles on the Lynes Parkway, exit at the Southwest Bypass (also known as the Veterans Parkway) and continue 7.5 miles until it ends at SR 204. Turn left onto SR 204, which becomes Abercorn Street, and the mall will be some 3 miles ahead on your left. Or just take one of the options to Oglethorpe Mall and opt to stay on Abercorn instead of turning onto Mall Boulevard; Savannah Mall is only a couple miles farther, on the right.


Historic District to Savannah/Hilton Head International Airport


Take I-16 west to I-95 north. The airport is 14 miles away at exit 104 off I-95.


Historic District to Amtrak Station


Go west on Liberty Street, which turns into Louisville Road after less than a mile. Take a left onto Telfair Road, then a right onto Seaboard Coastline Drive.




[image: image]


HISTORY


Perhaps no other city owes as much to one man as Savannah owes to James Edward Oglethorpe, the English soldier and politician who founded Georgia. Oglethorpe was the mastermind and driving force behind the development of the colony of Georgia, whose first city was Savannah. He selected the site of the city and christened it, giving it the same name as the river that flows beside it. Oglethorpe supervised the first phase of the building of Savannah, and he nurtured the city during its infancy as a town. He defended it in its early years, militarily and financially.


More than that, Oglethorpe bestowed on Savannah a gift that has flourished throughout the decades and centuries since his passing. He designed and laid out the town and, in so doing, created the atmosphere that makes Savannah unique among cities. He left a legacy that has been admired and enjoyed by countless residents and visitors—a treasure that will be the pride of the city for as long as it stands.


OGLETHORPE & HIS IDEA


Oglethorpe was born into a family that had a long history of service to England. After serving in the British army and fighting the Turks as the aide-de-camp of an Austrian prince, Oglethorpe was elected to the lower house of Parliament in 1722 at the age of 25. He developed an interest in the misfortunes of the poor, in particular the plight of debtors who had been thrown into prison by creditors hoping the debtors’ friends would secure their release by paying the debts. He worked for prison reform and attempted to find solutions to England’s unemployment problems.


Together with John Perceval, another member of Parliament, Oglethorpe hatched the idea of giving people who were out of work a fresh start by transporting them to a new colony in North America that would be located between Spanish Florida and the English colony of South Carolina. Oglethorpe and Perceval petitioned King George II for a charter, which the king signed on April 21, 1732. The deal was not one-sided: The crown was motivated by the prospect of having colonists raise produce and procure raw materials to ship to England, while the colony served as a market for English goods. The idea of having the new colony act as a buffer between the Spanish in Florida and thriving South Carolina was not lost on the royals either. To top it all off, the colony was to be named Georgia in honor of the king.


The colony would be managed by Oglethorpe, Perceval, and 19 other trustees, who would receive no pay and no land for their involvement. There were also rules for the colony: Slavery, lawyers, and “brandies and distilled liquors” (in particular rum) were prohibited, as were Catholics. In time, all would be allowed. Those who took advantage of the free passage to Georgia offered by the trustees agreed to remain in the colony for three years, and each received a town lot for a house and 50 acres to farm. A colonist would not own the acreage and could occupy it only as long as he farmed it properly. Grants of 500 acres were available to people who paid their way to the colony.


The trustees adopted as their motto the Latin phrase Non sibi sed allis (Not for themselves but others). It appears on Georgia’s original seal, which also bears a rendering of a silkworm crawling across a mulberry leaf; it was hoped that the colony would produce silk in abundance.


BEFORE THE ENGLISH CAME


Although Oglethorpe brought a European-style civilization to this land known as Georgia, he and his little band of settlers were very much the new kids on the block. According to Max E. White, author of Georgia’s Indian Heritage, human beings had existed in Georgia many centuries before. White states that “the earliest evidence of man’s presence in Georgia and the Southeast is in the form of fluted projectile points identical to or very similar to those found west of the Mississippi and dated to about 12,000 years ago.” In addition to discovering such rudimentary tools as projectile points, modern man has found other evidence of the native peoples of Georgia—shell middens and ceremonial mounds. The middens are piles of refuse “composed primarily of mussel shells discarded by prehistoric diners.” “Many times,” says White, “people were buried in these shell heaps and utilitarian objects, such as bone awls, projectile points, etc., were often placed with them.” The remnants of shell middens can be seen in the Savannah area at Skidaway Island State Park.


Although Oglethorpe and his Englishmen were the first Europeans to make a go of settling in southeast Georgia, others had visited before them. Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto passed through in 1539–40 during his trek across what became the southeastern US. After de Soto’s countrymen established a settlement at St. Augustine, Florida, in 1565, they built Catholic missions and churches on Georgia’s sea islands, the last of which was closed in 1702. French explorer Jean Ribault—who started short-lived settlements at what are now Jacksonville, Florida, and Beaufort, South Carolina—sailed along the Georgia coast in 1562.


“Almost all of Georgia was forest-covered when the Europeans first appeared on the scene,” says White. The Native Americans living there were, for the most part, members of the Creek and Cherokee nations, “practicing an economy based on agriculture, hunting, fishing, and gathering.” Most were Indians belonging to the Creek Confederacy, and one of them—Tomo-chi-chi—would have a significant impact on the survival of Oglethorpe’s new colony.


A WHOLE NEW WORLD


Oglethorpe and his fellow trustees recruited 114 colonists comprising 35 families for the first voyage to Georgia and the task of starting a settlement there. Oglethorpe was the only trustee to make the trip. They left Gravesend, England, on November 17, 1732, aboard a 200-ton vessel named the Anne and arrived in what is now Charleston, South Carolina, on January 13, 1733. The settlers then made their way south down the South Carolina coast and, after transferring to smaller boats, landed in the new colony on February 1. That was the date of Georgia’s founding according to the Julian calendar. When that calendar was abandoned in favor of the Gregorian calendar 19 years later, the date became February 12—the day now celebrated as Georgia Day. Oglethorpe had gone ahead of the colonists several days before their landing and chosen a site for the town of Savannah on a 40-foot-high bluff overlooking the Savannah River—Yamacraw Bluff. In a letter to the trustees explaining his choice of the site for a city, he stated that he “thought it healthy” and wrote, “The last and fullest consideration of the Healthfulness of the place was that an Indian nation, who knew the Nature of the Country, chose it for their Habitation.”
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