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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Since I was a boy, and briefly encountered Slim Aarons on occasion, I was captivated by his photographs of “beautiful people, doing beautiful things, in beautiful places.” That fascination hasn’t changed in over fifty years. One cannot look at a compendium of Slim’s work and not feel good. He takes you to places that are timeless, and for a brief instant, you feel you are there.

Charleston: A Good Life, and hopefully more books in this series to come, likely would not have happened without the openness, support, and friendship of Slim’s daughter, Mary Aarons. She is a success in book publishing herself. From the beginning, Mary was skeptical of my endeavor, saying, “My dad’s mantra of beautiful people doing beautiful things probably isn’t relevant in today’s world.” Between her, my wife Christina, and me, we debated what would be relevant. It is a different time. Slim photographed during an era when people were emerging from the long, dark night of World War II, and into the hope of the Kennedy years, taking off during the jet-set age. Today, just having money—and showing it off with “stuff”—is not laudable or interesting; Mary, Christina, and I have witnessed much of this in our lives. Having money is definitely better than not having it, but you will read about a wonderful woman of modest means in her eighties, happily doing today what she started doing when she was six years old.

There are a handful of people I am indebted to for making this book a reality, and it starts with Mary. When I started to develop this book with photographer Gately Williams, who I call Ben, I took it to my former boarding school mate, Peter Riva, who also happens to be the grandson of the glamorous Hollywood icon, Marlene Dietrich. As a top literary agent for over thirty years, Peter is without peer. He knows how to push and shape my work, and ultimately became the greatest advocate for it.

Every novice writer gets rejected by publishers, from F. Scott Fitzgerald to James Patterson, but you keep at it, and hope that someone sees what you see. In my case, that someone was Bill Wolfsthal at Skyhorse Publishing, who is probably responsible for selling more Slim Aarons books while he was at Abrams Books than anyone. I am extremely thankful for Bill taking a chance on me and assigning an immensely talented editor.

Last, and certainly most important, I circle back to my wife, Christina Baxter. On our refrigerator door is a taped index card that reads, “Do not see your life as it is, view it as what you want it to be.” For nearly two years, I devoted my efforts to this book. I had little income, and Christina was the sole provider. I am forever thankful and indebted to her for her support and encouragement.

And finally, I want to thank everyone who participated in this book. At the top of the list is Charleston’s Mayor for four decades, Joseph Patrick Riley Jr. When we photographed Mayor Riley, he turned to me and said, “Ned, this is an important book about Charleston. It can tell the story through the wonderful people who live here and make the city great.” There are a number of people profiled in Charleston: A Good Life who will tell you that they owe their success in part to Mayor Riley, a man who also took a chance on them.

For anyone I omitted by name, it is not intentional, and I am no less grateful. Thank you.

Ned Brown
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WHY IS THIS BOOK ON CHARLESTON?

When I thought about this small city of 125,000 residents attracting five million visitors each year, or that Condé Nast Traveler repeatedly votes it the best small city in the world, or that we are growing dramatically—economically and population-wise—with companies like Boeing and Volvo building major assembly facilities here, along with new tech companies creating a “Silicon Harbor,” I asked myself, “What makes Charleston so special and appealing?” Is it the weather, the Lowcountry food, the history, the eighteenth-century architecture, or the friendliness and politeness of the local people? Since completing this project, I’ve concluded that it is a combination of all of these qualities.

If you do a search for books on Charleston, you will find lots of books on history, architecture, gardens, and cuisine. If you visit or live in Charleston, you can take guided tours, self-guided audio tours, pedal cab tours, or horse-drawn carriage tours. You will see beautiful old homes, elegant gardens, and learn the history of this colonial port city. But Charleston: A Good Life is the first modern book which tells the story of this remarkable gem of a place through the people who make it special.

Charleston: A Good Life is a selective tour of “interesting people, doing interesting things, in a wonderful place.” The book is by no means complete; it could easily have been doubled in size. Some of our subjects are from families that have been here for centuries, while others have made Charleston their home only within the last decade. But regardless of their history, they make this place the core of who they are, what they are doing, and how they live their daily lives.

Another quality of Charleston is the “connectedness” of its residents. We didn’t intend it, but many of our subjects knew the others, or about them—after all, we are a small city. We started with a small group of subjects to profile in business, politics, arts, and leisure. Yet as the project continued, some of these people told us about other people doing interesting things. In a very real sense, it became a tour of discovery for Ben and me—a sort of “peeling back the layers” of our own local onion.

Charleston is also a city of history, starting with the earliest colonial days of America. Thus, Charleston: A Good Life will relate a bit of that. Charleston is a city of different races, religions, and cultures that have learned to live harmoniously, especially in the last fifty years. After the shooting tragedy at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in 2015, the rest of the United States and the larger world saw Charleston come together, and proclaim, “This is our grief. We will take care of our own. And find it in our hearts to forgive.” And it was President Obama who noted during his eulogy for the victims of the shooting that Charleston possessed a spirit of cohesiveness and forgiveness like nowhere else he had witnessed.

This book celebrates diversity and tolerance. Charleston: A Good Life, for local residents, is a recognition of a cross section of people. And for those who do not live here but have an interest in our city, it is an opportunity to hear the stories of people who make this place uniquely special.

And so, let the tour begin . . .
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HOW IT ALL BEGAN

Close your eyes and envision a map of the Eastern Seaboard of the United States. You can see cities from Portland, Maine, to Miami, Florida, with highways stretching north and south, east and west, and everything in between. Now, wipe it all clean. All you have is bare land, rivers, and the Atlantic Ocean; this is what our country looked like in the early 1600s—save for a small Spanish fort in St. Augustine (now Florida).

English settlers, who came to these shores in the 1600s, came for different reasons. The first, in 1607, arrived at present-day Jamestown, Virginia, working for what was known as the Virginia Company of London. Their mission was to establish an outpost, whereby raw materials would be shipped back to England. It was a disastrously planned excursion for the first five years. The initial settlers lacked the skills to build a solid fort or houses, to farm, and to survive. In the brutal winter of 1610, nearly 80 percent of the five hundred settlers would perish due to the cold and famine. Within five years, the situation would be righted, and Jamestown would become a viable trading outpost.

To the north, in 1620, the English landed at Plymouth Rock in present-day Massachusetts where Puritan separatists were looking to build a new colony based on religion and not economics. They fled England to “separate” from what they viewed as a Catholic influence over the Anglican Church. Fortunately, these settlers, likely knowing the fate of the earlier Jamestown settlers, brought with them the skills to survive and build a sustainable community.

Prior to the English arriving in Jamestown or Plymouth Rock, the Dutch had already secured lands in present-day Manhattan, New Jersey, and Long Island. Again, it was for economic reasons. New Netherland, as the area was known, was owned by the Dutch West India Company in 1624. The Dutch were primarily interested in fur trading—not building a sustainable agricultural economy for export. It is important to note that by the mid-seventeenth century, the French, Dutch, English, and Spanish were well aware of each other’s activities stretching from present-day Massachusetts all the way down through the Caribbean to the northern coast of South America.

What makes Charleston truly different . . .

Charleston was founded in 1670 as the northernmost outpost of the British Caribbean territory, or the British West Indies. It was originally part of the Bahamas Adventurers’ Company. How is that possible if today it is part of the United States? It all began with an adventurous English sea captain, John Powell Jr., who settled Barbados for the British Crown in 1625. Most of the Englishmen who came with Powell or followed him were middle-class adventurers seeking fortunes in the New World, which was then on the western outskirts of the British Empire. At first, the English arrivals in Barbados tried farming tobacco, but tobacco takes a strenuous toll on soil nutrients. However, good fortune arrived fifteen years later with a group of Sephardic Jews escaping persecution by the Portuguese in Brazil. With them, the new arrivals brought the secret of sugarcane production from Brazil. From sugarcane, they could make refined sugar, molasses, and rum. Sugarcane quickly became known as “white gold.” The English Christians and the Spanish/Portuguese Sephardic Jews coexisted well as a result of their mutual business interests. Within a decade, Barbados became a well-known economic powerhouse in England, and throughout Europe. By 1650, Barbados was considered the richest colony in the New World.

News of the success of these English planters in Barbados spread quickly back in Mother England and a new plantocracy (wealth and status based on agriculture) was created overnight. Barbados, however, had its limitations; at just 166 square miles, it was too small to accommodate the wave of entrepreneurs. And although nearby St. Kitts and Antigua were under British control, they were also too small to provide new lands for sugarcane plantations. The Earl of Carlisle, who had been named Lord Proprietor over Barbados by King Charles I in 1627, had a problem controlling the growth of Barbados. But a solution arrived in 1655 when a British fleet of warships invaded Jamaica and displaced the Spanish who controlled the island. With one strategic move, Britain had claimed another 4,200 square miles of fertile lands.
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Back in England, a talented and ambitious young man, Anthony Ashley-Cooper, was rising quickly. First elected to the House of Commons and then to the House of Lords, he became King Charles II’s banker as Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1661. At the time, the Crown’s finances were in shambles. Ashley-Cooper quickly restored financial stability and wealth to Charles II. Ashley-Cooper held the Chancellor position for a dozen years, and to show his gratitude, the King named Ashley-Cooper the first Earl of Shaftesbury.

Lord Shaftesbury had his eye on a bigger prize besides money and titles: land. So Charles II made the new Earl his agent to the West Indies and the Carolinas. Shaftesbury was careful not to overplay his hand in Barbados, where the Earl of Carlisle owned the patent as Lord Proprietor, and Sir William Penn and General Robert Venables had authority over Jamaica. One of Shaftesbury’s first acts in the northern part of the Caribbean was to organize the Bahamas Adventurers’ Company as the principal trading entity for the region.

Although the original Charles Town settlement in 1670 was located upriver on what is today the Ashley River, the genesis of present-day Charleston, which is situated on a peninsula, did not happen until 1680. It was Sir John Colleton, a prominent English Barbadian planter, who first suggested a Carolina settlement. (Today, Colleton County is located just south of Charleston County). While the first Charles Town (Charleston) settlers came from Barbados, other English families soon arrived from Jamaica and Antigua with names that are very much a part of Charleston today: Yeamans, Drayton, and Middleton from Barbados; Pinckney and Whaley from Jamaica; and Lucas and Motte from Antigua. And coming along with them were their Sephardic Jewish friends from the islands—families like Da Costa and Lindo, which are still prevalent and prominent names in Jamaica today.

In 1680, the Earl of Shaftesbury was one of eight Lords Proprietor for Charles Town and the area now encompassing South Carolina, but he was clearly the first among equals due to his friendship with the King. He had a strong voice in deciding how the Carolinas and Charleston would develop. While the climate in the Carolinas was too cold to plant sugarcane to make “white gold,” it was conducive to growing cotton, indigo, and tobacco. Timber was also abundant. Shaftesbury had the foresight to help both the rapid growth and affluence of Charleston. Instead of British ships making long trips from England to the islands of the British West Indies and returning directly back, Shaftesbury redirected them to Charleston. Charleston had two logistical advantages: first, after British merchant ships went from Barbados to Antigua, St. Kitts, and Jamaica, it was only eight hundred nautical miles, catching the Gulf Stream, to the Charleston Harbor—a natural deepwater port protected by barrier islands, with easy access to the Atlantic Ocean. Second, Charleston was exactly the midpoint for ships sailing from Montego Bay, Jamaica, to Boston and Marblehead, where the captains could off-load molasses to be distilled into rum and pick up hardwoods and shoes to be taken back to England on the final leg of the voyage.

Unfortunately, Shaftesbury never got to see his grand plan fulfilled. The last few years of his life, he was in and out of favor with the King and the ruling cabal. Shaftesbury died in 1683 in Amsterdam; his body was later returned to England for burial on his estate. Ironically, Shaftesbury gave Charleston a gift that would eventually lead the Carolinas, and all of the colonies, further away from England’s orbit: John Locke. Locke drafted the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, which were adopted by the eight Lords Proprietor in 1669, the year before Charles Town was settled. The Constitutions became the foundation of the US Constitution and our modern-day democracy, and belief in religious freedom.

With the death of the first Earl of Shaftesbury in 1683, his seat’s control over Charleston and the Carolinas dissipated. The new English who had founded Charleston, and shortly thereafter the French Huguenots and Sephardic Jews who arrived, saw little need or incentive to transfer their hard-earned and growing wealth back to England and their overseers. The dissatisfaction with the overlord situation increased further in the early 1700s when the Lords Proprietor failed to defend the colonists from attacks by the French, Spanish, Yamasee Indians, and pirates. The colonists prevailed in all of these conflicts, but the split with the overseers became complete. From the Lords Proprietor’s perspective, the financial interests in Charleston and the Carolinas were never realized. In 1729, King George I bought out seven of the eight Proprietors (only John Carteret, Lord Granville, refused to sell) for roughly what they had invested in the Carolinas and converted the Proprietors’ holdings into a new royal colony.

So, while Charleston is very much part of the United States and North America today, that’s not how it got its start back in the seventeenth century, when there were no highways or railroads. Back then, commerce and migration came from shipping, and Charleston’s base of original families, on the English and Sephardic Jewish sides, came from the British islands in the Caribbean. Today, when I stand on the Isle of Palms beach and look south over the Atlantic, instead of cruise or cargo ships entering Charleston Harbor, I can envision clipper ships, which may have left Jamaica a short four days prior.
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