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  INTRODUCTION




  I had the spectacular good fortune of being born to a city that is latitudinarian in its ideals, hallmarked by its seaside idyll, and populated by generations of indefatigably proud people. Charleston is a cocoon of gentility surrounded by a sensuous landscape of verdant tea olives, majestic magnolias, and undulating coastal dunes that we lovingly call the Lowcountry. Prized for its well-preserved, palimpsest architecture, the city is a veritable living museum, and Charlestonians who trace their roots back several generations are often vernacular stylists who punctuate the air with a plumy southern drawl and charmingly peculiar pronunciations of words such as Legare (Luh-gree), Gaillard (Gil-yard), Cooper (Cup-puh), and Prioleau (Pray-low). Although savored for its antediluvian charm, the city is bustling with the vigor of artists, chefs, and visionaries focused on advancing the area’s aerospace, automotive, biosciences, and creative industries, all of whom have affirmed Charleston’s deserved reputation as an epicenter of culture, a sumptuous dining destination, and a hub of ingenuity.
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  In May 2007, I sailed out of our picturesque harbor aboard a 70-foot Swan competing in the biennial Charleston to Bermuda Race. The view of the receding skyline and encircling barrier islands from offshore was a poignant panorama and a reminder of the region’s entwining history with the sea. It was upon these waters that Charleston’s first wave of colonists arrived in 1670, bringing with them a tolerant temperament, reverence for the past, and an optimistic eye toward the future, traits that endowed the city with the distinctive joie de vivre we celebrate today.
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  CHARLESTON HARBOR




  The crack of a sail catching the wind; the swish of the waves washing about the stern; the creak of timber pitching yardarm to yardarm: These were the sounds of the colonists’ star-bound journey to the new world. It was a tempestuous passage that began with a blue sea dream, coursed across an unforgiving ocean that claimed two of the three ships in the fleet, and ended in piquant waters. Sight of the peaceful harbor likely provided incredible mental salve to the mal de mer of the British settlers who, after seven months of sailing, arrived in what would become Charles Towne. The year was 1670. As the battered schooner limped to mooring, no one aboard could have guessed that within 100 years’ time, their new port would eclipse New York City’s annual export tonnage and Charles Towne would be the new world’s most prosperous city.




  Spirit of South Carolina www.scmaritime.org
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  The oceangoing freighters that pull into the Charleston Harbor today are among the largest traversing international waters, and shipping continues to be one of the region’s dominant sources of economic stimulation. Meanwhile, the modern commercial port dwarfs the wooden mast of the Spirit of South Carolina, a majestic tall ship crafted by local shipwrights that evokes imagery of the colonial maritime era when local tramps ferried goods from upriver plantations to vessels bound for foreign shores.




  If waves could scribe, the harbor’s waters would yield annals of history, a deluge of firsthand accounts that annotate the city’s evolution. From its role as a watery battlefield on which pivotal naval campaigns played out during both the American Revolution and the Civil War to today’s more placid role in commerce and recreation, the harbor is teeming with stories.
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  PALMETTO TREE




  There’s something poetic about the Palmetto, its silvery silhouette pinned to swaths of royal blue fabric that soar above the city; something unexpected: notoriety born from a floral fable that involved war and superpower strength; something intriguing: a clutch of aliases, including Sabal Palmetto, Cabbage Palmetto, and Palmetto Palm; and something hardy: It’s the drought-tolerant camel of trees that’s equally undaunted by saltwater.




  Its lore began on June 28, 1776, when the Patriots waged a decisive victory over the British during the opening stages of the American Revolution. A meager phalanx of several hundred freedom fighters were hunkered down in the palmettolog and sandbag fort on Sullivan’s Island, the flank of land on the eastern entrance of the harbor, when nine British warships carrying more than one thousand soldiers arrived. Over the course of the daylong battle, Commander William Moultrie and his men marveled at the surprising elasticity of the logs, which absorbed the shock of the incoming cannonballs. The Patriots, safely sequestered behind the rudimentary yet resilient fortification, were able to return fire with exacting precision. The heavily damaged armada retreated. In an auspicious show of gallantry, Sergeant William Jasper leapt into the line of fire in order to salvage the Patriots’ fallen flag, then just a blue field featuring a crescent moon. When South Carolina seceded from the nation on the eve of the Civil War, the symbolic palmetto tree was stitched onto the flag to harken the pivotal success at Fort Moultrie. This design has served as the official state flag ever since, and the palmetto was adopted as the official state tree in 1939.




  Fort Moultrie 1214 Middle Street www.nps.gov/fomo




  M. Dumas & Sons 294 King Street (843) 723-8600
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  Its rustling fronds are ubiquitous across the Lowcountry thanks to the city’s beautification efforts and the tree’s inherent ability to thrive in a brackish environment; however, it is even more abundant in the proliferation of M. Dumas & Sons’ native pride apparel—hats, belts, shirts, and the like—that bear a monogram of the knave palmetto.
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  PORGY AND BESS




  Set amid the shabby beauty of a manse-turned-tenement called Catfish Row, a colorful ghetto teeming with hucksters and lonely hearts, the hardscrabble life of Charleston’s slums springs to life with heart-wrenching detail in the Dreiserian tale of crippled Porgy and battered Bess.




  Based on native son DuBose Heyward’s novel Porgy, considered by biographer James M. Hutchisson to be “the first major southern novel to portray blacks without condescension,” and set to music by Tin Pan Alley maestro George Gershwin, Porgy and Bess was a groundbreaking folk opera that immortalized the struggle of working-class blacks in the south during the Jazz Age.




  Heyward and Gershwin whiled away the summer of 1934 on Folly Beach, giving the Brooklyn-born composer an opportunity to absorb the lolling, Spanish moss–drenched Low-country lifestyle. Inspired by Gullah music and the joyous bedlam of church revivals, he melded the dulcet sounds of Charleston into his sweeping score.
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  The show made its debut in 1935 with a cast comprised entirely of African-American actors. It alighted to Broadway’s Alvin Theatre on October 10, where it ran for 124 performances before launching an east coast tour. While in Washington, D.C., the cast successfully protested segregation, which resulted in the first integrated audience at the National Theatre.




  While not a tremendous financial success, Gershwin considered Porgy and Bess to be his seminal work, and the haunting nocturne Summertime has been embraced by singers of nearly every genre, from Billie Holiday to Janis Joplin. Porgy and Bess was proclaimed the official opera of the state of South Carolina in 2001, and it was inducted into the Library of Congress in 2003 for its cultural, historical, and aesthetic significance.
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  CHARLESTON RENAISSANCE




  “Come quickly, have found heaven,” was the succinct, beseeching message artist Alfred Hutty wired to his wife upon discovering the auspicious charms of Charleston in 1919. Hired to establish an art school for the Carolina Art Association, the acclaimed painter found the city ripe for artistic nurturing during a Beaux Arts era that spanned from 1920 to 1945.
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