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Introduction





  Right off the bat, let me get you started on your South Carolina travels with a little background on our distinctive state. My dad, who spent some time in Europe during World War II and who could hold the center of the room with the best of them, had his own theory about why South Carolina is so different from the rest of the country. When he was in Palermo, he said, he saw a painting of St. George slaying the dragon in which George was more than six feet tall and built like a wide receiver. The dragon came in at around 80 hands high, weighing more than 50 tons and throwing out a 60-foot sheet of blue-red flame. As he traveled north through Italy, Dad kept seeing the same painting, but while George stayed about the same size, the dragon kept losing weight and getting smaller. In Germany he was down to the size of a Clydesdale. Finally, in Copenhagen, Dad couldn’t believe his eyes. “That dragon still looked like a dragon, but the artist had shrunk him down to the size of a good-sized rabbit. Old George was holding him up by one ear, and I mean he couldn’t have dressed out no more than four pounds, tops.”




  Then he wrapped it up. “The way I see it, South Carolina is about like Palermo. We have more imagination down here and, you know, bigger visions. You get north, up above Richmond, and it’s like Copenhagen.”




  Along with this rich imagination, we also have the Gullah dialect, which is still heard down in the Lowcountry and out on the Sea Islands. Down here they still “read heads” and “work roots.” They believe that “haint blue” and “haint green” painted on the doorjambs and window trims will keep the evil spirits away and that if you sweep your yard before the sun comes up, Doctor Death will keep on the other side of the road and go on about his business.




  In Gullah, “he” stands for he, she, or it, and “um” stands for it, her, him, or them. Many of the words and phrases run on pure sound and cadence, and with the high-low jackrabbit delivery much of it sounds like calypso. If it sounds good, it is good. Proper names can be name brands, road signs, or a quick and clever riff from a new tune. One woman near Beaufort, who was named during the Kennedy funeral, proudly displays Cathedral Rotunda Johnson above the red birds on her rural delivery mailbox. And over near Hilton Head Island, the town of Pocotaligo is the compression of “poke a turtle’s tail and he will go.” Of the translatable Gullah proverbs and bromides, here are a fast few:




  “Ef you play wid puppy, ee lick you face.” (Familiarity breeds contempt.)




  “Ef you ent hab hoss to ride, ride cow.” (Half a loaf is better than none.)




  “Po buckra an dog walk one pat.” (The poor man and the dog walk the same path.)




  





  If South Carolina looks like anything, it’s a slice of pie that has not only been badly cut but lifted out of the pan much too early. Starting in the northwest corner at the Chattooga River—about the spot where Sheriff James Dickey, the late poet-in-residence at the University of South Carolina, leaned on his patrol car in the film Deliverance—the South Carolina–North Carolina line runs east for 333 rugged miles to Little River and the Atlantic Ocean. From Little River the uninterrupted shoreline, with some of the best beaches in the country, stretches south more than 200 miles to Tybee Sound, only a few miles from Savannah, Georgia. From here up the wide Savannah River back to the northwest corner and the Chattooga, it’s 240 miles.




  Roughly paralleling the South Carolina coastline and running across the center of the state is another line—the Fall Line. This separates two distinct regions—the Upcountry and the Lowcountry, with the sandy Midlands in between. Most of the Upcountry is plateaus with rolling hills, ragged woods, fast-moving streams, and red-clay earth. First settled by Germans, Scots-Irish, and Welsh early in the 18th century, by 1800 the Upcountry had more than 30,000 small farmers who, with their self-sufficient way of life, had almost nothing in common with Lowcountry plantation owners. Today, while this region still has a great deal of farmland that produces soybeans, peaches, cotton, and tobacco, it is also a highly successful national and international manufacturing center. The giant BMW plant in Spartanburg County is a notable example.




  During the agricultural development of the Upcountry, the merchant-planters of the Lowcountry were living in the grand style of English gentlemen. Having named their first settlement Charles Town for England’s King Charles II—the Merry Monarch who encouraged theater, horse racing, fine dining, dancing, and even golf—they were maintaining beautifully decorated town houses as well as sprawling and magnificent plantations and sending their children to London, Edinburgh, and Paris for their education.




 

  

  Exploding a Few South Carolina Myths




  A hoop snake will not put its tail in its mouth and roll down a hill.




  A diamondback rattler will not wrap around your leg to hold you still while it bites. Now that would be scary!




  A red fox will not run on three legs (resting a fourth) when running from the dogs.




  Fire ants will not swarm over your legs and then, on a mysterious signal from their leader, bite you all at once. But don’t try this one out. They can be absolutely savage and terrifying, and nothing short of a blowtorch can kill them.


 


  







  Until only a few years ago, on East Bay Street in Charleston, the oldest printers in the South, Walker, Evans and Cogswell, knowing the precarious ways of the American dollar, still held on to their original Confederate money plates. Charlestonians are like this. They hold on to anything old: their houses, their furniture, their she-crab soup recipes, and their accents. It’s this “holding on” to the best aspects of the past and the sacred belief in landmarks that make Charleston possibly the most beautiful city in the country. With its low skyline and lantern-lit cobblestone streets, you can stroll along at night with a good domestic wine and a little imagination and find yourself in southern France or Ireland’s County Kerry, or, for the more literary, the pages of Jane Austen.




  Charlestonians also, despite earthquakes, hurricanes, plagues, and outright ridicule, cling to their family names with a desperation that approaches that of the American Kennel Club. If a young married lady is introducing herself, she might admit that she is now unfortunately a Hampton. “I’m Elizabeth Moultrie Hampton.” Then, with a perfectly sensible “south of Broad Street” change of key, she’ll quickly add, “wuzza Heyward,” letting you know there were cotillions and better days in the not-too-distant past.




  I grew up in the Midlands, 100 miles north of Charleston in Columbia. Every day on the way to school, I could see the green-domed capitol of the State House and the bronze stars on the western side marking the spots where Sherman’s shells had struck. They are still there and will probably be there forever. We grew up here with history all around us. In the old section of town, the streets are named for the Revolutionary generals Bull, Sumter, Pickens, and Marion. In the newer sections they bear the names of the Confederates: Lee, Jackson, Longstreet, Hampton, Pickett, and Green. In the section called “The Bottom,” the names run the gamut from local politicians and famed prizefighters to attitudes and ambitions: Do Rite Alley, Easy Street, Sugar Ray Robinson Boulevard and Joe Louis Boulevard, and Captain Marvel Road (which is only 80 feet long and dead-ends into a trash pile). Everything else, from bridges and landfills to rest stops and runoff culverts, is named for the late Senator Strom Thurmond.




  

  South Carolina Food Specialties




  

  	Pimento cheese (Ruth’s is the classic and can be found at most grocery stores.)




    	Boiled peanuts (Buy raw peanuts, stick them in a TON of water, with a TON of salt, approximately four cups worth, and boil until they look as if they’ve lost all integrity!)




    	Pickled boiled eggs




    	Pecan pie / sweet potato pie




   	Pepper jelly on cream cheese and crackers




   	Pork rinds (These can be bought in any store.)




  










  In the small towns around Columbia, Greenville, and Spartanburg and on up to the North Carolina line, some traditions are set in stone and never change. The Atlantic coastline and the Southern tracks still gleam in the white gravel and the bright sun, and barefoot kids still walk the hot rails in the summertime. Fords, Chevys, and Plymouths, wrapped in honeysuckle and wisteria vines, still rust and rot out in the front yards and down in the drain ditches, and groups of three and four and five dogs still meet for all-night sessions under the streetlights at the crossroads.




  We grew up here in the Midlands shooting squirrels in the swamp and carp in the river and rats at the trash pile. We sold iron to the iron man, paper to the paper man, and whiskey bottles to the bootleggers. We rode our bikes down the 50 or 60 or 70 steps of the State House, the courthouse, or whatever wedding-cake building was standing in the town square. We went to school here and joined the service here and came back from the service and went back to school here. Many of us left and went north or west or abroad, but almost all of us came back. Very few of us can put our finger on exactly why. Perhaps the best reason is that while we know it can get hot here in the summertime and pretty cool in the winter, the old Palmetto State is unlike any other place in the world.




  Despite Hollywood’s thigh-slapping, yee-hawing, chainsaw-dueling portrayal of South Carolinians, there is still a modicum of propriety and politeness down here not often found in the severe latitudes in the North. You will actually see men tip their hat to women and even give them their seat on the bus—there are no subways. And back in the smaller towns, suicides are toned down and usually reported as “after a short illness.” But there are a few ground rules that you should know to make your trip here as easy and pleasant as possible.




  Grits are served with all breakfasts. You can request home fries, but don’t be too surprised at what you get. Your best bet is to butter the grits, add pepper, mix them with your eggs, and not complain. An even better bet is to find a place that serves yellow grits instead of white—more on that later.




  And contrary to what you’ve seen in the movies or read in the National Enquirer, there are no radar traps that track only northern license plates. The Highway Patrol officers are extremely helpful. If you have a flat tire or engine trouble, just sit back and wait. They’ll come along and make all the arrangements for towing, tire changing, and so on. As a matter of fact, most of the Highway Patrol’s time is spent doing precisely this. Many of them are very good shade-tree mechanics.




  In the Lowcountry be careful driving during a heavy rainstorm. Especially in downtown Charleston, often the rain will come with a high tide, and the lower streets will flood with a mix of fresh and salt water that can ruin your car in minutes. Do not try to drive through this. Sit still until the water recedes, or leave the car and come back for it later, when it dries out.




  Due to the fact that South Carolina has been one of the poorest states for so many years, the federal government has stepped in and built an excellent highway system. The four interstates—I-20, I-77, I-26, and I-95—that crisscross the state may very well be the best and smoothest in the country. We also have well-equipped and beautifully maintained rest stops. And like most of the rest of the country, you can turn right on a red light.




  Sunday blue laws are too complicated to discuss in detail. Basically they assume that we all should be in church on Sunday and have no business shopping, drinking, or browsing through the malls from 8 a.m. to noon. Each county has its own laws, but most of them are now allowing stores, movies, and malls to open after noon. While you cannot buy beer or wine on Sunday, bars that have paid a stiff Sunday sales tax can be open on Sunday nights until midnight. All this will vary from county to county. Another blue law, called the Sundown Law, stipulates that you can’t buy liquor from a package store after the sun goes down. This law is in effect every night of the week. You can, however, buy wine and beer from almost any store.




    



  South Carolina Facts




  	South Carolina was the eighth state to sign the Constitution and the first state to secede from the Union before the Civil War. Edisto Island, south of Charleston, decreed that if the state didn’t secede, it would secede from South Carolina.




  	South Carolina grows more peaches than any other state except California.


  

 	South Carolina has one of the oldest formal gardens in America—the Gardens at Middleton Place, created in 1741.




 

 	South Carolina has 187 miles of coastline and arguably the best beaches in America. On some beaches you won’t see a single soul for more than a mile, even in the middle of summer.




  	On a hot day, kudzu can grow more than a foot. Some teachers string it across the outside of a window so the pupils can actually watch it grow.











  

  South Carolina State Symbols




  State Tree—Palmetto Tree




  State Nickname—The Palmetto State




  State Animal—White-Tailed Deer




  State Game Bird—Wild Turkey




  State Fish—Striped Bass




  State Reptile—Loggerhead Turtle




  State Insect—Carolina Mantid




  State Butterfly—Eastern Tiger Swallowtail




  State Dog—Boykin Spaniel




  State Bird—Carolina Wren




  State Flower—Yellow Jessamine




  State Motto—“Prepared in mind and resources. While I breathe, I hope.”


  


  

  A very helpful resource is the Parks, Recreation, and Tourism Department. Their phone number is (803) 734-1700, and they’re open from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Fri. They can be contacted for free brochures and any and all information. Their website is scprt.com.




  In South Carolina, everything happens on Labor Day. The football season opens, and in this part of the country, that’s a religious experience in its own right. Across the Sandhills and the Piedmont and on down the Congaree and the Cooper Rivers to Charleston, more than 100 official barbecues, okra struts, catfish stomps, and demolition derbies all crank up at the same time. How to choose the best one is hard. But they’re out there and all you have to do is check the papers or call the chambers of commerce.




  Part of living in South Carolina and celebrating the survival of summer is the fall and the hundred fairs that crowd the calendars of the chambers of commerce. There are county fairs, town fairs, and fairs jimmied up at the crossroads with sawhorse tables for the pies and pickle relishes and rides that fold down from the backs of pickup trucks. The big one, the State Fair, is in Columbia in mid-October, and swirling around the centerpiece—a Saturn Rocket shipped up from Cape Canaveral—are more than 100,000 locals and not-so-locals eating elephant’s ears, fried pies, and corn dogs, and then settling down to a first-class home-cooked meal in their favorite church tent while their kids ride everything from the Bumble Bee—for two-year-olds—to the Zipper, which after 30 years or so only the very young and the very drunk still ride.




  South Carolina, with its own language, customs, and rhythms, is different. Very different. You’ll see glimpses of it down on the coast in the shrimp boats and the oyster boats heading out at dawn and coming back in at dusk. You’ll see it in the great blue heron as it glides across a marsh and settles under a moss-draped cypress tree, or in the possum—the small dog that doesn’t bark—crossing a road carrying her litter. And you’ll see it in that soft and sliding light at first dark that turns the roofs of Charleston from red to orange to gold to umber.




  I guess my dad was probably right; if we’re like anything, we’re like Palermo because, while we know that much of what we carry on about doesn’t make a helluva lot of sense, we believe it anyway. In short, we have our own vision and version of history that works like this: It could have been, it should have been, it was. And in this happy delusion—sustained by camellias in January and February, magnolias from March to August, azaleas, gardenias, roses, wisteria, and 20-foot-high banana trees, fresh shrimp, and weather you can play golf in almost every day of the year—we still believe if Lee had had Jackson on his flank at Gettysburg, we could have won the day and the war, and the capital of these United States would be dead-center between Greenville 100 miles north and Charleston 100 miles south, right here in Columbia where it was originally scheduled to be. We also believe what one of our leaders proclaimed years ago: While South Carolina is too small for a good-sized plantation and too big for an insane asylum, it’s the only state in the nation that doesn’t envy Virginia.




  H. L. Mencken, no slouch with superlatives, went one better when he called the South Carolina lifestyle “a civilization of manifold excellences, perhaps the best the Western Hemisphere has ever seen.”




  That’s pretty much the story on South Carolina from where I sit. These are some of the basic truths, anyway. I hope you enjoy yourself while traveling here in the Palmetto State. I really enjoyed putting this guidebook together on your behalf. But you need to be forewarned about something—South Carolina tends to grow on folks. They tend to swing back through here sooner rather than later when they start getting the wanderlust.




  Here’s to new adventures and the sweet, open road.




   
  



   

  
Charleston & the Surrounding Area







  

  Downtown Charleston




  Are you ready to immerse yourself in the crown jewel of South Carolina? Charleston—which has been called The Holy City; The City by the Sea, Where the Ashley and the Cooper Rivers Meet to Form the Atlantic Ocean; and The Home of Rhett Butler—is the perfect place to begin a tour of the old Palmetto State. Settled in 1670, this remarkable town literally has to be seen to be believed.




  My grandmother, who was from the Midlands around Columbia, used to huff and hiss, “Charlestonians are all right but everybody knows they’re just too poor to paint and too proud to whitewash.” That used to be true. Not anymore. One look at the real estate prices and you’ll see how much that’s all changed.




  You might consider seriously the recommendation that you don’t even think about driving around Charleston. The streets are narrow, some are paved with cobblestones, and the one-way traffic can be a nightmare in rush hours. (Women wearing high heels will have a tough time negotiating cobblestones.) Parking on the street is almost impossible. The easier approach is to park your car in a downtown lot or the visitor center and forget it. The standard rate is about $10 a day.




  


   


   
CHARLESTON & THE SURROUNDING AREA
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  Since Charleston and the Lowcountry area attract more than five million guests each year, hotel, guest house, and bed-and-breakfast owners have built a reputation for hospitality and extremely high standards. Charleston is famous for its bed-and-breakfasts in particular, and one local service does everything possible to match the guests to whatever sort of accommodations they want: Historic Charleston Bed and Breakfast (843-722-6606 or 800-743-3583; historiccharlestonbedandbreakfast.com).




  Some bed-and-breakfasts provide bicycles that will help you get around the city on tours of your own arrangement. Lodgings in these homes and inns provide the wonderful feeling that you are staying in the very heart of the old city like a true Charlestonian. Listed below are a few that are off the beaten path yet have all the amenities for an enjoyable, comfortable stay.




  At Battery Carriage House Inn, 20 South Battery, rates range from $250 to $350 and include morning coffee or tea, wine and cheese in the evening, and turn-down service. The majority of the rooms are off a side garden but you’re steps away from Charleston’s famous Battery and White Point Garden. The rooms are furnished in period reproductions. Each room has its own private bath as well as separate air-conditioning and heating controls. Call (843) 727-3100 or (800) 775-5575, or visit batterycarriagehouse.com.




  If these walls could talk, what might you hear in the former home of a signer of the US Constitution? The John Rutledge House Inn was built in 1763 by Charleston’s own John Rutledge who hosted many patriots, statesmen, and notables here. Even George Washington came to call and dined in the main residence, certainly designed to impress with its elaborate parquet floors, molded plaster ceilings, and Italian marble mantels. Discreetly modernized with all the conveniences, rooms start at $269. At 116 Broad St., it’s not hard to find with its distinctive checkerboard sidewalk and ornate wrought-iron-fencing entrance out front. Call (843) 723-7999 or visit johnrutledgehouseinn.com or charminginns.com for more information on this and their other accommodations downtown: Fulton Lane Inn, Kings Courtyard Inn, and Wentworth Mansion.




  Here’s how you might begin a Charleston tour. Make The Mills House Hotel on the corner of Meeting and Queen your starting point. It’s located in the very center of the old town. Then try a walking tour of a few spots nearby. Several tours depart from there or close by. Or, you can go it alone following this guide. If you can, spend a night or two at The Mills House. It’s a beautiful restoration of what it was before the Civil War. As a matter of fact, on the second floor you can stand on the wrought-iron balcony where, in 1861, Robert E. Lee stood and watched much of the old town burn.




  



  



  The 214-room hotel is located at 115 Meeting St. and has accommodations that range from $220 to suites up to $550; adjacent parking is available at an extra charge. It has an outdoor swimming pool on the third floor with a very comfortable sundeck where you can get a cool drink and a light snack. The Best Friend Bar on the lobby floor, with very good local musical talent, is the perfect spot after a night on the town. Across the beautiful marble lobby is the Barbados Room, which has earned the Mobil Travel Guide four-star award. Here they serve breakfast, lunch, and a romantic candlelit dinner. The evening menu is expensive, but worth it. The Sunday brunch there is fantastic. Before you dine, be sure to sip a drink in the fountain courtyard. For reservations and information, call (843) 577-2400 or visit millshouse.com.




  Still using The Mills House as a starting point, you can cross Meeting and walk exactly 1 block down Queen to Church to one of the oldest and most charming operating playhouses in the country, the Dock Street Theatre. The original theater, built in 1735, has long vanished, but the 1800s hotel built on the site was converted into a theater in 1935 by the Works Progress Administration (WPA). During Spoleto, the 17-day annual music and art festival held in Charleston in late May and early June, the theater is the centerpiece for chamber music and plays. A few years back, one of Arthur Miller’s last plays premiered here.


   

 

  TOP RECOMMENDATIONS IN CHARLESTON & THE SURROUNDING AREA




   


 

  Angel Oak 


  3688 Angel Oak Rd.
Johns Island


  (843) 559-3496
angeloaktree.com





  The Battery




  At the tip of the Charleston peninsula at East Battery and Murray Blvd.





  Best Friend Bar at The Mills House
115 Meeting St.


  (843) 577-2400


  millshouse.com





  Boone Hall 


  1235 Long Point Rd.
Mt. Pleasant


  (843) 884-4371
boonehallplantation.com





  The Calhoun Mansion 


  16 Meeting St.
(843) 722-8205
calhounmansion.net





  Dock Street Theatre
135 Church St.


  (843) 720-3968
charlestonstage.com





  H. L. Hunley




  Warren Lasch Conservation Center
1250 Supply St.




  North Charleston


  (843) 743-4865


  hunley.org





  Middleton Place 


  4300 Ashley River Rd.


  (843) 556-6020, (800) 782-3608
middletonplace.org





  Ocean Course at Kiawah 


  (843) 768-2121, (800) 654-2924
kiawahresort.com





  St. Michael’s Church 


  71 Broad St.
Corner of Meeting and Broad Streets 
(843) 723-0603


  stmichaelsachurch.net





  

  


  





  The Dock Street Theatre completed a major face-lift in 2010, and you might catch it open for tours and individual browsing from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Mon through Fri unless a rehearsal is under way. The building, which has been reconstructed over and over again, handsomely captures the Georgian architecture that flourished during that period. Dock Street seats 463 and has a pit and a parquet of 13 boxes. Over the stage is a carved wood bas-relief of the Royal Coat of Arms of England. The cove ceiling has exceptional acoustic properties—when string quartets perform here during the Spoleto Festival, any seat in the house is a good seat.




  The old theater plays a leading role in the intellectual and cultural life of the city. All year long the theater features dramas, musicals, and family fare, as well as readings and recitals. Late May and early June are booked solid with concerts and plays during the Spoleto Festival. Call (843) 720-3968 for information or visit charlestonstage.com (843-577-7183, box office).




  A block and a half back up Queen and past The Mills House is 82 Queen, a combination oyster bar, stand-up brass-railed pub, and fine restaurant. The building, formerly two adjoining 19th-century town houses, has a lovely courtyard dining area complete with awnings, umbrellas, and banks of shrubbery. Specialties here are seafood, beef, and fowl, with prices ranging from $12 to $37. The bar, which fronts on Queen, is a notorious hangout for local authorities on everything from ornithology to transcendentalism, and if you listen long enough you will probably hear it all. One local sage, deep in the grape, cornered me not too long ago with the red-hot, ice-cold information that Charleston inbreeding, which rivals that of the ancient Egyptians, has been going on so long and with such intensity that there isn’t an empty attic on the whole peninsula. Call (843) 723-7591 or go to 82queen.com.




  A few doors back up Queen at number 72 is Poogan’s Porch, which serves omelets, fried chicken, and great crab cakes. The biscuits and gravy and Southern banana pudding are especially good and have become a tradition here on Queen. You can eat indoors or out on the veranda. For brunch, stay inside with the air-conditioning. For dinner, when it cools off, it’s nice to eat outside. The name Poogan came from the dog who was left behind when the original owner sold the house and moved away. Since then the restaurant has changed hands several times, but each time the dog remained behind as the mascot until he died in 1979. Poogan’s is open every day for brunch (served until 2:30 p.m.) and dinner. Prices range from $10 to $35. Call (843) 577-2337 or check out poogansporch.com.




  From Poogan’s Porch go back to The Mills House and follow Meeting Street south to Tradd Street. Turn left here and walk 1 block to 38 Tradd St. This was the home of the painter Elizabeth O’Neill Verner (1883–1979), internationally famous for her pen-and-ink drawings and paintings of the Charleston skyline, its churches, and the local flower ladies and basket weavers. Prints of her work are on exhibit and for sale exclusively at the Corrigan Gallery at 7 Broad St., just a couple of blocks north of the Tradd St. home (843-722-9868, corrigangallery.com). Verner’s drawings and paintings are quintessentially Charleston and are not to be missed.




  Near 38 Tradd St. at 91 Church St. is Cabbage Row. Originally four or five connected buildings around a central courtyard, today it houses shops featuring clothing, art, antique maps, and prints. It was here that Porgy of DuBose Heyward’s book of that name lived. “Cabbage Row” was changed to “Catfish Row” for DuBose Heyward and George Gershwin’s folk opera Porgy and Bess. In 1934 Gershwin spent a summer in Charleston and lived a few miles away on Folly Beach, where he and Heyward collaborated on the now world-famous opera set in Charleston. Most of the staging was based on the courtyard, and much of Gershwin’s inspiration for the score came from the sounds of the neighborhood street vendors (the strawberry man, the butter bean man, and the fresh shrimp man).




  Many of Gershwin’s letters to his brother Ira in New York describe life in Charleston in the 1930s and the devastation he witnessed from a hurricane. They also reveal a curious downside to the famous composer. Gershwin, hell-bent on self-promotion, tried to get the Charlestonians to rename Folly Beach as Gershwin Island. Fortunately Charlestonians knew where to draw the line, and Folly Beach is still Folly Beach. These letters are available for reading in the South Carolina room of the Charleston County Public Library at 68 Calhoun St.




  If you’re a football, baseball, basketball, or golf fan and can’t stand missing too much of the action, make a note of the Charleston Crab House at 41 S. Market St. A wide variety of sandwiches and beverages is available here with a large TV screen carrying all the sports action. Prices are $7 to $30. They also have an additional location at 145 Wappoo Creek on James Island. Call (843) 853-2900 or visit charlestoncrabhouse.com.




  On King Street about a block from The Mills House is one of the most elegant and tasteful women’s clothing shops on the entire East Coast. Its name, R.T.W., means ready-to-wear, and the place and the selections will make you ready to buy. Once you’ve tried something on and closed your eyes to the price, you’ll probably want to wear it right then and there.


  

  

  boiled peanuts




  




Look for and buy a sack of boiled peanuts, then see what happens. At first you will be repulsed by their appearance—they’re brown and soft and look very, very suspicious. But get over it and try three or four. By the fourth or fifth, you will be hooked for life, and when you head back north you’ll be loaded down with them. Unfortunately, like South Carolina peaches and sweet corn, they don’t travel well and have to be shelled and eaten as close to the patch as you can get. You can buy them right on the street.





   

  Jan McMenamin is the owner, and she has a marvelous eye for fashion and what particular women need to match their skin tone, eyes, hair, and anything else that needs matching. As a matter of fact, she often goes abroad for a small group of her favorite customers and buys whatever she sees that she knows will please them. She is seldom, if ever, wrong. If you’re in a quandary about what you should wear and how you should wear it, see her. For the nervous spouse fingering his credit card, Jan serves complimentary wine, brandy, coffee, tea, and an assortment of local sweets. You can park at the side of the store or one block away at the city parking lot right behind The Mills House. Even if you don’t buy anything, go in and look around—it’s a one of a kind. Call (843) 577-9748 or check out rtwcharleston.com.




  Charleston Place, located at 205 Meeting St., is one of the premier hotels in the South. Off the beautiful lobby is a small but fine selection of stores including St. John, Godiva, Brookstone, Gucci, and Tommy Bahama. The lounge at the hotel is elegant, and while the musicians who play there change frequently, they are all very, very good. If pampering is called for, their spa is first-rate. Room rates begin at about $300. Call (843) 722-4900 or (888) 635-2350 visit belmondcharlestonplace.com.




  Nestled within The Shops at Charleston Place, the Charleston Grill is one of the top dining experiences in town. Break out the fancy duds and resurrect your best table manners, then spend a fine evening trying new fare like octopus salad and Lowcountry pickled shrimp or more traditional entrées like the Colorado lamb with pureed potatoes, vegetable medley, lamb jus, and mint chimichurri. Wine pairings are suggested for each appetizer and entrée, or the sommelier is at hand with more. If you can’t decide on dinner, Chef Michelle Weaver offers a six-course tasting menu for your entire table. As you would expect, the service here is impeccable and the ambience lovely and inviting. And the perfect meal wouldn’t be perfect without the perfect music to accompany it. They have this covered, too, with world-class jazz seven nights a week. Dinners range from $25 to $50 and up. Their cozy, sophisticated bar opens at 5 p.m. and dinner is served from 5:30 p.m. to 10 p.m. every night. Call (843) 577-4522 for reservations or make them online at charlestongrill.com. It’s not altogether “off the beaten path,” but it’s a place where you should at least drop in for a glass of something.




  On the other hand, if really casual is your style, stop by Hyman’s Seafood at 215 Meeting St. next to Charleston Place. It has been voted the number one seafood restaurant in town. They serve 15 to 25 different fish any way you like, as well as shellfish, steaks, and several pasta dishes. Hyman’s specializes in frying with olive oil, and their seafood can be had broiled, fried, or blackened. The okra soup is especially delicious and different. They offer a selection of local craft beers as well as the usual domestics and wine. They’re open seven days a week (except Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Thanksgiving, and Christmas) from 11 a.m. to 9:30 p.m. Prices range from $6 to $36. If you’re driving, which you shouldn’t be, park in the Charleston Place garage next door. Call (843) 723-6000 or visit hymanseafood.com.




  The Calhoun Mansion at 16 Meeting St. is much more than a house, and a tour of this extravaganza is well worth the price of admission. To begin, it is 24,000 square feet (the average family home is approximately 3,000 square feet). Built in 1876, this privately owned Victorian showplace is divided into 35 rooms, each with different and elaborate tile floors and ornamental plaster molding. The ballroom, with its skylight and 45-foot-high ceiling, is the centerpiece. The furnishings and artwork are eclectic and as unusual as the house itself. For instance, on the second floor is a great surprise for the children—a 14-foot stuffed and rampaging polar bear. One of the best-known movie-making secrets is the fact that the Calhoun Mansion was featured in the television miniseries North and South as the Pennsylvania home of the Hazzards. If you meet the right people at 82 Queen or the Best Friend Bar at The Mills House, you might get a sunset tour of the whole house and Italianate tower of the old mansion, which may provide the most beautiful view in all of Charleston. Generally tours are 11 a.m. to 5 p.m., but check for seasonal hours. Admission is $17 per person ($75 for the Grand Tour); children under 12 are admitted free. Call (843) 722-8205 or visit calhounmansion.net.




  After leaving the Calhoun Mansion, stroll up to the corner of Meeting and Broad, a junction known as the Four Corners of Law. Here you’ll see the flower ladies, whom Elizabeth O’Neill Verner so lovingly painted, selling daisies, daffodils, or whatever is in season. Most of them are also basket ladies. If you’re lucky, you’ll hear them singing as they weave their ancient patterns from sweetgrass, pine needles, and bulrushes and bind their elaborate work together with fiber strips from palmetto trees. The sweetgrass baskets, which come in a variety of shapes and sizes, are truly unique and can be purchased here and out on Highway 17 heading north toward Mt. Pleasant. They last for generations and make wonderful presents.




  After this little excursion, which should give you a feeling for the old town, your next best stop is the Charleston Visitor Reception and Transportation Center at 375 Meeting St. One of the best visitor centers in the country, it can save you time, money, and especially shoe leather if you decide to go on the walking tours. Its gracious and well-informed attendants can help you with almost everything, including tours, lodging, restaurants, parking, attractions, and entertainment.




  Built in 1856, the visitor center is a redbrick, high-ceilinged building that was formerly the Railroad Depot. Large-scale maps along with old photos and prints illustrate how the city has changed and developed since 1670, when the first English settlers anchored here and came ashore. Computerized maps equipped with video stations are also available. You can call up information on interactive screens and request additional advice on direct-line telephones. A service counter with helpful attendants is at your disposal and is a central location for obtaining tour and theater tickets.




  A 36-minute free show entitled Forever Charleston is a combination of slides, music, city sounds, and narration by Charlestonians. Shown every 45 minutes, it is a beautifully photographed production but seems long on charm and short on story, insight, and humor. It also needs a cleaner sound track. Nonetheless, buy a couple of pecan pralines from the attendant—they are delicious—and see it anyway. The tidewater panoramas and heron, egret, and alligator shots are worth it and will get you in the perfect mood for touring the incredible homes, gardens, and plantations around the old city. The center is open from 8:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. daily but closes a half hour earlier Nov through Mar. It is also closed on Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. Call (843) 853-8000 or (800) 774-0006, or go to charlestoncvb.com.




  Next door to the visitor center, you’ll find a depot for the Downtown Area Shuttles (DASH), which leave every 15 minutes for routes through different sections of downtown Charleston. DASH shuttles for tourists are the green “trolleys,” different from the CARTA mass-transit buses. And riding DASH is free! A good bet is to take several rides so you can figure out what area of town you’d like to explore by foot or horse-drawn carriage ride. Many people make the DASH depot their first stop, parking their cars here and taking a few quick rides in the shuttles before deciding where they would like to stay. For more on DASH and CARTA, go to ridecarta.com.




  If you head back toward The Mills House Hotel from the visitor center along Meeting Street, you’ll find yourself approaching the white brick Days Inn motel on the right at 155 Meeting St. The space that would typically be used for the motel’s restaurant, attached to the complex just off the parking lot, is actually an independent eatery called Toast. Well, Toast is anything but expected. In fact, this may be one of the best-kept secrets in Charleston. The food is relatively inexpensive, as the peninsula restaurants go, and that’s your first break. Then, the portions are enormous and the cooking is truly fine. If you’re anywhere near here at breakfast time, you must try the apple French toast. The Crab Cake Sammie is a delight for lunch, and there’s an array of dinner specials every night. The dessert kiosk, filled with pies and cakes, is beyond temptation. They even have a small cocktail bar for happy hour or a cold beer on a hot day. Toast opens at 6 a.m. daily for those who want to get an early start on discovering Charleston. Dinner reservations are suggested, as the seating is limited, and Toast’s secret is getting out. Call (843) 534-0043, visit toastofcharleston.com, or check out the list of specials posted on the chalkboard outside.




  From Toast, it’s only a block farther south to the Gibbes Museum of Art at 135 Meeting St. Considered one of the best collections in the entire Southeast, this recently renovated gem of a museum exhibits six to eight special exhibitions a year in addition to its fine permanent collection of 18th-and 19th-century portraits and paintings as well as sculptures and Japanese woodblock prints. The gift shop has a wonderful assortment of artful note cards, postcards, and books that make excellent gifts. Don’t be afraid to bring the kids here; there is plenty to keep them amused and busy. Open Tues through Sat from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sun 1 to 5 p.m.; closed Mon. Admission is $15 for adults, $13 for seniors and military, and $6 for children ages 4 to 17. Call (843) 722-2706 or visit gibbesmuseum.org.




  For the budget minded, only a few blocks away—we’re still walking—you’ll find Jestine’s Kitchen at 251 Meeting St. The specialties here are Low-country home cooking, vegetables, fish, and really wonderful fried chicken. The price range is from $7 to $20. Open from 11 a.m. to 9:30 p.m. Tues through Thurs, 11 a.m. to 10 p.m. Fri and Sat, and 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Sun; closed Mon. Call (843) 722-7224.




  On the other hand, you can go to S.N.O.B. at 192 E. Bay St. for exquisite dining and an equally exquisite atmosphere. The tongue-in-cheek acronym officially stands for its location, “Slightly North of Broad.” The specialty here is Low-country cooking along with a number of very fine continental dishes. One of the local favorites is shrimp and yellow grits. Prices range from $12 to $38, and wine is served. Lunch is served Mon through Fri from 11:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m., brunch on Sat from 11:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. and Sun from 10:30 a.m. to 2 p.m., and dinner nightly from 5 p.m. While down South, try to get yellow grits rather than white. There’s a big, big difference—the yellow are not overprocessed and have a much better taste. You can even buy them, although only in some stores. Call S.N.O.B. at (843) 723-3424 or visit snobcharleston.com.




  On up the street from The Mills House is the Joseph Manigault House at 350 Meeting St. This classic example of the elegant Adam style was designed and built by the architect Gabriel Manigault for his brother, Joseph, in 1803. The graceful, elliptical staircase, which you will also see in the Forever Charleston show back at the visitor center, is the centerpiece. In the 1920s the place was a broken-down boardinghouse, and for a while in the 1930s it was a service station. The dean of the Harvard School of Architecture and a number of Charlestonians took it upon themselves to help restore and furnish it with the period furniture you see here today. This is one of the few houses in Charleston that still has a gatehouse. Open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Sat and 1 to 5 p.m. Sun (closed on major holidays). Last tour is at 4:30 p.m. Admission is $12 for adults, $10 for youth 13 to 17, and $5 for children 3 to 12. Contact the Charleston Museum at (843) 722-2996 for combination tickets to all of their museum sites. Their website is charlestonmuseum.org.
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