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Spending a few minutes on the streets 
of the French Quarter can reveal 
only-in-Charleston moments. Like 
watching horse-drawn carriages clip-
clop past America’s oldest theatre, or 

seeing residents tend their flower-smothered 
porches in the same way their ancestors did 300 
years ago. But visit the ‘Holy City’ today – so 
named for its long record of religious tolerance 
– and, while history is always closely in view, 
you will also encounter a city living happily in 
the now.

“Charleston is full of British connections,” 
says my guide Beth, who has found out there’s 
an Englishman in tow. As we stroll down 
the old town – passing beautiful, verandah-
wrapped Antebellum mansions – she explains 
the city was founded by Charles II when he 
awarded land to eight of his generals,“Our first 
name was Charles Town, yessir!” As we walk, 
cars wait patiently and a young couple display 
their Southern manners by wishing us good 
morning. I think to myself this might be the 
world’s best-mannered city.

We continue down cobblestone alleyways 
that the notorious Captain Blackbeard used to 
roam, pass the city’s eye-catching Pineapple 
Fountain, and stop at a statue of George 
Washington to hear about his, ‘Whiskey 
bender’ in McCrady’s Tavern, during a southern 
tour of 1791.

RAINBOW ROW
With whiskey on the mind, we visit America’s 
oldest liquor store (first opened in 1686), then 
a left turn on East Bay Street leads to one of 
Charleston’s most photographed areas. We’re 
at Rainbow Row – a string of thirteen adjoining 
Georgian homes. Dating back to 1730, they 
served as merchant stores on the wharf, 
then fell into disrepair after the Civil War. A 

preservationist painted three of the homes 
pale pink in the 1930s, and other homeowners 
followed suit with complementary colours. The 
result is a charming pastel parade.

It’s lovely here, yes, but there’s an edge to 
Charleston – often heard in conversations 
about history. “We estimate 40% of enslaved 
Africans brought to America landed here,” 
says Beth as we approach the Old Slave Mart 
Museum. I’m told the building once housed 
an open-air market that auctioned African 
American men, women and children in the 
mid-1800’s. There’s no tippy-toeing around 
here; Charleston’s shameful past unravels with 
personal testimonies describing the lives of 
slaves – artefacts, such as ankle manacles and 
whips, are especially horrifying.

By the time the Civil War began in 1861, 
Charleston was probably the wealthiest city in 
America, eclipsing New York and Boston. I begin 
to understand many of the buildings I had been 
admiring were built on slave labour; it turns out 
the ‘Holy City’ was not so ‘Holy’ after all.

BOONE HALL PLANTATION
Beyond the city, Charleston’s surrounding area 
is rich in historic plantations with beautiful 
gardens. After my walking tour, I decide to 
visit one of America’s oldest, Boone Hall, 
which has been producing crops – from cotton 
and rice, to strawberries and pecans – for more 
than three centuries.

Exploring Boone Hall’s achingly beautiful 
entryway is one of South Carolina’s great 
pleasures: a half-mile stretch of 270-year-old 
oak trees weighed down with Spanish moss, 

Be it the starting-point of the Civil War, or former plantations straight out of Gone 
with the Wind, few cities are as closely tied to their nation’s history as Charleston. 
Here, Andrew Day explores the belle of South Carolina – a US city with a skyline 

punctuated by steeples rather than skyscrapers
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As we walk, cars wait patiently and a 
young couple display their Southern 

manners by wishing us good morning. 
I think to myself this might be the 

world’s best-mannered city

”
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Above and left: 
Boone Hall’s 

colonial-style house 

Right: Fort Sumter, 
where the first shots 

of the Civil War 
landed 

Overleaf, from left: 
Carriage drives are a 
lovely way to see the 

city (Image: Doug  
Hickok)

Middle, top: High 
battery seawall 
(Image: Doug  

Hickok)

Middle, bottom: 
Boone Hall’s 

magnificent ‘Avenue 
of Oaks’

drifting eerily in the breeze like flyaway hair. 
The ‘Avenue of Oaks’ can boast starring roles 
in the films North and South, Queen, and The 
Notebook, whilst, more immediately, their 
canopy of low branches provides welcome 
shade on a scorching afternoon (they get 
70-degree days in February here).

The impressive 738-acre site was built in 
1681 when Englishman Major John Boone came 
to the region and established a home on the 
banks of Wampacheone Creek. The stately 
colonial-style house – authentically furnished 
with period antiques – embodies serene 
grandeur, while a row of nine brick slave 
cabins offer an uncomfortable contrast. I step 
inside one of the tiny, one-storey dwellings 
to find a sobering, ‘Black History of America’ 
exhibit displaying life-size figures, audiovisual 
presentations and sketches of slaves piled into 
the bowels of ships. 

This feels more like time travel than tourism, 
and the fact that these dirt-floor cabins were 
occupied by sharecroppers well into the 20th 
century hovers uncomfortably in the air.

But don’t think Charleston is entirely rooted 
in the past. Recently, the city experienced a 
restaurant boom, which has revived crumbling 
buildings, and got foodies licking their chops. 
That evening, on a restaurant hunt up King 
Street – Charleston’s grand parade of boutique 
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Sherman proclaimed, “Anyone who is not satisfied with war should go 
and see Charleston, and he will pray louder and deeper than ever that the 

country may in the long future be spared any more war”

make out the rooftops on which Charlestonians 
cheered,” the ranger adds.

Throughout the war, the fort suffered 
repeated attacks from the North (they call 
it the ‘War of Northern Aggression’ here) 
– but Sumter provided resolute protection. 
Eventually, though, its fortifications and 
50-foot-high walls were pounded into rubble. 
Then, the city fell after General William T. 
Sherman led 60,000 Union soldiers on a 
285-mile, ‘March to the Sea’ from Atlanta 
to Savannah. The purpose? To frighten the 
South into abandoning the Confederate cause. 
Most did abandon Charleston, and those 
who remained faced hunger and a decimated 
landscape.

Months later, Sherman proclaimed, “Anyone 
who is not satisfied with war should go and see 
Charleston, and he will pray louder and deeper 
than ever that the country may in the long 
future be spared any more war.”

shops and galleries – I spot, to my delight, half 
a dozen couples’ ‘shagging’ on a bar dance 
floor. It would have been fascinating to join in, 
but my hip-swinging moves are embarrassingly 
awkward. The shag – Southern Carolina’s 
popular state dance – is a six-count, eight-
step routine that looks a bit like the jitterbug. 
Maybe next time.

FORT SUMTER
The following morning, after a 30-minute ferry 
ride, I’m introduced to one of America’s most 
historical landmarks: Fort Sumter. 

“The first shots of the Civil War landed right 
here in April 1861,” says the park ranger as 
we explore the pentagon-shaped man-made 
island. I decline the bizarre opportunity to, 
‘Adopt a cannon’ then hear about how the 
Union-held fort surrendered Sumter after a 
severe, 34-hour Confederate bombardment. 
“If you look back to the mainland you can 

”
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HORSE DRAWN CARRIAGES
With my time in Charleston nearing an end, I 
browse through City Market – a Greek Revival 
temple built in 1841, where local art sells next 
to handmade sweetgrass baskets – and pile 
into the last horse-drawn carriage of the day. 
Yes, it is firmly on the tourist track, but a one-
hour ride reveals more of the city’s historical 
charms, like countless pencil-thin church 
spires, and 18th-century wrought-iron boot 
scrapers on the pavement.

As we trundle past lantern-lit white porches 
to the rhythmic clatter of hoofs, I think to 
myself Rhett Butler had the right idea in Gone 
with the Wind:, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give 
a damn. I’m going back to Charleston, where 
there is still a little grace and civility left in 
the world.” Thankfully, there’s still plenty of 
both to be discovered here in this charismatic, 
courteous city that fights in the heavyweight 
division of American history. TT
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 FLYING

British Airways flies direct from Heathrow 
to Charleston twice a week.  Other airlines, 
such as United, Virgin, Austrian Airlines or 
Air Canada  fly to Charleston from the UK 
with one stop. 

 VISAS

The United States offers a Visa Waiver 
Program to citizens of some countries if 
they are travelling for business, pleasure 
or are in transit, and they meet specific 
requirements. You can apply  
for your ESTA at www.esta-onlinevisa.
com/#nbb. See www.uk.usembassy.gov/
visas/ for more information

 GETTING AROUND

Charleston is a fairly small city, so it’s 
easy to explore on foot, although 
there is a good bus system. The 
Downtown Area Shuttle (DASH) 
trolley buses cover central 
downtown Charleston for 
free, or you can always take 
a horse-drawn carriage. If 
you need a taxi, you’ll have to 
call for one ahead of time. If 
you’re travelling to plantations 
or other sites outside the city, 
the best option is to rent a car. 

MONEY

Currency: The currency in America is the 
dollar (USD, symbol $) = 100 cents. Notes 
are in denominations of $100, 50, 20, 10 and 
5. Coins are in denominations of 1 cent, 5 
cents (nickel), 10 cents (dime) and 25 cents 
(a quarter). 

Credit Cards: Are accepted widely. ATMs 
can be found almost everywhere.

 WEATHER

Charleston’s climate is described as 
temperate to subtropical. March to May 
is the best time to visit. June to August 
are pleasantly warm but it is also the 
wettest time of year. September, October 
and November are still warm months 
but getting colder and it is also hurricane 
season. Winter is short and mild, from 
December to February, sometimes rainy 
and with occasional snow flurries in early 
January.

Andrew Day travelled as a guest of 
Explore Charleston  

(www.explorecharleston.com)

TRAVEL TIPS FOR VISITING CHARLESTON, USA

 THE ESSENTIALS

Time difference: GMT - 5

Water: Tap water is safe to drink in America, 
although bottled water is readily available.

Politics: America is a democracy with a 
President as Head of State. 

Tipping: Waiting staff in restaurants expect 
tips of up to 20%, in bars somewhat less. 
Hotel porters and housekeeping staff 
appreciate at least a couple of dollars a 
night. 

Electrical Current/Plugs: Electrical current 
is 110 volts AC and plugs are standard 
American two or three round pins. 

Opening times: It is best to check 
individual opening times beforehand 
but in general most cultural institutions 

close on Mondays and are open 
Tuesday to Sunday, and stores 

open Monday to Saturday, 
with some on Sunday 

afternoon, too.

Insurance: In view 
of the high cost 
of medical care in 
the United States, 

anyone visiting from 
overseas should take out 

reasonably comprehensive 
travel insurance. No 

vaccinations are required.

Personal safety: Charleston is a considered 
a safe city making both group and solo 
travel relatively stress-free. Needless to 
say, however, some suburbs at night-time 
demand common sense. If in trouble call 
the police on 911.

i  AT A GLANCE

Charleston boasts the first public college, 
museum, and playhouse in the U.S.

The first golf club in America was 
established in Charleston in 1787.

North America’s longest cable-stayed 
bridge, the Arthur Ravenel Jr. Bridge, spans 
the Charleston Harbor, connecting historic 
Charleston and Mount Pleasant.

DID 
YOU KNOW?

Dr. Alexander Garden, a 
Charleston physician, first 
imported “Cape Jasmine” 
from South Africa c.1754. 
The flower was renamed 

‘Gardenia’ after Dr. 
Garden.
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