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CHARLESTON

INTRODUCTION

I was seven years old when I fell in love with Charleston on a Brownie Scout field trip. I vividly remember things about that first visit, like walking awe-struck beneath a giant whale skeleton to gawk at the mummy and shrunken heads in the old Charleston Museum (this location and many others can be found within the pages of this book), and the mustiness of the building with its very old dust. I remember visiting the Powder Magazine, where I bought a toy cannon as a souvenir for my little brother. What I remember most vividly, however, was the sensation I experienced when I first stepped out of the car onto the parking lot at the Heart of Charleston Motor Hotel, the moment I knew I was connected to this place and its history.

A little more than a decade later, when the time came for me to leave my small-town home, I made a beeline for the College of Charleston. Following college graduation I left to pursue graduate studies and start a career. Yet I always kept an eye out for the opportunity to return to the city where I knew I belonged, which I eventually did. By that time, however, the old Heart of Charleston Motor Hotel at 200 Meeting Street, where I’d first fallen in love with this city, had been demolished and replaced by a bank. Yet there was a certain karma about its demolition, for one of Charleston’s brightest architectural stars, the Charleston Hotel, had been torn down to make way for the motor court. When it opened in 1838, the old Charleston Hotel was one of the most iconic hotels in the country, and certainly in Charleston. Perhaps its most remarkable feature, among many, was a block-long colonnade of 14 giant order Corinthian columns fronting a four-story Parthenon-style façade that dominated the streetscape. According to late 19th-century photographer S.T. Sounder, the hotel ranked among the finest in America, “not only in the manner of its conduct, but as regards its situation and fine appearance. Its situation between two streets, gives it a fine circulation of air, making it exceedingly pleasant and desirable during the heated term of summer.”

What the grand 19th-century Charleston Hotel did not have however, was parking, and by the 1920s times had changed and parking was essential. The property became derelict, a shadow of its former self, taking in cheap boarders for as little as $3 a night. The hotel could no longer compete with lesser facilities which were able to provide parking. And so, in 1960 Charleston’s grande dame was demolished to make room for the new Heart of Charleston Motor Hotel. More than 150,000 of the old hotel’s bricks were reused to build the nondescript two-story motel, with its swimming pool and coveted off-street parking. Still, Charlestonians were so distraught by the hotel’s loss that they pushed to expand the city’s protected historic district above Broad Street.

Today I like to think it was the spirit of the grand old Charleston Hotel—rather than the unremarkable Heart of Charleston Motor Hotel—that spoke to me so strongly on my first visit, igniting a passion for Charleston that has lasted more than a half century. Since then, I’ve had the privilege of knowing many of the places included in Charleston Then and Now well. As a College of Charleston alumna, I have been a part of the centuries-old traditions of the Cistern Yard. During the time I worked at Historic Charleston Foundation, my office in the historic Capt. James Missroon House at 40 East Bay Street had the best view in town of the city’s beautiful, historic High Battery.

I later worked at the American College of the Building Arts, where I had an office in the Old District Jail, and once—on a bet—I spent the night there just to prove I’d do it. The American College of the Building Arts then moved to the Old Trolley Barn, circa 1897, an exceptional example of how an old building can acquire a meaningful second life through rehabilitation. My husband Chris and I often attend events at the Gaillard Center, Queen Street Playhouse, Dock Street Theatre, and French Huguenot Church.

The places we love, like people, often change and dramatically so, or can even be lost to us forever. Sometimes that’s a good thing, other times it is devastating. I hope you will enjoy the following stories of places that have been remarkably preserved or repurposed, as well as places, like the old Charleston Museum, where only the remaining columns recall a different time in Charleston’s history.
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A view looking east on Broad Street, the civic heart of the Holy City.
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HIGH BATTERY

Charleston’s iconic pedestrian promenade for 200 years

ABOVE: The earliest Charles Town settlers wisely built their peninsular colony on high ground. Beyond its southern boundary at Vanderhorst Creek (today’s Water Street), lay marshes and a sandy beach called White Point, or Oyster Point.

Colonists established Charles Town as the only English walled city in North America. Yet as its population grew, so did the colony’s footprint. In 1731, the provincial government ordered a bridge to be built over Vanderhorst Creek to extend Church Street to White Point, where they built a brick fortification. They added a protective seawall, a double row of wooden pilings, which was destroyed in the 1752 hurricane.

Royal Gov. James Glen then ordered hundreds of free and enslaved laborers to build a new earthen wall from Granville Bastion (today 40 East Bay Street) to White Point, with ramparts to shield the colony’s cannon. This battery was strengthened in the late 1760s, and by the start of the American Revolution, it stretched nearly half a mile south of Granville Bastion, defending Charles Town against British naval attacks.

The fortifications were later dismantled, but the city retained the seawall, widening it into a 60-foot promenade. Its crushed ramparts were used to fill in the marshes behind it to create new residential lots, highly valued for their views and sea breezes.

An ambitious and expensive project, the new battery no longer bordered the peninsula’s beach, but was actually built out into Charleston Harbor’s waters. Hurricanes in 1797, 1800 and 1804 set the project back for years. Finally, by 1818 High Battery was completed. Soon wealthy antebellum planters and merchants began building dazzling new townhouses, where they resided during Charleston’s social season. For the next four decades, High Battery was a place of beauty, grandeur, and gaiety—until new earthworks were thrown up in 1861 to create Battery Ramsay.
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ABOVE: High Battery is among Charleston’s biggest tourist draws. Locals join the city’s visitors in enjoying both the beauty of the harbor’s waters, as well as the grand architecture of the palatial East Battery residences. Hurricanes and tropical storms have taken their toll over the decades, however, eroding its concrete and exposing rebar. Restorations initiated in 2019 along the Low Battery seawall are slowly making their way toward High Battery, recreating Charleston’s historic seawall to be more beautiful and resilient than ever.
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BATTERY RAMSAY

From pleasure garden to military fortress

ABOVE: Sometimes the beauty of a place can hide its harsh history. Such is the case at the southern tip of Charleston’s peninsula city, in a park known as White Point Garden.

When the English settlers sailed past this spot in April 1670, it was nothing more than marshes surrounding a sandy beach piled high with sun-bleached oyster shells discarded by Native Americans—thus the name White Point. By 1837, the city had filled in about seven of the marshy acres surrounding the shell mound to create a waterfront park.

In 1861, however, the park’s shady, tree-lined pathways were destroyed as the Confederate Army threw up massive earthworks mounted with three 10-inch muzzle Columbiad cannon along its eastern façade. The battery’s name honored Confederate Major David Ramsay, who was mortally wounded on nearby Morris Island in 1863. As seen above, civilians and veterans gathered around one of the cannons that defended Charleston during a four-year bombardment by federal troops and confederates stationed here had a front-row seat to witness the first shots of the American Civil War being fired at Fort Sumter, a war that would go on to claim between 620,000 and 750,000 lives. The night before Charleston fell to Federal troops on February 18, 1865, Confederate Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard gave orders to destroy anything the Union Army could use if left behind. Too large to be loaded on the last train out, Battery Ramsay’s cannon were blown up by the soldiers who had manned them.
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ABOVE: After the war, the park returned to its former use as an open urban space in which to share a picnic, throw a frisbee, or read quietly under an oak’s gentle shade. Couples, families, dog-walkers, and joggers have reclaimed the park with no visible signs of Battery Ramsay remaining. Muzzles of the cannon that ornament White Point Garden are filled with concrete, situated there for show as kids clamber around on top of them, posing for their parents’ cameras. Memorial plaques interpret the monuments that now occupy the site of Battery Ramsay, sharing the history of Charleston and the 19th-century war that split the nation apart.
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LOW BATTERY

Renewed optimism for the 20th century

LEFT: Unlike High Battery’s 18th-century defensive beginnings, Low Battery was created to convert marshy land into prime real estate. City officials discussed the idea in the 1850s, yet war, an earthquake, hurricanes and economic downturns kept the project on hold for decades. The dawn of the 20th century brought a renewed sense of optimism among Charlestonians, and although plans to expand the park were abandoned, officials broke ground for a new boulevard and seawall in July 1909. Shortages of materials and labor, however, sometimes resulted in the use of inferior products and structural shortcuts, and there were questions about if and how automobiles should be accommodated. By Christmas 1911 the first 3,885 feet of Low Battery, from King Street to Tradd Street’s western end, was completed, but a 1,000-foot gap connecting the two batteries remained unfinished, and oyster shells used to top the new boulevard were absorbed into the muddy landfill. In 1916 philanthropist Andrew Buist Murray, fed up with the muck and delays, donated $40,000 to finish the connection to High Battery and pave the boulevard with asphalt to accommodate automobiles. In 1919 Murray Boulevard and its Low Battery seawall were completed.
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ABOVE: Dozens of hurricanes have driven salty waves crashing over Low Battery, each taking its toll on the seawall (not to mention the houses it was built to protect). Given its often shoddy workmanship with sub-par materials, it’s hardly surprising that the seawall has settled, cracked, crumbled and sloped, exposing gaping holes and rusting rebar.

In the summer of 2017, the city announced plans to rebuild Low Battery, addressing structural problems and drainage, while incorporating amenities such as benches and landscaping. The four-phase renovation is estimated to cost $70 million. As of April 2023, Phases I and II have been completed, with a beautiful new promenade stretching from the end of Tradd Street to Limehouse Street. Phase III began in April 2023 to repair the promenade from Limehouse Street to the west edge of White Point Garden. The final phase will again reconnect Low Battery to High Battery. While High Battery remains a “must-see” for Charleston’s seven million tourists each year, Low Battery is more often used by locals to walk their dogs, get a little fresh air, or drop a fishing line.
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EDMONDSTON-ALSTON HOUSE, C. 1825, 21 EAST BATTERY

Oldest antebellum mansion on East Battery

ABOVE: Two years after completing his mansion at 19 East Battery in 1815, William Holmes sold 70 feet of street frontage along the northern edge of his property to Scottish merchant Charles Edmondston. This lot, however, was lower than the bump of land where Holmes had built his mansion on the former site of Fort Mechanic amid the marsh. As a result Edmondston waited for the completion of High Battery and its accompanying infill project before building his late-Federal-style townhouse in 1825, during the height of his commercial success. His house became the second substantial residence built along the new East Battery, a few blocks south of the noise, smells and bustle of the busy seaport’s wharves.

After losing everything in the financial Panic of 1837, Edmondston sold his residence to rice planter Charles Alston. Alston added a new entrance facing East Battery along with a vestibule, but otherwise preserved the structural footprint of the house. He did, however, make substantial style changes, adding Greek Revival decorative features, a second-floor balcony, and a parapet bearing his family’s coat of arms. Business associates were received on the first floor, while the second floor drawing rooms were reserved for family and special friends.

It made a grand entertaining space, especially when the piazza doors were opened to maximize one’s appreciation for the sea breezes and harbor view. From here Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard watched the bombing of Fort Sumter on April
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