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  Tour 1: Charles Towne to Charleston: Colonial Settlement to Liberated City of the New Nation1670–1799


  With cultural roots as deep and colorful as the surrounding blue-green waters, Charleston is a rich mixture of early English, Scottish, Irish, French, Spanish, German, Swiss, Santo Domingan, African, Native American, and Caribbean influences.


  While each of these cultures left its mark on the city in a unique way, no influence was stronger than that of the British. Archaeologists tell us countless generations of Native Americans lived on and around the land now called Charleston before the first permanent English settlers arrived, but little remains of their occupation outside of the archaeological record in the ground itself. The first English settlers, arriving in the spring of 1670, were adventurers coming to lands granted by King Charles II to eight Lords Proprietors, who claimed ownership of the “Carolinas”—presumably extending from the Atlantic to the shores of the Pacific.


  As the settlers navigated into what is now Charleston Harbor, they passed enormous mounds of bleached, white oyster shells at the tip of a peninsula, where two rivers met and named the area Oyster Point. Seeking higher ground, the colonists sailed farther up one river to a high bank they called Albemarle Point and established the first crude encampment there. They dutifully named the new settlement Charles Towne for King Charles II. The two rivers, called the Kiawah and Etiwan by local tribes, were renamed the Ashley and Cooper, in honor of one of the Lords Proprietors, Anthony Ashley Cooper, Lord Shaftesbury.


  The original settlement area is now a South Carolina state park called Charles Towne Landing State Historic Site. A decade later, because of their need for protection, the Charles Towne colonists were drawn back to the Oyster Point peninsula between the two rivers—clearly a more defensible location. Here, the foundations of what is now Charleston were first laid. By 1719, the colonists were tired of being exploited by the proprietary government, and friction ensued. This resulted in the colonists coming under even more discipline from the English crown, which meant forced allegiance to a series of appointed royal governors. This troublesome governmental entity stayed in place for the colonists until the American Revolution.


  In 1725, the British sent over a plan for the new settlement called the “Grand Modell,” intending to guide the development of 600 prime acres on the peninsula to become a proper town. Amazingly, traces of that early English plan are still evident in the plan of today’s Charleston Peninsula.


  Owing to the great success of this busy English port and its merchant-planter aristocracy, the town soon became a small city. To many, the eighteenth century will always be Charleston’s golden age. Early travelers to this thriving colonial port took back to Europe impressive stories about Charles Towne’s elegant architecture, wealthy citizenry, and sophisticated lifestyle. Indeed, during these heady, pre-revolutionary years, rice and indigo from the plantations were shipped out to eager markets all over the world. In exchange, hundreds of boatloads of enslaved Africans were brought to Charleston to ensure a cheap labor force to work the land. In stark contrast to this grim exchange, the arts flourished, and Charles Towne was considered the brightest jewel in England’s colonial crown.
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  Map showing the rivers and harbor during the Siege of Charleston, printed from the Atlas of the Battles of the American Revolution (1845).
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  Many of the seeds of the American Revolution found fertile ground here in the Carolina Lowcountry. Political passions ran high, and once war broke out, there were many high-profile Charlestonians deeply involved on both sides of the issue. Actually, the first decisive American victory during the revolution occurred at the Battle of Fort Sullivan (June 28, 1776) just outside the city. However, at first the war didn’t go well. For a while, Charleston fell to the British, and this time, the city suffered the first of its two unseemly “enemy occupations.” Newly liberated after the war, the city became incorporated in 1783 and adopted a new, shortened name: Charleston.


  Charles Towne Landing State Historic Site (1970). Charles Towne Landing State Historic Site was created as part of South Carolina’s 300th anniversary celebration in 1970. The vast acreage is devoted to re-creating and interpreting the first English settlement in the Carolinas, which existed on this site back in 1670. Start at the visitor center that includes extensive interactive exhibits describing how settlers, slaves, traders, and Native Americans came together at this location to begin the first European Colony in the Carolinas. Along the river, you may explore a full-scale replica of a typical seventeenth-century trading vessel called the Adventure, docked at the landing in Old Towne Creek. The Animal Forest boasts a twenty-acre natural habitat zoo with otters, pumas, bears, bison, wild turkey, and alligators—all part of the Lowcountry landscape when settlers first arrived in the 1670s. The Settlers’ Life Area, with its replica colonial buildings, is a handsome example of what early colonists saw every day. You’ll see candle making, open-fire cooking, woodworking, and, depending on the season and the weather, even the colony’s first printing press in action. Picnic tables, a vending area, and a gift shop are all on-site. The park is largely accessible to visitors with disabilities. Wheelchairs and strollers are available free of charge. Bicycles are available to rent or bring your own.


  1500 Old Towne Rd. (between I-26 and SR 171), (843) 852-4200, southcarolinaparks.com.


  [image: image]


  English-Barbadian landowner, Stede Bonnet, was known as “The Gentleman Pirate.” Throughout the decades, he and his crew captured merchant vessels along the East Coast.
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  The Battery/White Point Garden (1737). Few sites have afforded a better view of Charleston’s 300-year history than the Battery. That seaside corner of land at the end of East Bay Street, where it turns and becomes Murray Boulevard, is now a pleasant park with statues and monuments, long-silent cannons, and spreading live oak trees. But the atmosphere hasn’t always been so serene. The Battery has been a prominent feature in Charleston since the earliest days of the English settlement. Then, it was known as Oyster Point because it was little more than a marshy beach covered in oyster shells—bleached white in the Carolina sun. The peninsula was still unsettled, and the first colonial effort was farther upstream on the banks of the Ashley River at what is now called Charles Towne Landing. Later, when the settlement was moved to the much more defensible peninsula site, the point was a popular fishing area—too low and too easily flooded to be much of anything else. Charts used during the years 1708 to 1711 show only a watchtower on the site and just a few residences built nearby. Charles Towne was still a walled city at that time, the southernmost wall being several blocks north.


  The area took a decidedly higher public profile about a decade later, when the pirate Stede Bonnet (pronounced bo-NAY) and his crew were hanged there from makeshift gallows. These executions were apparently quite effective in bringing an end to the pirate activity that had plagued the Carolina coast. The first of several real forts built on the site came along as early as 1737. This and subsequent fortifications were crudely built, however, and none lasted long against the tyranny of the sea. Another fort, this version constructed for the War of 1812, apparently gave White Point a popular new name—the Battery. The seawall constructed along East Battery (the “high” one) was built after a storm in 1885. The area’s use as a park dates back to 1837, when the city rearranged certain streets to establish White Point Garden. It was from this vantage point that Charlestonians watched the battle between Confederate fortifications across the river and the small band of Union troops holed up in Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861. This, of course, was the beginning of the American Civil War. Once the war had started, this peaceful little garden was torn up and convulsed into two massive earthwork batteries—part of Charleston’s inner line of defense. Although neither battery ever fired a shot, some incoming artillery rounds probably landed here during the extended bombardment of the city from late 1863 until Charleston fell in February 1865. The end of the Civil War was the end of the Battery’s role in Charleston’s military defense, although several subsequent wars have left poignant souvenirs behind for remembrance. Today no fewer than twenty-six cannons and monuments dot the Battery’s landscape, each of which is described on a nearby plaque or informational marker. 2 Murray Blvd. (East Bay St., Murray Blvd., King St., and South Battery), (843) 724-7327, charlestonparksconservancy.org. Free.


  Heyward-Washington House (1772). This handsome, early Charleston “dwelling house” is known by two names because of two prominent Americans associated with it—one an owner, the other a distinguished guest. Daniel Heyward, a wealthy rice planter and the father of Thomas Heyward Jr., a South Carolina signer of the Declaration of Independence, built it in 1772. It is documented that the younger Heyward lived in the house until 1794. In 1791, President George Washington made a grand tour of the new nation and included Charleston on his itinerary. In anticipation of this distinguished visitor, the city rented Heyward’s house for Washington’s accommodations, and Heyward was thus displaced to his country house for the duration. Today the house is furnished with a magnificent collection of period antiques, especially some fine Charleston-made furniture of the eighteenth century. Look for the famous Holmes bookcase that still bears the scars of an incoming British mortar from the days of the American Revolution. This is the only eighteenth-century house museum in the city with original outbuildings (kitchen, carriage house, and outhouse) still a part of the courtyard. You’ll also find a small formal garden, in keeping with the period of the house. Heyward-Washington House was saved from destruction in the early 1920s by the Preservation Society of Charleston. It is now a National Historic Landmark owned and operated by the Charleston Museum. 87 Church St., (843) 722-2996, charlestonmuseum.org. The Charleston Museum offers discounted combination ticket prices for adults for the museum, this house, and the Joseph Manigault House.
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  Sunset along the Battery.
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  This unassuming brick house was home to a Declaration of Independence signer and hosted the nation’s first president.
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  From the President’s Diary


  In Washington’s diary, he recorded his visit to the property, saying, “The lodgings provided for me in this place were very good, being the furnished house of a gentleman at present residing in the country; but occupied by a person placed there on purpose to accommodate me.”


  Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon (1771). A public building has stood on this site at East Bay and Broad Streets since Charles Towne was moved from its original settlement to its present location in 1680. The early settlers built their court of guard here. They imprisoned pirates and Native Americans in the building’s lower level and held their town meetings upstairs in the hall. The British built the present building to create an impressive presence in the bustling colonial port. With its striking Palladian architecture, the Exchange surely did just that. It was completed in 1771 and quickly became the social, political, and economic hub of the growing city. From its steps, the independent colony of South Carolina was publicly declared in March 1776. During the revolution, the building was converted to a British prison, where signers of the Declaration of Independence were to be held. In 1788, the convention to ratify the U.S. Constitution met in the building, and President George Washington was lavishly entertained here several times during his Southern tour. From 1815 to 1896, the building served both the Federal and Confederate governments as the Charleston post office. In 1913, Congress deeded the building to the Daughters of the American Revolution of South Carolina. During an excavation of the dungeon in 1965, part of the original seawall of Charles Towne was discovered. Today, the Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon is leased to the state of South Carolina and open to the public as a museum. 122 East Bay St., (843) 727-2165, (888) 763-0448, oldexchange.org.
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  The Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon was built between 1769 and 1771.
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  St. Michael’s Church (1752–1761). While St. Philip’s can claim to be the oldest congregation in Charleston, St. Michael’s lays claim to having the oldest church structure. There is some mystery as to which the actual architect of St. Michael’s might have been, but there’s no question that this magnificent edifice is one of the great treasures of the city. The church has remained essentially unchanged over the centuries, with the exception of a sacristy added in 1883. However, the structure has undergone major repairs several times because of natural and man-made disasters. In the earthquake of 1886, the steeple tower sank eight inches, and the church cracked in several places. St. Michael’s was damaged by a tornado in 1935 and again in 1989 by Hurricane Hugo. During both the American Revolution and the Civil War, the spire was painted black to make it less visible as a target for enemy gunners. During his visit to Charleston in 1791, President George Washington worshiped at St. Michael’s, where he sat in the Governor’s Pew—so marked by a small plaque. In later years, the Marquis de Lafayette and then General Robert E. Lee sat in that same pew. Buried in St. Michael’s churchyard are several distinguished members of the congregation, including General Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, Revolutionary hero, signer of the Constitution, and Federalist presidential candidate; and John
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