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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Pineapple Fountain in Waterfront Park, Charleston
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COASTAL ROMANCE

As more people discover the charms of Charleston and Savannah, the inevitable comparisons begin. Stereotypes abound, such as the famous adage, “In Charleston they ask what your mother’s maiden name is, and in Savannah they ask what you’re drinking.” But the truth is that the key difference between the two is mostly physical. Charleston’s charms are more serendipitous, its architecture more Caribbean. The compact, winding downtown means a new surprise awaits you around every corner.

Savannah, with its more spacious downtown, has more room to breathe, to walk, and to stretch out. And there are those incomparable tidy squares, still studied as marvels of urban design. While both cities love a good time, Charleston is definitely more of a foodie’s paradise. Savannah, on the other hand, loves nothing more than a boisterous party.

Perhaps we should be talking instead about the things that tie the two together. The region’s Black communities, including the coastal Gullah people, continue to shape the local character and culture. Regional institutions are finally beginning to share more inclusive narratives of the struggles of slavery.

The area also has in common a rare natural beauty. Kayakers are at home paddling in the blackwater of the ACE Basin or the vast Okefenokee Swamp. Beachgoers are amazed at the quality of the area’s serene coastline.

It’s not just the fabled Southern hospitality that you’ll find here; it’s a joie de vivre born of great weather and natural beauty. Folks down here love a good story, a good conversation, and a good laugh. It’s the people that make a visit here truly memorable.
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Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Soaking in intriguing history and scenic beauty at picturesque cemeteries, such as the Unitarian Church Cemetery, Laurel Grove Cemetery, and Bonaventure Cemetery.
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2 Enjoying unique citywide festivals.
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3 Eating world-class Southern cuisine, cooked by some of America’s finest chefs.
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4 Learning about how Charleston’s history is Black history.
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5 Enjoying a to-go cup in Savannah!
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6 Learning about history at house museums, including Drayton Hall and the Owens-Thomas House and Slave Quarters.
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7 Kayaking down Hilton Head’s Broad Creek or past Skidaway Island State Park.
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8 Golfing on Hilton Head Island.
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9 Exploring the vast and scenic Okefenokee Swamp, one of the most unique ecosystems in the world.
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10 Hitting the beaches, from family-friendly ones like Hilton Head Island to romantic ones like Cumberland Island.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Charleston

One of America’s oldest cities and an early national center of arts and culture, Charleston’s legendary taste for the high life is matched by its forward-thinking outlook. The birthplace of the Civil War is not just a city of museums resting on its historic laurels. Situated on a hallowed spit of land known as “the peninsula,” the Holy City is now a vibrant, creative hub of the New South.


[image: image]

blooming azaleas and live oaks in Charleston



Hilton Head and the Lowcountry

The Lowcountry’s mossy, laid-back pace belies its former status as the heart of American plantation culture and the original cradle of secession. Today it is a mix of history (Beaufort and Bluffton), natural beauty (the ACE Basin), resort development (Hilton Head), military bases (Parris Island), and relaxed beaches (Edisto and Hunting Islands).

Savannah

Surprisingly cosmopolitan for a Deep South city, Savannah’s quirky hedonism permeates any visit. The brainchild of General James Oglethorpe, the city’s layout is studied even today as a masterpiece of urban design. Whether you’re meandering through the downtown squares or enjoying the sea breeze and a cocktail out on Tybee Island, a sense of fun imbues all parts of life here.

The Golden Isles

Georgia’s Golden Isles are home to one-third of the East Coast’s salt marsh, and their natural beauty is a testament to the Gilded Age millionaires who kept the area largely undeveloped over the years. Even today, this region evokes a timeless mystique redolent of Spanish missions, Native American shell ring ceremonies, insular but friendly shrimping communities, and lonely colonial English outposts.
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KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

High and Low Seasons

Spring

Springtime is for lovers, and it’s no coincidence that spring is when most love affairs with the region begin. Unless you have severe pollen allergies—not a trivial concern given the explosion of plant life at this time—you should try to experience this area at its peak of natural beauty during the magical period from mid-March to mid-May. Not surprisingly, lodging is the most expensive and most difficult to secure at that time. Average high temperatures range from the 70s in March (when there can be sudden cold snaps) to 80s and low 90s in May and June.

Summer

Activity here slows down noticeably in July and August. But overall, summertime in the South gets a bad rap and is often not appreciably worse than summers north of the Mason-Dixon Line—though it’s certainly more humid. Average high temperatures will flirt with the 90s many if not most days, with lows in the mid-70s.

Autumn

My favorite time of year on the southeastern coast is the middle of November, when the tourist crush significantly subsides. Not only are the days delightful and the nights crisp (but not frigid), you can get a room at a good price. Average high temperatures hover in the high 70s, with lows rarely dipping into the 40s. However, do be aware that early autumn is also the peak of hurricane season. Check tropical weather forecasts as far in advance as you can.

Winter

Winters aren’t especially harsh in this region, and there are usually only a handful of sporadic episodes of near or below freezing temperatures. This is one reason there is an influx of visitors from more frigid climates during this season! While there was once a time when things slowed down noticeably in January and February, this is less true these days. Average winter temperatures will see highs in the 50s and 60s, with lows ranging anywhere from upper 30s to high 40s.

Events

The hardest time to get a room in Charleston is during Spoleto from Memorial Day through mid-June. Hilton Head’s busiest time is during the RBC Heritage golf tournament in mid-April. Savannah’s tricky time of year is the St. Patrick’s Day celebration, a multiday event clustering around March 17. While last-minute cancellations are always possible, the only real guarantee is to secure reservations as far in advance as possible—a full year in advance is not unusual for these peak times.
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St. Patrick’s Day in Savannah



What to Pack

Unless you’re coming in the winter to take advantage of lower rates or to enjoy the copious seasonal cheer, there’s not much need for a heavy jacket. A sweater or windbreaker will do fine for chillier days. Also note that the ocean and the larger rivers can generate some surprisingly crisp breezes, even on what otherwise might be a warm day.

Because of the area’s temperate climate, perspiration is likely to be a constant travel companion; pack accordingly. Whatever you wear, stay with natural fabrics such as cotton. The humidity and generally warm weather combine for a miserable experience with polyester and other synthetic fabrics.

Biting insects, such as mosquitoes and sand gnats, are frequent unwelcome companions in this part of the country. Plan a trip to the drugstore or supermarket to buy some bug spray or Skin So Soft, an Avon product that keeps away the gnats.
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BEST OF Charleston & Savannah

This 10-day itinerary will let you see for yourself all the ways which these two southern gems differ, but also all things they share: An abiding respect for social manners, history, good food, and strong drinks.

Day 1

Charleston

Begin your journey in Charleston, the Holy City, named not for its piety but for the steeples in its skyline. First, feel the pulse of the city by going to its bustling heart, Marion Square. After oysters or mussels at 39 Rue de Jean or 167 Raw, do a little shopping on King Street and at Old City Market. Take a sunset stroll around The Battery and admire Rainbow Row before diving right into a great meal at one of the city’s fine restaurants, like Husk or FIG.

Day 2

Today you put your historian’s hat on and visit one of Charleston’s great house museums, such as the Aiken-Rhett House. Have a hearty Southern-style lunch, and then take either an afternoon trip to Fort Sumter National Monument or visit the International African American Museum. After a casual dinner at Lewis Barbecue or a stop at a brewery like Edmund’s Oast, take a stroll or carriage ride through the French Quarter to close the evening.

Day 3

Charleston to Beaufort

After a hearty breakfast, make the 20-minute drive over the Ashley River to stop at Drayton Hall to see one of the oldest and best-preserved plantation homes in the nation while also learning about the enslaved people forced to work here. Make the hour-long drive into Beaufort and spend the afternoon walking around the beautifully preserved historic district. If you have time, go over the bridge to St. Helena Island and visit historic Penn Center.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Southern Cooking: High Style and Homestyle

At the heart of Southern cooking, especially on the coast, is the influence of African and Caribbean folkways, a legacy of the region’s influential Black culture.

FRESH SEAFOOD

The best seafood places put a premium on freshly harvested fish and shellfish.

• 39 Rue de Jean, Charleston: Amazing mussels and fish.

• Bowens Island Restaurant, Charleston: Gloriously unpretentious.

• Saltus River Grill, Beaufort: Famous for its raw bar.

• Fishcamp on Broad Creek, Hilton Head Island: Casual atmosphere with indoor and extensive outdoor dining.

• Bluffton Oyster Company, Bluffton: Fresh oysters from the gorgeous May River that this spot overlooks.

BARBECUE

The pleasures of the pig are never far away in this region. Here are a few of the best coastal ’cue joints:

• Lewis Barbecue, Charleston: Excellent Texas-style brisket that melts in your mouth.

• Fiery Ron’s Home Team BBQ, Charleston: My favorite barbecue spot in the world, believe it or not.

• Sandfly BBQ, Savannah: Delicious Memphis-style barbecue on the south side of Savannah.

CLASSIC SOUTHERN

Your best bets for fine old-school Southern cooking:

• Circa 1886, Charleston: Consistently strikes a balance between traditional Charleston cuisine and innovation in a classic setting.

• See Wee Restaurant, Charleston: Possibly the best she-crab soup on the planet.

• 17Hundred90, Savannah: Enjoy dinner and soothing piano music in one of Savannah’s most historic buildings.

• Mrs. Wilkes’ Dining Room, Savannah: Old-school “pass the plate” community seating in a historic home.

NEW SOUTHERN

The area is home to some adventurous chefs offering an updated take on Lowcountry classics.

• FIG, Charleston: Three words: tomato tarte tatin.

• Edmund’s Oast, Charleston: Adventurous but casual food designed to pair well with this brewery’s excellent beer menu.

• The Glass Onion, Charleston: Farm-to-table goodness in an informal setting.

• The Grey, Savannah: Savannah’s world-class restaurant, competitive with the best in the nation.



Day 4

Hilton Head to Savannah

From Beaufort, drive to Hilton Head Island, where you can spend a few hours sunning or biking on the family-friendly beach, shop, or visit the free and informative Coastal Discovery Museum. A half hour away, make a late afternoon stop in Old Town Bluffton to shop for art, see the beautiful Church of the Cross on the May River, and have a light dinner. Another half hour’s drive puts you into a cute B&B in Savannah to relax for the night, maybe stopping in a pub for a pint or two.

Day 5

Savannah

Hit downtown Savannah hard today, starting with a walk down River Street. Tour the deeply informative Owens-Thomas House and Slave Quarters and then take a walk through the squares, visiting the Cathedral Basilica of St. John the Baptist in Lafayette Square and the Mercer-Williams House Museum on Monterey Square before enjoying a dinner and drinks at 17Hundred90.

Day 6

On your way out to Tybee Island, stop for a walk through the amazing Bonaventure Cemetery—about 15 minutes outside downtown—and pay your respects to native son Johnny Mercer. A half-hour drive takes you to scenic and historically important Fort Pulaski National Monument. Scoot on into Tybee in another 10 minutes and climb to the top of the lighthouse at the Tybee Island Light Station and Museum before dinner.

Day 7

The Golden Isles

Drive down scenic US 17 through the Altamaha River estuary, about an hour and a half south of Savannah, and wander down Newcastle Street in the Brunswick Historic District. Make the five-minute trip over the causeway and enjoy the afternoon at The Village on St. Simons Island, with a visit to historic Fort Frederica National Monument.

Day 8

This morning, a 20-minute drive takes you into the Jekyll Island Historic District. Tour the grounds and have lunch at any of the great restaurants on-site. Rent a bike and pedal up to the Horton House tabby ruins. Ride on the sand to Driftwood Beach and relax awhile.

Day 9

This morning, drive an hour south to St. Marys and have a walk around the cute little downtown area before heading out on the ferry to Cumberland Island National Seashore. The 45-minute ferry ride takes you to a full day of biking or hiking the many trails among the ruins and dunes.

Day 10

Make the half-hour drive into Folkston and the Suwannee Canal Recreation Area at Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge. Take a guided tour up and down the blackwater canal or walk the trails out to the swamp’s prairie vistas and drink in this unique natural beauty.


Top Tours

There’s so much to learn about these historically significant cities, and so many different perspectives to get on them. Here are some picks for the best tours in each city.

CHARLESTON

• For a unique perspective of Charleston, check out Bulldog Tours, which has exclusive access to the Old City Jail through the Haunted Jail Tour.

• Carriage tours are particularly conducive to Charleston, with its winding, narrow avenues and cozy neighborhoods. All the companies are equally good and humanely regulated by the city of Charleston.

• To learn more about the rich culture of the Gullah-Geechee people, take one of Alphonso Brown’s Gullah Tours.

SAVANNAH

• Underground Tours of Savannah offers an engaging and respectful look at the city’s Black history.

• For a culinary adventure that includes food and drink, look no further than Savannah Taste Experience.

• Carriage tours are also fun and romantic in Savannah.
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Celebrate Black Heritage

TOP EXPERIENCE

The cities and Sea Islands of the Lowcountry and Georgia coast are integral to a full understanding of the experience of African Americans in the South. More than that, they are living legacies, with a thriving culture—called Gullah in South Carolina and Geechee in Georgia—whose roots can be traced directly back to West Africa.

Charleston

Emanuel AME Church on Calhoun Street is the oldest African Methodist Episcopalian church in the South and has been at the heart of Charleston’s Black community since 1817. A block away, visit the garden of the noted Black Charleston artisan Philip Simmons, where examples of his wrought-iron work are on display. Take a guided tour with Gullah Tours to learn more about local Gullah-Geechee culture and history.

Take the ferry out to Fort Sumter National Monument, where the Civil War began. From the fort you can see nearby undeveloped Morris Island, scene of the 1863 Battle of Battery Wagner. That battle included the first all-Black regiment in the US Army, the 54th Massachusetts, whose tale was recounted in the film Glory.

Shop in City Market. During its heyday, it was home to a number of African American entrepreneurs and vendors. Visit the International African American Museum on the waterfront, a great one-stop place to learn more about how Black people in Charleston and throughout the South overcame slavery.
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the International African American Museum, Charleston




Coastal Cruising on US 17

Fans of retro Americana and roadside kitsch will find a treasure trove of down-home sites along the old Coastal Highway, now known as US 17. Before the arrival of the interstate highway system, US 17 was by far the most traveled route in the region. While now just a shadow of its former self, it is still a vital roadway and contains a lot of interesting, little-known history.

Here’s a look at some of the highlights, beginning just north of Charleston and ending at Brunswick, Georgia. This is a fun road trip you could easily accomplish in a day, just checking out the sights along the way.

• Sweetgrass Baskets: A stretch of US 17 in Mount Pleasant north of Charleston has been dubbed the Sweetgrass Basket Makers Highway in honor of the many wooden stalls along its length hosting local African American artisans selling their homemade sweetgrass baskets, a centuries-old tradition with African roots.

• Arthur Ravenel Jr. Bridge: The longest cable-stayed bridge in the Western Hemisphere joins Mount Pleasant with Charleston proper. It has a fully protected pedestrian and bike lane too.

• The Coburg Cow: This nearly century-old dairy advertisement—a slowly rotating milk cow—was once amid pastureland outside the Charleston city limits. Find it in West Ashley on the portion of US 17 known as the Savannah Highway, just west of Charleston, about 15 minutes from the Ravenel Bridge.

• Old Sheldon Church: A very short drive off US 17, the ruins of the Old Sheldon Church—burned by both the British during the Revolution and the Yankees during the Civil War—are huge, stark, and poignant. After going south on US 17 for about an hour out of Charleston, take a right onto Old Sheldon Church Road.

• Firework Stands: About half an hour from the Old Sheldon Church, at the intersection of US 17 and I-95 at Hardeeville, South Carolina, you’ll find many garish, colorful stores selling enough fireworks to blow you to the moon and back.

• Midway Church: Forty-five minutes south of Savannah in the Liberty County town of Midway is this beautiful 1792 church, whose congregation once boasted two of Georgia’s signers of the Declaration of Independence. Don’t miss the historic cemetery across the street.

• Smallest Church in North America: About 15 minutes south of Midway on the side of the road near South Newport is the miniscule and charming Memory Park Christ Chapel. The current structure was rebuilt after arson sadly destroyed the original in 2015.

• Butler Island: In another 15 minutes or so, just south of Darien, Georgia, on the west side of US 17, you’ll find this tall chimney—the only remnant of the Butler plantation. English actress Fanny Kemble, who married a Butler heir, wrote the influential abolitionist work Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation after witnessing the miserable life of the enslaved people who worked here.

• Brunswick Stew: Allegedly the container in which the first batch of Brunswick stew was cooked up, you can find this cast-iron pot in Mary Ross Waterfront Park in downtown Brunswick, Georgia.
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A craftswoman makes sweetgrass baskets in Charleston.



For some of the best soul food in the area, visit the Black-owned Bertha’s Kitchen in North Charleston. Head west across the Ashley River to experience Drayton Hall; take the guided tour and pay respects at the African American cemetery.

On Sullivan’s Island, visit the grounds of Fort Moultrie to see the Toni Morrison-inspired Bench by the Road, which overlooks the route that so many slave ships took into Charleston Harbor.

If you’re in town in May, check out the MOJA Arts Festival, celebrating the area’s rich Black cultural heritage.

Hilton Head and the Lowcountry

While walking around the scenic historic district of Beaufort, visit the Robert Smalls House, home of the African American Civil War hero Robert Smalls, as well as his burial site at the Tabernacle Baptist Church.

Drive by the Berners Barnwell Sams House to see where Harriet Tubman worked as a nurse and helped ferry enslaved people to freedom on the Underground Railroad. Visit Beaufort National Cemetery and see the memorial to the African American troops of the 54th and 55th Massachusetts Regiments of the US Army in the Civil War.

Make the short drive to St. Helena Island and visit the Penn Center, a key clearinghouse for the study and celebration of Gullah culture and the site of activism by Martin Luther King Jr. in the 1960s. The Penn Center is part of Reconstruction Era National Historic Park, which also has sites in Beaufort.

On Hilton Head, stop by the Coastal Discovery Museum, and take an African American heritage tour. Nearby is the historic site of Mitchelville Freedom Park, the first community of freed enslaved people in the United States. Enjoy a burger and beer at the Black-owned Hilton Head Brewing Company nearby. An alternate plan is to make the trip inland to Walterboro to visit the Tuskegee Airmen Memorial at the regional airport.
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Tuskegee Airmen Memorial



Savannah and the Golden Isles

Check out the African American Monument at Rousakis Plaza on River Street. Head over to the former center of Black life in Savannah, Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard (once West Broad St.), and see the Ralph Mark Gilbert Civil Rights Museum. Then tour the First African Baptist Church in City Market, the oldest Black congregation in North America. Nearby is the Haitian Monument, a nod to the volunteers who helped the cause of independence in the Revolutionary War.

Visit the Second African Baptist Church, where Sherman announced the famous “40 acres and a mule” field order. Close by is the Beach Institute, a repository of African American art, culture, and history. The Grey is a nationally renowned Black-owned restaurant in downtown Savannah.

Check out the restored schoolroom at Massie Heritage Center, Savannah’s first African American school, and the Carnegie Branch Library, Savannah’s first Black library, where future Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas once studied.

Pay your respects at Laurel Grove Cemetery South, a historic African American cemetery with stirring memorials to some of Savannah’s most notable Black figures. South of downtown is the Pin Point Heritage Museum, which chronicles and commemorates the life and work of this Black community, most descended from enslaved people on nearby Ossabaw Island.
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Pin Point Heritage Museum



Head down to Harris Neck National Wildlife Refuge, once the site of an African American community displaced for a World War II airfield. Be sure to visit the Gould Cemetery near the landing within the refuge.

An alternate plan is to drive all the way down to little Meridian near Darien and ride the ferry out to Sapelo Island. Take a guided day tour of the island to experience its rich Gullah-Geechee legacy, including the community of Hog Hammock.

In February, the annual Black Heritage Festival brings top-quality performers, lecturers, and historians to town.


Family Fun

A steady diet of house museums and long-ago history will bore anyone to tears, not just the young folks in your traveling party. Fortunately, there’s a range of options here to please children of all ages.

CHARLESTON

• The Old Exchange and Provost Dungeon: For a real-life Pirates of the Caribbean experience, take a guided tour of this spooky spot from colonial times, complete with animatronic-style figures of pirates and scoundrels.

• Waterfront Park: The park’s outdoor fountain sculptures are sure to please any carefree spirit in your group.

• South Carolina Aquarium: This very informative installation features aspects of every habitat in the ecologically diverse Palmetto State—from Lowcountry marshland to Upstate mountain rivers—anchored by an enormous three-floor central observation tank filled with marine life.

• Children’s Museum of the Lowcountry: Conveniently located on “Museum Row,” this indoor playground offers a variety of hands-on activities for kids 3 months-12 years.

• Sewee Visitor and Environmental Education Center: Visit a pack of red wolves (indigenous to the coastal area) at this center devoted to preserving the species and educating people about these magnificent little animals.

SAVANNAH

• Ellis Square: This square’s modernist renovation includes a large wading fountain—a great spot to cool off when it gets hot.

• Jepson Center for the Arts: You’ll find a neat children’s section, the Artzeum, inside this shiny contemporary arts center.

• Georgia State Railroad Museum: Climb aboard and take a short train ride complete with old-fashioned steam whistle. As a bonus, also located within the complex is the small but growing Savannah Children’s Museum.

• Oatland Island Wildlife Center: To view wildlife up close and personal, head a few minutes east of town to this facility, which houses cougars and an entire wolf pack along its winding marsh-side nature trail.

• Fort Pulaski National Monument: Kids can climb on the parapets, earthworks, and cannons, and explore the great nature trail nearby. They’ll no doubt learn a few things as well.

HILTON HEAD AND THE LOWCOUNTRY

• Henry C. Chambers Waterfront Park: This verdant green space along the beautiful Beaufort River is a great place to play or relax in bench swings.

• Highway 21 Drive In: Yep, an actual old-fashioned drive-in movie theater, just like in the old days.

• Edisto Island Serpentarium: Let’s face it, kids love snakes, even if you might not. Enjoy them up close and personal here.

• Coastal Discovery Museum: This museum comes with acres of peaceful green space containing a plethora of artifacts, livestock, and historic re-creations and outbuildings.

THE GOLDEN ISLES

• Georgia Sea Turtle Center: This rescue and research facility is also a high-quality, hands-on museum. Don’t miss the tour of the area where the turtles are kept while they rehabilitate.

• Driftwood Beach: Kids can climb for hours on the driftwood found on this Jekyll Island beach.

• Summer Waves Water Park: This water park on the south end of Jekyll Island offers a great respite from the summer heat.

• Neptune Park: A kid-friendly play area is a key feature of this beachfront area next to the St. Simons Island Pier.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Life’s a Beach

There are plenty of beaches to enjoy on the Georgia and South Carolina coast, many of them made even more enjoyable by the fact that they tend to get much less traffic than more touristy areas. Here’s a quick guide to match the beach to the trip:

FAMILY-FRIENDLY

• Hilton Head Island’s beaches are roomy and spotlessly maintained. And because no alcohol is allowed on them, they’re geared to families with children.

• Isle of Palms outside Charleston is home to the Wild Dunes Resort, which caters to beach-loving families.

• Quiet Edisto Island has absolutely none of the flash that young people tend to gravitate to, but it is extraordinarily safe and friendly.

• Popular Hunting Island State Park is a great place to enjoy family time on the beach. Don’t miss the hike to the top of the lighthouse!

• A playground for the people of Georgia by order of the state legislature, Jekyll Island is a safe, roomy, and friendly getaway.

PEACE AND QUIET

• Romantic and isolated, Cumberland Island is virtually the mossy picture of the old Sea Island South.

• The total lack of chain hotels and high-rises on Edisto Island means a laid-back and thoroughly noncommercial beach experience.

• Low-traffic Sapelo Island offers friendly folks and a really beautiful beach.

• Even lower-traffic Daufuskie Island is where you want to go when only the most laid-back will do.

DOG-FRIENDLY

• Easily the two most dog-friendly beaches in the area covered by this book are Hunting Island State Park, South Carolina, and Jekyll Island, Georgia. Just keep ’em on a leash and you’re fine year-round.

• For a Charleston-area dog beach, go straight to Isle of Palms.

• Hilton Head doesn’t allow canines 10am-5pm Memorial Day-Labor Day, but you can take them on a leash 10am-5pm April 1 until the day before Memorial Day.

• On Edisto Island, your pup must be on a leash May 1-October 31 and under voice command or on a leash at all other times.
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Best Recreation

While Charleston and Savannah are globally renowned for their history and architecture, a short drive outside their historic districts will take you to a unique natural wonderland. The Lowcountry and Georgia coast are framed by the largest contiguous salt marsh in the world. It’s not only a kayaker’s paradise but also an amazing natural habitat for indigenous and migratory birds. Here are some highlights for an active outdoor journey.

Biking

Ride 12 miles across the expansive hard-packed sand all around Hilton Head Island, which also offers a number of more strenuous adventures. Sullivan’s Island offers a long stretch of easy beach bicycling just outside Charleston.

Bird-Watching

October-March is the perfect time for bird-watchers to visit the 22-acre Crab Bank Seabird Sanctuary in Charleston Harbor. Serious bird-watchers can visit the Pinckney Island National Wildlife Refuge on Hilton Head, as well as the impounded rice paddies at the Ernest F. Hollings ACE Basin National Wildlife Refuge. The Savannah National Wildlife Refuge, with parts in both South Carolina and Georgia, also has an excellent bird-watching (and gator-watching!) area.
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great blue heron, Savannah National Wildlife Refuge



Camping

Head down to Tybee Island outside Savannah for a day trip across the Back River to undeveloped Little Tybee Island, where wilderness camping is allowed. Skidaway Island State Park also offers great camping.

Fishing

Inshore fishing charters abound in these coastal waters and are a great way to pass a day or half day. Some standouts are Telecaster Charters in Savannah and Barrier Island Eco Tours out of Charleston.

Kayaking

Cape Romain National Wildlife Refuge is a delightful oasis of nearly pristine marsh habitat north of Charleston. Bull Island and Capers Island are highlights of this largely maritime preserve, which comprises 66,000 acres of kayaking opportunities. You can easily kayak for a full day or two in the ACE Basin, comprising the estuaries of the Ashepoo, Combahee, and Edisto Rivers (the last being the largest and most traveled). Public landings and guided tours abound for trips on these nearly pristine blackwater runs.
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kayaking near Charleston



Surfing

Believe it or not, Charleston’s Folly Beach offers some of the East Coast’s best surfing. McKevlin’s Surf Shop is your go-to source for gear and info.

Scenic Walks

While the coast’s particularly flat nature—not to mention the heat and humidity—doesn’t lend itself to strenuous hiking, there are plenty of enjoyable outdoor strolls. In the Savannah area, the entire area surrounding Fort Pulaski National Monument features extensive maritime forest walking trails, including a converted railbed. Skidaway Island State Park and nearby Wormsloe State Historic Site both offer walking trails along the marsh and river. For hiking in the Charleston area, try the Awendaw Passage in the Francis Marion National Forest north of town.


Coastal Romance

Spanish moss, friendly beaches, sunsets over the water, sultry weather, moonlit carriage rides—what more could you ask for? The Lowcountry and Georgia coast pretty much wrote the book on romantic getaways. Here’s a starter list of the most romantic spots.

CHARLESTON

• Romantic B&Bs include the John Rutledge House Inn and Two Meeting Street Inn.

• Enjoy a French dinner at Bistronomy by Nico or a fantastic Southern dinner at Circa 1886.

• Don’t forget a carriage ride or art gallery stroll through the French Quarter.

• Shopping can be sexy! Visit the great stores on King Street.

HILTON HEAD AND THE LOWCOUNTRY

• Take a walkable, picturesque stroll of historic Beaufort homes.

• Visit the driftwood beach on nearby Hunting Island State Park.

• Edisto Island is a wonderful place for a relaxing, quiet, no-hassle beach getaway.

SAVANNAH

• Relax on the grass at vast, scenic Forsyth Park, surrounded by Victorian architecture.

• Yes, cemeteries can be romantic, especially gorgeous Bonaventure Cemetery.

• Avoid the lines at The Lady & Sons and instead have a delightful dinner at The Grey or Elizabeth on 37th. Share a coffee, sweet treat, or perhaps a signature martini at Lulu’s Chocolate Bar.

• Have a nightcap at Rocks on the Roof on top of the Bohemian Hotel Savannah and watch the big cargo ships roll in and out on the river.

• Up for an exciting night of dancing? Club One Jefferson is the ticket.

THE GOLDEN ISLES

• Stay at the Jekyll Island Club, former stomping ground of the world’s richest people. Rent a bike and crisscross the whole island in the late afternoon, coming back to the club to enjoy a riverfront dinner at The Wharf.

• Take the ferry to Cumberland Island National Seashore, surely one of the most romantic locations on earth. Rent a bike on arrival and take your time pedaling among the ruins of the old mansions, making sure to visit the chapel at the First African Baptist Church, site of the wedding of John F. Kennedy Jr. and Carolyn Bessette. Before you board the ferry to conclude your journey, maybe you’ll get lucky and encounter some of the island’s famous wild horses, fitting symbols of passion and romance.
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