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There is a positive reality to Classicism and 

the African-American diaspora, particularly, in 

Charleston ... These buildings serve as examples of 

well-proportioned, durable architecture that have 

stood the test of time against fire, flood, and war.

continued on page 17

Within the African-American community, there exists a myth that classical and 
traditional architecture is a legacy of oppression and racism. While there is a negative 
association of this tradition to the plantations of the Old South, there is a positive 
reality to Classicism and the African-American diaspora, particularly, in Charleston, 
South Carolina. The historical architectural record of Charleston is defined by 
remarkable structures that exemplify the very best of American Classicism. From 
Georgian to Beaux Arts, buildings such as Miles Brewton House, Trinity United 
Methodist Church, and the U.S. Customs House. These buildings serve as examples of 
well-proportioned, durable architecture that have stood the test of time against fire, 
flood, and war. More importantly, it could be said a vast majority of structures in the 
city constructed before 1865 was built, detailed, and to an extent, designed entirely 
by the enslaved of Charleston. There was a deeply rooted understanding of building 
in relation to the human scale that derived as early as the great structures of Egypt. 
Centuries before arriving in British North America, Africans from various regions of 
the continent had developed building practices utilizing locally sourced materials 
including stone, mud, and wood to create communities. It was this knowledge, in 
addition to published Western European architectural treatises, that informed the 
creation of the city of Charleston as loved in the present day.

Following the restoration of English monarchy after the English Civil War, Charles 
II signed the Charter for the Colony of Carolina and granted a large tract of land 
to eight proprietors on March 24, 1663. By April of 1670, 150 settlers, including one 
enslaved African, sailed up the Ashley River and established Charles Town. Ten years 
later, the settlement abandoned this location and re-established Charles Town in its 

by Phillip Smith

AFR ICAN-AME RIC AN C LASS IC ISM OF  CH ARL ESTON

Talents, traditions of enslaved Africans built revered local architecture
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About the Author

Phillip Smith is a professor of Classical Architecture and Design 
at the American College of the Building Arts in Charleston, S.C. 
He is a graduate of the College of Charleston and the University 
of Notre Dame School of Architecture. He also sits on The 
Charleston Museum Board of Trustees and has volunteered as an 
expert interpreter on the Preservation Society’s annual Fall Tours.

Image courtesy North Carolina Collection at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
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present location at Oyster Point. 
These new inhabitants of the 
colony, primarily the second- 
and third-born sons of wealthy 
Barbados sugar planters, brought 
with them their ambitions of 
wealth borne upon the legacy of 
exploitative plantation agriculture. 
Between 1680 and 1700, the 
enslaved population of Charles 
Town grew from 200 to 2,400, 
and by 1740 39,155 people of 
African descent were enslaved in 
the now Royal Colony of South 
Carolina.  A majority of these 
enslaved people originated in 
the Western African rice growing 
region that includes modern day 
Benin, Nigeria, Togo, Ghana, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso, Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, Guinea, Guinea-
Bissau, The Gambia, Senegal and 
portions of Mali, Mauritania and 
Niger. 

Importation of West Africans 
from this region was deliberate. It was discovered 
shortly after the establishment of the colony that 
conditions were ideal for the cultivation of rice. An 
abundance of freshwater rivers and tidal creeks 
that responded to coastal tides and a subtropical 
climate that allowed for hot, humid summers and 
cool mild winters nearly mimicked the rice region of 
West Africa. These enslaved people had an extensive 
knowledge and deeply rooted agricultural traditions 
of rice cultivation and processing. And it was with 
this knowledge that the South Carolina colony 
thrived and became the wealthiest colony of the 13 
well through the American Revolution. 

Successful rice plantations were established along 
the Ashley, Cooper, Wando, and Santee rivers. 
Familiar names such as Drayton Hall, Middleton 
Place, and Snee Farm not only produced thousands 
of pounds of rice and millions of dollars, but also 
the founders of the United States. Arthur Middleton, 
signer of the Declaration of Independence, inherited 
Middleton Place in 1755. One hundred enslaved 
people labored for a decade to complete the main 
house and formal gardens. The original main house 
was in the style of the English Country Tudor 
and Dutch influences, which can be seen in the 
gable ends of the house. The brick structure was 
constructed by slave labor and the masonry used 
was produced on the property. Charles Pinckney, 
signer of the Constitution, Governor of South 
Carolina, and Minister to Spain under Thomas 

Jefferson, owned Snee Farm and held 58 enslaved 
people who cultivated rice and indigo. 

Pinckney, as most rice planters, also held urban 
residences within the city of Charles Town, later 
Charleston with the start of the American Revolution. 
Uniquely, the Pinckney Mansion, destroyed by 
fire, was completed in 1746. Charles Pinckney 
tediously recorded all the work being done at the 
site. He consistently mentions an enslaved man by 
the name of John Williams, who was born to an 
enslaved mother and a white father on the Wappoo 
Plantation.

Eliza Lucas had inherited Wappoo and its slaves 
upon her father’s death and later married Charles 
Pinckney. John and Eliza had successfully developed 
a method for the processing of indigo. Williams had 
created wooden indigo vats that allowed for raw 
indigo to cure in water, producing the finest dye 
that earned more than £225 per shipment, Williams 
was known for this exceptional skill in carpentry and 
joinery was approached by Charles in 1746 with a set 
of architectural drawings and a contract for his labor 
in the construction of the Pinckney Mansion.

Pinckney, like Jefferson, was a gentleman architect 
and had developed architectural plans that reflected 
his European travels and took into account his 
accomplished carpenter John Williams. In that same 
year Pinckney wrote, “An Account of Carpenters 
and Joiners Work Proposed to be done in a Brick 

Justin Falk Photography
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House for Charles Pinckney Esq at the North End 
of the Bay of Charles Town,” which documented 
designs for the woodwork of each floor of the house 
as well as specific rooms. He referenced examples 
found in other homes in Charleston to serve as 
precedent. On the ground floor, Pinckney requested, 
“2 outside cellar door frames 4-1/2 feet wide, 6 feet 
2 inches high with a beed and single architrave, 4 
inner cellar cases with a beed — no architrave.” This 
“beed and single architrave” refers to bead and reel 
molding for the architraves of the door. Pinckney’s 
request that the four interior cellar door frames 
have no architraves emphasizes the cellar’s function 
as a working area rather than a formal space. On 
the first floor, Pinckney specified details such as, 
“One large Venetian window upon the half pace of 
the stairs according to the plan … Best parlour to 
be wainscotted on the Chimney side, with double 
cornice round, surbase, window seats and jambs.” 
This particular detail of the fenestration in the stair 
hall became a common element of mid to late 18th 
century Charleston mansions. On the second floor, 
Pinckney specified details such as: “The dining room 
ceiling to be coved into the roof, so as to make this 
room at least 14 foot high in the clear.” Interestingly, 
the Miles Brewton House, completed in 1769 features 
a near identical stair window in both proportion 
and height above the stair landing as well as the 
proportions of the dining room. Pinckney’s 1746 
“Carpenters and Joiners Work Proposed” document 
suggests John Williams was certainly a master 

carpenter. 
Not only 
did Williams 
complete a 
vast amount of 
the mansion’s 
woodwork, but 
he supervised 
the work of 
at least eight 
men. Among 
them were the 
enslaved men 
Charles, Pompey, Patrick (Williams’ apprentice), 
Caesar, Peter, Prince, and Archer, as well as a white 
man by the name of Charles Richmond Gascoynes 
who promised to pay off his debt owed to Pinckney 
through working under Williams’ supervision.

The Pinckney Mansion’s architectural significance has 
often been compared to Drayton Hall, suggesting 
that Pinckney used the Ashley River plantation as a 
primary precedent. However, tests have discovered 
that the roof timbers of Drayton Hall were 
harvested in the winter of 1747, giving Drayton Hall 
a construction timeline of 1748 to 1752. According 
to the Pinckney papers, by October 1747, the 
masonry work of the mansion had been complete, 
and by the end of that month, bills for payment for 
the slate roof work had been submitted. Together, 
this indicates that the Pinckney Mansion predated 
Drayton Hall by two years. For John Williams, this 

The Pinckney Mansion (above and right), burned in 1860, included a prominent central 
window feature similar to the rear facade of the Miles Brewton House (left).

Photo by George Barnard, courtesy Getty
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“It was the skilled labor of John Williams 
and the enslaved that he oversaw that 
brought to life the ideas Charles Pinckney 
could only express on drafting paper.”

Features of Drayton Hall closely mirror design elements found on 
earlier Charleston buildings inspired by Classical architecture.

Historic American Building Survey
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evidence indicates that Pinckney’s architectural 
designs and Williams’ execution of these designs 
may have influenced the design of Drayton Hall. The 
design undoubtedly influenced the Miles Brewton 
House, particularly the dining room, which is nearly 

identical to the one in the 
Pinckney Mansion. Due to the 
striking similarity of these 
elements and the timeline 
of construction, it is thought 
that Williams very well may 
have been responsible for 
the carpentry of the Miles 
Brewton House as well.

At the time of its completion 
in 1750, the Pinckney Mansion 
was one of the first Palladian 
villas to be built in Charleston, 
and one of the earliest homes 
in the United States to have 
a temple front superimposed 
on its façade. The façade of 
the house consisted of five 
bays. The three center bays 
comprised the architectural 
focus of the Ionic temple 
front. Marble pilasters 
separated each of the three 
center bays and supported 
an entablature and pediment. 
It has been suggested that 
Pinckney not only introduced 
the pattern of the temple 
front into Charleston’s 
architectural lexicon, but that 
he was also one of the first 
in the colonies to emphasize 
the orders against a brick 
facade, a defining feature 
of American Georgian 

architecture. But it was the skilled labor of Williams 
and the enslaved that he oversaw that brought to life 
the ideas Pinckney could only express on drafting 
paper.

On May 12, 1750, Charles and Eliza Lucas Pinckney 
granted Williams his freedom. Three weeks later, 
Williams placed an advertisement in the South 
Carolina Gazette for work as a carpenter and joiner, 
noting that he was a free man of color. He continued 
to work for Pinckney after the completion of the 
mansion. In a June 1750-April 1752 document titled, 
“The Hon. Charles Pinckney Esq. to Jne Williams,” 
Williams recorded the tasks completed by himself 

and men enslaved by Pinckney, including Williams’ 
former apprentice, Pompey. Williams noted tasks 
completed by himself and men enslaved by Pinckney, 
including altering dormer windows, putting on 
latches and locks, mending a table, putting up 
bedsteads, and carting cypress boards. Importantly, 
this document and others indicate that John 
Williams was not the only enslaved man to benefit 
from his own building talents. By teaching other 
enslaved men the carpentry and joinery trades and 
supervising their work, Williams equipped those 
men with skills that elevated them to the status 
of craftsmen. Because of Williams, these enslaved 
men were able to earn wages, contract work for 
themselves, gaining a degree of independence 
formerly unimagined. 

Before the Pinckneys left Charleston for Britain in 
1753, Charles recorded that Williams paid him £4 
for “a Book of Architecture.” The book was, A Book 
of Architecture, Containing Designs of Buildings 
and Ornaments, by James Gibbs. Published in 1728, 
the treatise opens by defining the nature of the 
publication and the audience. The collection of 
designs was “undertaken at the instance of several 
Persons of Quality who were of opinion, that such 
a Work … would be of use to such Gentlemen as 
might be concerned in Building, especially in the 
remote parts of the Country, where little or no 
assistance for Designs can be procured. Such may 
be here furnished with Draughts of useful and 
convenient Buildings and proper Ornaments; which 
may be executed by an Workman who understands 
Lines, either as here Design’d, or with some 
Alteration, which may be easily made by a person of 
Judgement.” This pattern book contained 140 plates, 
including a double-page perspective of St. Martin-
in-the-Fields’ floor plan, elevations, and sections. 
Including country houses and churches, the book 
offered a wide variety of buildings and decorative 
types, from chapels and university buildings, tombs, 
and sarcophagi, to chimneypieces, windows, door 
surrounds, niches, pavilions, obelisks, gates, vases, 
and sundials. Gibbs’ influence throughout Pinckney’s 
designs for the Pinckney Mansion is most notable 
in his design for a coved ceiling in his dining room, 
which are featured in the publication. 

Unknowingly, Gibbs declares that the designs found 
within his publication could even be built by an 
enslaved person, who were considered inferior in 
all aspects of 18th-century society. But Williams’ 
purchase was only legal with his securing of 
freedom. The 1739 South Carolina Slave Code made 
it illegal to teach an enslaved person to read or write. 
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Anyone caught doing so could face a fine of £100 and six 
months in prison, and in some cases could be executed. 
Pinckney, an active politician, was aware of the law and 
would have followed it to the letter. John Williams is 
a remarkable character during this time. Defying the 
odds, Williams did learn to read and write as shown in 
his record-keeping, and The Pinckney Mansion set forth 
a precedent for the 18th century Georgian building 
stock of Charleston and was executed by men who were 
strictly forbidden to be formally educated in the Western 
sense. Unable to understand written English, these men 
managed to create these architectural masterpieces. 
Perhaps it is simply a matter of imitation, or perhaps an 
inherent and ingrained knowledge — knowledge as deep 
as their very DNA, knowledge from tradition passed from 
generation to generation. In a similar manner in which the 
Romans relied upon Egyptian quarries and stonemasons, 
Charlestonians depended upon the knowledge of the 
enslaved to maintain a thriving and growing city and 
colony.

The importance of Williams’ purchase of these writings 
reaches much further than the Pinckney Mansion and its 
influence on domestic architecture in Charleston. Along 
with St. Michael’s Church, the success of Gibbs’ book 
established St. Martin-in-the-Fields as the prototype of 
many churches in the English-speaking world, and by 
the 1730s the church had become the most compelling 
Protestant church form. He introduced its characteristic 
six-column temple portico, allowing an unbroken 
continuity from its outer columns to the evenly spaced 
pilasters of the north and south elevations. And for the 
first time, the building’s spire rose directly from the 
pediment. The temple portico, multi-tiered steeple, 
and the treatment of the internal columns and galleries 
became the standard, particularly in the newly founded 
North American colonies. St. Michael’s in Charleston was 
the first of colonial churches to follow the example of St 
Martin’s.

Construction of St. Michael’s Church began in 1751, and 
from October 1752 until November 1754, Samuel Prioleau 
Jr., who was secretary of the church commissioners and 
was responsible for administering project funds provided 
by the provincial government, began recording tallies of 
enslaved workmen. These tables show not only the names 
of the enslaved who constructed St. Michael’s brick walls, 
columns, and steeple, but also the owner, the number of 
days each worked and how many men were present each 
day and each month. Within these tally sheets, Charles 
Pinckney is recorded three times as having enslaved men 
working on-site at St Michael’s. These men named Scipio, 
Joe, and Cudgeo, worked a combined total of 334 days, 
and on August 7, 1755, Pinckney received a certificate 
for £125 to cover this exact number of days at the rate 
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of seven shillings and six pence per day. Just three 
years earlier, these enslaved men very likely worked 
closely with Williams during the construction of 
the Pinckney House. The training they would have 
would have allowed them to effectively execute work 
on St. Michael’s. Familiar with architectural details 
set forth by the requests of Pinckney, they would 
have little difficulty understanding the construction 
and composition of St. Michael’s. From newspaper 
accounts, we know that the freedman Williams is 
still working in the city after the completion of the 
church in 1761. It very well could be that Williams 
himself served as an expert eye and master craftsman, 
particularly in regard to interior woodwork and the 
extensive timber framing details within the roof and 
steeple. The architect of St Michael’s is unknown, but 
Williams may have embodied the pre-Enlightenment 
Master Builder, of equal status to Andrea Palladio, the 
renowned Italian Renaissance architect. Evidence for 
this remains to be discovered.

Indeed, the institution of slavery has left a permanent 
stain upon American society, but it was through this 
unfortunate practice that the traditions of continental 
Africa survived. Just as many aspects of American 
culture such as music, food, and visual arts have 
African-American influences, so does architecture. 
American Classicism is rooted not only in the Greco-
Roman, but in the richness of the village mindset 
of the African-American community. John Williams 
is but one example of hundreds of enslaved Black 
craftspeople who toiled in the construction of 
colonial and pre-Civil War America. In the case of 
Charleston, credit must be given to these craftspeople 
in developing not only the built environment, but 
also the affluence of this city. The legacy of men 
like Williams lives on through modern times. Eighty 
percent of African-American sacred architecture 
derives from a Classical or Traditional precedent. 
Of that 80%, nearly half follow the example of St. 
Martin-in-the-Fields. The importance of the church in 
the African-American community has and continues 
to be paramount. As an institution, it is the heart of 
the community, the very place where prayers are 
made, and souls are inspired to change the world. 
Ninety percent of the main administrative buildings 
of historically Black colleges and universities are 
classically designed. Leading institutions have 
modeled these central structures after Independence 
Hall. As we continue to have conversations around 
racial and social justice, we must remember that the 
Vitruvian triad — Firmitatis, Utilitatis, Venustatis — 
leads us not only in the design of architecture but also 
in the design of new American society, where, indeed,  
“All men are created equal.”

St. Martin-in-the-Fields (left) on 
Trafalgar Square in London was 
the model for Charleston’s St. 
Michael’s Church (right).
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Two issues currently at the center of the 

PSC’s work have also risen to prominence 

on the national preservation agenda: climate 

resilience for historic buildings and African 

American burial ground preservation.

Charleston has long been a vanguard of the national historic preservation movement, 
and the PSC has been at the heart of it all since our founding in 1920 as the oldest, local, 
preservation organization in the U.S. From the establishment of the nation’s first historic 
district protected by zoning in 1931, to the adoption of the first local tourism management 
plan in 1978, to hosting an international symposium on the impacts of the cruise industry on 
historic communities in 2013 — other cities look to Charleston as a thought leader on the 
cutting edge of the issues shaping the ever-evolving movement. 

At the PSC, we take this responsibility seriously as we allocate staff time and resources 
toward emerging challenges. To inform our advocacy and projects, PSC Staff not only 
assess the needs of our members and the community, but actively engage in the national 
preservation conversation. Through relationship-building, we broaden our horizons while 
finding common ground with new partners.

Two issues currently at the center of the PSC’s work have also risen to prominence 
on the national preservation agenda: climate resilience for historic buildings and 
African American burial ground preservation. Over the past several years, the PSC has 
championed local policy to support better outcomes in each of these areas, and our work 
is strengthened as we collaborate with communities fighting similar battles to create 
synergistic efforts. In the pages to follow, we invite you to read more about the PSC’s 
ongoing advocacy and projects that advance this important work.

by Erin Minnigan & Anna-Catherine Carroll

THE  NATIONAL  P RE S E RVATION AGENDA

continued on page 27

How the PSC is addressing preservation issues playing out across the country
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Charleston is not alone in our battle with rising seas. 
We are among dozens of coastal cities trying to 
learn to live with water while maintaining a special 
sense of place and livability for residents. This is 
why we feel collaboration with other communities 
is essential as we chart a course for the future, so 
we can work together on solutions that benefit 
everyone. Preservation Society staff attend national 
conferences, to take part in conversations on shared 
experiences and to learn about innovative resilience 
approaches from across the country. 

At past conferences, we have been pleased to share 
the pioneering efforts Charleston is undertaking to 
address flooding. Foremost, our city is ahead of the 
curve on supporting adaptation projects for historic 
properties. Following the intense storm events 
from 2015 to 2017, the preservation community and 
city government realized action was necessary to 
prevent further flood loss and enhance the long-
term preservation of historic properties. Through a 
community-driven, collaborative process, Charleston 
developed the first local design guidelines for 

elevating historic buildings, tailored to the city’s 
unique architectural environment. This document 
has since served as a model policy for numerous 
other communities, and helped inform the Guidelines 
on Flood Adaptations for Rehabilitating Historic 
Buildings, recently published by the National Park 
Service. 

It has also been an enlightening experience to hear 
about how other communities are tackling resilience. 
Norfolk, Virginia, for example, is one of the most 
progressive municipalities in utilizing regulatory 
strategies to address changing climate conditions. At 
this year’s Keeping History Above Water conference 
in Norfolk, PSC staff learned about planning policies 
the city has instituted in response to the long-term 
challenges posed by sea level rise. 

First, the city adopted Vision 2100 as part of 
Norfolk’s Comprehensive Plan in 2016, which outlines 
high-level goals for more resilient land use. One 
strategy included dividing the city into four distinct 
areas of various, allowed development intensity, 
based on flood risk and citizen input on “community 

by  Erin Minnigan, Director of Preservation and Planning

BUILDING RES IL IE NC E  FOR COASTAL  COMMUNIT IES 
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Erin Minnigan (above) presents at the Keeping 
History Above Water Conference in Charleston 
in 2021. Norfolk, Va., is another city devising new 
solutions to live alongside water (right).

Images provided
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assets” deemed worthy of protection. This was 
followed by an update to Norfolk’s Zoning Code in 
2018, which established a “resilient quotient system” 
requiring new development to incorporate measures 
for flood risk reduction, stormwater management, 
alternative energy options, and water conservation. 
Charleston can look to innovative policies like this 
as the city embarks on its own process to develop 
a Water Plan and update its Zoning Code in the 
coming years, especially since implementing 
elevation-based zoning, or zoning that directs the 
most intense development to higher ground, has 
already been identified as a goal. 

At the Preservation Society, our work is also 
evolving in response to new challenges, and when 
it comes to the future of Charleston, we recognize 
that preservation is resilience. That’s why this year, 
we were thrilled to introduce a new Carolopolis 
Award category that celebrates exceptional efforts 
to sensitively integrate flood adaptation strategies 
with historic preservation. In early 2023, the first 
Resilience Awards will be presented and help 
cement Charleston as a leader in promoting creative 
approaches for protecting historic properties against 
changing climate conditions. As we face a future 
where coastal communities are increasingly at risk, 
the PSC looks forward to continuing to collaborate 
with our local and national partners on building 
resiliency for our collective architectural heritage.

Elevating buildings is one way owners are 
mitigating stormwater impacts, as seen at 
1 Water Street (above, right) and with single 
houses on Rutledge Avenue (below left) and 
Savage Street (below).

Images provided
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Justin Falk Photography

“When it comes to the future of Charleston, we recognize that 
preservation is resilience.”
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by Anna-Catherine Carroll, Manager of Preservation Initiatives

MAPPING CHARLE STON’ S  BLACK B URIAL  GROUNDS 

This spring, the Preservation Society was awarded 
an African American Civil Rights grant by the 
National Park Service (NPS) to launch the Mapping 
Charleston’s Black Burial Grounds initiative. The 
PSC’s objective is to implement a community-
led, open-source mapping project to produce a 
comprehensive inventory of historic Black burial 
grounds in the City of Charleston. The project 
proposal was bolstered by support from the 
International African American Museum, the City of 
Charleston, and Tulane University, who will be key 
partners in this effort. 

The understudied national landscape of Black burial 
grounds is emblematic of the ongoing struggle 
toward racial justice in the U.S. Underrepresented in 
traditional surveys and disproportionately impacted 
by discriminatory land use practices, Black burial 
sites are more likely to be considered “abandoned” 
or lost from public memory altogether than white 
cemeteries. For the first time in U.S. history, this 
problem shared by communities across the country 
is taking center stage. In 2020, the Senate passed 
the earliest form of what is now known as the 

“African American Burial Grounds 
Preservation Act” that, if enacted, 
would enable the National Park 
Service to support local governments 
and organizations in efforts to 
identify, research, preserve, and interpret historic, 
African American cemeteries.

Charleston’s unmarked Black burial grounds are 
now especially vulnerable to development pressures 
amid unprecedented, regional growth. Building on 
the national narrative, the PSC was at the forefront 
of advocacy efforts that led to the passage of the 
City’s first cemetery protection ordinance in 2021.  A 
major preservation win, the local ordinance enables 
the City to stop construction if a developer receives 
notice that burial sites are present. However, there 
is currently no inventory of burial sites empowering 
City officials to work proactively with developers 
to avoid accidental and willful desecration. That is 
exactly the information gap the PSC aims to bridge 
through implementation of the NPS grant-funded 
project. 
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Construction was halted near the Oak Bluff cemetery on the Cainhoy 
peninsula (top), one of many sites vulnerable to development and 

environmental pressures, as seen at Monrovia Cemetery (bottom left).
At McLeod Plantation Historical Site on James Island, unmarked burials are 

memorialized with a sign (bottom right).

Images provided
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A community-led effort

Over the next two years, the PSC will work alongside 
residents and project partners to identify and 
define the boundaries of at-risk, Black burial sites in 
developing a comprehensive cemeteries data layer, 
which will be integrated into the City’s mapping 
platforms as a planning and preservation tool. In 
addition to strengthening local cemetery protection, 
this project will produce a template for other 
communities seeking to map and protect under-
documented burial grounds. 

The first step toward implementation of the project 
is information gathering. This fall, the PSC and our 
partners at Tulane University are surveying existing 
sources to create the foundation of what will 
become a growing database of burial sites in the 
City of Charleston. Equipped with an understanding 
of the city’s documented burial landscape, 
stakeholder engagement will kick off in the spring 

to begin the process of illuminating Black burial 
grounds currently undocumented and unprotected. 

This essential community dialogue will provide a 
platform for residents and descendants to share 
their knowledge of these historic burial sites 
significant to their own neighborhood and family 
histories. The primary goal of engagement efforts 
will be to ensure Charleston’s Black communities, to 
whom these resources belong, are not only invited 
to participate in this documentation process, but to 
shape its outcomes. 

Through this project, the PSC aims to reinforce that 
each burial site is a significant place of remembrance 
that conveys important and painful truths in the 
American story. We are now challenged to recognize, 
protect, and maintain these sites before they are 
lost. You can learn more about other ways the PSC is 
partnering with community members to contribute 
to this effort by visiting preservationsociety.org.

An unmarked burial ground was found during the construction of the Gaillard Center in 
2013, and the remains of 36 people of African descent were documented and reinterred.
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The Preservation Society is collaborating on a number of community-led efforts to help 
better document Black burial grounds in Charleston, including the African American 

Cemetery Restoration Project, which supports preservation of sites like the Morris 
Street Baptist Church Cemetery (above) and Heriot Street Cemetery (below)

Images provided
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THE  PRESERVATION S OC IE TY  OF  CH ARL ESTON SH OP

by Quanie Miller, Digital Communincations Coordinator

If you had asked anyone in January 2016 what 
they thought about the Preservation Society 
Shop at the corner of King and Queen streets, 
they probably would have looked at you, puzzled: 
“What shop?” That was when Andy Archie, now 
PSC’s Director of Retail, first arrived. Revenue was 
nowhere near the $2 million dollars the PSC Shop 
now brings in annually and the Shop never really 
took off like its King Street neighbors. 

Andy knew, with a few tweaks and a committed 
staff things could turn around at 147 King Street.

One of the first things he analyzed was the 
inventory. There were locally made products (not 
enough), along with tourist-driven knickknacks. 
And the book selection was fine for the local 
titles, but he saw a clear opportunity to expand it 
based on the fact that there were no other book 
stores around at the time. He then assessed the 
space itself; it was just “flat,” he said. The thing 
is, the Shop already had the hard part down: the 
best location in downtown Charleston, if you ask 
Andy, and a staff that enjoyed being there. All they 
needed to do now was liven up the place a little.

Since the Shop didn’t have a lot of money to spend 
on inventory, several local makers agreed to sell 
products on consignment. As business began to 
pick up, Andy noticed one brand really seemed to 
resonate with people: Brackish. 

As customers came in, curious about the intricate 
feather bowties in the display window, Andy was 
surprised by their reactions. Sure, people seemed 
mesmerized by how beautiful the bowties were, 
and amazed by the intricacy of the craftsmanship. 
But Andy was dubious. Would all this interest 
translate into paying $200 for a tie?

Turns out: Yes, it did.

Brackish eventually expanded its line to include 
women’s accessories, and sales at the Shop 
skyrocketed. Overall, the retail business has grown 

more than fivefold, putting nearly $1 million back 
into the local maker and craftsman community, like 
North Charleston’s Smithey Ironware Co.

“They started with two skillets, a 10-inch and 12-
inch. Now, the selection is expansive and remains 
really high-quality,” said Shop Manager Johnathan 
Free. “Our success is that mixture of locally made 
products we have that you can’t get everywhere.”

And people have responded, with PSC members 
and passers-by supporting those entrepreneurs in 
droves.

“I can remember days when hitting $1,000 in 
sales was considered a big day, and just this past 
Member Appreciation Day, we brought in more 
than $50,000,” said Grayson Flowers, who’s 
worked at the Shop since 2016. “Bringing together 
a solid team, along with the support of the Society, 
has really allowed us to change what’s possible for 
a nonprofit ‘gift shop.’”

From the colors and textures of Brackish to each 
handcrafted Smithey pan, there’s a story behind 
each product about the real people who are part 
of the Charleston community and are affected by 
what the Preservation Society does as an advocacy 
organization.

The Preservation Society Shop has come a long 
way, and it has Andy, the Shop staff, and an 
incredible stable of local makers to thank. 

“We could not do it without the retail team,” 
according to Andy. “Johnathan, Grayson, Summer, 
Christiana, Dotty, Emily, Holly, and Katherine — be 
sure to say hello next time you stop by.”
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Twelve-time PRISM Award Winner, Custom Homes and Remodeling

RENAISSANCESOUTH.COM • 843.388.5550

HotelBennett.com | 888.754.0380 | 404 King St. Charleston, SC 29403



p. 38147 King Street  |  843.723.2775  |  preservationsociety.org

Featuring an assortment of locally crafted 
specialty items from a wide collection of artisans

BRACKISH • SMITHEY IRONWARE • J. STARK 
pH Reclaimed • Add Libb Handbags • Burls & Steel Knives 

Holst + Lee Jewelry • MacBailey Candles • Score & Burn 
Texture Design Co. • Charleston Candle Co. • La Petra Studio 

Justin Falk Photography • Susan Gregory Ceramics
Goat Island Treasure Boxes • Zola Jewelry • Landrum Boards
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Increasingly, it is clear that new experiences 

and perspectives will best help us understand 

the evolution of preservation. 

Charleston has retained its distinct 
character through earthquakes, hurricanes, 
revolutions, occupations, and other conflicts 
over 350 years, but development and 
growth are among the modern forces that 
threaten to fray to its historic fabric. A 
unique city requires thought-leaders with 
passion for preserving the lived experiences 
of resident Charlestonians in addition to 
its storied structures. In this pivotal time, 
understanding the history and context of 
a place is necessary to strike a balance 
between development and preservation.

Working in the preservation field, it is 
easiest to remain focused on tried-and-
true familiar professional methods, but 
increasingly, it is clear that new experiences 
and perspectives will best help us 
understand the evolution of preservation. 
The Preservation Society is committed 
to promoting an earnest approach to 
enhancing the beauty and legacy of this 
city through conversation, preservation, and 
adaptive reuse.

Continued discussion about a preservation 
vision for the next generation prompted us 

to call on some friends and neighbors to 
ask, “What does preservation mean to you?” 

Q: What does preservation mean to you?

Marcus: For me, it means to prioritize 
history because of the significance it has. 
It can be land or language. The degree to 
which we preserve something can speak 
volumes as to where we are as a society or 
community. We have lost things because we 
did not prioritize and realize the importance 
of some sites. But now the tide has turned, 
and in the last 50 years we record history 
differently. 

Helen: To me it can be off-putting, because 
preservation can be used in such an 
exclusive way. To preserve something is 
often something personal and retains a 
system of values. There is an entry point 
where preservation can be inclusive, 
wherein there is intentionality to include 
communities with rich cultures and being 
involved in the conceptual phase of what it 
means to preserve rather than one side of 
the spectrum and someone else deciding 
what it might mean to preserve the idea of 
Charleston. 

by Kelly Vicario, Community Outreach Coordinator

WHAT DOES  PRE S E RVATION MEAN TO YOU?

The Phillips Community, 
near Mount Pleasant, 

became the first local 
settlement community 
to be nominated to the 

National Register in 2022.
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Marcus 
McDonald is 
an educator, 
community 
leader, and a 
lead organizer 

of Black Lives Matter 
Charleston.

Helen Mrema 
is a poet, 
public speaker, 
and a former 
community 
organizing 

advocate for the 
American Civil Liberties 
Union - South Carolina.

Skip Mikell 
has long ties 
to North 
Charleston, 
now a resident 
of the Union 

Heights neighborhood, at 
the southern end of the 
city.

Jonathan Boncek photo courtesy Charleston City Paper
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Residents are working to 
preserve community institutions 
on Charleston’s Eastside.



p. 42

Q: Can you share about your experiences with 
preservation?

Skip: The community I am a part of now, known as 
Union Heights, has existed since 1890. Union Heights 
was subdivided in 1919 to become a distinguished 
community from the former Belmont Plantation 
which existed in the neck area of Charleston. It 
previously existed as a Black settlement community 
with a railroad depot following the Civil War.

The house I live in was constructed in the 1930s as a 
boarding house, and it had 186 rooms. This building 
is known as the Big 16 and was constructed by some 
of the migration workers from the Navy shipyard. 
There was a point in time where this location housed 
16 families, which is where the term Big 16 derives 
from. This home shares the story of migrants finding 
commonality in shared living space, which led to 
creating a community of their own. The history of 
the Lowcountry has not always been kind, but the 
history of Charleston is a part of who we are. 

I have learned that families bring families and that 
trend is what we see as a result of this community 
and other communities, it is the familial connections 
and commonality that grow deep roots. 

Marcus: Preservation is a diverse fight, from fighting 
to preserve settlement communities like the Phillips 
community to historical narratives like the Black 
Panther movement. Preservation still feels like it’s 
dominated by individuals who have the time and 
resources. While preservation is happening, there 
also is a need for regeneration, ways to preserve 
but also to empower communities that have not 
historically had the support to pursue preservation 
efforts. 

Q: In an ideal world, what would preservation look 
like to you or for you?

Helen: It would mean inclusive intervention, 
preservation a benefit for all. We would begin with 
addressing inequities, examining the differences 
between the Eastside and the Westside of 
Charleston. Tourists are found in the areas that 
are clean — even the basics of street sweeping 
strengthen a community. 

Marcus: My vision is for preservation to amplify 
and address current-day issues, because a lot 
of what we see is cyclical. Preservation should 
support community spaces where Black and 
underrepresented groups can be visible and benefit 
from the effects, an example might be the Battery 
and how that has benefitted the community from 
health and well-being aspects, but also the economic 
benefit of foot traffic. 

Q: What about preservation has made you feel like 
it is for you or not for you?

Helen: It is more than being invited to a table 
where oftentimes communities are left out of that 
conversation and someone else has dictated what 
is worthy of preservation. The knowledge about the 
conversation of preservation must be accessible 
— beautification on the Eastside is bursting at the 
seams to be engaged in a more transformative 
way. Preservation for me is preserving the Eastside 
community that is still intact. There is an inherent 
difference in that community but the deep seeded 
community is still there. The narrative sometimes 
can harp on all the negative things and forget to 
highlight the heart of an historic and culturally 
diverse community. 

Skip: A few years ago, St. Luke’s Reformed Episcopal 
Church, located at 60 Nassau Street, wanted to 
build back the church and discovered there was 
little that the Preservation Society could do. There is 
and was greatness in the history of that church, as it 
doubled as a laundromat, school and church. When 
the school was built, it became a place for women to 
learn how to sew. The long-standing history created 
passion to pursue preservation and expansion of the 
church. It is amazing to know that my mother and I 
were baptized in this building and to see the original 
floor boards that my mother set foot on during her 
infancy. 

I appreciate structural preservation in the downtown 
area, one example I like is the freedman cottages. I 
now understand better how the name is misleading 
to the public, despite the title of ‘freedmen cottages,’ 
it does not mean that the people were truly free. I 
did my research and learned that they were labored 
to construct these buildings and having them still 
standing allows their stories to be shared, to speak 
to us and display their craftsmanship. 

vvv

At the Preservation Society, we recognize that 
preservation is a multifaceted conversation and 
there are many important perspectives on in our 
work throughout Charleston. As we continue 
our outreach in the community, we welcome this 
diversity of thought, which inevitably helps make the 
preservation movement strong.




