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Exploring the Holy City: The History, Culture,
and Charm of Charleston, SC

Lesson Overview
In this lesson, Wyett will dive into the vibrant history and unique geography of Charleston, South
Carolina. Known as the "Holy City" for its skyline filled with church steeples and its history of religious

diversity, Charleston offers a window into colonial America, the Civil War, and a rich cultural blend found
nowhere else in the world.

Learning Objectives

By the end of this lesson, the learner will be able to:

Analyze the geographic importance of Charleston as a major port city from the 1600s to today.
Identify unique architectural features like "Single Houses" and "Rainbow Row" and explain their
functional purposes.

Describe the impact of Gullah Geechee culture on the region’s food, language, and art.
Synthesize findings by creating a themed "Insider’s Guide" to the city.

Materials Needed

Internet access (for virtual tours and research)

Large paper or digital design tool (Canva, Google Slides, or sketchbook)
Printed map of the Charleston peninsula

Colored pencils or markers

"The Architecture of Charleston" cheat sheet (included in content below)

1. Introduction: The Hook (10 Minutes)

The Scenario: Imagine you are a sailor in the year 1750. After months at sea, you see a skyline filled
with dozens of tall white steeples rising above the water. You aren't seeing skyscrapers; you're seeing
the "Holy City."

The Question: Why would a city on the edge of a swamp become one of the wealthiest and most
fought-over places in American history?

The Goal: Today, we're going to look past the pretty pastel paint and discover how geography, diverse
cultures, and a few "architectural hacks" made Charleston a world-class city.

2. Body: "I Do" - The Foundation (15 Minutes)

Instructional Point: Focus on the "Three Pillars of Charleston."
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¢ Pillar 1: The Geography of Money. Charleston sits where the Ashley and Cooper Rivers meet
to form the Atlantic Ocean. (Local joke: "The rivers meet to form the Atlantic.") This made it a
perfect hub for shipping rice, indigo, and cotton.

¢ Pillar 2: The Architecture of Necessity. Ever wonder why the houses are so "skinny"? They
are called "Single Houses." They were built one-room wide to catch the sea breeze (primitive air
conditioning) and to lower property taxes, which were based on how much of the "street front" the
house took up.

¢ Pillar 3: The Gullah Geechee Influence. The culture of Charleston was shaped by enslaved
West Africans who maintained their linguistic and cultural heritage. From "Lowcountry Boil" to
sweetgrass baskets, the DNA of the city is deeply rooted in Gullah traditions.

3. Body: "We Do" - Guided Exploration (20 Minutes)

Activity: The "Virtual Street View" Challenge.

1. Rainbow Row: Use Google Street View or images to look at the 13 colorful houses on East Bay
Street.

o Dijscussion: Legend says they were painted bright colors so drunk sailors could find their
way home, but the truth is more about 1930s urban renewal. Which color would you paint
your house to make it stand out?

2. The Battery & Fort Sumter: Look at the seawall. Notice the giant cannons.

o Discussion: This is where the first shots of the Civil War were fired. How does being a "point"

on the coast make this city both a great trading spot and a dangerous military target?
3. Cobblestone Streets: Look at Chalmers Street.

o Fact Check: Those stones came over as "ballast" (weight) in ships from Europe. When the
ships loaded up with rice to go back, they dumped the stones. The city used them to pave
the muddy streets.

4. Body: "You Do" - The Creative Application (30 Minutes)
Project: The "Time-Traveler’s Guide to Charleston”

Wyett, your task is to design a one-page "Visitor’'s Guide" for a specific type of tourist. Choose one
"Persona" below:

¢ The Ghost Hunter: Map out three spooky locations (like the Old City Jail or the Unitarian Church
graveyard) and explain why they are "haunted."

e The Foodie: Research "Lowcountry Cuisine." Create a "Must-Eat" menu featuring shrimp and
grits, she-crab soup, and benne wafers. Explain the African origins of these ingredients.

¢ The Architect: Draw a diagram of a "Charleston Single House." Label the "Piazza" (the porch),
the "False Door," and explain how the house stays cool in the summer.

Success Criteria: Your guide must include at least three historical facts, one hand-drawn or digital
illustration, and one "Insider Tip" based on what you learned about the city's geography.

5. Conclusion: Recap & Reflection (5 Minutes)

Summarize: We've covered how Charleston’s location made it a trade powerhouse, how its
architecture was a clever response to heat and taxes, and how its culture is a unique blend of
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international influences.

Recap Question: If you were moving to Charleston tomorrow, would you live in a colorful house on
Rainbow Row or a "haunted" mansion near the Battery? Why?

Final Takeaway: Cities aren't just collections of buildings; they are puzzles solved by the people who
lived there before us.

Assessment

¢ Formative: Participation in the "Virtual Street View" discussion and ability to identify the "Single
House" layout.

e Summative: Evaluation of the "Time-Traveler’'s Guide." Did it meet the success criteria? Is the
historical information accurate?

Differentiation & Adaptations

¢ For the Tech-Savvy: Wyett can build his guide as a TikTok-style video script or a Minecraft
recreation of a Charleston street.

¢ For the Deep-Diver: Research the "Charleston Earthquake of 1886" and how "earthquake bolts"
(which you can still see on the houses today) were used to hold buildings together.

¢ Kinesthetic Option: If materials are available, try weaving a simple "basket" out of long grass or
paper strips to simulate the Gullah sweetgrass basket tradition.
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