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The traveling members of the Royal-tea Club (RTC) set out on the fifth trip in two years returning to the South.  In 2006, our inaugural trip took us to Savannah and Atlanta.  Two years later we visited the “sister” southern city of Charleston, South Carolina.  I sure do love southern hospitality and charm.  How about you?

We departed the Baltimore area on Thursday, May 15th via our Krouse Travel arranged Elite coach with driver Glenn Nolt at the wheel.  We had twenty -eight female travelers from Pennsylvania, Maryland and Northern Virginia.  As usual our journey began with a prayer for safe travel.

We experienced the usual “rough traffic” through Washington, D.C. and Northern Virginia but the slow trip was softened by delicious muffins, movies and bingo!  We watched “27 Dresses” which had a RTC connection.  During our trip to Newport, Rhode Island, we toured one of the mansions that was used to film scenes from the movie!  

We were just a bit late arriving in Roanoke Rapids, North Carolina for our first tea of the trip. Imagine our surprise when we were greeted by Mayor Drew Beale when we arrived at Timeless Tea!  He welcomed us to his town and even asked us back for another visit!  Lance Martin of “The Daily Herald” interviewed several of our members and took pictures.  Once again, The Royal Tea Club has made the local news!  (As you may recall, we were featured in an article in Cotswold’s Life magazine from our England trip and have been mentioned in Tea House Times articles several times!)

We enjoyed a lovely afternoon tea in the main dining room of this charming tea room.  It also featured 4 smaller rooms: the Social, Princess, Victorian and Romantic rooms, each with distinct flair!  

Each table grouping featured a different china pattern.  My table was set with Roy Kirkham Alpine Strawberry china.  The teas served were from Harney and Sons with each person selecting their own pot of tea.  A favorite of the day was the Paris tea. The tea meal started out with a delicious fruit cup with strawberries, pineapple chunks, banana, blackberries, grapes and papaya. 

Three-tiered servers were delivered to each table. Tier one featured sandwiches and scones.  There were five varieties of sandwiches which included pimento cheese on white, cucumber and butter on raisin bread, sweet chicken salad on wheat, tomato and spinach on rye/pumpernickel swirl bread, and a pineapple and cream cheese spread on pumpernickel.  Five varieties of scones were served as well, including chocolate chip and peanut butter, orange wheat, afternoon tea (plain), lemon poppy seed, and fruit and nut.  Lemon and lime curds, as well as raspberry jam and Devonshire cream accompanied the scones.    

Tier two featured assorted mini quiches, homemade tea crumpets, and tea breads.  Tier three contained assorted cheeses and sweets like petit fours, mini tarts, and chocolate candies and then, dessert was served! We had our choice of the following desserts:  crème brule, strawberry tarts, lemon supreme cake or apple walnut cake.

No one left hungry and I might mention that a few ladies did not leave empty handed.  The tearoom featured some beautiful teapot and saucer sets with matching tea cup nightlights and autographed books!   Sharon Hart was the lucky winner of a Burton “Romantic Rose” one-sie, teacup and pot set, since her birthday was closest to Mother’s Day.  Carla Hutcheson, one of the owners, sent a goody bag including tearoom magnets, postcards and mints for each of us!  Very thoughtful!  When heading south on I-95, we highly recommend that you stop in Roanoke Rapids, N.C. to enjoy tea.  We sure did!

Napping was the next order of business for some and watching the movie “Enchanted” for others!  We arrived in Summerville, South Carolina at 8:30 PM.  We were met by our two members of the Southern Branch of the RTC, Diane Hughes and Wanda Nash, who went on the club’s England trip.  A joyous reunion was held in the driveway of our hotel.  Bear hugs and smiles and were there some tears of joy?  I think so.  After all the members were semi-settled into rooms, an informal wine and cheese “getting to know you” party was held in the suite of the “Head Teapot” Sharon Hart!  No one had trouble falling asleep (except Madhatter Marion Coccagna.  She was fretting that she forgot a hat that matched one of her outfits!)

Our first official day in Charleston, Friday, May 16th started out with a bountiful continental breakfast at the hotel.  I must remark, that this continental breakfast was not usual fare, it featured waffles, sausage gravy and biscuits, breakfast sandwiches and hard boiled eggs, as well as fruit and yogurt, juices, cereals, and breads and bagels. 

Our wonderful guide, Martha Erwin, joined us on the coach and we departed for Charleston hearing history and stories all the way and all day.  Martha was a masterful story teller and historian.   We toured the historic Charles Town with its peninsula protruding into the harbor basin formed by the merger of the Cooper and Ashley Rivers.  This area played an important role in the “War Between the States”.  The Civil War started in Charleston, South Carolina at Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861, which began the “Great Skedaddle” as people, departed the area.  The “aggressors” bombarded Charles Town for 587 consecutive days.  

We took a walking tour of “The Battery” or White Point Garden.  Pathways of crushed oyster shells wove throughout the park which contained the magnificent oak trees of the south, as well as palmettos, beautiful blooming pink and white oleander bushes, and fragrant confederate jasmine. Some of us were interested in watching the enormous Yellow Crown Night Herons building nests in the oak trees. If you did not see the huge birds, you certainly heard them!

There are beautiful historic mansions that overlook the park and the Ashley River.  Home styles included Queen Anne Victorian, Federal, Italianate and Charleston single houses.  We learned about the homes’ dependency buildings situated behind the main houses serving as kitchens, laundry rooms and slave quarters.   Charleston is also famous for its “Rainbow Row”.  These beautiful homes now painted in pastel colors were once buildings on the seedy wharf built in 1700s.  In the 1920s, people began restoring the homes which was the beginning of the restoration of Charleston and the birth of the Charleston Preservation Society.

On this day, we toured several buildings including the Heyward-Washington House (c. 1772), the Joseph Manigualt House (c. 1803) and the St. Michael’s Episcopal Church (c. 1752), which is the oldest church in downtown Charleston.  St. Michael’s Church is located at the corner of Broad and Meeting Streets.  This is known as “The Four Corners of the Law” because of the buildings located on each corner.  St. Michael’s Church is “God’s Law”; the US Post Office is “Federal Law”, City Hall is “Civil Law” and the Court House represents “State Law.”  Another way of looking at the four corners is you get married in the church, get your mail from the post office, pay taxes at City Hall, and get your jail sentence at the court house!

All of this walking and touring whetted our appetites for the second tea of our trip.  We arrived at Charleston Place, a beautiful hotel and shopping area and found our way to the Thoroughbred Club where we were served the delightful “South of Broad” tea.  A talented pianist played for us while we enjoyed tea.  (It is my observation that this seems to be a feature of hotel based teas.) 

We were served flutes of champagne.  Sharon Hart provided a toast wishing us fun, frivolity and friendship.  The five ladies seated at my table clinked our flutes to ourselves, to wonderful memories of our England trip, new memories of our Charleston trip, and to the many more teas and trips we hope to take together.  (Incidentally, the ladies at this table enjoy tea more than champagne and several chose to chase the champagne down with tea!  Fresh strawberries were also added to the champagne flutes.)

We each chose an individual pot of tea.  Featured teas were the teas of the Charleston Tea Plantation (CTP), as well as Taylors of Harrogate and Harney and Sons.  I opted for the CTP Plantation Peach which was steeped in the pot at the table and poured through a strainer into the teacup.  

Our afternoon tea consisted of unique open-faced sandwiches including salmon on white with caviar and dill sprigs; egg salad with chives topped by a slice of hard boiled egg and olive; shrimp and sprouts with Dijon mustard on seven grain bread; ham and duck with a pimento spread and a slice of fig topped with a raspberry mousse; and a refreshing cucumber and tomato sandwich with vegetable spread on white bread.  Very interesting and tasteful combinations.  

We were also served raisin scones, mini macadamia nut scones with strawberry and blackberry preserves and whipped clotted cream, as well as crumpets and strawberries. Our “around the world”-inspired desserts were mini fruit tarts (Portugal), mini chocolate dipped cannolis rolled in pistachios (Italy), mini New York cheesecakes (21 Club in New York, USA) and pear frange pane (France).

The serious shoppers of the group soon realized how close we were to the famous Charleston Old City Market. A few ladies opted to stay and explore this historic market place while the rest of the group toured the historic Rhett Aiken House (c. 1817), which is in the midst of a preservation initiative.  The City Market was originally a meat market and has always bustled with vendors and shoppers.  We learned that buzzards once trolled the market for meat scraps and played a valuable role in keeping it clean and that the “proper people” of Charleston referred to the buzzards as the “Charleston Eagles”.  

The current City Market features vendors who were artisans and sweet grass basket weavers, as well as theme shops, hat shops, jewelry and antique booths, shoe salesman,  purse and clothing hawkers.  I think there was at least one item from each shop that went onto the bus.  Some of the interesting items that were purchased were antique silver strawberry forks, sweet grass pins, Charleston bracelets, pink and purple shoes, a large quantity of Charleston tourist pins, HATS galore, jewelry galore and even regional food and seasonings!

We walked a few short blocks to Magnolias Uptown Down South Restaurant where we enjoyed a southern dinner of delicious food and excellent service.  This is a highly recommended dining spot and the group’s consensus is that we were glad we were able to dine at Magnolia’s to sample Lowcountry fare.  After dinner, Martha, our guide, regaled us with more stories en route to our Summerville hotel. The ladies from the back of the coach identified special shopping needs, which necessitated a Walmart stop.  Our coach driver, Glenn, a good sport, dropped us off at the Walmart to take care of “necessaries”.  Martha was astounded that our group members had energy to do more shopping!

Saturday, May 17th was an important day for our trip. This was the day of the First Flush Festival at the Charleston Tea Plantation.  After a hardy breakfast at the hotel, we departed for Wadamalaw Island.  Martha told us about the history of the Summerville area.  We learned that the first tea plants were actually planted at the Pine Hurst Plantation in the 1880s by Dr. Charles Shepherd who brought the plants from China and India.   

When we arrived at the CTP, there was a festive atmosphere awaiting us.  The first order of business was the group photo at the Tea Plantation sign!  We then entered the main building on the grounds which contained the gift shop and the actual factory to harvest the tea plants.  We toured the plant with a guide and saw tea being processed. 

The larger group of travelers split into smaller groups. Some spent a lot of time in the well-stocked gift shop. Many beautiful tea pots and accoutrements were available for purchase, including 2008 first flush tea packaged in special wood tea boxes or ceramic blue and white canisters.   Many gifts were purchased.  One lucky member came home with a commemorative poster.

Other Royal-tea Club ladies made way to the outdoor vendors, sampling delicious tomato pies, marinated carrots grilled served like hot dogs, pop corn, sausages, etc., and buying homemade items and autographed books.  There was something for everyone!  There were booths that featured the Charleston Tea Plantation’s very own American Classic iced tea.  Delicious and refreshing!

I believe that everyone participated in the tram ride across the plantation to see the actual tea fields and to learn the plantation’s history.  I found it a fascinating place. The plantation consists of about 127 acres.  About one half is currently planted with tea bushes.  17,000 new plants are added each year.  In the 1960s, it was originally a US government and Lipton Tea research facility.   Bill Hall, a professional tea taster and passionate about tea, founded the CTP in 1987.  Tea bushes were found on the Summerville, SC plantation and brought to Wadamalaw Island for planting. In 2003, he partnered with Bigelow Tea.  For more information, visit their website at www.charlestonteaplantation.com .

We reluctantly departed the plantation.  More time could have been spent there enjoying the festival and musical entertainment.  We headed south to Beaufort, S.C.  Did you know there are two Beauforts in the south named after Henry Somerset, Duke of Beaufort, but pronounced differently?  The city located in North Carolina is pronounced “Boe-ford” and the city in South Carolina is pronounced “Bu-fort”.  The locals say it is “Beaufort” because it is so beautiful … they sure are right about that!

Beaufort, S.C. is a lovely historic town rich with the history of the Civil War and houses/mansions of different eras in time.  The families of Beaufort also participated in the “Great Skedaddle” during the Civil War when it was occupied by the Yankees during the secession.

On our walking tour we learned that verandas always face south no matter where the house is situated; about “haints” or ghosts and the reason ceilings on porches are painted light blue; about “joggling boards”, which were benches that were used for courting; and that Spanish moss is really not moss at all, but an air plant which gets tiny, tiny blossoms in the Spring.

We saw beautiful Victorian homes; the Johnson Castle, built in the Italianate style and learned about its history in the Civil War and its ghosts; the old Arsenal, now the Beaufort Museum; and we toured the Federal style Mark Verdier house which is being preserved.  More time could have been spent in this lovely city to enjoy the beautiful waterfront park and to see more of the town and historical homes.

We had dinner in Port Royal at the 11th Street Dockside restaurant.  We were fortunate to dine on the porch facing Battery Creek, with a gorgeous sunset over the water and tasting local cuisine.  There was a bus full of tired ladies on our trip back to Summerville!

Sunday, May 18th arrived all too early!  We left the hotel for This Whole House where we enjoyed a lovely Sunday breakfast brunch.  This charming cottage built in 1875 was situated across from the railroad tracks and was brothel at one time!  It was a small space filled with antiques, tea treasures, and an intimate dining /tearoom.  A wonderful brunch was served.  The food was delicious and plentiful.  We dined on sausage gravy and buttermilk biscuits, creamy and delicious home style southern grits, a breakfast quiche, French bread casserole, pineapples and strawberries, and pot roast that melted in your mouth served with potatoes and broccoli with mushrooms.  There were sweets and more.  In addition, we were able to choose from a tea menu featuring over 60 teas.  Many of us chose the American Classic Tea from the Charleston Tea Plantation!

The shopping opportunity at This Whole House was wonderful!  An eclectic mix was found on both floors. Ask Marian Miller!  She found treasures for her Lavender Patch Bed and Breakfast.  Many shopping bags and a long line at the cash register attested to the “goodies” found here! Judy Thomas, the tearoom owner was so grateful for our business, she boarded our bus, effusively thanked us and welcomed our return! 

Cypress Gardens, also known as Dean Hall Plantation in Moncks Corner is a place of exceptional beauty and great history.  We entered through the allee of great oaks so familiar to southern plantations.  The black waters reflecting the great cypress trees, beautiful shrubs and bushes are breath taking!  We toured the great swamps by three flat bottom boats. Each boat guide explained that the black oils from the cypress trees cause the dark water.  We were thrilled to see the “knees” from the cypress trees, gliding alligators, sunning turtles, wood ducks, fragrant water lilies, the rush plants with purple flowers, ferns, tupelo trees, bottle brush bushes with red flowers, and a honey bee tree.  We could only imagine the beauty of the gardens when the azaleas and camellias are in bloom. Perhaps to see on another trip ….. or in one of the many movies filmed here including, “The Patriot”, “North & South”, “The Notebook” (white geese and swan scene) and the 1970 “Swamp Thing”.

There was time to visit the butterfly house, and crocodile and exotic bird exhibit.  Many Cypress Garden memorabilia including mini alligators,  dragon fly jewelry, and regional books were purchased.  We had box lunches prepared by Schlotzsky’s  Deli en route to our next stop.

Our Mepkin Abbey stop was an itinerary change offered by guide Martha.  We are grateful she suggested this stop.  This beautiful old plantation was one of the premier rice-producing plantations of its time.  In 1936 the plantation was purchased by Henry and Clare Booth Luce who ultimately gave the property to the Catholic Church to form a monastic foundation. It serves as the home for the Trappist monks who “cultivate the land they live on to derive sustenance”.  We drove through the avenue of oaks and explored the garden paths with sweeping lawns and meadows with magnificent oaks, and historical sites, including the Luce family gravesites set along the Cooper River. This place is the perfect retreat for a spiritual journey.   We enjoyed the St. Clare Center which featured the jams and jellies made by the monks and hand crafted pottery and jewelry.

Next stop on the tour was Boone Hall Plantation and Gardens.  Boone Hall, situated on the Hvorec Creek, was established in 1670 and now encompasses over 700 acres of preserved wetlands, creeks and ponds and another spectacular avenue of oaks down a ¾ mile entry road leading to the plantation house.  The fertile fields of Boone Hall are still farmed today yielding Lowcountry fruits and vegetables.  It is the oldest working plantation in the south. The original brick “Slave Street” quarters still stand and provide a glimpse into the history of the working plantation, the lives of the slaves, who later became share croppers on the land.  Martha, our tour guide explained the Gullah culture and language, which she described as a beautiful, rhythmic language brought from the West Coast of Africa.  These slaves were weavers of sweet grass baskets used in daily life on the plantations.

Boone Hall is a popular location for films and television.  The mini-series “Queen” and “The Notebook” were filmed here and it serves as the plantation home, Mont Royal in the “North & South”.  The boat house scene in “Roots” was also filmed here.  The boathouse no longer stands as it was whisked away by Hurricane Hugo. 

Guides in period costume shared the history of the plantation and took us on a tour of the first floor of the current plantation home, c.1936.   We strolled through the beautiful garden that graced the front of the plantation and saw massive oak trees with the ever hanging Spanish moss.   An old cotton gin is currently being restored and will be wonderful addition to the tour in the future.

This area was rich in the history of the United States and the Civil War. Many signers of the Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution lived in the great plantations of this area including members of the Rutledge and Pinckney families.

Sunday evening most of the tea ladies had rib dinners at Sticky Fingers.  Several others made another trip to Walmart and this Roving Reporter had to catch up on her notes and I admit that I headed to bed early!  Whew… another filled to the brim, enjoyable day for this southern history aficionado!

Monday, our last official Charleston tour day was dedicated to the Ashley River Plantations.  We were lucky to have a day with beautiful blue skies and mild temperatures.

Drayton Hall, c. 1738 has been owned by the National Trust for Historic Preservation since 1974.  This historic site is unique because it has been handed down through seven generations of the Drayton family.  

Drayton Hall was built by John Drayton in the Palladian style which is known for symmetry, classical proportion, and beautiful porticos.  The original house stands but the two flanker buildings no longer exist.  This house and land survived the Revolutionary and Civil Wars.  Since visitors arrived via the rivers, there were landscaped entry ways from the river to the home creating a beautiful path.
This plantation has artifacts that connect the Drayton family to George Washington.  We toured the old mansion and the grounds of this preserved property.

John Drayton was born at the next plantation we visited, Magnolia Plantation and Gardens, c. 1676.  This plantation has also been kept in the Drayton family and is now owned by the eleventh generation.

Magnolia is the oldest plantation on the Ashley River and a centerpiece of Charleston history.  It played important roles in the Colonial settlement, the Revolutionary War, and the Civil War.  We toured the elegant old home and enjoyed the breezes on the wrap around porch.  I could have spent hours on this porch!

A highlight of the time spent here was a foot tour of the beautiful garden and a Nature Train tour.  We settled into our own tram with our expert guide.  We learned that multiple crops were attempted on the plantation including silk worms, orange trees, and rice.  The rice fields were reclaimed by nature and are now the hosts for wood ducks, egrets and eagles, blue heron and osprey, slider turtles and alligators, as well as deer, raccoon and fox.  This is part of the Audubon Swamp Garden.  

We saw an Indian burial mound and an alligator crossing leading to the Ashley River. The garden contains over 20,000 camellias and 10,000 azaleas and a bamboo field, perfect to make fishing poles.  Did I mention the small farm which contained prancing peacocks, ponies and grazing sheep?  So much to absorb and all if it beautiful!

The third plantation of our tour was Middleton Place.  This 18th century rice plantation, home of the distinguished Middleton family, is also a National Historic landmark and epitomizes the grace and grandeur of the southern plantations of the 18th and 19th centuries.  The Middletons were politically connected.  Henry was the second president of the First Continental Congress; his son Arthur was a signer of the Declaration of Independence; his grandson Henry was a Governor of South Carolina and American Minister to Russia; and his great grandson Williams, signed the Ordinance of Secession.  The Middelton family married into the Williams, Izard, Manigault, Rutledge, Drayton, and Pinckney families which were all important families of the 18th and 19th centuries.

Middleton Place is famous for being the oldest landscaped garden in the US, laid out in 1741.  There is so much to see and experience here.  We took a walking tour of the gardens and house museum.  The main dwelling was built in the early 1770s and was burned by Union troops in 1865. The ruins still stand.  The museum house tour is actually a restored gentlemen’s guest wing, c. 1755.  The gardens are beautifully landscaped with the plants of the south. Preserved architectural buildings, such as the slave quarters and rice mills are blended into the gardens. 

The tours of these magnificent plantations came to an end.  One can only imagine the lives of the first owners and their slaves.  History surrounded us.

We ended this day wonderful day with a trip to Patriot Point in Mount Pleasant.  We boarded our Spirit Line Cruise boat for a dinner cruise down the Cooper and Ashley Rivers.  We saw sail boats on the rivers as we passed Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor and the beautiful mansions in historic downtown Charleston which line the rivers.  Our dinner of southern cuisine was fabulous.  We danced to the music, sang songs with the musician, and enjoyed our last night in Charleston.

We headed north on Tuesday morning, stopping for lunch and dinner.  We watched Charleston Tea Plantation and Magnolia Plantation videos on the way home for one last glimpse at our wonderful trip! One cannot take a trip to the south without at least one Cracker Barrel stop.  We had dinner in Fredericksburg, Virginia and arrived back at our park and ride stops ahead of schedule.  Some of us even went to work the next morning!

Another glorious trip, new friends and traveling companions, and many memories.  Won’t you join the traveling members of the Royal-tea Club on our August trip to Bouckville, New York to antique and visit Harney and Sons and the October jaunt to Boston, another history filled city??  Experience the city famous for the grand Tea Party!

(Note:  For more information about memorable moments and fun, see the Tea Club’s newsletter article published in June 2008).

