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This is a city to  

take long walks in 
By Rob and Wendy Lindsay

Savannah:
JEWEL OF  THE SOUTH

Steamboat on  
the Savannah River.
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M
onterey Square is a 
lovely, genteel spot on 
an early spring after-
noon. Oak trees tow-
ering overhead spread 

massive branches draped with Span-
ish moss; shaded underneath, azalea 
bushes are just beginning to drop 
their pink petals. The stone bench 
we’ve chosen is cool to the touch in 
the southern heat.

Across the square, on Bull Street 
behind a black wrought iron fence, 
stands a magnificent Italianate red-
brick mansion that seems to cover a 
city block. We are no sooner seated 
than a tour trolley pulls up in front of 

the mansion and we hear, 
“Yes, folks, this is the house 
where it all took place. This 
is the infamous Mercer Wil-
liams House featured in the 
novel and the film Midnight 

in the Garden of Good and Evil. You can 
return and book a private tour.” As the 
trolley pulls away, a horse-drawn car-
riage takes its place for a few minutes, 
and then it, too, moves off.

We’ve been here only a few days but 
have quickly learned that the 2.5-square 
mile (6.5-square kilometre) Histor-
ic District of Savannah, Georgia, is a 
living museum.

An Architectural Array
When founding father General James 
Oglethorpe laid out the fledgling city on 
the Savannah River in 1733, he planned 
central squares surrounded by dwell-
ings. It was perhaps the first planned city 

in what became the United States. Lower 
New Square (now Reynolds Square) 
a nd  Upp er  Ne w S qu a re  (now 
Oglethorpe Square) were the first two 
squares in the plans. Today the 22 
squares that grace Savannah’s Historic 
District have blossomed into a wonder-
ful walkable venue for tourists. The 
squares are like a string of magnificent 
public gardens, each hosting a different 
statue in the centre. Each square is 
equipped with benches, and many have 
a resident busker to add to the ambience. 

Before we began walking the 
squares, we were advised that a trolley 
tour would give us a good sense of the 
Historic District. We found we had 
many trolley companies and at least 
half a dozen carriage companies to 
choose among. Pedicabs and many 
ghost tours, including one in a hearse, 
are also available. We chose Old Savan-
nah Tours because the company pro-

travel
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Top: carriage and  
trolley tours. Middle: 

the infamous  
Mercer Williams House. 

The Pirates’ 
House.
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vided a shuttle from our hotel, had a 
hop-on, hop-off option, and had cos-
tumed historical interpreters.

One of the most colourful historical 
characters to step aboard was the pirate 
who gave us insight into the shanghai-
ing of young men at the tavern now 
known as The Pirates’ House. Having 
been plied with liquor, the unfortunate 
young men were dragged through a 
tunnel to the river and put aboard a ship, 
where they awoke to find themselves at 
sea and part of the crew. Apparently the 
practice inspired Robert Louis Steven-
son to write Treasure Island.

We passed Chippewa Square, made 
famous in the eponymous movie by 
Forrest Gump and his box of choco-
lates. The Six Pence Pub on Bull Street 
was the set for scenes in Julia Roberts’s 
1995 movie Something to Talk About. At 
Monterey Square, we learned that Jim 
Williams, who had actually lived in the 
Mercer Williams House, had been a 
dedicated private restorationist, respon-
sible for saving and restoring more 
than 50 historic houses in Savannah 

and the surrounding Low Country. 
Savannah was saved from the fires 

of the Civil War in the 1860s when 
prominent local businessmen persuad-
ed the city government to surrender 
rather than let their city be burned to 
the ground, as Atlanta had been. 
Thanks to years of restoration, dedica-
tion, and fundraising by members of 
Historic Savannah and like-minded 
citizens, we discovered a historic district 
with a wonderfully diverse array of 
architectural styles from the 18th and 
19th centuries. The Davenport House, 
on Columbia Square, is an example of 

the Federal style. The Olde Pink House 
restaurant, on Reynolds Square, is a fine 
example of the symmetry of Georgian 
architecture. Gothic Revival can be 
seen in the Congregation Mickve Israel 
temple (founded in 1733), in Monterey 
Square, while the First Baptist Church 
(built between 1831 and 1833), on Chip-
pewa Square, displays the Greek Revival 
style. The Telfair Academy, on Telfair 
Square, has the columns and alcove 
entranceways associated with Regency. 
The Hamilton-Turner Inn, in Lafayette 
Square, is an example of Second Empire 
style. Finally, the impressive Cotton 
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The Cotton 
Exchange. Factors’ Row

Historic house.
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Exchange building 
down by the river 
boasts Roman-
esque Revival. It is 
little wonder the 
famous Savannah 

College of Art and Design has its flag-
ship campus in this city.

The Waterfront
Thus inspired, we toured the Owens-

Thomas House, one of Savannah’s 
most popular historic house museums. 
Completed in 1819, the splendid build-
ing of the English Regency period is a 
tribute to the genius of the young 
English architect William Jay, who 
completed the design before his 21st 
birthday. Jay included inventions ahead 
of his time, such as indoor plumbing, a 
rare interior bridge to access all second-
floor rooms without the wasted space 

of hallways, and brass trim on 
stairway railings to improve 
visibility by catching the lamp-
light. The house is beautifully 
furnished. The slave quarters 
are still intact and there is an 
interesting walled garden. Truly 
a one-of-a-kind place, it’s a 
National Historic Landmark.

We were delighted to be stay-
ing in one of Savannah’s 2,500 

historically significant buildings. The 
present Planters Inn began life in 1734 as 
a Church of England parsonage, at one 
time home to John Wesley, famous for 
founding the Methodist church and 
writing many of the hymns we still 
sing today. Not surprisingly, Reynolds 
Square, across from the Planters Inn, 
has a towering statue of Wesley. Also not 
surprisingly, it seemed a walking tour 
stopped by morning, noon, and night. 
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21 Days - Cruise/tour of Singapore,
South-East Asia to Tokyo & Mt. Fuji

April 3 - 23, 2017

EXPO CRUISES & TOURS
2 Gloucester Street, Suite 204, Toronto, ON  M4Y 1L5

Tel. (416) 439-6311  � Toll Free 1-888-819-7447
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2017 First Class Land & Cruise Tour Adventures

Call us 
for more
details!

$100 US 
shipboard 
credit per 

cabin!

18 Days - Switzerland’s highlights &
an 8-day enchanting Rhine River cruise

September 13 - 30, 2017

19 Days - Best of Spain & Lisbon 
including an 8-day Douro River cruise 

September 18 - October 6, 2017

19 Days - Cruise aboard a luxury 
mega yacht to Sicily, Malta & Adriatic

May 7 - 25, 2017

15 Days - Edinburgh with Military 
Tattoo show, London & an 8-day cruise

August 19 - September 2, 2017

18 Days - The ultimate Greek Isles 
cruise aboard a sailing style yacht

September 5 - 22, 2017

Our
exclusive
sailing!

Our special one-of-a-kind cruise itinerary! 

14 Days - London, England stay & 
a 10-day Norwegian Fjords cruise

May 29 - June 11, 2017

24 Days - Best of South Africa & 
Victoria Falls with game drive safaris 

October 15 - November 7, 2017

Enjoy
luxury game

lodge & 5-star
hotel in Cape

Town!

Owens-Thomas 
House.
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Our hotel was a short walk from the 
waterfront, a good place to find an 
evening meal or a lively bar.

Savannah’s waterfront has been 
important from the beginning, origin-
ally for importing goods and exporting 
cotton from the colony of Georgia. The 
ornate red-brick Cotton Exchange 
building is still one of the most impres-
sive structures on the banks of the 
Savannah River. We learned from our 
waitress that the present-day Cotton 
Exchange Seafood Grill and Tavern 
was a restored building that had been 
a huge warehouse for bales of cotton 
awaiting shipment by boat. 

The next day, we explored the historic 
Factors Walks she’d told us about. In 
front of the line of former warehouses, 
black wrought iron footbridges arch 
from the buildings over a cobbled road-
way below to the present-day sidewalk, 
which had formerly been a seawall. It was 
on these “factors walks” that cotton mer-
chants of yesteryear stood to survey and 
bid on loads of cotton being driven past 
below. As in so much of Savannah, the 
old and the new tumble together. Today 
the Factors Walks carry foot traffic to 
the offices, shops, and restaurants locat-
ed in the old refurbished warehouses.

A Port 
City
As we learned 
during a relax-
ing tour with 
S a v a n n a h 
R i v e r b o a t 
Cruises, the 
river and its 
port are still 
the lifeblood of 
Savannah— 

92 per cent of all goods move around 
the world in containers, and Savannah 
is the fourth-busiest port in the United 
States handling them. The port of 
Savannah contributes approximately 
$100 million a day to the economy of 
Georgia. The lovely old city and its port 
sit in a protected location 22.5 kilo-
metres (14 miles) inland, and most sur-
prising, it’s as far west as Cleveland, 
Ohio, a distinct economic advantage 
for importers and exporters. 

The cruise turned around just past 
historic old Fort Jackson, where a can-
non salute was fired, much to the glee 
of the children on board. On the way 
back, we got another view of the statue 
of the Waving Girl, which has become 
a modern symbol for this southern 
port city. Myth, history, and folk tale 
swirl around the story of Florence 
Martus, the girl who waved to every 
ship entering Savannah—and did so 
for 44 years, day and night. Some say 
she was waiting vainly for a sailor who 
had proposed to her—or was it simply 
her quirky obsession? Whatever the 
story, more than 1,000 sailors attended 
a birthday party at the Propeller Club 
thrown in her honour before she died. 

The city of Savannah is a lovely sight 

from the river, with its riverside parks, 
historic warehouses lining River Street, 
and the golden dome of City Hall tow-
ering above it all. As the cruise boat 
docked, a sweet smell wafted our way 
from River Street Sweets—their world-
famous pralines. The young men 
cooking up batches of the pecan-and-
sugar candy happily handed out sam-
ples to the tourists flooding the shop. 

City Market, between Franklin 
Square and Ellis Square, is another spot 
to sample pralines and other Savannah 
goodies. Within the four blocks are 
cafés for all tastes, oodles of craft shops, 
and many art galleries tucked into 
restored buildings—all watched over 
by the casual bronze statue of local lyri-
cist and composer Johnny Mercer. 

Mercer is portrayed leaning against 
a fire hydrant and looking up from a 
catalogue of songs, perhaps mentally 
composing the words to one of his 
many hits—including “Blues in the 
Night,” “One for My Baby,” “Lazy 
Bones,” “Fools Rush In,” “That Old 
Black Magic,” “Laura,” and “Moon 
River.” The soundtrack for Midnight in 
the Garden of Good and Evil is like a 
Mercer tribute album, containing, as it 
does, 14 of his songs.

“Cradling Comfort”
We realized that Savannah takes food 
seriously when our hotel’s concierge 
hefted her “dining directory” of local 
menus onto my lap—it was 13 centi-
metres (five inches) thick. It helped 
explain the lineups we had noticed 
middays and evenings at The Olde 
Pink House next door to our inn and 
the very long lines on Broughton Street 
every afternoon outside Leopold’s Ice 
Cream. Leopold’s is known for its tutti-P
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September 13 - 30, 2017

19 Days - Best of Spain & Lisbon 
including an 8-day Douro River cruise 

September 18 - October 6, 2017

19 Days - Cruise aboard a luxury 
mega yacht to Sicily, Malta & Adriatic

May 7 - 25, 2017

15 Days - Edinburgh with Military 
Tattoo show, London & an 8-day cruise

August 19 - September 2, 2017

18 Days - The ultimate Greek Isles 
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sailing!
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14 Days - London, England stay & 
a 10-day Norwegian Fjords cruise

May 29 - June 11, 2017

24 Days - Best of South Africa & 
Victoria Falls with game drive safaris 
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The Deportation 
Cross.

The statue of John Wesley,  
the founder of Methodism,  
in Reynolds Square.

Planters Inn.

Riverboats and the golden dome  
of City Hall in the background. 

City Market.

Franklin 
Square.
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frutti ice cream and is the titleholder of 
“fifth-best ice cream in the world.”

Currently one of the most sought-
after dinner reservations is at The Grey. 
A building that operated from 1938 to 
1964 as a Greyhound bus station was 
transformed into this eclectic bar and 
dining room.

Creatively, it has touches of the past 
combined with a sleek, modern décor, 
referred to by the designers as “art deco 
meets transportation industrial.” For 
example, the bus station’s 24-hour  
diner was transformed into a quirky, 
busy bar offering booth and counter 
service. Like that of the dining room, 
its décor is stainless steel and stressed 
leather combined with remnants of the 
wonderful art deco style of its past life.

By the oyster bar, at the end of the 
glass-walled kitchen, is what was once 
the ticket window, and the depression 
in the terrazzo floor was created by 
thousands of feet standing in line. In 
the main dining room, gate numbers 
for bus bays of the past are still embla-
zoned on the wall. Diners are seated at 
the shiny new counter in the centre of 
the room or in booths around the per-
imeter.

My order of “sizzling smoky pig” 
turned out to be tender pulled pork 
topped with a fried egg and served in a 
cast iron pan with delicious cornbread 
on the side. It was a good example of 
what executive chef, Mashama Bailey, 
calls “the cradling comfort of South-
ern food.”

The Grey is a fun place to eat and 
the food is good. The bill is delivered 
with a vintage bus-related postcard. 
The chrome statue of a sitting grey-
hound has become the symbol of a 
culinary success story. However, as in 
so many popular eating spots in Savan-
nah, a long wait for your reserved table 
is part of the experience. 

Pass the Platters
Speaking of waiting, a unique spot well 
worth the wait is Mrs. Wilkes Dining 
Room. But plan ahead, go early, wear 
comfy shoes, and take a good book and 
a hearty appetite. What began in the 
1940s as the dining room for Mrs. 
Wilkes Boarding House upstairs has 
grown into a not-to-be-missed southern 
food experience. Mrs. Wilkes serves 
only lunch and only from 11 until 2, 
Monday to Friday. There are no reser-

vations and no credit cards. Hungry 
folks just stand in line, and depending 
on the day, that line can reach down the 
street and around the corner.

Inside you’ll find seven tables for 10 
to be shared family-style by neighbours 
and tourists alike. Each table is covered 
in old-fashioned oilcloth and crowded 
with more than a dozen large bowls and 
platters of every imaginable vegetable, 
plus biscuits, gravies, sausage, meatloaf, 
stew, and Mrs. W.’s famous fried chick-
en. You may enter as strangers, but the 
camaraderie of passing the seemingly 
endless bowls and platters around the 
table soon has everyone chatting.

The highlight of the meal was the 
succulent southern fried chicken—the 
best we have ever tasted. It’s a family 
enterprise now run by Mrs. Wilkes’s 
granddaughter Marsha, and most staff 
have been there a long time. During 
her break, one of the cooks told us 
that she’d been cooking that deli-
cious crispy chicken for 11 years.

No visit to Savannah would be 
complete without a stroll through For-
syth Park; its cascading fountain has 
become one of the iconic symbols of 
the city. We suspect that fountain is in 
more selfies than any other spot in 
Savannah. 

All spring, the park grounds are a 
pageant of colour: wisteria and redbud 
in March, followed by the white, red, 
and pink blossoms of azalea bushes 
and the pink and white flowering dog-
wood trees of early April. 

Each evening, we had come to enjoy 
the gentle sounds of busker Marion 
May’s saxophone drifting across Rey-
nolds Square in the twilight, accom-
panying our walk back to the Planters 
Inn. In our hearts, we knew we would 
have to return and explore more of this 
seductive southern city. I
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If You Go:
Savannah Tourism 
www.VisitSavannah.com

The Grey  (left) and  
The Olde Pink House.

Azalea bushes  in 
Forsyth Park.

The Juliette 
Gordon Low, 

Savannah 
Belles Ferry.
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