Southern Charm
Recent Travels to the Southern U.S.
Have you ever been to the south y’all? I hadn’t until recently. What do you think of when you
think of the south? Football, bible belt, tornadoes & hurricanes, the Civil War, Confederate Flag,
Cypress & Magnolia Trees, swamps, Bayou, airboats, oil, beautiful plantations, KKK, civil rights,
segregation, Martin Luther King, Jazz, Country Music, Blues, Alligators, Egrets and Herons of all
kinds, hunting White-tailed Deer, Bass fishing, Catfish, Crawfish, Cajun, BBQ, Soul food, Sweet
Potato Pie, southern-style architecture, Oak-lined streets, Spanish Moss, city squares, southern
accent, Hillbilly. These are things that come to mind for me. I’ve been able to experience the
south on several trips over the last few years. The more I go the more my perception changes.
All I can say is that I want to go back. They definitely knew that I wasn’t from them thar hills!

I’d like to share about some of my favorite places I’ve been in the south and considerations for
your travels if you’re ever in this neck of the woods. Highlights include New Orleans, Baton
Rouge, Savannah, Charleston, St. Augustine, Montgomery, Nashville, Memphis, Little Rock,
Biloxi, Gulf coast highway & the Everglades. Also Austin and San Antonio but Texas and Florida
just don’t seem to have that southern feel to me. I’d hate to leave out Texas’ BBQ (Beef brisket)
however. Yum!
Where do I start? I’ll start with my first trip. New Orleans - 2014! I remember wanting to try all
the cuisine, visit a swamp and see all its wildlife and fauna, see the architecture and sample a
variety of the music unique to New Orleans. It did not disappoint.
New Orleans has a flavor all of its own. It was a poor area so much of the food was simple and
what richer folks wouldn’t eat. They are famous for taking whatever they could find on the land
and being able to make it very tasty. Who
knows what you’ll get in your Gumbo! I tried
many traditional dishes from New Orleans.
My favorite was probably Shrimp Creole. I
also tried Crawfish Etouffee, Blackened
Catfish, Shrimp Po-boy, Muffulettas, BBQ
Shrimp, Gumbo, Jambalaya, Red Beans &
Rice, Grits, Shrimp Fettuccine, Green Fried
Tomatoes, and Andouille and Alligator
Sausage. For desert I tried New Orleans’s
famous Pralines (cookies) and Café Du
Monde’s famous Beignets (French donuts).
I also enjoyed listening to a variety of live Jazz and Blues on the street.

Music at Jackson Square & French Quarter Architecture

The highlight for me in New Orleans was taking an airboat ride in the Barataria Preserve just
outside of town. I also really enjoyed the city tour which included the aftermath of Hurricane
Katrina. It takes you to a cemetery, St Charles Street, the French Quarter, downtown including a
drive by the Superdome, neighborhoods, City Park and a unique perspective on New Orleans.

I’d also recommend taking the street car down St Charles Street to see the architecture. There
are many different museums that I didn’t get to. I enjoyed a stroll around City Park looking at all
the different birds. I saw many new species I’d never seen before. And last but not least –
Bourbon Street. Bourbon Street is something I was very curious about before the trip but it
became old very fast. I did like some of the street entertainment however. The smells… Piu!
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2. Now for the cities known for their southern charm - Savannah, GA and Charleston, SC. I
traveled to North Carolina in 2018 for work and spent a couple extra days and took the train to
spend a day in Savannah and another day in Charleston. What magnificent cities to visit! I paid
for the city tours in both locations.
Savannah Trolley Tour highlights:
1. Forsyth Park – I loved walking through the park and especially seeing the huge moss covered
Oak Trees. The Town Squares were unique. They have 24 Squares (small parks) throughout the
historic district. A couple I liked were Chippewa Square where Forrest Gump was filmed sitting
on a bench and a square telling about John Wesley, the founder of the Methodists.
2. Architecture – I loved the tour of all the architecture in Savannah
3. Cathedrals – The Cathedral of St. John the Baptist at Lafayette Square and John Wesley’s
chapel were highlights for me.
4. Cemetery – It was neat to walk through a colonial cemetery at Colonial Park. There’s a lot of
history if you want to take it all in.
5. River Street – A walk along the river with many store fronts and a Stern Wheeler was worth
my time. I tried Shrimp and Grits for the first time at the Cotton Exchange Tavern (delicious)
and tried Pralines again at a nearby candy store.
6. History – It was fun listening to all the history of Savannah from the narrator discussing the
founding of the city, the Revolutionary and Civil Wars impact, the Pirate house and all that
happened in Savannah.
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Charleston highlights:
1. Fort Sumter National Monument – it was great seeing where the beginning of the Civil War
began and the history behind it. The boat ride out is a fun perk.
2. Architecture and chapels – A walk around the historic district looking at the Chapels and
architecture was a favorite of mine. It’s interesting to see the cemeteries in the chapel yards.
3. The battery wall – I loved the stroll along the wall looking out into the bay and walking
through White Point Gardens.
4. Waterfront Park – It’s worth a stroll through Water Front Park and the nearby shops,
restaurants and City Market. They have great food in Charleston!
5. Many museums that I didn’t go to
6. Plantations – If I were to go back I’d want to do a plantation tour. I did a plantation tour in
Nashville, TN to The Hermitage. This was President Andrew Jackson’s plantation and I enjoyed it
very much.
7. History – There’s a lot of it here if you take a tour
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Charleston was one of my favorite cities I’ve been to. It is clean, has great food and has a lot of
history.
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3. Our family went on vacation earlier this year to Florida in January 2019 with many of my
wife’s family. We went on an airboat ride in the Everglades, a day at Disney’s Animal Kingdom,
a partial day at the beach, time at a resort and for my birthday we went to St. Augustine, FL. I
consider this another charming city of the south with a lot of history. It claims to be the oldest
city in the U.S., and is known for its Spanish colonial architecture.
We took the Trolley tour and my favorite stop was Castillo de San Marcos National Monument.
We only walked around the outside due to a government shutdown but it was neat seeing the
oldest masonry fort in the continental United States. Highlights for me included wandering
down Saint George Street through the shops, all the history of the oldest everything in town,
Ponce de Leon’s Fountain of Youth, Spanish architecture and the beach. There are many more
tourist traps but I just enjoyed getting the history tour of the city.
We then drove down the coast to Daytona and back to Orlando. All the stops along the beaches
were amazing. I have visited a friend a couple times in the past couple years when I come back
for work. We enjoyed seeing Florida while birding the Everglades, the Florida Keys, the beaches
and swamps and the area around Cape Canaveral. I love visiting Florida but it doesn’t feel like
the South to me.
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4. The last trip I’ll mention is the whirlwind tour I did around the south earlier this year. I had
work in Little Rock, AR and tacked on an extra four days to visit the south. After my work I
drove to Memphis, TN, Birmingham, AL, Montgomery, AL, Panama City, FL, Pensacola, FL,
Mobile, AL, Biloxi, MS, Baton Rouge, LA, High Island, TX and through the corner of Oklahoma
back to Little Rock. It was a blast!
Trip highlights:
1. Little Rock – Hiking Pinnacle Mountain State Park and the greenbelt along the Arkansas River.
I enjoyed downtown and seeing the capitol. My favorite however was eating with the locals. I
had Fried Catfish, Fried Chicken, Fried Pie and some southern BBQ. I also visited nearby Hot
Springs National Monument.
2. Memphis – Beale Street, the waterfront, Bass Pro Shop at the Pyramid and the National Civil
Rights Museum at the Lorraine Motel. I happened to be in Memphis on April 4th and wondered
what all the hubbub was going on at the museum. I soon realized after reading the plaque that
martin Luther King was shot here on April 4th and many were here to pay tribute. This was a
highlight of my trip. I never made it to Graceland.
3. Montgomery – The Civil Rights history here is something else. You have the march on the
capitol. The Alabama State Capitol was also the first confederate capitol. Next to the capitol is
Dexter Avenue King Memorial Baptist Church. This is where Martin Luther King Jr. was Pastor
and helped organize the Montgomery Bus Boycott in the church’s basement. You have the First
Baptist Church which was one of the first black churches and one of the largest black churches
in the south in the first couple of decades. You also have the location where Rosa Parks refused
to give up her seat to a white man. There are a few other sites and museums as well.
4. Panama City Florida – I witnessed the destruction of Hurricane Michael just 7 months prior.
There was still a lot of cleanup to do.
5. Pensacola – The beaches along the Gulf Islands National Seashore are amazing! I had some
great seafood!
6. Mobile – This is where I learned my lesson in staying at a cheap hotel. Yikes!
7. Biloxi – I went to the Biloxi Lighthouse Pier on a foggy morning. This is the site where planned
civil rights wade-ins demanding equal rights to the public beach. There are miles of highway
right next to the beach! I also visited the grounds of Beauvoir – the last home of Jefferson
Davis, President of the Confederacy.
8. Louisiana Bayou country – I tried Boudin and Crawfish. I’d love to check out more of the
bayous in the Atchafalaya National Heritage Area.
9. Baton Rouge – I loved the water front, State Capitol grounds and downtown. It was a nice
area.
10. High Island – I spent a day birding the sanctuaries, wildlife management areas and Bolivar
Flats. This is a birding paradise.
11. Big Thicket National Preserve, TX – I enjoyed walking through the Cypress Trees here.
The whole drive was amazing seeing the different landscapes. I especially enjoyed the drive
along the Gulf Coast. If I ever come back I’d like to drive up through the Ozarks. The south
intrigues me. It’s so different than the way I grew up. We live in a wonderful country!
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