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John Jakes has enthralled millions of readers with his previous historical fiction, such as the eight 
novels in "The Kent Family Chronicles" series and the three in "The North and South." His latest book, 
"Charleston," is equally captivating and sure to attract new as well as long-time readers to Jakes' way of 
combining history and a good story.  
 
"Charleston" is a sprawling, multi-generational work that follows the fortunes of the Bell family from 
the American Revolution through the Civil War. It is also the story of a city and dramatically 
documents the changes that came to Charleston as a result of its role in both wars. Charleston suffered 
bombardment and occupation, yet emerged as a stronger city, just as some of the Bells persevere 
despite the adversities that plague them. 
 
In 1779, Edward Bell returns to Charleston from England, where he has been studying law. He is more 
interested in his country's struggle to throw off the yoke of England than in law and also wants to take a 
wife, the beautiful Lydia Glass. 
 
Tom Bell doesn't welcome his son with open arms, however, nor does Lydia welcome the marriage 
proposal. She has agreed to marry his older brother, Adrian, but is perfectly willing to be his mistress. 
Edward, however, spurns the offer. The rejection provokes a bitter hatred in Lydia that much later leads 
to tragedy. 
 
Tom and Edward are patriots, and eventually Edward joins the the ragtag group of soldiers who follow 
Francis Marion, the legendary "Swamp Fox." Adrian, however, is a loyalist and uses his contacts with 
the British to feather his own nest. 
 
Willim "Bloody Bill" Lark, the leader of a renegade band who pillage and kill for their own gain, 
mutilates and kills Edward's slave Poorly, and Edward vows revenge. He obtains that revenge, but his 
act makes him and his family targets of the Lark family enmity for generations. 
 
After the war, Edward marries a spirited woman named Joanna and begins to build a life for her and 
their two children, Edgar and Simms. The Bells are not considered among the Charleston elite, although 
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Lydia and Adrian wish to be, but they prosper. 
 
The issue of slavery again causes division in the Bell family. Eventually, the idea of owning people 
becomes so abhorrent to Alexandra, daughter of Edgar, that she leaves Charleston for the north. Alex is 
caught up in the abolitionist cause and becomes a well-known speaker, sometimes to her own peril. 
 
Alex, however, cannot stay away from Charleston forever. She returns to a city ravaged by civil war 
and to the family home now occupied by her bachelor brother, Hampton. She begins a school for 
blacks, which is an illegal as well an unpopular thing to do, but is determined to try to better the lives of 
slaves freed by Abraham Lincoln but left adrift as to what their fate would be. 
 
Despite the horrors and treachery that Alex, Hampton and others endure, the novel ends on a hopeful 
note. And there's a new generation coming along whose lives may be free from the war and its after-
effects that have affected Charleston and the Bells for almost 90 years. 
 
A review can't adequately describe the sweeping scope of "Charleston" and the many characters that 
Jakes weaves together to tell his tale. The book is a great read and a wonderful escape for the waning 
days of summer. 
 
E-mail Emily McDonald at emcdonald@timesfreepress.com 
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