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Edward Bell has a sense of impending disaster. 
 
The year is 1779, and Bell is studying law in England as the winds of the American rebellion begin to 
stir him. He feels he is losing the woman he loves. He's filled with a vague sense of unease for the 
Colony across the ocean. He finds himself fighting pub brawls over the independence of his newly 
minted country. It's time to go home to Charleston.  
 
His beloved town has changed in his absence, and his father isn't particularly welcoming. Lydia Glass, 
his great love, plays him for a love-struck fool. The passion that flares between the two of them will 
ultimately be their undoing. The stage is set for another sweeping family saga. 
 
Hilton Head resident John Jakes has been called the "godfather of the historical novel," and his latest 
novel, "Charleston," combines those elements he knows so well: the cruel conflicts within a family, 
revenge mixed with love and a family intrigue that stretches across sweeping historical events. 
 
In those, the new novel does not disappoint. The action is set in the Holy City and a fictional plantation 
called Malvern on the upper Cooper River. Much like his other family sagas, Jakes weaves bitterness, 
hatred and secrets with scoundrels and heroes. The novel spans two eras of South Carolina's bloody 
past -- Revolutionary War and Civil War -- as Jakes bridges history with two generations of cousins. 
 
Unlike many other Southern novels, this one reaches beyond the slave-and-cruel-master archetype to 
include strong women in decision-making roles, free blacks who earned their living, and Jewish 
bankers who influence the course of the action. In that, the book succeeds admirably by achieving a 
racial mix of characters that is a reflection of the city itself. The interactions create sometimes violent, if 
somewhat predictable, clashes. 
 
Jakes is nothing if not a historian, and here he weaves a history primer into the story line. The book is 
peopled with famous figures such as Gen. Francis Marion, Denmark Vesey and Angelina Grimke, 
although they tend to come off more like written reports of their lives than participants in the action. 
They are accurately drawn but somewhat stylized, as if they stand apart from the "real" characters of 
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the novel. 
 
In the latter part of the book, Jakes also portrays those rarest of Southern literary characters: members 
of a prominent Charles-ton family who did not agree with the practice of slave-holding and who 
suffered for their belief while still living side by side with their neighbors. He brings a tone of reality to 
the hostility and economic hardship that Alexandra Bell and her brother endured as the Civil War went 
against the South, and friends and foes alike were caught in the poverty and starvation that gripped 
Charleston in the aftermath. 
 
Jakes' novel is a great read for anyone who wants a condensed history of the city, but it is not quite as 
thrilling to a reader looking for a glimpse into the great houses, the art and society of the time. While he 
brings alive the political wrangling and prejudices, he does not describe the interiors of single houses, 
or the turn of a furniture leg. Jakes says in his notes at the end of the book that he felt those had been 
written about elsewhere, so the reader doesn't quite stroll down Meeting Street or walk into a Regency-
inspired drawing room. 
 
If the book has a weak point, it comes in the subtle changing of the timeline of history to fit the novel 
instead of the other way around. Jakes has delved long and hard into archives and obscure letters to 
come up with fascinating historical anecdotes and then admits to changing the year in which an event 
happens. This distortion, rather than strengthening the book, calls into question the accuracy that he has 
worked so carefully to build. It is a little disappointing because his scholarship is so extensive. 
 
But then "Charleston" is a thick, full-bodied novel, and not a history text. It is well worth burning the 
late-night oil to enjoy. 
 
Stephanie Harvin is a writer for The Post and Courier Features Department. 
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