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As the American Civil War loomed, Charleston Unionist James Petigru uttered what is now a well-
known statement among historians and Civil War buffs: "South Carolina is too small for a republic and 
too large for an insane asylum." 
 
With "Charleston," the latest book by best-selling historical novelist John Jakes, the author sheds some 
light on this statement with a look at South Carolina's crown jewel. Jakes is the author of the "Kent 
Family Chronicles," "Homeland" and the Pulitzer- nominated "North and South" trilogy. He uses the 
Bell family to tell the story of one of the South's most beautiful and intriguing cities and the growing 
pains it endured as its residents fought two wars in the name of freedom while denying freedom to 
others.  
 
In 1779, 21-year-old Edward Bell leaves his legal studies in London to return to his hometown of 
Charleston, which is preparing for the British invaders during the American Revolution. One of the 
city's patriots is Edward's father, Tom Bell, a successful businessman who owns a commercial wharf 
where indigo, rice and Carolina pine are shipped out to Europe and slaves are shipped into Charleston. 
Upon Edward's return, he finds not only a city upturned but his personal life is in turmoil as well. 
 
Edward dominates the first of the book's three parts, taking readers through 1792. His brave, 
nonconforming granddaughter, Alexandra, known simply as Alex, dominates the latter two parts. From 
the early 1800s through the Civil War, we see Charleston through her eyes. 
 
Though Charleston was known for its taste, elegance and beauty, the ogre of slavery loomed over the 
city, and its dependence upon it and fear of Northern subjugation helped lead to its downfall with the 
Civil War. Alex struggles with her love of home and her abhorrence of slavery. Can she make a life for 
herself in the new Charleston, where her participation in the abolitionist movement has made her an 
outcast to many? 
 
"Charleston" is a story of clashes -- between patriots and British loyalists, Unionists and secessionists, 
slavery supporters and opponents. The Bell family is split on all three. The strife and rivalry inside 
Jakes fictional family, the division over slavery, and the portrait of a family living through the turbulent 
antebellum and Civil War years will strike a familiar chord with readers of Jakes' "North and South" 
trilogy, which became a successful television miniseries. 
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"Charleston" is a solid effort but not as well developed and captivating as "North and South." However, 
Jakes' attention to historical detail is ever present, and readers will emerge from this tale knowing 
Charleston, and the United States, better than they previously had. 
 
Through war, love, murder, heroism and deception, Jakes unveils one of the south's most fascinating 
locales as it sheds the chains of the past and emerges into the modern world. 
 
Scott Been is a local attorney. 
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