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ABSTRACT: Despite a history of natural disasters, most preservationists in Charleston, South
Carolina, discovered, as Hurricane Hugo approached, that they were without a cultural resource,
disaster-preparedness plan. Each cultural organization in the city took basic protective measures
prior to the storm’s onslaught, but few were prepared for the magnitude of the outcome. Im-
mediately afterward, preservationists organized an emergency stabilization task force at the re-
quest of the city. With a phone bank and a battery of volunteers, expert and amateur, a multilevel
effort was commenced, consisting of architectural salvage, survey, technical information dissem-
ination, contractor database, and recordation of damage. After months of recovery efforts, the
final phase of recordation and survey led to the input of information and the development of a
computer-automated graphics and database marriage program. The database has provided quick
access to important information such as roofing and chimney failures and losses of building
features. The Foundation’s database offers the opportunity for future expansion. Its experience
with Hugo has helped set forth new standards for damage recordation after a natural disaster.
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On 21 September 1989, as Hurricane Hugo seemed unswervingly fixed on a direct route
toward the historic coastal city of Charleston, South Carolina, the city’s well-spoken mayor,
Joseph P. Riley, Jr., warned a populace accustomed to recent, milder storms, ‘‘There will be
more flooding as a result of this storm than any Charlestonian has ever experienced. It will
boggle the mind and it is going to be extraordinary’” [/]. In a young preservation community
that had not previously developed major disaster preparedness skills or experienced the after-
math of severe devastation, the fierce hurricane indeed initially boggled the minds of those
responsible for Charleston’s patrimony before and immediately after the storm. However, on
the third day after Hugo, following a meeting with the mayor in a roofless City Hall, Historic
Charleston rallied the rest of the preservation community including the Preservation Society
and the Southern Regional Office of the National Trust to begin an Emergency Stabilization
and Restoration Task Force. As assistance began to arrive from federal and state agencies and
college/university preservation programs, partially conceived ideas for developing and dissem-
inating emergency repair information, providing conservation assessments, and recordation of
damage to historic sites, coalesced into fully developed programs. What follows is a narrative
of what happened in preservation’s front lines, a description of how the information gleaned
after the disaster continues to be analyzed and refined for future use, and basic guidelines for
completing a damage survey after a natural disaster.
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Charleston: A Common Thread of Disaster

Hurricanes are a relatively common threat to Charleston, striking the city many times since
its settlement in 1670. This is a city planned in London on a baroque grid, yet sited on a
peninsula with interspersing levels of high ground, pierced by marshes and creeks. A map of
the peninsula (Fig. 1) reflects almost to the last detail the areas most threatened by surge (a
sudden wave or rise in water resulting from the force of wind) in any hurricane. Severe storms
of all degrees bore down on the fledgling municipality from its earliest days. One of the most
severe, the Hurricane of 1752, struck suddenly on high tide one September day, flooding the
town, toppling houses, breaking up wharves and drowning citizens who could not ascend
staircases to upper floors quickly enough. Every vessel in the harbor save one came ashore,
and a pilot boat dashed against the Governor’s House, knocking a hole in the front brick wall
on line with the second story windows [2,3]. The South Carolina Gazette described the damage
in a manner all too familiar to Hugo victims, pointing out that an *‘abundance of roofs, chim-
neys, etc. almost all the tiled or slated houses were uncovered’’ [4]. A second, though milder,
hurricane struck only two weeks later. Nearly 50 years passed before the next wind of 1804
damaged James Island and Sullivan’s Island. Other significant storms included the cyclone of
1811 that lifted off roofs in Charleston; the hurricane of 1822 that drowned hundreds of planters
and slaves as a surge stormed up the rice delta of the Santee River; and the hurricane of 1854
that again wrecked Sullivan’s Island. The cyclone of 1885, with winds of 195 km/h (121 mph),
killed more than 20 persons on the Charleston peninsula and was followed a year later by one
of the eight largest earthquakes to ever strike the United States [4-6]. Excepting the earth-
quake, no systematic recordation of architectural damage was undertaken after these disasters,
although contemporary newspaper accounts provide brief information on harm to certain
structures. Charlestonians generally shored up affected buildings and repaired them as best
they could.

The 1893 hurricane drowned 2000 people in its course between Hilton Head and Charleston
County and was followed by five hurricanes in the following two decades. The trend culminated
in the storm of 1911 that caused a large tidal surge in downtown streets. Owing to changed
weather patterns, however, hurricanes of the twentieth century were fewer and generally less
severe for the Charleston area, excepting perhaps Hurricane Gracie that struck to the southward
on 29 September 1959, with winds nearly equal to Hurricane Hugo [7].

Hurricane Hugo: Disaster Preparation and Landfall

An enveloping calm of almost exactly 30 years promoted a diffidence toward preparedness:
Charlestonians forgot their traditional expectations of certain disaster. Charleston’s hurricanes
usually originate as thunderstorms moving off the west coast of Africa to the Cape Verde
Islands and depend on weather patterns on that continent. Tropical Depression 11 became a
Hurricane with the name Hugo on 13 September 1989, peaking at 260 km/h (161 mph) before
striking Antigua, Guadaloupe, Montserrat, the Virgin Islands, and Puerto Rico. Charlestonians
focused on the reality of a strike on 20 September when computer predictive models served to
inform local emergency and governmental officials. Taking a nod from the U. S. Navy, which
prepared to dispatch most of its vessels to open sea, the historic City Hall and other municipal
structures were the first to be boarded. The Charleston Museum, as the only cultural institution
with a written policy for preparedness, began its safeguards on 20 September. Historic Charles-
ton Foundation (HCF) conducted its time-honored steps (unwritten policy) for such events
early in the morning of the twenty-first, moving furniture to the second floors of its two house
museums, the Nathaniel Russell House and the Edmonston-Alston House, closing the interior
shutters at the first level, and tying the exterior shutters closed at the second with stout twine.
With short manpower, no additional protective measures could be taken at the Foundation’s
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FIG. 1—Map of Charleston; darkened areas show former marshland likely to flood; from This is
Charleston, Carolina Art Association (not to scale).






