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M
y Gone with 
the Wind 
fantasies of a 
grand plan-
tation house 
– all tower-
ing columns, 
balustrades 
and a sweep-
ing staircase 

down which Scarlett O’Hara might skip, 
welcoming “y’all” to America’s deep 
south – are about to be shattered.

 

“Folks come here expecting the gran-
deur of Hollywood-style plantation 
homes, but not everything you see in 
the movies is true to real life,” warns the 
guide at the historic Hofwyl-Broadfield 
Plantation outside Savannah, Georgia. 
“Our Miss Ophelia Dent didn’t go in for 
style and swagger. She was the fifth 
generation and the last, in her 90s when 
she passed away here.”

The Hofwyl-Broadfield timber house 
is typical of many of the no-frills homes 
of the plantation era. Fearful of catching 
malaria from the mosquitoes which 
plague the area, the households beat 
their retreat to genteel, inland man-

sions before sundown. A coastal 
rice planter’s journal reads: “I 

would as soon stand fifty 
feet from the best Ken-

tucky rifleman and be 
shot at by the hour as 

to spend a night on 
my plantation in 

summer.” 
C o a s t -

al Georgia’s 
rice industry 
dates from 
the early 
1800s and it 
was found-
ed by the 
sweat of 
slaves. Many 
had experi-
ence of rice 
production 

in Africa and 
were – con-

veniently – be-
lieved to be able to 

withstand the heat, 
humidity and malar-

ial environment that 
white people – equally 

conveniently – could not.
   At Hofwyl-Broadfield, 

hundreds of slaves cleared a cy-
press swamp near the Altamaha River. 
Levelling it to ensure proper drainage, 

they constructed miles of dikes and 
ditches by hand and created floodgates 
so water could cover rice fields during 
the growing season.

The rise and fall of the old South 
comes to life here, framed by immense 
Live Oaks draped with cobwebby Span-
ish moss. The ancient cypresses and 
luxuriant, semi-tropical vegetation 
hides rows of slave cabins and a rice 
mill beyond. 

The outbreak of America’s Civil War, 
followed by the end of slavery and large 
sections of southern estates having to 
be given up to pay “Yankee” taxes in the 
aftermath of the war set the plantations 
in steep decline; cheaper foreign rice 
imports finished most off.

By the early 1900s, the almost bank-
rupt Hofwyl-Broadfield estate invested 
in a large jersey herd and went into milk 
production. The move was a success 
and its spinster owner Ophelia Dent left 
the plantation to the state of Georgia to 
preserve its place in history.

Our road trip taking in Savannah and 
scenic coastal Georgia, with its myste-
rious salt marshes and tidal inlets, col-
onies of Ibis, herons and other wildlife, 
kicks off in the state capital Atlanta. 

The city was home to Martin Luther 
King Jr and is the birthplace of the civil 
rights movement. Coca-Cola and CNN 
were invented here, while Margaret 
Mitchell wrote the Civil War blockbust-
er Gone with the Wind here in 1936, in 
the Atlanta apartment she christened 
“the dump”.

“How y’all doing” asks Rene as we 
step aboard Atlanta’s newest attraction, 
a free-of-charge streetcar that will be 
charging $1 for a round trip from 2016. 
Rene is one of 60 meet and greet city 
ambassadors hired for their southern 
friendliness and knowledge of the area.

The streetcar begins in downtown 
Centennial Olympic Park, which was 

Above top: Forsythe 
Square in Savannah; 
above: the Hofwyl-
Broadfield Plantation, 
outside Savannah, 
Georgia

Savannagh, Georgia: known for 
its tasteful grandeur and graceful 
splendour

Seduced by a Southern Belle

A road trip from Atlanta to Savannah through the state of Georgia 
reveals the rise and fall of the old South, writes Isabel Conway

FACTFILE
STAY: Atlanta: Courtyard Atlanta Marriott Downtown, 
Carnegie Way is short on character but well located. 

Savannah: Retro Thunderbird Inn (thethunderbirdinn.com) is an  
affordable throwback to Elvis films, with its flashing neon motel sign,  

bubble gum dispenser and doughnut counter. 

The Golden Isles: The King and Prince Beach and Golf Resort at the ocean’s  
edge on St Simons Island (kingandprince.com) dates from the 1930s and  

has a romantic setting and good beach facilities. 

Jekyll Island: The grand historic Jekyll Island Club Hotel (jekyllclub.com) is where 
the Fed was founded and the first transatlantic phone call was made. All turrets and 
terraces, it has acres of manicured grounds, with walks and bike paths around the 

beautiful island. The Georgia Sea Turtle centre is worth a visit nearby.

FLY: Delta (delta.com) daily flights ex Dublin to Atlanta, prices from €885 economy 
return. Jekyll Island is three-and-a-half hours north of Orlando, and a complete 
contrast to the theme park mecca. Aer Lingus (aerlingus.com) has flights from 

Dublin to Orlando four times weekly, return fares from €518. American 
Holidays (americanholidays.com) offers return flights Delta ex Ireland, eight 

nights four-star accommodation Atlanta, Savannah and Jekyll Island 
including rental car from €1,1650pp two adults sharing.

For more information: atlanta.net; exploregeorgia.org;  
savannah.com; goldenisles.com and jekyllisland.com;  

visitusa.ie
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From foraging to 
finances, take 
your pick from 
some fantastic 
outdoorsy 
events in the 
coming weeks.

 
Start-up Sessions, August 28-30
Fancy combining a weekend of surfing with brainstorm-
ing your new business idea? Then check out this unique 
event for fun loving aspiring entrepreneurs which offers 
workshops to take participants through idea generation, 
market research, financial viability and funding – as 
well as surf lessons in the wild Atlantic. Workshops take 
place at Lissadell House, Co Sligo, while surfing takes 
place in Bundoran, Co Donegal, with local experts Turfn-
Surf. Speakers include Kevin Foley, head of early stage 
growth and funding at Grant Thornton, and a number of 
Irish start-up veterans. 
facebook.com/startupsession

Blackstairs Eco Trails Wild Food Summer School, 
September 11-13
Taking place at the Old Rectory, Killedmond, Borris, Co 
Carlow, this year’s Blackstairs Eco Trails Wild Food Sum-
mer School offers three days of foraging, debating, cook 
ups and talks. Enjoy everything from cheese-making 
demos to workshops on composting and in the evenings 
enjoy music and lots of fun. Free camping is on offer 
too. 
blackstairsecotrails.ie

Blacksod Point Triathlon, September 19
Dubbed by many as the most challenging Olympic-dis-
tance triathlon in Ireland, Blacksod Point Tri in Co Mayo 
is the penultimate event in the National Series. The race 
starts with a 1,500m sea swim in Blacksod Bay and is 
followed by a 43km bike ride. The bike course includes 
a challenging climb up Tarmon Hill (the highest point 
on the peninsula) before travelling along a stretch up 
the spine of the peninsula to Belmullet Town. Finally 
the race finishes with a 10km all-terrain run across the 
dunes of Fal Mor. The Outsider crew took part in this 
race a few years ago and couldn’t recommend it more. 
kilmoretriathlonclub.com

To have your event listed, email editor@outsider.ie

Blacksod Point Triathlon in Co Mayo

Blackstairs Eco Trails Wild Food Summer School

built for the 1996 Olympic games. 
Headline attractions here include the 

famous Georgia Aquarium, the Center 
for Civil and Human Rights, the World 
of Coca-Cola and CNN tours.

Our journey takes us into Sweet Au-
burn, Martin Luther King’s district. A 
few hours later and the perilous strug-
gle for civil rights by Black Americans 
becomes terrifyingly real. Immersion 
in the Athens Woolworths lunch count-
er sit in – listening to a soundtrack of 
taunts, threats and physical assault via 
headphones – is a powerful audiovisu-
al experience  at the superb Civil and 
Human Rights Center.

Sweet Auburn’s streets are sleepy and 
serene and swaths of runaway roses and 
blue Wisteria festoon wood verandas. 
We pass by an elderly man snoring in a 
rocking chair, while a small child chases 
butterflies across the porch.

A renovated 1920s warehouse is 
home to Krog Street Market, one of At-
lanta’s numerous new foodie hangouts 
and the perfect spot for delving into a 
selection of delicious breakfast take-
outs such as savoury bread pudding 
and ham puffs.

We then take to the new Beltline 
trail where an urban countryside is 
morphing out of abandoned railway 
waste ground, connecting suburbs. 
Once derelict siding walls are splashed 
with street art and sculpture. Between 
the legions of  joggers, MILs (men in 
lycra) on race bikes, ordinary walkers 
are fighting for space.

It takes several days to explore Atlan-
ta properly. But we have a date with a 
famous Southern Belle. 

Heading south-east towards the 
coast, a sign for East Dublin catches my 
eye. Curious about a possible Irish con-
nection, Google is consulted, revealing 
that East Dublin’s claim to fame is the 
annual ‘Redneck Games’, the highlights 
of which include toilet seat horseshoe-
ing and mud pit belly flops.

We agree that nobody from Savan-
nah, known for its tasteful grandeur 
and graceful splendour, has ever set 
foot in East Dublin. 

This really is a Southern Belle of a 
city, with 22 perfectly laid out squares 
lined with magnificent buildings in 
styles ranging from Federal to Gothic 
and Greek  revival to Regency, set amid 
botanic gardens.

The founder of Georgia, James 
Oglethorpe, laid out Savannah in a 
unique grid pattern. An idealist who 
got along well with the local native 
Americans, the ghostly ruins of the 
first colony he founded here in 1739 
stand at Fort Frederica on St Simons 
Island. Slavery, alcohol and lawyers 
were banned by Oglethorpe during this 
“experiment in idealism”.

Having burned almost every south-
ern city to the ground during the Civil 
War, General William Sherman arriv-
ing in 1864 was so taken with Savan-
nah’s beauty that instead of burning it 
he offered it to Abraham Lincoln as a 
Christmas present.

Savannah entices you to walk into its 
heart and soul, so that’s exactly what we 
did. Historian Philip Sellers barely drew 
breath as we followed him listening 
to the stories of the city’s history, the 
ghosts and murders 

We were supposed to be walking off 
a feast of southern food we had enjoyed 
at Mrs Wilkes Dining Room on Jones 
Street, known throughout the state for 
its old-fashioned cooking. For $20 a 
head, trays loaded with dishes keep 
coming. 

Customers are served on a first-come, 
first-served system and queues stretch 

down the street of people hopeful of 
getting inside before the food runs out.

Crispy fried chicken, meatloaf, sweet 
potato soufflé, macaroni salad, short 
ribs, black eyed peas, red rice and sau-
sage, okra succotash, collard greens . . . 

after that I stopped taking notes.
“Y’all come back” said our waitress 

in that coastal Georgia accent described 
in Gone with the Wind as “soft and 
slurring, liquid of vowels, kind to con-
sonants” as we staggered from the table.

A slave cabin on the Hofwyl-Broadfield plantation 

Krog Street Market, a renovated warehouse and one of Atlanta’s new foodie 
hangouts

A Martin Luther King jnr wall covering in Sweet Auburn, Atlanta, Georgia

GET OUT THEREROISIN FINLAY


