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The original plans for the construction of the Exchange and Custom House 
called for a structure in grand Palladian style, then so popular in England. 
The plans followed a set of drawings by William Rigby Naylor, except for the 
roof line. The builders, John and Peter Horlbeck, used a gambrel roof inste 
of the hipped roof which Naylor's plan specified.

The basement level of the building, now open to the public as the Proves 
Dungeon, was for custom business. The entrance level was an open arcade. 
The upper rooms were used as chambers of the colonial government.

Despite alterations, the Old Exchange, which will be 200 years old in 19 
is as solid as probably any building of age in Charleston. A study of the 
original articles of agreement, or a look at the means of support and the 
unusual truss work beneath the roof will testify to this.

The foundations were to be of brick and mortar 92 feet from north to 
south, 65% feet east to west, and five feet below the street,or until a found 
was found. This was solved by constructing the Exchange on the fortification 
of Half-Moon Battery, the fortress wall of the original city.

The steps were to be "made of Solid Portland Stone, Handrail and Bannist 
of Portland Stone, and under the said Steps and platforms to be Brick Walls 
and Arches to support the same, the Wall to be three Bricks lengthways thick 
from Piazza Floor to the Wall Plates, the Central part of the East Front to 
be Four Bricks lengthways thick and 34 feet six inches high, the Piazza 15 
feet in the clear from Stone Pavement to the Ceiling, The Piazza Floor to be 
paved with good Parbeck Stone."

Specifications also included stone for the parapet coping and the 
"rustick work." Two Venetian wiridows and 24 pilasters of the "Ibnick Order" 
and classical urns to top the parapet wall were specified. The roof was to 
be df Welch ; GarriaVatt slaie, the1 roof- rbf <Jthe "dupola and the bed of the entabla^ 
ture to be of lead, "Hips and Ridges to be covered with Lead, as also all the 
Pediment and Cornices to Windows, the Lead'°to Hipl?-arid1 Ridges and also t^he 
Pediments to be five pound weights to each square foot ..."

Doors to the cellars were to be of cypress and the windows were to have 
iron bars and shutters. Floor girders were to be 12 by 14 inches, joist to 
the floors were three by 14 inches; roof girders, eight by 12 inches; 
principal rafters, eight by 10 inches; common rafters three by six inches; 
purlions eight by eight inches; bond timbers for joists and girders to lay si: 
by nine inches.

Evidence of the stout construction is visible in the attic today, where 
compounded king post truss beams cross in: intricate patterns running east-wes 
and north-south %

Much of the material came from England, but the cypress and heart of pin 
came from lands along the Ashley, and it is likely that the great number of 
Dricks were of local manufacture.

Perhaps the most notable features of the Exchange today are those portioi 
or ornaments that are now missing-and that contribute to an obvious lack of e: 
Dalance .

The original cupola, as designed by Naylor, had four Venetian or Palladi 
Pight columns of the Ionic order. A handsome substitute, designe

1,

rn
tirati

o

terior

(continued)



'ERIOD (Check One or More as Appropriate)

Pre-Columbian | D 16th Century 

15th Century D 17tn Century

18th Century 

19th Century

20th Century

SPECIFIC DATE(S) (It Applicable and Known; 1767-1771

REAS OF SIGNIFICANCE ("Check One or «bre as Appropriate)

Abor igirtol

Q Prehistoric

(5^1 Historic 

1~| Agriculture 

[53 Architecture 

D Art 

Q Commerce 

| | Communications 

I | Conservation

[ | Education 

PI Engineering-. . 

f~l Industry 

. n Invention '. 

j| Landscape

Architecture 

t~l Literature 

0 Military 

D Music

£] Politico!

[~| Religion/Phi­ 

losophy

[ } Science . .

| [ Sculpture

| 1 Social/Human­ 

itarian

[3] Theater

I I Transportation

[~l Urban Planning 

D ' O^er (Specify)

TATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE'

Perhaps no other single structure in the state has been so immediately a 
art of important events from South Carolina's early history as the Old Exchajnge, 
:he Charleston landmark which has been called one of the most valuable~,and 
istorically significant buildings in South Carolina.

Even before the present structure was completed in 1771, the site on 
hich it stSKhds wte>the formal seaward entry to the city <*»<=} had already made 
istory.

It was here, in the move of the 1670 Charlestown settlement from 
U.bemarle Point to Oyster Point, that the principal east-west street (then 
boper, now Broad) was run from the water side to the new town's marketplace.

And it was here, when the town was then fortified, that a semicircular, 
ortress-like seawall was placed. This was known as "Half Moon Battery," 
.nd on it was built the source of law and order for Carolina, a two-story 
uilding called the Court of Guard or the Palace, qf Arms. ,- : There was a .guard 
ouse on its lower level and a council chamber above. This was standing by 
704, and housed such notorious prpv^ncial prisoners,as Stede Bpnnet and his 
irates.

In the middle decades of.the 18th century, Charleston was one of the mo 
.ctive ports in the British colonies, the volume of maritime trade leading to 
;he need for some central structure to provide both commercial and- customs 
ervices. In April, 1767, the Commons House of the Assembly passed an Act 
granting to His Majesty the sum of 6,000 pounds for building of an Exchange 
nd Custom House and a new Watch House for Charleston ..."

Begun in 1767, completed 1771, this was the Exchange Building and Proves 
tagnificent new building crowning the city-wide expansion that marked Charles 
on's most glorious century.

From the time of its completion the Exchange began to make history. It 
mmediately became the focus of activity.

The grand portico of the building, with staircase sweeping up from the 
ay, marked the formal entrance to the city from the sea. On these steps, 
rriving dignitaries were met. Lord William Campbell, last of the royal 
overnors, was received here in "prophetic silence." The state's first 
overnors were proclaimed here while Charleston remained the state capital, 
eorge Washington mounted these steps in 1791 as he entered the city for the 
irst and only time, a visit highlighted by a "splendid concert and ball" in 
he Exchange's magnificent Large Room on the second floor.

"More than anything else, however," says South Carolina Historian Dr. 
eorge C. Rogers, "the Exchange symbolized the aspirations of Charleston's 

______________________________________________________(continued)_______
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7. DESCRIPTION (THE EXCHANGE AND PROVOST) pa

by Charleston Artist Charles Fraser, took its place in 1835 but was removed aft 
earthquake damage in 1886.

Also probably lost in the earthquake was the parapet with the large Portia 
stone urns. This left the roof with an out-of-proportion appearance. The East 
Bay side also lacks balance because of missing pilasters that may have come off 
with the removal of the two stair towers. These projecting towers had occupied 
the space through which East Bay Street, built over reclaimed land, now runs. 
This same land reclamation, about 1805, destroyed the Exchange building's 
waterfront setting.

Another feature long believed to have been removed from the habor side of 
the building was the portico described in an early reference, but it apparently 
never existed. Plans for the Exchange called for a "piazza," meaning an open 
arcade. The entire first floor was open and used as a market, but this referen 
was later interpreted as meaning a Charleston piazza, porch or portico. Hence 
the east side is probably little changed today from the original design.

The 18th century interior plan has been changed rather extensively, but 
remains much as it was when used as a post office after 1818.

The center is now occupied by a broad staircase and a service area on the 
east side. The two most impressive rooms, used as BAR meeting rooms, occupy th 
north and south ends and run the width of the building. Following DAR occupati 
the ceilings of these rooms were lowered to cover exposed wiring and pipes.

On the upper floor, a number of rooms retain door frames and other particu 
lars from the 19th century. The main feature of the second story — the famous 
"Large Room" where the ball for George Washington's 1791 visit was held and whe
the government council met — is now gone, 
and landing.

It is simply part of the stair well

When the possibility of restoring the Exchange was studied by a special 
legislative committee, Charleston Architect Albert Simons drafted exterior and 
interior restoration plans.

Because the west elevation of the Exchange has received such drastic chang 
partial restoration only is considered feasible. The stair towers would not be 
replaced; the market-arcade entrance level would remain enclosed; but otherwise 
the building would be returned as much to its original appearance as possible.

The area reaching from east to west entrances would be cleared of the servLce 
area. A stairway placed on the west side interior of both the north and the 
south rooms would put two stairways approximately where the original architect 
intended.

The Large Room would be fully restored as the finest assembly room in 
Charleston during the period in which it existed (wainscoting 14 feet high, eigit 
columns, 20 pilasters and an entablature of three feet of the Ionic order; a cove 
ceiling six feet high, two chimney pieces, pediments to every door, etc.) To 
either side of the Large Room would be a service area, the two stair halls and 
a reception room. Space has also been allotted on the top level for humidity 
————————————————————————————____________________ ________(continued)
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7. DESCRIPTION (THE EXCHANGE AND PROVOST)

control and equipment.
Exterior plans call for a narrowing of the front entrance stairs on East 

Bay to permit a widening of the sidewalk. Pilasters would be added beside each 
niche on the west facade, now considerably out of balance from loss of these 
ornamental features. The parapet, stone urns and the Rigby Naylor cupola 
would be restored.

With this renovation, the view along East Bay and down the center of Broad 
would show — not an old building grown rather shabby with age — but an edific 
of striking quality, a magnificent heritage from Carolina's earliest years.
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8. SIGNIFICANCE (THE EXCHANGE AND PROVOST)

commercial classes intent upon having a city as magnificent as any in England 
or in North America, a true seat of empire."

Preceding the building of the Exchange was the adoption of the Townshend 
Acts , designed to tighten the system of collecting custom duties. Shortly 
after its completion, the building was used to store confiscated English tea. 
This action followed a mass meeting protesting Britain's rights to tax tea 
imported to the colonies, a meeting which S. C. historian Dr. D.D. Wallace 
sees as the first meeting of the S.C. General Assembly.

The Exchange also served as a meeting place for other significant 
gatherings.

Held here was a July 6, 1774, meeting protesting oppressive acts of the 
British Parliament, appointing delegates to the Provincial Congress in Phila­ 
delphia, and establishing a 99-member committee of almost unlimited powers to 
correspond with other provinces and to carry out the order of the general meet-­ 
ing.

When the State House was destroyed by fire in 1788, the Senate and House 
of Representatives used the Exchange for legislative meetings.

The Exchange was also the setting for the meeting to ratify the Constitution 
of 1790.

During the Revolutionary War, after the capture of Charleston in 1780, 
British troops were quartered at the Exchange (but failed to discover 10,000 
pounds of powder hidden by General William Moultrie in a secret basement room. 
American patriots imprisoned in the Exchange during the British occupation 
included Col. Isaac Hayne, subsequently martyred by his execution without trial.

In 1818 the Federal Government purchased the property for use as a custom­ 
house and post office. The Exchange was damaged badly by Federal bombardment 
of the city during the Civil War. In 1913, an Act of Congress authorized its 
deeding to the Daughters of the American Revolution in and of the State of 
South Carolina to be held as a historical memorial. Although the DAR has held 
the deed to the building since 1917, it has been used during war years for 
government services. The sixth lighthouse district , the U.S. Coast Guard, 
and the Civil Works Engineering division of the U.S. Army ha-veall had quarters 
here.

In 1970, when South Carolina celebrates the 300th anniversary of the 
colony's founding at Charleston, this most significant building will be just 
one year short of its own 200th year.
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The original plans for the Exchange are on file at the South Carolina 

Department of Archives and History, Columbia, S.C.


