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“You don’t choose Folly Beach.
   It chooses you.”
—Mary Ann Henry, writer

“When I first moved to Folly Beach, my desk looked out onto 

a side street that leads to Bert’s Market. Needless to say, a parade 

of humanity, some washed, some not, passed by my line of vision 

in a never-ending stream of bizarreness and eccentricity. Those 

same bizarre and eccentric people, aka my neighbors, are now my 

friends and I have become them and they have become me. Folly 

Beach is a place where million dollar homes sit in peaceful har-

mony next to biker shacks; where difference is not just celebrated 

but revered. Every summer when the hordes of tourists become 

too much for me, I pause and think: ‘But where else would I live?’ 

Where else, indeed.”
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January swallows up the shore. 
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No one forgets Folly.
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The Pest House and the Totem Pole

Since the very dawn of this great country, Folly has 

thrown the world a line. In the eighteenth and nine-

teenth centuries, she was the very first scrub of land 

that seafarers would spot after a drawn-out sail o’er 

the Atlantic. Folly being the Old English word for 

dense foliage, was dubbed Coffin Land as often as 

she was branded Coffin Island. This is because of the 

habit of vessels to dodge quarantine by ditching the 

dying before hitting the mainland and a shipwreck  

in 1700 washed countless bodies on her shore. 

	 In 1834, there begins a paper trail of The Pest 

House, situated on Morris Island, which housed 

sick and contagious people entering the port of 

Charleston. And although she is a continuous island 

stretching from the Stono Inlet to Lighthouse Inlet 

today, Folly was separated by what is now called the 

Washout, passable only at low tide and forming what 

became known as Big Folly and Little Folly. Finally 

baptized as a sole entity, Folly is an old dame who 

likes to keep her secrets. But talk is cheap and it has 

been suggested that the Totem Pole House 

at 506 East Ashley Avenue was an infirmary 

built in 1925. All evidence, however, is to 

the contrary. An emergency vehicle station, 

it is just as possible that during Prohibition 

rumrunners used it as an underground  

hospice. It is a quintessential Folly dwelling 

surrounded by confederate jasmine, bathed 

in brackish beach air and marked by a distin-

guished totem pole. 

	 In a number of cultures, home-front 

totem poles boast a family’s success. But 

they can also be a way of illustrating events 

– good and ugly. Surely, The Totem Pole 

House, which still stands, has something to 

crow about. The property has changed hands 

more times than an Indian head nickel. 

	 Whether lore or fact, fiction or fantasy, 

Folly’s riddles define her. A Folly by any other 

name would perplex and vex, just the same.






