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What inspired you to write this book?
DWIGHT MCINVAILL: I grew up in an art 
gallery — my childhood home, that is, near the 
strand at Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, when 
it was still somewhat of a village with high sand 
dunes and an easy view of the ocean, marshes, 
pines, and ever-changing expanse of a Southern 
sky. The natural beauty of the locale was abun-
dant, and it was echoed in the vibrant, evocative 

watercolors that hung everywhere in our house. From my earliest 
years, I knew that the creator of these paintings was an extraor-
dinary person. And when I later found and read the hundreds of 
letters that Alice Ravenel Huger Smith had written to my parents, 
I was completely and utterly dazzled. How could I not share this 
wonderful person with others?

CAROLINE PALMER: I’ve always been in 
awe of my great-great-aunt Alice and named 
my youngest daughter after her. Growing up, 
I marveled at her paintings and developed an 
early interest in art. That interest led me to 
study art history in college and work for several 
years at an art museum early in my career, and I 
still love to paint in my spare time. Co-author-

readers of Alice should be as grateful as I for their fine scholarship 
and attention to detail which improved the final work substantially. 
ANNE: Dwight began sending me drafts of a manuscript about 
Alice, based on his extensive research, several years ago. In the 
spring of 2019, during one of his visits to our house, he asked my 
daughter Caroline and me to join him and add our family’s knowl-
edge about and perspective on Alice, edit the manuscript, and take 
the book forward to publication.
CAROLINE: Collaborating on this book has been rewarding. 
By bringing the McInvaill and Smith family collections, archives, 
and talents together, we believe we have produced a personal 
and comprehensive view of Alice’s life and career. We’ve also had 
many discussions about how to portray a historical figure who, 
born into a prominent family of rice planters, held outdated values 
and nostalgic views of history and lived in the segregated South. 
We’ve had thought-provoking conversations about the Charles-
ton Renaissance in light of today’s efforts to tell a more inclusive 
story of the past. Striking a balance hasn’t been easy: we’ve tried to 
acknowledge the injustices of that era while focusing primarily on 
Alice’s experiences and accomplishments.

Tell us about your favorite part of the book.
DWIGHT: What makes me happiest is the coming together of so 
many images in a way that traces Alice’s life in a far more personal 
and comprehensive manner than ever before. Each morning, the 
first views that I see are several of Alice’s amazing watercolors fea-
tured in the book, and now I also have the pleasure of enjoying in 
Alice the richness of beauty in other collections, too, many of them 
private ones. They are presented in a context that details them so 
fully thanks to the remembrances and insights of family and 
friends. I sincerely appreciate the institutions and private col-
lectors who generously agreed to let us use the images that appear 
in this book. And it is this kind munificence by certain key people 
who care about Southern art and deeply about Alice which is my 
very favorite part of the book. These individuals deserve far more 
credit than I can render them in the book’s regrettably limited 
space allocated to acknowledgments.
ANNE: I love the stories of her adventures as she wandered 
fearlessly through alligator-infested swamps and wild woodlands. 
I am also pleased that we were able to include a few images from 
the beautifully illustrated poem she created for her brother’s three 
children (one was my mother, Eleanor) about protecting herons, 
egrets, and other Lowcountry birds. Four years ago, I collaborated 
with my cousins to lightly edit and publish the little book which we 
titled The Heron Book, and it’s still available at local gift shops. 
CAROLINE: Hearing Alice’s own words through the letters she 
wrote to Dwight’s parents is heartwarming. Her vitality, warmth 
and generosity of spirit shine through. I love reading her advice 
about watercolor technique because I can relate it to my own 
interest in painting. For example, I am mindful of her guidance, 
“Open your eyes to the life in a shadow. Do not make it dull and 
uninteresting!”

What did you learn when writing and researching the book?
DWIGHT: While my family’s private archives on Alice are exten-
sive and have never been explored by others, I also learned during 
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ANNE TINKER: I wanted to honor Alice who 
was an extraordinary woman and artist. And 
my great-aunt. My family spent two weeks 
every spring at 69 Church Street, so I knew her 
for the first eleven years of my life. I remember 
sitting on the joggling board with her on the 
piazza and sometimes peeking at her sketching 
in the garden behind the house wearing a wide-

brimmed hat. Many of her watercolors adorned the walls of 
our house.

ing this tribute to Alice came at just the right time. I had recently 
moved to Charleston from New York and left my corporate job, so 
I was ready for a project — especially one that connected my 
family, new hometown, and interest in art. I’ve relished the oppor-
tunity to meet experts on Alice, familiarize myself with her work 
at institutions such as the Gibbes Museum of Art, and learn about 
Charleston’s complicated history.

Tell us about the collaboration process.
DWIGHT: My parents, Harry and Talulah McInvaill, were dear 
friends of Alice. And to us children, she and her sister Caroline 
were like two extra grandmothers. And so, of course, we knew the 
loved ones of her family, too. By my mid-twenties (four decades 
ago) I was serious about writing a book on her artistic life, but I 
was persuaded by Alice’s nieces and nephew to wait until I was 
older. Then life intervened and contacts lessened. But when I came 
around to writing the book again in my mid-fifties, it was delight-
ful to begin a collaborative process that involved Alice’s family 
members, particularly her great-niece Anne and her great-great-
niece Caroline. Collaborating with these two women was terrific 
as they spurred me on to do better and helped me to tame and 
trim the manuscript. They also brought a different perspective to 
some key aspects and located so many additional images. The 



my ten years of researching and writing this book that there is lots 
of unexamined material from coast to coast about the Charleston 
Renaissance. An abundance of photographs and primary source 
materials exist in collections, which I hope researchers will dis-
cover and share in future books and journals. I hope they find that 
such sleuthing brings much joy, as I did.
ANNE: I hadn’t realized the breadth and extent of her work — 
miniature and full-sized portraits, woodblock prints, oil paintings 
on mahogany, watercolor landscapes, precise sketches, and archi-
tectural drawings. She also wrote poetry as well as articles and 
books. While she is best known for her luminous landscapes, she 
was also a champion of Charleston’s historic preservation move-
ment, which began with the seminal study of historic Charleston 
architecture Alice wrote and illustrated with her father. 
CAROLINE: Charleston’s history has come to life for me because 
of this book. Alice’s story is a key part of Charleston’s story, as she 
played a major role in the forming of the city’s cultural identity in 
the first half of the twentieth century. An ambitious yet humble 
person, she was an influential professional woman at a time when 
“Southern ladies” typically played more traditional roles.

What surprised you the most?
DWIGHT: Alice’s energetic fieldwork surprised me the most. 
For a woman of her time and place, it’s amazing how intrepid she 
was — venturing into the wilds extensively on foot, by boat, and 
by carriage. Her photographs and sketches were numerous and 
detailed. She excelled in research, and she did a lot of it before 
she initiated individual watercolors. Her graphics were not just 
casual creations. Again and again, I found correlations between 
her snapshots or sketchbooks and the details within her artwork. 
Such discoveries were particularly true in two sets of illustrations 
about the cultivation of rice by African Americans: A Woman 
Rice Planter (1913) and A Carolina Rice Plantation of the Fifties 
(1936). I was even able to trace the names of a number of her 
models. Such expansive information was utterly new, and I was 
personally amazed by these revelations.
ANNE: Alice was a successful professional in a male-dominated 
world. A founding member of the Charleston Etchers’ Club and 
the Southern States Art League, she actively supported other 
women as a mentor and friend. When I knew her as a child, I had 
no idea how adventuresome and independent she was. 
CAROLINE: I learned for the first time that Alice and her friend 
Motte Alston Read had been in love. He inspired her to learn 
about Japanese art, create woodblock prints, and incorporate 
Japonisme in her lifelong work. Sadly, Read died in his forties. He 
left his impressive collection of Japanese prints to the Gibbes Mu-
seum of Art, some of which will be exhibited there in spring 2021 
when our book releases.

Why is this book important to the art world?
DWIGHT: Alice is a book about a key figure in a group of dynam-
ic American artists — primarily Southern women — who made a 
substantial difference in the civic, cultural, and commercial life of 
their early-to-mid 20th- century community during a difficult and 
challenging time. They lived fully, purposefully, and optimistically 
according to a firm belief in the importance and inspiring nature 
of art. Reflecting for better and sometimes for worse the tenor 

of their time, they showed that a creative, collaborative group of 
individuals can make a profound impact on a community, one that 
inspires wonder across the decades.
ANNE: It has been almost twenty-five years since art historian and 
author Martha Severens wrote her excellent book about Alice’s life 
and art, which included Alice’s memoirs, or “Reminiscences.” Now, 
we have more information that has brought her personal story to 
life, including the private letters in Dwight’s possession and his ex-
tensive research, as well as Smith family archives and recollections. 
Also new are many privately-owned photographs and illustrations 
which are being shared for the first time, demonstrating her mas-
tery of a wide variety of mediums, as well as her extensive use of 
photographs, sketches, and fieldwork notes.
CAROLINE: This book puts Alice’s achievements in a uniquely 
personal context. In addition to some of her best-known works, 
it features her writings and rarely seen paintings, sketches, and 
photographs from private collections. It deepens our appreciation 
of significant sources of influence on her work, from her French 
art teacher Lucie-Louise Féry to mentors such as Tonalist Birge 
Harrison, printmaker Helen Hyde, and Asian art collector Motte 
Alston Read. The book is a beautifully produced, comprehensive 
view of Alice’s life and sixty-year career.

Why is this book critical to understanding Charleston’s history?
DWIGHT: Charleston is recognized by many as one of the love-
liest cities in the United States. Due substantially to the writings 
of Alice and her father, Daniel Elliott Huger Smith, Charleston’s 
historic area was preserved from destruction at a key juncture in 
the early twentieth century. Because of this successful effort and 
the subsequent Charleston Renaissance, in which Alice played a 
lead role, visitors became increasingly attracted to the city and its 
surroundings. The result is that Charleston is now one of South 
Carolina’s most attractive, prosperous, and dynamic locations to 
visit and enjoy.
ANNE: Charleston has a complex history that can be told from 
multiple perspectives. This book focuses on Alice’s leadership in 
the cultural revival of the city and the promotion of tourism in the 
early twentieth century. It is also the story of a family that went 
from being wealthy planters to living during a tumultuous period 
of upheaval and change. During that period, characterized by nos-
talgia for the past, old-line Charlestonians nurtured a Eurocentric 
culture which excluded African American experience and expres-
sion. This book contributes to an understanding of how Charleston 
developed its particular identity and why a more inclusive history 
needs to be told.
CAROLINE: Understanding the transformation of Charleston 
in the 1920s–1940s is critical to fully appreciating the city we 
know today. When Alice was young, Charleston was dilapidated 
and depressed. Her family was one of many elite white families 
who had lost their income and property in the Civil War. They 
romanticized Charleston’s once-grand past, yet acknowledged a 
need for economic recovery. Alice joined other artists, writers, and 
community leaders to save historic buildings from destruction, 
promote tourism, and share the rare character and natural beauty 
of the Lowcountry. Their collective effort attracted tourists and 
unprecedented national attention. Fast forward to today, and the 
city is arguably facing an over-reliance on tourism, an affordable 
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housing crisis, racial injustice, and other issues — many of them 
connected to (and some perhaps the result of) the challenges faced in 
Alice’s lifetime. Alice’s story helps us understand the evolution of our 
city while raising important questions about historical memory. And 
it highlights one constant across the years — the need to balance 
economic progress with preservation of the unique character of 
Charleston and the Lowcountry.

How did your own experiences filter what you learned or wrote?
DWIGHT: To me, Alice will always be unequivocally a personal hero. 
By reading the last chapter of this book, you will easily discern why. 
She was an artistic genius and a transformative, creative figure. And 
also — and above all else — a caring, humane individual with a deep 
faith in the spiritual power of beauty and love. She was always kind-
hearted and generous. She was forever absolutely a very true friend. 
ANNE: During the post-Civil War period, many European-Ameri-
cans like Alice were biased in their interpretation of the past. Gross 
inequality and injustice were pervasive. I vividly remember arriving 

as a child from 
Connecticut at the 
Charleston train 
station and seeing a 
restroom sign that 
read “whites only.” 
While this book’s 
focus is on Alice’s 
life and work as an 
artist, we acknowl-
edge but do not 
describe in depth 
the legal, economic, 
and social inequities 
of the time that are 
part of Charleston’s 
history.
CAROLINE: While 
working on this 

book, the COVID-19 pandemic influenced how I thought about the 
hardships Alice suffered in her life, including the Spanish influenza 
pandemic of 1918. Although she was admittedly a person of priv-
ilege, Alice was born and raised in an impoverished city and her 
family only had enough money to send the boys to college. She lived 
through two world wars, natural disasters, the Depression, person-
al sorrows, and a pandemic which took countless lives in South 
Carolina (not to mention the fact that she had no air conditioning). 
Whenever I feel discouraged about the troubles in our time, includ-
ing the pandemic, I reflect on the fact that Alice endured consider-
able adversity and uncertainty in her lifetime.

What was Middleton Place Foundation’s interest in the work?
DWIGHT: Alice and Middleton Place will forever be artistically in-
tertwined. Alice was a descendant of the Middletons, who immigrat-
ed to the Lowcountry in 1768. Alice often visited her cousins there, 
and her watercolors and sketchbooks frequently depict its grounds. 
My father’s photographs of her there attest to the many visits she 
made with family and friends. So, the Middleton Place Foundation 
has consequently been very supportive of Alice. Net proceeds from 

the sale of the book will benefit the foundation’s mission to 
inspire, educate, and enact positive change through the under-
standing of American history.
ANNE: Alice spent considerable time at Middleton Place during 
her lifetime, and in her “Reminiscences” she described hiking 
there from Charleston with her father, fifteen miles there and 
back, and referred to it as “a jewel thrown down in the green 
woods.” Middleton Place is now a National Historic Landmark 
where the gardens, buildings and research about the people who 
lived and worked there inspire a deeper understanding of our-
selves and each other through our shared American history. 
CAROLINE: In 2016, Middleton Place and its house museum, 
the Edmondston-Alston House, presented a terrific exhibition 
about Alice. It brought together many rarely seen works of art in 
a meaningful setting, given Alice is a Middleton descendant. The 
Foundation has therefore been very supportive of this publica-
tion, particularly because it expands on that successful exhibition 
to present a personal perspective on her life and work.

What’s the “one great takeaway” you’d like readers to glean 
when reading about Alice?
DWIGHT: Alice had many facets. Most reflected strengths; 
some, faults. But she was never one dimensional. She had many 
parts. To abstract her into “this” or “that” is to formulate a paro-
dy. She shimmered creatively and vibrantly while casting a lovely, 
luminous light.
ANNE: Alice didn’t just paint watercolor landscapes but used a 
variety of media to artistically and poetically express the natural 
beauty of the South Carolina Lowcountry. She didn’t have the 
opportunity to attend a well-known art school, nor did she 
spend much time away from Charleston; the land around her 
was her teacher and lifeblood.
CAROLINE: Alice captured the spiritual beauty of the Low-
country like no other artist. Deeply devoted to her native land, 
she had a close relationship with nature and carefully observed 
the world around her. Her paintings enchant viewers with poetic 
interpretations of the landscape. They remind future generations 
to treasure the special and enduring character of the Lowcountry 
and the herons and egrets that call it home.

Why did you choose Evening Post Books as the publisher?
DWIGHT: Evening Post Books produces excellent, high-quality 
South Carolina works. It excels in publishing artistic ones as evi-
denced by two recent offerings: Rice and Ducks by Virginia Beach 
and Seven Days on the Santee Delta by John Lane and Philip 
Wilkinson. Its editorial and production staff are excellent, and it 
is consequently the perfect home and launching pad for Alice. 
ANNE: We wanted to work with a local publisher, and Evening 
Post Books has a successful track record of publishing books 
focused on Southern history and designing beautifully illustrated 
products.
CAROLINE: Evening Post Books specializes in books written 
about the South Carolina Lowcountry, and the team’s strong 
knowledge about Charleston history makes it a perfect partnership.
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