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Magnolia's co-founder Parsell dies




MOUNT PLEASANT — Thomas Parsell, a local entrepreneur and restaurateur, died Wednesday night in an automobile accident on U.S. Highway 17. 

Parsell, 63, of Charleston, was traveling south on the highway about 6:40 p.m. and had just stopped at a red light at the intersection with Park West Boulevard, said Mount Pleasant police Sgt. Pat Carter Jr. 

It appears that, when the light changed, Parsell might have accelerated too quickly and lost control of his classic silver-colored Corvette, Carter said. 

Parsell's vehicle crossed the grassy median and struck a Volvo traveling in the opposite direction, Carter said. An SUV then hit the rear of the Volvo. 

Parsell suffered blunt-force trauma and died at the scene, Charleston County Deputy Coroner Kelly Myers said. Another driver was taken to East Cooper Regional Medical Center, treated and released, Carter said. 

A former automobile dealer, Parsell was president and principal proprietor of Charleston-based Hospitality Management Group Inc. 




Scene of car crash Wednesday on U.S. Highway 17 in front of Park West in Mount Pleasant.

He and his business partner, noted Chef Donald Barickman, helped the city establish its reputation as a culinary destination with their 1991 opening of Magnolias on East Bay Street. They went on to open Blossom Café in 1993 and Cypress Lowcountry Grill in 2001. 

All three restaurants are still in business, no small accomplishment given the highly competitive nature of the dining scene in downtown Charleston. 

According to his company's Web site: "Parsell and Barickman have gained a reputation of excellence in the industry and have received accolades for their properties from such notable critics and food experts as Gourmet Magazine, Bon Appétit, The New York Times, Southern Living, Nation's Restaurant News, The James Beard Foundation and the Food Network."

Parsell was a graduate of Southern Methodist University and owned Tom Parsell Chevrolet Inc. from 1975 to 1989. He sold the dealership to Rick Hendrick. 

In 1989, he was interviewed for The Post and Courier. He said, "Since coming to Charleston in 1975, I've seen an explosion of population and the development of the most exciting business climate anyone could imagine."

A Honda and Toyota dealership Parsell formed in 1990 was sold in 2003. 

Parsell also was a founder of Bank of Charleston, which is now part of Carolina First, and he lectured on entrepreneurship at the college level. 

Parsell was active with his wife, Suzi, in local preservation efforts. 

City mourns Parsell's death
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Thomas Parsell

Charleston restaurateur's success was 'stuff of legend,' mayor says
Charleston hospitality workers on Thursday began mourning Thomas Parsell, a renowned restaurateur and one of the main ingredients in the magic recipe that put the Holy City on the nation's culinary map. 

Parsell, co-founder of Magnolias, Blossom Cafe and Cypress Lowcountry Grill, died Wednesday night when he apparently lost control of his classic silver Corvette. He was 63 years old. Police expect to spend the next couple days reconstructing the wreck. 

Originally from Michigan, Parsell made his way in the Lowcountry by selling cars, running Tom Parsell Chevrolet Inc. from 1975 to 1989 and then running a Honda and Toyota dealership in Georgia. He also started the Bank of Charleston, which is now part of Carolina First. 

Though he did not have the resume of a restaurateur, Parsell possessed an uncommon mix of entrepreneurial shrewdness and social skills, and he was a wine connoisseur to boot. 

"It's hard to find someone who's such a gentleman and such a good businessman," said John Edwards, a friend and general manager of the Mills House Hotel for 20 years. 

Parsell and chef and longtime business partner Donald Barickman whipped up their first culinary creation in July 1990, opening Magnolias less than a year after Hurricane Hugo laid the city low. The ambitious Lowcountry restaurant became one of the first in Charleston to win praise from the country's most discerning food critics. 

A string of successes have since popped up nearby, including Slightly North of 

A string of successes have since popped up nearby, including Slightly North of Broad and High Cotton. Parsell's Hospitality Management Group Inc. tacked on the Blossom Cafe in 1993 and the opulent Cypress Lowcountry Grill in 2001. 

Mayor Joe Riley said Magnolias served up a "wonderful vote of confidence" to a community ravaged by Hugo. 

"It was a major restoration of a building and in a part of town that was emerging. It just gave the city a tremendous emotional boost," he said. 

Riley called Parsell's success "the stuff of legend."

"We made a decision to do the best in Charleston that we or anybody else could do," Parsell told The Post and Courier in 2000. 

Though Parsell's properties frequently served food writers and famous people from all over the country, they made a point of courting local business. Magnolias had one of the city's first reservation lines set up for area residents. 

In recent years, Parsell was instrumental in keeping local kitchens stocked with affordable and talented cooks. When Johnson & Wales University announced plans to move its local campus to Charlotte in 2002, he joined a small team of local business people and government officials who helped develop an expansion of Trident Technical College's culinary program and lure a campus of the Art Institutes to town. 

Barickman said Magnolias, Blossom and Cypress will continue to operate as they have, though Parsell will be greatly missed. 

"I really don't know what to say," he said. "Tom's legacy — these restaurants — speak for themselves."

Thomas J. Parsell
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Though Thomas James Parsell was born in Michigan and went to college in Texas, he developed a keen taste for Charleston's local flavor. He even became a major contributor to that flavor as a successful restaurateur. His positive local legacy, which wasn't limited to the restaurant realm, will extend long beyond his death Wednesday night at age 63. 

A graduate of Southern Methodist University, Mr. Parsell already had done quite well as owner of a local Chevrolet dealership bearing his name before going into the restaurant business with the 1991 opening of Magnolias on East Bay Street. He also was a founder of Bank of Charleston, now part of Carolina First. 

The triumph he and Magnolias partner/chef Donald Barickman achieved with that establishment not only helped other local restaurants recover from 1989's Hurricane Hugo devastation, it helped build a strong national reputation for Charleston's restaurant scene. 

While visitors flocked to Magnolias and Mr. Parsell's other popular dining establishments, Blossom Cafe and Cypress Lowcountry Grill, he recognized the importance of testing their fare with local patrons. As he told this newspaper several years ago: "I think it's a mistake to gear everything to tourists. If you gear it to the tough kinds of judges we have here in Charleston, then you're going to end up with something that will please the tourists as well."

Certainly the powerful post-Hugo restaurant revival came at a critical time and Mayor Joseph P. Riley Jr. told our reporter that the "major restoration" of the building that houses Magnolias "gave the city a tremendous emotional boost."

A board member of the Charleston Visitors Bureau, Mr. Parsell also boosted the city — and its restaurants — by helping expand Trident Technical College's culinary program after Johnson & Wales University announced its intention to leave Charleston for Charlotte in 2002. 

Hank Holliday, owner of Planters Inn, Peninsula Grill and other local businesses, noted that his gracious competitor "was always so supportive of my company and a myriad of other hospitality initiatives." That included the recruitment of the Art Institute of Charleston, which opened here in April. 

The Rev. Daniel W. Massey, senior pastor of First (Scots) Presbyterian Church, who will preside at Mr. Parsell's funeral today, described him as "kind of a general bon vivant" and "just a delightful man to know."

Mr. Parsell's death in an automobile accident this week was a blow to not just the Charleston restaurant community but the community at large. 

Week in Review
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Parsell's passing mourned
Charleston hospitality workers mourned the loss of Thomas Parsell, a renowned restaurateur and one of the main ingredients in the magic recipe that put the Holy City on the nation's culinary map. Parsell, co-founder of Magnolias, Blossom Cafe and Cypress Lowcountry Grill, died in an auto wreck last week. Originally from Michigan, Parsell ran Tom Parsell Chevrolet Inc. from 1975 to 1989 and then a Honda and Toyota dealership in Georgia. He also started the Bank of Charleston, which is now part of Carolina First. 

