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School district under state investigation

COUNTY ADMINISTRATOR KEEPS 

JOB AFTER COUNCIL DEADLOCKS

Former MB mayor considering civic center for music park land
BY CHARLES D. PERRY

CHARLES.PERRY@MYHORRYNEWS.COM

As he watched the Myrtle
Beach High School girls bas-
ketball team play at the Flo-
rence Center last month,
John Rhodes paid as much
attention to the venue as he
did the lower state title

game.
“I’m like, ‘God, wouldn’t it

be nice [to build a civic cen-
ter] on that piece of proper-
ty,’” the former Myrtle
Beach mayor said. “You’d
have plenty of room, plenty
of parking. And that would
give us a 10,000-seat facili-
ty.”

That piece of property is
the former Hard Rock Park,
a trio of parcels totaling 131
acres (the main tract is 125
acres) that was bought in
December by a limited lia-
bility company called FTPP
Bishop Parkway. Until last
week, little was known
about the ownership of

FTPP outside of the name of
the real estate attorney
(Shep Guyton) who served
as the registered agent for
the LLC. But on Feb. 25,
Rhodes applied for an Horry
County demolition permit
to gut the interior of a build-
ing on the site. He listed his
cell phone number in the

contact information for the
property owner and signed
the form. When the media
obtained a copy of the docu-
ment, Rhodes’ involvement
became public.
The former mayor admits

he used an LLC to keep his
connection to the land a se-
cret. He spent four years try-

ing to acquire the property,
even courting Chinese in-
vestors for a potential $100
million cultural center there.
Until last year, he found

no success.
Even just before he

bought the land, the 
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BY CHARLES D. PERRY 

CHARLES.PERRY@MYHORRYNEWS.COM

Horry County Administra-
tor Chris Eldridge survived
an effort to oust him Tues-
day. 
County council members

deadlocked 6-6 over whether
to fire Eldridge, and the lack
of a majority meant the ad-
ministrator will keep his job
for now.
Councilmen spent most of

the dramatic two-hour spe-
cial meeting sparring over
Eldridge’s decision to request
a State Law Enforcement Di-
vision (SLED) investigation
of Horry County Council
Chairman Johnny Gardner.
That investigation focused
on extortion allegations, but
Fifteenth Solicitor Jimmy
Richardson announced last
week that the inquiry turned
up no evidence of criminal
wrongdoing. 
Once Gardner was cleared,

his supporters on council
immediately turned their
focus to Eldridge, who re-
quested the SLED investiga-
tion on Dec. 20 — the same
day Gardner was sworn in.
“This appeared to be a bla-

tant and arrogant attempt to
discredit the incoming chair-
man,” councilman Al Allen
said. “This has created a stale
and difficult working envi-
ronment with senior staff
and council, especially with
the new chairman. How can
anyone expect things to con-
tinue as normal when such
trust has been lost with the
county administrator?”

JANET MORGAN | JANET.MORGAN@MYHORRYNEWS.COM

“I didn’t want this. I didn’t want it to be public,” Horry County Administrator Chris Eldridge said while being questioned by Horry County Council on
Tuesday. The council split a decision to fire Eldridge, but pay him for six more months in addition to health benefits. A tie vote counts as a defeat
so Eldridge is still the administrator. His contract expires in April with an automatic one-year renewal. Al Allen, county commissioner, said Eldridge
makes more than $211,000 annually with a $10,000 a year car allowance.

During Tuesday’s meeting,
Eldridge told council mem-
bers he contacted SLED
Chief Mark Keel after a story
appeared on the Columbia
blog Fitsnews.com under
the headline “Horry County
Government Rocked By
Recording of Alleged Extor-
tion Attempt.” 
The Fitsnews.com piece

was based on a five-page
confidential memo written
by county attorney Arrigo
Carotti, who had sent the
document to council mem-
bers the day before the
swearing-in ceremony. The
memo focused on a Nov. 30
lunch meeting involving
Gardner, his business part-
ner Luke Barefoot and two

officials with the Myrtle
Beach Regional Economic
Development Corp. (EDC),
the county’s industry re-
cruitment arm.  
According to the memo,

Barefoot told EDC President
Sandy Davis she could pre-
vent a blogger from writing
a disparaging story about
her lack of education if the

EDC hired Gardner cam-
paign consultant Donald
Smith for the organization’s
public relations work. Smith
could provide those services
for $40,000, the memo stat-
ed.
However, Davis maintains

parts of the Carotti memo
aren’t accurate — specifical-
ly the offer of a spiked story

for an EDC contract. She
maintains she never felt
threatened or extorted dur-
ing the lunch with Gardner
and Barefoot.
On Tuesday, Eldridge told

council members that he
had heard a few minutes of a
recording of the Gardner-
EDC meeting and was dis-
turbed by comments Bare-
foot made to Davis about
paying Gardner’s campaign
consultant public money to
provide the EDC with “politi-
cal cover.” Eldridge said
Davis came to him con-
cerned about what had hap-
pened and he contacted law
enforcement because he
didn’t want to give the public
the impression the county
was covering up the situa-
tion.
“I believe I did the right

thing,” he said.
But some council mem-

bers blasted Eldridge, saying
he should have brought his
concerns to the full panel be-
fore going to SLED.
“You cannot go after a man

because you think you hear
something,” Allen said.
“You’ve got to have the facts.”
Councilman Danny Hard-

ee agreed.
“It looks like you have an

agenda,” he told Eldridge,
though he said he couldn’t
know that. “But I do know
the timing of this thing stinks
to high heavens.”
Other council members

said they disagreed with how
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An attorney representing the
Horry County School District col-
laborated with a builder to craft
bidding standards for a $220 mil-
lion project that the builder ulti-
mately secured, according to pub-

lic records.
That communication and the

entire construction program for
the district’s five newest energy-
positive schools is under investi-
gation by the State Law Enforce-
ment Division, officials confirmed
Tuesday.
The results of the state investi-

gation will be turned over to the
S.C. Attorney General’s Office for
review.
District officials on Tuesday re-

leased a statement about the case
in response to inquiries and Free-
dom of Information Act (FOIA) re-
quests from MyHorryNews.com.
The district initially denied a re-

quest for certain email records,
but they agreed to release them
after receiving a letter from the
media outlet’s attorney, Jay Ben-
der.
SLED spokesman Thom Berry

said he could not provide any de-
tails about the matter. But SLED
agents have interviewed multiple

district officials about the case, in-
cluding board members, in recent
months. Those interviews focused
on how the contract for the new
schools was awarded. 
The district also provided SLED

with emails pertaining to request
for proposals of the schools that
FirstFloor Energy Positive built
after winning a $220 million

SCHOOL DISTRICT,  A6

Probe focuses on $220 million program that built five schools
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