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Introduction

My earliest childhood memories of hiking come from my grandparents’ farm outside of Charlotte. I will never forget the joy and anticipation I felt upon spotting deer at dusk with my grandmother or spending hours searching under shrubs and bushes for “hoppy toads” to take to my grandfather. My grandfather was an avid outdoorsman, and he tried his hardest to teach me the skills of marksmanship and successful casting. However, I never cared much for shooting or hooking an animal—I just wanted to find them and pet them. I’ll never forget seeing my first wild turkey, or shrieking and running away when I found a black snake in the woods.

As I grew older I supplemented my search for animals with a more selfish pursuit. My grandparents would tell me stories of central North Carolina’s gold rush and then take me on hikes to abandoned mines on the outskirts of their property. I used to dream of finding a huge gold nugget, one that was too big to carry, and I scoured every quartz rock and stream to try to find my prize. (As an adult exploring the trails near Charlotte, I still want to examine every glossy white rock I pass for a vein of gold running through it—some dreams never die.) My grandparents never discouraged my pursuit—they simply asked me not to fall into any old mine shafts . . . and to share a part of the proceeds if I found anything.


[image: A trail sign points to all the highlights at Reed Gold Mine (hike 34).]



Often my grandmother and grandfather would come into the woods with me. On these long strolls together, they taught me the diﬀerence between hardwood and pine trees. Then, back at the house, they explained that they used pine chips to help start fires in their fireplace and then used aged wood such as oak and maple to keep the flames alive. They conveyed that the forest and the animals were both gifts and a resource, and it was our job to care for them.

I am forever grateful for my grandparents instilling a love for the outdoors in me. They taught me that the great outdoors was a safe place to play and that most of life’s major lessons could be learned on a walk in the woods. That love exploded in my adult life. It has become my passion and profession to pass on those lessons my grandparents taught me to a society that is obsessed with smartphones, computers, and traveling at 65 miles per hour.




[image: A wooden boardwalk travels through the wetlands at Four-Mile Creek Greenway (hike 1).]



The intricacies woven into the Charlotte landscape have the ability to turn a short stroll in the woods into a memory that will last forever. Looking back at my childhood escapades, I never considered my adventures to be “hiking trips,” yet each separate occasion took me several miles into the woods. I still consider Charlotte hiking to be far more than just exercise. My time in the woods can be better classified as an adventure, a history lesson, a scavenger hunt, or a peaceful retreat.

Charlotte-area hiking is unique in that almost every trail travels on, by, or near a significant historical site. Whether it is a 200-year-old homestead, abandoned mine shaft, Revolutionary battlefield, or a Native American trading route, the trails help communicate our history as a people by revealing insights into our past.



The Piedmont is also significant due to its diverse ecological environment. Situated halfway between the mountains and coast of North Carolina, the Charlotte-area forests are a collision of pine and hardwood trees. These trees show the eﬀects of hurricanes and tornadoes that periodically ravage the Piedmont, but also display the adaptive powers of Mother Nature as the strewn and fallen trees have created the ideal environment for many woodland birds, as well as provided cover for larger animals such as deer, bobcats, and coyote. The multiple lakes and rivers in the region also provide homes for migrating winter waterfowl and aﬀord lodging to beavers and river otters throughout the year.

And although many Charlotte residents like to travel to the beach or to the mountains for vacation, they are surrounded with enough trails to keep them happy and hiking throughout the rest of the year. The city of Charlotte and Mecklenburg County have an excellent collection of nature preserves. These preserves are varied in terrain and attractions and—no matter what side of the city you live on—there is a good chance you can drive to a nature preserve in 15 minutes.

Charlotte is also fortunate to have several state parks within an hour’s drive of the city. Crowders Mountain, Kings Mountain, Lake Norman, and Morrow Mountain not only oﬀer day-hiking trails, but they also contain campgrounds and recreational opportunities that can keep you occupied and engaged for days at a time.

[image: Dragonfly Pond is beautiful even when partially frozen (hike 14).]

There are still other special places to hike and learn near the Queen City, including a national military park, national wildlife refuge, national forest, the US National Whitewater Center, and a state historic site. Add the regional parks and greenways to the mix, and you can become overwhelmed with all the outdoor walking options. However, that is where this book comes into play, steering you toward the most rewarding hikes in the region.

The trailside ups and downs in greater Charlotte can range from flat shoreline to steep mountainsides, but this verticality is most often categorized by the rolling hills found between the extremes. However, whether a hike is categorized as “easy” or “more challenging,” arriving prepared at the trailhead can mean the diﬀerence between an “enjoyable” or “less enjoyable” excursion.

Springtime’s new growth and wildflowers along with the fall’s colorful foliage make transitional times the preferred seasons to hike in the Piedmont. This is also a great time to view wildlife. Animals often are out and about during the spring and fall months, looking for food before or after a long, cold winter. The weather during these two seasons is ideal for hiking. During the spring and fall, the average daytime lows are in the 50s F with highs in the 80s, but no matter how perfect the day appears when you leave the house, always, always, hike with extra food, water, and clothing.

If you hike year-round, be especially thoughtful when arranging your summer treks. Try to schedule your summer hikes on trails that are well shaded with leaf cover, and if possible, schedule your hike for the early morning or evening to avoid the midday heat. Several of the hikes in this guidebook border a lake that is open to recreational swimming in the summer—consider incorporating a quick dip into your summer hiking route to keep your body temperature regulated. Most important, no matter the distance or difficulty of the hike, be sure to bring lots of water and a bottle of sunscreen.

Something that always enhances your time on the trail is knowledge. Consider bringing a birding or wildflower identification book with you to learn more about the forest. It can be easier than using your smartphone. Or better yet, consider joining a local club or group that can help you learn about the surrounding plants and animals. Many of these hikes are located near a nature center, where a park naturalist or informational displays may provide new information.

If you are comfortable hiking and enjoy the routes near Charlotte, then consider taking a friend or family member with you on the trail. Exposing someone to the natural resources in the area is one of the best ways to increase awareness and encourage people to become active and invested in the outdoors. On the other hand, if you do not feel comfortable hiking alone and are looking for a hiking partner or group, there are several groups in Charlotte that will take you under their wing and include you on group outings, such as the Carolina Bergs. They have been hiking the trails near Charlotte for over 40 years.

Finally, consider that there are many ways to enjoy the trails. You can hike by yourself or with a group, you can hike fast or slow, you can take pictures or identify plants, you can take lots of rest stops or soldier on. As long as you are obeying the rules of the governing trail bodies, respecting others, staying within your physical limits, and leaving the trail in the same (or better) shape than you found it, you should have a rewarding and enhancing hiking adventure.

For me, the task of compiling this guidebook provided the opportunity to return to my childhood wonderland. Despite the 9,000 miles I have hiked outside of Charlotte and the six continents through which I have trekked, the woodlands of central North Carolina—the vegetation, the animals, the historic significance of the area— remind me of why I originally fell in love with hiking and have restored my childhood awe once again.

—Jennifer Pharr Davis

Weather

Technically speaking, Charlotte is classified within the Humid Subtropical Climate Zone, and for a hiker that translates into year-round hiking! With cool winters, inviting springs, hot summers, and colorful falls, the trails in Charlotte can be enjoyed in any season.

On average Charlotte receives approximately 44 inches of rain per year. Unlike several regions where there is a defined “wet” and “dry” season, the precipitation in Charlotte is equally dispersed throughout the year and the majority of days fall within the sunny and warm category. For the most part hiking can be pursued and enjoyed during the occasional rainstorm, but hikers should be weary of being caught in one of the infrequent but nonetheless potential ice or snowstorms that occur in winter and the more common thunderstorms that arrive in the warmer months.

[image: A boot print was left in the snow.]

Typically, Charlotte only receives 4 to 5 inches of snow per year but can more often be subjected to a wintry mix, which results in icy patches and heavy tree limbs falling on the trails. Because of the mild winter weather in Charlotte, hikers sometimes take for granted encroaching cold fronts and changing weather patterns, which then become threatening to an underdressed hiker. It is important to hike with warm layers and wind protection in the winter, as hypothermia can be a threat to the unprepared hiker. In Charlotte average lows in the winter stay in the 30s F with daytime highs typically reaching the 50s or low 60s F.

During the summer, hikers will need to consider the heat and humidity that often engulf the Queen City. With highs that reach the 100s during heat waves, midday hiking in the warmer months can be a dangerous pursuit. Heat exhaustion, heat-stroke, and dehydration are strong possibilities in the Charlotte region. But any avid hiker will find more good hiking days than they will have time to hike in summer and every other season.

A good way to plan your hiking is to check monthly averages of high and low temperatures and average rainfall for each month in Charlotte. Below is a table showing each month’s averages. This will give you a good idea of what to expect.

[image: frn_fig_008]

Flora and Fauna

Charlotte has a wide variety of plants and animals that can be found on the trails. The forests in this region are bottomland hardwood forests, mixed pine and hardwood forests, and upland pine forests. A bottomland hardwood forest contains a mix of deciduous trees that live along streams and drainages. Upland pine forests are found in drier areas above the valleys and are not surprisingly mostly coniferous trees. Most of the woods around Charlotte, regardless of their location, are a mix of pine and hardwood trees.

Before settlers arrived in the Piedmont, the forests here were mostly hardwoods. Fast forward in time, and when our population evolved from mostly farming to suburban commuter living, open farming and grazing lands reverted back to forest dominated by fast-growing pines. Generally speaking, the most common trees you will see in Charlotte’s forests are oak, hickory, maple, sourwood, sycamore, sweet gum, and beech, along with longleaf, shortleaf, loblolly, and Virginia pine.

The wildflowers in the region are copious. They start poking their shoots through the cold earth in late February, and several species remain well into November. Also, non-native wildflowers are found on trails near Charlotte, especially greenways, resulting from nearby urban flowerbeds. Native wildflowers include wild indigo, cardinal flowers, sunflowers, goldenrod, and asters.

Animals are abundant within the woods surrounding Charlotte. However, human threats such as urban sprawl and hunting have herded much of the wildlife into state parks and preserves. This increases the hiker’s odds of enjoying animal encounters.

[image: A wild ginger plant emerges from under the leaf cover.]

It is common in the Charlotte area to observe deer, wild turkeys, foxes, beavers, chipmunks, and squirrels. If you are hiking in the early or late hours of the day, it is also possible to spot raccoons, opossums, skunks, bobcats, and coyotes.


[image: A Canada goose visits the Cross-Country Course (hike 3).]



And no matter how cute these critters may appear, remember that it is never appropriate to approach or to feed a wild animal—after all, these animals are “wild” and can pose a threat to humans. Furthermore, there is a good chance that our tasty trail snacks might be harmful to the digestive system of a wild animal.

The Carolina Piedmont also plays home to a wide variety of reptiles and birds. Many lizards, turtles, frogs, and toads roam the forest undergrowth, as do snakes, both poisonous and nonpoisonous. (Most of the snakes in the area are nonpoisonous and nonaggressive, but if bitten by a snake, seek medical attention immediately.) The birds of the region include hawks, raptors, and many smaller songbirds. Along the rivers and lakes, it is common to spot heron, ducks, and geese, as well as raptors such as bald eagles and osprey.

Also, be sure to carry bug spray on all the hikes, especially on trails near water, as the moisture and warm weather combine to support insect breeding grounds, which flourish during the spring and early summer months.

Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations

The following government and private organizations manage most of the public lands described in this guide, and they can provide further information on these hikes and other trails in their service areas. Please note that none of the hikes included in this book allow dogs to roam oﬀ-leash.

•North Carolina State Parks, Department of Parks and Recreation, 121 West Jones St., Raleigh 27699; (919) 707-9300; www.ncparks.gov; parkinfo@ncmail.net. A complete listing of state parks is available on the website, along with activity and trail information as well as downloadable maps.

•Mecklenburg County Park and Recreation Department, 5841 Brook-shire Blvd., Charlotte 28216; (980) 314-1000; www.mecknc.gov/ParkandRec. A full directory of Charlotte parks, greenways, and nature preserves is available on the website, along with facility maps and information.

•Uwharrie National Forest, 789 NC 24/27, East Troy 27371; (910) 576-6391; www.fs.usda.gov/nfsnc; uwharrie@fs.fed.us. This organization manages the Uwharrie National Forest, which includes Badin Lake and the Uwharrie National Recreation Trail.

•North Carolina Historic Sites, Dobbs Building, 430 North Salisbury St., Ste. 2050, Raleigh 27603; (919) 733-7862; www.nchistoricsites.org; ncsites@ncder.gov. The website gives information about and shares the historic significance of Reed Gold Mine.

•Kings Mountain National Military Park, 2625 Park Rd., Blacksburg, SC 29702; (864) 936-7921; www.nps.org/kimo. The website includes information about the federally managed Kings Mountain National Military Park, including the Kings Mountain National Recreation Trail.

Getting Around

For the purposes of this guide, the best hikes near Charlotte are confined to a 1.5-hour drive from downtown Charlotte. The majority of hikes are in Mecklenburg County as well as the adjacent counties of Gaston, Iredell, and Cabarrus, plus York County, South Carolina. The most distant hikes are in the Uwharrie Mountains of Stanly and Moore County, back in North Carolina.


[image: A hairy seed pod rests on a wooden log at Pee Dee National Wildlife Refuge (hike 28).]



Charlotte is a maze of connecting highways, interstates, and ongoing road construction. The main arteries used to access the best hikes near Charlotte outside the city limits are I-85 (north–south) and I-77 (north–south) as well as US 74 (west), NC 24/27 (east), and NC 49 (east and west). Furthermore, the I-485 bypass can serve as a tool to create faster and more direct routes to several of the hike trailheads. It is somewhat confusing that I-485 is labeled “inner” and “outer.” Just remember, inner means clockwise, and outer means counterclockwise.

If you use major roads, US highways, or state highways to access your hike, be warned: Charlotte roads often change names along their routes. It is smart to look at a map before driving to your trailhead. The roads in downtown Charlotte and the surrounding area form an abstract grid system that can sometimes help you find your way. In today’s digital world, we can use our smartphones for navigational assistance. However, if at any point you feel lost, it is recommended that you stop and ask for directions, even if you are a man.

The Charlotte Area Transit System (CATS) oﬀers bus and light-rail services throughout the greater Charlotte metropolitan area, with service to suburban cities including North Highlands, Roseville, Folsom, Rancho Cordova, and Elk Grove. For more information: Call Center: (704) 336-7433 (RIDE); customer service e-mail: telltransit@charlottenc.gov; website http://charlottenc.gov/cats.


How to Use This Guide

Take a close enough look and you’ll find that this guide contains just about everything you’ll ever need to choose, plan for, enjoy, and survive a hike near Charlotte. Stuﬀed with useful Queen City information, Best Hikes Charlotte features forty mapped and cued hikes. Here’s an outline of the book’s major components:

Each section begins with an introduction to the region , in which you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. Each hike then starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a taste of the hiking adventures to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises each route has to oﬀer. Many chapters also include a kid-friendly recommendation that provides parents with a quick reference for keeping their youngster engaged.

Following the overview you’ll find the hike specs: quick, nitty- gritty details of explanatory, but here are some details on others:

Distance: The total distance of the recommended route—one-way for loop hikes, the round-trip on an out-and-back or lollipop hike, point-to-point for a shuttle. Options are additional.

Hiking time: The average time it will take to cover the route. It is based on the total distance, elevation gain, and condition and difficulty of the trail. Your fitness level will also aﬀect your time.

[image: Mossy rocks and fallen leaves adorn a trickling creek (hike 10).]

Difficulty: Each hike has been assigned a level of difficulty. The rating system was developed from several sources and personal experience. These levels are meant to be a guideline only and may prove easier or harder for diﬀerent people depending on ability and physical fitness.

•Easy hikes are generally short and flat and can be completed within a short period of time.

•Moderate hikes involve increased distance and relatively mild changes in elevation, and may take several hours to complete.

•More challenging hikes feature some steep stretches, greater distances, and generally could take a full morning or afternoon to finish.

Trail surface: General information about what to expect underfoot.

Best season(s): General information on the best time of year to hike.

Other trail users: Indicates whether you’ll be sharing the trail with horseback riders, mountain bikers, inline skaters, etc.

Canine compatibility: Know the trail regulations before you take your dog hiking with you. Dogs are not allowed oﬀ-leash on any of the hiking trails in this book.

Land status: National forest, county open space, state park, etc.

Fees and permits: Whether you need to carry any money with you for park entrance fees and permits.

Maps: This is a list of other maps to supplement the maps in this book. USGS maps are the best source for accurate topographical information, but the local park map may show more recent trails. Use both.

Trail contacts: This is the location, phone number, and website for the local land manager(s) in charge of all the trails within the selected hike. Before you head out, get trail access information, or contact the land manager after your visit if you see problems with trail erosion, damage, or misuse.

Special considerations : This section calls your attention to specific trail hazards, like hunting seasons or a lack of water.

The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable driving directions to where you’ll want to park. The Hike is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. It also often includes lots of area history, both natural and human. Under Miles and Directions, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. Options are also given for many hikes to make your journey shorter or longer depending on the amount of time you have. The Hike Information section provides information on local events and attractions, restaurants, hiking tours, and hiking organizations.

Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails that are mapped herein. Be adventurous and use this guide as a platform to discover new routes for yourself. One of the simplest ways to begin this is to just turn the map upside down and hike any route in reverse. The change in perspective is often fantastic, and the hike should feel quite diﬀerent. With this in mind, it’ll be like getting two distinctly diﬀerent hikes on each map. For your own purposes, you may wish to snap a quick picture of the map and route directions on your phone to help you while hiking, or photocopy the map and cue sheet to take with you. Otherwise, just slip the whole book in your backpack and take it all with you. Enjoy your time in the outdoors and remember to pack out what you pack in.

How to Use the Maps

Overview map: This map shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number.

Route map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all of the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way. Remember though, it’s best to grab a park map or bring a USGS topo map for additional and more detailed information.

[image: A green spring vine climbs up the smooth trunk of a beech tree.]


Trail Finder
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Central Region

The hikes nearest to Charlotte offer a wide variety of terrain, distances, and attractions. However, their biggest asset can be summed up in one word: location.

For individuals who truly love to hike, sometimes a weekend outing just isn’t enough. The central hiking region near Charlotte oﬀers sixteen hikes within 30 minutes of the city center. And although these hikes are close to town, some of them feel surprisingly natural—especially the routes found at Reedy Creek Park and Nature Preserve, McDowell Nature Preserve, and Latta Plantation Nature Preserve. These Charlotte-Mecklenburg nature preserves oﬀer a substantial network of trails and can transport you to a forest or lakeside setting where the noise of traffic and the glare of city life disappear.

[image: Freshwater clams line the shore (hike 6).]

Another Charlotte-Mecklenburg nature preserve, RibbonWalk Urban Forest, demonstrates how conserving a small piece of nature within an urban community can help revitalize and reinvent the surrounding neighborhoods. This small park allows families to come and fish and hike, as well as get an up-close view of a highly active beaver habitat. RibbonWalk Urban Forest also hosts some of the most magnificent beech trees in Mecklenburg County and the Carolina Piedmont.

Other hikes near Charlotte, such as the treks located on greenways, are perfect for incorporating the entire family. The wide, level pathways found at McAlpine Creek Greenway, and Lower McAlpine Creek, McMullen Creek, and Four Mile Creek Greenway, are perfect for pushing a stroller, a wheelchair, or hiking next to a tricycle or bike. The birding near these greenways can also be surprisingly good, especially near the wetlands at Four Mile Creek Greenway.

Some of the hikes near the city can be turned into longer day trips when combined with activities near the trail. For example, a hike at Jetton Park could include tennis and picnicking, while an outing at the US National Whitewater Center could also encompass paddling, ziplining, and geocaching.

No matter what you are looking for in a hike, the good news is that you won’t have to travel far to find it!

[image: A path in Jetton Park divides a sweet-scented pine forest from the shoreline of Lake Norman (hike 4).]







1Lower McAlpine Creek, McMullen Creek, and Four Mile Creek Greenway




Usually hiking is diﬀerentiated from everyday walking by features such as mountains, forests, lakes, and natural surface trails. A residential greenway has to be very alluring to be included in a hiking book. The Lower McAlpine Creek, McMullen Creek, and Four Mile Creek Greenway hike passes neither mountain nor lake, its trees are too sparse to be considered a forest, and it contains hardly any natural surface tread. Nevertheless, it does include some beautiful wetlands and the most impressive stretch of wooden boardwalks in the region. This entire route is 5.8 miles long and can be completed in sections, as a shuttle, or as a long out-and-back hike. Whichever option you choose, you will be surprised at the natural treasures that are revealed behind residential neighborhoods and below the interstate overpass. The entire route travels beside creeks and over wetlands, where waterfowl and songbirds gather throughout the year. In addition, its proximity to downtown will have you coming back to this wooden, wet greenway time and time again.



Start: McMullen Creek Greenway parking lot off Pineville-Matthews Road

Distance: 5.8-mile shuttle

Hiking time: 3 to 4 hours (one way)

Difficulty: Easy; level terrain

Trail surface: Gravel greenway, paved trail, wooden boardwalks

Best seasons: Fall, winter, spring

Other trail users: Bikers and in-line skaters

Canine compatibility: Leashed dogs permitted

Land status: County greenway

Fees and permits: None

Schedule: Open daily; sunrise to sunset

Maps: USGS Weddington; Greenway maps available for download at www.mecknc.gov/parkandrec/greenways

Trail contacts: Mecklenburg County Park and Recreation Department; call 311 or (980) 314-1000; www.mecknc.gov/ParkandRec

Finding the trailhead: From downtown Charlotte take I-77 South to exit 1B. Leave I-77 at exit 1B and follow I-485 East toward Pineville. After driving 1.4 miles merge onto I-485 South. Stay on I-485 South for 3.4 miles, and then take exit 64A onto Pineville-Matthews Road (NC 51 North). Travel Pineville-Matthews Road (east) toward Matthews for 1.2 miles, then turn right (south) into the Lower McMullen Creek Greenway parking area, a dirt lot next to the creek and across the street from McMullen Creek Market. GPS: N35 05.212' / W80 51.437'



The Hike

Ninety-nine percent of motorists who travel on I-485 near Pineville at 65 miles per hour have no knowledge of the wet wonderland that exists below their spinning wheels. Nor do they realize that nearly 6 miles of greenway is available to explore this birding and wildlife habitat. But if you take the time to slow down and enjoy this nature trail on foot, you will never speed past the NC 51 exit again without thinking of the mallards, blue herons, and red-shouldered hawks that live beneath the interstate.

GREEN TIP:

Observe wildlife from a distance. Don’t interfere with their lives—both of you will be better for it.

The connecting Lower McAlpine Creek, McMullen Creek, and Four Mile Creek Greenway isn’t just a terrific place to view unique flora and fauna; it is a really fun place to hike. Remember when you were a child and you wished that the ground was a trampoline so you could bounce wherever you needed to go? Well, unfortunately this greenway network is not comprised of springs and a jumping mat, but it does utilize a large network of wooden boardwalks, that—like a trampoline—are kinder on your joints than traditional asphalt. And the suspended slats also provide a wonderfully melodic click, clomp, clack with every step.

This hike begins at the McMullen Creek Greenway parking lot, oﬀ NC 51. However, you will need to decide before you start walking how far you want to go. If you want to hike the entire network of greenways, you will need to either plan a pickup at the end of the Four Mile Creek Greenway, or you will need to do a very long out-and-back that totals 11.6 miles. If neither one of those options sounds feasible, then consider hiking a portion of this route. You can hike out and back on the McMullen Creek Greenway for a 4.2-mile hike, you can combine the McMullen Creek and Lower McAlpine Creek Greenways for an 8.0-mile hike, or you can park at one of the alternate trailheads to hike 3.6 miles (out and back) on the Four Mile Creek Greenway.

[image: A wooden observation deck stretches into the surrounding wetlands at Lower McAlpine Creek Greenway.]

Beginning your hike from the McMullen Creek trailhead, follow the gravel greenway south along the east bank of McMullen Creek. Within the first 200 yards, you will encounter a spur trail that leads over the creek on a bridge to a nearby neighborhood. The bridges are a really good place to step oﬀ the path and enjoy an overhead view of the creek. This is perhaps the place where you will spot a northern water snake or resident muskrat.

After 0.7 mile the trail meets its first wooden boardwalk. (Note: Wooden board-walks can be slick during and after a rainstorm, so be careful!) From this point forward the greenway will be comprised of alternating boardwalk and paved trail. The first set of boardwalk follows an angular path through a narrow wetland. Soon you will hear the roar of I-485 nearby, and not long after, you will cross under it on the greenway.


► Charlotte was given the nickname “the Queen City” because it was named after Princess Charlotte of Mecklenburg. Princess Charlotte married Britain’s King George III and became a queen, one year before the city of Charlotte was founded.



The short section of trail to the south of the interstate is surprisingly quiet. Unlike other portions of the trail, no houses closely border the path. Instead, tall sycamore trees rise up out of the marsh, and bluebirds and woodpeckers adorn the tree limbs. As a side note, you should also keep your eyes peeled for a tiny orange butterfly on this hike. The southern skipperling is usually found closer to the coast, but this specific flying insect was first spotted in Mecklenburg County on this stretch of greenway.

Once you cross back under the interstate, the trail again traces its course behind the fenced backyards of nearby houses. You are now officially on the Lower McAlpine Creek Greenway. This stretch of this hike is unique because this trail features two wooden observation platforms where you can peer into the wet-lands for native plants such as pickerelweed, lizard’s tail, and buttonbush. Helpful information plaques are stationed at each lookout to help you decipher exactly what you are looking for.



Beyond the observation decks, the path comes to a major intersection with the Four Mile Creek Greenway. If you continue straight, you will arrive at the Johnston Road trailhead. To continue your hike, turn left and cross a bridge over Lower McAlpine Creek. The most beautiful stretches of boardwalk occur on this 1.8-mile greenway. One particularly long stretch of raised platform takes you over a wetland area filled with tall cattail plants. Frogs and crickets compete to fill the air with their serenades, and waterfowl are common in this habitat.

[image: People aren’t the only ones who live near the greenway. A set of mallards also calls this area home.]

When the greenway exits the wetlands and terminates at Rea Road, you will be reminded of just how close the greenway travels to stores, shops, and busy roads, but that will make you appreciate this convenient escape even more!

Miles and Directions





	0.0
	Start at the McMullen Creek Greenway trailhead off NC 51 and across the street from McMullen Creek Market shopping center. The gravel greenway begins at the south end of the parking lot, next to McMullen Creek.



	0.1
	The greenway passes a spur trail on the right, which leads over the river to a residential neighborhood. This is the first of many residential access points. Because there are so many along the route, they will not all be listed here.



	0.7
	Encounter your first wooden boardwalk on the hike. It is a lot of fun, and there is a lot more of it ahead!




[image: Lower McAlpine Creek, McMullen Creek, and Four Mile Creek Greenway]





	1.4
	The trail passes under I-485. It then begins to veer east amid a swamp of tall-standing sycamore trees.



	2.8
	Pass beneath the roar of the interstate one more time. The greenway now travels along the southeast side of a housing development.



	3.6
	Arrive at two wooden observation decks that extend into the wetland habitat. The first will be on your right, the second will be a little farther up the trail on your left.



	4.0
	
The main greenway seems to continue straight, but this is the intersection with Four Mile Creek. (Option: By continuing north you will arrive at the Johnston Road trailhead.) To continue your hike, turn right (east) and cross McAlpine Creek on a bridge.




	4.9
	Reach an expansive wetland filled with cattails, frogs, and waterfowl. Take your time on the long stretch of boardwalk to look for wildlife and take in the scenery.



	5.8
	Conclude your hike at Rea Road. If you did not shuttle a car or schedule a pickup, then turn around and complete this gorgeous greenway all over again!




Hike Information

Local information: Charlotte Visitor Info Center, 501 South College St., Charlotte 28202; (704) 331-2700; www.charlottesgotalot.com

Local events/attractions: Carolina Place Mall, 11025 Carolina Place Pkwy., Pine-ville 28134; (704) 543-9300; www.carolinaplace.com. Need a little retail therapy after your hike? Check out Carolina Place Mall—it even has an REI for all your hiking needs . . . and wants!

Good eats: Carolina Place Mall, 11025 Carolina Place Pkwy., Pineville 28134; (704) 543-9300; www.carolinaplace.com. There are plenty of eateries from which to choose at the mall and in the surrounding area. No matter what you are craving, you will find it here.

Organizations: The Carolina Thread Trail, 4530 Park Rd., Ste. 420, Charlotte 28209; (704) 376-2556; www.carolinathreadtrail.org. The Carolina Thread Trail is a developing regional network of greenways, trails, and blueways that reaches fifteen counties, two states, and 2.3 million people. Over 260 miles of trails and 170 miles of blueway are open to the public, including throughout greater Charlotte.





2McAlpine Creek Greenway: Cottonwood Nature Trail




Not to be confused with the Lower McAlpine Creek Greenway, this route uses the straight and level McAlpine Greenway running along the banks of upper McAlpine Creek. After passing under a railroad trestle and Monroe Road, the path comes within sight of the Sardis Road overpass. Here, cross McAlpine Creek to join the Cottonwood Nature Trail as it winds through a forest at adjoining James Boyce Park. In the spring the nature trail is lined with wildflowers, including the rare native larkspur. After hiking a little over a mile, the nature trail returns to McAlpine Creek. From here, the trek rejoins the greenway, backtracking to the trailhead parking lot.
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Freshwater clams line the shore (hike 6).
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A green spring vine climbs up the smooth trunk of a beech tree.
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A wooden boarduwalk travels through the wetlands
at Four-Mile Creek Greenway (hike 1).
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points to all the highlights at Reed
Gold Mine (hike 34).
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Peaple aren't the only ones who live near the greemway. A set of mallards also calls this area

home.
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Dragonfly Pond is beautifisl even when partially frozen (hike 14).
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man (hike 4).
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A wooden obscrvation deck stretches into the surrounding wetlands at Lower McAlpine Creck
Greenway.
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A hairy seed pod rests on a wooden log at Pee Dec
National Wildlife Refirge (hike 28)
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