
DID YOU KNOW? 
 Every Mecklenburg County creek except two starts in Mecklenburg. 

 Mecklenburg County has 3,000 miles of creeks and streams. 

 Two-thirds of Mecklenburg County is in the Catawba River watershed, and the creeks eventually flow into Lake Norman, 
Mountain Island Lake, Lake Wylie or other parts of the Catawba River. 

 The eastern third of Mecklenburg County is in the Yadkin-Pee Dee watershed. Those creeks flow eventually into the Pee Dee 
River.  

 Of those 3,000-some miles, about 1,000 have water year-round.  

 Six creeks in Mecklenburg have a name that starts “Mc…” They are McAlpine, McCullough, McDowell, McIntyre, McKee and 
McMullen creeks. Their names reflect the Scots-Irish heritage of many of the early white settlers. 

 Unlike older cities, Charlotte does not combine its storm 
drain pipes with its sanitary sewer system pipes. In those 
older cities a heavy rainfall can make water in the sanitary 
sewers back up into houses.  (Yuck.) 

 When the term “impaired,” is used for water, it means the 
body of water does not meet the standards that 
environmental laws set for it. 

 Fish don’t breathe oxygen in the air like humans do, but 
they do need dissolved oxygen to breathe. Dissolved oxygen 
comes from air on the surface of the water and from plants. 

 Many of Mecklenburg’s creeks begin as small springs. 

 Water from springs is cleaner than water in creeks and 
colder in the summertime, a constant 54 degrees 
Fahrenheit. 

 About 15 percent of the people living in Mecklenburg 
County get their drinking water from wells (groundwater). 

LEARN MORE 
Visit KeepingWatch.org and click on “Explore Creeks” for 

stories, videos, maps and other information about Meck-

lenburg County’s creeks.  

The Autobell® Creek Challenge is funded by Autobell® Car Wash. 

CREEK 
M c A L P I N E  

The huge McAlpine 
Creek watershed is 
the largest in Meck-
lenburg County, 
stretching across 
much of south and 
southwest Char-
lotte. It starts be-
hind the former 
Eastland Mall in 
east Charlotte 
and flows into Sugar Creek in South 
Carolina and from there into the Cataw-
ba River.  

With 59.2 square miles of land, most of 
it holding residential development in-
stead of stores, factories or offices, this 
watershed is home to about 168,000 
people—more people than the whole 
city of Asheville, N.C., or Charleston, S.C. 

The McAlpine creekshed holds 99.1 
miles of perennial streams, more than 
any other creek’s watershed in Mecklen-
burg County.  It has many tributaries, 
including Campbell Creek, Irvins 

Creek, Rea Branch, Sardis 
Branch and Swan Run. Irvins 

Creek has a confusing 
name, because it 
sounds like Irwin 

Creek, which is in 
west and northwest 

Charlotte.  

One of the most interesting of 
the historic locations in the McAl-

pine Creek watershed is the Big Rock 
Nature Preserve. This 22-acre preserve 
features several large granite boulders 
that extrude from the ground. Although 
rocks like those are common in this ar-
ea, the ones at the Big Rock are consid-
ered the largest in Mecklenburg County. 
Archaeologists have found evidence 
that Native Americans lived at the Big 
Rock as early as 7,000 years ago, and 
some historians think it was a gathering 
point for the first human beings to live 
in what is now Mecklenburg County. 
The creek that runs through the middle 
of the Big Rock preserve is McAlpine 
Creek Tributary No. 1. 

During the Revolutionary War, a few 
days before the Battle of Charlotte on 
Sept. 26, 1780, the British forces under 
General Cornwallis camped at Little Sug-
ar Creek, behind what’s now Carolina 
Place Mall. But the American forces 
camped nearby, along McAlpine Creek.  

The McAlpine Creek Greenway, built in 
1978, was Charlotte’s first public green-
way trail. Adding together the McAlpine 
Creek Greenway and the Campbell 
Creek Greenway, which connects to it, 
the total is more than 4 miles of con-
nected greenways. Two other trails 
branch off the McAlpine Creek Green-
way: the Cottonwood Nature Trail (1.5 
miles) and McAlpine Cross Country 
Course (3.1 miles), for a total of almost 
8.7 miles of public trails. 

In the 1930s, the Lucas family built a 
grist mill along Campbell Creek, and the 
ruins are visible from the greenway. 

Some of the well-known parks in the 
watershed are McAlpine Creek Regional 

Newcombe Preserve on a McAlpine Creek floodplain near Pineville. Photo: Nancy Pierce 

McALPINE 



Fun facts 

Profile 

 Location: South Charlotte, all but southern-most section of Matthews 
(zip codes: 28105, 28134, 28211, 28212, 28226, 28227, 28270) 

 Approximate land area in Mecklenburg County: 59.18 square miles 

 Estimated population in 2010: 167,993 

 Creeks and tributaries: McAlpine Creek, McAlpine Creek Tributary No. 
1, McAlpine Creek Tributary No. 1A, McAlpine Creek Tributary No. 3, 
Campbell Creek, Irvins Creek, Irvins Creek Tributary No. 1, Rea Branch, 
Sardis Branch and Swan Run 

 Drains into: Catawba River watershed in York County, S.C. 

 Miles of perennial streams: 99.065 

 Impaired streams: McAlpine Creek from source to S.C. state line 

 Reason for impairment: Copper, lack of diversity of aquatic insects, 
fecal coliform bacteria 

Park, Idlewild Road Regional Park, Albe-
marle Road Community Park and James 
Boyce Community Park. Other well-known 
places are the Independence Regional 
Library and the Hickory Grove Library, 
Windsor Square Shopping Center, the Bal-
lantyne Corporate Center and the Ballan-
tyne Country Club, and Carmel Country 
Club. 

The state considers McAlpine Creek im-
paired from its source to the South Caroli-
na state line. The problems found are: 
copper, a lack of diversity of aquatic in-
sects and the presence of fecal coliform 
bacteria.  

 McAlpine Creek was originally named McAlpins Creek 

 The McAlpine watershed has the largest amount of land and 
most miles of stream of any Charlotte-Mecklenburg water-
shed. 

Archaeologist – A scientist who studies human history by digging up artifacts and 
human remains.   

Extrude – To thrust or force out. 

Fecal coliform – A bacteria found in the waste of warm-blooded mammals. Its 
presence indicates untreated sewage or droppings from pets or wildlife. 

Greenway – A strip of undeveloped land set aside for recreation or environmen-
tal preservation. In Charlotte, greenways are usually along creeks and have paths 
for walking and bike riding. 

Grist mill – A water-powered mill used to grind corn into cornmeal or wheat into 
flour.  

Impaired – Weakened or damaged. Relating to water quality, it means the water 
is not suitable for the uses assigned to it.  

Perennial stream – Has water in it year-round, during years of normal rainfall.  

Residential development – An area with places where people live, like houses 
and apartments. 

Tributary – A river or stream flowing into a larger river or lake. 

Key vocabulary What’s in the McAlpine Creek watershed? 

Ruins of the Lucas Grist Mill are visible from the Campbell Creek Greenway. Photo: Nancy Pierce Trash along  McAlpine Creek.  Photo: Nancy Pierce 

Along McAlpine Creek.  Photo: Nancy Pierce 

 Landmarks: Crown Point, Windsor Square, Carmel Country Club, Mint Hill 
Town Hall Green, Matthews Medical Center-Novant Health, Carolinas 
HealthCare-Ballantyne, Hickory Grove Library, Independence Regional Li-
brary, Mint Hill Library, Carl J. McEwen Historic Village in Mint Hill, Ballan-
tyne Corporate Center, Ballantyne Country Club. 

 Parks: Albemarle Road Center, Albemarle Road Community Park, Campbell 
Creek Community Park, Idlewild Road Regional Park, James Boyce Commu-
nity Park, McAlpine Creek Regional Park, Mason Wallace Community Park, 
Olde Providence Community Park, Rama Road Neighborhood Park. 

A swollen McAlpine Creek after a snowmelt in February 2014.  

Photo: Nancy Pierce 

What you can do to protect our creeks 

Don’t dump hazardous chemicals down drains. Take them to 
a recycling center. 

Don’t dump yard waste in drains or creeks. Bag, recycle or 
compost it.  

Prevent soil erosion. Plant trees and bushes along creek banks 
and in bare areas of the yard. 

Scoop the poop. Dog waste can pollute local creeks. 

Use a car wash, not the driveway.  

Use fewer fertilizers and chemicals in your yard. Don’t apply 
chemicals 48 hours before a heavy rain. 

Don’t dump cooking grease and oil down the sink. Grease 
clogs are the most common cause of sewage spills into Meck-
lenburg County creeks. 

Report pollution, including soil erosion. Call 311.   
To report online, or use the Water Watcher app  visit  
http://charmeck.org/stormwater/ReportPollution 

Reduce how much runoff leaves your property.  Plant trees, 
use rain barrels, limit the use of pavement and limit the use of 
pipes to send rainwater into storm drains. 


