
DID YOU KNOW? 
 Charlotte-Mecklenburg has 3,000 miles of creeks. 

 Mecklenburg County has 126 named creeks. This includes creeks named as “tributary.”  

 Six creeks in Mecklenburg have a name that starts “Mc…” They are McAlpine, McCullough, McDowell, McIntyre, McKee and 
McMullen creeks. 

 Six creeks have names related to animals:  Beaverdam, Duck, Gar, Goose and Mallard creeks, and Swan Run. 

 Every Mecklenburg County creek except two starts in Mecklenburg. 

 Two-thirds of Mecklenburg County is in the Catawba River watershed, and the creeks 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.  

 Not all Charlotte-Mecklenburg creeks flow to the south. Some 
flow to the west and northeast. 

 Creeks are an essential part of our storm drain system. Unlike 
older cities, Charlotte does not mix sewer water with storm 
drain water. The creeks carry the storm water. 

 Every creekshed in Mecklenburg County has problems, 
including fish tissue with too much mercury. 

 What lives in a healthy creek? Aquatic life, which can include 
fish, small invertebrates such as snails and crawfish, insect 
larvae, tadpoles, plankton and algae. The cleaner the water the 
more life in the creek. 

 

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 
I R W I N  

Irwin Creek is one of 
the two parallel 
creeks that formed 
what is now uptown 
Charlotte. The main 
uptown street, 
Tryon Street, was 
built on a ridge 
between Irwin 
and Little Sugar 
creeks. Tryon 
Street followed a famous Indian 
trading path, the Occaneechi Trading 
Path. Paths were atop ridges because 
the soil was not as damp and muddy 
there. The Occaneechi Trading Path led 
all the way from Virginia to South 
Carolina. When white immigrants 
settled in North and South Carolina they 
used those same paths for their wagon 
roads. Some of today’s highways are 
built along those same, historic paths. 

Irwin Creek starts in northeast Charlotte 
with a trickle so small you can jump 
across it. It joins other creeks 
throughout the county, and the Irwin 

watershed includes many 
Charlotte neighborhoods: 

University Park, Enderly 
Park, Double Oaks, 
Biddleville, Wesley 

Heights, Wilmore, 
Revolution Park, 

Clanton Park, and 
Dilworth. 

One of the creeks that flows into 
Irwin is Stewart Creek. Together they 
make up the Irwin-Stewart Creek 
watershed. Some major landmarks in 
the Irwin-Stewart Creek watershed are 
the Bank of America Stadium, Ray’s 
Splash Planet, West Charlotte High 
School, Northwest School of the Arts, 
Phillip O. Berry Academy of Technology, 
Johnson C. Smith University, Johnson & 
Wales University and Discovery Place.   

Near Charlotte Douglas International 
Airport, Irwin Creek meets Taggart 
Creek and they become Sugar Creek 
(sometimes called “Big” Sugar Creek, 

which is not the same as Little Sugar 
Creek).   

Until the early 1900s Irwin Creek was 
called Big Sugar Creek, like the creek 
into which it flows. The name comes 
from the Sugaree Indians (sometimes 
called Sugaw Indians). The name Irwin is 
from a local landowner.  

Irwin Creek used to provide drinking 
water for Charlotte. In 1905, after 
residents complained that water from 
Briar Creek and Little Sugar Creek was 
murky, the city built a plant to draw 
water from Irwin Creek. But a bad 
drought in 1910 and 1911 almost dried 
up Irwin Creek. The city decided to draw 
water from the Catawba River instead.  
The city still draws most of its drinking 
water from the Catawba River (today it’s 
Mountain Island Lake.)  

Irwin Creek in the past was one of the 
most polluted creeks in the state, partly 
because of factories. The state 
environmental office rates the whole 

Above, a great blue heron  wades in Irwin Creek near a footbridge in Clanton Park. Photo: Nancy Pierce  



Fun facts 

Profile 

 Location: Portions of northern and western Charlotte (zip codes: 28202, 
28203, 28206, 28208, 28216, 28217, 28269) 

 Approximate land area: 29.98 square miles 

 Estimated population in 2010: 65,729 

 Creeks and tributaries: Irwin Creek, Irwin Creek Tributary, Stewart 
Creek, Stewart Creek Tributary #1, Stewart Creek Tributary #2, Stewart 
Creek Tributary #3, Kennedy Branch 

 Drains into: Sugar Creek / Catawba River watershed 

 Miles of perennial streams: 44.583 

 Impaired streams: Irwin Creek from source to Sugar Creek 

 Reason for impairment: Turbidity, copper, lack of fish-species diversi-
ty, fecal coliform bacteria, lead and zinc 

stream as “impaired.”  Its waters can be 
muddy, (known as turbidity), and tests 
show they lack a wide diversity of species 
of fish and are contaminated with copper,  
lead, zinc and bacteria called fecal 
coliform,  an indicator of possible human 
waste. Fish from Irwin Creek have too 
much mercury in their flesh to be safe to 
eat. 

 Most industrial watershed in Charlotte-Mecklenburg, with 18 percent 
of land zoned for industry. 

 Until the early 1990s, Irwin Creek was called Big Sugar Creek. 

 Irwin Creek was named after a local landowner. 

 Irwin Creek was used as a city water supply from 1905 until a 
1911 drought. After that, the city built a drinking water intake 
at the Catawba River. The intake site is still there, but that sec-
tion of the river is now Mountain Island Lake. 

Fecal coliform – bacteria found in the wastes of warm-blooded animals, including 
humans, dogs and wildlife. 

Impaired – Damaged or weakened. 

Parallel – Go in the same direction and never meet. 

Pollution – Materials that damage an ecosystem. 

Watershed – The entire region that drains into a body of water, such as a river or 
lake.     

Key vocabulary 

Philip Otienoburu helps at a Big Sweep cleanup in 2014 in a 

Stewart Creek tributary.  Photo: Nancy Pierce 

What’s in the Irwin Creek watershed? 

This Stewart Creek tributary might be mistaken for a mountain brook. Photo: Nancy Pierce Irwin Creek starts with this trickle. Photo: Amber Veverka 

Bank of America Stadium. Photo: James Willamor  
Flickr CC BY-SA 

Trash in Irwin Creek did not stop children from playing there. 1968 photo: Charlotte Observer Litter, mostly plastic, collects along the bank of Irwin Creek. Photo: Nancy Pierce 

 Colleges: Johnson C. Smith University,  Johnson & Wales University. 

 Landmarks: Bank of America Stadium, Bechtler Museum of Modern Art, 
Discovery Place, Duke Energy headquarters, Mint Museum Uptown, Free-
dom Regional Library, West Boulevard Library, Beatties Ford Library. 

 Parks: Romare Bearden Park, Ray’s Splash Planet, Frazier Park, Nevin Park, 
Revolution Park. 

A scene from wading in Irwin Creek. Photo: Nancy Pierce 


