7 Best Charlotte
’Burbs for Families
These family-friendly communities are
loaded with charm
[ BY ALEIGH ACERNI ]

F

amilies love Charlotte, and isn’t hard to see why. The area has a
lot to offer — from great weather and plenty of cultural offerings
to a major airport and a day’s drive to the beach or
the mountains.
But urban life has its challenges. Fortunately, for those
considering a move to a slower-paced lifestyle, Charlotte’s suburbs
don’t disappoint. Here are seven nearby communities that prove life
can be just as fun outside the city.

INSIDER TIP: Golf Magazine consistently
ranks Dana Rader Golf School at the
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Belmont
About 14 miles directly west of
Charlotte on I-85 is picturesque
Belmont. The home of Belmont
Abbey College, founded in 1876 by
Benedictine monks, the town has a
leafy charm and sleepy feel. Its crown
jewel is Stowe Park on more than
eight acres, featuring a playground,
walking track, picnic tables, athletic
fields and a natural amphitheater. The
park is a family-friendly destination
— from summer concerts to a festive
Christmas village. Families who enjoy
water activities will find a lot to love
in Belmont; Lake Wylie, the Catawba
River and the South Fork Catawba
River are nearby.
INSIDER TIP: With its beautiful orchid
house and grounds, Daniel Stowe Botanical
Garden is a favorite destination for

BELMONT ABBEY
COLLEGE IS A
LANDMARK IN
BELMONT.

Charlotteans. Last
year, the garden
added Lost Hollow
Children’s Garden, a three-and-a-half-acre,
child-friendly expansion with a medieval
theme. (See page 18 for more about Lost
Hollow.) dsbg.org

Concord
Twenty-five miles northeast of
Charlotte on I-85, Concord is a city
of more than 85,000 people with
a small-town feel. A charming,
reinvigorated historic downtown strip
boasts art galleries, specialty shops and
restaurants. Don’t miss the popular
Cabarrus Creamery, which scoops up
house-made ice cream in a multitude
of flavors from banana pudding to
Moon Pie. Concord also is home to
Great Wolf Lodge, a hotel with an
80,000-square-foot indoor water park.
The Sea Life Aquarium at Concord
Mills mall, new in 2014, gives children
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While it’s the only location technically
within city limits, Ballantyne actually
is closer to South Carolina than it is
to the heart of uptown Charlotte. This
growing community 20 minutes south
of the city sprung up on land that was
once the family hunting preserve of
former North Carolina Gov. Cameron
Morrison. High-scoring schools,
plenty of restaurants and shopping,
and young neighborhoods make the
area a big draw for families looking
for a suburban lifestyle with city-like
amenities. Several local parks include
greenways and walking trails, ball
fields, disc golf, playgrounds and more.
Kids of all ages can learn to swim at
Charlotte Aquatics, where the water is
chlorine-free. And with lots of farmland
still close by, there are plenty of places
for little hands to pick berries in the
summertime and pumpkins in the fall.

Ballantyne Hotel among the Top 25 Golf
Schools in America. It offers classes and
camps for all ages. danarader.com
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CLOCKWISE FROM
BOTTOM: DOWNTOWN
CONCORD BOASTS ART
GALLERIES AND SPECIALTY
SHOPS; MAIN STREET IS A HUB
OF ACTIVITY IN DAVIDSON;
PLENTY OF SHOPPING AND
NEW NEIGHBORHOODS
CAN BE FOUND IN
BALLANTYNE; CHILDREN
ENJOY A DAY ON THE FARM
AT LATTA PLANTATION IN
HUNTERSVILLE.

an up-close look at more than 5,000
sea creatures, whether through an
underwater tunnel or at the touch pool,
where they can touch a crab or starfish.
For small sports fans, Frank Liske
Park boasts ball fields, picnic shelters,
miniature golf, volleyball, paddleboats,
trails and a popular kids’ summer camp.
INSIDER TIP: Sign up your budding
eco-artist for classes or camp at Trashed
Studio, an art studio that teaches crafting
classes using repurposed, up-cycled items.
trashedstudio.com

Davidson
If the “slow” movement ever founded
a town, it probably would feel a lot like
Davidson. This small, bookish college
town 22 miles north of Charlotte has a

reputation for its residents’ pride and
sense of community. Davidson takes
quality of life seriously. Drive-through
restaurants are banned here. When
budget cuts threatened the closure of
the town’s only public library, residents
rallied to save it, also funding a new
engraved-brick patio on the town green
in the process. Main Street Books,
an independent bookstore, thrives
on Davidson’s Main Street. But this
community loves nature, too. More
than 12 miles of greenways and bike
lanes crisscross the town, and the new,
200-acre Fisher Farm Park is Davidson’s
latest green space. Here you’ll find lots
of wildlife, plus four miles of mountain
bike trails for beginners to more
advanced cyclists.

INSIDER TIP: If you love family time on
the lake, but wish for a quieter alternative
to the sometimes-rowdy speedboat
crowd on Lake Norman, grab a canoe
and head to scenic Lake Davidson, where
no motorboats are allowed. The launch
for paddleboards, canoes and kayaks is
located behind Davidson Day School
(750 Jetton St., Davidson).

Huntersville
Just 20 minutes from uptown, a
straight shot up I-77, Huntersville
claims some of the area’s best public
schools, affordable homes and easy
access to one of the major draws of
the Charlotte area: Lake Norman
and its 520 miles of shoreline. Given
these facts, it isn’t surprising that
this ’burb also is one of the most
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Right: Having fun at a festival in
downtown Rock Hill.
Below: Enjoying a program
at Rock Hill’s Main Street
Children’s Museum.

Above: Matthews Playhouse puts on numerous
family-friendly performances and offers drama
camps for children.

popular — a residents’ guide on the
town’s website boasts Huntersville
is the 46th fastest growing suburb
in the country, exploding from a
population of just 3,000 in 1990 to
more than 46,000 by the 2010 census.
In 2009, Forbes magazine gave
Huntersville the No. 2 spot in its list
of “America’s Best Places to Move.” It
is home to Discovery Place Kids, the
Carolina Raptor Center, the Carolina
Renaissance Festival (seasonally) and
Historic Latta Plantation.
INSIDER TIP: Active families can find
plenty to do — rain or shine — at
Huntersville Family Fitness and Aquatics,
a state-of-the-art facility with an outdoor
water park and Olympic-size indoor pool
and diving well, plus a fitness center,
gym and childcare services. There even
are onsite preschool and afterschool
programs. hffa.com

Matthews
With some 29,000 residents and
growing, Matthews is just 12 miles
southeast of Charlotte. The quaint
town is big on historic charm: 10
buildings in the downtown area are
listed on the National Register of
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Historic Places. Matthews has an
artsy vibe, offering lots of public
art, a calendar full of family-friendly
festivals and the McDowell Arts
Center, which hosts gallery shows,
classes and programs. Kids can learn
about where their food comes from
with a trip to the town’s thriving
year-round farmers market. Next to
Renfrow Hardware — where residents
have shopped for supplies since 1900
— the Matthews Community Farmers
Market is the oldest in the Charlotte
area; every item for sale was grown,
produced or made within 50 miles
of the market. Good schools and
plenty of green space, from parks to
a network of greenways, make this a
well-rounded suburb.
INSIDER TIP: Have a child with a flair for
the dramatic? Sign him or her up for a play,
musical production or drama camp at the
Matthews Playhouse of the Performing
Arts. matthewsplayhouse.com

Rock Hill, S.C.
At 30 miles from uptown, Rock Hill
is the farthest suburb from the city
on this list. But with South Carolina’s
lower taxes and cost of living, great

schools and a straight drive up I-77
to Charlotte, it’s worth the commute.
This thriving community is big on
green space, with more than 30
parks and dozens of trails, and it has
plenty of unique offerings for young
residents, from the Main Street
Children’s Museum to the bounce
areas at Baxter’s Bunch Playhouse. If
your child is a gymnastics fan, many
local facilities offer classes — most
notably Thomas Gymnastics Training
Center, which was established in 1991
and claims to be the largest gym in
the Carolinas. Rock Hill’s Winthrop
University gives the town a dose of
culture, regularly hosting theater,
dance and live music performances.
INSIDER TIP: Kids can get a dose of
history and culture at the Catawba Cultural
Center, where visitors explore the heritage
of the Catawba Indian Nation.
Aleigh Acerni lives in a
neighborhood near the city’s center
with her husband and toddler, but
after writing this story, she’s seriously
considering a move to one of Charlotte’s
beautiful suburbs.

Main Street Children’s Museum photo courtesy of Cultural and Heritage Museums of York County. Downtown Rock Hill photo courtesy of City of Rock Hill. Matthews Playhouse photo
Courtesy of Matthews Playhouse.

Left: Meet local raptors up close at the Carolina
Raptor Center in Huntersville.

