Whitewater Wonder
by

Eyes Right

Charlotte, NC  -  “All forward!  NOW, all back!”  These were the orders being barked by the guide sitting in the rear of a whitewater raft as it hurtled down the class III rapids of the U.S. National Whitewater Center in historic Tuckaseegee Ford Park on the Catawba River just west of Charlotte.  The 300-acre facility opened recently and is the  U.S. Olympic Training facility for our kayaking and canoeing teams.  In fact, the Olympic Trials will be held here next week for both U.S. and Canadian teams.

But the facility is far more than just an Olympic venue.  It is open 365 days a year and caters to the general public with the offer to “run, bike, paddle, climb.”  On the day we visited, a cool overcast day in mid-April, the facility was crowded with visitors ranging in age from youngsters to seniors, all eager to explore the challenges of the man-made rapids and rock-climbing walls suited for all skill levels.  Whitewater rafting seemed to be the favorite activity, probably because no prior skill is required – just a casual disregard for getting soaked as the raft plunges through the rapids.  However, if you are an experienced rafter, there is an “advanced” trip for you where the rafts are smaller and lighter and tackle the most aggressive lines on the river.  You can expect to land in the water in some dangerous situations if you choose this option.

If climbing is your passion, you can try any of the 40 roped rock climbs with beginner to advanced classes.  The center even offers belay classes to teach the foundation skills to climb without a guide.  There is even a night climb with granite-like hand cracks.  Some of the climbing routes offer overhangs, dihedral and rappelling experiences.  If you happen to fall, rubber mulch is below, so you may not be killed when you hit below.  [“May’ is the operative word – you have to sign several waivers to participate.]
The center also rents mountain bikes (or you can bring your own) to explore 11 miles of trails throughout the park and along the river.  You can also hike these same trails, or simply explore the river views and woods on foot.  Another available adventure is “eco-caching” – a new high tech activity using GPS devices to locate hidden caches in the wooded areas of the grounds.  Or if team-building is your goal, there is an outdoor team development center where your group can participate in a specifically designed half, full, or multiple day program to improve leadership, problem-solving and communication while tackling a cable, log, and rope maze high above the ground.
The centerpiece of the facility is the whitewater kayak course featuring the world’s largest man-made whitewater river.  Huge pumps continuously circulate water from a lower pool to three different channels of increasing difficulty.  Beginning kayakers can receive instruction and rent boats to learn the basics before tackling rapids from Class II up to the technically demanding (and dangerous) Class IV’s of the Competition Channel.  Where else can a novice be on the same course as the best in the world?  It would be as if one were shooting hoops on the same court as Kobe Bryant or taking infield practice with the New York Yankees.

None of this is free, of course, but entry to the facility is only $5 for a car load.  Whitewater rafting costs $35 for two hours, but kayaking is only $15 for 1 1/2 hours, or $25 for all day.  Guided rock climbing will set you back $23 for an hour.  There are multi-activity day passes available and even a season “all-access” pass for both individuals ($1300) and families ($2600).

If one is into water and outdoor events, you can find heaven just 15 minutes from downtown Charlotte.  And you may bump into, literally, a few Olympians in the process. 

I thought you might like to know.
E-R

