CHARLOTTE, NORTH CAROLINA

With a population of around 670,000, Charlotte is the largest city in North Carolina and the 19th-largest in the U.S., while its metropolitan area is home to some 1,900,000 residents. The city, which also serves as the county seat of Mecklenburg County, was effectively founded in 1755 by Thomas Polk, the uncle of President James Polk. Today, Charlotte serves as a major transportation hub due to its position among several other large population centers, and has deemed by a variety of sources to be among the best places to live in the U.S., as well as one of the nation's most promising locales for new business ventures.

ECONOMY

Charlotte is the second-largest banking center in the United States behind New York City in terms of control of assets. Bank of America makes its headquarters in the city, having been formed out of a merger between NationsBank and BankAmerica in the 1990s; the company remains the world's largest financial services firm and the largest bank in terms of total assets, and ranks highly on the world financial scene in terms of other criteria as well. Wachovia is also based in Charlotte, as is the east coast headquarters of Wells Fargo.

Even aside from its status as a major node of national banking, Charlotte and the surrounding area benefits from a diverse and vibrant economy, being home to a variety of Fortune 500 companies such as Lowe's, Time Warner Cable, LendingTree, and Family Dollar. A large portion of NASCAR's operations are based in and around the city as well.

ARTS AND CULTURE

The Mint Museum of Art: Housed in a building that originally served as the Charlotte Mint, The Mint Museum of Art is the city's most prominent art venue despite the relative thinness of its permanent collection; rather, the museum is well-regarded as an international stopping point for major traveling exhibitions. The Mint's own year-round offerings tend to emphasize American art dating from the pre-colonial era to the present day.

Discovery Place: A longtime staple of the local field trip scene, this children's museum has won several awards for the range and quality of its kid-pleasing science exhibits and interactive play areas,  among other things. Discovery Place supplements its permanent exhibits with an unusually large number of special exhibitions covering a range of subjects including art and history. It's also home to the three-story IMAX Dome, which itself ranks as the largest movie screen in the Carolinas. The museum's overall success has prompted it to establish smaller satellite locations throughout the metropolitan area.

Charlotte Nature Museum: This largely-outdoor subsection of Discovery Place features such crowd-pleasing walk-through exhibits as Butterfly Pavilion, Creature Cavern, and Insect Alley, each providing up-close-and-personal encounters with a variety of cute and not-so-cute specimens of the animal kingdom. The Charlotte Nature Museum also offers a number of educational programs and events, as well as a nature trail proceeding through a century-old forest.

Levine Museum of the New South: The Levine covers the life and culture of the American south from 1865 to the present day by way of a unique set of permanent exhibits and special exhibitions that have drawn accolades for their overall quality, making the museum one of Charlotte's best-regarded tourist attractions. Overall, the Levine seeks to provide a different, more comprehensive perspective on southern life with such popular exhibits as From Cambodia to Carolina and Purses, Perfume and Power: Women Changing Charlotte in the 1970s.

James K Polk Historic Site: A combination of museum and memorial, the James K Polk Historic Site provides a detailed perspective on the residence of James Polk by way of a reconstruction of the president's home. 

Carolinas Aviation Museum: Those with an interest in aviation in general and the history of southern aviation in particular would be well-advised to stop off at the Carolinas Aviation Museum, which itself is housed at Charlotte-Douglas Airport. The museum is home to a variety of historic planes (many of which are restored on the premises) and a research library, and also serves as a venue for air shows and related events.

EVENTS

Carolina Renaissance Festival: Throughout October and November, the Carolina Renaissance Festival gives homage to the peculiar wonders of 15th and 16th century Europe by ways of dozens of unique attractions. Ten stages provide venues for comedy, dancing, and musical acts, while 500 costumed characters (not including attendees, who tend to dress up as well) engage in circus performances, jousting tournaments, sword fights, and other things of the sort that one is unlikely to be privy to on an average day. The festival also makes for fun and unusual shopping opportunities. 

Festival in the Park: Some 150,000 visitors stream in to Charlotte's Freedom Park each September for one of the city's oldest and best-loved events. Held each year on the third Thursday after Labor Day, Festival in the Park features 150 artisans and a whopping 1,000 entertainers, including musical acts ranging from singer/songwriter duos to the Charlotte Civic Orchestra. Other traditional participants include such organizations as Carolina Clowns and the United Magician's Society. And thanks to the park's intricate lighting system, each day's festivities continue well into the night.

