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Looking to wind down? Here are 21 great ways 
to de-stress in Charlotte

By Beth Howard

Photos by Logan Cyrus

chillThe    Big 
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CHARLOTTE STOPPED being a 
sleepy, Southern town a long time 
ago. But it could take a page from 
the past when it comes to slowing 

the pace and savoring the moment. More than 
ever, we need ways to calm our bodies and quiet 
our minds. Read on for a variety of ways to 
relax, recharge, and rebound.

There are good reasons to stretch, coil, flex, 
and sprawl on a yoga mat, whether it’s in a 
Charlotte church basement or the Freedom Park 
amphitheater. Research has shown the practice 
reduces heart rate, lowers blood pressure, and 
eases respiration. Yoga may also help increase 
heart rate variability, an indicator of the body’s 
ability to bounce back in response to stressful 
circumstances. Prices range from $15/class at the 
LAUGHING BUDDHA (720 Governor Morrison 
St., laughingbuddhanc.com) in SouthPark and 
YOGA FOR LIFE near South End (1410 W. 
Morehead St., Ste. 200, yogaforlifecharlotte.
com) to $5 budget classes—taught by teachers 
in training—at YOGA ONE (1318 Central Ave., 
Ste. D2, y1now.com). OKRA in Plaza-Midwood 
(1912 Commonwealth Ave., okracharlotte.com) 
offers the trifecta of tension tamers: you can 
take a yoga class, get a massage, and then have 
a relaxing cup of tea at the new establishment’s 
small cafe. Ahh.

Strike a pose

At OKRA, you can 
get a cup of tea 
after yoga class.
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One minute you’re getting comfortable in a recliner 
in the Dilworth office of hypnotherapist Kathryn 
Shearer as she repeats calming affirmations. The next 
minute you’re emerging from a deeply relaxed state, 
feeling better than ever about your ability to care 
for your emotional health. Welcome to the world of 
hypnotherapy. The idea is to stamp positive messages 
on your subconscious mind, where they can block your 
doubts and do some real good. Hypnosis has been found 
to help people cope with the stress related to things 
like undergoing surgery and attending college—not to 
mention ending habits like smoking and overeating. 
CHARLOTTE HYPNOSIS, 704-333-8977  

Treat yourself and a pal to the comforting ritual of afternoon tea 
and unwind over tiny sandwiches, warm scones, pastries, and your 
favorite tea at the BALLANTYNE HOTEL (10000 Ballantyne 
Commons Pkwy.; Tuesday-Saturday, 1-5 p.m.; $30/person; 704-248-
4100) or the RITZ-CARLTON, Charlotte (201 E. Trade St.; hours 
vary; $32/person; 704-547-2244). Or sip a soothing cuppa from 
local tea purveyor TEA REX (tearex.com). Tops for relaxation: an 
herbal tisane called Dream Weaver ($7.50/2 oz.), which is Egyptian 
chamomile blended with orange peel and hibiscus. “It has been 
consistently one of our most popular caffeine-free alternatives,” says 
Tea Rex web manager Chris Willis.

Take time for tea

Commit to sit
Dr. Lindsay Bridges’s eight-week meditation class at 
CMC-MERCY HOSPITAL promotes meditation 
for inner peace. Called mindfulness-based stress 
reduction (MBSR), the class is based on the work 
of stress guru Jon Kabat-Zinn, whose approach to 
creating calm involves learning how to pay attention 
to your thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensations, 
and view them just as they are—neither positive 
nor negative. Numerous studies have illustrated 
the benefits—from better sleep to decreased 
depression. In addition to learning several 
meditation approaches, you’ll practice a little gentle 
yoga and receive three CDs to use at home. Free 
introductory session, January 8, 9:30 a.m. and 6:30 
p.m.; 704-299-0768, charlottemindfulnessliving.org

Use your mind

JEFFRE SCOTT APOTHECARY is stocked with skin care products, 
fragrances, and cosmetics for women and men (Becca, Wallett, Eve 
Lom). Schedule a calming facial and take advantage of the shop’s 
complimentary “makeup bag rehab.” You and your cosmetic case 
will leave refreshed and restored. 607 Providence Rd., 704-339-0010, 
jeffrescott.com

Pamper yourself

Imagine lying in a fragrant lavender garden and you’ve got the idea 
behind aromatherapy, which has been shown to calm the central 
nervous system. No lavender garden? No worries. You can infuse 
your home or other environments with the plant’s concentrated 
essence, or essential oil, available at EARTH FARE, WHOLE 
FOODS, or the HOME ECONOMIST. Aerosolize the fragrance 
with a diffuser or use it sparingly in massage oil or bath water. Other 
top stress soothers: sandalwood, rose, and basil. “Aromatherapy 
works in the limbic part of the brain, which is the brain’s 
emotional center,” says Kaliana Schmidt, a Charlotte-based phyto-
aromatologist.  “It allows the aroma to bypass the conscious mind 
and change the way you feel emotionally.” Schmidt sells her own 
proprietary formulations of stress-relieving oils ($20) and mists 
($10)—called simply Kaliana—at Earth Fare and THE BAG LADY.

Sniff away stress

Take the greenway 
Everyone knows a walk in the woods is good for the 
soul. Charlotte’s growing network of greenways 
offers lots of opportunities to get a relaxing dose 
of nature, whether you’re walking your dogs from 
Freedom Park to the shops and restaurants at the 
Metropolitan, or winding your bike past blue herons 
along Mallard Creek. MECKLENBURG COUNTY 
PARKS AND RECREATION, parkandrec.com 

The Blakeney Town Center in south Charlotte may 
seem like an unlikely place for an eco-oasis, but 
CREATIVE BY NATURE, a store featuring gifts and 
accessories, is designed to let you bring the outside 
in. Create a custom potpourri or natural centerpiece 
from acorns, rose hips, twigs, sprigs, pods, and moss, 
or bring home a nature-inspired candle in one of a 
myriad of earthy colors and scents. 9830 Rea Rd., 
Suite H, 704-542-7570, cbnhome.com

Bring nature home

De-stress by getting 
pampered at Jeffre 
Scott Apothecary.
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If you’re tense and it’s Tuesday, head for the BECHTLER MUSEUM’S 
First Tuesday concerts at noon, and for just $5 fill your lunch hour with 
the soothing sounds of cello and violin. The series features chamber 
musicians and other small ensembles. Members of the museum staff 
compare the aesthetic of the works performed with that of artwork 
from the collection. “The intimate nature of chamber music and the 
shorter performance time appeals to those who are looking for a brief 
respite,” says Bechtler spokesperson Pam Davis. A second, full-length 
Tuesday performance at 5:30 p.m., followed by a cash bar, is $20 for 
nonmembers. 704-353-9200, 420 S. Tryon St., bechtler.org

Soak up some culture

You could easily miss the McGILL ROSE 
GARDEN on North Davidson. But that would 
be a shame. Helen and Henry McGill planted 
the first rose bushes in this former coal yard 
in the 1950s—now there are more than 1,000 
plants, including some 200 varieties, along with 
concrete benches, water fountains, and works 
from local artists. No wonder it’s a favorite 
wedding locale. But you don’t need a special 
occasion to enjoy the blooms. 940 N. Davidson 
St.; Tuesday-Friday 10 a.m.-4 p.m., Saturday 10 
a.m.-3 p.m.; 704-333-6497, mcgillrosegarden.org

Stop and 
smell 
the roses

What happens when you put a glass of wine in one 
hand and a paintbrush in the other? At the WINE 
PALETTE in Plaza Midwood, it means a chance 
to create something of beauty as you unwind, even 
if you’re artistically challenged. The brainchild of 
sisters and Charlotte natives Neha Negandhi and 
Monika Shah, the studio provides the art materials, 
an instructor, and a corkscrew. You bring the bottle 
and your inner muse. 1308-C The Plaza, 704-334-3111

Uncork your 
creativity

Float your boat
Rest and relaxation may be the last things that come 
to mind about the U.S. NATIONAL WHITEWATER 
CENTER, best known for its adrenaline-spiking 
sports. But with miles of peaceful Catawba River in 
which to paddle a kayak or canoe, it turns out to be 
an excellent way to find some bliss. 5000 Whitewater 
Center Pkwy., 704-391-3900, usnwc.org

A comfortable chair, a friendly dog, a good read. Megachain book stores may have lattes and thousands of 
titles, but for relaxation, they are no match for the coziness of independent book retailer PARK ROAD 
BOOKS in Park Road Shopping Center (4139 Park Rd., 704-525-9239), which is famously reader—and 
canine—friendly. New family-owned bookstore POOR RICHARD’S BOOK SHOPPE promises the 
same homey ambience at its Brevard Court location uptown (135 Brevard Ct., 704-271-4644).

Book 
some 
peace

McGill Rose Garden 
is a great urban 
hideaway.
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Charlotte neuromuscular and massage therapist Jennifer Twiggs 
knows a thing or two about tension. The first thing she tells her 
stressed-out clients to do is breathe. If you’re racing to meet a 
deadline or mad at your spouse, she says, breathing is often quick 
and shallow, like a dog’s panting. But you’ll feel better if you make 
respiration a more full-body experience. Twiggs suggests the “four-
by-four” technique when stress soars: breathe in deeply for a count 
of four, letting your belly fully expand, hold for a count of four, and 
exhale for a count of four. Count to four and start again. Repeat for 
four or five breaths and feel your tension melt. BODY, MIND AND 
SPIRIT, 4820-B Monroe Rd., 704-535-8555

It’s one of life’s sweeter truths: Dark chocolate isn’t just delicious—
it can also help you better weather stress. Eating an ounce and 
a half of dark chocolate a day for two weeks reduced stress 
hormones among people who faced higher-than-normal levels, 
according to a Swiss study. Sample these local artisanal offerings: 
the chai tea chocolate truffle at THE SECRET CHOCOLATIER 
(2935 Providence Rd., 704-323-8178, thesecretchocolatier.
com) or the delightfully plaid dark-chocolate truffle filled with 
Glenmorangie scotch ganache at PETIT PHILIPPE WINE AND 
CHOCOLATE TASTINGS (2820 Selwyn Ave., Ste. 160, 704-332-
9910, petitphillippe.com). While you’re there, have co-owner and 
sommelier Mark Meissner pair your goodies with the perfect wine.

No matter how hard you may try to stay balanced, life’s 
stresses—the traffic on I-77, your kid’s math grade—still 
end up triggering the body’s fight-or-flight response. 
The result: surges of stress hormones like cortisol and 
adrenaline that give you a “wired” feeling and then leave 
you sapped of energy. Eva Gourley, a Charlotte energy 
therapist (energytherapyforyou.com), has advice: place 
four fingers horizontally one inch above the belly button 
and press down firmly for fifteen to twenty seconds; 
now place your fingers an inch below your button and 
press down for fifteen to twenty seconds. “This move 
hits specific neurolymphatic points related to the body’s 
endocrine system to balance the body’s hormones,” she 
says. Weekly self-help classes, Thursdays, 10:30-11:30 
a.m.; ELEMENTAL HEALING, 5200 Park Rd., Suite 
200-C, elementalhealingcharlotte.com

Eye some candy Balance your 
stress hormones 

The traditional Chinese medicine practice known as qigong aims 
to balance your body’s qi (life force or energy), curbing anxiety 
and stress in the process. “It uses gentle movement, breathing and 
imagery to guide and open your body’s energy flow and prevent 
blockages,” says Claire Bradby, who leads a free qigong practice 
group every Monday at 5 p.m. from her ALIVE AND WELL 
MASSAGE THERAPY studio. 4830-B Monroe Rd., 704-572-9021

Take a breather

Get your qi on

Although some types of massage, such as 
neuromuscular therapy, are focused on 
injury recovery, all types induce relaxation 
and reduce stress by oxygenating blood and 
tissues and easing muscle tension. Hands-on 
options range from offerings at luxury spas 
like those at THE SPA AT BALLANTYNE 
(10000 Ballantyne Commons Pkwy., 704-
248-4141) and the RITZ-CARLTON SPA & 
WELLNESS CENTER (201 E. Trade St., 
704-547-2244) to basic massage at LAVIDA 
MASSAGE (charlotte.nc.lavidamassage.com) 
and MASSAGE ENVY (massageenvy.com) 
for bodies on a budget.   

Get a massage

Dark chocolate, such 
as these goodies 
from The Secret 
Chocolatier, is a 
great de-stresser.
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Open the gate to the eighty-five-
year-old Wing Haven gardens 
and Bird Sanctuary in Myers Park 
to experience serious serenity. This 
three-acre retreat combines the 
charm of a traditional English garden 
with the lovely wildness of a nature 
preserve. Follow the arrows through 
an inviting maze of bramble and bush 
and you’ll find yourself at one with the 
world. 248 Ridgewood Ave.; Tuesday 
3-5 p.m., Wednesday 10 a.m.-noon, 
Saturday 10 a.m.-5 p.m; 704-331-0664, 
winghavengardens.com

Grab some friends and head to seW 
Fun in south Charlotte, which 
specializes in sewing parties for those 
who have never picked up a needle and 
thread. Customers design and sew a 
pillow, wine bag, or memory board on 
one of the studio’s seventeen machines, 
releasing stress with every stitch. 8155 
Ardrey Kell Rd., No. 103, 704-254-9111, 
sewfunparties.com

Get a taste of the slow food 
experience at a peaceful farm-to-
table dinner hosted by Marianne 
Battistone and Philip Norwood 
at their picturesque PoPlar 
ridge Farm in Waxhaw. 
The three-hour, multicourse 
dinners feature dishes made with 
the farm’s organic harvest and 
other locally produced foods, 
all prepared by area chefs. As a 
community-supported agriculture 
operation, the farm also offers 
produce and flower memberships 
year round. 1619 Waxhaw 
Indian Trail Rd. S., Waxhaw, 
poplarridgefarmnc.com

Beth Howard is a Charlotte freelance writer whose work has 
appeared in Reader’s Digest, US News & World Report, and 
Prevention.

Gourmet 
therapy 

Cultivate 
tranquility 

Sew some 
serenity 
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