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Directions: Merchants Millpond is located in Gates County near the 
community of Gatesville. The park may be reached from U.S. 158, N.C. 
32 and N.C. 37. It is approximately 30 miles from the cities of Ahoskie, 
Elizabeth City and Edenton, North Carolina and Suffolk, Virginia.
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Settlement in the Gates County area began in 1660. Residents of 
early rural communities made a living by farming and lumbering. 
In the early 1700s, Hunters Millpond was built at the head of 
Bennetts Creek to provide a means of processing and marketing 
regional produce. Highway construction destroyed this millpond 
in 1922, but further downstream Norfleets Millpond, built in 
1811, thrived. Gristmills, a sawmill, a farm supply store and other 
enterprises made the area the center of trade in Gates County. 
Thus, the pond became known as Merchants Millpond.

Shortly before World War II, operations around the millpond 
came to a halt and millers sold the land to developers. In the 
1960s, A.B. Coleman of Moyock purchased the property and later 
donated 919 acres, including the millpond, to the state. Coleman, 
a canoeist and lover of nature, thought the area too beautiful for 
development. His generous donation led to the establishment of 
Merchants Millpond State Park in 1973. The Nature Conservancy 
contributed an additional 925 acres of woodlands to the park that 
now encompasses about 3,519 acres. 

Views of the “enchanted forest” and Lassiter Swamp await those 
who explore the park on foot. Sixteen miles of trails allow visitors 
a place to stretch out muscles left stiff by hours spent crouched 
in “canoe position.” The 0.3-mile Cypress Point Trail is wheelchair-
accessible. Much longer trails, including Lassiter, Coleman and 
Bennetts Creek, afford the visitor to experience the many habitats 
that surround the pond. There is a separate entrance to the 5 mile 
bike loop at 231 US Hwy 158 East Gatesville, NC 27938. Cyclists 
must wear a helmet. 

The shade of large trees offers a place to picnic within view of the 
millpond. Located north of the canoe access area, the A.B. Coleman 
Picnic Area has tables, one picnic shelter and restroom facilities. Picnic 
sites are available on a first-come-first-served basis free of charge. The 
picnic shelter may be reserved for a fee. 

Plant Life: The 760-acre millpond is more than 200 years old and 
has developed into complex, mature ecosystems. Towering bald 
cypress and tupelo-gum trees, displaying growths of Spanish moss 
and resurrection ferns, shade its dark, acidic waters. Numerous 
aquatic plants such as spadderdock, parrot’s-feather, duckweed, 
water fern and liverwort thrive in the pond.

At the upper end of the millpond lies Lassiter Swamp, an ecological 
wonderland containing remnants of an ancient bald cypress swamp 
— an eerie “enchanted forest” worthy of fairy tales. Mistletoe has 
twisted and gnarled the trunks and branches of tupelo-gum into 
fantastic shapes. 

Surrounding the aquatic communities is an unspoiled wilderness. 
American beech highlight a mixture of pine and hardwood forests. 

Animal Life: The diverse habitats in the park support a variety 
of animals. Wetland wildlife is particularly abundant. One of our 
more popular residents is the American alligator. This prehistoric 
reptile species has returned to its original range. Please do not 
feed, approach or harass the alligators. Frogs love the aquatic 
environment of the millpond. Carpenter frogs, leopard frogs, 
cricket frogs and various species of tree frogs can be found. 
Several species of pond turtles, often called cooters or sliders, bask 
on warm logs, while the snapping turtle makes easy prey of other 
aquatic creatures. Water snakes are plentiful. Most of them are 
harmless, but the venomous cottonmouth is also present. Treat 
any encounter with a snake with caution and respect.

In addition to game fish, two primitive species of fish—the 
longnose gar and the bowfin—inhabit the millpond. These species 
have remained relatively unchanged for millions of years. Both 
the gar and bowfin are large and important predators in the 
blackwater habitats of the coastal plain.

Over 200 species of birds, ranging from graceful egrets to turkeys 
and owls, have been recorded in the park. Spring and fall bring 
migrations of swamp warblers, throngs of parulas,  as well as 
prothonotary and yellow-throated warblers. In the winter, a variety 
of waterfowl stop by on their journey south. Lucky visitors may 
catch a glimpse of the beautiful hooded merganser, a small fish-
eating duck whose males flaunt a magnificent black-bordered 
white crest. Wood ducks, pileated woodpeckers, barred owls and 
red-shouldered hawks also enjoy the swamplands.

Paddling on the pond or creek is a great way to see several 
species of interesting mammals. Though beavers themselves are 
rarely encountered, dams, lodges and teeth marks attest to their 
presence. Mink, river otter and bobcat are occasionally spotted. 
Bats roost in clumps of Spanish moss and are often visible at dusk 
as they dip to the surface of the pond to drink.

Paddling: Rent a canoe or bring your own. The best way to explore 
the park is by gliding across its placid, shallow waters. There is a 
boat ramp for personal boats on the south side of the pond and 
one at the visitor center for canoe rentals. Marked paddle trails lead 
from the visitor center and boat ramp to canoe-in campsites.

Venture out of the millpond and take slow-moving, dark-water 
Bennetts Creek through Lassiter Swamp. Here, one is transported 
into a world of mistletoe, hanging Spanish moss and ancient 
cypress trees.

Canoes and kayaks can be rented by the hour or overnight (for 
canoe-in campsites) at the visitor center. Canoes, paddles and life 
vests are available on a first-come-first-served basis. You must be 
at least 15 years old to rent a canoe. A maximum of three people 
may occupy each vessel. 

Fishing: Cast your line from the bank or journey into the millpond 
to fish in a pastoral setting. Small boats (with trolling motors only) 
may be launched at the boat ramp. Largemouth bass, bluegill, chain 
pickerel and black crappie are just waiting to bite the hook. The N.C. 
Wildlife Resources Commission (WRC) manages the fisheries of the 
millpond. All boating and fishing regulations of the WRC apply.

A variety of settings offer camping experiences for groups large 
and small. A modest fee is charged for all types of campsites.

Family Camping: The family campground is in the midst of a 
pine and hardwood forest. Twenty tent and trailer campsites 
offer picnic tables and grills. A washhouse with drinking water, 
restrooms and showers serves the campground. There are 
no electrical hookups, water or dumping station provided at 
campsites. 

Backpack Camping: Reach five campsites for backpack camping 
by way of a side trail from Lassiter Trail. Campers must pack all 
supplies, including water, to the sites. A pit toilet is nearby.  

Group Camping: Organized groups will enjoy a stay in the walk-
in group camping area. Facilities include a bathhouse with flush 
toilets and showers. Drinking water is available nearby. 

Canoe Camping: Reach three canoe camps by way of canoe trails 
leading from the visitor center and boat ramp. Orange markers 
lead the way to the family canoe camp with 10 sites. Yellow 
markers lead to the group canoe camp, which offers three sites. 
Pit toilets are available but campers must carry-in all supplies, 
including water, and bring out trash. The third canoe camp is 
located down Bennetts Creek, approximately 4.5 miles from the 
boat ramp. Bennetts Creek canoe-in campgrounds are carry-in, 
carry-out with no restrooms.

 � The removal or disturbance of any plant, animal, rock or 
artifact is prohibited. 

 � All areas managed by the Division of Parks and Recreation 
are wildlife preserves. Hunting and trapping are prohibited.  

 � Fireworks are not permitted. 

 � Firearms and other weapons are prohibited, except by permit.

 � Camping and fires are allowed only in designated areas and 
with a permit.

 � As a courtesy to others, observe campground quiet hours.

 � Alcoholic beverages are prohibited except in designated areas. 

 � Pets must be on an attended leash no longer than 6 feet.  

 �North Carolina motor vehicle and traffic laws apply in the park.

 � Boating and fishing regulations of the N.C. Wildlife Resources 
Commission and N.C. Marine Fisheries apply in the park. 

 � Please stay on designated trails. Many rare plants live on 
thin soils and wet rocks, and they are vulnerable to damage 
from climbing, trampling and scraping.

 �Do not litter. Help maintain a clean environment by placing 
trash in proper receptacles. State law requires aluminum cans 
and plastic bottles to be placed in a recycling container.

 � Visitors should be aware that ticks are plentiful at Merchants 
Millpond, especially in warm weather months. Insect 
repellent may help prevent a tick bite. Tuck pants into long 
socks, and tuck a long-sleeved shirt into pants. Wear light 
colors to easily spot ticks, and check often.

 � Venomous snakes, poison ivy and wasp nests may be 
encountered along park trails. Be alert.

 � Alligators are present. Please do not feed, approach or 
harass them.

 � Take a vested interest in your safety: wear a life vest when 
paddling and do not canoe alone. Only those familiar with 
the area should canoe in remote locations.

 � Be alert to approaching storms and seek appropriate shelter.

FLORA AND FAUNA

RULES AND REGULATIONS

FOR YOUR SAFETY

Park Hours
November – February ........................................................... 8:00 a.m. – 6:00 p.m.
March – May ............................................................................. 8:00 a.m. – 8:00 p.m.
June – August .......................................................................... 8:00 a.m. – 9:00 p.m.
September – October ............................................................ 8:00 a.m. – 8:00 p.m.
Closed Christmas Day

Visitor Center Hours
November – February .......................................................... 8:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m.
March – October .................................................................... 8:00 a.m. – 6:30 p.m.
Closed Christmas Day 

HISTORY HIGHLIGHTSPICNICKING

CAMPING

TRAILS

ON THE WATER

Help us keep the
wildlife wild. 

Please DO NOT feed, 
approach or harass the 

alligators.
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Bennetts Creek Trail       easy         2.25 miles      blue 
Coleman Trail         easy         2.0 miles        orange 
Cypress Point Trail         easy         0.33 mile        red 
Lassiter Trail         easy         7.0 miles        white 
Bicycle Trail         easy         5.0 miles         red
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