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By Corole Jocobs

A step back in time, small Idaho torvn reels in retirees
with spectacular setting, fulfilling lifestyle and tight prices

ealtors in Sandpoint like to joke that once visitors make the
spectaculurly scenic crossing on the fwo-mile-long bridge
spanning deep-blue Lake Pend Oreille into Sandpoint, the rest

is gravy. From all reports, Sandpoint's "grand entrance" has

made a lasting impression on city slickers eager to leave traffic, hustle

and crime behind for the four-season splendor of Sandpoint, where pur-

ple mountains soar over one of the country's largest inland lakes.
A small town of fewer than 10,000 people, Sandpoint has become

the next "best" place, according to many media, not only to live and

retire but also to ski, enioy water sports, drop a line for
trophy catches, hunt for deer or elk, explore scenic
drives. telecommute. start a new business - and even
get cultured. Schweitzer Mountain looming above
town is luring skiers from crowded Colorado slopes,
and the bountiful natural resources are fulfilling the
dreams of many seeking a great outdoors lifestyle at
prices that are still within reason.

Although Sandpoint may look like it's in the mid-
dle of nowhere, it's actually one of the musical, arts,
culinary and recreational hubs of Idaho's panhandle.
The quaint downtown is packed with galleries, restau-
rants, cafes, historic hotels and boutiques, and there
are musical and theatrical performances galore at the
restored P anida Theater.

Sandpoint's calendar is peppered year-round with
festivities, concerts, art shows and county fairs, includ-
ing the nationally renowned Festival at Sandpoint, Art-
Walk, Lost in the '50s, rVooden Boat Festival, Winter
Carnival, Mardi Gras, Long Bridge Swim, Oktoberfest
and Taste of Sandpoint.

Should the big cig beckon, there's an internation-
al atpofi, major shopping and wodd-class medical
facilities in Spokane, \fA, only 90 minutes away, while
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Coeur d'Alene, about an hour away, also has excellent
hospitals, mall shopping and a vibrant afis scene.
Because of these and other factors, Sandpoint has
been luring urban sophisticates more accustomed to



stadium seating than a front-row seat
by the lake.

Gary and Lisa Lirette, 50 and 48,
respectively, swore they'd never move
north of New Orleans, Gary's home-
town, or to a city with less than 1 mil-
lion people. The weather in Orlando,
where they lived for 10 years, struck
them as ideal. But in 1999, Lisa's work
required them to move to Fresno, CA
- and suddenly the couple.couldn't
move again fast enough.

"Living in Fresno was the longest
four years of my life," says Gary, a
retired restaurant consultant who's

now on his second, third, fourth and
fifth careers in Sandpoint, where he
has worked as a chef, radio host, char-
itable-event planner, musician and real
estate agent. Both he and Lisa wanted
to move to a town near watef that had
good food, afi, culture, hiking and lots
of volLrnteer opportr.rnit ies.

Gary heard alrout Sandpoint's bur-
geoning culinary and afis scene and
started investigating. He discovered
Sandpoint's larp;est corporation had an
opening that rnatched Lisa's skills. He
sent in her resume and the rest is his-
tory. In 2003, they movecl to Sandpoint.

Lisa took a colporate position with
Coldwater Creek, a quality wornen's
clothing company with stores nation-
wide, and Gary closed his consulting
firm and opened a gourmet bakery-
cafe. It was so popular that the local
radio station asked him to do a show
on food, followed by two other shows
on regional business and north Idaho
afis and adventure. In 2006, Gary sold
the restaurant and now spends time
on charitable events and sells real
estate through Tomlinson Sandpoint
Sotheby's International Realty.

Gary admits that his first snowy win-
ter wasn't easy. "I thought Sandpoint
was the coldest place on Eafih," he
laughs, adding that he now realizes
Sandpoint is "the banana belt com-
pared to the winters they get in Col-
orado and the Dakotas, which is why
we're getting a lot of people from
there moving here."

Before moving to Sandpoint, Gary
and his wife checked out Manchestet
VT. "But the people weren't very
friendly, and we felt like we'd always
be oulsiders. Pft-rs, the real estate prices
were $100,000 higher there," he says.

"W'e felt like we were home from
the minute we moved here," Gary
says. "Sandpoint has everything you
could ask foq including gorgeous lake-
front and mollntain properfy for prices
you'd never see in other resolt towns.
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Opposite poge: In oddirion lo slondout skiing, Schweitzer Mountqin is on excellent ploce for hiking in the summer. Clockwise
fiom top: The view of rhe Sondpoint qreo fiom the bridge crcssing toke Pend Oreille qitrocls mony to relocote fo the scenic
region. €edor Streef Bridge Public Morkel hos q voriety of offerings, from iewelry qnd home decor to geloto ond lotfes. Gory
ond Liso Lirette swore ihey'd never move norfh of New Orleons bur feel ot home in Sondpoinl with everything ihey need.
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The town is a step back in time, and
that includes its real estate prices."

Tom Renk, a local agent-broker and
owner of C.M. Brewster & Co., would
be the first to agree, having lived in
Sandpoint for 30 years. He watched
the price of local real estate skyrocket
to record highs in 2006 before plum-
meting. \flith inventory currently up
and prices down, it's an ideal time to
buy in Sandpoint, he says.

"The real estate market here is going
through the recession like most other
places, although we don't seem to be
as severely hit as many, at least so far,"

h9 says. "Yes, we are seeing more
foreclosures and a resulting drop in
prices overall, but we are also begin-
ning to see some folks taking advan-
tage of the price drops."

Renk says single-family homes,
townhomes and condos start at about
$150,000, while unimproved parcels of
land start at about $40,000 and go up
depending on type, location, size and
water amenities. "Right now, there's a
lot of inventory and bargains in the
$275,000-to-$500,000 range, mostly
due to foreclosure or near-foreclosure
situations," he says. "'Waterfront homes
are still relatively higher-priced for our
arca,but we are seeing a few bargains
in the $500,000-to-$1 million range."

Dan Mclaughlin, president of the
Selkirk Association of Realtors, expects
the market for lower-priced homes
bemveen $100,000 and $250,000 to
fare well through 2009, given "the
Iowest mortgage rates in 50 yeats, a
large inventory and tax incentives. The
price adjustments are making homes
more affordable," he says.

According to Howard Trott, manag-
ing director of Schweitzer Mountain
Real Estate, while prices in Sandpoint
"peaked in 2005 and 2006, Sandpoint
didn't have a hungry, speculative feed-
ing fuenzy (like other ski resort towns)
and therefore will prove to be more
stable. Sandpoint has natural amenities
- the stunning lake, a charming
town, a Jack Nicklaus Signature golf
course and a 2,900-acre ski resort. This
translates well for lifestyle refugees
who have always dreamed of living
here."

In 2008, Schweitzer Mountain
removed its high-end home sites from
the market and returned to the plan-
ning table to modifii its product in
response to the changing economy

and lifestyle choices of potential buy-
ers. But despite the decline in real
estate prices, Sandpoint's overall econ-
omy is in good shape, says David
Eacret with Real Estate Economics in
Sandpoint.

"Sandpoint has grown 1.5 percent
faster than the national average, and
Bonner County has more economic
diversity with a good base of manu-
facturing," he says. "Homegrown
industries from the lifestyle refugees
will create jobs and attract more year-
round residents," while retirees and
semiretirees will continue to move to
Sandpoint "for our nalxal resources,"
he says.

Kent and Linda \7hitman.57 and56.
respectively, are exactly the sort of
"lifestyle refugees" that Sandpoint is
attracting. They recently retired from
civilian jobs with China Lake Naval Air
Warfare Center in Ridgecrest, CA,
where Kent was a mechanical engi-
neer and Linda was a logistics manag-
er. Both California natives (Kent grew
up in Los Angeles and Lnda outside
San Francisco), they lived for 1.) yearc
in Kennedy Meadows, an unincorpo-
rated town of only 40 souls. It's an
hour from Ridgecrest in the rugged
eastern Siena Nevada, not far from
Death Valley National Park.

Long on beaufy and recreation,
Kennedy Meadows, with just a gener-
al store andbar, is unforhrnately short
on amenities. After years of driving up
and down the mountain for shopping,
restaurants, entertainment and medical
care, Kent and Linda decided they
wanted to retire to a rural setting that
was more convenient, less isolated
and had more going on.

After visiting friends who had
moved from Kennedy Meadows to
Sandpoint four years ago, Kent and
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RIViEM MAYA. MEXICO

This 5t resort offers outstonding service
ond spocious occommodolions.

4 nights, Jon 3.dpr 30 from,$659-
Junior Suite. ALHNCLT )SIVE-lnclt des oll neals,

Coll 8OO-998-6925 or visit us online
ot: www.ResortVqcqlionsToGo.com

*"Land 0nly" prices are per person and include accommodations
based on double occupancy (unless otherwise stated), hotel
laxes and round-trip airport/h0lel translers. Restriclj0ns,
blackout dates and surcharges may apply. For bookings within
14 days of departure, add $10 per person. Prices are subject
to availability and change. See the Fair Trade C0nlract 0n
applevacations.com. CST2036061-40 A05285 8/09
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Linda found it had everything they
wanted and more. In 2008, they pur-
chased 20 acres of land with towering
cedar, hemlock, Douglas fir, pine,
birch, larch and tamanck, parked
their new trailer on a clearing and
made it their summer home. Both
have fallen in love with the town's
laid-back charm, sparkling lakes (Kent

has a 26-foot boat), lush vegetation
and wetter clime than where they
lived in California.

"I didn't realize how much I missed
clouds until we moved here." Linda
says.

They also enjoy living in a region

"with a vast spectrum of different
types of folks here - from people
who don't have running water in their
house to homes that are 12,000 square
feet and cost $20 million," Kent says.
As for their own house, the couple is
considering doing a clone of the cus-
tom home they built in Kennedy
Meadows, with high ceilings and
expansive windows that would let in
views of the towering forest and
mountains.

David and Gretchen Thompson, 59
and 57, respectively, already know
where they'll be living in Sandpoint
when they retire as surgeons at a

major hospial in Houston. But with
their youngest son in medical school,
it will be a few years before it hap-
pens, they say. Meanwhile, until they
retire, the surgeons, also both expert
skiers, plan to use the luxury log
home they recently bought on
Schweitzer Mountain for ski and sum-
mer vacations.

"\[e figured we might as well buy a
retirement home while the prices
were right," David says.

The couple has always wanted to
retirc to a ski town. After checking out
many resorts throughout Colorado,
they already knew they didn't want to
move to a ski town "where everyone
skis in fur coats, there are long lift
lines and it's a long way to the nearest
major hospital," says Gretchen, who
was injured on the slopes of a remote
resort a few years back.

\fhile visiting family in Seattle, the
Thompsons checked out Sandpoint
and "were blown awayby Schweizer
Mounain and its incredible skiing,'
David says. "We were worried it might
be too small, but it has so much vari-
ety and challenging terrain that you
won't get bored after a couple days."

Gretchen says living in Sandpoint
"will also put us much closer to our
scattered family in Seattle and Van-
couver, Canada." \U7hile the Thomp-
sons, both bom in eastem Canada,
have become accustomed to big-city
life, they won't miss anything about
Houston, "especially the traffic and
crirne," Gretchen says.

"Sandpoint has all the outdoorsy
stuff we want, a reasonable arts scene,
a rcally friendly town that even has a
winery, and easy access to great med-
ical care," David adds. "If we need a
bigger city and shopping, the airport is
only 90 minutes away;'

David says his only concern about
retiring in general is that he might
get bored. That said, he's already
contemplating a careet move after
retirement that would take him away
from the operating room and put
him behind the wheel in an entirely
different capacity. "I'm thinking it
might be fun," David says, "to drive
the ski bus,"

Carole Jacobs is a wriar in lGnnedy
Meadows, CA, who aisir Sandpointfre-
quentb.
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Population: 8,337
location: Sandpoint is set at the base of
the Selkirk Mountains and on the banK of
Lake Pend Oreille {pronounced like the
nearby town of Ponderay) in northern
ldahoS oanhandle. lt is 450 miles north of
Boise, 75 miles northeast of Spokane, 45
miles north of Coeur dAlene and 60 miles
south of the Canadian border. The eleva-
tion is 2.070 feet.
Climate; High Low
January 32 l9
JUV 80 50
Average relatlve humidltyz 730/o
Rain: 34 inches annually
Snow: 70 inches annually
Cost of living: Below average to average
Housing cost: The median sales price for
a singlefamily home in Sandpoint was
S 195,000 for the first half of this yea;
according to information from the Selkirk
Association of Realtors Multiple Listing Serv-
ice. Lakefront property will run higher
Sales tax: 6olo
Sales tax exemptions: Prescription drugs
State income tax: For married couples fil-
ing jointly, the rate is graduated from 1.60/o
of taxable income up to 52,544 to 7.80/o
on amounts over S50,884. For single fllers,
ifs graduated from l.60/o of taxable income
up to 51.272 to 7.80/o on amounts over
s25.442.
Income tax exemptions: Social Security
benefis are exempt. For residents age 65
or oldet there is an exemption for federal
and some state and local pensions of up to
539,330 for married couples filing jointly
and 526,220 for single filers. The deduc-
tions must be reduced by the amount of
Social Security beneflts received.
Estate ta* None
lnheritance tax: None
Property tirx: Rates vary, but within the
city limits a common rate is 59 per S 1,000
of assessed value. with homes assessed at
between 9O0/o and I 100/o of market value.
In the city, annual taxes on a S 195,000
home assessed at 1000/o would be about
S87B with the exemption noted below.
Homeowners exemption: For 2009, a
homeowne/s primary residence is eligible
for an exemotion that is the lesser of
SlO4,47l or 50 percent of the combined
assessed value of the home and land up to
one acre. ldaho also offers some property
tax reductions for homeowners age 65
and older with incomes of less than
s28,000.
Religion: The greater Sandpoint area has
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more than 35 places of worship represent-
ing a wide variety of religions.
Education: An extension campus of the
University of ldaho is planned in Sand-
point. Coeur dAlene has three colleges.
Transportation: Sandpoint is served by
Spokane International Alrport, about 90
minutes away. Sandpoint has a small air-
port for private planes. Amtrak Empire
Builder trains run daily through Sandpoint
going east and west.
Health care: Sandpoint is served by Bon-
ner General Hospital, a full-service, acut*
care facility licensed for 48 beds, with an
emergenry department, rehabilitation and
diagnostic imaging services, laboratory,
general and orthopedic surgery, home
health and hospice, a compounding phar-
mary, cancer treatment and chemothera-
py, and an urgent-care clinic. Both
Spokane and Coeur dAJene have major
hospitals and a variety of medical care.
Housing: ThereS a large inventory of
affordable and upscale single-family
homes, townhomes and condos in exist-
ing neighborhoods, new developments
and in rural settings with lakes, creeks and
forests. Sandooint has no retirement or 55-
plus communities, says local real estate
agent Tom Renk. Dover Bay, (208) 265-
I 597, is a new lakefront developmentwith
a marina village, public beaches, walking
trails and a health club. Two-bedroom
beach bungalows start at S 198,500, two
bedroom condos at 5298,000 and two
bedroom cottages at 5294,900; detached
singl+family homes start at S388,000.
Tomlinson Sandpoint SothebyS Internation-
al Realty, (800) 282-6880, handles the fol-
lowing two properties: The Seasons at
Sandpoint, a new lakefront condo devel-
opment, has a marina, spa, health club,
pool, beach, restaurants and golf club;
prices start at 5400,000 for twobedroom
units. The Meadows at Fall Creek is a
300-acre gated luxury subdivision with a
trout stream and mountain views; existing
three.bedroom homes on thre* to eight-
acre lots start at 5450,000. Century 2l
Riverstone, {888) 923-8484, handles the
following five developments: Ponderosa
Pines, an affordable family neighborhood
near parK and downtown, offers three.
bedroom homes from S 169,000. Maple
wood Mllage is a new planned neigh-
borhood of Crafbman-style bungalows in
Sandpoint, with a pond and walking trails;
prices start at S289,000. Northview
Estates, a paved subdivision close to shoq

ping and the lake, has 15 improved lots
with powe[ phone, water and septic qys-
tem; prices start at S129.500. South
Shore at Garfield Bay is a golf course
turnedluxury development; one'acre
improved view lots witfr powet wate[ tele-
phone and septic qystem start at S | 09,000.
Whisper Ridge Estates, near the base of
Schweiuer Mountain with a pond, water-

falls and eight-acre forest, has improved
lakeview lots with underground powet
phone and private wells; prices staft at
S 198,000. Local real estate agents can prG
vide information on the following two
communities: Condo Del Sol, a 35-year-
old condo development downtown with
unis starting at S 185,000; and West-
wood Village, a mile from downtoun
and near the lake, with twG and three
bedroom singl*family homes and condos
priced from the high 5300,000s.
Msitor lodging: Sandpoint Ouality Inn,
located downtown near the lake. is a 62-
room hotel with family-style dining at the
Fifth Avenue Restaurant, a lounge and
lndoor pool, from 569, {208) 263-211| . La
Ouinta Inn Sandpoint. in downtown a
short walk from the lake, has 68 rooms
with free high-speed Internet access, a
restaurant and fitness center from S I 19
with full breakfasl 208l, 263-9581. Best
Western Edgewater Resort, a 54-room
hotel overlooking the lake and mountains,
offers family-style dining, a fitness centet
indoor pool and high-speed lnternet, from
S89, (208) 263-3194. Al three are pet-
friendly.
lnformation: Greater Sandooint Chamber
of Commerce and Visitor Center (Where to
Retire magazinel. 1202 Highway 95. PO,
Box 928, Sandpoint, lD 83864, (800) BOC
2 1 06 or wwwsandpointchamber.org.n


