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  Finding Your Shangri-la


  Most people eagerly look forward to retirement as a reward for toiling many long years, for getting up every morning and trudging off to the workplace whether you feel like it or not. You look forward to weekends off and dread going back to work on Monday, always wondering whether vacation time will ever arrive.


  Then suddenly, you are set free! You can decide for yourself what you want to do today, tomorrow, and forever. You are free to create whatever lifestyle you can imagine. One exciting possibility for a new retirement lifestyle is choosing a new hometown. It’s tempting to picture starting all over again, with new friends and new recreational opportunities, perhaps in a climate that doesn’t involve snow shovels. That’s the goal for many future retirees. But, which hometown? Which lifestyle?


  Their parents’ retirement styles will not be in the picture for the baby boomer generation. Choosing a new hometown involves much more than finding a nice climate and counting the number of nearby trout streams and golf courses. You’ll need to do some research on your own.


  Over the past several years, a growing trend was for workers to take early pensions or accept buyouts at younger ages. Downsizing, “golden parachutes,” and “job outsourcing” reinforced this early retirement trend. Actually, “retirement” is not a term this younger crowd chooses to use. “Life transition” might be a better term. Of those retiring today, a large percentage would like to continue working, at least in a part-time or perhaps a consulting capacity. Some have plans to turn that extra bedroom into a home office.


  Then, along came recession and massive unemployment to derail many well-thought-out retirement plans. Those who didn’t lose their jobs began to look upon employment and a steady paycheck as a blessing. Another failure of many retirement plans was the collapse of the real estate market. Those counting on inflated home equities to subsidize a luxurious lifestyle after retirement are finding themselves with negative mortgages, their expected profits vanished. Many are deciding to postpone retirement, at least for a while. Others, suddenly out of work with no job prospects, find themselves forced into early retirement. This shift of economic conditions makes careful planning essential.


  BEST PLACES TO RETIRE?


Occasionally this writer gets a request from a magazine to write an article describing the “Twenty Best Places for Retirement.” The editor expects me to rank towns and cities from 1 to 20, as if I were rating baseball teams. With a baseball team you can check wins, losses, and other statistics—people can’t argue with statistics. But cities and towns don’t score wins and losses, except in somebody’s mind. What would be a perfect place for my wife and me could spell total disaster for you. (I always try to change the assigned magazine article’s title from “Twenty Best Towns” to “Twenty Great Towns.”)


  Retirement writers often award favorable recommendations on the basis of factors that rarely affect retirees. For example, quality high schools and cultural amenities such as museums and operas receive high marks in retirement analyses. Yet how much will a secondary-school system matter to you? How many times a month will you be going to a museum or an opera? Would you rather live in a town with 10 golf courses and no museums, or 10 museums and no golf courses? Will you be satisfied living in a state where it’s against the law for a restaurant to serve wine with dinner? Where you’ll have to drive to a neighboring state to even purchase wine? Or where 98 percent of the population is of a different political persuasion than you?


  Much is made of economic conditions, such as unemployment or state budget problems. Yet most retirees are not dependent on jobs to supplement their incomes. If finding work is a critical issue, retirees might be best staying where they are, where they have contacts for possible employment. Furthermore, a state government’s budget won’t affect a retiree nearly as much as the household budget.


  Often retirement writers rank states by “tax burdens.” This is misleading, because when a state gives you a break on income taxes, chances are it will make it up on higher property taxes, sales taxes, and so on. Yes, you might save a few hundred tax dollars a year by living in Kansas rather than Florida, but where would you be happier? Look at the tax table later on in this chapter, and you’ll see how some states play games with taxes.


  Rather than writing off a state as a retirement possibility because someone claims it’s a “high tax” state, you should look at the type of state taxes and how these taxes will affect the kinds of income and assets that you have. For example, if you receive a substantial military pension, you might favor one of the 20 states that exempt military pensions. Of the states profiled in this book, the following do not tax military pensions: Alabama, Arkansas, Connecticut, Louisiana, Maine, Massachusetts, Mississippi, and Missouri. It’s up to you to decide whether or not living in one of these states would be worth the taxes saved.


  The bottom line: To find your ideal location, you’re going to have to do your own ranking, to match your own preferences.


  Ideally you’ll start your retirement analysis early. A great way to do this is by combining research with your vacations. Instead of visiting the same old place each year, try different parts of the country. Check out each location as a possible place to retire. Look at real estate, medical care, and recreation. What about libraries? (An appalling number are closing because of lack of funds.) Does this town offer the types of cultural events you enjoy? Cultural events can be anything from concerts and stage plays to square-dance lessons, bowling tournaments, or chili cook-offs. Will you fit in culturally and socially and be accepted and welcomed by your neighbors? The point is: Will this be the ideal hometown for you?


  The local chamber of commerce can be an excellent source of information. Make sure to ask if the community has a “retiree attraction committee” or “retiree welcoming committee.” This growing concept of welcoming retirees into a community is sometimes coordinated through the chamber of commerce. A welcoming committee can be a marvelous way to make friends and to adjust to your new surroundings. At the end of each retirement town’s review, we supply the chamber of commerce’s telephone number and address, as well as its website.


  If you can’t or don’t care to travel, you can do research on the Internet simply by searching the names of the towns that interest you. It’s amazing how much you can learn. If you don’t have a computer, use one in your local library. It used to be that libraries subscribed to a variety of out-of-town newspapers from larger cities. But with the decline of the newspaper industry, surviving newspapers are shrinking to the point where your best source of local information is the Internet.


  You can learn much about a community by browsing a community’s online newspaper. If drunk-driving arrests are top news stories, you have one picture of crime. If murders, home break-ins, and other mayhem are so common that they receive little attention, you get another image. Check real estate prices, rentals, and community events; compare them with your hometown expenses and activities and you’ll begin to get a picture of relative costs and social life. If you don’t know how to browse the Internet, ask your grandkids to show you. You’ll love it!


  WHAT TO LOOK FOR


  Following is a list of requirements we personally consider essential for a successful retirement relocation. Your needs may be different; feel free to add or subtract from the list, and then use it to measure communities against your standards.


  	Safety. Can you walk through your chosen neighborhood without fearful glances over your shoulder? Can you leave your home for a few weeks without dreading a break-in?



  	Climate. Will temperatures and weather patterns match your lifestyle? Will you be tempted to go outdoors and exercise year-round, or will harsh winters and suffocating summers confine you to an easy chair in front of the television set?



  	Housing. Is quality housing available at a price you are willing and able to pay? Is the area visually pleasing, free of pollution and traffic snarls? Will you feel proud to live in the neighborhood?



  	Nourishment for Your Interests. Does your retirement choice offer facilities for your favorite pastimes, cultural events, and hobbies, be they hunting, fishing, adult education, art centers, or whatever?



  	Social Compatibility. Will you find common interests with your neighbors? Will you fit in and make friends easily? Will there be folks with your own cultural, social, and political background?


  	Affordability. Are goods and services reasonably priced? Will you be able to afford to hire help from time to time when you need to? Will your income be significantly affected by state income taxes? Will taxes on your pension make a big difference?



  	Distance from Family and Friends. Are you going to be too far away or in a location where nobody wants to visit? Would you rather they don’t visit? (In that case you might do better even farther away.)



  	Jobs and/or Volunteer Opportunities. Will there be enough interesting volunteer jobs or paid jobs (if that’s what you want) to satisfy your need for keeping busy? What about continuing-education programs at the local college?



  	Transportation. Does your new location have intercity bus transportation or train connections? Many small towns have none, which makes you totally dependent on an automobile or taxis. How far is the nearest airport with passenger airline connections? Can friends and family visit without having to drive their automobile or spend a fortune on taxis from the airport?



  	A Lively and Safe Downtown. Does your town or city have a town center with restaurants, shopping, and places to meet friends? Or it is a place of abandoned businesses with boarded-up windows, pawnshops, and secondhand stores? Will you be satisfied doing all your shopping out on the strip malls on the highway around town? For some people, this is not a problem.



  	Your Favorite Vacation Destination. People often think of retirement as a permanent vacation. Nothing wrong with that. But before you pack up the proverbial lock, stock, and barrel to move to that beach town or mountain village where you’ve enjoyed spending your regular two-week vacations, ask yourself these questions: Will I be happy living there year-round? Will I become bored with trout fishing after a couple of months? Will I enjoy the beach during the winter, when my summer-resident friends have returned home, when most shops and restaurants are closed, and when northern winds sweep in with sleet, snow, and ice storms? Think it over!





  EVALUATING HEALTH CARE


  An important issue is the availability and quality of health care in your new hometown. Especially important is the quality of local hospital facilities. This is all but impossible to research objectively. Especially in smaller towns, the usual sources of information about health care quality are either the local chamber of commerce or the hospital’s website. Understandably, both sources will claim that medical care and facilities in the community are top-notch and highly rated. Yet when we talk with local people, we sometimes get a different story.


  Since local residents are rarely qualified to give expert opinions on medical issues, we’ve tried asking the hospital staff directly. That doesn’t work either, because neither office personnel nor doctors are willing to criticize their employers or their colleagues. Of course, just about all larger cities have optimal hospital facilities to take care of major health problems, and smaller communities nearby can take advantage of the health care available in the population center. But in many smaller, more isolated communities, medical services can be limited to emergency care. (Sometimes the chamber of commerce fails to mention this.)


  Here is a way to obtain reliable information about local health facilities via the Internet: Go to health.usnews.com/best-hospitals/rankings and enter the community’s name and the state. This brings up a page listing all hospitals in that community, as well as those within a distance of 30 miles or so. When you click on the name of the hospital, you’ll find a page that describes the hospital, its specialties, and rankings. Of special interest is the Patient Satisfaction Survey (a federal program), where recently discharged patients are asked to evaluate their stay in the hospital. If you are covered by Medicare, it’s important to find out whether doctors in your community tend to accept Medicare patients. Medicare regularly monitors rates of reimbursement, which means doctors might earn less for office visits and various procedures. Also, there’s often a delay before doctors are reimbursed from Medicare. Many doctors have dropped out of the program, leaving Medicare patients with fewer alternatives. This could narrow your choice of doctors.


  Be aware that most HMOs will not offer coverage in unprofitable communities (especially those with low-density populations). Some HMOs have been known to discontinue their health care programs without notice, leaving clients in a precarious position of finding an insurance company willing to issue them coverage.


  Finally, at the time of revising this book, the status of Medicare and Medicaid is in flux with changing government administrations. The revised versions of this insurance could possibly not only cover those age 65 and over, but all who join the program, no matter what their age. If this works out, millions of employees who cannot quit their jobs without losing health care could feel safe to retire early, without risking financial ruin from unexpected medical bills. This could change many retirement plans! (As well as provide openings for underemployed job seekers.)


  OVER-50 COMMUNITIES

  Over the years retirement has become a big business, prompting impressive corporate investment. Planned adult-only communities, some of astounding size, are popping up all over the country. These complexes are usually centered on a lake, golf course, or some natural attraction. Sometimes these are “gated” communities; that is, to enter the property you must be a member of that development or have good reason to be there. Round-the-clock guards often staff the gates, scrutinizing everyone who enters.


  Sometimes private developments are “open” communities—without gates—yet are still age-restricted. Some are enormous. Arizona’s Sun City West, for example, has more than 15,000 homes on 7,100 acres, with a population of well over 40,000. Its neighboring development, Sun City Grand, promises to be even larger. Most of these developments restrict buyers to those age 50 and older; youngsters may visit but may not live there. This affects the community in several ways. Obviously your lives will be more tranquil without gangs of kids riding bikes, playing loud music, or knocking baseballs through your living room window. You’ll also enjoy a lower crime rate. Burglaries, vandalism, and theft usually occur in direct proportion to the number of teenagers in the neighborhood. Residents of over-50 developments report a secure feeling about their neighborhoods.


  The other side of the coin is that many retirees relish the idea of living in mixed-generation neighborhoods. They find young children and teenagers fun to be with. You’ll often hear them say, “I can’t imagine a more dreary and stifling situation—living in a same-age community! We want to socialize with young people as well as those our own age and older.”


  However, they will find that mixed-generation communities tend to segregate into age groups anyway. How? When you want to play golf or go fishing, your younger neighbors have to go to work. When you have a barbecue and a few drinks in the backyard, they have a Cub Scout meeting scheduled. Instead of joining you for a concert or a play, your neighbors have to attend a PTA meeting or would rather relax in front of the television after a hard day’s work. Just because they’re called “mixed-generation communities” doesn’t mean the mixed generations actually mix socially with each other!


  Many organized adult-only communities have a built-in benefit: When you are unloading your furniture from the moving van, a social director will be there, asking about hobbies, sports, and recreational preferences, ready to put you in touch with kindred spirits in the community. You’ll find instant friends with interests similar to yours. The bottom line is that age-restricted developments are selling a lifestyle as much as real estate.


  MOVING TO THE COUNTRY


  You might picture living in a rural or backwoods community as being the ultimate in get-away-from-it-all living. It’s nice to enjoy an incredibly low cost of living, with housing at giveaway prices. Yet we have mixed feelings about recommending retirement in some inexpensive areas—particularly rural, farming communities—to folks from big-city backgrounds.


  When you share few common interests with your neighbors, it’s easy to feel left out. When almost everyone in the community is in some way involved in agriculture, ordinary conversations tend to dwell on the price of soybeans or the best way to de-worm hogs. When your agricultural experience is limited to watering houseplants, you find you have few words of wisdom others care to hear. When your accent sounds funny to your neighbors, when your tastes in movies, politics, and food are different (or when you don’t even own a pickup), you could feel like an alien from another planet.


  Seriously, in view of the polarized political climate in the United States today, it might be important for people with strong political views to investigate the political climate of small, isolated communities where conflict might be unavoidable. All too often, outsiders have difficulties becoming accepted in small-town society. Starting off as a maverick isn’t going to help. You might find yourself very lonely. Of course, communities with large numbers of retirees from other parts of the country are usually much easier for outsiders to find their niche.


  COLLEGE TOWN RETIREMENT


  During the process of researching and selecting our favorite places for retirement, my wife and I began noticing something curious. Almost every one of our favorite locations happened to have a college or university as one of its features. At first we assumed this to be a coincidence. After all, we liked each of these places for its own personality and individual characteristics, conditions that scarcely seem connected with the presence or absence of a school.


  Now, one characteristic of our favorite towns has always been a lively downtown business center, one that serves as the focus of the community, a place local residents use for shopping, entertainment, and socialization. A place to meet friends for lunch or dinner. Yet throughout the nation business districts of many towns and small cities have been practically abandoned as strip malls and megastores established themselves out on the highway bypass. Downtown merchants and businesses fled the city center in a mass migration, as they moved—lock, stock, and pizza parlor—to the outskirts of town. Left behind are shabby town centers with neglected buildings and boarded-up storefronts, with perhaps a few lonely second-hand shops. Often, the downtown is all but deserted.


  For some very logical reasons, this seldom happens to a college town. Students are not overly fond of hanging out at strip malls. Instead, they patronize downtown restaurants, stores, and entertainment, preferably within walking or biking distance of the campus. With thousands of students, faculty, and college support staff as customers, most of them with money in their pockets, you can bet that successful merchants stay put and others eagerly rent any vacated stores.


  Many a college town’s historical central district is thus rescued from oblivion. Strolling down a college town’s main street is like stepping back in time 50 years. People smile at you as you pass, stores are open and welcoming your business, and you might even find an old-fashioned movie theater—the Bijou or Rex—single screen, with the smell of buttered popcorn. In other words, things are pretty much as they were when we were kids.


  Delightful side benefits of college town living include school sporting events, concerts, lectures, drama, light opera, and lots more, with many such offerings free to the public. And college towns are known for low crime rates: The yearly FBI Uniform Crime Report regularly shows unusually low incidences of crime in these communities.


  Another occasional advantage to college town living is reasonable real estate. This isn’t universally true, but many smaller college towns do offer bargain real estate prices compared with similar towns elsewhere. With perhaps 20 percent of the population being students on limited budgets and another large percent working as beginning teachers or support staff, housing prices can’t be bid up past consumers’ ability to pay. A tip: Choose a quiet neighborhood, away from fraternity-house row, where round-the-clock music can be so loud it peels wallpaper off your bedroom walls. (Just joking.)


  COST OF LIVING


  The most comprehensive research on the cost of living in the United States is done by the American Chamber of Commerce Researchers Association (ACCRA). They tabulate the cost of groceries, real estate, utilities, and other everyday necessities and publish them quarterly. Usually, this book presents cost of living statistics for each community profiled here. However, because of today’s unsettled economic conditions, it’s almost impossible to gauge the cost of living through normal statistical research.


  For example, a major element in finding your ideal hometown is the price of real estate. Normally, home costs are estimated by reporting the median sales price of homes in a community. (Median sales price means that half of the homes being sold in an area are sold above the median sales price, and half of the homes are sold for less.) This gives you an indication of real estate trends and prices in a given town. At present, however, this figure is often meaningless. Why? Because at the time of this writing, many home sales are either foreclosures or distress sales because of job loss. If this isn’t bad enough, many potential buyers are holding off, waiting for prices to hit the bottom.


  But, how do we know when real estate prices have reached the bottom? As an example: We once noticed a small, upscale beach community reporting a median real estate sales index of only $85,000! (Normally, homes selling in that community would be priced above $400,000.) The $85,000 price brought the cost of living index way down for that community. Not understanding how property could possibly be priced so low, we called a real estate professional in that community for an explanation. The answer was: “For the month in question, the only real estate transaction was a mobile home on its own lot for $85,000!”


  Local boosters too often place undue emphasis on a low cost of living and cheap real estate as the prime attractions of their communities. True, these items go hand in hand; that is, when you find low-cost housing, you’ll usually find economical living costs in general. In our travels we’ve encountered places where $95,000 will buy a nice three-bedroom home, where carpenters will remodel for $12 an hour, and where haircuts are still $9.50. However, inexpensive living isn’t necessarily the same as quality living. Although some low-cost areas are exceptional bargains—combining a high quality of life with welcoming neighbors and pleasant surroundings—other low-cost areas can be intensely dreary and boring, and, even worse, high-crime areas.


  Why is the cost of living and housing dramatically less in some localities? Basically you’ll find two reasons for cheap real estate and low rents. The most common reason: an undesirable place to live. These towns steadily lose population because they have absolutely nothing going for them—no jobs, no charm, no nothing. Homes sell for rock-bottom prices because eager sellers outnumber reluctant buyers. Unless you are sincerely dedicated to boredom, bad weather, and cable TV, these may not be places you would seek out for retirement.


  The second reason: an unforeseen and disastrous business slump or other circumstances that suddenly cause the job market to disintegrate. When this happens, people don’t necessarily want to leave and seek work elsewhere, but they find they have to. Homes go on the real estate market at giveaway prices because sellers have no other choice. This doesn’t necessarily make a desirable community turn into a lemon. It’s always possible that this could be an opportunity for those looking for an affordable place for relocation. Two examples of this type of disaster for local residents, but a possible bonanza for those seeking real estate bargains, would be a factory closing and production being shipped overseas, or a proposed military base closure.


  As an aside, I might mention that a few years ago, Fort Ord, near our home in California, was closed, and all personnel were relocated to Fort Lewis, Washington. A friend of ours bought a condo from a departing military family at a bargain price. Today its value has increased fourfold.


  Although situations like this are personal tragedies for displaced families, they open windows of opportunity for retired folks. Because jobs and regular weekly paychecks aren’t essential for many retired couples, quality real estate could become theirs for a fraction of what similar housing would cost elsewhere. As younger couples with growing children move away, older people often move in and raise the ratio between retired and working people to unusual levels. Retirees occasionally become a majority of voters, and can wield appreciable influence over local government and political processes.


  WORKING DURING RETIREMENT


  A generation ago the question of working when retired would seem out of place in a book on retirement. Used to be, most people worked until age 65 or older, then eagerly looked forward to the day they no longer had to get up every morning, down a cup of coffee, and drag themselves off to work. The ideal was a house on the golf course or a home by a bass lake. If someone merely changed jobs or went into business for himself or herself, how could that person be retired?


  How things have changed! For one, the average age of those leaving the workplace has rapidly decreased as early baby boomers achieved financial success. Ironically, finding themselves underemployed in a sluggish economy, baby boomers trend toward early retirement. Not necessarily because they want to retire early. Often it’s because their jobs disappear or move overseas, and they have to either retire or find another job.


  As mentioned previously, many consider themselves relocating rather than retiring. They often relocate within striking distance of their former employer’s business base, or similar enterprises, to keep their hand in the job market, if only on a consulting basis. This is why some southern states are popular with those leaving jobs in the industrialized areas of New England and the Great Lakes regions. If they are planning on consulting jobs, vacation-replacement employment, or other connections with former employers, it’s much more convenient to commute to New York from North Carolina or Florida than from California or Arizona.


  Many people just think they need a job. The real problem is, they’ve always worked and are horrified at the prospect of suddenly not having anything meaningful to do. The curse of the work ethic is all too real; after all those years of toil, folks tend to feel guilty or even decadent when they no longer leap out of bed at 6:30 a.m. and scurry off to a job. Too often those who don’t really need the income end up working just for the sake of working.


  This work ethic is understandable and difficult to leave behind. Our recommendation is that if you cannot find enough to do around the house, then volunteer. As a volunteer, you will not only be doing meaningful work, but also you’ll meet others in the community, widen your network of friends, and lay the groundwork for later years when you may need volunteers to help you. A special bonus is that your services will be sincerely appreciated and valued more highly than if you were to work in a fast-food restaurant or some other high-competition, low-paying job, trying to please an employer you don’t like in the first place.


  Let’s take the case of our friend Katharine, a retired librarian who lived in a tiny apartment in Monterey, California. Her rent was $1,400 a month. To supplement her retirement income, she took a part-time job in a bookstore that paid $100 a month after taxes. When she moved to a small town in coastal Oregon, she found another small apartment for $900 a month, with a view of the Pacific Ocean. Part-time jobs in small towns like this often pay minimum wage, or less, but even so, the part-time jobs were all filled. However, Katharine discovered that the $500 she saved in rent made up for the $500 she had been earning at her bookstore job. In other words, she had been working just to pay higher rent. Now she devotes her time to art classes and satisfying volunteer work in the community, and manages to live just fine on her retirement pension and Social Security.


  TAXES


  Property taxes vary by state and locality, with states like Arkansas or Alabama taking less than Arizona or California. But choosing retirement in Alabama over Arizona simply to save a few dollars a year would be foolish, unless Alabama has everything you want in the way of retirement and Arizona lacks something important. Taxes are just one component of many elements.


  Just because a state has no individual income taxes or sales tax doesn’t necessarily mean the total tax burden will be less. States have ways of making up the difference. No income tax? Don’t rejoice so quickly—higher property taxes and sales taxes will make up the deficit. No sales tax? You can be sure the state will figure out another way to tax you.


  If you are like most retirees, much of your income will be lower. A lot of it will come from tax-deductible pensions and Social Security benefits. In that case, state income taxes may not be all that serious. (Of course, some states tax Social Security and pensions.) On the other hand, if you’re in a high-income bracket, elevated tax rates could be significant, so you might consider a state that taxes income lightly or not at all. Those states without individual income taxes are Alaska, Florida, Nevada, New Hampshire, South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, Washington, and Wyoming.


  According to the Tax Foundation (a Washington, D.C., think tank), New Jersey, California, New York, Hawaii, and Minnesota are the least taxpayer-friendly states, while Alaska, Florida, South Dakota, and Wyoming are the most taxpayer-friendly. However, except for Alaska, I’m not sure I agree with their conclusions.


  Take a look at the tax burden table on page 15, and compare the tax burdens on citizens in different areas. (The table is based on a couple with an income of $60,000 a year, living in a home assessed at $225,000.) For example: Taxpayers in Oregon—where state income taxes are collected—pay state and local taxes of $4,777. Taxpayers in Washington—where there is no state income tax—pay $4,548; a difference of $237 a year, or about $20 a month. Not likely to affect a budget. (By the way, Oregon doesn’t collect sales tax, so the state makes up the difference elsewhere in the property tax structure.)


  Another example: A couple living in Texas—which does not collect income taxes—will pay $41 a month more to live in Texas than just across the state line in New Mexico, where state income taxes are collected! Look at the figures for Florida, another state that doesn’t tax income. Even so, Florida is one of the highest-tax states listed in our chart, second only to Texas. So much for saving on income taxes! The bottom line: It costs money to operate a state government, and the state will collect that money, one way or another.


  Certainly, if you are living in a high-tax state such as New Jersey or Indiana, where you are paying double or triple what you might pay in another state, this could influence your move. Or you might have an unusually high income, such that a no–income tax state would make sense. But aside from that, don’t allow tax bills to be your main concern. Think about climate, nearness to friends and relatives, recreation, and outdoor activities. Consider cultural events, medical care, access to transportation, and all the other items that will affect your lifestyle. It would be an enormous mistake to relocate in a community where you could be unhappy, simply for the sake of saving a few dollars a month.


  

	EXAMPLES OF TAX BURDENS IN VARIOUS STATES



	State
	City
	Property
 Tax
	Personal
 Tax
	Sales
 Tax
	State
 Tax
	Total
 Burden



	AL
	Dothan
	$731
	$240
	$2,055
	$1,322
	$4,358



	AZ
	Lake Havasu City
	$1,842
	$563
	$1,736
	$594
	$4,735



	AR
	Fayetteville
	$2,252
	$383
	$2,362
	$1,129
	$6,125



	CA
	San Diego
	$2,407
	$360
	$1,714
	$155
	$4,636



	CO
	Boulder
	$1,575
	$539
	$1,930
	$437
	$4,481



	FL
	Fort Lauderdale
	$4,707
	$81
	$1,327
	No Tax
	$6,115



	GA
	Athens
	$2,604
	$406
	$1,655
	$98
	$4,763



	ID
	Boise
	$2,259
	$159
	$1,284
	$784
	$3,446



	KY
	Danville
	$2,222
	$371
	$1,327
	$1,512
	$5,432



	LA
	Baton Rouge
	$1,579
	$24
	$2,134
	$455
	$4,192



	ME
	Camden
	$2,785
	$681
	$1,156
	$891
	$5,725



	MA
	Cape Cod
	$1,229
	$508
	$1,010
	$1,466
	$4,213



	MS
	Hattiesburg
	$2,733
	$845
	$1,915
	$269
	$5,762



	NV
	Carson City
	$1,990
	$557
	$1,576
	No Tax
	$4,123



	NM
	Albuquerque
	$3,278
	$124
	$1,586
	$956
	$5,944



	NC
	Asheville
	$2,512
	$398
	$1,564
	$1,510
	$5,984



	OK
	Grand Lake
	$2,185
	$185
	$2,286
	$918
	$5,574



	OR
	Portland
	$2,765
	$75
	No Tax
	$1,937
	$4,777



	SC
	Aiken
	$1,926
	$571
	$1,505
	No Tax
	$4,002



	TN
	Crossville
	$1,317
	$48
	$2,469
	No Tax
	$3,834



	TX
	Austin
	$4,476
	$145
	$1,825
	No Tax
	$6,446



	UT
	Cedar City
	$1,523
	$372
	$1,575
	$1,374
	$4,844



	VT
	Burlington
	$3,870
	$120
	$1,629
	$56
	$5,678



	VA
	Charlottesvill
	e $2,120
	$709
	$1,296
	$141
	$4,266



	WA
	Seattle
	$2,347
	$234
	$1,959
	No Tax
	$4,540



	WV
	Princeton
	$1,695
	$523
	$1,505
	$1,094
	$4,817






Data from Eve Evans and Elizabeth Niven, America’s Best Low-Tax Retirement Towns (Houston: Vacation Publications, 2008)


  REAL ESTATE PRICES


  Throughout this book you will find references to real estate prices somewhat vague, and deliberately so. The problem with quoting specific home prices in a book on retirement is that prices can, and possibly will, be out of date before the book is delivered to the bookstores! Since the last edition of Where to Retire, the market has stabilized in most areas of the country. The wave of foreclosures has smoothed out, and most areas of the country are seeing a steady increase in value.


  To get an idea of current real estate trends for possible retirement communities, you can find some interesting and up-to-date charts furnished by the National Association of Realtors website at: realtor.org/research/research/metroprice. The figures are revised every quarter, and you can see how much prices have changed over the past three years.


  However, do not make retirement decisions on the basis of surprisingly low-cost home prices. Allow me to point out that there could be a very good reason why homes are so inexpensive in some towns: Anyone in their right mind would not choose to live there. Your job will be to keep abreast of trends. Then decide whether to invest in a home before prices recover, or rent until asking prices take an even more significant dip. Don’t rely only on what you read here—this writer has been predicting the collapse of the California real estate market for 30 years! In the meantime our very ordinary California home, purchased 35 years ago, has increased in value many times over.


  THE MOBILE-HOME ALTERNATIVE


  Why are they called “mobile homes”? That’s a good question. For years manufacturers have struggled to change the terminology to “manufactured homes.” Obviously they are anything but mobile. Few of them have any trace of the wheels that were used to move them to their locations. Since “manufactured” never caught on, we’ll continue saying “mobile.”


  For people searching for a magic, low-cost path to home ownership, we recommend investigating the possibility of mobile-home living. Now before you turn up your nose and start visualizing a “trailer park” inhabited by welfare recipients, allow me to explain. Those classically rundown facilities, ravaged by screaming children and indigent parents, are easy to avoid. Simply look for those advertising high-quality adults-only facilities. They’ll have names ending with “Mobile Estates” or “Village” or “Manor.” Avoid places with signs such as “Jake’s Trailer Park and Motorcycle Repair.” Do not consider mobile-home parks where monthly rentals are allowed. (The park’s management has no control over who might be renting there.) Check out the ambience, and remember that it’s worthwhile to pay a higher monthly rent in a higher-quality mobile-home park.


  To sum up: For those who cannot afford to buy a conventional home, or those who have just gone through a foreclosure, a mobile home could be a practical alternative to renting conventional housing. You might be astounded at the wide range of lifestyles made possible by mobile-home living.


  Top-end facilities offer luxurious, country club–style surroundings, professional landscaping, swimming pools, and deluxe clubhouses. We’ve looked at developments with customized mobile homes that are almost impossible to distinguish from conventional homes you might expect to see in a gated golf course development. (Actually, many mobile-home parks are golf course communities.) We’ve seen these deluxe homes priced as high as $350,000. At the other end of the spectrum are small, economical, no-frills parks with little more than laundry facilities and a club room for socializing and playing bridge. Depending on the setting, inexpensive mobile-home parks can be just the ticket for those on limited budgets. We’ve checked out double-wide units in quiet adult parks where $40,000 would buy an adequate home. An advantage is, in some states, mobile homes are not subject to property taxes. Instead, a yearly license plate or fee is an economical substitute for property taxes.


  Both styles of parks can be in the same area of town, often within a mile or two of each other. Nothing wrong with the lower-rent, no-children places if you cannot afford the luxury layout. Sometimes the smaller and simple places have the most friendly neighbors. But, do your research!


  From our point of view, a mobile home is a viable alternative for those who cannot afford to buy a conventional home and do not care to rent. However, our firm opinion is: If you cannot pay cash for your mobile home, you cannot afford to buy it! Always remember that, unlike a conventional home, mobile homes depreciate over the years, rather than appreciate. Fortunately, the wide range of mobile-home prices and park rents make it possible for most people to buy without financing.


  Apart from the money you have invested in your mobile home, your monthly budget outlay for park rent could be less than half of what you’d have to pay to rent an ordinary house or apartment. This assumes that you take our advice and do not buy something you cannot afford, and end up making stiff mortgage payments.


  CHOOSING YOUR CLIMATE


  All your working life you’ve heroically put up with whatever inconveniences, insults, and misery your local weather dumped on you. The good news is that when you retire, you no longer have to take it. You can search for a perfect climate and live happily ever after. The bad news is that there is no such thing as a perfect climate!


  Retirees in Maine love their summers but think it’s too cold in the winter. Their retired friends in Miami love Florida winters but complain because summers can be hot and muggy. Florida newcomers say they miss the change of seasons. Parts of California have what we consider the best overall climate—sunny, relatively bug-free, and comfortable, with low humidity most of the year. Yet native Californians grumble when occasional winter days drop below 50 degrees and winter rains keep them from walking along the beach or sunning beside the pool.


  Even though you can’t find the perfect climate, you certainly can find one that suits you best. And chances are, you’ll find one far superior to the weather you’ve had to put up with all those working years. One of the exciting things about retirement is that, for the first time in your life, work doesn’t dictate where you must live. You now have a choice in the matter.


  Another advantage of being footloose and fancy-free is you needn’t lock yourself into one weather pattern. You can choose any combination of climates that fits your new lifestyle. Many people use their hometowns as base camps, enjoying a glorious spring and a lazy summer, and then head south to Florida, Southern California, or Arizona to enjoy a warm and sunny fall and winter. Some retirees choose Mexico or Costa Rica for their second homes as an escape from the coldest winter months.


  It takes a little gumption to get started “following the sun,” but many thousands do just that, and they love it! (To consider foreign retirement alternatives, check out our books: Choose Costa Rica for Retirement or Choose Mexico for Retirement, both published by Globe Pequot.)


  PERSONAL SAFETY


  Most people agree that crime can be a major problem in some areas of the United States. It’s true that crime rates are dropping dramatically in most parts of the country, but there are still neighborhoods where people are practically prisoners in their own homes. Instead of criminals being behind bars, some law-abiding citizens find themselves hiding behind barred windows and chained doors.


  There is little we, as private citizens, can do about any of this. Your only solution is to find a safe place to live. Curiously, in neighborhoods not so very far away from high-crime areas, people can leave their doors unlocked and walk home from a late movie without anxiety. There are still places almost as calm as they used to be when we were children. Remember when kids used to play outside long after dark? Remember when people seldom locked their front doors? In our research we’ve come across many locations with almost that same safe feeling of those good old days. (I say almost because conditions have changed, even in the best of places.)


  A few years ago this writer and his wife bought a summer home in a small Oregon town (population less than 100). When we inquired about safety, we discovered that most residents never locked their cars. And some even left their keys in the ignition so they wouldn’t lose them! On the other hand, friends who lived in a nearby, much larger city also didn’t lock their cars—but for an entirely different reason. Automobile break-ins were so common in their neighborhood that a locked car was an invitation for a thief to break the window to see if something valuable might be inside. Yet in the better neighborhoods of that same city, auto break-ins were rare.


  FINDING A SAFE PLACE TO LIVE


  The bottom line is, there is no such thing as a crime-free area. As long as people live in social groups, there will always be individuals who don’t care to distinguish between their belongings and those of their neighbors. It just stands to reason that the larger the social group, the more deviant individuals it produces. Therefore, you’ll find much higher crime rates in Washington, D.C., than in Walla Walla, Washington, and more crime in New York City than in New Madrid, Missouri. On the other hand, just because a town is peaceful doesn’t make it a great place to live. It could also be so boring that burglars and robbers can’t stand working there, or perhaps it’s so cold in the winter that auto thieves can’t get the cars started.


  Generally speaking, the larger the city, the higher the crime rate. Yet most big cities have neighborhoods just as safe as nearby suburbs and smaller towns. These are usually middle-class, low-turnover neighborhoods, places where residents know each other and where most people are over the age of 50. For example, Hermosa Beach, an affluent suburb in the Los Angeles metropolitan area, ranks exceptionally high in safety—often at the top of the FBI’s list of safest towns—yet it’s just 20 minutes away from some of the most crime-ridden neighborhoods in the country.


  You can learn a great deal about a community by simply driving around and observing. Are the homes neat, with trimmed shrubbery and mowed lawns? Or are they shabby, obviously owned by absentee landlords? Do fore-closure signs and boarded-up windows draw your attention? Do you see old junk autos parked around the neighborhood in various states of repair, with teenagers trying to repair them? Or do you see folks your own age working in their yards, walking the dog, or polishing the car? The best way to ascertain a neighborhood’s safety is to simply ask the residents. If folks feel safe living there, they’re happy to tell you all about it. If they offer to lend you a weapon to protect yourself, it’s probably not a safe neighborhood!


  In this book we’ve used the latest version of the FBI’s annual publication “Crime in the United States” to help analyze personal safety of a community. Although FBI statistics are quite detailed, they often do not provide a solid basis for comparing crime rates among communities. This is because not all police departments file crime reports with the FBI. Therefore, our analysis of personal safety for a community is based partly on FBI reports, but is also influenced by our personal observations and interviews with folks living in the community.


  WHY NOT MY STATE?


  Occasionally we receive letters from readers demanding to know why we didn’t include their home states: Iowa, Illinois, or Indiana, for example. “What do you have against my state?” they inquire. “It’s a wonderful place to retire.” Other readers complain that we don’t cover places in North Dakota, Montana, or other cold-weather states that often receive lavish praise from retirement writers.


  Aside from the obvious explanation that it would be impossible to cover all communities in one book, there are two reasons for limiting coverage. Let’s take Montana as an example. We’ve been there in the summer and can vouch for the fact that it’s a delightful place, in an exceptionally beautiful part of the country. Places like Glacier National Park make the Big Sky country a wonderful place to visit. And most of those who were born and raised in Montana will surely retire there when they leave their jobs, just as most retirees in Pittsburgh, Omaha, and Milwaukee probably will never move away from their home states.


  However, we think it’s irresponsible to encourage those from Pittsburgh, Omaha, or Milwaukee to leave one cold-winter climate to move to an equally cold and frigid environment just for the sake of a few glorious summer months. If you’ve decided to relocate, why not choose someplace comfortable? For those who love snow, surely the 40 to 45 total inches per season in hometown Pittsburgh or Omaha should suffice. But in places like Montana or North Dakota, winter often begins in October, with an average 3-foot snow-pack that can remain until April. From our point of view, it’s far better to stay in your hometown or move to a place with a pleasantly warm winter climate, and then make summer visits to the northland when you can really enjoy it.


  Weather aside, our retirement selections are mostly communities where people actually do relocate, places most people consider appropriate for a new beginning. To take book space away from well-liked retirement destinations and dedicate it to describing places that few people would be interested in would be counterproductive. Of course, there is nothing wrong with the idea of retiring in Iowa, Minnesota, or South Dakota. However, very few future retirees from these states harbor a burning passion to move to Iowa, Michigan, or North Dakota. Statistics clearly show that for every thousand retirees who move out of northern, cold-winter states, only a tiny handful relocate to other cold-winter states. Even then, most moves are for a specific reason, such as returning to the old hometown, to where family members live, or to a college town where weather and location aren’t all-important.


  THE MOST POPULAR STATES FOR RELOCATION


  The three most popular states for retirement or relocation are Florida, California, and Arizona, in that order. All three have one thing in common: pleasant winter temperatures. This tells us that climate is a major factor in deciding where to relocate. Also popular are the states of Oregon and Washington, where coastal communities enjoy mild winters as well as cool summers. The southeast coastal states of North Carolina and South Carolina are narrowing the gap as preferred places for retirement. This is partly because they are not far from the northeastern industrial and commercial centers and the developing high-tech facilities in the Carolinas, where retirees can be closer to family and possible work connections as part-time employees or consultants for their companies.


  With a goal of presenting the most popular retirement locations first, and because Florida is the most fashionable place for out-of-state retirement, we will begin by looking at Florida, the “Sunshine State.”



 
  2


  Florida: A Retirement Tradition


  When dreaming of retirement, many people automatically picture Florida. They’ve vacationed there for years, so relocation there seems logical. Visions of warm weather, snow-free streets, and easy living flow through their fantasies. Soft, sandy beaches with swaying palm trees and balmy January days complete the vision. Beginning in the 1920s, retirees moved south in such numbers that Florida retirement became almost a tradition.


  Because Florida is a high-profile state, it receives a lot of media attention. Sometimes it seems that the only news coming out of the state deals with oil spills, hurricanes, wildfires, overcrowding, and disrepair. Does this mean you should write off Florida as a viable choice? Not by any means! From our research we are convinced that of all the states, Florida still offers some of the best bargains in quality living and affordable retirement for the average retiree. Regardless of what you see on television or the Internet, most Florida communities are as safe as other popular retirement destinations. If this book were to give ratings, many Florida towns would receive ratings far above towns of similar size elsewhere, both in livability and safety. Even though Florida isn’t for everyone, it’s still a great place to retire.


  ISN’T FLORIDA OVERCROWDED?


  Florida is now the third most populous state in the Union and still growing. New residents move here at the rate of more than 900 a day, most of them retirees, and Florida soon will displace New York as the country’s third-largest state population. Since the 2000 census, Florida’s population has expanded by about six million people!


  
  Florida Tax Profile



  Sales tax: 6% to 9.5%; food, drugs exempt

  State income tax: no

  Property taxes: approximately 1.6% on 100% of valuation; permanent residents eligible for additional exemptions

  Social Security taxed: no

  Pensions taxed: no

  Inheritance tax: no

  Estate tax: limited

  Gasoline tax: 53.4¢ per gallon




  With all those retirees moving in, isn’t Florida overcrowded? That depends upon which part of Florida you’re talking about. Certainly some parts of Florida are heavily populated, with high-rise apartments and condos clustered together and nothing but shopping centers and parking lots to break the monotony. Yet other sections of Florida are somewhat sparsely populated. Thousands of square miles have practically no human presence at all. Herons, egrets, ducks, storks, and wildfowl of all description share vast expanses of land with other wildlife ranging from panthers to rabbits and alligators to turtles and pythons. Deer abound in the open countryside and in the state’s large system of national forests.


  Lightly populated central Florida features rolling, wooded terrain dotted with small towns and crossroads communities comparable to those in small-town Ohio or Illinois. They are quiet, safe, and rural. Were it not for an occasional palm tree, you could easily forget this is Florida. These places are often overlooked in retirees’ enthusiasm for living close to beaches and glittering excitement. Yet most of these remote locations in the interior are less than an hour’s drive from a beach. No place in the entire state is much more than 70 miles from salt water. In some towns in the center of the state, you have a choice: An hour’s drive can take you either to the Atlantic Ocean or to the Gulf of Mexico. You can spend a day playing in the sand and return home in time for dinner. And the state is well endowed with coastline—almost 9,000 miles of it!


  Florida offers a wide range of relocation choices. You can select the convenience and excitement of a city, or you can choose a small-town community with slow traffic and rural tranquility. Florida has it all, except perhaps mountain climbing and downhill skiing.


  FLORIDA WEATHER


  The near-tropical climate of Florida’s peninsula has always been a major attraction for those from the North and Midwest who want something better to do with their winters than shoveling snow and staying indoors, watching television. January afternoon temperatures generally climb into the 60s or low 70s, with nights dropping into the 50s and even into the 40s on occasion. Summers are hot, to be sure, but aren’t summers in the Midwest and North scorchers, too? If you insist upon cool summers and mild winters, you need to think Pacific coast—California, Oregon, or Washington. But that’s another chapter. In the summer Florida’s early-morning temperatures are usually in the 70s, giving you plenty of opportunity to exercise outdoors. Summer afternoons are why God gave Florida swimming pools and iced lemonade.


  Florida’s tropical setting is an accident created by a huge flow of warm water—a kind of oceanic river—known as the Gulf Stream. This balmy current sweeps up from the Caribbean, hooks around the Florida Keys, and then brushes along Florida’s east coast. Its benevolent warmth flows close to shore, bestowing its blessings on the Atlantic coast until a point near Vero Beach, where it swerves a few miles farther out to sea.


  While Florida has been hit hard in recent years by hurricanes and tropical storms, the entire state benefits from the Gulf Stream, but an 80-mile stretch of southeastern coast known as the Gold Coast is the biggest beneficiary. Summers here are slightly cooler than in most Florida locations, because of the ocean’s constant temperature and the frequent cloud cover. The winters are warmer than anywhere else in the continental United States. This dreamy weather explains why you see several million people crowded together along Florida’s Gold Coast.


  FLORIDA REAL ESTATE


  Florida offers almost every kind of housing imaginable. Condos, town houses, and apartments are popular along the coasts or wherever land costs are high; multiple units bring the per-condo cost down. Traditional subdivisions are everywhere, as are custom homes and apartment buildings. Gated communities—usually reserved for folks over age 55—often feature a clubhouse and tennis courts, and sometimes a private golf course.


  For many folks, tourists and retirees alike, Florida’s beaches are what it’s all about. Although beaches draw throngs of tourists, just a few miles away from the beachfront crush, even just a few blocks away, a different world presents itself: the world of residents. It’s entirely possible to live in a quiet, normal neighborhood and then, whenever you choose, slip away to join the hedonistic, suntan-crazy tourist world just a few blocks from home.


  A Florida innovation is boat-canal living: homes built along a waterway, with sailboats, powerboats, yachts, or canoes tied up in their backyards. Residents of canal developments enjoy the ocean or gulf in ways that beachside folks cannot. Some boating communities are locked-in or gated arrangements, but most are in open neighborhoods. We’re continually surprised to find homes backing up to a canal are sometimes priced not that much higher than similar places in “dry” neighborhoods.


  NORTH-CENTRAL FLORIDA


  Although attractive retirement locations can be found all over the state, an area that is often overlooked for retirement possibilities is Florida’s interior. The north-central part of Florida is a different world, as different from either coast as you can imagine. Instead of being ironing-board flat, as is most of the state, central Florida sits at a higher elevation, on rolling hills covered with woods, meadows, and numerous lakes. Forests of oak, pine, maple, flowering dogwood, and azalea make this a place where palm trees and other tropical flora almost seem out of place. Yet the fun beaches of either coast are within easy driving distance. Because of its slightly higher altitude and distance from the water, you’ll find true changes of season, with cooler summer nights and a rare dusting of snow in the winter.


  This part of Florida attracts more retirees from the Midwest and north-central states than from New York and New England (whose residents seem to prefer Florida’s Gold Coast). By and large, the state’s interior is peaceful, more rural, and safer. The hectic beachfront zones seem to be a universe away.


  Residents here tend to duplicate the home styles and ambience of their Midwest hometowns. Generous lawns and single-family dwellings make this a re-creation of small-town America, with a slight Florida flourish. Homes come equipped with the pools, hot tubs, sundecks, and screened patios so important for Florida outdoor lifestyles. Were it not for an occasional orange grove, many neighborhoods would look right at home in Peoria or Terre Haute, places where their owners retired from. Part of this openness is due to affordable rural land costs that encourage larger building lots, which are routinely measured in acreage rather than square feet.


  

	NORTH-CENTRAL FLORIDA WEATHER
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  The climate is different here, too. In this region the weather-stabilizing Gulf Stream is farther off Florida’s coast. Consequently, summer days are a few degrees warmer and winters a few degrees colder. Slightly less rain falls as well. These temperature differences can be significant when you consider Florida’s high humidity. Miami averages 30 days a year with temperatures higher than 90 degrees, whereas inland it’s more like 100 days of 90-degree-plus weather. Nevertheless, if you love warm weather (as we do), 90-degree days aren’t bad, even with the 75 percent humidity you find in most of Florida. As one person from Rochester, New York, pointed out, “Coping with hot weather is simply a matter of changing my living patterns. Back home in New York, I stayed indoors all winter. I only went outside to go to work or to shovel snow. Here, I stay indoors during summer afternoons, yet every morning and evening it’s comfortable outdoors for golf or bicycling.”


  It is important to note that the period from the year 2000 to the present writing of this book has been marked with a series of devastating hurricanes, including Hurricane Irma in 2017 and Category-5 Hurricane Michael in 2018, the latter of which served as the strongest since Hurricane Andrew in 1992. The Atlantic hurricane season starts in June and last through November. Just like earthquakes on the West Coast or tornados in the central states, preparedness for natural disaster must be considered.


  Orlando Area


  At one time we considered Orlando one of Florida’s better retirement ideas. That was before it became so busy. In a surprisingly short time it made a remarkable transition from a sleepy crossroads of citrus orchards and residential neighborhoods into one of the fastest-growing cities in the state. Actually, for such a booming economy, Orlando managed to make this transition fairly painless by diversifying commerce and concentrating on clean, high-tech industry. It gained the nickname “Silicon Swamp.” Another nickname for Orlando is “Hollywood East,” because of the film industry’s focus on this area. Disney, MGM, and Universal Studios have invested millions in soundstages, production entities, and tourist attractions.


  Newcomers do not appear to be put off by growth; metropolitan Orlando has doubled over the past few decades, to boost the population to over two million. Many more have settled in the smaller towns scattered around Orlando’s city limits. Even though Orlando has grown into a real city—and the best places to live are near, rather than in, the city—there are nevertheless some tranquil neighborhoods not too many blocks from downtown. Residents live quietly and oblivious to the hubbub of the tourist attractions, which are mercifully some distance from the city. Ancient oak trees arch over the streets, and restored homes from the early 1900s qualify some neighborhoods for historical status. (“historical” meaning 100 years ago, when the city’s population was 2,481.)


  Orlando’s major problem, as far as retirement is concerned, is that it grew too much and too fast. With tourist super-attractions like Disney World and other Hollywood-style promotions, throngs of visitors create traffic jams and encourage the proliferation of fast-food joints, souvenir stands, motels, and business areas—which can be depressing to those who live here year-round. This shouldn’t detract from the fact that Orlando has many wonderful services and attractions that are worth day visits for local residents.


  Orlando is a golfer’s paradise, with more than 80 golf layouts in the metropolitan area and another 60 or so within driving distance. Some courses were designed by golf greats such as Arnold Palmer, Jack Nicklaus, Tom Fazio, Dick Wilson, and Gary Player. It’s no coincidence that numerous PGA Tour players have made Orlando their home, including Tiger Woods, Mark O’Meara, and Nick Faldo.


  The Orlando metropolitan area is surrounded by small, pleasant towns that are almost pastoral, yet close enough to downtown to take advantage of big-city offerings. Orange groves and lemon blossoms sweeten the air of the rolling countryside. More than 50 lakes dot the landscape, their tropical shores edged with cypress, pines, and tall palm trees. Fish abound in the lakes, along with an occasional alligator.


  An inviting place for retirement just outside Orlando is Winter Park, a scenic little college town with curving brick streets and charming Mediterranean-style architecture. The town boasts a chain of 17 lakes with a parklike setting of Spanish moss–draped live oaks. A little more expensive than some neighborhoods in Orlando, the town demonstrates its quality in a downtown that features a main street bustling with alfresco cafes, upscale boutiques, arts-and-crafts galleries, posh clothing shops, and other shopping pleasures.


  One benefit of retirement living in or near the Orlando complex: When grandkids visit, you’ll have no problem finding enough entertainment attractions to keep them occupied and looking forward to the next visit. The area is loaded with exciting theme parks of all descriptions, such as the Disney Magic Kingdom, crammed with themes of adventure, fantasy, and scary rides. The area is full of museums of all descriptions, as well as the famous Sea World Theme Park, Legoland, and Universal Studio’s Islands, both featuring thrill rides and attractions.


  For some of your more mature guests, there’s always the Congo River Golf and Exploration Golf Course, which features two 18-hole courses in a lush tropical setting, complete with waterfalls, caves, and—just to make it interesting—25 live alligators. (I suppose that gives a new meaning to “water hazards.”) Furthermore, you don’t have to choose Orlando as your retirement hometown to enjoy these amenities; dozens of pleasant communities are within a half hour or so drive.


  Two good-size health care centers serve the region: the Orlando Medical Center (general medical and surgical, pediatrics, heart and heart surgery), with 1,356 beds, and Florida Hospital (general medical and surgical), with 2,204 beds.


  Orlando Chamber of Commerce: 301 E. Pine St., Ste. 900, Orlando, FL 32814; (407) 425-1234; orlandochamber.org.


  DeLand


  Some interesting retirement possibilities near Orlando are found north of the city in a fan-shaped area starting at Orlando’s northern edge. A dozen small towns are scattered throughout this triangle, from DeLand on the east to Leesburg on the west, places little publicized as retirement destinations. Most of these towns are long settled, with established neighborhoods and mature shade trees along quiet streets. DeLand is the largest of these communities, with a local population of approximately 24,000 and about 53,000 in the shopping area. The town serves as the county seat as well as a busy commercial hub.


  An important feature of the town, which distinguishes it from similar communities in the region, is the presence of Stetson University. Even though it’s a small undergraduate school, the presence of its 2,200 students has a beneficial impact on the community. This happens to be Florida’s first university, public or private. It was founded in 1883 by a New York philanthropist, Henry DeLand—who also founded the town. In 1887, when DeLand convinced John B. Stetson (who made his fortune manufacturing Stetson hats) to contribute, the school was named Stetson University. Because of the school and its distinctive campus, with dramatic Greek and Tudor architecture, the town likes to claim the title of the “Athens of Florida.” DeLand sits on Lake Wales Ridge, a range of hills that runs north and south through the heart of the Florida peninsula. Nearby is a wildlife refuge, Blue Springs State Park, as well as the DeLeon Springs State Park. The latter is so named because legend has it that this is where Ponce de León should have been looking for his prized “Fountain of Youth.” (Ol’ Ponce probably missed the DeLand turnoff from the interstate.)


  Unlike many older Florida towns—those that trace their beginnings to the 1920s—many of the historic buildings are still intact. DeLand’s origin dates back to the late 1800s. (Actually, the oldest commercial structure in the sedate downtown section is said to date from 1775, when Florida was still part of the Spanish empire!) The city is trying to preserve the historic town center, which has many turn-of-the-20th-century Victorian and brick buildings. The goal is to encourage the establishment of antiques shops, boutiques, art galleries, quaint cafes, and coffeehouses.


  Throughout the region you’ll find wonderful outdoor recreational opportunities. The countryside is dotted with many lakes, and the crystal-clear St. Johns River is great for fishing, kayaking, and hiking. (By the way, the river is navigable all the way to the Atlantic coast at Jacksonville.) DeLand and surrounding towns offer good tennis facilities, and there are 16 public golf courses within 17 miles of DeLand’s civic center.


  For amenities and entertainment not found in DeLand, residents have only a 25-minute drive to Daytona Beach. There they’ll find amenities, cultural activities, and entertainment not usually found in a town of 28,000 population. This is not to mention the many miles of wide, uncrowded beaches all along this section of the Florida coast.


  Most homes in these smaller towns are in conventional neighborhoods, while larger retirement developments can be found in the surrounding countryside. As an example: We looked at a very impressive retirement complex near Leesburg. Because country property is relatively inexpensive in this area, a local developer was able to purchase a tract of land—a mixture of rolling hills, pastures, small lakes, and marshland—to create an interesting development. Because homes can’t be placed on wetlands, much of the land is open, giving most homes unobstructed views and privacy. The facilities (completely owned by the homeowners’ association) are top quality and include an Olympic-size pool, a huge clubhouse, tennis courts, and large areas of parkland. The development has its own golf course.


  The AdventHealth DeLand Hospital, with 156 beds, serves the community’s health needs. Hospitals in both Daytona and Sanford (about 20 miles away) have larger facilities.


  DeLand Chamber of Commerce: 120 S. Florida Ave., 2nd Floor, DeLand, FL 32720; (386) 734-4331; delandchamber.org.


  Winter Haven


  Another possibility that shouldn’t be neglected is the area southwest of Orlando and east of Tampa, a group of small communities around Winter Haven. Lakeland (pop. 108,000) is the largest and newest of the cities, while Frostproof (pop. 3,200) is the smallest and probably the oldest.


  Winter Haven (pop. 41,000) is the best known of these communities because of the positive publicity it receives as a potential retirement destination. Like DeLand, Winter Haven traces its roots back to the 19th century. As Florida boomed in the 1920s, the town gained a reputation as a retirement destination for those leaving behind the frigid winters and snow of the midwestern states. By the mid-1930s tourism became one of the major components of the local economy.


  Besides holding a sense of nostalgia about its former years as the MLB spring training camp of the Cleveland Indians and serving as the home of famous tourist attraction Cypress Gardens (now incorporated into Legoland), Winter Haven bills itself as the waterskiing capital of the world. For good reason: A series of 18 spring-fed lakes known as Chain O’ Lakes, interconnected by navigable canals, provides unlimited opportunities for waterskiing, boating, fishing, and swimming. Ospreys, egrets, and other birds roost in the moss-covered cypress and oaks and flowering plants by the shores of the lake. Forty percent of the area within the city limits is covered by lakes or canals, which contributes to cooling in the summer and warming in the winter.


  About 40 golf courses make the Winter Haven region ideal for enthusiasts. Many PGA tournaments are hosted here. It is an outstanding golfing area with a good number of uncrowded courses.


  Regional housing is affordable, with homes routinely selling below national averages. Winter Haven was recently ranked as the 40th most-economical city in the nation and possibly the lowest cost of housing in Florida with regard to real estate. Much of the lakefront is open and parklike, yet boat access is almost unlimited. Lakes away from Winter Haven commonly have homes with private docks.


  Health care is a major industry, with 5 hospitals and 10 medical centers scattered about the county. The largest of the medical facilities is Winter Haven Hospital, with 519 beds. Four smaller hospitals are within a 16-mile drive.


  I-4 hustles traffic to Tampa or Orlando for serious shopping in short order. Shopping is more than adequate in Winter Haven and environs, however, with a large mall that rivals those in bigger cities. The area is lucky to have daily Greyhound bus service to Tampa, Orlando, Jacksonville, and Miami. When family comes to visit, they will be thrilled to know that Disney World is 35 minutes away, Sea World a 45-minute drive, and Busch Gardens 60 minutes away.


  Winter


  Gainesville

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Ocala


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  FLORIDA’S ATLANTIC COAST


  

  Palm Coast


  

  

  

	ATLANTIC COAST WEATHER



	
	IN DEGREES FAHRENHEIT
	ANNUAL



	
	Jan.
	April
	July
	Oct.
	RAIN
	SNOW



	Daily highs
	68
	80
	89
	81
	48"
	—



	Daily lows
	47
	59
	72
	65
	
	






  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Daytona Beach


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  COCOA BEACH TO MELBOURNE
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	GOLD COAST WEATHER



	
	IN DEGREES FAHRENHEIT
	ANNUAL



	
	Jan.
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	Daily highs
	75
	82
	89
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	—



	Daily lows
	56
	65
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	70
	
	






  

  

  The Miami Complex
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  FLORIDA KEYS: THE END OF THE LINE
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	WEST COAST FLORIDA WEATHER
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	Jan.
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	July
	Oct.
	RAIN
	SNOW



	Daily highs
	74
	85
	91
	85
	54"
	—



	Daily lows
	53
	62
	74
	68
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  Panama City


  

  

	PANHANDLE AREA WEATHER



	
	IN DEGREES FAHRENHEIT
	ANNUAL



	
	Jan.
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	July
	Oct.
	RAIN
	SNOW



	Daily highs
	61
	77
	90
	79
	61"
	—



	Daily lows
	43
	59
	74
	59
	
	






  

  

  

  

  

  The Emerald Coast


  

  

  

  

  

	FLORIDA GULF COAST WEATHER
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	61
	77
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