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          By Elaine Soloway

The urge to live in a small town can strike at any time. 

For some, it’s a vacation stroll down a New England Main Street. Others get the itch after visiting their childhood hometown. And for many, it’s the fictional settings of  TV shows like The Andy Griffith Show’s Mayberry.

Many small-town dreamers postpone their move until retirement, aware that more leisure time and freedom from jobs in the city, can bring a new lifestyle –one enhanced by scenic beauty, tranquility, and community involvement.

That was certainly true for Irene and Alan Loss when they moved 30 miles away from their home in Kalamazoo, MI. to South Haven, a resort town of 5,563 people. 

“During our 13 years in Kalamazoo we spent many weekends and vacations in South Haven,” explained Irene. “We were always struck by the beauty of the place – the lake and natural surroundings.  

“It was easy to make the move to a small town because we were still near our Kalamazoo friends, and we found a thriving Jewish community in South Haven.”

In fact, they joined members of their new synagogue in helping to produce A Time to Remember, a history of the Jewish community in South Haven.

“The book project was perfect,” said Irene. “Not only did it occupy our time, but it also brought us long-lasting friendships.”

People who are eager to make a contribution, like the Losses, are likely to count their move a success, say two authors who share their own small town experiences in their published works. 

“It’s best to be outgoing, a community player,” says Wanda Urbanska, author with Frank Levering of  Moving to a Small Town. 

Norman Crampton, who wrote The 100 Best Small Towns in America, concurs. “Volunteering, making a commitment to help make your new town work, are the dues you pay for the satisfaction gained in small town life.”

The Losses intended to be in their lakefront condo for many years, but after only three, the couple wanted to be nearer their daughter and four grandchildren and relocated to St. Charles, IL., a town of  27,000 people situated along the picturesque Fox River, 40 miles west of Chicago.

Once again, the Losses, now in their 70s, chose wisely. 

The National Trust for Historic Preservation recently honored St. Charles for a public-private partnership that pumped more than $55 million into its downtown. 

Author Urbanska would call this a positive sign of “civic infrastructure – when different organizations relate well to each other, and work together to benefit the community.”

 Additionally, the St. Charles area has several top notch medical facilities and is an hour train ride to Chicago, both desirable features for the Losses.

Charles F. Longino, Jr., Ph.D., director of the Reynolda Gerontology Program at Wake Forest University, and a nationally known expert on migration trends of people over age 60, says the Losses upped their chance of contentment in their small towns because they first identified important amenities. 

Many retirees move to small towns prematurely, Longino suggests. “First do your homework. Visit off season, talk to others who have moved there, check out the newspaper and the Yellow Pages, make an inventory of things that are important to you -- such as a good library, shopping, airport, hospitals within 20, 30, 40, or 50 miles -- then check them out; and try vacationing and commuting. Then settle permanently when you’re sure you can handle it.”

When Mardi and Jim Teale moved to their hilltop home in Gualala, CA., a town of  700 people “45 miles from the nearest stoplight,” they were escaping traffic and the booming growth of their San Diego suburb.

 “After we retired, we bought a trailer and took trips up the coast,” Jim recalled. “We’d camp overnight in Gualala and were blown away by the beauty of the place. Its remoteness, the breathtaking coastline and giant redwoods.”

Both Mardi and Jim devoted time to Gualala: the county board’s advisory council, arts center, and community health clinic. “We knew everybody in town,” Jim said proudly.  

The Teales recently left Gualala for Green Valley, AZ., an active adult community of 18,000 year ‘round residents. The move was prompted by a desire to be closer to medical facilities – Mardi is in her 70s and Jim is 80 – and because their children balked at visiting their parents’ remote location, which was a three-hour drive from the San Francisco airport.

Green Valley, on the other hand, is only a 30-minute ride to Tucson; so along with placating their kids, the Teales now have easy access to the theater, opera, symphony, and baseball that they love.

Besides escaping big city traffic and suburban sprawl, and yearning for a sense of community, gaining control of finances is another major reason people move to a small town.

 Consider Judy Ayala, 63, who recently left Skokie, IL., a Chicago suburb of 59,432, for Chesterton, IN., population 9,124.

Working seven days a week to afford her $710 a month, one-bedroom apartment in Skokie, Judy was told rent would soon be bumped up. “I was stretched to the limit,” she said, “my budget couldn’t handle one more expense.”

Because her daughter and grandchildren live in Valparaiso, IN., Judy searched surrounding towns until she found her new place. “Now I have a two bedroom apartment, with my own laundry equipment, and front and back yards – all for only $450 a month! I’ve never been a gardener before, but I’m sure going to enjoy it now.”

With part-time work at a local hospital and health insurance, “and the money I save on car insurance and utilities here, I can breathe easier financially,” she says. “This is the best thing I’ve ever done for myself.” 

The people we talked to apparently are not unique in their migration pattern. In the decade of the 90’s, 2 million more people moved from metropolitan centers to rural areas than the other way around.

The trend has spawned a number of books (see sidebar). Some, like Crampton’s  The 100 Best Small Towns in America  and John Villani’s The 100 Best Small Art Towns in America, suggest criteria that can help you make your own selection.

Others, like Urbanska’s and Levering’s Moving to a Small Town, and John Clayton’s Small Town Bound offer the benefits of the lifestyle, but also provide checklists to determine if small town life is for you. 

“No two small towns are alike,” warns Urbanska, “investigate before settling on one. To find a viable small town, search for a place with a vibrant and active downtown, friendly ambassadors, a varied economic base, strong local industry, diverse political leadership, and a good school system. Towns with civic pride, that celebrate their history, are likely to be winners.” 

Crampton adds: “Look for ‘levels of civility’ on your scouting trips. Go in and out of stores and see how well customers are treated.”

To begin your own search, write to the chambers of commerce listed in the reference books. Soon, brochures, maps, economic data, lists of hotels and bed and breakfasts, and calendars of events will fill your mailbox.

“Don’t rely solely on their publicity,” Crampton cautions. “Be a keen observer. Take the time to check out key features for yourself. Visit local newspaper editors, library directors, chamber of commerce officials. Learn how problems get solved. Try to discern a town’s personality.”  

Once you’ve make your selection and completed your move to a small town, consider these additional “dos and don’ts” offered by our experts. To help you quickly feel at home:

Do volunteer, join clubs, attend church or synagogue, patronize local merchants, and find issues in common like historic preservation and environmentalism rather than politics. 

Don’t assume you know better than the locals just because you’re from the big city, or push your ideas on others, or label old timers as “rubes” or “rednecks.”

And once you’re settled, do send a postcard.
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This Author’s Story: 

When my husband Tom and I retired recently, we longed for a change of scenery and a larger house that could accommodate visits by my out-of-state daughters and grandson. Although we are life-long Chicagoans and happy urbanites, at the age of 60 and 63, we wanted to experience trees, grass, and a sense of community promised in small town life. 

We selected Geneva, IL., a town of 19,000 on the banks of the Fox River, where housing costs are definitely more affordable than in the big city. For the same price as our narrow city townhouse, we purchased a spacious home on a half acre of land with blossoming trees and wildflowers. So far, from our windows we’ve spotted a family of deer, foxes, chipmunks, and a variety of colorful birds. Definitely different from our city views! 
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