So You Want to Live in ... Anacortes

By Bonnie Henderson, Coastal Living Magazine

It starts with a boat. Then the charm of this small town wins you over.
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It's a pattern chamber of commerce director Mitch Everton has seen many times in his adopted hometown: "First they buy the boat, then they visit Anacortes, then they move to Anacortes." Boats of one size or another draw most first-time visitors to this town on Fidalgo Island, the easternmost of Washington state's San Juan Islands and the only one connected to the mainland by bridge. For some, it's a sailboat or motorboat. For others, it's the jumbo Washington State Ferry they catch here to launch a vacation in those islands or into Canada. 

Salmon canneries put Anacortes on the map in the 1890s, followed by sawmills, box mills, and pulp and plywood mills. As those industries declined, two petroleum refineries were built at the edge of town to turn Alaska crude into fuel, maintaining the area's blue-collar aura. But then boatbuilders migrated here, and that industry popped up where mills and canneries once stood. By the early 1990s, retirees, urban refugees, and developers had started snapping up century-old houses and undeveloped land. Suddenly Anacortes was more than a place to pass through to get to somewhere else. 

Today, there's nary an empty storefront downtown at the north end of Commercial Avenue. Locals support a small but growing arts community, with a handful of galleries and a 114-seat theater that plays to packed houses. The 3-year-old library is a source of local pride, as are the schools, with test scores consistently above statewide averages. The 43-bed regional hospital is a solid source of jobs, second only to the refineries. Those refineries aren't much to look at, but they pay taxes, significantly offsetting the burden on residents. And Anacortes is a short, scenic commute to the U.S. Navy base on Whidbey Island. 

“A pristine environment, aesthetically pleasing, a low crime rate, a great family town,” says Mitch, listing Anacortes’ draws. Then he adds one more: “very small-town Americana.”

Inside Anacortes

Need-to-know info about living there.

Setting: On the inside Washington coast north of Puget Sound, Anacortes is 90 minutes north of Seattle and two hours south of Vancouver, British Columbia, via Interstate 5. 

Attractions: Boats, boatbuilders, and boat-friendly waters. The small town (population 16,000) lies two hours or less from two major metro areas. Mild climate with one-third less rainfall than Seattle. A diversified economy. A stunning natural setting. 

Drawbacks: High housing prices in comparison to local wages. Morning ferry traffic in summer. 

Housing: A cannery-era cottage in old town might sell for $300,000 for a fixer-upper or $500,000 restored. As with all other properties in town, add another $100,000 for a water view. Homes in the brand-new San Juan Passage development range from $485,000 to $800,000 for bigger-view properties. Single-family houses dominate the market; condos range from about $250,000 for an older property with no view to $950,000 for a new one with a grand view. 

Your next-door neighbors: A yacht designer, chemical engineer, teacher, artist, or telecommuting dot-commer. A Microsoft retiree, naval officer, or nurse. 

How you’d spend your free time: Cruising the inland waterways. Volunteering with the arts festival or library, or rehearsing for the next play. Fixing your boat. Kibbitzing with friends around the communal table at Gere-a-Deli. Mountain biking, hiking, or kayaking. Watching the sun set from the deck of your boat in the marina.
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