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Bend, Oregon

outside’s

Population: 90,000
Median home value:
$271,000
Median household
income: $53,000
Council says: “There’s
a ton of great craft
breweries. It’s one of the
country’s better scenes.”
—RON JEFFRIES

BEST
TOWNS

Brought to You
by the Committee
for Better Living
TO PUT TOGETHER OUR LIST OF THE BEST TOWNS EVER, WE SCOURED MORE THAN THREE
DECADES OF COVERAGE AND CREATED A SPECIAL ADVISORY COUNCIL TO NOMINATE PLACES
THAT ARE GREAT FOR KIDS, HAVE DROOL-WORTHY FOOD AND DRINK SCENES, ARE WELCOMING
TO PEOPLE OF ANY BACKGROUND, AND HAVE ALL THE BIKE LANES AND SINGLETRACK YOU COULD
EVER WANT. THE RESULT: 25 OF THE BEST BURGS ON THE PLANET.
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Bend is one of the
nation’s fastest-growing
cities for good reason.
It has a new whitewater
park right in town. Nearby
Mount Bachelor has
expanded its downhill-mountain-bike park—
and got a new lift last
winter, which opened up
600 acres. And 150 miles
of trails have been built in
the Deschutes National
Forest in the past decade.
Still not enough?
Smith Rock State Park
and its hundreds of
sport-climbing routes
are just 30 miles
north (though the
20,000-square-foot
Bend Rock Gym is closer),
and the trail running is so
good that Max King and
Stephanie Howe train for
ultras in Bend.
“There are so many
things to do, in all four
seasons, that if one thing
isn’t working you don’t
have to drive hours to
do another,” says Lauren
Fleshman, a former
professional runner who
founded energy-fuel
company Picky Bars with
her husband, Jesse.
Bend now has close
to 80 outdoor-related
businesses, ranging from
big names like HydroFlask
to startups like Cairn. (Oregon State University–
Cascades will soon offer
a degree in gear design.)
There’s a booming tech
industry, an exploding
food-cart scene, and a
growing number of concerts—this year’s include
Paul Simon and Ween.
In short, in Bend you
can do the nine-to-five
job thing—and actually
earn a living—then do
the five-to-nine fun thing
midweek without a problem. —TIM NEVILLE
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Meet the
Council

outside’s

This year, we turned to
four experts to help us
decide the best towns in
America. Each nominated 20 towns. Our finalists are the places that
received at least two
nominations. So who are
these sage individuals?
Glad you asked.

BEST
TOWNS

a. Portland Head
lighthouse
b. Bayside Bowl,
Portland
c. The Monarch Crest
Trail, Salida, Colorado

c

Jenn Dice is the vice
president for business network and
government relations
for PeopleForBikes,
an organization that
promotes pro-bike
policies and infrastructure. A cyclist herself,
she has ten Leadville
100 buckles and lives in
Boulder, Colorado. “I’ve
been lucky to travel the
country for work and
have gotten to know
towns that are great
for biking.”
Ron Jeffries owns Jolly
Pumpkin Artisan Ales
in Michigan. He collaborates with breweries
across the country
but lives outside Ann
Arbor. “I wanted my
nominations to have
really great food, great
beer, and an opportu-

nity to go for a run or
get on a river, a lake, or
the ocean.”
Richard Louv cofounded of the Children and
Nature Network, which
helps children, families,
and communities
engage with nature, as
well as the author of
nine books, including
Last Child in the Woods.
He lives in San Diego.
“All the cities have
some kind of effort in
place to connect kids
and families to nature. I
made choices through
the prism of: Is this a
nature-rich city?”
Aparna RajagopalDurbin is a founding
partner of the Avarna
Group, which develops
projects and policies
that promote inclusion
and diversity in the
outdoor community.
She lives in Truckee,
California. “For a lot
of people, living in a
place where there is
a culture of outdoor
elitism isn’t a positive
or inclusive thing. So
I was trying to think
about the cultural
accessibility of recreation.”

b

BEST UNSUNG
M O U N TA I N T O W N

Salida,
Colorado
a

BEST TOP-END
FOOD IN ZEROD E G R E E W E AT H E R

Portland,
Maine

Population: 67,000
Median home value:
$239,000
Median household
income: $46,000
Council says: “Novare Res
Bier Café is one of the
best beer bars I’ve been
to.” —RON JEFFRIES
Mainers are a hardy
bunch. Portland, with its
winter sea kayakers in
Casco Bay, third-gener-
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ation lobstermen, and
lawyers commuting to
work on cross-country
skis, is no exception.
The cost of living is
higher than elsewhere
in the state, but you do
get access. First, to the
coastline and forests that
surround the city. Second, to great food. Portland is home to BaoBao,
a James Beard Award–
nominated dumpling
shop downtown, and the
tastiest pain au chocolat
this side of Paris at the
Standard Baking Com
pany in Old Port.

Population: 5,500
Median home value:
$248,000
Median household
income: $41,000
Council says: “You
instantly feel like a local
when you’re walking
around in your flip-flops
going to your favorite coffee shop.” —JENN DICE
Salida’s residents share
100 miles of premier
whitewater, Gold Medal
trout fishing, seemingly
endless alpine singletrack, and a ski hill (800acre Monarch Mountain,
30 minutes from town),
roughly 140 miles from
traffic-snarled Denver
and filled with woodfired-pizza restaurants

and craft beer.
“We’re surrounded by
the Sangre de Cristos,
the Sawatch Range, and
the Arkansas Hills,” says
Shawn Gillis, owner of
Absolute Bikes, one of
three bike shops downtown. “Also, we’re in a
snow and rain shadow, so
it will dump feet of snow
on the ski area and we’ll
get just a few inches on
the valley floor.”
That means almost
year-round mountain
biking, especially on the
25 miles of locally built
trails on the south-facing
Arkansas Hills, a short
two-minute ride from
downtown. The volunteers of Salida Mountain
Trails are always building
more on city, county, and
Bureau of Land Management acreage, at the rate
of three miles per year.

Biking highlights include
the Monarch Crest Trail,
an 11,000-foot ride that’s
designated Epic by the
International Mountain
Bicycling Association.
The Arkansas River
runs through town and
is a major engine for the
tourism sector, which
employs many locals
and elevates the town’s
eating scene at places
like Amicas Pizza and
the Boathouse Cantina, where an optional
gratuity on every check
goes toward building new
trails. The Arkansas is a
prime trout fishery, too.
It’s not the cheapest place to live, and
good-paying jobs can be
hard to come by. But find
a way to make it work
and you’ll have better
access than just about
any town on this list.
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a. Saint Petersburg’s
Clearwater Beach
b. The Dalí Museum
c. Bishop’s Good Earth
yogurt
d. Eponymous hot
springs
e–f. Mountain views

BEST
TOWNS

B I G I DEA

Build Bridges for Animals
Southern California’s San Fernando Valley, best known
for sprawl and strip malls, is the setting for one of the
most ambitious conservation projects in the country.
The Liberty Canyon Wildlife Corridor will span ten lanes
of Highway 101 in Los Angeles, making it the largest
such crossing in the world. When finished, it will enable
all kinds of creatures, from lizards to mountain lions,
to pass between the Simi Hills and Santa Monica
Mountains. “Big cats and other species can thrive in
relatively small home ranges,” says Paul Edelman, chief
of natural resources and planning for the Santa Monica
Mountains Conservancy. “But they need connections
between habitats to avoid inbreeding.” Urban wildlife
corridors aren’t new, but nobody has tried anything
on the scale of the Liberty Canyon bridge. The project
will cost an estimated $50 million to complete and is
expected to be open in 2021. —W.C.
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>The concrete skeleton
of the bridge will measure
200 feet long and 165
feet wide. “Any narrower and many species
wouldn’t have the security to venture across,” says
Edelman.

moving thousands of
tons of soil. The south
side presents an especially complicated challenge, with a bypass road
and an existing riparian
zone located some 70
feet below the highway.

>The span will be topped
with up to four feet of
soil to support vegetation and enable cover for
burrowing animals like
gophers and shrews.

> Vegetation will borrow
from multiple ecosystems and include plants
that have distinctive
scent trails to guide
critters across. Planting
patterns will strike a
balance between providing cover and allowing
ease of movement.

>Creating and maintaining habitat on either side
of the overpass requires

ILLUSTRATION BY

“Animals need good sight
lines to feel safe,” says
Edelman.
>Eight-foot-tall fences
extending two miles
along the highway will
funnel animals toward the
corridor and away from
dangerous crossings.
>The biggest benefactors will be apex predators like bobcats and
mountain lions, which
frequently try to cross
SoCal freeways, but it’s
designed to be welcoming to all area species.

Bryan Christie Design

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: COURTESY OF TK; COURTESY OF GOOD EARTH YOGURT; MATTHEW VAN BIENE/TANDEM; PHIL TIFO/TANDEM; DANITA DELIMONT/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO; JÖRG MODROW/LAIF/REDUX
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B E S T PA D D L I N G
IN THE GULF

Saint
Petersburg,
Florida

Population: 257,000
Median home value:
$145,000
Median household
income: $46,000
Council says: “The water
is warm, clear, and beautiful, and the beach is
long and wide.”
—RON JEFFRIES
Life is lived on the water
in this old-school Gulf
Coast town. You don’t
even have to leave the
city limits to kayak
through Weedon Island
Preserve, a 3,000-acre
wildlife refuge with a
resident population of
roseate spoonbills and
a well-marked four-mile
water trail.
“It goes through
mangrove tunnels, and
you’re under the canopy,”
says Russell Farrow,

e

who owns Sweetwater
Kayaks in town. “Then you
come out through a little
necklace of islands, and
you feel like you’re in the
middle of nowhere.”
Saint Pete has a Salvador Dalí museum and killer Cuban food at places
like Bodega. Locals keep
their boats and paddleboards strapped to their
car roofs so that when
they leave work (finance
and health care are big
here) they can squeeze in
a paddle before heading
home.
If the laid-back sea
breeze gets you restless,
hop on a bike and ride
the 38-mile Pinellas Trail
up to Tarpon Springs,
stopping for a grouper
sandwich or a pint of
signature Florida weisse
along the way. It’s worth
a short detour to Caladesi Island, where you can
swim alone in gin-clear
water and kick back on a
sugar-sand beach.

BEST CLIMBING
HAMLET TO BUY A
HOME IN BEFORE
I T ’ S T O O L AT E

Bishop,
California

Population: 4,000
Median home value:
$145,000
Median household
income: $41,000
Council says: “Because
it’s in a rain shadow, it
sees amazing weather. It
can be snowing on Mount
Tom and you’ll be climbing in a tank top.”
—APARNA RAJAGOPALDURBIN
Rock rats have long come
to Bishop for year-round
sport climbing, but it’s
also a great place to live
if you’ve been priced out
of other mountain towns,
like Mammoth Lakes, 42
miles to the north.
You’ll spend your free
time bouldering in the
Buttermilks, backcountry-skiing couloirs on the

THE SHOO-IN
f

east side of the Sierra
Nevada, trout-fishing the
Owens River, or backpacking into the John
Muir Wilderness. Tourism
is the main industry here,
but many residents telecommute to companies
based in Los Angeles or
San Francisco.
The food and drink options are getting better,
too. A new small-batch
distillery is opening soon,
and you can get wine and
organic fro-yo at Good
Earth Yogurt.

Charleston, South
Carolina
In Charleston, you’ll take
time to shuck oysters,
ride bikes with your
kids through swamps
and mossy oaks, and
linger over a low-country
sunset. People here are
sweet, southern, and resilient. Downpour on Folly
Beach? No worries. It’ll
be over in minutes. The
tourists run for cover, but
the locals aren’t going
anywhere.
Population: 133,000
Median home value:
$256,000
Median household
income: $56,000
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BEST
TOWNS
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B E S T C O M B I N AT I O N
O F M O U N TA I N S A N D
M A R G A R I TA S

Let Them
Ride Dirt

B I G I DEA

Give the
Little Guy
a Leg Up

In the current age of
serial entrepreneurs and
tech-startup incubators,
Memphis, Tennessee,
is investing in that
old-school bedrock of
commerce: the small
local business. MemShop,
launched in 2012 as a
city-sponsored initiative,
provides businesses
with rental assistance,
managerial training,
marketing services, and a
prenegotiated six-month
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lease for a space. No idea
is too small: among the
15 startups supported
by the program to date
are a cookie shop and a
hula-hoop studio. “We
launch businesses in clusters, one neighborhood
at a time,” says MemShop
cocreator and director
Cynthia Norwood. “All
of them go through the
training at the same time,
and some end up mentoring each other.”
In 2013, the program
helped launch six businesses on historic Broad
Avenue, including Mem-

phis Guitar Spa, which
repairs instruments. “This
is a town with a tremendous amount of creativity,” says the owner, Kevin
Ferner. “But there isn’t
as much capital here as
there is in larger cities, so
it’s challenging for small
businesses.” Like the
neighboring beneficiaries
of MemShop, he takes
pride in Broad Avenue’s
turnaround. “It used to be
you couldn’t walk down
this street without a pistol,” he says. “Now we’re
the anchors of the block.”
—WILL COCKRELL

There’s a crazy idea going
around Portland, Oregon:
a dirt trail network that
traverses the entire city.
The Offroad Cycling
Masterplan calls for the
development of a continuous loop that could
be as long as 60 miles. “In
many cities, the off-road
riding happens in a state
park or other large public
space,” says Michelle
Kunec-North, a program
coordinator for the city.
“We’re trying to put that
approach on steroids,
with trails in all 1,400
city-owned properties.”
The project was
launched after surveys
revealed that while about
10 percent of Portland
residents had ridden off-

road within the past year,
municipal planning didn’t
give the activity the same
consideration as less
popular sports like tennis
and skateboarding. The
new master plan suggests a mix of beginner
terrain, singletrack, and
technical flow trails. Right
now it’s only a blueprint—it’ll take at least a
decade to complete—but
cyclists are focused on
the long game. “In 20
years, fast-growing cities
like Portland are going to
have a lot more people,”
says Nat Lopes, founder
of Hilride, the trail-building company the city has
contracted to help develop the project. “Unless
you plan now for parks
and open space, there is
going to be a lot less of
them.” —W.C.

Population: 84,099
Median home value:
$260,000
Median household
income: $51,000
Council says: “New Mexico has the only license
plate in the country that
doesn’t lie—Land of
Enchantment.”
—RICHARD LOUV

GUTTER CREDIT TK

BIG IDEA

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: TK; LINCOLN BARBOUR; DANITA DELIMONT/GETTY; TK; DAVEL5957/GETTY

Santa Fe,
New Mexico

For a town designed to
blend in—a city ordinance
requires that buildings
look like earthen adobe
structures—Santa Fe
sure stands out. It’s
hard to be inconspicuous when you’re a
7,000-foot-high state
capital with 300 days
of sunshine, an adjacent 350-square-mile
wilderness area, and four
French bakeries. The air is
clean, the sky is large, and
the outdoor recreation is
endless. (Full disclosure:
Outside is based here,
and not by accident.)
The high-desert
outpost is thethird-largest art market in the
United States, shares
a ballet company with
Aspen, Colorado, and has

a–d. Year-round
playground in
Santa Fe
e–g. Revitalized
Grand Rapids

a renowned opera. And
yet it’s not pretentious.
You can buy $15 standing-room tickets for the
opera, and you can find
tacos that rival anything
in Mexico.
“I can ski every morning and still be at work by
9 A.M., have world-class
food after looking at
world-class art, and then
get out on a sunset run,”
says Madeleine Carey, a
local conservationist who
organizes an annual bike,
run, and ski event called
Plaza2Peak.
Despite all the sagebrush, the place is firmly
in the mountains. There
are five ski areas within
two hours, the closest of
which is Ski Santa Fe, just
16 miles from downtown.
Diablo Canyon, half an
hour away, offers great
sport climbing. The La
Tierra, Galisteo Basin, and
Dale Ball trail networks
offer more than 100 miles
of singletrack for running
and riding.
Whatever you’re doing,
at day’s end there’s a
town full of margaritas
and enchiladas smothered with red and green
chili. A place this good
can’t hide for long, even
if the buildings are made
of mud.

e

c

g

TH E SH O O - I N
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BEST RIVER TOWN

Grand Rapids,
Michigan
Population: 195,000
Median home value:
$109,400
Median household
income: $40,400
Council says: “It’s one of
the pilot towns for our
Cities Connecting Children to Nature program,
and what they do will be
passed along to 19,000
other municipalities.” 
—RICHARD LOUV
Not so long ago, Michigan’s economy was in
the dumps. “Downtown
Grand Rapids had a TGI
Fridays and a fancy hotel,”
recalls Rachel Posthumus, who grew up here
and now owns Switchback Gear Exchange. “You
didn’t want to spend any
time there. We were all

Missoula, Montana
Missoula is a blue town in a red state—it’s the
only place within 200 miles where you can
order a tempeh sandwich without looking
over your shoulder. And it’s circled by mountains, trails, and trout-stuffed rivers.
Population: 71,000
Median home value: $238,000
Median household income: $41,500

excited to get out after
high school.”
But the entire state
is on the rebound, and
in no city is that more
apparent than in Grand
Rapids. The city’s Medical
Mile—which includes
research institutes, a
Michigan State University
medical-school campus,
and hospitals—injected
billions of dollars into
the city, and created
thousands of high-paying
jobs. Today, Grand Rapids
is a “little big city,” as the
locals say. It has great
food and an even better
beer—Founders began
in 1997, and now the
city has almost 40 craft
breweries.
The city itself also has
nearly 70 parks. (The
surrounding county has
another 30.) Sandy trails
loop through a dense

pine forest in Provin Trails
Park, and there are ten
mountain-biking trails
within 45 minutes of
downtown. Lake Michigan is just 30 miles away,
or 45 miles via bike path.
For weekend backpacking, the Huron-Manistee
National Forest is a little
over two hours away.
Its new mayor, Rosalynn Bliss, hopes to
make the town more
sustainable, too. Bliss
wants all public buildings to be completely
powered by renewable
energy by 2025. The city
planted 2,000 trees last
year, with the goal of 40
percent tree cover citywide. (Right now it’s at
35 percent—more than
Portland, Oregon.) Bliss
plans to add 100 miles of
bike lanes to city streets
this year alone.
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BEST
TOWNS

e
d
f

A decade ago, Dayton
was struggling after a
major General Motors
plant closed in 2008. But
Dayton’s leaders came
up with a plan: recast its
image based on its rivers
and trails. It worked.
A cultural vibrancy has
returned in places like
the artsy Oregon District
and the Second Street
Market. But what people
find outside town is the
real draw—hundreds of
miles of hiking trails, 60
miles of mountain-biking
track (ten of them in city
limits), and 400 miles of
blueways.
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a

BEST SOUTHERN
RENAISSANCE
c

BEST MIX OF
BARBECUE AND
BIKING

Kansas City,
Missouri

Population: 475,000
Median home value:
$133,000
Median household
income: $46,000
Council says: “It has so
much more natural beauty and public parks than
most cities.” —RICHARD
LOUV
Don’t laugh: Kansas City
might be the most livable
city in the country. It
has a newly revamped
downtown, a low cost of
living, and emerging food
and art scenes.
Straddling the border
between Kansas and
Missouri, Kansas City has
affordable homes and
plenty of jobs with the
federal government (the
IRS has a major office
here) and at the corporate offices of companies
like Garmin and Sprint.
But that’s just part of
the equation. Living in

K.C. means you can join
the throngs of Royals
fans in the Power and
Light District, a humming cluster of bars
and restaurants, and
see Garth Brooks at the
Sprint Center arena. The
city’s renowned barbecue is complimented by
tapas at the Antler Room,
bone broth at Uncommon Stock, and craft
cocktails at basement
speakeasy Manifesto’s.
You may be thinking,
But it’s in the plains!
There’s nothing to do!
Wrong. You can climb in a
bouldering gym located
ten stories underground
in a former limestone
mine or mountain-bike
along more than 130
miles of singletrack that
twists through the city
from Swope Park to
Minor Park. Thanks to a
soon-to-be-completed
link trail, you’ll be able
to hike or bike all the
way from Kansas City to
Saint Louis via the 238mile Katy Trail. Ready to
move? We thought so.

Birmingham,
Alabama

g

BEST BIG CITY
WITH BONA FIDE
A DV E N T U R E

Seattle,
Washington

Population: 684,451
Median home value:
$560,000
Median household
income: $70,000
Council says: “Snoqualmie Pass is close for
day adventures, North
Cascades is one of the
least crowded parks,
and the Olympics have
a rainforest.” —APARNA
RAJAGOPAL-DURBIN
We’re not joking when we
say Seattle has everything you could want. It is
almost literally surrounded by water. Then there
are the mountains. The
Cascades to the east top
out at 14,411-foot Mount
Rainier, while views of the
Olympics to the west can
be had from your deck.
Almost all of that
wide-open space is
accessible, too: you
can run more than 35
miles of trails on Cougar

Mountain or bomb a new
downhill mountain-bike
trail on Tiger Mountain
within 45 minutes of the
International District’s
ramen, pho, and poke
joints. “We’re lucky to
not just have bike paths
and playfields but also
massive forest and beach
parks right in the city,
covered in trails,” says
Lulu Gephart, senior
director of marketing at
the Wilderness Society.
It’s a big city—population 680,000—but
its distinctly different
neighborhoods give it
the feel of a clustering of
small towns.
There is a downside:
homes have gotten
exceedingly expensive,
and salaries haven’t kept
pace. But at least jobs are
plentiful. Large employers
like Boeing and Starbucks, tech companies
like Amazon, Microsoft,
and Zillow, and outdoor
brands like Evo, Filson, K2,
and REI are all headquartered here. It’s not hard
to see why.

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: DAVID A. SMITH/GETTY; TK; TK; CHRISTIAN HEEB/LAIF/REDUX; JOEL VALENCIA; TK

Population: 141,000
Median home value:
$67,000
Median household
income: $28,000
Council says: “Ten years
ago, it was on everyone’s
list of dying cities. Now
they’ve turned it around.”
—JENN DICE

c

a

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: DAYTONTK; TK; DANIEL HOLZ/TANDEM; TIM MCGUIRE; JOHN MATZICK/ALAMY; TK; TK

Dayton, Ohio

a. Dayton whitewater
b–d. Kansas City
e–g. Seattle

d

b

BEST REBIRTH OF
THE AMERICAN
DREAM

a. Sloss festival,
Birmingham
b. Birmingham
Boulders
c–e. Spearfish,
South Dakota

Population: 212,000
Median home value:
$87,000
Median household
income: $31,000
Council says: “TKquote”
—TK
Why the heck is a city
in Alabama on this list?
Easy: it’s the latest
southern belle to reinvent itself as a place
where food, industry,
and outdoor access
collide. “When the steel
industry died down,
so did Birmingham,”
says Ryan Cavender, a
local climbing guide who
founded the Idlewild
Adventure Company.
“But now there’s nightlife
reemerging downtown.
People live downtown
now. There’s a tangible
energy.”
Jobs in Alabama’s largest city currently abound
in banking, insurance,
medicine, and education,
via the University of Alabama at Birmingham. The
town has a summer music festival with headliners like Widespread Panic
and Alabama Shakes.

THE SHOO-IN

And Railroad Park, a
former industrial zone,
has been transformed
into a 19-acre greenspace
with food-truck rallies, a
bike-share program with
solar-powered docking
stations, and running
trails.
The outdoors are
within reach, too. You
can find trail running at
Ruffner Mountain Nature
Preserve, eight miles
from downtown, and 22
miles of mountain-biking
trails at Oak Mountain
State Park, Alabama’s
biggest. (Don’t overlook the dependable
bass fishing in Oak
Mountain’s Double Oak
Lake.) There’s outdoor
bouldering on two-storyhigh sandstone at Moss
Rock, 15 minutes from
downtown. And Horse
Pens 40, an hour away,
attracts climbers from
around the world with
its sandstone boulders.
The city’s first climbing
gym, First Avenue Rocks,
opened in 2009, and two
additional gyms have
opened in the past few
years to feed the growing
climbing community.
Put it all another way:
the magic of the Magic
City is back.

b

BEST
T R A N S F O R M AT I O N
FROM PIT STOP TO
P L AYG R O U N D

Spearfish,
South Dakota

Population: 11,000
Median home value: $TK
Median household
income: $43,000
Council says: “For the
Dakota Five-O race, we
roll in with our mountain
bikes on Friday, and we
don’t get in our cars
again until we leave three
days later.” —JENN DICE
If you’ve ever been to
Spearfish, it’s probably
because you were on your
way to Mount Rushmore.
After Frank Lloyd Wright
passed through the town
in 1935, he wondered:
“But how is it that I’ve
heard so little of this
miracle?”
Located at the mouth
of a Black Hills canyon,
the town remains a
little-known wonder. But
the good news is spreading, due to mountain-
biking events like the
Dakota Five-O, a grueling
50-mile race through
Black Hills singletrack

a

that starts and ends at
the Spearfish City Park—
it also has a campground
and Spearfish Creek,
which is full of wild rainbows. The event, which
serves as an open house
for the local trail-building
crew, draws 700 riders
each September and
sells out in two hours.
Black Hills State University adds some youth
with its 4,500 students
and is a major employer
in town. The students
help keep places like
Crow Peak Brewing (try
its Pile O’ Dirt Porter) and
Killian’s (get the sashimi
nachos or duck wings) in
business. Then when they
clear out in the summer,
the streets are quiet—

Austin, Texas
In the past decade, so
many hipsters have migrated to the Texas capital that the population
has swelled to over two
million in the metro area.
Housing is expensive, but
the tech industry continues to thrive.
Population: 931,830
Median home value:
$240,800
Median household
income: $57,689

and so are the trails.
Spearfish Canyon, a
half-mile from town, has
almost 600 sport routes
up to 5.12 on high-quality
limestone. The Sunshine
Wall is south facing and
promises dry and warm
climbing even in winter.
And when it really gets
cold, local climbers swing
axes into the ice nearby
at Bridal Veil Falls.
“There’s not a lot here
in the way of modern entertainment,” says Dillon
Julius, who owned an outdoors shop before signing
up with CampNative.com,
a campsite-reservation
startup that moved here
in 2015. “Everything there
is to do is outdoors—and
it’s all free.”
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Population: 88,000
Median home value:
$200,000

A P E R FECT SUM M ER DAY

Median household
income: $43,000

Just when you think this small North Carolina
mountain town has reached peak cool, more
chefs get James Beard nominations and the
outdoor access gets better. From road-cycling the Blue Ridge Parkway to paddling
the French Broad to hiking and biking Pisgah
National Forest’s hundreds of miles of
singletrack, here’s how to spend the perfect
day in the South’s hippest mountain town.
—GRAHAM AVERILL

6 A.M.

Asheville has a
reputation as a
mountain-bike
mecca, but the road
riding is even better.
Rent a carbon Trek
Silque from Liberty
Bicycles($75; liberty
bikes.com) and
pedal a 25-mile loop
that takes in the
five-mile Elk Mountain Scenic Parkway

10 Outside
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climb, cruises the
Blue Ridge Parkway,
and ends with the
fast Town Mountain
descent.

8:30 A.M.

Refuel at Biscuit
Head, in trendy West
Asheville, where the
classic southern
biscuit is transcended with toppings
like pulled pork or

fried chicken with
sriracha slaw. Try the
Gravy Flight ($7), a
biscuit with three
gravies.

10 A.M.

Play a round of disc
golf (Asheville’s
sport of choice) at
Richmond Hill, a city
park with one of the
toughest courses on
the East Coast.

12:30 P.M.

Head to Chai
Pani, where chef
Meherwan Irani
has brought Indian
street-food flair to
downtown. Order
the Kathi Kabab
Roll, with chicken
perfectly seared

in tandoori spices
and topped with
chutney.

3 P.M.

Rent a stand-up
paddleboard from
French Broad River
Outfitters ($40;
frenchbroad
outfitters.com) and
paddle among the
tubers on a mild
stretch of the French
Broad through the
River Arts District,
stopping for a beer
at New Belgium’s
latest brewery and
taproom.

5 P.M.

Check into the
Windsor, a 14-suite
boutique hotel on

Broadway (from
$280; windsor
asheville.com).
Bonus: you’re just
around the corner
from Sovereign
Remedies, a small
but refined cocktail
bar with a stacked
bourbon and scotch
selection.

7:30 P.M.

Chow down on
a fried-chicken
sandwich paired
with collard greens
and mac and
cheese at Buxton
Hall Barbecue, were
chef Elliot Moss has
created some of the
most buzzed-about
dishes in the South.
buxtonhall.com

9 P.M.

After dinner, stroll
through the South
Slope neighborhood
around Buxton Hall,
where you’ll find half
a dozen breweries
in a four-block area.
Burial Beer Company, with its oversized
murals of Tom
Selleck, is a must
(burialbeer.com).

10:30 P.M.

Catch a Lyft to Salvage Station, a riverside bar just outside
town with an expansive lawn speckled with fire pits,
Ping-Pong tables,
and impromptu
rounds of disc golf.
salvagestation.com

GUTTER CREDIT TK

24 Hours in
Asheville
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In 1993, the average number of cars that passed through Aspen, Colorado, in a single
day was about 750. Fast-forward to today: the resident population has jumped 25
percent, tourist numbers are booming, and the average number of cars a day is… 750.
While many mountain towns battle congestion—traffic across Colorado increased 15
percent from 2015 to 2016—Aspen remains a unicorn of relatively uncrowded streets.
How? It started with a commitment to free (and frequent) local buses and has only
gotten more creative from there. -W.C
b

e

a. Biddle Ranch,
California
b–c. San Luis Obispo,
California
d–f. The Twin Cities

100: Bikes in
Aspen’s bike-share
program, We-Cycle,
which launched in
2013.

5: Electric Downtowner taxies. The
golf-cart-style
vehicles, which have
heaters and ski racks,
can be hailed with a
mobile app.

1 million: Approximate

number of people riding the
free public buses on local
routes around Aspen in 2016.
Five million riders use buses
in the broader Roaring Fork
Valley, the second most for
any region in Colorado.

$6 million: The
city’s annual budget
for public transit.
Aspen also spent $9.5
million on the central
Rubey Park Transit
Facility, which was
completed in 2015.

16: Wi-Fi-equipped buses
and shuttles in Aspen’s fleet
of TK#.

9: Vehicles in Aspen’s
hybrid-car-share
program

c

a

Population: 47,000
Median home value:
$546,000
Median household
income: $46,000
Council says: “San Luis
Obisbo has all the charm
and nature and cool
air of San Francisco,
without the techies and
pre-apocalyptic feel.”
—RICHARD LOUV
Set just minutes from
both the Pacific Ocean
and the Coast Range, San
Luis Obispo is roughly
halfway between San
Francisco and Los Angeles—and, fortunately, is
nothing like either city.
There’s a reason locals
call it the “SLO life”—the
only thing that moves
fast here are the cars
zipping by on Highway
101. “Nobody is in a rush,”
says Coby Parker-Garcia,
a local winemaker at
Claiborne and Churchill
Wineries.
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B E S T P L AC E T O
BIKE-COMMUTE
YEAR-ROUND

Minneapolis and Saint
Paul,
Minnesota

Population: 710,790
Median home value:
$190,000
Median household
income: $TK
Council says: “The city
planners are always
thinking about connected bike networks. It’s
not just about having a
bike path around a lake,
they’re thinking about
your entire journey.”
—JENN DICE
Sure, the Twin Cities have
a great economy (it’s
home to retail, finance,
and tech giants like 3M,
Target, and U.S. Bank), a
mellow pace of life, and
affordable homes. But
the real reason to move
to the area is the biking.

f

With 92 miles of onstreet bikeways and 85
miles of off-street paths,
biking in the Twin Cities
is as second-nature as
pond hockey. “People bike
year-round here,” says Katie Nyberg, director of a
local nonprofit called the
Mississippi Park Connection. “In winter, the bike
paths are often plowed
before the streets.”
City planners have taken a regional approach to
connect bicycle networks
throughout the Twin
Cities. The Nice Ride bikeshare program launched
in 2010 and now offers
more than 1,500 neon
green bikes (except in
winter). Local bike culture
has spawned creative
ventures like Artcrank, a
bike-poster art show, and
also thriving businesses,
including industry giant
Quality Bike Products.
On two wheels isn’t
the only way to navigate

the city. In summer, locals
flock to the Chain of
Lakes Regional Park to
paddleboard, canoe, or
practice log-rolling. (Yes,
it’s real, and it will kick
your ass, which is why
there are expert-taught
classes.) Last year, the
Twin Cities launched a
paddleshare program,
where people can borrow
Minnesota-made Solara
kayaks to float sections
of the 72-mile Mississippi
National River and Recreational Area.
When the day is
done, don’t expect the
casserole of Lake Woebegon lore. East African
and Southeast Asian
refugees have injected
international flavor into
the food scene. Near the
University of Minnesota,
Afro Deli makes sambusas, and at the Midtown
Global Market, Pham’s
Rice Bowl serves up
steaming bowls of pho.

BIG ID E A

Look to
the Stars
Want to revive your
postindustrial city? Ask
for help from the famous,
wealthy locals who call
it home. “When cities
revitalize, part of the
first wave of investment
comes from what we
call friends and family
money,” explains Peter
Chapman, executive
vice president for the
Detroit Economic Growth
Corporation. Detroit
should know. In February,
garage-rock icon Jack
White began operations
at a new 10,000-squarefoot record plant for his
label, Third Man Pressing,
adjacent to the retail
record store he opened in
late 2015. By planting his
brand’s flag so publicly in
Detroit, White, who was
born and raised in the
city, has legitimized it as
a creative hub.

GUTTER CREDIT TK

San Luis
Obispo,
California

You’ll find friends grilling over bonfires at Morro
Bay Oyster Company
and Cub Scouts eating
popcorn in their sleeping
bags while watching
double features at the
Sunset Drive-In.
The average commute
time is 15 minutes and
jobs are easy to get in
agriculture, education,
and tourism, and Cal Poly
State University keeps
the place feeling young
despite all the retirees
who moved here for the
nearly 300 days of sunshine each year.
Homes aren’t cheap,
but that’s to be expected
in this kind of paradise.
You can load up on amazing produce at the weekly
farmers’ market and then
spend your weekends
surfing, sea-kayaking through caves, or
mountain-biking past
coastal sage overlooking
the ocean at Montaña de
Oro State Park. Still not
convinced? Monthly bike
nights attract hundreds
of costumed cyclists
on a group ride through
downtown, and there’s
free bike valets, too.

GUTTER CREDIT TK

B E S T C O M B I N AT I O N
OF SUNSHINE,
FO O D, A N D
B E AC H E S

ILLUSTRATION BY

Bryan Christie Design

An even more
promising harbinger for
Motor City is investments by Dan Gilbert, the
Detroit-born billionaire
founder of Quicken
Loans. Since Gilbert
moved Quicken Loans to
town six years ago, he’s
developed huge blocks
of real estate, including
the landmark Detroit
Free Press building, which
he is converting into
a 130-room boutique
hotel in partnership with
upstart watch brand
Shinola—known for
stamping its goods with
Built in Detroit. According
to Chapman, that kind
of endeavor is what convinced Microsoft to plant
a 30,000-square-foot
office in Detroit, opening
early next year. “They
believe Detroit has the
talent,” he says. “People
think this is where the
educated millennials are
moving.” —W.C.
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Bridges museum,
Arkansas
b. Worldclass trails in
Bentonville
c–f. Reno

BEST
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Feed the Fish

In every coastal city, the
waterfront is prime real
estate. But when Seattle
decided to revamp a mile
and a half of its decaying
naval yard along Puget
Sound, the designers
factored in the needs of
an often overlooked constituency: fish. Chinook
salmon are considered a
sacred species by the native tribes of the Pacific
Northwest and have long
provided a livelihood (and
favorite meal) for many
Washingtonians. As a re-

c

a

>Migrating salmon prefer
to travel in shallow water.
Since the seafloor had
been dredged for years
to allow passage for large
boats, the new design
raises the bottom using
large sacks of stones.

>While people love
walking along waterside
overhangs, nearshore
marine ecosystems
require abundant direct
light. To meet both
demands, Field Operations designed a sidewalk
studded with a grid of
translucent glass blocks
that can support tens of
thousands of pounds.
>The concrete panels
that make up the new
sea wall are heavily textured, to make it easier

for underwater plant life
to anchor on, and also
feature ledges that help
protect the fish from
predators.
>Native trees and plants
add shade for humans,
habitat for birds, and
nutrients to the marine
ecosystem as vegetation,
soil, and insects fall into
the water.

as filters, vastly reducing
pollutants spilling into
the sound
>Farther offshore, a
restored kelp forest offers
habitat for marine species like otters, herons,
and crabs.

>Stormwater runoff is
directed toward the large
planting beds, which act

d

f

THE SHOO -IN

B E S T P L AC E T O
R I D E S I N G L E T R AC K
PA S T W O R L D CLASS ART

Bentonville,
Arkansas

Population: 44,500
Median home value:
$174,400
Median household
income: $35,030
Council says: “The real
magic of Bentonville is
these community groups
that have come together
for group rides, trail
building, and advocacy.”
—JENN DICE
Bentonville is best known
as the home of Walmart’s
corporate headquarters. But this northwest
Arkansas town, located
in the hills of the Ozark
Plateau, is quickly gaining
a reputation as one of

07.17

the country’s top mountain-biking destinations.
From downtown you can
hop on your bike and
access over 200 miles
of flowing singletrack,
group rides depart daily
from the town square,
and a growing number of
programs are aimed at
getting kids, women, and
newbies into cycling.
Bentonville’s public schools are ranked
among the best in the
state. Walmart is, of
course, the area’s largest
employer. But you can
easily find education jobs
at the local community
college.
All that Walton Family
money has led to some
serious philanthropy,
too. The Crystal Bridges
Museum of American
Art draws tourists by the

busload, but locals get
free access to the works
of Jackson Pollock, Mark
Rothko, and Jasper Johns.
On the increasingly cool
main square, you’ll find
places like 21c, a 104room modern hotel slash
art museum with 12,000
square feet of gallery
space
In the town’s oldest
church, there’s a new
restaurant called the
Preacher’s Son, with a
chef who’s actually a
preacher’s son. And Bike
Rack Brewing (funded by a Walmart vice
president) is opening
a new 8,800-squarefoot location next to an
outdoor market that has
a culinary school, a fancy
chocolate company, and
food trucks. May the
renaissance continue.

BEST SECRET
HIDEOUT

Reno, Nevada

Population: 241,000
Median home value:
$211,000
Median household
income: $47,000
Council says: “The politics of Reno are progressive, the options for multicultural cuisine endless,
and outdoor possibilities
numerous.” —APARNA
RAJAGOPAL-DURBIN
Reno is home to the
world’s tallest climbing wall (164 feet, at
BaseCamp, located at
the Whitney Park Hotel),
year-round desert mountain biking, a half-milelong downtown whitewater-kayaking park, and
the 55-degree chutes
at Mount Rose, just 25

minutes uphill from the
slot machines.
Reno’s up-and-coming
Midtown neighborhood
embodies the city’s
changing vibe: tattoo
parlors, record shops,
and vintage-clothing
haunts sit side by side
with whiskey cocktails at
Chapel Tavern, po’boys
at the Mustard Seed, and
elk burgers at Midtown
Eats.
Tesla’s new Gigafactory, which is just outside
town, is slated to bring
over 6,000 jobs to the
area when it’s completed
in 2020. The Elon Musk
promise has caused a
spike in real estate prices,
but you can still score a
home in the Biggest Little
City for nearly a third of
what homes cost in most
Tahoe-area towns.

GUTTER CREDIT TK

Flagstaff, Arizona
In what other town can you wake up to chorizo chilaquiles at MartAnne’s Breakfast Palace, hop on a 56-mile
urban trail system, ride to a trailhead that leads into
the world’s largest ponderosa forest, and still have
time to cycle 2,000 feet up Snowbowl Road before
happy hour at the Monte Vista Cocktail Lounge?
Population: 70,000
Median home value: $267,000
Median household
income: $49,000

e

b
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sult, Field Operations, the
New York agency behind
Manhattan’s celebrated
Highline, collaborated
with marine biologists
to create a seawall and
promenade that includes
restored habitat for migrating juvenile salmon.
—W.C.
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a–d. Libations and
empty trails in Fort
Collins, Colorado
e–h. The beauty of
Kona, Hawaii: water
(and coffee)

f
d

Name That
Town!

Population: 161,000
Median home value:
$266,000
Median household
income: $56,000
Council says: “You can
get almost everywhere
in the city on a bike lane.
And if you’re mountain
biking or road biking, you
can ride to your ride—no
driving necessary.”
—JENN DICE
Two things reign supreme
in Fort Collins: biking and
beer. As proof, there’s
a weekly radio show
called Bikes and Beer that
discusses cyclocross
and bike building and
broadcasts from local
taprooms.

15 Outside
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B E S T P L AC E T O
FORGET ABOUT
T I M E C O M P L E T E LY

Kona, Hawaii

Population: 12,000
Median home value:
$389,000
Median household
income: $57,000
Council says: “Kona isn’t
a resort, it’s a gritty little
city with resorts around
it.” —RON JEFFRIES
The Kona Coast, on the
west shore of Hawaii’s
Big Island, is marked by
its rugged black-lavastrewn landscape, national historic parks, and
friendly aloha lifestyle.
The village of Kailua-Kona is throwback Hawaii,
with locals who spearfish

h

for dinner, race outrigger
canoes, and drink coffee
from beans grown on the
flanks of a volcano.
“The village itself
hasn’t changed much
in decades,” says Kona
resident Ikaika Hauanio,
a wealth management
advisor at Merrill Lynch.
“That’s partly why people
love it here.”
The black tarmac of
the Queen Kaahumanu
Highway, the site of the
Ironman World Championships in October,
draws cyclists with its
wide shoulders and
whale watching, plus
there’s hiking to secluded
beaches and white-sand
campsites accessible
from town.

Turn Art
into an
Adventure

1. Best College
Town, 2003
2. Best Town, 2011
and 2015
3. Best Wellness
Town, 2006
4. Best Skiing in
the East, 2010
5. Best Rock
Climbing, 2006
A. Sebastapol,
California
B. New Paltz,
New York
C. Chattanooga,
Tennessee
D. Santa Cruz,
California
E. Waitsfield,
Vermont

BIG ID E A

Plant a Seed

GUTTER CREDIT TK

Fort Collins,
Colorado

This college town in
the foothills of the Rocky
Mountains has over 20
breweries, most notably
New Belgium and Odell.
Borrow a cruiser from
Fort Collins Bike Share
and you’ll get a map for a
self-guided tour of local
breweries. A beer CSA
delivers bombers brewed
from locally farmed hops,
and the town promotes a
winter bike-to-work day.
It’s also a pretty good
place to launch a business: tech-startup incubator Innosphere helps
successful applicants get
ideas off the ground. The
only thing it’s missing: a
local ski hill. Thankfully,
backcountry skiers can
head to Cameron Pass or
climb 13,000-foot peaks
in Rocky Mountain National Park, an hour away.

ANSWERS: 1) D; 2) C; 3) A; 4) E; 5) B

B E S T P L AC E T O
A P R È S W I T H A N I PA
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c

Over the years,
we’ve given awards
for everything from
best climbing town
to best college
town to best
town for wellness.
(Huh?) Can you
guess which is
which?

As the fastest-growing
city in America, Austin,
Texas, is literally consuming its surrounding
farmland, with housing
developers buying up
acres from small farmers
cashing in on skyrocketing land values. The
dynamic threatens both
a rural way of life and
the ability to buy local
produce in the birthplace
of Whole Foods. Now
the city government
and Austin businesses

are responding with a
strategy aimed at making
this ground zero for urban
farms nationwide.
First, new municipal
policies—like reducing
the time it takes to get
permits for new in-town
farmland from five years
to one—make it much
easier to start new
growing operations. Second, a wave of younger,
tech-minded entrepreneurs have created a
number of incubators
and investment funds to
nurture food startups.

And finally, organizations
like the Texas Center for
Local Food are fighting to
retain surrounding farms
that are still determined
to feed the city. “The
way we see it, nearly two
million people just means
more demand for local
food,” says the center’s
executive director Sue
Beckwith. “We’re hoping
to create a new industry
by better connecting
rural producers to local
markets so they can
make enough money to
keep their farms.” —W.C.

When it was first conceived, Atlanta’s Beltline
was a wildly ambitious
project: 22 miles of
abandoned railway tracks
converted into a biking
and pedestrian path that
would connect dozens of
neighborhoods in a city
that’s long been defined
by sprawl and traffic
jams. Though it’s still a
work in progress—some
TK miles have been
developed since 20TK,
with TK more to go—the
greenway is already
breathing new life into
Atlanta in the form of
art. A two-mile section
of the Beltline known
as the Eastside Trail has
emerged as an eclectic
outdoor gallery featuring
sculptures, murals, and

space for performing
artists.
“Most of the people on
the Beltline are walking
their dogs or getting
groceries or commuting,”
says Elan Buchen, the
Beltline’s project manager for art and culture.
“They might come across
some weird performance
or a booth with artists
doing haiku fortune telling. Then they keep going,
looking for more—before
you know it, they’ve
walked a mile.” Meanwhile, the annual Lantern
Parade, a music and arts
procession staged the
first Saturday after Labor
Day, has become one of
the defining events of the
Beltline. “At the first one,
in 2010, there were a couple hundred of us,” says
Buchen. “Last year we
had over 70,000 people.”
—W.C.
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Quiz: Who Won
It Best?

c

BEST CITY FOR
MAKING THE MOST
OF SUMMER

b

BEST KEPT SECRET
IN THE ROCKIES

Boise, Idaho

Population: 218,000
Median home value:
$180,000
Median household
income: $50,000
Council says: “TK”
—APARNA RAJAGOPALDURBIN
When talking about great
Rocky Mountain cities,
Boise gets overlooked.
That’s a mistake. It has
jazz festivals, a local
symphony orchestra,
Broadway shows, and
an opera. Boise State
University’s 24,000 students add vitality to the
core, and the city is also
home to a vibrant tech
industry, with employers
like Hewlett-Packard and
Micron.
It also offers all kinds

17 Outside
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of opportunities for adventure. The Boise River
winds through town, with
the 25-mile Greenbelt
trail running alongside it.
The water is ice-cold and
refreshing in summer, and
it’s a leisurely six-mile
float between Barber
Park and Ann Morrison
Park. Paddlers looking
for more adrenaline can
drive up to the South
Fork Payette River or the
Salmon.
But Boise’s greatest
asset may be the Ridge
to Rivers trail system
in the city’s foothills.
“The trails there are
never-ending,” says Paige
LaMontagne, a special-education teacher.
“I’ve heard you can make
it all the way to Canada
on singletrack, but I’ve
never tried.” (We checked
a map—it’s tempting.)

Anchorage,
Alaska

Population: 300,000
Median home value:
$290,000.
Median household
income: $78,000
Council says: “Though it
has an industrial feel, the
city boasts a large local
and slow-food movement, has a lively bar and
music scene, and was
just voted one of the top
50 bike-friendly cities in
the U.S. by TKwho.”
—APARNA RAJAGOPALDURBIN
You’ll never be able to
eat store-bought fish
again after you live in
Anchorage, where fresh
king salmon and rainbow
trout caught from the
Kenai River are on menus
across the city. Anchorage is also surprisingly
diverse—more than a

a–c. Boise’s thriving
downtown, empty
trails, and wild rivers
c–f. Everything is
bigger in Anchorage

third of its population
identifies as nonwhite,
and 100 languages are
spoken in the school
district.
This is the kind of town
where you can do a 50K
nordic race within city
limits or spot a bald eagle
or black bear on your way
to work. Over 120 miles
of multi-use trails twist
through town, perfect
for cross-country skiing
or fat biking midwinter.
“You feel like you’re in
the middle of the woods
but you’re actually in the
middle of the city,” says
Andrew Kastning, head
cross-country-ski coach
at the University of Alaska Anchorage.
Heli-skiing in the
Chugach Range draws
tourists, but Anchorage
locals prefer to earn their
turns, climbing up Hatcher Pass or Turnagain
Pass, 60 minutes north
or south, respectively.
For resort skiing, Alyeska

A) Boulder, Colorado
B) Santa Fe, New Mexico
C) Portland, Maine
D) Lubbock, Texas
E) Charleston, South Carolina
F) Bozeman, Montana

is a gorgeous hourlong
drive away, or you can
take your kid night skiing
on a well-lit rope tow at
the city’s Hilltop Ski Area.
Plus, you’ll have easy
access to five national
parks, and downtown
is just 30 minutes from
Chugach State Park, with
495,000 acres of forest
and 280 miles of trails.
Many of the jobs are
still in oil or gas, though
there’s now an uptick in
solar-energy startups
and gigs in health care
and tourism. Still, the
cost of living feels a little
high, since items like
bananas and avocados
are shipped in from
down south. Sure, you
may only get five hours
of daylight in the thick
of winter—thank God for
all the drive-up espresso
shacks—but you’ll forget
about that when you’re
on a mountain-bike ride
at 10 p.m. in June and the
sun is still high in the sky.

GUTTER CREDIT TK

e

Over the decades that
we’ve been picking Best
Towns, a few have been
on the list more than any
other—three of them have
made the cut seven times.
Which are they?

ANSWER: B, C, and E

a

