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Introduction


When I first moved to Idaho, I had about two weeks before I was scheduled to start my job at the newspaper in Twin Falls. What better way to spend the time, I figured, than on a quick orientation trip around my new home state? Two weeks would be plenty of time to take a drive through Idaho’s mountainous midsection, followed by a beeline for the Canadian border, a detour through Montana to Salmon, and a swing through Eastern Idaho.


Or so I thought. A week or so later, I’d meandered across maybe a quarter of my intended route. As someone who had grown up on the fringes of Pennsylvania suburbia and come of age in rural Ohio, I knew more than a little bit about back roads and small towns. But I knew next to nothing about a landscape that would force me, by virtue of geography and scenery, to really slow down and savor the journey, not to mention a piece of huckleberry pie here and a buffalo burger there. Years later, I still haven’t seen nor experienced all Idaho has to offer—especially not now, when international cuisines are joining mountain fare on the state’s menus and an increasingly urban Idaho has as many cultural delights as recreational destinations. I expect it will take a lifetime, and that’s fine.


In a sense, much of Idaho could still be considered off the beaten path. It’s true that here—like elsewhere—interstates now cross the state from east to west. But US 12, the only route across North Central Idaho, didn’t link Lewiston to Missoula, Montana, until 1961. The White Bird Grade on the state’s only major north–south road, US 95, wasn’t completed until 1975. When the highway is closed by bad weather or rock slides, travelers must make a five-hour detour through Oregon and Washington. And until the early 1990s, it was nonstop cross-country from Boston to Seattle on I-90, except for one stoplight in the town of Wallace, Idaho.


Idaho was the last of the continental United States to be settled by whites pushing westward (although Native Americans were here 10,000 to 15,000 years ago). When pioneers pressed west on the Oregon and California Trails, most kept right on going through what would become Idaho. When British fur traders staked their claims in the Northwest, they did so hundreds of miles west near the mouth of the great Columbia River. Idaho’s first permanent town, Franklin, wasn’t settled until 1860, and many communities didn’t exist at all until early in the 20th century.


Despite its slow start, Idaho is one of the fastest-growing states in the nation, especially in the Boise metropolitan area, home to almost half of the state’s population. But no matter where you are in Idaho, you don’t have to travel far to escape: Owyhee County, south of Boise, and the Central Idaho Rockies, northeast of the capital city, remain so sparsely settled they could qualify as frontier. All across Idaho, residents and visitors have plenty of opportunities to get happily lost for a day, a weekend, or longer, on a seldom-traveled forest road, in an abandoned mountaintop fire tower, in a country antiques store, or in a tucked-away cafe. I also believe you can venture off the beaten track in cities and towns, so this book includes lesser-known and offbeat places in Idaho’s larger communities.


A few notes on how to use this book: There are seven chapters, each covering one of the tourism regions designated by the Idaho Travel Council. Each chapter leads off with a general overview of the region. With roads few and far between in many areas of Idaho, it is impossible to avoid retracing a route once in a while, but I’ve tried to keep backtracking to a minimum. Although each chapter leads off with a general map of the region and its attractions, you will want to use a more detailed map in planning your travels. You can order a free highway map at visitidaho.org or by calling (800) VISIT-ID (847-4843). For more detailed maps, the Idaho Atlas & Gazetteer published by DeLorme Mapping (delorme.com) or the Idaho Road & Recreation Atlas (benchmarkmaps.com) are both good choices, as are the maps published by the various units of the US Forest Service in Idaho.


The State of Idaho’s travel website at visitidaho.org has lots of resources to help you explore the state. You can read themed travel articles, order printed copies of the latest state maps and brochures, and sign up for an e-mail newsletter for people who like to travel in the Gem State. The state has a strong social media presence, too, so check out its pages on Facebook, Instagram, and so on.


If, like many Idahoans and visitors, you’re here mainly for Idaho’s riotously abundant recreational and adventure sports opportunities, there are several good resources online. Idaho has more federally designated wilderness lands—nearly 4 million acres—than any other state in the Lower 48, with an additional 9 million acres of roadless public land. Much of Idaho is, therefore, accessible only by boat, on horseback, on foot, or by chartered plane flown into a backcountry airstrip. For more information about exploring Idaho’s wilderness areas, contact the Idaho Outfitters and Guides Association at (208) 342-1438 or ioga.org. If you are specifically interested in the Middle Fork of the Salmon River, Idaho’s world-renowned raft trip, check out idahosmiddlefork.com for a list of outfitters and trip-planning information. For a Meetup site listing hikes for all interests and abilities, see idahohikingclub.com.


It’s still possible to travel 50 miles or more in Idaho without passing a gas station, and cell phone service remains weak in many areas. Just because a town is listed on a map or road sign, that’s no guarantee you’ll find services there. So before you set out off the beaten path, make sure your vehicle is in good shape and the fuel tank is full. Carry a good full-size spare tire and jack, a gasoline can, and a basic emergency kit, including flashers. A shovel and ax also can come in handy on unpaved back roads; the former in case you encounter a snowdrift, the latter in the event a tree has fallen in your path. (Both these things happen not infrequently on Forest Service roads in Idaho’s high country, even in the dead of summer.) Most of the places mentioned in this book are accessible using any two-wheel-drive vehicle in good condition, but a few are unsuitable for large RVs or vehicles towing trailers. When in doubt, inquire locally before setting off on an unfamiliar back road. Conversely, when you’re traveling across southern Idaho, you’ll want to take note that the official speed limit is 80 miles per hour on rural parts of interstates 15, 84, and 86. Of course, this means many people are driving at about 90 mph—as good a reason as any to take the back roads.



Adventuring 101


Many children—and adults, too—spend most of their lives indoors these days, and the idea of being outside can be a bit intimidating. Idaho State Parks’ First Time Adventure Program offers special experiences for people who’ve always wanted to try bird-watching, Dutch oven cooking, fishing, camping, paddling, and more. Instruction and gear are provided, so these are good try-before-you-buy opportunities if you’re intrigued but not quite ready to commit to an outdoor hobby. See parksandrecreation.idaho.gov for details on participating parks and activities.


The state park system also offers an annual passport—a motor home or passenger vehicle sticker, available for $40—that grants Idaho residents day-use entrance into all state parks for that calendar year. (Out-of-staters can buy an annual vehicle entry pass for $80.) Regular state park motor vehicle entrance fees are $7, and campsites cost about $15 to $45 a night depending on location and services offered. People 62 and older can camp for half-price Mon through Thurs at many state parks.




I’ve tried to list prices for most attractions, but bear in mind these are subject to change. Use the prices as a guideline and call ahead for updates or more information. The listings at the end of each chapter are a small representative sampling of what you’ll find in each region, and a listing doesn’t necessarily imply an endorsement of the business. Room rate categories reflect double occupancy in summer; you will find lower rates the rest of the year, except in resort areas like Sun Valley and Coeur d’Alene, where fall and spring will bring the best bargains. Restaurant cost categories refer to the price of a single entree without beverage, dessert, taxes, or tip. Because prices change all the time, these are guidelines. Updated information for most places is usually available online.



Restaurants





	$15 or less
	Inexpensive



	$16 to $21
	Moderate



	$22 and over
	Expensive







Places to Stay





	Under $95 per night
	Inexpensive



	$96 to $175 per night
	Moderate



	$176 to $275 per night
	Expensive



	$276 and up per night
	Very expensive







Although you’ll find only a handful of Airbnb listings in this book, I am a big fan of the popular site that lets people book stays in private homes worldwide. Sometimes you want a traditional hotel or motel room, but Airbnb accommodations come in a much wider price range and in some really cool locations. Hosts and travelers alike are reviewed to ensure safety, and most hosts are happy to engage with their guests, or not, depending on travelers’ preferences. There are also many Idaho listings on Vacasa.com and VRBO.com, among other home-sharing sites. (Note, too, that many bed-and-breakfast inns and even a few motels are now listing their businesses on one or more home-rental sites as a way to stay competitive in the rapidly shifting lodging landscape.) If you are new to home-sharing sites, pay attention to whether you’re renting a room or a whole house. And always check cancellation policies; house rules on things like smoking and pets; and especially cleaning fees, which vary considerably and can be the same whether you stay a night or a week.


Camping is big in outdoorsy Idaho, and many state parks and private campgrounds also have accommodations for people who aren’t towing a trailer or toting a tent. Small cabins, cottages, yurts, and luxury “glamping” tents in these parks generally run from $50 to $100, making them good values. For ideas, see rvidaho.org and idahostateparks.reserveamerica.com.


Also remember that Idaho, unique among states, is divided north–south into two time zones. The northern part of the state—everything north of Riggins, if you’re driving US 95—is on Pacific time, while the south runs on Mountain time.


It is my hope that Idaho Off the Beaten Path will inspire you to hit the open road and discover this great state. Whether you seek an unusual family vacation destination, a romantic weekend rendezvous, or a fun one-day getaway; whether you desire mountain peaks, high desert stillness, or crystalline lakes, Idaho awaits your exploration. If, in your own travels, you come across changes in the information listed here or a great place that might be mentioned in a future edition of this book, drop me a line at juliewrites@yahoo.com (use Idaho Off the Beaten Path in the subject line) or via the form at globepequot.com/contact. Thanks—and happy travels!



Idaho Facts


POPULATION (2020 ESTIMATE)


	1,839,106






STATEWIDE TOURISM INFORMATION


	(800) VISIT-ID or visitidaho.org







MAJOR NEWSPAPERS AND WEBSITES


	
The Idaho Statesman (Boise): idahostatesman.com


	
Boise Weekly (alternative news and views): boiseweekly.com


	
Idaho Press (Boise-Nampa): idahopress.com


	
The Times-News (Twin Falls): magicvalley.com


	
The Idaho State Journal (Pocatello): idahostatejournal.com


	
The Post Register (Idaho Falls): postregister.com


	
The Coeur d’Alene Press: cdapress.com


	
Lewiston Morning Tribune: lmtribune.com


	
The Spokesman-Review (North Idaho): spokesman.com







HELPFUL STATEWIDE PHONE NUMBERS AND WEBSITES


	State of Idaho home page: idaho.gov


	Traveler information and road conditions report: Dial 511 or (888) 432-7623 or visit 511.idaho.gov


	Idaho Department of Parks and Recreation: (208) 334-4199 or parksandrecreation.idaho.gov


	Idaho Department of Fish and Game: (208) 334-3700 or fishandgame.idaho.gov


	
Idaho RV Campgrounds Association: (208) 345-6009, (800) RV-IDAHO, or rvidaho.org


	State tourism agencies also have a robust presence on social media sites, and many also have mobile apps.






MORE FAST FACTS


	Idaho’s population didn’t reach 1 million until 1990. By 2020, it had risen to 1.8 million people, making it one of the nation’s fastest-growing states.

	Idaho has about 3,100 miles of whitewater river rapids, making it one of the best states for float trips.

	Idaho is the only state with an official seal designed by a woman, Emma Edwards Green.

	Idaho elected the nation’s first observant Jewish governor, Moses Alexander, in 1914.

	Idaho officially has two area codes, 208 and 986, but the latter is still seldom seen.

	Yes, Idaho is the nation’s leading potato producer. But you already knew that.








Transportation


AIR

Getting to and from Idaho usually involves a layover or two and travel on smaller aircraft, though there are some direct flights. Idaho’s major airport is in Boise, which has scheduled service from Alaska, Allegiant, American, Delta, Frontier, JetBlue, Southwest, and United Airlines. Several companies including McCall Aviation and Gem Air offer regular service to backcountry gateway towns from Boise, too. (See more information at iflyboise.com.) Other airports with scheduled service include Hailey (Sun Valley), Idaho Falls, Lewiston, Twin Falls, and Pocatello. Many people traveling to North Idaho choose to fly into Spokane, Washington (just 33 miles from Coeur d’Alene). And the airport in Salt Lake City (161 miles from Pocatello) is reasonably convenient to destinations in the Southeastern and Eastern regions of Idaho.






BUS

You can take an intercity bus to many towns in Idaho, including Boise, Cascade, Coeur d’Alene, Idaho Falls, Lewiston, McCall, Moscow, Pocatello, Riggins, and Twin Falls. Greyhound service on the US 95 corridor and into Eastern Washington is by Northwestern Trailways, a partner company. For more information call (800) 231-2222 or visit greyhound.com.





SHUTTLE

Salt Lake Express (based in Rexburg, Idaho) provides scheduled service to destinations across Idaho’s southern tier, as well as Jackson, Wyoming, and West Yellowstone, Montana. Call (208) 656-8824 or see saltlakeexpress.com for routes and prices.





TRAIN

Boise has a gorgeous old train depot, but it is among the biggest cities in the US without Amtrak service (which ended with the demise of the Pioneer route in 1997). Despite periodic attempts to bring back the train, low-cost airfares make that unlikely. Meanwhile, Amtrak’s Empire Builder route passes through Sandpoint in North Idaho twice a day, but the timetable is unfortunate: the eastbound train from Seattle arrives at 2:30 a.m., and the one coming west from Chicago pulls in around midnight. See amtrak.com for details.





CLIMATE

Because Idaho is so big, its climate cannot be easily summed up in a paragraph. But generally Idaho is drier than the Pacific Northwest and milder than the rest of the Rocky Mountain region. In Boise, daytime highs range from about 90°F in July to the mid-30s in January, with nighttime lows in the 50s in summertime and the 20s December through February. In the panhandle region, summer daytime temperatures are typically in the 80s, dipping to about 50°F at night. In the winter expect North Idaho daytime highs at just about the freezing mark and lows about 20°F. Humidity is low around most of the state.


Precipitation varies widely, from only 9 inches of rain and 17 inches of snow falling annually at Twin Falls in South Central Idaho to 30 inches of rain and 75 inches of snow at Sandpoint. The best time to visit depends on your interests, but generally spring and fall are especially pleasant in the southern regions, while mid-July through mid-September are the best times to visit North Idaho and the Central Idaho mountains. The high country often has snow until after the Fourth of July.






FAMOUS IDAHOANS

Famous Idahoans past and present include Edgar Rice Burroughs (author of Tarzan), Philo Farnsworth (who helped invent television), baseball great Harmon Killebrew, former Mormon church president Ezra Taft Benson (who also served as US Secretary of Agriculture), writers Ezra Pound and Anthony Doerr, musicians Josh Ritter and Curtis Stigers, Olympic medalists Kristin Armstrong and Picabo Street, Joseph Albertson (who started the grocery chain bearing his name), cable news personality Lou Dobbs, Mount Rushmore sculptor Gutzon Borglum, and actor Aaron Paul. Other past and present celebrities who have made homes in the state include Jamie Lee Curtis, Patty Duke, Ernest Hemingway, Patrick McManus, Tom Hanks, Steve Miller, Demi Moore, Ashton Kutcher, George Kennedy, Lana Turner, Scott Glenn, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Bruce Willis.







Recommended Reading


TRAVEL AND OUTDOOR ADVENTURE

Boise Trail Guide: 95 Hiking and Running Routes Close to Home by Steve Stuebner (Boise Front Adventures, 2018). Stuebner has also written regional guides to mountain biking near McCall and paddling the Payette River. See more of his adventure travel tips at stevestuebner.com.


BigLife is a glossy quarterly magazine based in Sun Valley that covers “the big lives we live in the mountains” and mountain towns throughout the West. It’s available in stores and online at biglifemag.com.


For 91 Days in Idaho by Jürgen Horn and Michael Powell. Three months’ worth of blog posts about travel in Idaho circa 2012, collected into an e-book available via idaho.for91days.com.


Hiking Idaho by Ralph and Jackie J. Maughan and Luke Kratz (3rd edition; FalconGuides, 2014). A classic statewide guide that describes more than 100 trails.


Idaho for the Curious by Cort Conley (Backeddy Books, 1982; rereleased in 2003). This fascinating, weighty book concentrates on history along the state’s highways.


No Bar Too Far: Idaho by Rich and Debbie Higgins (Not Too Far Publishing, 2013). A guide to the watering holes of Idaho, including jokes, trivia, drink recipes, and more.



Southwest Idaho Camping Guide by Roger Phillips and Pete Zimowsky (Idaho Statesman, 2010). The Statesman’s outdoor writers describe 45 campgrounds within a few hours’ drive of the Boise area.


Traveling the Lewis and Clark Trail and Traveling the Oregon Trail by Julie Fanselow (Globe Pequot, 2007 and 2001, respectively). These books are comprehensive modern travel guides to the famous trails, both of which run through Idaho.





HISTORY

Big Trouble: A Murder in a Small Western Town Sets Off a Struggle for the Soul of America by J. Anthony Lukas (Simon & Schuster, 1997). A long but worthwhile examination of early Idaho labor strife.


Building Idaho: An Architectural History by Jennifer Eastman Attebery (University of Idaho Press, 1991).


Camera Eye on Idaho by Arthur A. Hart (Caxton Press, 1990). A fascinating survey of pioneer photography in the state from 1863 through 1913.


In Mountain Shadows by Carlos Arnaldo Schwantes (University of Nebraska Press, 1991). An incisive look at how Idaho was shaped by divisions in geography, politics, religion, and more.


Roadside History of Idaho by Betty Derig (Mountain Press Publishing, 1996).





NATURAL HISTORY

Birds of Idaho Field Guide by Stan Tekiela (Adventure Publications, 2003).


Roadside Geology of Idaho by David Alt and Donald W. Hyndman (Mountain Press, 1989).


Rocks, Rails and Trails by Paul Karl Link and E. Chilton Phoenix (Idaho Museum of Natural History, 1996). A photo-packed look at the geology, geography, and history of Eastern and Southern Idaho. It’s also available online at imnh.isu.edu/digitalatlas.





LITERATURE AND MISCELLANEOUS

Angle of Repose by Wallace Stegner (Doubleday, 1971). Based on a book of letters by Idaho writer Mary Hallock Foote, this Pulitzer Prize–winning novel traces a family’s journeys across the frontier West. Foote’s letters, collected as A Victorian Gentlewoman in the Far West (Huntington Library Press, 1992), make a good companion volume.


Daredevils by Shawn Vestal (Penguin, 2016). Evel Knievel’s 1974 visit to the Snake River Canyon is among the plot lines in this well-reviewed novel by a writer who grew up nearby.


Educated by Tara Westover (Random House, 2018). A harrowing account of surviving a socially isolated childhood in Southeastern Idaho.


The Great Glorious Goddamn of It All by Josh Ritter (Hanover Square, 2021). A novel about murder, mayhem, and bootlegging in a tiny Idaho timber town by an acclaimed singer-songwriter with Idaho roots.


Housekeeping by Marilynne Robinson (Picador, 2004). Originally published in 1980, Robinson’s tale of sisters growing up in Fingerbone (modeled on Sand-point) won a PEN/Hemingway Award for best first novel.


Idaho 24/7 edited by Rick Smolan and David Elliot Cohen (Dorling Kindersley, 2004). Many of Idaho’s top photographers contributed to this day-in-the-life document of life statewide.


Idaho Loners: Hermits, Solitaries, and Individualists by Cort Conley (Backeddy Books, 1994). Idaho is a state of individualists, and veteran writer Conley interviewed some of the most singular for these profiles.


Idaho’s Poetry: A Centennial Anthology edited by Ronald E. McFarland and William Studebaker (University of Idaho Press, 1989).


Small Town Ho: The Hilarious Story of Moving from the Big City to North Idaho by Duke Diercks (Slog Press, 2016). Despite the cringe-worthy title, this is a genuinely funny book about a family’s move from Texas to Idaho. Also set in Sandpoint, though that’s where the similarity to Housekeeping ends.


Where the Morning Light’s Still Blue: Personal Essays about Idaho edited by William Studebaker and Richard Ardinger (University of Idaho Press, 1994).


Written on Water: Essays on Idaho Rivers edited by Mary Clearman Blew (University of Idaho Press, 2001).





FOR CHILDREN

Idaho (Hello USA series) by Kathy Pelta (First Avenue Editions, 2002).


P Is for Potato: An Idaho Alphabet by Stan and Joy Steiner and Jocelyn Slack (Sleeping Bear Press, 2005).














North Idaho



For decades the lakes of North Idaho were a private playground for the people of the Northwest. If you grew up in eastern Washington, Idaho, or Montana, chances are your family vacationed on the shores of Lake Coeur d’Alene at least once. If you didn’t, your neighbors probably did. But outside this corner of the country, few people had North Idaho on their radar screens. Today, however, North Idaho has been discovered. Coeur d’Alene and Sandpoint are hot spots. Even scruffy old Wallace and Kellogg, long the victims of declining mining fortunes, are enjoying a tourism-centered renaissance. Consequently, you may need to work a bit harder to get off the beaten path in this region. But it can be done.

Interstate 90 runs through Coeur d’Alene and the Silver Valley surrounding Wallace, and it’s the only high-speed road in the region. Elsewhere, even on US 2 and 95, two-lane stretches, stunning scenery, and occasionally heavy traffic are apt to slow you down. If you’d really like to leave the crowds behind, try the road up the east side of Priest Lake, the Coeur d’Alene Scenic Byway (Highways 97 and especially 3), or Highway 200 east of Sandpoint (the Pend Oreille Scenic Byway). These routes are part of the International Selkirk Loop,





NORTH IDAHO
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a 280-mile scenic byway that connects Idaho and Washington with British Columbia. Sunset magazine once called the loop the Northwest’s most scenic drive, and it’s hard to argue. The route is remote, yet there are enough towns and services along the way to fill a long weekend or even a week’s road trip. For more details on the route or other North Idaho travel information, call (208) 267-0822 or look at visitnorthidaho.com.


Lakes and Forests

Everywhere you look in North Idaho, you see either dense forests, expansive lakes, or both. This part of the state is most noted for its three large lakes—Coeur d’Alene, Pend Oreille, and Priest Lake (which actually is two lakes)—and the recreation-oriented resort towns on their shores. But rivers also run through this country, their Native American names music to the ears, their wild rapids and placid pools pure tonic for the soul. Two of these rivers—the Kootenai and the Moyie—meet at Bonners Ferry, the seat of Boundary County. East of town under a bridge spanning US 2, the Moyie flows through one of Idaho’s most impressive canyons. The 1,223-foot-long steel truss Moyie River Bridge, built in 1964, is the second highest in the state, just 12 feet shy of the Perrine Bridge over the Snake River Canyon at Twin Falls. Stop at the rest area just east of the bridge for a good view of the span, or take the road to Upper and Lower Moyie Falls, two cascades that drop 100 feet and 40 feet, respectively.


AUTHOR’S FAVORITES IN NORTH IDAHO




	Under the Sun
	Sierra Silver Mine Tour



	Bonners Ferry
	Wallace



	Lake Pend Oreille
	Trail of the Coeur d’Alenes



	Sandpoint
	Mullan to Plummer



	Coeur d’Alene’s Old Mission
	



	State Park
	



	Cataldo
	







Also along the Moyie River is Snyder Guard Station, a cabin first used as a forest ranger headquarters in 1908. Today the cabin is one of several available for rent from the Idaho Panhandle National Forests. The guard station, available May through Dec, is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Sleeping arrangements can accommodate about a dozen people indoors and more outside camping in tents or RVs; plus you’ll get electric heat, running water for hot showers, and a kitchen—all for $50 a night for one to six people or $70 a night for seven to thirteen people. A horse corral outside makes this a fine equestrian retreat, too.

To reach Snyder Guard Station, head north on US 95 from Bonners Ferry; turn right about 27 miles north at Good Grief, Idaho (yes, that’s really its name); and go 4 miles south on County Road 34, the Moyie River Road. See recreation.gov for availability and reservations for this cabin and many others throughout Idaho.

Idaho is a remote state, and its people are self-sufficient. Because Bonners Ferry is 535 miles from Boise, the state capital, and a good two-hour drive from the nearest metro area, people know how to make do for themselves. So it’s no surprise that there are some real finds in Bonners Ferry’s tiny downtown. Under the Sun at 7178 Main St. is a wonderful 21st-century general store (open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.; closed Sun) with housewares, gifts, clothing, and more. Soul Shine Bistro, its on-site café, serves breakfast and lunch until 3 p.m., with mostly organic soup, salad, and sandwich fare plus yummy baked goods. Bonners Books at 7195 Main St. has been supplying Idaho’s far north with eclectic new and used reading material for decades, and it’s also a good source for local topographic maps (and humorous signs about cell phones and guns; check them out as you enter).

North Idaho is hops country, and the Kootenai River Brewing Company uses the local crop plus swift-running Selkirk Mountain water to brew fresh, small-batch beer. Stop by its taproom and restaurant at 6424 Riverside St., open seven days a week. For an overnight stay in Bonners Ferry, choices include a few standard motels plus the Northside School Bed & Breakfast, where host Ruth Perry was once a student. Built in 1914, the hilltop schoolhouse has nine themed rooms (all with full bathrooms), a heated pool, and a hot tub. Rooms start at about $90 in the off-season and $140 May through Oct. Call (877) 222-1826 or see northsideschoolbandb.com.

West of Bonners Ferry, the 2,774-acre Kootenai National Wildlife Refuge serves as an oasis to migrating waterfowl and a bird-watcher’s paradise. In spring, look for mallards, pintail, American widgeon, and tundra swans. Canada geese visit in August and September, while the mallards fly through later in the fall. All summer you may see cinnamon and blue-winged teal, common goldeneyes, and wood ducks. Wildlife spotted at the preserve include moose, muskrats, deer, beaver, and more.

The refuge is open to visitors during daylight hours year-round. In addition to excellent wildlife watching, you’ll find some nice, short hiking trails. To find the refuge, drive 5 miles west of Bonners Ferry on Riverside Road. Stop at the refuge entrance for a self-guiding map to the refuge’s foot trails (including to Myrtle Creek Falls) and a 4.5-mile driving tour. For more information call (208) 267-3888 or visit kootenai.fws.gov.


Echoes of Ruby Ridge

Randy Weaver and his family moved to remote North Idaho in 1983 to live off the land, practice a radical brand of Christian fundamentalism, and turn up at the occasional gathering of the state’s fringe neo-Nazi movement. Because most Idahoans have a live-and-let-live philosophy, the Weavers didn’t attract much attention—until 1990, when Randy was caught selling illegal arms to an undercover Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms agent. Released after a court appearance, he decided to hole up on his property and make the law come to him.

After a year and a half of surveillance, federal marshals moved in. It’s never been proven who shot first, but by the time the gunfire ended, three people were dead: decorated US Marshal William Degan; Weaver’s 14-year-old son, Samuel; and Weaver’s wife, Vicki, who was holding her baby when she fell. Following an 11-day standoff, Weaver surrendered. He subsequently went to trial on murder and conspiracy charges, beating all but a failure-to-appear rap with the aid of flamboyant defense attorney Gerry Spence. Weaver left Idaho and eventually relocated to Montana with his daughters, after receiving an out-of-court settlement from the federal government to conclude a wrongful death lawsuit he filed.

As a young reporter for the Spokesman-Review newspaper, Jess Walter covered the standoff—which took place near Naples, south of Bonners Ferry—and eventually wrote a book about it. Every Knee Shall Bow, later titled Ruby Ridge: The Truth & Tragedy of the Randy Weaver Family, sweeps the reader along like a novel—and indeed, Walter is now better known as a novelist whose books include Beautiful Ruins and The Cold Millions. The Weaver saga also played a role in the southeastern Idaho childhood of Tara Westover, whose bestselling memoir Educated recounts how her parents were radicalized by tales of what had transpired hundreds of miles away on Ruby Ridge. Fear and distrust of the government continues to run strong in Idaho, which may account for why Donald J. Trump won resounding victories in the state—though you’ll find pockets of liberal thought in even the smallest towns, if you look hard enough.



For another lovely short hike, the Snow Creek Falls Trail is just west of the wildlife refuge; ask for directions at the refuge visitor center or pick up a pamphlet at the Bonners Ferry Visitors Center. When the trail splits after about three-quarters of a mile, head left to reach a viewing platform for the lower falls or right to reach the upper falls, where there’s ample room to spread out for a picnic on the rocks near the cool mist of the cascading water.

Western Pleasure Guest Ranch is among Idaho’s oldest guest ranches, in business and in the same family since 1940. Located well off the highway between Bonners Ferry and Sandpoint, it has great views of the nearby Cabinet and Selkirk mountain ranges. In summertime, Western Pleasure offers all-inclusive weeklong vacations starting at $2,340 per adult (with discounts for children), including lodging, meals, horseback riding, and a range of other activities. Fall through spring, there are bed-and-breakfast stays from $125 a night for two people and cabin rentals starting at $180 a night for up to four people. If you’re just passing through, you can arrange a few hours on horseback or a wintertime sleigh ride. Call (888) 863-9066 or see westernpleasureranch.com for details.

Although much smaller than Coeur d’Alene, Sandpoint rivals its neighbor as the most interesting town in North Idaho. Sandpoint’s abundant natural attractions include Lake Pend Oreille, Idaho’s largest, and Schweitzer Mountain Resort. Schweitzer is one of the West’s biggest ski areas, with nearly 3,000 skiable acres; that and its fairly remote location help make it one of the least crowded. From the top, skiers are treated to unbeatable views of Lake Pend Oreille. At the bottom, guests can relax in the new-in-2022 Humbird boutique hotel or party in Sandpoint. Schweitzer has a full range of offerings in the warmer months, too. Summertime visitors can ride a chairlift, picnic atop the mountain, try geocaching, go mountain biking, or play golf. For more information, call (208) 263-9555 or visit schweitzer.com.

US 95 used to run right through downtown Sandpoint, backing up traffic for blocks. A bypass now routes most drivers around town, making Sandpoint even more pleasant to explore on foot. As part of the bypass project, Sandpoint gained several miles of paved trails along Lake Pend Oreille and Sand Creek, so park your vehicle and stroll around. There are interesting shops galore in the compact downtown, plus abundant public art. (Don’t miss the open-air Galaxy Gallery in the alley between 1st and 2nd Avenues.)

Sandpoint’s pride and joy is the Panida Theater, originally opened in 1927 and dedicated to “the people of the Panhandle of Idaho,” thus the name. (Panida rhymes with Canada.) For years the Panida was considered one of the premier movie palaces of the Northwest, but like many theaters, it fell on hard times in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The community rallied to buy and restore the Panida, and it’s now home to a full calendar of films and performing arts. The Panida is at 300 North 1st Ave. Call (208) 263-9191 or visit panida.org for upcoming events. Nearby, Eichardt’s Pub at 212 Cedar St. has a long-running blues jam session every Monday night starting at 7 p.m. Or plan a trip around the Festival at Sandpoint, a concert series held midsummer on Lake Pend Oreille, featuring an inspired menu of music ranging from roots rock to the Spokane Symphony Orchestra. See festivalatsandpoint.com for upcoming shows and tickets.

Another local preservation success story, the Cedar Street Bridge Public Market began life as an actual bridge in the 1930s. After nearly falling apart by the late 1970s, the bridge was reimagined in the 1980s as Idaho’s answer to the Ponte Vecchio marketplace in Florence, Italy. In the 1990s it became the flagship location for Sandpoint-based clothing retailer Coldwater Creek, which took over the entire bridge in its heyday. Today the bridge once again hosts small shops, several restaurants, and a drop-in family art studio. See cedarstreetbridge.com for a current business directory.


TOP ANNUAL EVENTS IN NORTH IDAHO





	Sandpoint Winter Carnival
	Art on the Green



	(Feb)
	Coeur d’Alene (first weekend in Aug)



	Depot Day & Classic Car Show
	Coeur d’Alene Tribal Pilgrimage



	Wallace (early May)
	to Cataldo



	Independence Day Parade
	(Aug 15)



	Kellogg (July 4)
	North Idaho State Fair



	Festival at Sandpoint
	Coeur d’Alene (late Aug)



	(Aug)
	







A few blocks from the downtown core, Foster’s Crossing Mall at 504 Oak St. is a rambling old building stuffed with antiques and collectibles. Its presence probably served as a lure for a variety of vintage, thrift, and surplus shops that have popped up nearby. Amid them all, look for the Granary Arts District, which you’ll know by the big grain storage building along Church Street. It’s home to Evans Brothers Coffee Roasters and Matchwood Brewery, both offering a range of yummy craft beverages. Or go old-school at Murphy’s, a multitasking business at 130 North 6th Ave., where they sell donuts and ice cream and rent bikes for a spin on the adjacent Sandpoint-Dover Community Trail.

Ponderay, a small community just north of Sandpoint, serves as the gateway to Schweitzer Mountain, and it has a few indie business gems amid its mix of chain stores, restaurants, and motels. Hotel Ruby Ponderay, a boutique motel at 477255 US 95 North, has an indoor pool and bicycles to borrow. Rates start at about $140 in summer. Call (208) 263-5383 or see hotelrubyponderay.com. Laughing Dog Brewery, one of North Idaho’s oldest craft brewers, has its taproom and pup-friendly patio at 1109 Fontaine Dr.

Highway 200 heads east from Sandpoint toward Montana. If you’re looking for Hope, look no further: It’s about a 20-minute drive east of Sandpoint via Highway 200. Near here, in 1809, Canadian explorer David Thompson established Kullyspell House, the earliest fur trade post in the American Pacific Northwest. Nothing remains of the post, but a monument to Thompson’s efforts sits by the post office in Hope. The Old Ice House Pizzeria at 140 West Main St. in Hope serves up thin-crust, New York–style pies, plus sweets including baklava, muffins, and cookies, all with a lake view. The phone number is (208) 264-5555. About a mile off Highway 200, the Idaho Panhandle National Forest’s Sam Owen Campground has plenty of nice sites in the woods plus access to a sandy beach (with kayak and paddleboard rentals) and good fishing. Plan to reserve a campsite in advance at recreation.gov.

West of Sandpoint, Lake Pend Oreille narrows into a river along US 2. Dover Bay Resort is a pretty spot with beach bungalows and larger vacation homes for rent and an upscale casual restaurant, Dish, that has waterfront dining for lunch, dinner, and summer Sunday brunch. The community’s trails and parks are open to all, and it’s a nice spot for a picnic. There’s a two-night minimum for most vacation rentals here, with prices starting around $220 a night, plus fees. See doverbaybungalows.com to see what’s on offer. A half-hour drive west from Sandpoint, the town of Priest River is showing signs of life in its small downtown, which is sandwiched between US 2 and the Pend Oreille River. Check out what’s new at the Beardmore Block, built along Main Street in 1922 by Charles Beardmore and recently restored by his great-grandson, architect Brian Runberg. Tenants include Tyee Coffee Company, a local favorite for breakfast and lunch.

Head north from Priest River to Priest Lake, North Idaho’s least-used big lake. Named for the Jesuit priests who came to the region to spread their gospel among the Native Americans, Priest Lake is bordered to the east by the Selkirk Mountain Range, whose more than 7,000-foot peaks stand majestic against the lake’s altitude of some 2,400 feet above sea level. Priest Lake is actually two lakes—the main body of water and Upper Priest Lake, which is connected to the much larger lower lake by a 2-mile-long water thoroughfare. Area marinas rent boats and other watercraft that can be used to ply the lakes and thoroughfare as well as explore island campsites dotting the water. The eastern shore is almost entirely undeveloped save for Priest Lake State Park and a few marinas. Nevertheless, this was where Nell Shipman—an early silent film star—had a studio during the 1920s, way up at Lionhead on the lake’s northeastern tip.

At the south end of Priest Lake, the Historic Northern Hotel welcomes vacationers to a gracious, antiques-filled inn. Amenities include a small private marina, a swimming and sunning beach, and a deck overlooking the lake. The inn is open year-round, with four rooms and two suites, all with private baths and access to a shared kitchen. The hotel, formerly known as the Old Northern Inn, is now booked mainly via Airbnb, so rates range widely, but you can expect to pay from $155 to $250 a night. No pets nor children 12 and under. For more information or reservations, c.all (208) 443-2426 or see historicnorthernhotel.com.

The west side of Priest Lake has more commercial development than the east side, but it’s still minimal compared to the shores of Coeur d’Alene and Pend Oreille. Hill’s Resort has been welcoming guests to Luby Bay since 1946, including many families who return every year. Aside from water-based activities, Hill’s is accessible to good hiking, mountain biking, volleyball, golf, tennis, hunting, cross-country skiing, and about 400 miles of groomed snowmobile trails. And then there’s the food. Baby back ribs, pistachio-crusted halibut, and huckleberry pie are among the specialties, and the view of Priest Lake is a welcome side dish. Hill’s has a wide range of hotel rooms, condos, and cabins priced by the night or the week. Call (208) 443-2551 or see hillsresort.com for reservations or more information.

Huckleberries are Idaho’s state fruit and they’re especially plentiful in Northern Idaho, where some of the best berry patches are located along Priest Lake. Because huckleberries need sunlight to ripen, the best picking is often along abandoned logging roads and areas opened to sunshine by forest fires. Look for shrubs about 1 to 5 feet tall, with tiny pink or white urn-shaped flowers that blossom in June or July. The berries themselves are purplish black to wine red in color, and they generally ripen in July or August, although some berries on slopes facing north may linger as late as October. Humans like huckleberries a lot, but so do black bears and grizzly bears, so always use caution when picking: Make noise, carry bear spray (and know how to use it), and retreat from the area should a bear turn up.

State Highway 57 ends at Nordman, but a 14-mile trip up Forest Road 302 (the West Side Road) leads to the Roosevelt Grove of Ancient Cedars, where you can see a virgin forest of trees ranging up to 2,000 years old. The trees here survived a forest fire that burned most of the area in 1926. It’s a memorable spot for a picnic, and short hiking trails from the grove lead to views of Upper and Lower Granite Falls.

Although the big lakes are best known in North Idaho, a few smaller bodies of water are noteworthy. Round Lake State Park has shaded campsites, a hiking trail circling the lake, and summertime rentals for canoes, paddleboats, and stand-up paddleboards. Get more info at parksandrecreation.idaho.gov/parks/round-lake. Round Lake is 2 miles west of US 95, or you can follow scenic Dufort Road 16 miles east from the south side of the Pend Oreille River bridge crossing at Priest River. (Turn left after you cross the river.) Nearby, Hoodoo Creek Cafe is a friendly little place with breakfast, burgers, wraps, and more, plus camping provisions. Coming from the state park, follow Dufort Road 7 miles west, then turn left on Vay Road and drive another mile until you see the café on your right.

In the town of Spirit Lake, the White Horse Saloon, Hotel & Cafe at 6248 West Maine St. claims to be the oldest continually operating saloon in Idaho, open since 1907. It has a variety of simple rooms for rent upstairs starting at about $75. It’s a fun place to stay, but it can be noisy. See thewhitehorsesaloon.com or call (208) 623-2353 for more info. About a mile from the small downtown, the Spirit Lake Rec Center has kayaks, canoes, paddleboards, and bikes for rent starting at $10 an hour and $25 for a half-day. It’s open weekends starting Memorial Day weekend and seven days a week by mid-June.

At Hauser Lake, just a few miles north of bustling Post Falls, Embers by the Lake serves gourmet pizza, salads, and shareable appetizers in a lovely wooded atmosphere. It’s a worthy date-night destination, open for dinner Wed through Sun at 12008 North Woodland Beach Dr.




The Coeur d’Alenes

With a population of about 175,000 people and its proximity to the Spokane metro area, Kootenai County has a suburban, bedroom community feel. Strip malls and subdivisions predominate, and the area is gaining favor with retirees, too, with its mix of abundant recreation and strong medical services.

Post Falls stretches along I-90 from the Washington state line to Coeur d’Alene. In the downtown area, amiable chef Raci Erdem presides over two popular and lively restaurants. “You love garlic. We love you,” promises the streetside mural outside The White House Grill at 712 North Spokane St. Greek, Turkish, and Italian fare is on the menu here, all heavy on the garlic (and feta, too). The Oval Office, Erdem’s other eatery, has a wider bistro-style menu and a martini bar. It’s at 620 North Spokane St. Both are open daily. Sweet and savory pies are on the menu at Birdie’s Pie Shop, another local favorite at 1003 North Spokane St. Whether you want a personal-sized mac-and-cheese-and-pulled pork pie or a salted caramel candy bar pie for the whole gang, it’s smart to order ahead at birdiespies.com since popular choices often sell out.

On a hot day many Post Falls residents can be found at Q’Emilin Park, with its grassy lawn and beach. (Q’Emilin, pronounced “ka-MEE-lin,” is a Native American term that means “throat of the river.”) Few, however, know that a magnificent canyon nearby awaits exploration. The gorge is also home to an outcropping of rocks popular with local rock climbers. To find the canyon, just stroll back beyond the boat dock and parking area.

One of Idaho’s most storied state parks is near the town of Athol at the south end of big Lake Pend Oreille. In 1941 the US Navy built the second-largest naval training center in the world on this site at the foot of the Coeur d’Alene Mountains. Over 15 months during World War II, 293,381 sailors received basic training at Farragut Naval Training Station. Following the war the site served for a time as a college before being transformed into Farragut State Park in 1965. Since then the park—one of Idaho’s largest—also has hosted several national Boy Scout and Girl Scout gatherings.

The park visitor center displays exhibits detailing the Navy presence at Farragut, which hasn’t disappeared entirely: The military still uses 1,200-foot-deep Lake Pend Oreille as a submarine testing site. But recreation reigns at Farragut these days, with good opportunities for camping, hiking, cross-country skiing, boating, and wildlife viewing. Mountain goats patrol the steep peaks along Pend Oreille’s south shore, and deer, moose, elk, and bear are also in residence. Farragut State Park is open year-round, with a $7-per-vehicle state park admission charge ($14 for non-residents). For information call (208) 683-2425 or visit parksandrecreation.idaho.gov/parks/farragut.
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