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The 12 Best Islands to Live On 

by Jennica Peterson

Kauai, Hawaii, U.S.A.
Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 3.5 

Population of Kauai: 63,004 

Percentage “mainlanders” (not born in the Hawaiian Islands): about 50%  

Population of main town, Lihue: 5,674 (2000 Census)

Houses available from: mid $300,000s.     

Get there from U.S. mainland: non-stop flights available; about six hours from LAX

Closest hospital: Lihue

Price of local beer: a Keoki Brewing Company Sunset Amber Ale goes for about $5.

Language spoken: English

Ease of immigration: easy—it’s within the U.S.
Ease of buying a home: easy

411: kauai-hawaii.com

Why Kauai?

After scouring the globe for the best islands to call home, we ended up right where we started: the United States. The state of Hawaii, our own Pacific paradise, combines that island dream of palm trees swaying in balmy breezes and sandy beaches ending in bright blue seas with all rights and benefits you’re used to as a U.S. citizen. We featured the Big Island last year, and it still offers Hawaii’s most affordable real estate. But this year, Kauai wooed us with its rugged green heart of mountains and canyons and its lacy white fringe of beaches. With its natural beauty and laid-back vibe, Kauai is an American dream come true.  

From the Eye of an Islander: Roberta Weil
“We can look out our window and see whales,” says Kauai resident Roberta Weil. “And sometimes I go outside and there’s a perfect rainbow. The moonrise is unbelievable over the ocean and the stars at night look like a planetarium. Even on dark and gloomy days it’s gorgeous here,” she says.

Idyllic island views weren’t always a part of Roberta’s daily life. She and her husband, Paul Weil, moved to Kauai from San Diego about three years ago after Roberta retired from her job at U.C. San Diego and Paul was able to practice law from home. “I came from a very high-powered job,” says Roberta. “I didn’t want to be stale, but I couldn’t find my niche in retirement in San Diego.” The couple began to spend more and more time at a rented Kauai condo and eventually bought a house on the island’s east side. When they took the plunge into full-time Kauai living, the scenery wasn’t the only thing that changed. “We were downsizing,” Roberta explains. “I got rid of all my silver, gave huge amounts of things to charities, and gave most of my career clothes away.” Now Roberta’s daily uniform consists of a T-shirt, shorts, and sandals. And Paul? “My husband has worn a tie twice since he moved here—once was to his granddaughter’s wedding.”
The couple quickly embraced the “hang loose” lifestyle, but they’ve also stayed busy through strong involvement with their local community. Paul is on a board for the County of Kauai and provides free counseling for small business owners. Roberta volunteers at the Kilauea Wildlife Refuge and is president of the Kauai Hospice. She believes that volunteering helps newcomers to find their place on the island. “You need to have an attitude of ‘I’m here to be a part of your community’ and be very respectful,” she says. When they aren’t volunteering, Roberta and Paul get out and explore the “Garden Isle”—by kayak. “Kalihiwai River is one of the best places,” says Roberta. They also spend time walking their two dogs, having picnics on the beach, and tending to Roberta’s 250 orchids. “It’s a very laid-back way of living,” she says.

But can this active couple imagine the Kauai kind of life forever? “People think we’re crazy for moving here, and they don’t think we’re going to stay,” says Roberta. “Those who are taking bets on it are going to lose. This is our home. I plan to be here until the end.”
Purchasing Paradise
Starter: Cozy two-bedroom cottage on a quiet private road in Kapaa; new deck opens onto lush green yard; five-minute walk to Hoopi’i Falls; $399,000. makaiproperties.com

Mid-Range: Three-bedroom house on Kauai’s east side; sunroom and beautifully landscaped garden; $679,000. hawaiilife.com
Dream House: Five-bedroom cedar home on four acres a stroll from the sea; wrap-around decks, 180-degree ocean views; close to Kalalea (a.k.a. King Kong) Mountain; $1,877,000. hawaiilife.com
St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 5 

Population of St. Croix: 53,234

Percentage “statesiders” (not born on St. Croix): about 15%

Population of main towns, Christiansted and Frederiksted: 2,637; 732  

Houses available from:  mid $100,000s

Get there from U.S. mainland: non-stop flights available from U.S. or connect through Miami, Puerto Rico, or St. Thomas 

Closest hospital: Christiansted

Price of a local beer: a pint of Blackbeard Ale at St. Croix’s Fort Christian Brew Pub costs $3

Languages spoken: English

Ease of immigration: easy

Ease of buying a home: easy

411: usvitourism.vi

Why St. Croix?
We didn’t have to puzzle too hard over choosing St. Croix. It’s a U.S. territory (hence no immigration, work permit, or property rights worries), it’s English speaking, it’s affordable, it’s a non-stop flight from the U.S., and it looks like that picture of Caribbean paradise—lazy palm trees, a pale slice of beach, a blue wash of sea— decorating computer screens and cubicle walls nationwide. Compared to its sister Virgin Islands, St. Croix is less touristy than St. Thomas and more populated than St. John. We think it’s just right.

From the Eye of an Islander: Anna Holley

“We basically said let’s go live there a year and evaluate it. Then we can move back if it doesn’t work out,” says Anna Holley, who moved to St. Croix from Austin, Texas, with her husband Carl Holley. “We didn’t have any kids, we were young and it was a year of our lives. I can think of a lot worse things to do with a year of my life,” she says. Now Anna and Carl, who are both 32 years old, have lived on the island for nearly six years. “The first night in our condo I made a spaghetti dinner,” says Anna. “A year later I made the same spaghetti dinner and we looked at each other and said, ‘Do you want to stay? Yes! Let’s keep on trekking.’ A year goes by so quickly.”
Anna and Carl started their lives on the island working at local resorts and restaurants. Soon they both found jobs more in line with their interests. Anna works as a producer for the Website gotostcroix.com, which provides information about vacationing on or moving to the island. Carl bought a boat and started his own sport-fishing business, Fish with Carl. Two years after they moved to St. Croix, Anna knew it had all come together. “When I moved into the house that I live in now, I was painting the kitchen cabinets and it was Carl’s first day taking tourists out fishing,” says Anna. “I’m covered in paint and I look out the window and I see Carl’s boat, the Mocko Jumbie, passing. Out of all the times for me to look out our window! I just started crying,” she says. “I think that was the moment for me that I knew we were supposed to be here.”
On November 30, 2006, Anna and Carl welcomed their daughter, Savannah Cay Holley, to the island life. “Starting a family here was not a concern of me,” says Anna. “Savannah’s outside 80 percent of the day seeing the geckos, hummingbirds, chickens and horses that are on our property. She is going to say, ‘I grew up in the Caribbean.’ How horrible is that?” On the weekends, the Holley family likes to take a mini road-trip across the island. “On the west side are the most beautiful beaches,” Anna says. “They are what magazine layouts are made of. The water is so calm, so blue. The beaches are so white and sandy. This is our life, it just happens to be on a beautiful island.”
Anna’s advice for others dreaming of this beautiful island life: “You’re never going to have enough money. You’re never going to be prepared enough. Take a chance. It’s not for everyone, but I say take a year and do it.”
Purchasing Paradise

Starter:  Bright yellow, Caribbean cutie with three bedrooms and two bathrooms; new ceramic-tile floors; front porch for liming away lazy days; $165,000. st-croix.net/realestate

Mid-Range: Overlook a verdant valley from this three-bedroom, 2700 square-foot estate; exposed beam ceilings and new covered patio; $398,500. st-croix.net/realestate

Dream House: Five-bedroom, newly constructed, hilltop home comes with the use of a golf course and yacht club; cathedral ceilings, two-person spa bathtub, and serene swimming pool; breezy gallery with sea views for sipping Cruzan rum cocktails; $1.2 million. st-croix.net/realestate

Gozo, Malta

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 4 

Population of island: 31,000

Percentage expats: 4%
Population of main town, Victoria: 6,395 

Homes available from: low $100,000s

Get there from U.S.: fly to a European capital, then take an Air Malta flight to Malta; from there it’s a 25-minute ferry trip to Gozo   

Closest hospital: Victoria


Price of a local beer: a pint of Cisk Lager starts at about $1.50 

Languages spoken: English, Maltese and Italian

Ease of immigration: easy 

Ease of buying a home: easy

411: visitmalta.com

Why Gozo?

Four words: Sunny, cheap, Mediterranean island. That was enough for us to get googly-eyed over Gozo, Malta’s quiet and quirky little brother. We developed a full-on crush when the island’s expats told us you can retire comfortably there for about $35,000 per year; you can legally live there indefinitely as a “temporary resident”; you can use the island as a springboard from which to explore the rest of Europe; and, according to the World Database of Happiness, you can find some of happiest people on Earth on Gozo—and they speak English. 
From the Eye of an Islander: Catherine MacDonald

“We could feel the old-fashioned pace of life on Gozo as soon as we set foot on the island. It’s not unusual to see pony carts on the roads and hear sheep and roosters in the villages,” says Catherine MacDonald. “This rural atmosphere really appeals to us.” 

Catherine and her husband Martin Higgins, along with their three children, Colin, Ceilidh, and Rebecca, left the chilly eastern coast of Canada for the warm Mediterranean island of Gozo in October, 2005. “We were looking for adventure and a better quality of life, as well as a way for our children to experience travel and living in another culture,” Catherine explains. “We considered a lot of countries. However, living and traveling in Europe was very appealing, and Malta ranked high in terms of stability, safety, and quality of life, which is important to us because we have teenaged kids.”
These days Catherine and Martin are so passionate about life on Gozo, they run a Website about it. “We started GozoLiving.com because we love to talk about Gozo,” says Catherine. “We get to meet lots of interesting people through the site.” The couple also founded a Web development company that serves clients in Canada, Australia, and the United States. Their ability to work with clients across the globe was part of what empowered them to move to Gozo. “We’re both pretty adventurous and self-reliant,” says Catherine. “And we knew that we had the skills to work remotely so that we could support ourselves.”
Making ends meet is easier on Gozo than in many other areas of Europe. Catherine’s family rents a furnished, four-bedroom, five-bathroom home with a swimming pool and a terrace for under $1,500 per month. “We have a panoramic view of the fields of the Ramla Valley and out to sea,” says Catherine. “Occasionally on very clear mornings we can see Sicily in the far distance, sometimes even Mount Etna.” When looking out at views like these, Catherine often feels that her dreams have come true. “Frequently I’ll have a moment like this when I gaze across the island and see the old walled citadel of Victoria high above the rest of the little city, or when we are driving past palm trees and bougainvillea in the middle of January.” 

Does that mean Catherine will always live the good life on Gozo? “We’re going to stay as long as we are happy, and we hope that that will be a very long time,” she says. “It would be nice to grow old here.”
Purchasing Paradise

Starter: Ground-floor, three-bedroom maisonette with large kitchen and dining area opening onto a patio; large backyard soaks up sun; $167,282. islandrealestate.com.mt
Mid-Range: Furnished two-bedroom farmhouse with arched entryways, stone walls, and a fireplace; terraces with valley views; $281,748. islandrealestate.com.mt
Dream House: Make your own olive oil from the 80 olive trees grown on this enormous  limestone farmhouse with six bedrooms surrounding a sunny courtyard; stretching views high above the village of Gharb; $1.6 million. gozoprime.com

Palawan, Philippines

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 4.5
Population of island: 755,412 (2000 Census)

Percentage expats: less than 1%
Population of main town, Puerto Princesa: 161,912 

Houses for rent from: $300 per month
Get there from U.S. mainland: fly to Manila, then it’s a 1.5-hour flight to Puerto Princesa

Closest hospital: Puerto Princesa

Price of a local beer: a bottle of San Miguel costs less than $1

Languages spoken: English, Filipino, Cuyunon, and many others

Ease of immigration: medium
Ease of buying a home: difficult

411: palawantourism.com
Why Palawan? 

We know Palawan, often called “the last frontier,” won’t be for everyone. That’s why we like it. But for those of you who long to (scuba) dive off the edge of the map and spend your days exploring a pristine tropical paradise with your Indiana Jones hat in hand, Palawan is just the place. The island’s capital, Puerto Princesa, has gained international recognition for its environmental programs. We were also impressed with the adventures that await outside the city: the Subterranean River National Park, the Tubbataha atoll coral reef, the beaches and limestone karst cliffs of the Bacuit Archipelago, and the island’s expanse of jungle that calls out to the wild at heart.    

From the Eye of an Islander: Jim Williams

“Our place is nothing at all like the shiny, sexy destinations that people usually write about,” says Jim Williams, who has lived on the island for 17 years. “But it will appeal to a few adventurous souls,” he adds. The fact that Palawan is off the beaten path is exactly what Jim likes about the island. “For me, the main attraction is the possibility of enjoying a natural setting privately, without the intrusion of crowds,” Jim says. “I like that the roads leading out of town are rough, that I shift to 4WD almost every day during the rainy season. Literally speaking, within thirty minutes we can be in a place where we will not see another vehicle for days.”
Jim knew he wanted to live on this rugged island outpost long before he moved there. “I had always set my sights on living in Palawan after being assigned to the Philippines with the U.S. Air Force in 1984,” he explains. After working around the globe, Jim came back to Palawan in 1991. He liked the island from the start. “The place was unpolished, informal, and had the feeling of a small town,” he says. Some of the locals also seemed surprisingly familiar. “Older Palawenos maintain a certain aloofness along with genuine hospitality that I can relate to having grown up in rural Texas,” Jim says.

Across the globe from the Lone Star state, Jim found love. He and his wife, who is from the Philippines, are now raising their five children. Together the couple owns five houses, each with a different view of the island: rice fields and coconut palms from the two farms; a river, forests, orchards and terraced vegetable gardens from their mountain home; bamboo and a distant highway from their house in town; and a coconut grove and the South China Sea from their beach house. Jim works as a project manager for a large resort development project. He is also considering starting a business to help other expats buy or build property, as he sees increasing numbers of tourists discovering the island. “I was in El Nido in January and the ratio of locals to foreigners in certain areas was 50:50,” Jim says. “Foreigners are and have always been an important part of the social tapestry here.”
While the tourist town of El Nido on the island’s northern coast attracts newcomers, it’s not Jim’s favorite part of the island. “It seems that folks here are divided east and west, north and south. I am a west coast guy—I prefer the rugged side of the island and the fact that there are few towns and roads.” For an adventurous soul who treasures privacy like Jim Williams, remote Palawan feels like home. “As far as I know,” he says, “this is my last move.”
Purchasing Paradise

Foreigners cannot own land in the Philippines, only condos, which are hard to find on Palawan. Some expats choose to lease property or—the more risky option—purchase through a Filipino trustee. If you’d rather rent, a typical three-bedroom, two-bath house and lot will cost $300–400 per month. 
Culebra, Puerto Rico

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 5
Population of island: 1,868 (per 2000 census)

Percentage expats: 16 percent

Population of main town, Dewey: 1,418

Houses available from: mid $100,000s

Get there from U.S.: fly to San Juan, Puerto Rico; then take a 30-minute flight to Culebra

Closest hospital: there is a community health center on Culebra; large hospitals are a flight away in San Juan

Price of a local beer: a bottle of Medalla starts at $2

Languages spoken: Spanish and English

Ease of immigration: easy

Ease of buying a home: easy

411: gotopuertorico.com

Why Culebra?

We chose this laid-back little island just a hop and a skip from the States partly because it offers some of the world’s best beaches (the half-moon sliver of Flamenco Beach shines brightest). We also liked that you don’t need a visa to move there since it’s a U.S. territory, and a sizable expat community already toasts the sunset together from the island’s Dingy Dock bar. But Culebra still offers its own feisty mix of West Indian and Puerto Rican culture. Add in the island’s healthy reefs (a dream for diving), and 10,000-acre wildlife refuge (ripe for exploring), and we start to wonder why we don’t live there already.  

From the Eye of the Islander: Terrie and Mark Hayward

“We came on a 40-foot catamaran. It was our moving van,” says Mark Hayward, who moved to Culebra with his wife, Terrie Hayward. Mark and Terrie, ages 40 and 38 respectively, arrived to live on the island in July, 2007, after living on Tortola in the British Virgin Islands for five years. “When we were moving from Tortola, all our friends said, ‘You can’t leave!’” says Terrie. “But then when we showed them pictures of Culebra they said, ‘Oh those beaches look just as good as Tortola’s, if not better!’” 
Terrie and Mark have made island hopping a habit since 1997, when they left Braintree, Massachusetts, for the Peace Corps in Papua New Guinea. After helping locals in a remote village to establish a small guesthouse, they worked on American Samoa for several years. “But we definitely wanted to be in the Caribbean, closer to where our families are,” says Terrie. So the couple moved to Tortola, where Terrie taught at a Montessori school and Mark worked for the government’s GIS program. They thought they would live on Tortola forever until an immigration policy change made it much more difficult to gain citizenship. That’s when they looked elsewhere for an opportunity to realize their long-term dream of owning a guesthouse. Finding the money to get started wasn’t easy. “We got so many ‘No’s,” says Terrie. “But we had Plan A through Z. We decided that failure was not an option—that we would make it happen.”
In September, 2007, Mark and Terrie opened the Palmetto Guesthouse on Culebra. “Setting up a business there seemed easy,” says Mark. “And we didn’t have to worry about a visa.” That’s not the only thing that attracted the couple to the island. “We love the crystal clear blue waters and the white sand beaches, the snorkeling, the hiking, and the outdoor lifestyle,” says Terrie. “And the Culebran people are very friendly and full of life,” adds Mark. “It helps that I speak Spanish and Mark is learning,” says Terrie. “We feel part of the community,” she says. But the couple’s greatest satisfaction on the island is running their own charming, five-bedroom guesthouse, which is also their home. “We finally realized a goal that’s been in the forefront of our minds for so long,” says Terrie. “It’s just a beautiful place and we are permanently living here.”
To show others that they, too, can make their dream life come true, Mark writes a blog called mytropicalescape.com. “Even if you start small,” Mark advises, “like taking a fact-finding trip or researching the place you want to go to, that’s making progress.”
Purchasing Paradise

Starter: Pastel-painted walls brighten this cozy three-bedroom bungalow with glimpses of the Ensenada Honda Bay; shady front yard slopes down to the street in the lively Villa Muñeco neighborhood; $160,000. bluehorizonrealty.net

Mid-Range: Coconut palms, mango and papaya trees share a  quarter-acre lot with this two-bedroom house with breezy decks on three sides and a harbor view; little one-bedroom guest house sits nearby; $399,000. bluehorizonrealty.net
Dream House: Walkways connect three separate buildings, each with its own large, private deck and sea views; includes separate, self-sustaining, three-bedroom cottage; found a half mile above Manglar Bay, which green sea turtles also call home; $1.65 million. culebraislandrealty.com
Vanua Levu, Fiji

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 4 

Population of island: 130,607

Percentage expats: 7%

Population of main towns, Savusavu and Labasa: 3,372; 7,550

Houses available from: mid $100,000s

Get there from U.S.: it’s possible to fly directly to Viti Levu, Fiji, from Los Angeles; otherwise, route through New Zealand or Australia; it’s a 45-minute flight from Viti Levu to Vanua Levu

Closest hospital: Savusavu or Labasa

Price of a local beer: a bottle of Fiji Bitter from $1.75

Languages spoken: English, Fijian, Fiji-Hindi

Ease of immigration: medium

Ease of buying a home: medium

411: bulafiji.com
Why Vanua Levu?

Tropical rainforest cawing with life, warm seas filled with coral-reef kingdoms, kind and generous local people who know how to laugh—this is what led us to choose Vanua Levu, Fiji’s second largest island. We are not the first travelers to notice this English-speaking, South Pacific paradise. Expats from across the globe have found haven in Savusavu, a coastal town that sits on a bay so rich with marine life that Jean-Michel Cousteau built a resort there. 

From the Eye of an Islander: Susan Stone

“It was finding two ads (a property for sale and a business for sale) in the back of ISLANDS 10 years ago that led us to come here to Savusavu, find our dream property, and eventually move over here and live the life we’ve always dreamed of!” says Susan Stone, who lives 20 minutes outside of Savusavu on Vanua Levu with her husband Jeff Mather. Susan and Jeff, ages 52 and 50, moved to the South Pacific island from dry and dusty Albuquerque, New Mexico. “In Fiji we drink up the greenery and the moisture,” Susan says. The climate wasn’t the only thing she wanted to leave behind in New Mexico. “We were working seven days a week,” says Susan, who together with Jeff owned a designer lighting business. “I started thinking of that line, ‘Life’s too short; eat dessert first,’” she says. That’s when Susan saw the ads in ISLANDS. 
Now full-time Fijian residents, Susan and Jeff own a three-story house and a beachfront cottage, Tropic Splendor, which they rent out to tourists. “A lot of the people who have stayed at the cottage have moved here because they see the life that we live,” says Susan. A large part of Susan’s life on Vanua Levu involves helping others. She and Jeff, who are part of the local rotary club, have built shelves at the local library and brought computers into the schools. “It’s us giving back,” says Susan. “We wanted to make a difference in peoples’ lives. We were too busy with our business to do that in Albuquerque,” she says.

Now Susan also has time to enjoy her home’s natural beauty and its people. “We wake up to a noisy chorus of chattering birds (mynahs, doves, small, colorful parrots and honeycreepers) outside the window—no traffic noise here,” says Susan. “In the summer it’s already a balmy 80 degrees as we go out on our deck and enjoy a breakfast of pineapple, bananas, passion fruit and papaya from our own gardens. How cool is that?” she says. After a morning walk with her dog on the beach, a boat-trip to town, and some snorkeling and fishing, Susan likes to return to her seaside home for the afternoon. “I enjoy designing jewelry up on the deck, often using colorful black pearls harvested right here in our bay,” she says. “Sometimes I hear the sounds of the Fijian ladies chattering as they wade out in the water, fishing with their large nets and gossiping about their village life, and always lots of laughter. It really feels like we’re right in the middle of a National Geographic special!”  
Purchasing Paradise
Starter: Palm trees and the Koro Sea are the backdrop for this three-bedroom brick and wood house five minutes from Savusavu; kitchen opens onto a large dining space filled with natural light; $149,000. fijihomesandproperties.com
Mid-Range: Views of Savusavu Bay fill the horizon from this large two-bedroom home on 3.5 acres; modern, furnished interior with floor-to-ceiling windows; includes a guest cottage; $495,000. fijihomesandproperties.com
Dream House: Live at your own resort, complete with a restaurant and bar; walk to the beach or hang out in the property’s salt-water swimming pool with two waterfalls; includes owners’ residence plus six large bures for resort guests; $3 million. fijihomesandproperties.com
Eleuthera, Bahamas

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 5
Population of island: 7,999 (2000 Census)

Percentage expats: 3%

Population of main town, Governor’s Harbour: 843 

Houses available from: $175,000

Get there from U.S. mainland: direct, one-hour flights from Florida, or go through Nassau; Eleuthera is a one-hour flight from Nassau 

Closest hospital: there is a clinic on Governor’s Harbour; the main hospital is in Nassau

Price of a local beer: a bottle of Kalik from $4

Languages spoken: English

Ease of immigration: easy with capital investment

Ease of buying a home: easy

411: myoutislands.com
Why Eleuthera?

The Bahamas have made it relatively easy for sun-loving expats to move there, which has led to heavy development in some areas. We love how this slinky Outer Island has managed to slip by. On Eleuthera, which means “freedom” in Greek, tropical wilderness reigns. We’re devotees of the island’s deserted pink and white-sand beaches and its crystalline, Caribbean-blue waters. But it was the local islanders’ well-earned reputation for being welcoming to newcomers that earned Eleuthera a spot on our list. 

From the Eye of an Islander: Chris Maxey

“What planted the seed to move to Eleuthera was the relationship I started to feel with the people,” says Chris Maxey, who first visited the island on a winter break from college at Yale more than 25 years ago. “It’s such a small place—everybody knows each other and they’re incredibly welcoming. They’d literally give their shirt off their back to me and go out of their way to make me a nice meal,” he says. But it wasn’t only the kindness and generosity of the Bahamian people that attracted Chris, who was raised in Philadelphia’s suburbs, to Eleuthera. “As a guy who grew up going to the Jersey Shore, what hit me was the amazing beauty of the aquamarine water—just being able to see my feet!” he says. “The waters here have unlimited visibility, they’re almost as clear as air. They’re beautiful to look at and beautiful to swim in.”
A swimmer at heart, Chris served six years after college as a Navy SEAL before he became a teacher at Lawrenceville, a private school in New Jersey. But he kept coming back to visit Eleuthera and eventually bought a townhouse at Cape Eleuthera on the island’s southwestern, whale-tail tip. “At Cape Eleuthera you’re very close to the Exuma Sound drop-off and the Schooner Cays, which are spectacular, uninhabited keys,” says Chris. Once he had children, Chris taught them to love Eleuthera’s wilderness as he does. “We’d spend our days out exploring and diving the cays,” he says. “My kids literally have nurse sharks as dogs—they’ve named them all.” Soon Chris started bringing students from Lawrenceville to the island for a10-day adventure-scuba program, but they were never ready to leave when the program was over. Chris wasn’t either; he decided to move to the island full time.   

Now sharing his passion for Eleuthera’s people and environment has become a way of life for Chris. In 1998, he founded the Island School, which combines classes, research, community outreach, scuba-diving, and kayaking into a semester-long academic program that engages high-school students with all aspects of life in the Bahamas. The Island School also challenges the students to apply what they learn in Eleuthera to real-life problems. “We’re really about leadership, inspiring young people to affect change in the world,” says Chris. Chris is also the director of the Cape Eleuthera Foundation, a non-profit organization that supports the Deep Creek Middle School, a community school for Bahamian students, and the Cape Eleuthera Institute, which promotes sustainable development initiatives in the Bahamas. 
Hundreds of miles away from the Jersey Shore, Chris has found a home and a way to help others. “We are a small place out on the edge that’s trying to make a difference in the world,” says Chris. “That makes me feel good.”
Purchasing Paradise
Starter: Airy two-bedroom cottage with a wrap-around deck; cooling marble floors and French doors; perched on a grassy hillside close to Banana Beach; $250,000. hgchristie.com
Mid-Range:  Pale pink, three-bedroom, Bahamian-style estate on three acres; large screened porch, swimming pool and cabana; separate one-bedroom guest cottage; $500,000. damianos.com 

Dream House: From the observation tower of this five-bedroom haven, you can see the Atlantic, the Caribbean, and Cupid Cay; inside, rosy walls and rows of sliding glass doors bring warmth and light; $1.6 million. paradisebahamas.com

Kangaroo Island, Australia

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 3.5
Population of island: 4,260

Percentage expats: 11%

Population of main town, Kingscote: 1,692

Houses available from: mid $100,000s

Get there from U.S. mainland: fly through Melbourne to Adelaide, Australia; then it’s a 30-minute flight or a 45-minute ferry ride to Kangaroo Island  

Closest hospital: Kingscote

Price of a local beer: a pint of Kangaroo Island Pale Ale costs about $6
Language spoken: English

Ease of immigration: difficult

Ease of buying a home: medium

411: tourkangarooisland.com.au
Why Kangaroo Island?

Want to have wallabies, possums, platypuses, penguins, seals, sea lions, koalas, and (of course) kangaroos for neighbors? How about a quirky community of echidnas, goannas, and bandicoots? Kangaroo Island’s abundance of wacky wildlife helped secure its spot on our list. We’re also impressed with how the island protects its many feathered and furry residents—national parks and conservation areas take up more than a third of Kangaroo. Then there’s the island’s food: Litgurian honey, artisan cheeses, fresh oysters and lobster, and intense wines from island-grown grapes. Imagine sipping a glass of local Shiraz on the deck of your ocean-view home while you watch a fairy penguin waddle by. That can happen on Kangaroo.
From the Eye of an Islander: Kate Venable

“Honestly the first hour I was here I was handed a baby kangaroo, and I think I knew then this is where I belonged,” says Kate Venable, who speaks with a melodious mix of Australian and Southern American accents. “I just felt comfortable and the wildlife and scenery just captured my heart,” she says. “In hindsight I must have been looking for something, but Kangaroo Island just happened. I really had no intention of living here, but I just kept coming back.”
Kate, who grew up in Georgia, graduated from Alabama’s Auburn University in 1991. She then spent four years traveling the globe, working in hospitality and tourism in the States, Europe, and Australia. “I have never really had any ‘plans’ so life just seems to happen around me,” says Kate, age 38. “I just grab a hold occasionally,” she says. But it seems Kangaroo Island grabbed a hold of Kate during her first visit in 1994. “I could have just kept moving, but I heard what my mind and body was telling me and it was ‘stay!’” says Kate. The following year, she moved to the island full time.
Now Kate owns a home on Kangaroo Island’s north coast. “Another moment of things just falling into place,” she says about purchasing the property. “I was here for seven years then thought ‘Hey, I should probably look at committing.’ Two days later the farmer up the road found me on the beach and said, ‘Come have a look at my property.’ A month later there I was in a little farm house overlooking the Southern Ocean,” says Kate. Her view: “Beautiful sugar gum trees, spiky yacca grass trees, rolling hills going straight out into the ocean.” Kate shares her home with kangaroos, wallabies, several different types of possums, cockatoos, magpies, and any other wild critter in need of rescue or rehabilitation. “I have ‘children,’” Kate says. “But they either have fur or feathers.”
Kate’s latest adventure has been opening her own business on the island, the Wind in Winds Gallery Cafe. “There are a lot of tourist accommodation houses in my area but no facilities, so it just sort of evolved,” she explains. It seems that letting things evolve and going with the flow is part of Kate’s life philosophy. “Life takes us on strange and wonderful pathways to get where we are going,” she says. “I think you have to be open to what the universe gives us.” If it seems that Kangaroo Island is on your road ahead, then Kate has some advice for you: “Listen to your heart,” she says. 

Purchasing Paradise
Starter: Explore the bush from this three-bedroom brick house on the outskirts of Kingscote; sunny kitchen with alcove and spacious living room; $148,878. rhsa.com.au 

Mid-Range: Bright three-bedroom beauty looking over Hog Bay; large front deck for wave and wildlife watching; $335,055. rhsa.com.au

Dream House: A stylish timber and rammed earth three-bedroom home on an 11-acre vineyard; includes two creek-side holiday cabins; $698,031. elders.com.au.
Orcas Island, Washington, U.S.A.

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 3
Population of island: 4,593 (2000 census)

Population of main town, Eastsound: 3,217 (2000 census)

Houses available from: high $200,000s

Get there from U.S. mainland: take a one-hour flight from Seattle or a 45- to 75-minute ferry from Anacortes, WA

Closest hospital: there is a medical center on the island, but the closest hospital is in Anacortes, WA

Price of a local beer: a 22-oz. bottle of Elysian Brewing Company ESB costs $6

Language spoken: English
 

Ease of immigration: easy—it’s part of a U.S. state
Ease of buying a home: easy

411: guidetosanjuans.com
Why Orcas Island?

While we usually go for palm trees and sandy beaches, this Pacific Northwest island offers a different kind of paradise. Emerald green with old-growth forests and surrounded by the topaz blue Salish Sea, Orcas Island been called “the Gem of the San Juan Islands.” Sheltered from Pacific storms by Vancouver Island and surrounding snow-capped mountains, the island is also blessed with clear skies most of the year. The main town of Eastsound feels like a warm hearth, and the island’s diverse residents are happy to welcome another. 

From the Eye of an Islander: Bob Friel

“The closest lights we can see from our place are 9 miles away on South Pender, a Canadian island—and if they’re reading this, I’d really appreciate if they’d turn them off,” says Bob Friel, who lives on Orcas Island with his wife, Sandi, in a Douglas fir and madrona cabin on five acres of waterfront property. “We face west, looking out on the Salish Sea and more than 20 San Juan and Gulf islands layered all the way to the horizon,” he says. “We get the best summer sunsets in the world, with spectacular color in the sky for hours.” 

Islands have long been an essential part of Bob’s life. “Since leaving Philly at 17, I’ve spent most of my time living on islands, including ‘city islands’ like South Beach and Manhattan, barrier islands close to civilization like Singer Island, Florida, and Sea Isle City, New Jersey, and I lived for years in more exotic spots like the Caymans and Maldives,” says Bob. “I feel better being close to the sea and there’s always a great energy on an island,” he says. Bob brought his passion for islands to his job when he worked for seven years as the editor-in-chief of Caribbean Travel & Life magazine in Orlando, Florida. 

But a 2002 trip to Canada’s Vancouver Island turned Bob’s attention to the Pacific Northwest. “I fell in love with it—the old growth trees, the moss, the whales, the tide pools, the rocky beaches,” he says. When immigrating to Canada proved too complicated, Bob looked south of the border. “I searched for a place similar to Vancouver Island, but in the U.S., and ta-da: the San Juan Islands,” he says. Within that archipelago, Orcas Island was the best fit. “Orcas is the most environmentally diverse, with mountains for hiking, hidden lakes for fishing, fjord-like sounds for kayaking and a number of nice pebbly beaches,” explains Bob. “There’s also a great mix of people—everyone from Hollywood bigwigs and retired-at-30 Microsoft millionaires to carpenters, crabbers and permaculture farmers.” 

Bob, age 45, and Sandi, age 42, bought their dream property in 2003, and less than four years later packed up Murphy their Leonberger and drove from Florida to join this eclectic community full-time. Bob continues to travel for Caribbean Travel & Life as the magazine’s editor-at-large; he also juggles projects as a freelance photographer and writer and is finishing a book on his adventures in the Maldives. But this doesn’t keep him from absorbing the beauty of his new island home. “Even if I’m drowning in deadlines and only get a few moments to look away from the computer screen and out the window—it never fails that within a few seconds, a bald eagle will fly by or a hummingbird will buzz up to the feeder or a harbor seal will launch into a tail slap,” says Bob. “You don’t need to be a writer or an artist to be happy here. Those who are, though, find plenty of inspiration.”          
 

Purchasing Paradise
Starter: This two-bedroom home sits on a grassy slope with sunny southern exposure and view of Frost and Lopez islands; large deck, wood stove, cedar siding; 1.5 miles from 5000-acre Moran State Park; $345,000. teriwilliamsrealestate.com
Mid-Range: Three-bedroom, 1890s homestead in Deer Harbor; original built-ins, Hearthstone stove, claw-foot tub, lots of windows; located on 2.7 acres with fruit trees, wetlands, and woodlands; $597,000. teriwilliamsrealestate.com
Dream House: See the Sound and the snow-covered Olympic mountains from nearly every room of this stunning, four-bedroom, timber-frame home on 10 acres; hot-tub, sauna, and Nooksack River rock fireplace; private pebble beach leads out to the dock; $4,250,000. teriwilliamsrealestate.com
Ambergris Caye, Belize

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 5

Population of island: 15,000 (est.)

Percentage expats: 12%

Population of main town, San Pedro Town: 10,445 (2007 est.) 

Houses available from: $60,000

Get there from U.S. mainland: via Belize City; then either take a 20-minute flight or a 1.5-hour ferry to San Pedro Town

Closest hospital: San Pedro Town

Price of a local beer: a bottle of Belikin costs about $2

Languages spoken: English, Spanish, Creole

Ease of immigration: easy, especially through the Retired Persons Incentive Program

Ease of buying a home: easy

411: travelbelize.com
Why Ambergris?

The sandy streets of San Pedro Town, the affordable property a few flip-flop steps away from the beach, and the exuberant expat community earned this Central American island a place on our list. It’s pretty easy to move there, too, since the immigration policies are friendly, the locals speak English, and it takes about three hours to reach Belize from the U.S. Once there, life on Ambergris Caye entails lazing days away on star-white beaches, spending afternoons snorkeling the world’s second largest barrier reef, and celebrating nights at beachfront barbecues with newfound friends.     

From the Eye of an Islander: Laurie Norton
“I just knew I needed to get somewhere with palm trees on a permanent basis…and that doing so would open up my life in ways I could not imagine,” says Laurie Norton, who left downtown Toronto, Canada, for Ambergris Caye in 2006. Laurie, age 40, and her husband, Paul Jewitt, age 34, first traveled to the island on a three-week vacation. “We both fell in love with Ambergris Caye on that first visit, and decided to make the move a permanent one,” she says. But after the couple returned to Toronto, two years went by and they still hadn’t made the move. “Finally, I came to the realization that we just needed to go ahead with it,” says Laurie. “So we set a date and booked our tickets, making the dream become a reality.”
Two years later, full-time Ambergris Caye residents Laurie and Paul have only been back to Canada once. “From the moment we stepped off the plane, it felt like we were home,” says Laurie. “The first thing we did was change into our swimsuits and jump in the Caribbean Sea.” Laurie’s zest for the island’s tropical environment hasn’t waned. “There is nothing like looking out your windows and seeing tropical plants and being able to have your door open year-round to catch a breeze,” she says. She also loves the island’s sense of community. “Since moving here we have met a very unique and wonderful group of people from all over the globe who all share the same love of island life,” Laurie says. “I often refer to living here as being like living on Sesame Street. Often something so simple as going to the store to buy milk can take you on a journey of meeting someone you know and getting side-tracked in a good way.”
Laurie gives back to Ambergris Caye’s close-knit community by volunteering at the Holy Cross Anglican Primary School, where she sits on the advisory board and writes a school blog. Laurie also started a blog called Tacogirl to share her life on the island with her family and friends. “As my blog has grown, I’ve come to hear from many people that have been to Ambergris Caye,” says Laurie. “They tell me that my blog is their lifeline to San Pedro. Each day they can see what is happening here and enjoy a little piece of island life, until they are able to come back themselves.” But Laurie doesn’t think others should just live the island life vicariously. “If you have a dream to be somewhere special, why wait till you are retired?” she says. “Start now and see how you can turn your dream into a reality.”
Purchasing Paradise
Starter: Sunny three-bedroom, wood and cement house; mahogany cupboards, tile floors, and cooling ceiling fans; 1.5 miles from San Pedro Town; $89,000. coralbeachrealty.net
Mid-Range: A white-picket fence and palm trees encircle this large two-bedroom home with hardwood floors; French doors open onto an ocean-view verandah; $285,000. bluediamondbelize.com 

Dream House: Eight-bedroom, beachfront mansion designed as a duplex; two giant verandahs, a palapa-covered Jacuzzi, and a freshwater pool steps from the sea; includes a separate care-taker cottage and a private dock; $2.9 million. pelicanproperties.com
Bequia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines
Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 5
Population of island: 4,696
Percentage expats: 7%
Population of main town, Port Elizabeth:  2,500 (est.)
Homes available from: mid $200,000s
Get there from U.S.: fly to Barbados; then it’s a one-hour flight to Bequia
Closest hospital: Port Elizabeth


Price of a local beer: a bottle of Hairoun from $1.50
Language spoken: English
Ease of immigration: medium
Ease of buying a home: medium
411: bequiatourism.com
Why Bequia?

This charming Caribbean island still feels like a secret. Artists, writers, and creative types of all kinds thrive in its little communities, fueled by colorful, tropical life that surrounds them. But since the island is so small (only seven square miles), big industry and mega resorts have blessedly left Bequia alone. We chose this island for those of you who are pure dreamers—not looking for glitz and glamour, but for a flower-filled, Caribbean garden in which to set up your canvas and paint a free life.  

From the Eye of an Islander: Julie Savage Lea

“This island still retains the color and adventure of the old Caribbean…not
overrun by big hotels and ‘modern conveniences,’” says Bequian artist Julie Savage Lea.  “It’s full of wonderful, magical stories and ancient things. Everyone who comes here falls in love.” 

Julie’s love affair with Bequia began 30 years ago during her first visit to the island. She, her husband, Douglass Lea, and her two sons, Benjamin and Zachary, were on an adventurous sailing trip around the Caribbean on a 38-foot ketch named Ishtar. “We did a full-moon sail, and we hit the channel between Saint Vincent and Bequia right about first light,” Julie says. “Something happened in this trip across the channel. The stars, the wind, the water… it was just magic,” Once they set anchor, Julie got her first look at the island scenes that would later be the subject of dozens of her sketches and paintings. “All this movement was going on right at dawn. I could see women balancing bags on their heads. The fishing boats were all lined up on the beach. I pulled out my watercolors and started painting. I just never stopped.”
Julie, who lived in Waterford, Virginia, returned to Bequia again and again for the next three decades, sometimes staying for months at a time in her “Mango Tree Cottage.” “I'd come down and just paint my guts out,” she says. “Every time I came back I would see it in a different way—the intense color and variety and strangeness of the plant life, the trees, the sunlight, the clouds.” In 1999, a collection of Julie’s paintings were published in a book, Bequia Reflections. She also receives large commissions from local hotels and restaurants, and she displays her work in a local boutique. “Since I've been down here and painting what I love, my career is just soaring,” says Julie. “The difference is the people down here really respect artists.” 

In 2005, Julie and Douglass moved to the island full time, trading their 200-year-old house in Virginia for a 1960s Frank Lloyd Wright–style home they call “ZeeBreeze.” “We're way high over Spring Bay, with its beautiful turquoise water, and I can see the Atlantic Ocean. The feeling up here is like Calfornia’s Big Sur—dramatic coastline with waves crashing below. I just throw my hands up in the air and sing my praises!” says Julie. “Then I go down to Port Elizabeth and I'm in the West Indies—goats in the road, everybody's smiling, everybody's relaxed. I go to “Mango” and turn on my classical music and paint away. It’s kinda like a Gauguin experience.” 

Purchasing Paradise
Starter: Charming three-bedroom cottage with a fruit tree–filled garden; ebony floors, modern kitchen, welcoming front porch; 100 yards from Friendship Bay beach; $320,000. oldfortestates.com 
Mid-Range: Four-bedroom house with a swimming pool and panoramic view of Admiralty Bay; high ceilings, tile floors, colorful walls; includes two self-sufficient studio apartments; $750,000. oldfortestates.com
Dream House: Tropical gardens surround this three-building villa with views of the windward coast; Caribbean-style architecture, wraparound gallery, infinity-edge pool; $1,495,000. bequialandandhome.net
Singapore

Facts of Life

Flip-flop quotient: 4.5
Population of island/city: 4,588,600 (2007 est.) 
Percentage expats: 22% 

Home available from: $300,000 
Get there from U.S.: Singapore Airlines offers non-stop, 16-hour flights from Los Angeles and New York
Closest hospital: Singapore


Price of a local beer: a bottle of Tiger Beer costs $6
Languages spoken: English, Chinese, Malay, Tamil 
Ease of immigration: difficult—in general, you must get a job there first
Ease of buying a home: difficult
411: visitsingapore.com
Why Singapore?

Sleek Singapore may not seem like a typical ISLANDS island. Cabanas and coconuts it’s not. But we chose this island, city and nation because it smoothly interweaves cultures from all over the world to create a cosmopolitan atmosphere that’s like visiting dozens of islands at once—all grooving together to an Asian-tropical-chic soundtrack. With skyscrapers climbing like jungle vines toward the sun, Singapore has also been named by the World Bank Group as the easiest country in the world in which to do business. 

From the Eye of an Islander: Al Hornsby
“Singapore is certainly the most modern city in Asia and in many ways probably is the most modern, well-run, efficient, workable city I've ever been in,” says Al Hornsby, age 58. Al’s been in a lot of cities—he’s traveled to nearly 40 countries and now alternates living in Singapore and Los Angeles. “I can safely say Singapore is the only other place (besides L.A.) I would choose to live. It’s clean; crime is very, very low; and it's extremely family-friendly.”
Al got to know Singapore about five years ago when his girlfriend (now his wife), Christine Tan, moved to the island for her job with a major hotel management company. Al stayed with his job and home in Los Angeles, but spent every holiday traveling to Singapore to visit Christine. Eventually Al’s company allowed him to work every other month from abroad. “A lot of my work is international anyway,” says Al, who is the Vice-President of PADI (Professional Association of Diving Instructors) Worldwide. “On the phone, no one would have any idea where I'm working.” 

When in Singapore, Al lives and works in a condo overlooking the island’s Katong River. He loves to spend time by its banks with his and Christine’s one-year-old daughter, Juliet Hornsby. “Juliet and I jog along the river with her in her stroller,” says Al. “There is a walking path and then every few hundred yards there is a big grass- and tree-filled park space. Within those spaces there will be swing sets with kids, and people walking their dogs,” he says. “We’re right across the river from the city, yet it's a lot like going down to the park in a small town.” 

But Singapore’s mix of food, culture, entertainment, and shopping is nothing like a small town’s. “Because it is a thriving business place, there is just a lot going on,” says Al.  Within a short taxi ride, Al can reach hundreds of restaurants offering international cuisine, several performing arts centers featuring world-renowned artists and musicians, a stadium hosting major soccer matches and motocross races, dozens of clubs swinging late into the night, and a mass of malls marketing the latest fashions. “Over Christmas the streets look just like New York at rush hour—thousands of people filling the sidewalks,” says Al. These people come from all over the world. “Our group of friends includes people from Singapore, Malaysia, China, Hong Kong, Australia, Denmark, Mexico, Thailand, Indonesia, India and the Philippines,” says Al. “It's a completely multiethnic kind of a city. And people are openly friendly to expats no matter where you are from.” 

For Al, Singapore is not only a global microcosm, but also a launching point from which to explore the rest of the planet—both above and under water. “Within a couple hours’ plane flight from here you can be diving the most exotic places in the world,” he says. “You can be to Thailand in an hour, Bali in a few hours, and diving in Sipadan in three hours.” But Singapore always lures Al back home—perhaps someday for good. “There are lots of people here for a job who find a way to stay,” says Al. “They don't ever want to leave.”

Purchasing Paradise

Foreigners are restricted from buying landed property (a detached house or bungalow) on Singapore, but they can purchase or rent a condo or lease an estate for up to seven years. The rental price for a two-bedroom apartment starts at about $1,500 per month.

Starter: Three-bedroom apartment in modern building; close to shopping center and Singapore American School; $325,000. propertyguru.com.sg
Mid-Range: Newly renovated three-bedroom condo; property includes use of swimming pool, tennis courts, barbecue pits, and clubhouse; close to Mass Rapid Transit station. $666,225. propertyguru.com.sg
Dream Home: Designed to feel like the top of a sailing ship’s mast, this five-bedroom, two-story penthouse looks over the Singapore skyline; 6297 square feet, private rooftop pool and balcony, waterfront location; still under construction; $23,737,591. sothebysrealty.sg 

