Athol, Spotlight City
Or, “A Town Full of Athols”


When most people hear the name of this town north of Coeur d’ Alene in the Rathdrum Prairie, they usually first ask you to repeat it.  “ATHOL,” you say, louder this time.  If the person is a fighting soul, you might get punched in the mouth. Otherwise, they probably ask how, and more importantly, why the name choice?  You could answer that “Assawoman” (Virginia) was taken, as was “Lawyersville” (New York), but this little town is much more than the name suggests.  

Colton was the original name of Athol. Now that has nice sound to it.  Makes one think of a western town where the folks round up cattle, grow grains, and harvest pine trees.  The jack pine timber is what first drew settlers to the area, and, according to local records, it was one of those settlers who took it upon himself to rename Colton Athol. Not as a vicious joke (at least a far as history has documented), but because the settler had moved from Athol, Massachusetts, which was named for Scotland’s Duke of Athool (they spell things funny over there).  “Urban Legend” once gave credit for the name to a Kootenai Indian chief—if that was true, it would make one wonder what his tribe really thought of their leader. The town of Athol takes up only eight–tenths of a square mile of real estate in Kootenai County. However, since the United States Postal Service office in Athol serves a much larger area, residents for many miles are lucky enough to have the Athol address.
 
The Northern Pacific Railroad was competed in 1883, and the site of what is now Athol became a staging area for the gold and silver rushes into the mountains to the east.  A stagecoach line was established for the seven mile trip between Athol to Pend Oreille City—a small village in Button Hook Bay that disappeared long ago. Miners loaded their gear onto steamboats at Pend Oreille City and were dropped at docks on the lake, to head to the hills in search of precious metals.  Mail pouches traveled by Pony Express to the steamers at Steamboat Landing.  The mail was then boated to the north end of Lake Pend Oreille to waiting riders at Hope, for a relay to Fort Missoula in Montana.



In 1892, A.H. Noble became the first permanent white settler in what is now Athol (too bad the community didn’t fall under the “first settler gets the town named for him rule”).  More settlers moved in and a town began to rise by 1895. Originally timber drove the economy, as part of the rush by major eastern lumber companies to harvest the vast white pine of North Idaho. The first lumber mill was constructed in 1902 and the Athol Lumber Company was incorporated in January, 1903. Water for the mill was transported by train and transferred to a large cistern. Lumberjacks stayed in remote camps, cutting the trees with hand saws and axes, hauling the timber from the woods with oxen, and later horses.  Cribbing was built into nearby Chilco falls, so the logs could be floated to lower ground.

Railroad builder and land developer, D.C. Corbin, built a large ranch a few miles from Athol in 1905.  Corbin grew hay, grain, fruit, and one of the largest sugar beet farms in the Northwest.  Japanese laborers tended to the beet crops, living in camps between Athol and Hayden Lake.  The beets were shipped by rail to Waverly, Washington for processing into sugar.


Centrally located between Coeur d’ Alene  to the south, Sandpoint to the north, Bayview to the east,  Spirit Lake to the west, and served by a railroad, Athol was the perfect spot for a variety of businesses. S.H. Watkins built the first general store, followed shortly by a drugstore, a second general store, jewelry store, restaurant, blacksmith shop, two barbershops, livery stables, garages and a saloon. The Methodist Episcopal Church was built in 1900 and served as the school until 1902.   Athol was incorporated as a village in 1906 and the first school house was built in 1907, just across the street from the church.

Attorney Clarence S. Argo bought land in nearby Chilco to develop a large agricultural project around 1910, encouraging settlers to move to the area for farming.  Many came, but a killing frost damaged the orchards, causing a big loss in investments and the project failed. However, Athol continued as a major farming center in Kootenai County until the 1930s depression.

The depression’s effects lingered until the start of World War II, when building started on Farragut Naval Training Station, four miles to the east. Nearly 300,000 sailors were trained at Farragut, creating a significant economic impact on Athol and the rest of North Idaho. Farragut became the most populated area in Idaho, creating jobs and needs for services and supplies and once boasting a population of 55,000. After the war, the Navy deactivated Farragut and the site was used as a college until 1948. Farragut State Park was created in 1966, now one of the most–visited parks in Idaho, with over 4000 acres of hiking, skiing and camping. 

Although majestic mountains loom on three sides, the town itself won’t win any beauty contests—the common downtown theme is subdivisions of mobile homes and a few rough–looking bars, and a hint of promise of good things to come with newer ascetically–pleasing businesses—the location can be viewed as a gateway to fun. Thousands of thrill–seekers pass through Athol in the summer to challenge rides named “Tremors,” “Terror,” “Panic Plunge,” or “Corkscrew,” or the more–tame attractions at nearby Silverwood Theme Park. Others hang a right on Highway 54 from Highway 95 at Athol into Farragut State Park to launch their boat on Lake Pend Oreille.  The 1200 foot–deep lake holds the State of Idaho records for the largest Bull Trout, Kamloops, Cutthroat Trout and Whitefish. Due to being remote and featuring very quiet sub–surface conditions, the largest lake in Idaho is home to the U.S. Navy’s Acoustic Research Detachment, known for its testing of submarines in the depths of these pristine waters. A favorite spot of locals is the swimming hole and sandy beaches near the former site of the historic Pend Oreille City.

Unlike Athol, Massachusetts, where town selectmen recently voted to have their attorney cease a cable sports network advertising campaign’s slogan taunting the New England Athols, the Idaho town folk have fun with the name game.  When Lynne MacKinzie moved to North Idaho from Southern California, she was embarrassed by the name, even having an address stamp made listing Silverwood as her hometown, instead of Athol.  She now embraces Athol and has found a way to profit, with a line of t–shirts, cups and bumper stickers displaying witticisms like “I’m a real Athol without my coffee,” “Retired Athol,” and “Back Off, Athol.”  Athol Mayor Lanny Spurlock, the only Athol mayor who has visited the Scottish Athool, admits to having several of Lynne’s t-shirts in his closet.  The mayor agrees with thirty-year council member Lewis Miller, who believes that people just have to have a sense of humor about the name.


Athol City Clerk Charlotte Hooper says there was a lot of growth in the town limits during the nineties, boosting the population up to today’s 750. The latest land rush was for larger parcels in surrounding areas, but the market has recently slowed considerably. The town has several little stores, gas stations, and restaurants, but the only major industry today is the Merritt Brother’s Lumber Company.  

 Celebrating their ninety-ninth anniversary this year, Charlotte says the town is known as “The Little City with the Big Heart.” That’s fitting, considering last year’s Christmas crisis when someone broke into the city offices and stole gift cards meant for the needy.  An anonymous donor replaced all of the cards, a thousand dollars of cards were donated by another, and Silverwood Theme Park added another three thousand dollars. Charlotte says that the attitude was, “we’re not going to let this be taken away from us,” and in the end, they were able to help people more than ever.  The generosity towards the town didn’t stop there—Trans Canada Pipeline Company recently provide a grant for a large playground module, a skate park is currently being built, and the Merritt Brothers often donate for town projects. Not bad for a little town with a funny name, full of nice folks.
Nearby adventures:


For those who want to see the real beauty of this part of North Idaho, here are guides to a couple of my favorite hikes—both just a short drive from Athol. Good hiking boots are essential and hikers should dress for changing conditions and carry drinking water and a first aid kit. Wear bright clothing during the hunting season—hunter orange is best, but bright red or yellow also work.  Other recommended accessories:  map, compass or GPS and cell phone for emergency contact.  


 The State of Idaho Ranger offices suggests leaving your trip schedule with a responsible person. Detailed topographical maps are available for purchase from the following vendors in Coeur d’ Alene: Black Sheep Sporting Goods, The Yacht Club Sales and Service and North Idaho Blueprint
Farragut State Park Highpoint Trail 
Overview:  You meet the nicest folks when hiking in North Idaho. During my summer hike of High Point Trail in Farragut Park, a friendly couple appeared from the brush with evidence of a fresh strawberry feast from a nearby meadow.  The man reported seeing an elk and a black bear the night before and recalled surprising a mountain lion in the rocks on a previous trip. Eagles are frequently seen in the high grounds and deer are common. Besides fresh berries and wildlife, the Highpoint Trail offers an array of flowering plants, huge evergreens, a challenging trail and a great view of Lake Pend Oreille.

The first stop on this adventure should be a visit to the Farragut Ranger Station, located just off Highway 54 in Farragut State Park, where you can purchase a trail map and parking sticker. This trail suffers from less than ideal trail markings, so the map, along with a few tips from a friendly Ranger, are essential to a happy trek.   
The route comprised of trails 43, 44, 48 and 47, offers a more gradual ascent to the viewpoint, while trails 42, 45, 67 and 68 provide a narrow path through boulders with an added view to the southwest and connection to the Scout Trail—a seven mile extension to Bernard Peak.

Access:  From Highway 95 at Athol, turn right on Highway 54 then follow the signs to the Park.  Stop at park headquarters for a trail map and more information and pay the parking fee. Turn right just past headquarters on South Road and drive one–quarter mile to the trailhead on the right.

 Length: approximately three miles roundtrip.

Elevation: the summit at the parking lot is approximately 2300 feet above sea level, rising to 2800 feet at the viewpoint.   

Use:  moderate.

Trail condition: Mostly well-packed trails with narrow and steep portions in the rock cliffs.

Difficulty: easy to moderate on the main trails, difficult in the rocks.

Restrictions: no motorized vehicles, $4 parking fee in park.

What to see: the reward for climbing to the top of this trail is the view of Buttonhook Bay on Lake Pend Oreille. This peaceful bay was first settled in 1866 and called Pend Oreille City (“Pen d’ Oreille City” on old maps). It was the second white settlement in North Idaho and provided a hub for miners. Steamboats took gold-seekers and freight from here to points along the lake for connection with horseback or stagecoach to mining camps. In its heyday, the city had a hotel, general store, billiard saloon and a half dozen log homes.   The landscape includes giant boulders, reminders of the ice age when ice dams blocking the mouth of the Clark Fork melted and the resulting great floods created the very deep Lake Pend Oreille.

Special features: camping in Farragut State Park, boating and fishing in the lake. 
Preparation: a trail guide available at the Farragut State Park Headquarters and Visitor Center (208-683-2425).

Note:   use extra care in the rocks—it’s a long way to the bottom!  
Cape Horn Climb
Overview:  the last driving leg of this trip us a bit of an expedition over rutted and windy roads, but the dirt on your truck is worth it. This hike begins on U.S. Forest Service Trail 230, and then merges with a forest road, offering one of the best views of Lake Pend Oreille possible from the ground.  From the north side on a clear day, vantage points offer a view of about 30 miles of Lake Pend Oreille, framed by Three Sisters Peaks on the left, the Bitterroots to the right and the Cabinet Mountains in the distant north. The interesting outcrops of rocks, which hang over the cliffs and spill from the hills, are reminders of the Ice Age floods of the region. With the prevailing south winds this time of year, the north side of the cape is calm, but that changes quickly when exposed to the south face.  

Vistas to the south are equally spectacular, with the imposing, goat-populated, Bernard Peak looming over Echo Bay and the town of Bayview. Glancing over the shimmering and very deep waters, the bay in front of Lakeview, the gateway for silver miners during the late 1800’s, is in view.  For a short time one of the largest settlements in the area, it is now mostly a ghost town and home to seasonal residents. A plus in the fall is the array of colors from the changing foliage, along with wildlife on the move. 

 Directions: from Highway 95 at Athol, turn right on Highway 54 into Farragut Park. Follow Highway 54, which becomes Main Street and Perimeter Road in Bayview, for approximately 8.2 miles. Turn right on Cherokee Road and follow the winding mountain road for approximately 5.3 miles, bearing to the right at all major forks.  At the trailhead, proceed on foot to trail 230 for about 200 yards, then right onto the forest road.

Length: approximately three miles, round-trip. The trail ties into Trail #230, which is 6.2 miles long.

Elevation: there is an elevation increase change of approximately 2000 feet from the start of Cherokee Road to Cape Horn peak at 4200 feet.  

Use:  light.

Trail condition:  the wide logging road offers a good walking surface.

Difficulty:  easy. 

Restrictions:  hikers should be extra cautious during the hunting season. Stick to the main trail and make enough human noise that hunters will know that you are not fair game. Courteous Motorcyclists and ATV users slow down when approaching other trail users, but always be wary.
What to see:  wildlife (I spotted dear, turkeys, grouse and a hawk on my recent hike of Cape Horn), forests and spectacular views of Lake Pend Oreille and mountains.

Preparation:  information about the area, including a trail guide for #230, is available from the Sandpoint Ranger District, 1500 Highway 2, Suite 110, Sandpoint, ID 83864-9509, phone: (208) 263-5111. Visit the Idaho Panhandle National Forest website at www.fs.fed.us/outernet/ipnf). 
Extra fun:   Several Geocaches can be found on these hikes. Geocaches are found in a treasure hunt game, using clues from the Web site, www.geocaching.com. 

