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When it comes to high-end real estate, the man to consult is Mr. Tim Dahl. Originally 

from Sebastopol, California, he has been in the business for nearly 30 years and currently 

resides and works in Santa Barbara. Aside from his enormous wealth of knowledge, he 

maintains a humanistic approach to his work, ensuring his clients are as well-informed as 

possible so as to meet their particular goals and lifestyle wishes. We had a chance to sit 

down with Mr. Dahl and gain some exclusive insights not only into his work, but the 

myriad decisions that come with purchasing luxury estates. 

 

 

CM: Could you give us a snapshot of your background and what the impetus was 

for your entrance into the business of high-end real estate? 

 

 

TD: I began about 28 years ago and have represented sole properties; everything from 

mobile homes from $35,000 and up, to estates worth millions of dollars. Through the 

process of time I began to focus on high-end properties and homes that are not on the 

market (commonly referred to as "pocket listings").  

 

There may be a high-profile client that will ask if I currently have any new homes on the 

market, and it could be a twenty million dollar property that is not on the market, and 

they are interested in a private showing. If they wish to buy it, they don't want me to put 

it on the market. Occasionally people will ask me, "Will you publicize this and put it in 

the paper?" and I'll say, "No. I can't.” For me, it's more about putting the deal together.  

 

 

CM: What do you think sets Santa Barbara apart from other affluent areas in 

Southern California in terms of lifestyle and community? 

 

 

TD: Santa Barbara IS a lifestyle. Whether it’s someone of celebrity status or great wealth, 

it's a very laidback environment and we don't have the paparazzi following people 

around. It's not unusual to go to a restaurant in Montecito and Ellen is sitting next to you. 

It's a very casual, “home, sweet home” sort of environment.  

 

I think that, aside from the climate here, we are also a draw in many other ways; we have 

a college/university area on one side of town, and mountains on the other side. The 

restaurants are fabulous and the great weather year-round allows for a great lifestyle 

experience both indoors and out. We have Goleta in the West, Santa Barbara in the 

middle, and Montecito.  

 

We have a lot of culture as well; right now we have the Santa Barbara International Film 

Festival going on, which has become more and more popular every year. There's also 



some great architecture here as well. We're a pretty well-rounded location and we aren’t 

far from professionals that do business in Los Angeles. In last couple of years, they've 

allowed cruise ships to come in, and we're really becoming a destination both for tourists 

and the people that reside here. 

 

 

CM: How have you seen the market change in terms of luxury real estate within the 

past few years? 

 

 

TD: Well it’s interesting because if you were to look at the median price range, it’s 

actually gone up from last year. However, sales were down from the previous year and 

we need more money. Essentially, we are getting more money per sale but we are making 

fewer sales in a market where interest rates are down. We basically have a lack of 

inventory, so when something comes on the market, or it’s not on the market and 

someone gets wind of it, there’s a lot of activity for that particular property. 

 

Most economists think that going forward there will be a 3-4 percent increase in this next 

year. A lot of influence is from buyers from, for example, China. A lot of people from 

other countries come in and it’s probably a direct reflection upon the valuation of the 

dollar. In some of these cases, people are buying properties site unseen, and that happens 

a lot in L.A. and Beverly Hills as well. They are buying the property outright; everything 

from five to fifteen million dollars, and it’s not about qualifying for loans (laughs).  

 

When I list an estate, I typically have a private, invitation-only showing for potential 

buyers and we may get 150 people through and I joke to myself, "Gosh, I don't know if I 

should be asking for autographs!” It's very exciting.  

 

Our marketplace in the two to five million dollar price range is an extremely active price 

range. When you get above five to eight million dollars it’s still active, then it begins to 

slow down. The eight to ten million dollar price range gets a little tough and if you get up 

to fifteen and sixteen million dollars, I have something very special for them. Then 

there’s the twenty million dollar estate which is not on the market and is extraordinarily 

special. It’s not so much about the condition per se; if there’s a story behind the property 

and a potential to develop it into something "even more special" that’s a huge factor. 

Many of these people, quite frankly, are billionaires and so it’s not a money issue, it’s a 

privacy/security issue. 

 

We also have a strong beach community down here and, as a result, the numbers are very 

aggressive and the beach market goes up and down. People will buy these beachfront 

properties, and if they don't live in them they rent them out; vacation rentals have become 

quite popular and the owners get a tremendous amount of return. 

 

 

CM: Is there a particular individual or individuals from whom you draw 

inspiration? 



 

TD: I draw inspiration from certain types of individuals. Let's take Donald Trump; you 

can love or hate the guy but you have to respect him. Warren Buffet is essentially my 

boss. You look at these people who have made their fortunes and they work hard for it. 

Trump was worth two billion dollars and he lost it all and was nine-hundred million 

dollars in the red. He was quoted as saying that he was walking down the street with a 

friend one day and he ran across a homeless person asking for change. He turned to his 

friend and said, "Right now that man is worth more than I am.” He then turned it around, 

went back at it, and now he’s on top again. 

 

I draw from inspiration from people like that, but also from people who just enjoy life; 

about a year and a half ago I had a heart attack, and that was life-changing for me, and so 

now I've taken a step back to where I start enjoying certain things in my life and no 

longer take them for granted. It's pretty big eye-opener because no matter how hard you 

work and how much money you make you can't take it with you after you’ve died.  

 

I look at people like Herb Simon, who owns the Indiana Pacers. He built malls; he's a 

very successful businessman and an extremely nice guy; I've had the pleasure of meeting 

him a few times and he'll be wearing an Indiana Pacers t-shirt and you can just see he’s 

having fun with life. 

 

My goal is not to be the richest guy around and I think I live pretty modestly; you give 

me a boat, a fishing pole, and some good friends and I'm pretty happy with that. 

 

 

CM: What skills have you found to be most useful in your career as a real estate 

broker in high-end real estate? 

 

TD: Well this might sound clichéd but I think my skill of communicating with people is 

critical; I try to make it fun. It was my birthday this month and I went out to lunch; I was 

having a margarita and this couple next to me was having one as well and I asked, "Oh, 

what are you guys having?" and we were laughing and just joking about it and they 

asked, “Are you from around here?" and I told them my office was right down the street. 

I got up and they asked for my card. So I gave it to them and the gentleman didn't know 

who I was and I didn't know who he was. It turns out he is the CEO of one of the largest 

companies in the United States. Of course, for privacy reasons, I can’t disclose his name. 

 

Having been in this business for 28 years, I’m certainly knowledgeable when it comes to 

contracts, legal issues and so forth, and I understand when corporate people discuss 

California taxes vs. taxes in Nevada with me as I own property in Nevada. I think an 

additional skill set for me was the result of my dad teaching me that I can make deals 

with a handshake, and if I'm shaking your hand and giving my word then that's what I 

mean. I'll look at you square in the eye and say, “Look, I'm not going to say I know it all, 

but I'll work hard for you and I'll make the journey as fun as I possibly can.” 

 



If you're looking for an agent that sells more real estate than anybody else, I'm not going 

to be your agent, because that's not a goal for me. My goal is to help my client 

individually with what their needs, goals, and wants are. My first question to people is 

"What's the single most important aspect of this deal to you?" because I need to 

understand what it is that they want; it doesn't matter what I want. I'm not trying to make 

the most sales every year, I'm just trying to make the best one and it's more fun for me. 

 

 

CM: What do you find to be the feature that most clients desire in terms of a home 

and the surrounding area? 

 

TD: It depends. I have clients right now that are coming from out of the area whom I've 

never met, so I asked them to tell me what some of their needs are. In Montecito, for 

example, we have Montecito Union School. If it's a kid-oriented family looking for a 

place to raise their children, schools being in close proximity are paramount.  

 

Another point I make to a client is telling them, "Here's what we're going to do; we're 

going to sell you your home; you're going to buy a home from me. Now, when you go to 

sell it, we're going to sell your investment.” I'm very investment-minded, so we’ll buy 

your home and help you with the valuation. I'll leave it up to the client and say, "Look, 

what's important to you?" Personally, one of the reasons I've become an investor is that 

when the market is not as busy, I don't have to go into a panic mode and make a sale. 

  

 

Privacy is also very important once you get into estate territory; Montecito is already a 

private area to begin with. What's also very popular is being close to what's being called 

our upper and lower villages. Specifically, to be within walking distance of them; you can 

walk to The Biltmore or to the beach. 

 

Clients always want a view, but that’s more of a “want” than a need; they love the ocean 

view but I remind them, "Let me come up and show you this property at night.” You can't 

see the ocean at night. So I say, “We have a property here with a view that’s five million 

dollars, but we also have one that has more to offer as far as a home that may be one 

million dollars less. 

  

 

CM: What advice would you give someone who wishes to enter the world of high-

end real estate? 

 

TD: Real estate has been a very good ride for me and I've met countless people that I 

never would have met in my life otherwise. It's challenging, but it offers a great deal of 

independence. There's a huge amount of responsibility as well, especially in California, 

because we're such a legalistic state. It's very rewarding, especially when you're helping a 

first-time homebuyer buy their property where they are going to raise a family. It's a 

rejection business as well; you're going to get hurt and your best friends may not use you. 

 



If somebody comes to me and says, "Tim, how do you like real estate?" I tell them, "It's a 

fabulous industry and you meet some wonderful people, but I'm not going to kid you; 

you're not going to enter the business and automatically start making lots of money.” It's 

a business. This is your business. You have to show up and treat it like a business. You 

are the CEO of your own company and if you don't show up for work you have to fire 

yourself. 

 

You also have to keep in mind that you are representing a tremendous amount of money 

and a diverse range of people. It can be a $200,000 condo, which is a lot of money to 

anybody. Everybody’s definition of their riches is determined basically by what they 

have in their hand per day; that means everything to them. 

 

This is a very rewarding business and I am happy to have made it my career! 

 

 

CM: Thank you for taking the time, I really appreciate! 

 

TD: I’m glad we were able to connect! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


