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The Town of The Haves and Have Nots 

I've written about this day about a million times.  Everytime I write about it, I feel as if 

it’s happening again, like I’m reliving a nightmare. Spring was just arriving, pathetic patches of 

snow still rested on the front lawn like a graveyard littered with tombstones.  My mom was on 

the porch for what seemed like hours on end, always on the phone.  She talked and talked as she 

paced back and forth, her pale winter feet cresting the splintering wood.  Little Mia sat on the 

window sill, picking at the peeling paint chips, waiting for an answer.  Finally, my mother 

walked in, hanging her head low, her dark chocolate hair drooping over her weighted shoulders. 

She began to talk, but I had cut her off.  I knew exactly what was going on.  We were moving. 

Again. This would have marked the fifth time I've moved in the valley of Jackson Hole. She 

wrapped her arms around me, and I wrapped mine around her.  She began to cry, her body 

shaking as she sobbed softly.  My brown eyes were open wide, my curious and young mind 

wondering where we were going to go next.  

           Usually nine year olds don't get the reality of moving. They just see it as another house, 

new surroundings. Not me.  No, I was different. When we moved, I always listened. Listened to 

phone calls, arguing, boxes clanking, precious items shattering along with hearts. To me, moving 

was not full of thrill, it was just another thing in the world to fear. We were evicted from our 

rental house in 2013, due to the home being converted into a VRBO. We were told we had a 





month to pack everything up and move from the moment my mom hung up the phone. A month. 

The cabin we were evicted from was nowhere near being up-to-code. We had our house privately 

inspected and we were told our house could burst into flames with a fire lit in the woodstove in 

the time it took for me to walk to the bus stop, about four to five minutes. Our landlord knew 

how horrible our situation was and that his property was illegal. We were a poor family who was 

close to leaving the valley, but in the town of Jackson, nobody shows you sympathy when it 

comes to housing because only a few strong ones understand how it feels to be homeless in a 

luxury town. It's like a war over the pride of the land. We told everyone about our situation, 

desperate for a roof over our heads. Finally, we were offered a small 1 bedroom 1 bathroom 

house with a loft just down the block. It was only available for a month, which gave us more 

time. We took that offer faster than a southerner grabs a Chick-fil-A sandwich.  We moved most 

of our belongings into storage, and each took along a suitcase.  

            I remember the month after we moved into the modern house down the block. I rode my 

old mountain bike that was given to us as a parting gift down the road to my old house.  It was 

empty. The flower beds still alive and flourishing. My mom had put her heart and soul into those 

raised beds. They were gorgeous. Every house we lived in was a dump to begin with. Lead paint, 

stairways steeper than mountain slopes. My mom always turned them into gems, painting walls, 

weeding gardens, only to leave the house weeks after. The old fridge that looked like the ones in 

the movies from the grandmas house sat in the front driveway, looking sad and rusted as its 

brand-new, shiny replacement was hauled through the red front door. The door frame in which 

my height from my younger days was marked on was painted over with a glossy white, as if we 

were never there. It was sad to see to cabin go, for it had been one of my favorites. It was where I 





got my first flock of chickens, and it was where I had my first trampoline. Those memories still 

lay in the walls with the poorly placed chinking and the illegal lead paint. No matter a coat of 

glossy white paint over a door frame, and no matter a newer, more up-to-date fridge, it would 

always be my home in my heart. Always. Sadly, it's just the way some Jacksonites have to live, 

always wandering. 

 Families like mine who have been in the valley for over three decades are being evicted 

from their homes in Jackson Hole often now, as if it is some sort of trend. When we explore the 

history, causes, effects and solutions of the housing crisis and issue in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, 

then we can combat the silence by standing up for affordable housing and support the Jackson 

Hole Community Housing Trust. 

 

“The sad thing is that I think 
Jackson could use people like me: 
folks who genuinely care about the 
people and places that make this 
town so great and are willing to 

work hard for them.” -Troy Barnes 

 

Generations of Wandering 

The housing in Jackson Hole has been scarce for years now. “In 2013, the most recent 

year for which county data is available, mean income in Teton County was $296,778, compared 

to the national average of $62,483” states Garnet Henderson (Henderson 2). In 2008, Jackson 

Hole experienced a “market crash.” This crash caused the pricing of homes in Jackson to shoot 

upward from thousands to millions.  Then after a few years, prices rapidly dropped, only to 





increase again in 2015.  Teton County is one of the richest counties in America. It has always 

been a bucket list stop for most of the people traveling the USA. They come to see the 

mountains, the wildlife and the beautiful rivers. Some fall in love with the surroundings, and the 

lucky ones get to stay.  A house in Teton County isn’t something average and working families 

can afford, causing something that seems so simple to everyday life such as a house to become a 

dream far from reality. “The town has always been a playground for the ultra-wealthy, and over 

the last few years, home prices have risen back to pre-recession highs and rents have 

skyrocketed. Many hardworking locals—the people who build and maintain the area's luxury 

vacation homes, run its’ multi-million dollar tourism industry and create that appealing 

small-town charm—are being pushed out” Henderson also adds (Henderson 1).  Jobs are 

popping up like crazy, from small businesses to chains. Everyone who works these jobs are being 

forced out of the valley because housing is not affordable. Jackson Hole is known to be a tourist 

town, and we survive off of the tourists’ spending.  Without businesses to keep those tourists 

content, there will be no more charm in Jackson Hole. Many businesses in Jackson Hole provide 

employee housing, but not all. The main issue in Jackson is the fact that the housing crisis is a 

broken record. As soon as employees run out of housing options, they’re forced to leave the 

valley, leaving more jobs available. It happens everyday, on repeat. 

 

“Yeah, it’s hard to live here, always has 
been and always will be, and those of us 

who have struggled to make it work in 
this incredible place are damn proud of 

it.” -Craig Benjamin, Director of the 
Conservation Alliance  

 





Creating A Nomad 

There isn't just one reason why Jackson is experiencing housing issues, there is 

practically a whole list.  “So, what has changed in the last 10 years to bring down the number of 

sales? Three factors are to blame: 1) A lack of affordable single-family home and condo 

inventory; 2) a lack of local trades; and 3) investors during the Great Recession” David Viehman 

mentions in the Jackson Hole Real Estate Report (Viehman 1). The town no longer leaves room 

for the families who have lived in the valley for generations and built Jackson to be as great as it 

is today. The housing crisis is full of greed, sorrow and failure. To afford a house in Jackson 

Hole, you’ve got to be a millionaire. There is no longer any room for locals who need to stay in 

the valley.  “Working-class people need the jobs that are nonexistent elsewhere, but would rather 

not spend 75 to 80 percent of that paycheck on rent” states Troy Barnes in an article in Jackson 

Hole News & Guide (Barnes 1). Citizens in Jackson Hole work overtime to get as much as they 

can on their paycheck. If you flip open to the Wanted pages of the Jackson Hole News & Guide, 

you'll usually find 2-5 pages of available jobs. People working minimum wage jobs such as 

grocery store clerks or a heavy lifter in a lumber yard, spend most to all of their paychecks on 

rent or immediate house needs. The working-class people in Jackson Hole couldn’t survive 

without employment, and those people are not looking to run out of job options. The only thing 

that remains a threat to the people of Jackson is loss of a house. “Any more lodging we zone for 

any more commercial development we approve, it only makes things worse” Jim Stanford said in 

a radio show on Wyoming Public Radio (Stanford 1). In Jackson, there are far too many options 

for hotels and lodging for tourists. The county only has so much land they can develop for things 

like housing, but that land is being used to build more and more unnecessary hotels. When 





lodging is built, it only makes matters worse for housing. More land is used, more jobs open. It’s 

the last thing Jackson needs. 

 

 

Roving Repercussions 

The community of Jackson Hole is widely affected by the housing crisis going on. 

According to Shannon Sollitt, “Households that spend more than 50 percent of their income on 

rent and utilities, for example, are less likely to have money for other necessities like food and 

healthcare. Housing insecurity, food insecurity, access to medical care and mental health are all 

closely entwined and need to be considered in conversations about tenant protections” (Sollitt 2). 

Landlords in Jackson Hole are not required to give their tenants protection. Tenants usually have 

to care and pay for things such as repairs, paint jobs and landscaping issues. When tenants are 

paying for these issues with pocket money, it leaves less cash for daily necessities. Jackson Hole 

is an expensive place to live. Everyday needs cost much more than usual due to a lack of supply 

and a global demand. I recently emailed Stefani Wells, the founder of The Jackson Hole 

Community Housing Trust, on the housing crisis, “Exactly 73 Teton County School District 

employees live over Teton Pass or down the Canyon; 20 out of 23 Sheriff's Dept. deputies live 





outside Teton County; Only 12 of 31 officers of the Jackson Police Dept. call Teton County 

home, 6 of those 12 officers live in affordable housing; 57% of Town's critical employees live 

outside of Teton County” (Stefani Wells). She mentioned to me in our emails back and forth. 

Over 50% of Jackson’s town and government employees don't live within Teton County, 

meaning most employees live either in the neighboring state of Idaho or in Sublette County. The 

past winter Jackson experienced was harsh, causing many roads to close. When there are road 

closures like the Teton Pass or through what locals call “The Canyon”, many workers cannot 

access the valley leaving tons of open time slots for places like the schools or even St. John’s 

Medical Center.  Without the workforce Jackson currently has, the community simply cannot 

function. There are not enough houses to house critical employees whose jobs are the most 

important towards the town. 

 

"It feels like Jackson isn't my 
home anymore. It's been so 
overrun by people who have 

millions of dollars that the people 
who grew up here can't stay," - 

Theia Keyworth  

 

 

Anything But A Million Dollar Resolution 

Some 97% of land in Teton County is federally protected, leaving a slim 3% of land up 

for development. This 3% of land that is available to house the long and short-term residents of 

Teton County. Teton County and the community of Jackson Hole can work together to explore 





how the housing crisis is hurting the valley, and we can combat the silence by supporting 

housing funds in Jackson. Some people may not think that affordable and employee housing is 

not the best solution for the housing crisis in Jackson Hole because it impedes on the 3% of land 

that is allowed to be developed. However, long-term residents of Teton County are in desperate 

need of housing and can not afford homes that are lingering in the million dollar range. 

“According to data from 2014, between 2000 and 2010, Teton County added over 2,500 housing 

units, a growth of almost 25 percent. But from 2010 through 2013, only 460 new units were 

built, which equates to a growth rate of 3.2 percent. The growth in the housing supply has not 

kept pace with the number of people working in Jackson—in that same three-year period, the 

county gained 2,125 jobs” Author Megan Barber mentioned in an article about the housing crisis 

(Barber 2). The Town of Jackson has continued and tried to help with issues on the building of 

homes and approving things like the Grove apartments and Redmond Street Rentals. The issue 

the community is facing is something that is not easily dealt with. The reason most housing is 

scarce is due to the lack of land the county has to develop. “In the next decade, the community 

will need about 200 additional units each year to house local employees who make 120% or less 

of the area median income, according to projections done for the 2015 Housing Summit” States 

the Jackson/Teton County Workforce Housing Action Plan (Jackson/Teton County Workforce 

Housing Action Plan 24). The valley is in desperate need of housing. An estimated 200 units are 

needed in Jackson to house employees. In order for the community to stay stable and fill jobs 

that are available, housing must be added to house those in need. Teton County has done lots to 

improve on the housing crisis in Jackson, but lots still needs to be done. 

 





 

Boy, Oh Boy, What A Trek 

When the people of Teton County become aware of the housing crisis in Jackson Hole, 

then they can help join in on the fight for solutions. To raise awareness for the housing crisis 

myself, I went to the old cabin I wrote about in the beginning of this article. As I walked up on 

the porch I had a moment of nostalgia, but at the same time my surroundings saddened me. Beer 

cans lined the front porch, filled to the rim with cigarette butts. Paint still chipped and the porch 

was falling apart. My mom’s old flower beds were now dead, crowding with weeds. It was 

depressing to see what some citizens had to live in. Some may even say it’s sickening. By 

supporting the Jackson Hole Community Housing Trust, the community can be regained again 

and houses like the cabin will collect happiness once more.  Jackson Hole Community Housing 

Trust is a private, non-profit organization willing to support those in need of homes. Since 1992, 

they have obtained or built 122 homes. 367 people have been successfully served by the housing 

trust. JHCHT is committing to the issue and helping the community be more efficient when it 

comes to housing. Jackson has always had a housing issue, stopping the American Dream right 

in it’s path. Imagine a community reunited together again, not being torn apart because of 

someone who has more money to offer or a house being sold right in front of your lost eyes. As a 





community, as a town, as people, nothing will stop our American Dream. Let’s choose to fight 

for our housing, fight for our future, fight for the valley by supporting charities like Jackson Hole 

Community Housing Trust and standing up for our homes. Jackson Hole isn’t Jackson Hole 

without its people. The locals and generations of families make this town special. Without 

charm, we’d be nothing but a devil town tearing apart families. 
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