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JACKSON’S HOLE CHARACTERS

When I was growing up, in the 1920s and 30s, we called it Jackson’s Hole...it was a 
land full of character and characters....here are a few of them...MM

BUSTER ESTES.  A teamster (horse driver) and cowboy from Colorado, came to Wyo-
ming and met Frances, a young woman from an elite eastern family. They married and 
stayed together throughout their long lives. When I was  in the hospital in Italy,  Frances 
wrote a letter devoted to her adventures on the “Grand Tour” of Europe--London, Paris, 
Rome. If my memory serves me right, the Holy Land also included. Buster, a Legionnaire, 
who had been in World War One  and Frances was a valiant conservative Legion Auxilli-
ary member. The couple bought an old homestead on the Snake river bottoms and named 
it the STS ranch, launched it as a dude ranch.

Buster and a hired man built a grand array of one-room log cabins, each with an out-
house, and Frances right away discarded her fancy eastern origins, settled down to clean-
ing cabins and helping the cook with the hard chores of feeding dudes, and hosting pic-
nics, one of which was an annual gathering of Legionnaires. Cowboy coffee and all the 
trimmings and a baseball game, the players all male Legionnaires. Us kids took turns 
churning ice cream, licked the paddles clean, horsed around and once in a while watched 
the noisy baseball game.     

ty--was Major Mapes, an oil geologist. He had traveled to many places on this earth. One 
of his stories included a photo of Pancho Villa, laid out dead, bullet holes visible. He was 
the revolutionary leader of northern parts of Mexico, in cooperation with Emiliano Zap-
atista, who led revolutionary troops in battles in the south. The assassination of Villa, and 
Zapatista too, had been arranged by a high officer in the post-revolutionary government, 
but for Major Mapes and most other Americans, Villa was simply a bandit. Mapes had 
been in Mexico exploring for oil when Villa’s assassination occurred. He managed to get a 
photo, and in the dimly lit main room of the Estes’  homestead cabin he passed it around. 
Us kids managed to squirm between adult bodies to get a glimpse. I’ve told this story be-
fore, but some stories deserve a second shot. 

Buster and Frances had a daughter. Buster called her “Mutt,” until the daughter was old 
enough to tell her father, “Quit calling me’Mutt.’ My name is Martha.”

Buster had a close friend, AL AUSTIN. One Christmas day us kids were busy with a 
b-b pistol trying to hit one of three celluloid parrots arranged on a string. Buster and Al 
watched for a while. Buster took a turn, then urged Al to try his luck. Al crouched down 
on the floor, aimed the pistol, fired. All three parrots bounced off. He had hit the string. 
Buster, grinning, told Al to do that again. Al refused, of course, but later he told a story, 
recalling the time he had been a scout for a cavalry outfit. During his spell of night guard 
duty he passed the time by taking his pistol apart. Al, like so many westerners, including 
Buster, was a Jack of all Trades. He simply couldn’t resist taking that pistol apart. A cav-
alry man turned up. Al asked him his rank. 

“Oh, I’m some kind of officer.”
Al replied, “Well, as soon as I get this pistol put together I’ll give you some kind of 

salute.” 
  
FRANCES was by far the most outgoing of the Estes family, but once in a while Buster 

would interrupt her. “All right, Slim, let me talk.” 
Another friend of the Estes’--they seemed to know just about everybody in Teton Coun-

GRETCHEN HUFF, eldest daughter of Doctor Huff, the physician and general practi-
tioner for Teton County. Gretchen was a rebellious type, learned to drive the family car 
at an early age, had one or two serious accidents, but was a quick learner. By the time 
Charles and I needed rides to remote places in the mountains Gretchen was willing to 
take us there and pick us up later. One summer we were banding hawks, falcons and owls;  
another summer we simply roamed, built a cabin in the woods and picked up elk skulls 
and antlers and put them on sale at the Huff home.  We were usually gadding about and 
Gretchen had to tend to earnest tourists who had seen our signs on the front gate: ELK 
ANTLERS FOR SALE. 

Gretchen married a truck driver who hauled coal from Rock Springs to Jackson. Once I 
caught a ride with him to Rock Springs. He was a good story teller. Once or twice I helped 
Charles shovel coal from one truck to another. 

What I remember about Gretchen, and it has stayed with me all these years, was her 
exuberance. Life was an adventure. She stayed that way. She loved to laugh. Come to 
think of it, lots of people in those days laughed a lot. 

 
ALMER NELSON, for one. He grew up on a ranch facing Antelope Flats, later became 

manager of the Elk Refuge, presided over its year-by-year improvements. One day at the 
end of the summer season in the mountains my family broke camp and returned to Town. 
That was an annual ritual. Almer helped us. This time it turned out that his job was to 
carry my sister, Joanne, to the car. She was very young. Almer found it no problem at all 
to tuck her in his arms and walk out. On the way he met a few dudes on the trail. “Look 
what I found,” he said. A woman was shocked. “Oh, you didn’t,” she exclaimed. Almer 
laughed.

Once when Almer’s car overheated on a drive along the Hoback river, he unscrewed the 
radiator cap. Anti-freeze laced hot water surged up, caught him in the face. His glasses 

Jackson, Wyoming...about a million years ago.

One Christmas day us kids were busy with a b-b pistol 
trying to hit one of three celluloid parrots arranged on a string. 
Buster and Al watched for a while. Buster took a turn, 
then urged Al to try his luck. Al crouched down on the floor, 
aimed the pistol, fired. All three parrots bounced off. 
He had hit the string.
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JOE D KINGSLEY 
Home: (435) 259-6034 

COLDWELL BANKER ARCHES RE 
moabking@citlink.net

CUSTOM EXECUTIVE LOG HOME ON 5 ACRES IN CASTLE VALLEY. 4 
BEDROOMS; 2 3/4 BATHS; SPA ROOM; GREAT ROOM; MODERN KITCHEN-

WITH JENNAIR GRILL/RANGE. WRAP AROUND COVERED DECK. HEATING & 
COOLING PROVIDED BY 2 FORCED AIR SYSTEMS. TRIPLE PANEWINDOWS 
THROUGHOUT. INCLUDED IN SALE: LOG FURNITURE IN LIVING ROOM AND 
MASTER BEDROOM, ANTIQUE BRASS GUEST BED, POOLTABLE, HOT TUB, 

OAK DINING TABLE & CHAIRS. OWNER/AGENT.

CASTLE VALLEY HOME
FOR SALE

http://gsjaor.fnismls.com/publink/default.aspx?GUID=3a4b3ebe-
ccb0-481c-88c1-21d0f7c14136&Report=Yes

saved his eyes. He took out a hanky, took off his glasses, wiped them and his face, and 
laughed.

At the climax of what valley people called “Park Extension,” one of the Rockefellers 
hired a local man to buy up ranches in the upper valley to save that region from settle-
ment--saving a few choice places for himself, of course. The climax came when Rock-
efeller told President Franklin Roosevelt that he didn’t want to keep paying taxes on those 
lands. You take the land and add it to Teton Park. Roosevelt thought it over, acted under 
authority granted to presidents, from at least the time of Teddy Roosevelt to establish 
National Monuments. He accepted the deal, labeled the new federal lands Jackson Hole 
National Monument. 

One of his paintings in Jackson Drugs was certainly Renoirish, a night scene in front 
of the Cowboy Bar, trees and lawn of the square across the street. People whooping it up. 
Not realistic, imaginative..The painting pulsed with fun.. Archie said, more than once, 
“Oh, we used to have fun back then.”

FRED BROWN. Rumor: Fred was directly related to John Brown of Harper’s Ferry 
fame. Whatever the truth of that, it was a fact that he was Teton County’s one outspoken 
socialist...also a cowboy, mountaineer and ski jumper and downhill racer.       

At a campfire, after supper, on the Idaho side of the Tetons, National Forest territory. 
Olaus and I and Fred were building a small log cabin against a huge rock that formed one 
side of the cabin. Fred would use it next winter for his new career as a mountain guide. We 
had the walls up; Olaus and I trimmed and notched the logs while Fred  felled the trees 
with an axe. No chainsaws. We would complete the cabin the next day.

That evening, sitting around a low fire, Fred and Olaus in a mild argument. I listened. 
It was about socialism. My dad kept harping on how dishonest FDR was. Fred didn’t care 
about that, he talked of the virtues of cooperation replacing rampant competition, both 
at home and abroad. One of his complaints has stuck with me all these years. “When Dad 
died I had to buy a coffin. I noticed that dollar signs filled the mind of the mortuary owner, 
nothing else. Dollars.”  That’s not an exact quote, but you get the picture.

So, it’s all about dollars, just as Fred said. No, we can’t weasel out of it. Profits rule us. 
We are owned, let’s face it, 

Jackson’s Hole, a place full of characters, some of it put on, to please the dudes, but 
others just naturally and stubbornly real.

 FROM THEN TO NOW...
 I’m going to switch gears now, to 2009. More troops and mercenaries in Afghanistan 

and in the recent elections a U.S. warplane accidentally dropped a ballot box stuffed with 
votes for the status quo. And drones: I keep hearing. “Drones? What are they ?” No, it’s 
not the fault of citizens; it’s the lack of full reporting, Ernie Pyle style in WWII, that keeps 
us sluggishly glued to the TV, pretending we are all a bunch of dummi es.

Yesterday at the Saturday anti-war protest, I had a conversation with a veteran who 
told me that he’d just heard the wife of an infantry soldier .in Afghanistan say that he had 
been assigned “Point” for the usual reason---the former point scout, the one who goes 
first in the attack, had been killed. His wife, back here in minimum security land, was 
in tears. She was sure her husband would be killed too. The veteran had no comforting 
words for her. I told him I knew what she feared and I had no comforting words either.
And now we hear that reporters wanting to be “embedded” with troops have to undergo 
examination of their writings and life history, conducted by a private contractor--the very 
contractor that coordinated lies about WMDs that led up to the invasion of Iraq.  For 
”Journalists” who want to be embedded, the only way for them to get anywhere near the 
places where explosives and bullets reign, ought to be ashamed of themselves. Where are 
the Ernie Pyles when we need them. Ernie, by the way, after a distinguished, independent 
reporting job from the European fronts felt compelled to join the troops in an assault on 
a beach in the Pacific. A bullet found him.

  Reporters, with a few exceptions, do not report individual calamaties---the details, 
such as the appointment of that infantryman to be the next Point. All we hear from them, 
especially after screening by a private corporation, are rosy courage stories, and of course, 
the boiler plate issued from the mouths of officers who don’t dare tell the horrific “lit-
tle” truths about combat, about death, about life-long wounds, about wedding parties 
attacked by drones, about  attacks on funerals for civilians killed in yesterday’s drone 
attacks, about faulty intelligence. 

In a word: details. Without details, combat is an abstraction, drained of fear and revul-
sion.

The valley was in an uproar. Under the guidance of the local banker, Buckenroth, and 
other conservative merchants in town, and in total agreement with cattle ranchers the op-
position looked quite formidable. Olaus, my dad, and I met Buckenroth raging out of the 
Post Office. He stopped Olaus to tell him the awesome news. Olaus had a different view 
of the situation, but he listened, said a few words and we went on. A few days later  Almer 
dropped in on his way home to tell about a meeting at Buck’s house to decide on action. 
The phone rang, Buck answered and everyone present listened to him rage. Finally, he 
hung up, came back to the living room,. stepping on the cat’s tail enroute. The cat yowled 
and carried on as if the end of the world had come. Almer slapped his knees and laughed, 
telling Olaus and me about the cat. 

Later, the ranchers took action, selected a few Herefords from Spring Gulch herds and 
other places and drove them onto National Monument land. Wallace Beery was among 
them, lead actor in a movie using the Tetons as background. The ranchers were happy to 
welcome him--- the more publicity the better. Park rangers leaned on their pickups and 
watched the drive. They and the ranchers all knew that grazing leases had been grandfa-
thered into the deal Roosevelt made with Rockefeller. The drive was one hundred percent 
a publicity stunt. Riders on the drive were armed with pistols. On the way home they 
pulled them out and shot at ground squirrels and cans and bottles. I don’t know whether 
any targets were hit. Pistols are not the easiest firearm to hit things with. 

On my summer as a ranger-naturalist in Teton National Park I sometimes drove the 
family station wagon to work, sometimes I was driven there and then had to hitch a ride 
back. One evening Wallace Beery picked me up in his big, black car. At the bench road 
leading down to Moose and Snake river bottoms a herd of horses crossed the road. Beery’s 
car bumper clipped one of the horses on the hock. Beery mumbled, “They shouldn’t let 
horses run loose like this.” My understanding was, and is,   that livestock--sheep, cattle, 
horses-- on open range have the right-of-way.

I have only begun to reach into the deep well of “characters” in Jackson’s Hole. Today 
the scene is very different. Many workers have to commute to this over-dollar-charged lo-
cale. The saying is that the zillionires are driving out the millionaires. Everything--air, wa-
ter, land, livelihoods are subject to wild market forces as the ancient Wyoming tradition 
persists that anything the federal government does is evil. We are, therefore, driven like 
sheep to slaughter, our precious solidarity as a people trampled, trumped, terrorized.

ARCHIE TEATER. The Scene--Sage flats near Snake river, Archie at his easel painting 
the Tetons. Several people watching. I saw him touch a fine paintbrush to a pale pink 
paint on his palette and apply it oh so delicately to a snow patch near the top of the Grand 
Teton. I could sense the intense pleasure in that stroke. Archie painted that way, all of 
his senses at play. He didn’t want a likeness, he painted from his imaginative heart and 
mind..

 Once Olaus heard him say, “I’m getting more Renoirish all the time.”Some of his paint-
ings used to hang in Jackson Drugs, high up near the ceiling. I doubt that many people 
noticed them. Archie drifted into Jackson’s Hole from Idaho. I never found out what he 
did there. One rumor was that he was a sheep herder.

The climax came when Rockefeller 
told President Franklin Roosevelt that he didn’t want 
to keep paying taxes on those lands. 
You take the land and add it to Teton Park.

The veteran had no comforting words for her. 
I told him I knew what she feared 
and I had no comforting words either


