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PALO ALTO, Calif. — Here in the center of 

Silicon Valley’s tech boom, one of America’s 

wealthiest enclaves is wrestling with an 

uncomfortable dilemma: whether it can afford to 

lose the city’s only trailer park. 

 

A block from multimillion-dollar homes and a few 

miles from the headquarters 

of Google Inc. and Facebook Inc. sits Buena Vista 

Mobile Home Park, with 117 units that are home to 

about 400 residents, many of them Hispanic 

laborers. 

 

Erika Escalante, 29 years old, has lived in the park 

much of her life. The mobile home she owns with 

her husband is watermelon red with white trim. The 

yellow trailer three doors down, where she lived 

during high school, is still home to her parents and 

youngest brother. Her sister’s family has a green 

unit in the park, where some rusty trailers still sport 

Christmas decorations in summer. 

 
Soon, they may be forced out. With property values 

soaring, the park’s longtime owners, 44-year-old 

Joe Jisser and his parents, are fielding inquiries 

from developers eager for a rare large slice of Palo 

Alto. The value of the park’s 4.5 acres could be as 

much as $55 million, local real-estate agents say. 

 

In May, after a review lasting 2½ years, the city 

council approved the Jissers’ application to close it. 

 

Years ago, “anyone could live in Palo Alto,” says 

Saul Bracamontes, 30, Ms. Escalante’s husband and 

the produce leader at the local Whole 

Foods market. “Now people are getting separated 

because some make less than others.” 

 

Community leaders want to prevent that. Santa 

Clara County Supervisor Joe Simitian is heading a 

campaign to keep Buena Vista intact and has put 

together $39 million, mostly city and county 

money. His group made an informal bid to Mr. 

Jisser last week, and he says he hopes to find 

private donations to augment the funds and make 

the bid competitive. 

 

His plan: Turn Buena Vista over to a nonprofit that 

operates trailer parks in California. 

 

Mr. Jisser says he is weighing whether he has a 

moral obligation to preserve housing for his low- 
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income tenants, some of whom have become his 

friends over the years, even if it means not accepting 

the highest bid. 

 

“Everyone is in the mind-set that more is better,” he 

says, “but the world we live in is more complicated.” 

 

The trailer-park conundrum reflects a strain that the 

technology boom is bringing to communities across 

the Bay Area. The influx of tech money and people 

has created prosperity throughout the local economy. 

But it is also taking a toll on some classes of residents 

who have been a crucial part of the communities, 

including teachers, firefighters, restaurant workers and 

domestics. 

 

Cost of Living 

Most recent sales prices of homes in Palo Alto near the Buena Vista Mobile Home Park, in millions.  



As more of those workers and their families depart for 

more-affordable areas, some of the cities they leave 

behind worry about losing not only members of a vital 

workforce but also the cultural richness they 

contribute. 

 

In Palo Alto, many residents back the effort to buy the 

trailer park and let its denizens stay. Winter 

Dellenbach, 70, a retired lawyer who has lived in Palo 

Alto since 1970 and is helping the park residents 

organize a communitywide picnic on Saturday to raise 

awareness about their plight, says: “I can’t stand to 

see people, because of their income level or ethnicity, 

bear the brunt of affluence.” 

 

New wealth has displaced the less-wealthy in cities 

throughout history, but in few places has soul-

searching over the familiar trend become as public as 

in the Bay Area. 

 

Last year in San Francisco’s Mission District, 

protesters blocked Google commuter buses, symbols 

of the tech riches that have transformed the onetime 

neighborhood for blue-collar immigrants into a hipster 

hot spot; the city has been buying rent-controlled 

apartment buildings to stem evictions. San Jose is 

considering a six-month moratorium on mobile-home-

park closures. 

 

Palo Alto has benefited from robust prosperity. Its 

unemployment rate is 2.7%. Owners of even modest 

homes can become millionaires if they sell. In April, a 

newly-built four-bedroom home was offered at $3 

million, bid up to $3.8 million and sold in eight days. 

Many houses have doubled in value in four years, and 

developers are filling the city’s coffers with fees. 

 

Locals want to preserve their ability to benefit from 

the soaring prices. Residents say they don’t want the 

city limiting what they can do with their property. 

 

Yet Palo Alto’s boom is also fueling a “residentialist” 

backlash, which argues for slower growth to preserve 

its residential character. Last year’s municipal 

elections swept into power a city council focused on 

limiting large housing projects and chain stores, and 

on scrutinizing developments that would worsen 

traffic. 

 

 

“Part of the fabric” 
Even some newcomers want to see Palo Alto stay the 

same. After moving his family from New York, Joe 

Petersen bought a home last year for about $2 million 

near Buena Vista. “Given the strong residentialist 

movement, we were sure there wouldn’t be a high-rise 

built there,” says Mr. Petersen, a law partner. 

 

“Since moving in, Buena Vista has proved to be very 

good neighbors, quiet and family-oriented,” he says, 

and its affordable housing is “part of the fabric of Palo 

Alto.” 

 

For decades, Palo Alto was a sleepy middle-class city. 

“They rolled up the sidewalks at eight o’clock at 

night,” says Ms. Dellenbach, the longtime resident. Its 

highly ranked public schools drew working-class 

families, who bought or rented small houses that dot 

some neighborhoods. 

 

People who worked in Palo Alto could afford to live 

there, and it was a place where working-class 

residents mixed with the more-wealthy. Mr. Simitian, 

the county supervisor, says his father bought a Palo 

Alto home on his schoolteacher’s salary. His best 

friend, later a Palo Alto mayor, was the son of an air-

conditioning mechanic who worked two jobs to buy a 

house. 

 

One of their classmates was a daughter of a Hewlett-

Packard Co. co-founder, says Mr. Simitian, 62. “None 

of us thought it odd that a mechanic’s, a teacher’s and 

a custodian’s kid would sit in the same classes with 

the CEO’s kid.” 

 

The question Buena Vista poses, is “are we still that 

place?” he says, “Or have we priced ourselves out of 

the opportunities we could offer to almost anyone?” 

 

Ms. Dellenbach dates her concern back to the late-

1990s tech boom, when fancy restaurants opened and 

European luxury cars swarmed University Avenue. 

“To me, who’s not connected to the dot-com world,” 

she says, “it felt like an invasion.” 

 
After that bubble burst, the economy dipped. But it 

roared back, as did real estate, with the current tech 

boom. 

 

If Buena Vista is torn down, Mr. Simitian estimates, 

10% of the city’s Hispanic population is likely to be 

forced out. In the park’s trailers, 73% of households 

had incomes of $40,000 or less, according to a May 

2014 report by an expert witness hired to represent the 

trailer-park residents. Palo Alto’s median household 

income in 2013 was $121,465. A 2013 appraisal that 

the city accepted from Mr. Jisser valued the park’s 
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trailers at $5,500 to $40,000. The park includes 104 

trailers, 12 rental studios and a house. 

 

Mr. Simitian and others worry that residents would 

move to towns in the Central Valley, 75 miles away, 

and take jobs there rather than face long commutes to 

their local jobs that are vital to the Palo Alto economy. 

 

The trailer park dates to the 1920s, when it was a 

stopover for long car trips. It is located along El 

Camino Real, a thoroughfare between Los Angeles 

and San Francisco before freeways were built. 

Families began settling permanently after World War 

II, when the economy was booming with military 

spending but much of Palo Alto was still orchards. 

 

Mr. Jisser’s family joined another family to buy the 

park 30 years ago for $4 million, buying out their 

partners several years later. 

 

When Ms. Escalante’s family moved to Buena Vista 

in the late 1990s, there were more seniors and fewer 

Hispanics, she says. The family moved from San Jose 

for the good schools and the safe community, says 

Rene Escalante, her father. In their first trailer, the 

children slept on bunk beds in the only bedroom, and 

the parents put their bed in the living room. They 

moved twice within the park. 

 

“I came with the mind-set that I would be here for the 

rest of my life,” says Mr. Escalante, 59. He left his 

construction job at a dump in nearby Milpitas 13 years 

ago after an injury and now sometimes helps his wife, 

Rosa Maria Garcia, 55, who has been cleaning houses 

for about 15 years in and around Palo Alto. 

 

Mr. Escalante hopes their youngest son, still in high 

school, will go to college as their three older children 

did. “All my kids went to college because it was 

affordable to live here,” he says in his tidy living 

room, where goldfish swim in a small tank. “I felt like 

a successful parent.” 

 

After Ms. Escalante graduated from college, she and 

Mr. Bracamontes rented apartments, most recently in 

Palo Alto. Four years ago, their landlord planned to 

sharply increase the $1,500-a-month rent, and she 

wanted to settle in Palo Alto permanently so their son 

could attend the schools she did. 

 

 

An ominous letter 
 

Her father told her the trailer she once lived in was for 

Ericka Escalante, here with husband Saul Bracamontes and their son, Andre, has lived at Buena Vista 

Mobile Home Park for much of her life.  



sale. Ms. Escalante and Mr. Bracamontes bought it in 

November 2011 for $23,000, painting it and adding a 

new stove and water heater. She says they pay $750 a 

month to rent the plot. Their son, Andre, now 8, plays 

soccer outside the trailer in the evening with other 

children from the park. Ms. Escalante’s parents help 

out by feeding Andre breakfast and picking him up 

from school. 

 

In autumn of 2012, Ms. Escalante and other residents 

received a letter from Mr. Jisser saying he was 

exploring redevelopment options. He filed an 

application to close the park two months later. “We 

were so bummed out; we just got here,” says Ms. 

Escalante, a department coordinator at the Palo Alto 

Medical Foundation. 

 

 

 

The rescue plan: Buy 
the enclave and entrust 

it to a nonprofit that 
operates trailer parks. 

 

 

 

Along streets surrounding the park, prices were 

increasing rapidly and new homeowners were tearing 

down modest ranch houses to build more-opulent 

homes. 

 

Mr. Jisser, who lives in San Jose, had interest from 

developers, and his appraiser had valued the property 

in 2013 at $14.5 million with the mobile homes and at 

$29.2 million as a vacant lot. The trailer park needed 

major capital investments he says couldn’t be financed 

by its low rents. 

 

Besides, property prices “had gone even more haywire 

in Palo Alto,” he says. The first proposal by a 

developer was to raze the park and build 180 luxury 

apartments. 

 

When Mr. Jisser began the process, many Palo Altans 

were barely aware of the trailer park. It is hidden by a 

gas station and a small commercial strip—occupied by 

a day spa, Jamba Juice, Baja Fresh and a tutoring 

center—on land belonging to the Jissers. 

To make the wider neighborhood aware of its plight, 

Buena Vista residents in 2012 held a posada, a 

Mexican Christmas tradition, serving tamales and a 

stew called posole. Mr. Bracamontes played Joseph in 

a nativity procession. Hundreds of city residents came. 

 

A park resident last fall asked Mr. Simitian to help 

save it. Mr. Simitian remembered the county had been 

collecting fees, earmarked for low-income housing, 

from Stanford University every time it built on 

undeveloped land. The city of Palo Alto was also 

collecting fees from developers earmarked for 

affordable housing. 

 

At a June meeting, the city council voted to match the 

$14.5 million the county set aside from the Stanford 

fees for Buena Vista. Mr. Simitian chose Caritas Corp. 

as the park’s potential operator. Caritas is a nonprofit 

that operates mobile-home parks in California for low-

income people. Caritas says it is prepared to issue a 

$10 million bond. That would bring funds for Mr. 

Simitian’s bid to at least $39 million, and he hopes the 

wealthy companies and institutions in his district will 

contribute more if needed. 

 

Mr. Jisser and Mr. Simitian say Caritas made an 

informal offer last week but decline to name the price. 

Caritas confirms it made the offer. Mr. Jisser says he 

is waiting for formal bids from the group and from 

developers. 

 

Tensions at Buena Vista are high. Sitting recently 

outside the Jamba Juice, Ms. Dellenbach scrutinizes 

two people with clipboards walking down the trailer 

park’s main driveway. A pit bull barks from inside a 

trailer. She suspects them of being developers or 

appraisers, perhaps a sign Mr. Jisser will begin giving 

residents notice of the need to leave. 

 

Mr. Jisser, arriving a few minutes later, assures Ms. 

Dellenbach he doesn’t know who the visitors are. 

Legally, he can sell to whomever he wants. But, he 

says, “it’s not fun to be the guy who has to make a 

decision on if these people will move or not.” 

 

Ms. Dellenbach urges him to make a deal with the 

city. “Just sell it now,” she says. “This market is 

crazy; you don’t know how long it will last.”

 


