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WHAT IS WE ARE THE LAND ? 



WE ARE THE LAND

• An oral history project that centers American 
Indian voices to tell a fuller story of Denver—one 
that didn’t begin with the city’s founding and didn’t 
end with removal.

• A collaboration with Denver’s American Indian
community and Tribal Nations with deep ties to this 
land to document living history, traditional 
knowledge, and contemporary American Indian 
life. 



DENVER IN CONTEXT

Goal to recognize and honor all those 
who have been part of the Denver’s 
history, celebrating diverse cultures and 
acknowledging tragic histories.

Key elements: 

• Connect with community 

• Identify significant places 

• Elevate and share community stories 

• Produce thematic contexts



WHAT IS A HISTORIC 
CONTEXT? 
• Tell the story of how, when, and why a place 

developed

•Explore the political, social, cultural, and 
economic trends that have shaped our built 
environment and explain why our built 
environment looks the way it does 

• Provide the tools needed to evaluate the 
potential eligibility of buildings, sites, and 
landscapes for historic designation 

•Raise awareness and appreciation of a 
community’s history



PROJECT COMPONENTS 



PROJECT TEAM & ROLES 

• Landmark: project management, grant 
writing and administration, community 
engagement, Tribal Convening 
organization,  research assistance, write 
National Register Nomination, context 
editing

• Project Mosaic: engagement support,  
facilitation, oral histories, cultural 
competency, wrote 2 chapters of context  

• ERO Resources: research, wrote 6 chapters 
of context  



COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
• Kick-off event at the Denver Indian Center in 
February 2023

•Booths at Denver March Powwow in 2023, 2024, 
2025and 2026

• Tribal Convening in 2023 including a community 
celebration at the Denver Indian Center

• Tribal Convening in 2024 including a welcome 
event at TallBull Memorial Grounds

• Community Roundtable at the Denver Indian 
Center in October 2024 

• Regular updates to 

• Coordination with Denver’s American Indian 
Commission 

• Monthly Advisory Board meetings 



TRIBAL ENGAGEMENT 

October 2023: 

• McNichols welcome reception 

• Discussions centered around “What 
does Denver mean to you? 

• Community gathering at the Denver 
Indian Center 



TRIBAL ENGAGEMENT 

October 2024

• Tall Bull Memorial Grounds Welcome 

• Discussions centered around “What 
would you like people in Denver to 
know?”

• Breakfast with Denver City Council 

• Discussion on Environmental Justice 
with CASR 

• Lunch with Denver American Indian 
Commission 

• Questions from local youth 



ORAL HISTORIES 

Rick 
Williams

Grace 
Gillette

Dr. Tink 
Tinker

Dellmarie 
Dull Knife-
Bradfield

Lucille 
Echohawk

Montoya 
Whiteman 

Kathy and 
Keith TallBull

Bessie Smith Glenn Morris

Patrick Kills 
Crow

Donald 
Whyte

Warren 
Queton

Fred 
Mosqueda

Gil Vigil Rick Waters

Robert 
Upham

Cecelia Bull 
Bear

• 17 oral histories

• Oral history methodology prepared 
by Project Mosaic

• Release prepared with Advisory 
Board

• Context centered on oral histories



HISTORIC CONTEXT



YOUTH ART 
CONTEST 



DOCUMENTARY 



NATIONAL REGISTER NOMINATION: 
DENVER INDIAN CENTER 



COMMUNITY ROLE 



CONTEXT THEMES  
Denver: Ancestral, Unceded Territory

Honoring the Survivors and Victims of the Sand Creek Massacre

Federal Indian Policy and Intergenerational Trauma

Indigenous Language Revitalization and Cultural Preservation

Ongoing Fight for Rights and Respect

Indigenous Resilience and Cultural Resurgence

Urban Native Communities and Connections to Tribal Homelands

Denver as the Center of Indian Country: Past and Present 



CONTEXT: CHAPTER FRAMEWORK

• First Hill (Traditional Knowledge)

• Second Hill (Removal)

• Third Hill (Return)

• Fourth Hill (Reconnection)



RECIPROCITY AND 
COMPENSATION ESSENTIAL

• Work on community timeline 

• Honorariums

• Travel expenses  

• Community connectors paid hourly

• Gift cards for oral histories 

• Food at events

• Gifts for Elders 

• Create opportunities for community and Tribal connections

• Youth involvement 

• Youth art contest 



WHY CENTER NATIVE VOICES?



BUILD TRUST 



WHAT DO YOU WANT DENVER TO KNOW? 



CHALLENGE TRADITIONAL “EXPERTISE”

• Share power

• Balance different Narratives 

• Value lived Experience 



ORAL TRADITION 

• Written records often exclude 
Indigenous perspectives. 

• Oral histories allow people to tell 
their own stories in their own words—
about family, place, trauma, resilience, 
and belonging. 

• Stories reveal relationships to Denver 
that you won’t find in traditional 
archives.



LOOK BEYOND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

• Denver sits at the intersection of 
important waterways, trade routes, 
and homelands for many Tribal 
Nations, and those connections didn’t 
disappear when the city was 
founded. 

• Center Native voices to tell that 
story from the perspective of people 
whose families and communities have 
always understood this place as part 
of a much larger Indigenous 
landscape.



TIMELINE AND FUNDING 



THE BEGINNING (2022) 

Total Budget: $77,500

•National Park Service Underrepresented Communities 
Grant 

•Peter Grant Fund for Colorado of the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation

•Denver Mountain Parks 

Scope: 

•Hire consultant to complete a historic context study 

•Landmark staff to complete a National Register 
nomination

Timeline: 2 years  



CURRENT BUDGET = @$320,000 

• Documentary

• Additional consultant time

• Tribal collaboration 

• Community events 

• Oral history compensation 

• Recording equipment and transcription 

• Denver March Powwow booths 

• Photography 

• Art contest 

• Context layout 



FUNDING 



2022

Planning

Begin community outreach

Issue RFP

2023 

Kick-off event

Hire consultant team 

Establish Advisory Board 

Recruit Community Connectors 

1st Tribal Convening 

2024 

Oral History Interviews 

2nd Tribal Convening 

Community history roundtable 

Start developing context

2025 

First Chapter for review

Youth art contest

Context draft for review

NR Nomination

Early 2026

Context release and celebration

UPDATED TIMELINE



WHAT WE HEARD



DENVER BUILT ON ANCESTRAL, UNCEDED TRIBAL LAND

• This land was home to Indigenous 
peoples long before the city 
existed, and it was never formally 
surrendered or given up through 
treaty.

• Tribal Nations have deep, ongoing 
relationships to this land, even if 
they were later displaced from it.

• American Indian presence is 
foundational to Denver itself—and 
still part of the city today.



TRAUMA AND RESILIENCE 

The Sand Creek Massacre isn’t just a 
historical event—it’s a living trauma with 
ongoing impacts.  

Need to acknowledge Denver’s role in the 
Sand Creek Massacre—both before and 
after 

• Policies set in Denver 

• Depart from Denver 

• Return and celebrate in Denver 

• Distortion of story 



NATIVE HISTORY IN DENVER DIDN’T END—
IT ADAPTED, ENDURED, AND CONTINUES

• Long before Denver became a city, this 
area was—and still is—part of a much 
larger Indigenous landscape defined by 
waterways like the South Platte, trade 
routes, seasonal movement, and cultural 
connections among many Tribal Nations.

• This history didn’t end when the city was 
founded. American Indian people have 
continued to live in Denver, build community 
here, and adapt to the city 



COMMUNITY RECOMMENDATIONS



WHAT NEXT? 
COMMUNITY RECOMMENDATIONS

Collaboration 
• Maintain a government-to-government relationship with Tribes through 

both official and more informal methods

• Repeat convening event on a yearly basis  

Language 
• More incorporation of American Indian languages in Denver, included 

Native American place names on signage (street signs, park signs, 
directional signs). 

Traditional practices
• Focus on stewardship and respect for the land by reintroducing Native 

plans in parks, incorporating traditional knowledge, establishing a 
land management partnership between the city and Tribal Nations, 
creating places for the Native American community to come to 
maintain and collect medicinal and culturally significant plants    



WHAT NEXT? 
COMMUNITY RECOMMENDATIONS

Education

• Include Native history in school curriculums at all levels  

• Host Native storytelling events

• Collaborate with Tribes on a permanent exhibit that tells story of all 48 

Tribes  

Recognition and Respect 

• Interpretive signage in parks and other city spaces that recenters 

American Indian history, particularly at Confluence Park, along the South 

Platte River, and at Red Rocks. 

• Going beyond current land acknowledgement and making it a living land 

acknowledgement  

Community Resources 

• Provide a gathering place for Tribal representatives coming to Denver 

and to link Native community members with resources and support from 

their tribes, governments, and nonprofits  



WHAT’S NEXT? 



WE ARE THE LAND

• We hope this project becomes a 
starting point—not an ending. That 
means deeper collaboration with Tribal 
communities, better representation of 
Native history in Denver, and 
potentially new Landmark Designations.   





www.denvergov.org/DenverInContext

Abigail Christman

Principal City Planner

abigail.christman@denvergov.org

Becca Dierschow

Senior City Planner

becca.dierschow@denvergov.org
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