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Letter
Denver Department of Parks and Recreation is pleased to present 
and adopt this Sunken Gardens Master Plan. The plan represents 
a commitment to the restoration and revitalization of this historic 
“City Beautiful” park fronting the landmark Speer Boulevard 
Parkway and serving the growing neighborhoods of La Alma Lincoln 
and Golden Triangle. The rich cultural significance of the park to the 
historic El Movimiento combined with its proximity to the historic 
West High School Campus, Denver Health Medical Center and the 
Art District on Santa Fe allows the park to serve as a hub for this 
vibrant and diverse downtown urban community. 

After years of change and the loss of many of the park’s most 
notable features, Sunken Gardens Park is being rediscovered and 
rapidly growing in use and popularity. The Master Plan for Sunken 
Gardens Park is a result of careful research and analysis including 
extended outreach to neighbors, local organizations, government 
representatives, community leaders and city-wide stakeholders. The 
outcome is a Master Plan that establishes important basic facility 
improvement priorities such as replaced walkways, accessibility 
improvements, a renewed playground, restored turf areas, and 
formal gardens. With the park being a significant stop on the 
planned 5280 Trail, three proposed “Signature Projects” will re-
envision and recreate some of the park’s most beloved features 
including a community cultural center, activated pavilion terrace, 
and a landscaped streambed with a nature play component. 

The Department and community together share a common desire 
and enthusiasm to implement this vision and enjoy the rebirth of 
this premier park supporting better public health and enhanced 
green space while never forgetting the sacrifice and struggle the 
park represents for El Movimiento. This exciting work begins with 
our combined advocacy and support for this plan and continues 
through funding and construction. That effort starts today. 

Allegra “Happy” Haynes 
Executive Director 
Denver Department of Parks and Recreation   

View from 9th Avenue looking towards Downtown Denver 
(StudioCPG, 2020) v 
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1 Introduction: Plan 

Summary 
Sunken Gardens Park, located in Denver’s La Alma Lincoln Park 
neighborhood at the intersection of Speer Boulevard Parkway 
and Elati Street, reflects a rich history of Denver’s evolving park 
system. Serving as a neighborhood park to both the La Alma Lincoln 
neighborhood and the adjacent Golden Triangle, Sunken Gardens 
has played in significant role in Denver’s history. 

Prior to the formation of the city in the 1850s, the site was one 
component of an open landscape running along the banks of Cherry 
Creek and was used seasonally by the area’s dominant Arapaho and 
Cheyenne tribes, as well as the nomadic Weeminuche band of the 
Ute Nation. 

As Denver’s street grid expanded, the undeveloped site remained 
below the level of adjacent streets and was used as a dumping 
ground. The site was purchased in 1907/1908. 

Designed and constructed in two parts between 1909 and 1929 by 
architect George Kessler and city planner and landscape architect 
Saco R. DeBoer, Sunken Gardens Park was part of Mayor Speer’s 
vision for Denver to embrace the City Beautiful movement. The 
site was engineered to serve as a public space for Denver residents, 
as well as a floodwater overflow area before the Cherry Creek 
Reservoir dam was constructed. In 1926, West High School was 
constructed immediately west of the park. 

Today, Sunken Gardens Park comprises twelve and a half acres of 
maintained park land and is an integral component of the Denver 
Parks and Parkway System. 

The spatial configuration of the park includes two distinctly different 
triangular areas: Originally the northern triangle included an 
expansive fountain pool and pavilion along with formal gardens 
and terraces that dropped ten feet below street level (lending the 
park its name). The southern triangle featured a more naturalistic, 
inwardly focused “forest glen” including rock gardens and a running 
stream in a rolling landscape that extended to the intersection of 
Speer Boulevard and 8th Avenue. 
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The northern triangle currently contains several historic remnants 
of the architectural elements that were featured in the original park 
design. The major focus of the original design was a large fountain, 
pool, and pavilion. The columns and roof of the pavilion arcade were 
demolished in 1933 (most likely to permit a direct view to the newly 
constructed West High School) but the pavilion foundation, floor 
and steps remain and serve as an informal seating area, gathering 
space, and as the foreground to the view from Speer Boulevard to 
the front entry of West High School. The remnants of the reflecting 
pool’s curb walls (which was filled in during the Polio outbreaks of 
the late 1940s) trace the outline of the reflecting pool in a highly 
coveted and frequently used central, open, formal lawn. 

In 1986, the City and County of Denver’s Parks and Parkways 
System was placed on the National Register of Historic Places. In 
the original nomination, Sunken Gardens was described as serving 
“the neighborhood to the South, as an embellishment to Speer 
Boulevard on the northeast and as a front yard to West Denver 
High School on the west and to Denver General Hospital (now 
Denver Health) on the South”. In 2003, DPR prepared a Master Plan 
for the park which included a comprehensive Cultural Landscape 
Assessment and identified 1926 – 1930’s as the period of greatest 
historic significance. Sunken Gardens Park was included in the 1986 
nomination as a constituent part of Denver’s Parks and Parkway 
system. Defining the period of significance was a follow-up to the 
designation, which helped to determine best management practices 
for historic resources. 

In March of 2020, Denver Parks and Recreation (DPR) initiated 
a master planning process to update the 2003 Master Plan, and 
to create a sustainable and implementable vision for the park in 
direct response to current and future recreational needs of the 
neighborhoods and as one step in the implementation of Game Plan 
for a Healthy City (2019). 

The 2021 Sunken Gardens Park Master Plan is intended to build 
on the 2003 Master Plan, which included a Historic Structures 
Assessment, and a separate Structural Assessment with sub-surface 
exploration and geotechnical recommendations. 

Recent years have seen conflicts emerge between disparate user 
groups who are concerned about increasing pressure on existing 

trails, walks, and unprogrammed acreage within the park. Deferred 
maintenance combined with increasing population has created 
pressure on existing park features, and the park’s natural, historic, 
and cultural amenities exhibit signs of wear and tear. Increasing 
development on all sides of the park including the expansion of 
Denver Health, new high-density residential projects along the east 
edge of Speer Boulevard, expanded academic programming at West 
High School, increasing vehicular, bike and pedestrian traffic, and 
the vibrant neighborhoods of La Alma Lincoln, Speer and Baker, 
created a need to reexamine the role Sunken Gardens Park plays in 
the daily lives of neighborhood residents, employees, and students. 

The 2021 Sunken Gardens Park Master Plan includes 
recommendations for a series of transformative improvements that 
will enhance the lives of local residents, employees, and neighboring 
institutions such as West High School and Denver Health. Timely 
implementation will ensure the evolution of a cherished historic park 
and provide publicly accessible amenities for evolving downtown 
neighborhoods. In conjunction with the 5280 Trail (a future walking/ 
bike trail that will link neighborhoods and key landmarks), proposed 
park improvements will raise awareness of the rich cultural history 
of the surrounding neighborhoods and Denver’s beloved park 
system. 

The 2021 Sunken Gardens Park Master Plan presents a holistic 
vision for the park that respects historic context, integrates historic 
features, accommodates changing user patterns and programming, 
and provides significant opportunities to improve the health and 
well-being of Denver residents. 
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2 Public Engagement 
The master planning process was initiated in March 2020. Public 
opinion surveys, stakeholder interviews, advisory committee 
meetings, focus groups, and a remote public meeting resulted in 
consensus regarding phased improvements. Information pertaining 
to the public engagement process can be referenced in Appendix G 
and contains Advisory Committee Meeting Summaries, Stakeholder 
Interview Summary, Focus Group Summaries, Public Meeting 
Summary and Survey Results. Public engagement for the planning 
process consisted of: 

• An Advisory Committee that included 18 members
representing local neighborhoods, businesses, employers,
and public agencies including Denver Health, Denver Housing
Authority, and Denver Public Schools.

• (15) Stakeholder Interviews were conducted that provided
opportunities for one-on-one discussions with representatives
from diverse user and interest groups.

• (2) Focus Groups were conducted with staff and students of
the DPS West High School Campus community.

• (2) Public Opinion Surveys which were conducted to ascertain
programming preferences and to solicit detailed feedback
regarding proposed master plan alternatives.

• (1) Public Meeting was live streamed to present master plan
alternatives.

The primary goals of the public engagement process were: 

• To provide multiple venues for residents and stakeholders to
share their knowledge of formal and informal user patterns

• To collect oral histories of cultural events

• To understand the role the park plays in the lives of
neighborhood residents and students

• To provide multiple opportunities to review and comment on 
evolving recommendations for future park improvements 
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A Message About COVID-19 

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic coincided with the initiation 
of the master planning process. The pandemic radically changed 
the daily operations of Denver Parks and Recreation (DPR) and the 
consultant team, and the impact of social distancing requirements 
fundamentally altered the original public engagement strategy. In 
response to regulations imposed by local and state governments, 
public engagement components were modified to ensure ongoing 
engagement opportunities for the duration of the project. The 
public engagement approach shifted from in-person gatherings to 
remote meetings, and on-line public opinion surveys were added, 
and survey tools were refined to allow for in-depth analysis and 
assessment of proposed master plan alternatives by individuals 
using personal computers. Stakeholder interviews and focus groups 
were conducted remotely to give voice to specific user and interest 
groups. These tools resulted in powerful, supportive connections 
being forged between the La Alma Lincoln and Golden Trianglen 
residents that informed the final recommendations contained in the 
Master Plan. 

The ultimate goal of the Sunken Gardens Master Plan is to identify 
park improvements that will serve both a growing residential 
population and an increasing employment base within a 10-minute 
walking or rolling distance of the park. The project goals will 
guide the design refinement of master plan recommendations by 
balancing park use with preservation of Sunken Gardens Park’s 
historic attributes and environmental stewardship. 

Game Plan for a Healthy City offers (4) Guiding Principles that 
were used to inform, develop, and refine the goals for the Sunken 
Gardens Park Master Plan. 

Guiding Principles: 
(Adapted from Game Plan for a Healthy City) 

• Every Drop: Make the parks system more resilient and
environmentally sustainable

◊ Expand resilient, low water landscapes

◊ Protect and expand the urban forest

◊ Conserve energy and resource use

◊ Improve the health of waterways

• Every Person: Ensure equity in the distribution of parks,
park resources, programming

◊ Grow parks and improve access

◊ Diversify recreation offerings

◊ Promote equity within the system

• Every Dollar: Manage resources to ensure long term
economic and operation health

◊ Grow collaborations

◊ Identify ways for new development to contribute to
meeting the park and recreation needs

◊ Improve technology and update facilities

• Uniquely Denver: Provide parks and programming that
reflect Denver’s community and cultural identity

◊ Protect and expand our parkway system

◊ Plan for historic and cultural resources

◊ Increase places to experience nature

◊ Collaborate with agencies and organizations to
activate parks
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3 Project Goals 
The following goals were drafted, refined, and approved by the 
Sunken Gardens Advisory Committee and were used to inform and 
guide Master Plan recommendations. 

Every Drop: Make the parks system more resilient and 
environmentally sustainable 

Tree Canopy 

Goal #1: Maintain and renew the tree canopy – to preserve 
the existing character ensure healthy diversity of species and 
sustainability. 

Conserving and Enhancing Resources 

Goal #2: Develop guidelines to enhance park landscapes and 
planting - to improve drainage, improve drought resistance, add 
color, and form, and encourage wildlife. 

Every Person: Equity in distribution of parks and park 
resources and programming 

Inclusivity 

Goal #3: Create a safe, welcoming, and accessible park experience 
for all users - that celebrates and engages the diverse community. 

Goal #4: Cultivate partnerships and engage new partners - that 
expands park programming. 

Health 

Goal #5: Create new opportunities for improving mental and 
physical health – with easily accessible fitness-oriented and 
therapeutic amenities. 

Accessibility 

Goal #6: Make the park safe and accessible to all ages and abilities 
– with universally-accessible ramps, new walks, lighting, and
amenities.
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Goal #7: Improve neighborhood access into the park – with traffic-
controlled street crossings, multimodal improvements over Cherry 
Creek to Golden Triangle, and clear park entry points. 

Facilities and Programming 

Goal #8: Provide an implementation framework for high-quality, 
intergenerational, and multi-cultural programming – to increase 
health, build relationships, celebrate culture, and engage the 
community. 

Goal #9: Provide for upgrading the picnic, playground area and 
seating in the plan – to make the park more attractive to children 
and better serve the neighborhood and local residents. 

Goal #10: Preserve both active and passive parts of the park - 
to prevent programmed uses from conflicting with its peaceful 
character 

Every Dollar: Manage Resources 

Maintenance 

Goal #11: Identify and strategize improvements that enable Park 
Operations – to allow the park to be maintained to a high standard. 

Goal #12: Explore alternatives for lessening the impact of the 
Maintenance Area – to evolve into a valuable space for public use 
in a small park. 

Uniquely Denver: Reflect Denver’s community and cultural 
identity 

History 

Goal #13: Preserve the historic composition of the park – to honor 
the original design of expansive open space and gardens contrasting 
with a naturalized forest landscape. 

Goal #14: Restore or reinterpret the historic features of the park – 
to ensure that historic structural remnants are integrated into future 
park improvements. 

Cultural Heritage 

Goal #15: Identify opportunities to celebrate the cultural heritage 
of surrounding neighborhoods by incorporating interpretive 
presentations, art, and cultural events into the Master Plan that 
reflect Denver’s cultural history including Chicano, indigenous 
peoples, and west-side community history. 

Goal #16: Build collaborations and partnerships with community 
organizations - such as MSU Denver Chicana/o Studies and El 
Centro Su Teatro – to document history by creating murals, and 
sponsoring audio/visual productions and oral histories. 
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 4 History of the Park 
History: An Overview 
For 110 years, Sunken Gardens Park has played a significant role 
in the city’s park system, serving as a neighborhood park and 
a green space embellishment along Speer Boulevard between 
8th and 11th Avenues.  Between 1909 through 1930, Sunken 
Gardens Park was the focus of tremendous public investment as 
new projects and improvements were added to the original, formal 
garden concept - one after another - and is why this period of 
concentrated investment and construction has traditionally been 
construed as the period of greatest historic significance. This 
period has been followed by a longer period of gradual decline as 
maintenance and management needs outstripped resources. The 
basic form of the park remains, but many of the prominent historic 
features and details highlighted in historic documentation have been 
lost. Detailed information regarding the park history and historic 
structures can be referenced in the Historic Assessment located in 
Appendix C and the 2003 Cultural Landscape Assessment. 

Early History and Key Designers 

Initially designed in two stages, the park’s two main sections - the 
northern and southern triangles - identify two different approaches 
to park design. The northern section, which was the first component 
of the park to be constructed, was designed in accordance with 
the City Beautiful movement by George Kessler, while the southern 
section was designed five years later by landscape architect Saco R. 
DeBoer and exhibited a more naturalistic or rustic character. 

Historic postcard illustration of Sunken Gardens Park (https://www. 
genealogybug.net/PostcardHTML/west_high.html) 

https://genealogybug.net/PostcardHTML/west_high.html
https://www
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Spatial Configuration 

Sunken Gardens consists of two large triangular spaces (see 
diagram on following page) bordered on the east by Speer 
Boulevard and Cherry Creek as these elements traverse diagonally 
across the city grid. The northern triangle is bounded by Elati 
Street and 9th Avenue; the smaller, southern triangle is bounded 
by Delaware Street and 8th Avenue. Design of the northern triangle 
was based on an open concept emphasizing views into and across 
the park and major spaces were defined by sharp clear grade-
breaks. While the pavilion, pool and formal gardens may no longer 
exist, the site grading remains and reflects the form of the original 
plan for the park. Site grading in the southern triangle also retains 
its original, rolling, naturalistic character. 

In each triangle, the differences in the grading concepts are 
accompanied by simple, unique planting schemes, and despite 
the numerous changes to the park over its 110-year history, the 
character of these two sections are readily distinguishable. 

By setting the floor of the park below the surrounding grade the 
designers created a park that works both as a setting for formally 
composed views from Speer Boulevard and as place that serves 
as a respite from the busy urban environment flanking the park’s 
perimeter.   

Historic Structures 

Remnants of historic structures visible today are defining 
characteristics of the park. These remnants contribute to the unique 
views both into and from the park, impact the visitor experience 
and contribute to the historic significance of the park. Many of these 
are in keeping with the “City Beautiful” movement, are integral 
components to the evolution of the park, and are integrated into 
proposed recommendations for park improvements. 

Pavilion 

A wooden pavilion structure was constructed in 1909, but was soon 
destroyed by a windstorm in 1912, and replaced by a concrete 
pavilion that same year, which was designed by the renowned 
Denver architect Jules Jacques Benoit Benedict. 

Historic Forest Glen Waterway: between 1910 and 1930 (“Corner in Sunken 
Gardens.” Western History Collection: X-27742. 1910-1930. 
Denver Public Library.) 

Mature Evergreens (StudioCPG, 2020) 
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The pavilion was the largest and most iconic in a series of structures 
that comprised the Sunken Gardens landscape. While the roof and 
columns of the pavilion were subsequently removed, the structure’s 
concrete foundation remains and is a key entry point into the park 
- and is referred to as “The Pavilion”. For the West High School
community and for visitors that arrive using Elati Street, descending
one of the two original staircases flanking the foundation into
Sunken Gardens Park allows for expansive views into and across the
park - and is both a memorable and majestic park entrance.

Reflecting Pool 

The top of the structural edge of the former reflecting pool, located 
east of the pavilion, is a defining feature of the central lawn area in 
the northern triangle of the park. The bright white of the concrete 
contrasts with the dark green of the open lawn, is visible from Speer 
Boulevard, and serves to delineate the central lawn. The reflecting 
pool has been filled and the top of the edge sits at existing finish 
grade. The original parge coat on the top of the wall has largely 
been lost and the core of the wall is vulnerable to continued 
degradation. 

Speer Boulevard Stairways 

In the slope flanking Speer Boulevard are (5) sets of concrete 
stairs that once linked interior features to a pedestrian bridge 
across Cherry Creek (the abutments are still visible), the Speer 
Boulevard sidewalk, and on-street parking along Speer Boulevard. 
The stairs are no longer connected to the sidewalk nor the park’s 
internal circulation system. While each staircase is usable and one 
set of stairs has been used as a public art canvas, the concrete is 
deteriorating and weeds are emerging through the joints of the 
concrete. 

Sunshade 

The sunshade structure is an iconic historic feature, highly visible 
from the prominent 8th Avenue and Speer intersection. Serving as a 
beacon to the park, the structure is comprised of a stone pillar with 
wooden roof and includes integrated seating. Detailed information 
about potential restoration techniques is included in Appendix C and 
restoration of the sunshade is necessary to ensure its longevity. 

Historic Pavilion and Reflecting Pool- 1910s (McClure, “Sunken Garden, Speer Blvd. 
Denver.” Western History Collection: MCC-1939. Denver Public Library.) 

Historic steps at Speer Boulevard (StudioCPG, 2020) 
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Maintenance Building 

The maintenance building is located at Delaware Street/9th Avenue 
intersection. The building was constructed in the 1930s, shares 
similar architectural detailing with other structures in the Denver 
parks system that were constructed at that time (e.g. Berkeley Park 
Pump House), and contributes to the historic character of the park. 
Access to the building is currently through an exterior storage yard 
and locked chain-link gates. This maintenance yard has expanded 
since 1966 and is used by District Maintenance for storage and 
parking. 

Comfort Station (Basketball Court) 

The existing basketball court is located on the site of what was 
a combination grand entrance stair aligned with the north/south 
axis of the pool, pool mechanical enclosure and a park comfort 
station. The structure was built into the steep embankment along 
9th Avenue. When the original uses were removed, the structure 
was retrofitted for half-court basketball, which is used by West High 
School students and neighborhood residents. 

El Movimiento 

An important consideration in the master planning process and 
threaded throughout the Master Plan recommendations is the 
acknowledgement that the significance of Sunken Garden’s history 
did not stop after initial public investment and construction in the 
1930s. A fundamental example of this is Sunken Gardens’ place as 
a central geographical site in the fight for social justice for Denver’s 
Chicano west Denver community. 

On March 20, 1969, spearheaded by West Denver Chicano student 
organizers and the Crusade for Justice, students from West High 
School walked out of school to protest racial discrimination of 
Mexican and Chicano students by teachers and administrators at 
West High School. Over one hundred West High School students 
left West High School that day and crossed Elati Street to protest 
in Sunken Gardens Park. The following day, March 21, 1969, the 
walkouts expanded, with at least 1,000 protesters supporting 
Chicano rights and joining the original demonstrators in Sunken 
Gardens Park.1  Known as the “West High Blowouts,” this moment in 

Sanchez, Hayley. “Chicano Progress Today Owes Much to the Denver West 
High Blowouts of 50 Years Ago.” CPR News. 2019 March 18. 

Sunshade (Winter & Company, 2020) 

Maintenance Building (Winter & Company, 2020) 

1 
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4 History of the Park

Chicano history became a catalyst for the Chicano Rights Movement 
in Denver, known as “El Movimiento.”  

El Movimiento was a reclamation of cultural identity, building on the 
energy and efforts of national labor and land rights activism, the 
Civil Rights movement, education and social equity demands, the 
fight against police brutality, and in the work of the neighborhood’s 
own mutualistas, or mutual aid societies. 

Sunken Gardens Park remains an important geographical site for 
remembering El Movimiento history. Due to this history and its 
adjacency to West High School, the neighborhoods to the west and 
south of Sunken Gardens Park and their residents have a strong, 
place-based connection to Sunken Gardens Park. 

To read more about El Movimiento and its impact on Denver, please 
visit here and here. 

COVID-19 

In March 2020, the world was experiencing historic disruption due to 
the health and economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 virus. While 
no one can predict the future, there will be near-and long-term 
implications of this global pandemic, including the impacts to public 
spaces and park systems. In the near term, and during the planning 
process, there was significant impact on all sectors of employment, 
especially for those employed in the retail, restaurant, services, 
and arts industries. Overnight, park user patterns were altered as 
evidenced by increases in daily park use by individuals working from 
home and the complete evaporation of programmed uses due to 
restrictions on group gatherings and school closures. Park visitation 
skyrocketed, and while restrictions are currently being lifted, the 
role that parks, public amenities and recreation plays in the daily 
lives of residents should continue to be primary consideration in 
the future implementation of Master Plan recommendations and the 
proposed Signature Projects. 

Historic Comfort Station: 1910 (location of the existing Basketball Court) (Denver 
Municipal Facts: Volume 2 number 52, 1910 December 24. Denver Public Library.) 

Emanuel Martinez mural at La Alma Recreation Center (Mark Peterson/Redux Pictures 
for Politico Magazine, https://www.politico.com/magazine/gallery/2016/05/pho-
tos-denver-colorado-urban-redevelopment-10th-osage-000635/?slide=0) 

https://gazette.com/news/1969-denver-school-walkout-helped-launch-chicano-movement/article_042e8e70-4bfc-11e9-a52b-032ac4e13e3b.html
https://www.cpr.org/2019/03/18/chicano-progress-today-owes-much-to-the-denver-west-high-blowouts-of-50-years-ago/
https://www.politico.com/magazine/gallery/2016/05/pho


Sunken Gardens Park Master Plan 13 August 2021

 

 

 

 

 
5 Context 
A series of assessments were generated to better understand the 
immediate context of the park and identify factors contributing to 
user patterns – past and present. The following is a brief overview 
of the Neighborhood and Site Assessments; the assessments are 
located in their entirety the appendices. 

The Neighborhood: Assessment Overview 

The Neighborhood Assessment tells the story of who lives, works, 
and visits the neighborhood in proximity to Sunken Gardens Park. 
The primary area, the area most likely to draw visitors to Sunken 
Gardens Park, is considered a 10-minute walk or roll from Sunken 
Gardens Park and aligns with a goal from the 2019 Game Plan 
for a Healthy City to ensure a ten-minute walk or roll to a park or 
open space from each Denver neighborhood. The Sunken Gardens 
10-minute walk or roll touches five neighborhoods: La Alma Lincoln
Park, Civic Center (also referred to as Golden Triangle), Capitol Hill,
Baker and Speer.

The following are key findings based on data from within a 
10-minute walk or roll of Sunken Gardens Park and the five-
neighborhood boundary, as well as individual neighborhood data:

• Rapid Growth. While the City of Denver overall has experienced
significant growth since 2010 (growing at a rate of 22 percent),
within a 10-minute walk or roll of Sunken Gardens the growth
rate has been even higher: 28 percent. The most significant area
of growth has been within the Civic Center (Golden Triangle)
neighborhood, east of the park; this neighborhood grew at a
rate of 50 percent between 2010 and 2019.

• Chicano Roots. The Chicano, Mexican and Latinx population
(referred to by Census data as Hispanic origin) is a greater
percentage of the population in La Alma Lincoln Park and Baker
than in the City  and County of Denver, at 44 percent and 38
percent respectively, compared to 33 percent. This population
in these two neighborhoods has grown 7- to-10 percent since
2010. Of the 1,200 students at West Early College and West
Leadership Academy, housed within the West High School
Campus, over 80 percent are Chicano, Mexican and Latinx.
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• Major Health-Based Employers. Some of Denver’s largest
employers are located within a 10-minute walk of Sunken
Gardens Park, including Denver Health, Anthem Blue Cross and
Blue Shield, and West High School. Combined, Denver Health
and Anthem bring approximately 10,000 health-related workers
to the area during the work week. Additionally, Denver Health
sees 930,000 patient visits annually.

• Neighborhoods of Contrast. The two neighborhoods that
primarily comprise the 10-minute walk or roll are those
with the greatest contrasts: La Alma Lincoln Park and Civic
Center (Golden Triangle). The median age is the lowest in
La Alma Lincoln Park, at 29, and the oldest in Civic Center
(Golden Triangle), at 39. This corresponds with the number of
households with children, which is 22 percent in La Alma Lincoln
Park and just 3 percent Civic Center (Golden Triangle). There is
also a stark difference in median household income, which is
$45,000 in La Alma Lincoln Park and more than double that in
Civic Center (Golden Triangle) at $102,000.

• Vulnerability to Displacement. According to a 2016 Denver
Economic Development and Opportunity (DEDO) study, four out
of the five neighborhoods within this five-neighborhood
boundary are considered vulnerable to involuntary displacement
as a result of gentrification. Key criteria used in this
evaluation include the percentage of renter-occupied units,
median household income, and educational attainment. The
neighborhoods surrounding Sunken Gardens Park all have a
larger percentage of renters than the City and County of Denver
and most have median household incomes lower than the City’s
median. As with any improvements, the enhancements made to
Sunken Gardens Park have the potential to further exacerbate
gentrification if stabilization measures are not simultaneously
considered. Additional information is located in Blueprint Denver
Appendix C - Key Equity Concepts Methodology.

Sunken Gardens Neighborhood Assessment 
10-Minute Walkshed

https://www.denvergov.org/Government/Departments/Community-Planning-and-Development/Blueprint-Denver
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The Site: Assessment Overview 

Sunken Gardens Park serves as both a neighborhood park, providing 
unprogrammed open lawns and recreational amenities and as an 
important historic park that contains structural remnants of original 
public amenities. The park adjoins the historic Speer Boulevard 
Parkway from the intersection of Speer Boulevard and 8th Avenue 
north to 11th Avenue and serves as the foreground – or front entry 
– to the campus with West High School serving as the backdrop and
definitive western edge to the park. Sunken Gardens Park is a well-
known visual feature along Speer Boulevard, but few people outside
of local neighborhood residents, local employees and the West High
School community are familiar with park features.

Population increases throughout the Front Range and Denver are 
evidenced by the new 10+ story residential structures emerging 
along northbound Speer Boulevard. The rate of redevelopment 
along this section of the street is remarkable primarily because 
prior to recent redevelopment trends, the existing structures were 
typically one or two stories in height. Although the zoning for higher 
residential densities was in place, it was not until very recently that 
redevelopment of underutilized parcels started along the western 
edge of Golden Triangle. The resulting explosion in residential 
development has created a new, emerging user base for the park, 
being the only neighborhood park within a 10-minute walk or roll 
distance from these new high-rise developments. Sunken Gardens 
Park has continued to be a neighborhood park serving the La Alma 
Lincoln, Golden Triangle, Speer and Baker neighborhoods, and the 
residents have witnessed and lived with the slow decline of the park 
and the increasing difficulties related to park access. 

Circulation 

Unlike other Denver historic parks such as Cheesman Park and City 
Park, Sunken Gardens Park contains no internal vehicular access, 
and relies on the bordering streets – arterials and local street 
network – for pedestrian and bike access into the park and for 
visitor parking. 

Three edges of the park (Speer Boulevard, 8th Avenue and Elati 
Street) have undergone significant change since the 1930s: 

View towards West High School Campus at Elati Street from central lawn area 
(StudioCPG, 2020) 

Denver Health located at Speer Blvd and W. 8th Ave, south of Sunken Gardens Park 
(https://www.bizjournals.com/denver/news/2020/04/15/colorado-hospitals-losses-
coronavirus.html) 

https://www.bizjournals.com/denver/news/2020/04/15/colorado-hospitals-losses
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• Speer Boulevard has seen increased traffic operating at higher 
speeds. 

• 8th Avenue has undergone similar increases compounded by its 
conversion to a one-way commuter arterial exiting Downtown. 

• In 2001, Elati Street was converted from a two-way to a one 
-way street with continuous diagonal parking located on the east 
side (park edge) of the street and dedicated bus loading zones 
on the west side (school entrance) of the street. 

Access to the park and into the park is challenging due to adjacency 
issues: 

• The eastern and southern edges of the park comprise of 3,000 
linear feet of arterial and special-use roadway with signalized 
pedestrian intersections located only at the corners of the park. 

• The conversion of 8th Avenue to a one-way commuter-oriented 
arterial limits north-south local bike and pedestrian traffic to and 
from the west side of the park. 

• Speer Boulevard frontage extends for approximately 1,500 linear 
feet with one midblock crosswalk located at Bannock Street 
limiting access to the Cherry Creek regional bike trail. 

• Elati Street frontage extends for approximately 900 linear feet 
and is dominated by West High School that utilizes existing 
on-street diagonal parking for staff and student parking. 
Additionally, the northern end of Elati is used by local employees 
for all-day parking. 

In 2019, the Downtown Denver Partnership developed a vision plan 
for the 5280 Trail, a new urban trail “to connect Downtown’s unique 
and diverse amenities, while creating a powerful sense of place 
within mixed-use neighborhoods”. The existing concept links the 
Golden Triangle neighborhood to the La Alma Lincoln neighborhood 
by introducing a new, formal urban trail through Sunken Gardens 
Park along the vacated segment of 9th Avenue, crossing Speer 
Boulevard at the Bannock Street bridge, and creating a unique 
opportunity to increase access and activity within the park and raise 
awareness of the park’s unique history and cultural heritage. 

New residential development in Golden Triangle as viewed from Pavilion Terrace 
(Winter & Company, 2020) 

La Alma Lincoln Neighborhood residences (https://theconsciousgroup.com/neigh-
borhoods/browse-lincoln-park-houses/lincoln-park-neighborhood-conscious-real-es-
tate-06/) 

https://theconsciousgroup.com/neigh
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(StudioCPG, 2020) 

View Corridors 

The view across the northern section of the park from Speer 
Boulevard to West High School includes open lawns in the 
foreground and the ornate front façade of the school as the 
backdrop. The school’s front entrance is framed by mature 
evergreens and is a view that many Denver residents and visitors 
have shared over generations. Conversely, the views from the 
steps of the school and Elati Street looking back east across the 
lawn to Speer Boulevard are only foreground remnants of the 
original, historic view corridor from the park to the State Capitol 
building, which is often revealed in historic photos of the park. 
Recently, the 5280 Trail Vision Plan identified the view from 9th 
Avenue north to the downtown skyline as a significant view corridor. 
Additionally, the viewshed along Speer Boulevard as seen from the 
eyes of a pedestrian walking on the linear, tree-lined sidewalk are a 
component of the original park design. 

The southern section of the park is inwardly focused with “… 
undulating terrain and evergreen groves suggesting a forest glen,” 
per descriptive text from the 1987 Nomination Form submitted 
to the National Register of Historic Places. The existing character 
of this section is consistent with the original design intent of the 
historic period of significance: the grade is depressed below street 
level with gradual transitions, and views are limited by densely 
planted groves of mature evergreen trees that also provide 
significant shade. The original design included a water feature 
reminiscent of the Box Canyon and Waterway in City Park. Although 
this water feature has been removed and covered, the swale that 
meanders through the grove remains. 
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Structures 

The historic features of the park were critical components addressed 
in the 1987 Historic Register Nomination and informed the 2003 
Sunken Gardens Master Plan recommendations. Many details of 
original City Beautiful embellishments have been removed, but the 
structural framework for many elements still exist: 

• The depressed edges of the park – approximately 10 feet
below street level – create a unique and welcoming sense of
enclosure and is also evident in Alamo Placita Park.

• The expansive, manicured and maintained lawns are
accessible from all sides of the park.

• The reflecting pool’s exposed top of wall is visible at grade
level and provides a unique edge that currently functions as a
small playing field.

• Stairs leading from the surrounding streets into the interior
of the park are visible from the interior of the open lawn and
are used as both primary and secondary access points into the
park.

• The pavilion’s original foundation, walls and floor and
acts as a magnet for casual park users.

• Constructed in the 1930s, the existing maintenance yard
includes a historic shed that is accessed from the corner of
9th Avenue and Delaware Street. The shed and accompanying
yard are an important historic resource, and currently serve as
critical component in the district’s maintenance regimes.

• The Sunshade is located at the intersection of Speer
Boulevard and 8th Avenue and reflects the character of the
original park design.

In addition to the existing historic structures, there are formal 
recreation amenities contained within the park: 

• The playground is located in the southern section of the park,
just south of the maintenance shed and yard and includes a
shade structure.

• Secured, painted concrete picnic tables adjoin the playground
and are informally located in the southern section under the
tree canopies.

• A basketball half-court is located just off 9th Avenue where
historic steps, restrooms and mechanical services were once
located.

• Linked sidewalks adjacent to each bordering street create
a perimeter hard surface walk that measures just over
4,000 linear feet, which is supplemented by internal “trails”
including:

° A main internal paved trail paralleling Speer Boulevard 

° A direct connection between the Bannock Street bridge, 
the playground and the corner of 8th Avenue and Delaware 
Street 

° A narrow trail connecting West High School to the main 
internal trail 

° 9th Avenue trail spur connects to the main internal trail 
and occupies the abandoned right-of-way. This existing 
trail has been identified as a potential alignment of the 
5280 Trail, connecting Acoma and Bannock Streets with 9th 
Avenue. 

Basketball Half Court: W. 9th Avenue (StudioCPG, 2020) 
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Vegetation 

The existing landscape contains a combination of mature deciduous 
and evergreen trees and younger successional tree plantings 
within a maintained bluegrass lawn. No trace of the formal annual 
gardens that were an original feature of the park remain. However, 
the existing trees - including several specimen plantings in good 
condition – create a memorable and welcoming urban forest canopy. 
The existing planting plan reflects the organizing principles of the 
historic design: 

• The southern triangle suggests a forest glen shaded by large
deciduous trees that define a series of smaller spaces, and
the triangle is bounded by tightly planted groves of mature
coniferous species.

• The more formal northern triangle featuring open lawn and
terraces is bounded by heavily planted edges including both
coniferous plantings that frame the view from Speer Boulevard
to West High School and large deciduous street trees –
predominately Elm - on Speer Boulevard.

• Based on recent site visits with the City Forester, the Sunken
Gardens Park collection of trees is comprehensive in terms of
variety and in good general condition although close examination
of some of the larger coniferous groves reveals a range in
quality and condition.

• The continue use of potable water for irrigation has contributed
to the long-term health of the evergreens.

• The street trees along the historic Speer Boulevard Parkway are
an important component of the original historic park design. The
original spacing of the street trees is significantly tighter that
what is currently permitted by Forestry and thus is a unique
landscape feature. Some tree roots are starting to heave the
overlying concrete pavement, which creates maintenance and
pedestrian safety concerns.

• The park contains over 12 acres of irrigated bluegrass, which
requires a significant amount of water as well as continual
mowing and edging. The irrigation system is antiquated and
requires consistent repair.

Looking south from northern triangle of Speer Boulevard and W. 11th Avenue 
(StudioCPG, 2020) 

Southern triangle of park of W. 8th Avenue (StudioCPG, 2020) 
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The DPR GIS tree inventory contains the quantity, size and condition 
of the trees and can be easily accessed and updated. The City 
Forester updates condition information on four-year cycle utilizing 
on-call arborists, and information regarding the Sunken Gardens 
Park inventory is anticipated to be completed within the next year. 

Topography and Drainage 

Topography is a critical feature of Sunken Gardens and contributes 
to important views into the park and defines the character of the 
two major zones: The formal northern zone and the more relaxed or 
rustic southern zone. Historically, these zones have offered distinctly 
different experiences, which continues to be true - even after the 
loss of historic structures. The steep side slopes framing the formal 
terraced lawn in front of the DPS West High School campus contrast 
with the gently sloping natural character of the southern zone of the 
park that culminates with a meandering linear swale. 

Water was a critical component in the original design of Sunken 
Gardens Park and served as the primary feature for both the 
northern and southern sections of the park. The remnants of those 
design elements inform existing topographic features of the park 
and are currently utilized by park users. Both the open lawn area 
and the drainage swale sit as much as 10 feet below street level, 
and it is this depression that results in both memorable views and 
distinctive spaces in the park. 

Drainage Swale: Looking South towards Denver Health 
(StudioCPG, 2020) 
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6 Master Plan 
Recommendations & 
Design Vision 

Master Plan Recommendations 

Findings from the assessments, analysis and public engagement 
were integrated into high-level, community-informed design 
alternatives that included recommendations for programming and 
amenities for basic improvements. The alternatives were presented 
in Survey #2 using detailed drop-down menus to select and 
prioritize preferred park amenities and attributes. After analysis 
of compiled survey results combined with Advisory Committee 
feedback on the alternatives, the Phase I Basic Improvement 
Plan and Key Recommendations were generated along with three 
Signature Projects. Additional input and review were provided by 
city staff. The planning process concluded with a presentation of 
the Phase I Basic Improvements Plan, Key Recommendations and 
Signature Projects to the Advisory Committee in March 2021. The 
following recommendations along with the supporting graphics 
reflect feedback received from the Advisory Committee. 
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Design Vision 

The Sunken Gardens Park Master Plan presents a series of 
improvements that unify the park and are organized around 
cherished historic elements, existing topography and three major 
use areas: 

• 

• 

• 

A 

B 

C 

Nature play and historic water course 

9th Avenue overlook and Community Cultural Center 

Pavilion terrace and West High entrance 

The Master Plan represents a vision that has broad support from 
neighborhood residents who use the park on a daily basis, from 
civic leaders that recognize the park’s value to Denver’s urban 
neighborhoods and institutions, and from stakeholders that 
understand the potential the park affords to enhancing the quality 
of life for Denver residents and visitors. 

Sunken Gardens Park will accommodate small user groups 
by offering informal settings for gatherings, opportunities for 
recreation and exercise, and links to regional trail systems. The 
park is primarily a destination, and provides flexibility for public 
gatherings, daily exercise and leisure use in open sunny lawn areas 
or shaded glens and offers views to the downtown skyline against 
the historic backdrop of West High School. By improving access 
and internal circulation, introducing new elements amongst the 
historic attributes, the Master Plan achieves a balance between the 
preservation of the park’s legacy, environmental stewardship, and 
opportunities to improve the mental and physical health of Denver 
residents. 
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Basic Improvements

Phase I of the Sunken Garden Master Plan includes a series of 
improvements and enhancements that respect the original and 
historic framework of the park, and that respond to the increasing 
residential density of surrounding neighborhoods while addressing 
the needs of neighborhood residents. The following list of Basic 
Improvements are proposed to be implemented in Phase I: 

Trails and Circulation 

The original design of both the northern and southern triangles 
included formal walks and informal meandering paths that allowed 
park users to enjoy vistas across the park and secluded, shaded 
areas to experience nature. Over time, the primary destinations 
such as the reflecting pool, the formal gardens and the shaded 
rustic waterway have been removed along with the paths and walks 
that linked these features to each other and to primary entrances 
to the park. The paths that remain are in poor or deteriorating 
condition. Walkers and joggers continue to enjoy the park, but trail 
activity is primarily concentrated along the perimeter sidewalks 
along Speer Boulevard, 9th Avenue and Elati Street. 

A new hierarchy of walks and trails will achieve greater connectivity 
into and through the park, including additional bike connections 
from the Bannock Street bridge connecting the Golden Triangle 
to 8th Avenue and Delaware Streets. The trail hierarchy will 
reintroduce pedestrian activity throughout the park. Specific 
recommendations for connectivity improvements include: 

1. Primary Trail and Secondary Connections (including Bridge):
Using historic circulation patterns, create a network that links
specific destinations in the park to each other and to accessible
routes and park entrances. Repave the primary north/south
path paralleling Speer Boulevard and design secondary, paved
connections. Soft surface paving should be utilized for all
primary and secondary trails adjacent to Speer Boulevard
and 8th Avenue. Soft surface trails should be designed to be
a minimum of 8’ wide to allow two-way traffic with minimal
adjustment on the part of trail users.

2. Accessibility: Improve accessibility into the park by designing (3)
sloped concrete trails no steeper that 1:21 (to avoid the need for
landings/railings) that link perimeter sidewalks to internal park
trails and park amenities. Accessible walks should be located
on the west side of the park linking West High School and Elati
Street directly to the primary circulation route, fitness loop, dog
park, formal gardens and to the foundation level of the pavilion.
A third sloped concrete ramp (< 1:21) should link the 9th
Avenue and the 5280 Trail to the primary trail and central lawn.

3. Fitness Loop: Develop a health-oriented soft-surface Fitness
Loop that meanders along the perimeter of the park, connecting
the northern and southern triangles and replaces the existing
paved walk along Speer Boulevard under the existing elm
promenade, and replacing the paved surface with a soft surface
trail. The Fitness Loop transitions between a soft and paved
surfaces and can be utilized for events including the West High
School Cowboy Classic. The Fitness Loop should be designed to
be a measured 1K loop trail with markers indicating distance.

4. 5280 Trail: The 5280 Trail segment of a larger regional trail
bisects the park along the vacated 9th Avenue roadbed,
connecting 9th Avenue to Speer Boulevard and the Bannock
Street Bridge. The 5280 Trail segment through Sunken Gardens
Park should 12’ wide concrete trail per DPR standards.

5. Pedestrian Safety Improvements and Connectivity: Throughout
the planning process, unsafe pedestrian access was cited as the
primary concern among park users. The Basic Improvement Plan
includes the following proposed safety improvements that should
be considered by DOTI as priority improvements to address
pedestrian and bike safety concerns:

• Bannock Street Bridge Connection at Speer Boulevard:
New striped crosswalks, signalization and ramps should be
constructed to improve pedestrian safety between Golden
Triangle and Sunken Gardens Park, which will also serve as a
critical link between (2) segments of the 5280 Trail.

• 8th Avenue/Delaware intersection: New accessible ramps at all
(4) corners of the intersection.
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 • West High School Primary Entry Plaza: pedestrian safety • Elati Street/11th Avenue Pedestrian Safety Improvements:
improvements including bulb outs on both sides of the street, Improve pedestrian safety from residential development north of
specialty paving including a raised table, crosswalk, street 11th Avenue by adding bump outs to slow traffic veering south
trees and planters (on the north side in response to existing off of southbound Speer Boulevard.
subsurface sanitary sewer).

• West High School Secondary Entry Crossing at Elati Street.
Crosswalk connecting West high to accessible entrance into park.

Section A: Fitness Loop and Improved Walks 

Primary Trail 
Concrete 

Enhanced 
Central Lawn 

Water-Wise Landscape Speer Boulevard Historic ParkwayFitness Loop -

6’-0”10’-0” 

Soft Surface 
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Gathering 

1. Picnic Areas: In response to historic user patterns cited by La 
Alma Lincoln residents and the desire to increase opportunities 
for neighborhood gatherings, construct 2 permitted picnic areas 
directly adjacent to the playground. Individual picnic sites (non-
permitted) should be located adjacent to the playground and 
the 5280 Trail. Picnic sites should be strategically located to take 
advantage of existing shade of the mature trees in both areas. 

2. Dog Park: Design a small dog park no greater than 10,000 SF 
to address the needs of the increasing residential population 
surrounding the park. Fencing should be detailed to match 
railings at the accessible seating area at the Pavilion Terrace and 
at the 9th Avenue Overlook. Kiosks and dumpsters should be 
integrated into the design of the dog park and minimize conflicts 
with the fitness loop trail users. 

Play 

1. Playground: As a central gathering location within the park, an 
expanded and renovated playground responds directly to the 
needs of local families to accommodate increasing use, healthy 
play, and activity for different age groups. New play structures 
should include separated age-appropriate components, a new 
concrete edge, surfacing, and (2) access ramps. In addition, 
Nature Play elements are proposed in a subsequent Signature 
Project: Historic Water Course and Nature Play (Page 38). 

Historic Structures 

1. Reflecting Pool Edge: The reflecting pool edge is an important 
historic remnant that delineates the central lawn area. Steps 
should be taken to protect this edge. The Master Plan proposes 
to add new parge to the existing, exposed top of the edge to 
improve the appearance and to protect the edge from ongoing 
maintenance regimes, included mowing. Similar to fountain 
restoration at Cheesman Park, a structural investigation should 
be performed to confirm existing conditions. Removals may be 
required to complete the installation of the parge. 

2. Sunshade Structure: The Sunshade Structure is located at the 
intersection of Speer Blvd and 8th Avenue and is a cherished 
historic asset that requires immediate maintenance to prevent 

Historic reflecting pool coping at central lawn area to be protected by new parge coat 
(Winter & Company, 2020) 

Example of playground (https://www.playlsi.com/) 

https://www.playlsi.com
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further deterioration. The structure requires cleaning and 
repairs and should be preserved. The Master Plan recommends 
new secondary walks at this location using the Sunshade as a 
landmark. 

3. Historic Stairs at Speer Boulevard: There are (5) sets of
concrete stairs that are remnants of historic access from Speer
Boulevard to the central lawn area, formerly the reflecting pool.
The steps not currently linked to walking paths and have been
sites for public art/stenciling projects. The stairs are considered
highly significant historic structures and should remain in place
as elements within the water-wise landscape. Connecting the
stairs to the proposed Fitness Loop Trail and Primary Main Trail
could potentially require the installation of handrails, which
would jeopardize the historic integrity of the concrete.

4. Maintenance Shed: The existing maintenance shed is
approximately 600 SF and provides on-site location for
maintenance storage and parking. This historic structure
is located immediately adjacent to the proposed 5280
Trail alignment through the park and was cited by project
stakeholders as a unique opportunity to create new functional,
usable space for the community. The renovation of the
existing maintenance shed is considered a supplemental
phase of implementation; however, modest improvements
are recommended for Phase I to address pedestrian safety
issues. The existing chain link fence, gate and screening should
be replaced, and the gate should be relocated to align with
new access ramp off of Delaware Street to minimize conflicts
between maintenance vehicles, pedestrians and cyclists.

Landscape and Plantings 

1. Formal Flower Gardens: Formal flower gardens are an important
historic park attribute that are depicted on many historic
postcards of the site, and the reintroduction of formal gardens
is a priority to project stakeholders. The proposed location of
the formal flower gardens in the northern triangle of the park
leverages physical and visual access and serves to buffer the
dog park from the primary north/south walk. The Master Plan
proposes the reintroduction of the formal irrigated planting beds,
using a combination of perennials and annuals organized around

Historic stairs on eastern edge of park adjacent to Speer Boulevard to remain 
(StudioCPG, 2020) 

Example of formal flower gardens to be reestablished (https://www.larryhotz. 
com/denver-relocation/neighborhood-reports/downtown-neighborhoods/washing-
ton-park-denver/washington-park-homes) 

https://www.larryhotz
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soft surface walking paths that allow users to circulate through 
the planting beds. Care should be given to integrate walking 
paths in the formal gardens, which were an important historic 
feature of the original flower gardens in Sunken Gardens Park. 

2. Central Lawn Area: The central lawn area encompasses the 
limits of the historic pool, is a critical component to the spatial 
organization of the park and has seen significant increase in 
use by park users, both individuals and small groups seeking 
out flexible use space, sunbathing, picnicking and/or for 
spontaneous play for groups of all ages. The central lawn area 
is a permitted DPR space that has been used for large yoga 
classes, West High School sporting events and for practice 
fields for organized sports clubs. The sod and subgrade should 
be removed and replaced and will require additional soil 
preparation. 

3. Water-Wise Landscape: The management of resources is vital 
to the health and success of public spaces, and the Sunken 
Gardens Park Master Plan recommends altering the management 
regime for bluegrass slopes around the perimeter of the park.  
Irrigation rates must be maintained to a degree to sustain the 
historic planting scheme but reduced mowing and fertilizer 
applications on the perimeter slopes will result in reduced 
maintenance costs and put the focus of maintenance energy 
on the floor of the park where the people congregate. Areas 
isolated by walks such as the tree lawn along Speer Boulevard 
may benefit from planting alternative species such as salt grass, 
which requires little irrigation for establishment and has been 
proven more resilient in roadside conditions. 

4. Successional Tree Planting: DPR Forestry supplements the 
existing evergreen and deciduous canopies with cyclical planting 
of new streets based on a 3-year cycle. The program has worked 
to reinforce historic planting patterns, but a key to taking 
advantage of the program in the future will be to coordinate 
successional planting with proposed future improvements such 
as new trails and park features. DPR has recently established a 
position specifically to promote coordination towards this goal. 

5. As new accessible, secondary park trails are designed, it is 
expected that there will be a need for selective removals of 
existing trees and lawn. However, all trees to be removed should 

Example of Water-wise landscape (StudioCPG) 
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be supplemented by new tree plantings to maintain the tree 
canopy and to provide shade. 

6. Irrigation: The Master Plan calls for the replacement of the
entire irrigation system, including a new tap and pump system.
The new system should be designed to meet current water
conservation goals, to allow for establishment of water-wise
landscapes and be designed in anticipation of future Signature
Projects that will require sequential modifications to the
irrigation system. The project will require extensive use of
boring for installation of mainline and laterals.

Seating 

1. Seating: Throughout the park, there are opportunities to create
seating areas that serve as rest areas along bike routes, the
5280 Trail, the Fitness Loop and provide opportunities to enjoy
views within and from the park. Seating areas should be located
adjacent to the primary north/south trail, and adjacent to the
9th Avenue Overlook. Benches should be installed and secured
in paved surfaces and set apart from primary and secondary
park trails.

New irrigation system to meet and/or exceed current water conservation goals 
(StudioCPG, 2020) 

Example of dryland stream bed at historic swale (https://www.quietnature.ca/) 

https://www.quietnature.ca
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Public Art 

Stakeholders expressed hope that the cultural heritage of the 
neighborhood and historic events associated with both West 
High School and Sunken Gardens Park could be celebrated and 
acknowledged by integrating artistic elements into the design 
refinement of proposed park elements. There are extensive 
opportunities for public art to be integrated into both Phase I Basic 
Improvements and the Signature Projects. 

The following elements should be considered potential opportunities 
for cultural celebration: 

• Paving 

• Vertical Surfaces: Retaining Walls, Seat Walls, Stair Risers 

• Railings: Pavilion Theater Accessible Seating and 9th Avenue 
Overlook 

• Fencing: Dog Park 

• Flower Gardens 

Murals 

Murals are an important component to the cultural legacy of the La 
Alma Lincoln neighborhood, and are the artistic interpretation of the 
community’s history, events, and aspirations. Feedback from the 
public and the Advisory Committee supports the recommendation 
that vertical surfaces in the park serve as canvases for future 
murals in the following locations, specifically: 

• Basketball Court: walls of the basketball court have been used 
in the past for murals; throughout the duration of the master 
planning project, many participants cited current discussions 
underway to design and install murals on the three walls of the 
court. 

• 9th Avenue Overlook: the Master Plan recommends a retaining 
wall less than or equal to 30” and the vertical surface creates an 
opportunity for new public art mural in this location. 

• Community Cultural Center: adaptive reuse of the existing, 
historic maintenance structure provides unique opportunities to 
integrate exterior free-standing wing walls and/or pony walls 
with integrated seating. The proximity of the structure to the 

Example of Public Art: Mural Walls (https://www.wheatdesigngroup.com/barrio-anita-park) 

https://www.wheatdesigngroup.com/barrio-anita-park
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proposed 5280 Trail provides an opportunity to create visual 
access to public art installations that are integrated into the re-
imaging and renovations of this structure. 

Fencing and Railings 

Fencing and railings are recommended in the following locations 
and should be designed as one composite element that serve as a 
unique – and potentially artistic – component of the Phase I Basic 
Improvements and the three Signature Projects: 

• Fencing at the dog park, adjacent to the Primary Main Trail and
Flower Gardens

• Railings at two of the Signature Projects:

1. Pavilion/Terrace: accessible seating along the top tier of the
theater style steps adjacent to the Elati Street sidewalk

2. The 9th Avenue Overlook. There is an opportunity to
integrate interpretive signage and/or historical markers into
the railing.

(https://mymodernmet.com/zebrating-anamorphic-street-art/) 

(http://www.ericpowell.com/architectural-elements ) 

Example of artistic elements integrated into fencing elements 

(https://memolition.com/2013/10/06/hidden-street-art-that-can-only-be-seen-from-
certain-angle/) 

https://memolition.com/2013/10/06/hidden-street-art-that-can-only-be-seen-from
http://www.ericpowell.com/architectural-elements
https://mymodernmet.com/zebrating-anamorphic-street-art
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Interpretive Signage 

Interpretive signage is an important component to Denver 
parks and landmarks and can provide and enhance a direct and 
meaningful connection between park users, the landscape and 
park features including lost features and the evolving uses in the 
park. Interpretive signage can provide site specific interpretation 
about natural and constructed features that people can readily 
see and experience, as well as information about historic features 
that have been removed and about local events that have helped 
to shape the history of the park and that are important to the 
cultural heritage of adjacent neighborhoods. Historic photographs 
placed in the landscape where the original photographer stood 
make a powerful and immediate connection for park users. Denver 
Parks & Recreation is fortunate to have access to a significant 
number of photographs documenting the original historic features 
of Sunken Gardens Park and events that have occurred there; 
these photographs should be integrated into interpretive signage 
exhibits. The proposed Cultural Community Center was cited as a 
potential location for a photo montage of original park features and 
celebration of the cultural heritage of the neighborhood. 

A comprehensive interpretive program should be developed for 
the park with the assistance of local historians and artists with 
connections to the surrounding communities. The community 
should be engaged in developing the program by identifying the 
history and stories that should be highlighted throughout the park. 
Existing historic features and signature project areas should be 
considered as locations for interpretation, and include the pavilion 
foundation, the sunshade structure, the flower gardens, and the 
proposed cultural community center, among others. The Designation 
Application for the proposed neighboring La Alma Lincoln Park 
Historic District and the citywide Latino/Chicano Historic Context 
should be utilized as resources in understanding and contextualizing 
the history of the park. 

5280 Trail Wayfinding Signage 

The 5280 Trail traverses Sunken Gardens Park, entering the park 
at the 9th Avenue/Delaware Street Intersection on the west 
side and at the Bannock Street/Speer Boulevard intersection. 
Trail and wayfinding signage should be included in the 5280 Trail 
improvements and per the 5280 Trail Plan. 

(https://www.behance.net/gallery/2877447/The-Birmingham-Civil-Rights-Trail) 

Example of interpretative signage panels (https://i.pinimg.com/ 
originals/14/68/64/146864da275171b5d4455d3233a4c61c.jpg) 

https://i.pinimg.com
https://www.behance.net/gallery/2877447/The-Birmingham-Civil-Rights-Trail
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Restroom Facilities: Enclosed Toilets 

Stakeholders, survey respondents and Advisory Committee 
members strongly encourage the installation of restrooms in 
Sunken Garden Park. Two accessible portable toilets with a DPR 
standard toilet enclosure - or the Portland Loo - should be located 
immediately adjacent to the 5280 Trail at the intersection of 
Delaware Street and 9th Avenue allowing for easy maintenance 
access and high visibility. The Master Plan recommends the 
construction of enclosed portolets to address health and safety 
issues arising in the park and on surrounding private property. 

Portolet toilets are recommended in Sunken Gardens Parks 
since plumbed restroom facilities are currently not permitted in 
neighborhood sized parks. Portland Loo facilities can be explored as 
an option in the future. 

Signature Projects 
Signature Project: Nature Play and Historic Water Course 

Located in the southern end of the park, this project reflects keen 
interest in both expanding the playground area and reimagining 
the “Rustic Glen”, an historic feature that is now only evidenced by 
meandering swale. 

Creating opportunity for experiential play and the desire to 
expand the existing playground into a Nature Play feature is a 
priority. Nature Play includes play elements comprised of local 
materials such as logs and boulders that support open-ended 
play and connect children with nature in a safe setting. In Sunken 
Gardens Park, there is a unique opportunity to expand the existing 
playground by connecting the Historic Water Course to the Nature 
Play area and newly renovated playground. 

The Historic Water Course element is the re-imagining of the 
historic artificial stream that was a part of the original park design 
and leverages the existing swales to create one of two options: 1.)  
A dryland streambed including a cobble “channel”, boulders, and 
sustainable, low-water plantings or 2.)  A new riparian garden based 
on “rain-garden” concepts and utilizing stormwater “split” from 
existing system draining 8th Avenue to the south. 

Example of a Portland Loo - one option for a public restroom in the park 
(https://www.portland.gov/parks/loo) 

The dryland stream concept is simple, but at least evokes the 
historic design and can be reinforced with long term successional 
planting. 

The rain garden concept is feasible: A 2015 study by City and 
County of Denver Wastewater showed a very complete design for 
a large water quality detention facility utilizing existing stormwater 
sources along with the existing swales and drainage structure in the 
Sunken Gardens Park site.  

The plan (as shown in scorecards developed in conjunction with 
the 2015 study) was rejected as being out of scale and insensitive 
to the historic design of Sunken Gardens Park. The Master Plan 
Concept shows a smaller, more sensitive variation of the concept 
sized to fit the landscape rather than to provide a given treatment 
volume and could be used to provide a water-based landscape 
component that is consistent with historic design and complements 
the proposed nature play expansion of the playground. 

https://www.portland.gov/parks/loo
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(http://www.poddesign.net/blog/2015/6/19/creating-a-
nature-play-area-on-a-tight-budget) 

Potential Nature Play elements 

(https://www.beafunmum.com/2014/09/nature-inspired-
playgrounds/) 

Example dryland streambed and bridge 
(StudioCPG) 

Section B: Signature Project - Nature Play, Historic Water Course 

Denver Health

8’-0”90’-0” +/-40’-0” +/-50’-0” +/-

Fitness DelawareConcrete Nature Play Playground 
Loop StreetWalk 

Historic Water Course 
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Signature Project: Pavilion Terrace 

This recommended park improvement integrates the foundational 
remnant of the Pavilion - an important historic feature - into a 
newly upgraded outdoor gathering with informal seating, shade, 
and electrical service. The existing foundation of the pavilion should 
remain untouched. Oversized, theater-style concrete seating steps 
are recommended both above and below the foundation for use 
by the West High School community as outdoor gathering and 
classroom space, for use by the neighborhood for potential local 
gatherings and events, and for park users to sit comfortably and 
enjoy the view to the central lawn area across to Speer Boulevard 
Parkway. 

Movable tables and chairs should be provided for seating on the 
terrace. Irrigated planter beds are recommended between the 
existing historic stairs and new theater style steps to provide color 
and serve as a backdrop for summer outings and events. 

Proposed shade structures are shown at the extreme ends of the 
foundation. The analysis contained in the 2003 Structural Report 
found that the existing foundation in the end locations will support 
new structure. The design of new shade structures should use the 
arcade form of the historic pavilion as a point of departure for the 
development of a refined concept but should refrain from impeding 
views from the east to the front façade of West High School. To 
paraphrase the National Register’s nomination form: ” West High 
School is located across Elati Street from this site, and, with the 
removal of the Pavilion, the school and park relate, in the English 
tradition of landscape design, as manor house and garden.” 

The design of new shade structures should use the arcade form of 
the historic pavilion as a point of departure for the development of a 
refined concept, while balancing the desire to maintain the historic 
unimpeded views from the east to the front façade of West High 
School Campus. The design of the proposed shade structures should 
maintain the historic axes of movement through the pavilion. In 
detailing, the design should minimize damage to the historic fabric 
of the pavilion foundation and should be designed to be reversible if 
and when shade structures need to be replaced or removed, based 
on historic preservation best practices. 

The intent of recommended improvements to The Pavilion is to 
provide a welcoming, usable, and flexible gathering and event space 
for use by the neighborhoods and residents that overlooks the 
central lawn area. 

Given that the location of the Pavilion Terrace Signature 
Project lies between the Speer Boulevard Historic 
District and the Individual Landmark of West High 
School, and is one of the most iconic historic features 
of the park and sits within the iconic view of West 
High School, Landmark Preservation Staff should be 
consulted in an advisory capacity on the design of the 
proposed shade structure. 

Example of multi-use theater-style seating/steps at Pavilion Terrace 
(https://www.timeout.com/chicago/news/the-chicago-riverwalk-is-open-again-with-
dedicated-hours-for-recreation-and-dining-061220) 

https://www.timeout.com/chicago/news/the-chicago-riverwalk-is-open-again-with
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Elevation C: Signature Project - Terrace Pavilion 

West High School Campus 

Stepped Seating 

Central Lawn 

Accessible Ramp 
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Signature Project: Community Cultural Center and 9th 
Avenue Overlook at the 5280 Trail 

The Community Cultural Center, Art Plaza and 9th Avenue 
Overlook reconnects the park to the surrounding neighborhoods by 
integrating and linking park improvements to historic park features 
with the very contemporary concept of the 5280 Trail. 

During the initial development of Sunken Gardens Park, 9th 
Avenue remained open and provided a direct connection through 
the park linking Delaware Street to Speer Boulevard. The existing, 
gentle grade from the intersection located at 9th Avenue and 
Delaware Street down into the park is a rare opportunity to build 

an accessible park entrance without disturbing existing grade and 
to connect both the northern and southern triangles. The 5280 Trail 
Concept Plan design team recognized these factors and developed a 
concept that leveraged the existing 9th Avenue roadbed and grade 
by using the historic 9th avenue alignment for the Sunken Gardens 
Park segment of the 5280 Trail - ultimately the connecting La Alma 
Lincoln and Golden Triangle neighborhoods. 

When 9th Avenue was abandoned, DPR utilized the space for 
a service/tool shed and storage facility. The 2003 Master Plan 
Architectural Assessment includes an extensive description of 
potential rehabilitation of the structure as a restroom concession 
feature. The 2021 Master Plan seeks to leverage the 5280 Trail 

Section D: Signature Project - 5280 Trail, 9th Avenue Outlook and Cultural Community Center 

10’-0” 11’-0” 6’-0” 

5’-0” 10’-0” +/-

West 
Campus Downtown 

9th Avenue 5280 Trail at 9th Ave: Street Trees 9th Avenue Overlook: Seating, Water-Wise Accessible 
Connecting La Alma Railing with Historical Landscape Ramp 

Lincoln Neighborhood to Markers and Mural Walls 
Golden Triangle 
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Example: Public Art/Mural to be integrated into vertical surfaces Example: Multi-use trail through park: 5280 Trail from 9th Ave to Speer Boulevard 
(https://www.elimparcial.com/estilos/Mural-de-David-Alfaro-Siqueiros-en-la-UN- (KLCC Park, Running Maps in the World) 
AM-estable-tras-vandalismo-20191118-0060.html) 

Section E: Signature Project - Community Cultural Center and 9th Avenue Overlook 

Community Cultural Center and Art 5280 Trail Picnic Area  

60’-0” +/- 16’-0” 

Plaza 

https://www.elimparcial.com/estilos/Mural-de-David-Alfaro-Siqueiros-en-la-UN-(KLCC
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by locating small areas for congregating and cultural celebration 
adjacent to the 5280 Trail as it traverses the park, and provide 
seating, shade, and areas to gather as well as locations for both 
public art and historic markers. 

The existing Maintenance Shed is reimagined and renovated into 
a Cultural Community Center and Art Plaza to be used by the local 
community for meetings or for commercial purposes that serve local 
park and 5280 Trail users. 

The existing maintenance shed is approximately 600 SF and 
currently provides on-site location for maintenance storage and 
parking. Mechanical, electrical, and plumbing (MEP) infrastructure 
and finishes will require upgrades depending on future programming 
of the building, and for a such a small building, it should be 
expected that there will be little efficiency of scale; modifications to 
the structure should be simple in keeping with the desire of project 
stakeholders and residents for flexibility in use. Proposed uses 
include potential Community Cultural Center and concessionaire 
space in support of the 5280 Trail and proposed playground/nature 
play improvements. Residents suggested that historic photographs 
of cultural events and historic structures be on display in the 
building. Note: When repurposing the current maintenance facility, 
equal accommodations for a replacement facility should be agreed 
upon with DPR Operations. 

The Master Plan recommends the construction of a paved public 
plaza that connects the building to the 5280 Trail. The plaza should 
be in scale with the existing building and serve as potential exterior 
gathering space for local events. Opportunities to incorporate public 
art, such as murals should be considered as an important, desirable 
element to celebrate the cultural heritage of the community. 

The 9th Avenue Overlook is located just north of 9th Avenue and 
includes shade and seating, as well as an overlook that provides 
views to West High School and the Downtown Skyline. The overlook 
is created by constructing a short (<30”) retaining wall that extends 
out towards the central lawn area and includes a railing. Panels in 
the railing can be used for public art or as historic markers that 
include a timeline of the park. 

Example: Community Cultural Center is a potential location for concessionaires and 
vendors that leverages proximity to both expanded playground and the 5280 Trail 
(https://www.visitmilwaukee.org/) 

https://www.visitmilwaukee.org
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Partnerships 

include: 

7 Implementation 
Phasing & Costs 
In 2018, Denver voters approved the Parks & Open Space Tax, a 
0.25 percent sales tax dedicated to the improvement, expansion, 
and maintenance of Denver Parks, allowing for the implementation 
of Game Plan for a Healthy City and subsequent city-wide 
investment in the parks system, in addition to the annual capital 
improvement program (CIP). 

Leveraging existing partnerships and exploring options for future 
alliances with entities that have vested interest in the future of 
Sunken Gardens Park are critical to the timely implementation 
of project recommendations. DPR often partners with third party 
organizations to deliver programs and services that it would not 
otherwise be able to provide. Several entities involved in the 
development of the Master Plan could serve as foundational partners 
to jump start specific improvement projects: 

• Denver Health

• Denver Public Schools/West High School

• Denver Housing Authority

• Santa Fe Business District/Arts District

• Mennonite Church of Denver

• Denver Boys and Girls Club

• River Sisters Partnership

In addition to public agencies and entities, private employers have 
expressed an interest in partnering with DPR. Private sector entities 
with large employment base within walking distance of the park 

• TIAA CREF

• Anthem Blue Cross Blue Shield

Additional information regarding employers is located in Appendix A 
Neighborhood Assessment. 
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Potential Non-Profit Stewardship Entity: Friends of Sunken 
Gardens Park 

Denver residents cherish neighborhood parks, and neighborhoods 
throughout Denver have established formal entities for fundraising 
and stewardship. 

In 1979, Friends of City Park was established to maintain and 
increase the value of City Park and raised funding for important 
restoration projects and expanded programming. Friends and 
Neighbors of Washington Park Inc. (FANS) was incorporated in 2006 
“to give a public voice to Washington Park in the care, use and 
maintenance of the park.” 

Residents, business owners and public agencies expressed interest 
in ongoing stewardship of Sunken Gardens Park; establishing a 
formal entity and/or non-profit to support and preserve the park is 
one option that engages local stakeholders. 

Denver Parks and Recreation Stewardship Program 

The City and County of Denver offers Adopt-A-Park Agreements 
that provide a formal structure to individuals interested in providing 
“volunteer support for the removal of litter, planting, weeding, 
painting or specific needs of an area to enhance the beautification 
of a specific park.” The agreement includes specific timeframes 
and serves as an option to engage the local neighborhood in the 
stewardship of Sunken Gardens. Additional information is located 
here: 

https://www.denvergov.org/files/assets/public/parks-and-
recreation/documents/adopt-a-park_dpr.pdf 

Revenue 

The Sunken Gardens Master Plan anticipates that phased 
improvements will be funded over time by Department’s Capital 
Improvements Budget. The master plan identifies programming 
elements that could generate revenue: 

• Central Lawn Area (organized sports, Yoga in the Park): The
Central Lawn Area has been permitted by DPR for a variety uses
but primarily organized sports by local club teams and West High
athletics

• Pavilion: Recommendations for improvements to the pavilion
include adding electrical services that expands potential
programming of this park feature for events and use of the
foundation as a stage. It should be noted that residents and
members of the Advisory Committee were cautious about the
potential size of the events, and that permits should only be
granted to local organizations seeking to host events that serve
local neighborhoods.

• Community Cultural Center: Recommendations include
renovations to the structure, including exterior façade
enhancements and utility upgrades. Modifications would allow
the use of the 600 SF facility for permitted events including
neighborhood celebrations and potential use by concessionaires
leveraging access and visibility from the 5280 Trail, 9th Avenue
Overlook and Art Plaza.

Cost Assumptions and Considerations 

The costs for park improvements vary widely based on site 
conditions, design, construction costs and unforeseen circumstances 
– such as COVID-19! Costs presented in Table 1 were developed
from a range of park improvements throughout the Front Range
and are general cost assumptions at the very preliminary stage of
master planning. Line items and unit costs were derived from recent
DPR projects and current construction projects.

https://www.denvergov.org/files/assets/public/parks-and
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Opinion of Probable Costs 

For Discussion Only 
See Appendix H for more detail 

Basic Improvements Total Cost 
Construction Survey $ 22,500 
Access Improvements $ 252,000 
Park Features $ 440,300 
Landscape $ 172,000 
Playground Upgrade $ 400,000 
Coping at Pool Edge $ 100,000 
Paving at Storage Yard $ 29,700 
Access Ramp to Storage Yard $ 12,000 
New Chain Link Fence at Storage Yd $ 11,250 
Bridge at Historic Swale $ 20,000 
Picnic Areas $ 84,000 
Lighting $ 120,000 
Dog Park $ 350,000 
Irrigation $ 1,701,000 
Benches $ 20,400 
Mobilization $ 672,327 
Contingency $ 933,788 
Design & Permitting $ 1,602,379 

Signature Project: 9th Avenue Overlook & 
Cultural Community Center Total Cost 
Overlook $ 170,700 
Connection to 5280 Trail $ 81,500 
Landscape $ 23,400 
Community Cultural Center $ 622,500 
Mobilization $ 161,658 
Contingency $ 224,525 
Design & Permitting $ 385,285 

Subtotal $ 1,669,568 

Subtotal $ 6,943,644 

Signature Project: Pavilion Terrance & West High 
School Campus Entrance Total Cost 
Access and Seating $ 247,000 
Landscape $ 17,500 
Site Features $ 280,000 
Mobilization $ 98,010 
Contingency $ 136,125 
Design & Permitting $ 233,591 

Subtotal $ 1,012,226 

Total: Improvements and all Signature Projects $ 10,355,095Signature Project: Nature Play & Historic Water 
Course Total Cost 
Nature Play Elements $ 120,000 
Cobble "No Flow" Channel $ 50,000 
Landscape $ 35,000 
Irrigation $ 60,500 
Water Quality Add $ 236,093 
Mobilization $ 47,790 
Contingency $ 66,375 
Design & Permitting $ 113,900 

Subtotal $ 729,658 
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