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This form is for use in nominating or requesting determinations for individual properties and 
districts.  See instructions in National Register Bulletin, How to Complete the National Register 
of Historic Places Registration Form.  If any item does not apply to the property being 
documented, enter "N/A" for "not applicable."  For functions, architectural classification, 
materials, and areas of significance, enter only categories and subcategories from the 
instructions.   
 

1. Name of Property 
Historic name:  _Wat Buddhawararam_____________________________________ 
Other names/site number: _Denver Thai Temple; Wat Thai Denver______________ 
      Name of related multiple property listing: 
      _N/A__________________________________________________________ 
      (Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Location  
Street & number: _4801Julian Street____________________________________________ 
City or town: _Denver___________ State: _CO___________ County: _Denver___________  
Not For Publication:   Vicinity:  
____________________________________________________________________________ 

3. State/Federal Agency Certification   
As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended,  
I hereby certify that this    X    nomination  ___ request for determination of eligibility meets the 
documentation standards for registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places 
and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.  
In my opinion, the property  _X__  meets   ___ does not meet the National Register Criteria.  I 
recommend that this property be considered significant at the following  
level(s) of significance:      
 _X__national                  ___statewide           ___local  

  Applicable National Register Criteria:  
_X_A             ___B           ___C           ___D         
 

 
    
Signature of certifying official/Title:    Date 
______________________________________________ 
State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government 
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In my opinion, the property        meets        does not meet the National Register criteria.   
     
Signature of commenting official:    Date 
 
Title :                                     State or Federal agency/bureau 
                                                                                         or Tribal Government  

 
 
____________________________________________________________________________
__ 

4. National Park Service Certification  
 I hereby certify that this property is:  
       entered in the National Register  
       determined eligible for the National Register  
       determined not eligible for the National Register  
       removed from the National Register  
       other (explain:)  _____________________                                                                                    

 
                     
______________________________________________________________________   
Signature of the Keeper   Date of Action 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
5. Classification 

 Ownership of Property 
 (Check as many boxes as apply.) 

Private:  
 
Public ï Local 
 

 Public ï State  
 

 Public ï Federal  
 
 Category of Property 
 (Check only one box.) 
 
 Building(s) 
 
 District  
 
 Site 

 
 Structure  

 
Object  
 

X
 
   
  
 
  
 
  

X
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Number of Resources within Property 
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count)              
Contributing   Noncontributing 
______1_______   ______1_______  buildings 
 
______0_______   ______0_______  sites 
 
______0_______   ______1_______  structures  
 
______0_______   ______0_______  objects 
 
______1______   ______2________  Total 
 
 
Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register ____0_____ 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Function or Use  
Historic Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

 _RELIGION: Religious Facility____ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 

 
Current Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions.) 
 _RELIGION: Religious Facility____ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
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___________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Description  
 

 Architectural Classification  
 (Enter categories from instructions.) 
 _No Style__________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 ___________________ 
 
 
Materials: (enter categories from instructions.) 
Principal exterior materials of the property: _Brick, Painted Concrete, Horizontal 
Siding____________ 
 
 
 
Narrative Description 
(Describe the historic and current physical appearance and condition of the property.  Describe 
contributing and noncontributing resources if applicable. Begin with a summary paragraph that 
briefly describes the general characteristics of the property, such as its location, type, style, 
method of construction, setting, size, and significant features. Indicate whether the property has 
historic integrity.)   
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Summary Paragraph 
 
Wat Buddhawararam is a two-story L-shaped building located at 4801 Julian Street in Denver, 
Colorado. This lot is located on the northwest corner of the intersection of Julian Street and 
West 48th Avenue. The building has no strong architectural style. It is approximately 95ô by 70ô 
at its widest measurements. The roof comprises of 2 gables that partially intersect at the corner. 
Visually, the building has a combination of red brick, blonde brick, painted concrete, and 
horizontal siding. The south elevation has a few notable features including a yellow box sign, a 
large blue sign board, a non-functional chimney, and a two-story addition. There is a notable 
exterior staircase on the east side of the building that leads to a door on the second floor of the 
building. 
 
There are two non-contributing resources on the site: a one-story bungalow used for storage 
and additional housing and a gabled garage used for storage. The temple acquired both of 
these resources in 2016. 
 
To the east of the temple, across Julian Street, is a community garden with a gazebo structure. 
To the south of the temple, across W 48th Avenue is a gray sound wall, which shields the temple 
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from Interstate Highway 70. The surrounding neighborhood consists of modest residential 
bungalows built in the early to mid-twentieth century. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Narrative Description  
 

South Elevation (Photos 3 ï 4) 
 
The south elevation of the building is along West 48th Avenue. 
 
The elevation of the west wing of the building is approximately 60ô wide. It is an asymmetrical 
gable with minimal overhang. This part of the building is blonde brick. The west 36ô are an 
addition added after a fire in 1985 burned the original structure down. Centered on the gable is 

a yellow pentagonal box sign that reads ñşũŌŖŰŏŐşśŪśŪř ŴŌőŴşťśƀ WAT BUDDHAWARARAM OF 

DENVER.ò It is not illuminated. On the second floor is a pentagonal window opening with a 
turned brick sill. It is currently filled with horizontal siding and two smaller slider windows. Below 
the window is a plain red metal marquee. The marquee shelters a pair of flush panel doors. This 
entrance is used on special occasions at the temple. 
 
There are three decorative red brick lines on the addition. The first follows the top of the yellow 
sign. The slopes continue and turn down the building. The second decorative line follows the top 
and sides of the second story window and continues down the building. The third line follows the 
doorframe for the double doors. 
 
To the west of the addition is a red brick chimney. It is not functional. There is a flag pole 
attached to the chimney that flies a U.S. Flag. Between the addition and the chimney are two 
fixed pentagonal windows. The one on the second floor points up and the one on the first floor 
points down. 
 
To the west of the chimney is the original gable for this wing of the building. It is still visible 
under the roofline of the addition. There are two single hung windows on the second floor. They 
are evenly spaced and have tilted red brick sills. Below that is a large blue sign board. There is 
also a small brick planter built into the bottom of the wall. It starts to the west of the chimney and 
continues around the corner. The planter is red brick with a layer of blonde brick at the top. 
 
The elevation of the east wing is approximately 35ô long with a shallow roof overhang. It is 
divided into approximate thirds by three brick buttresses with the east most buttress aligning 
with the edge of the building. The second story is blonde brick and the first story is red brick. 
The west third of the elevation has two single hung windows, one on each floor, but they are not 
aligned. The middle third of the elevation has three windows. There are two single hung 
windows on the second story. These both have visible air conditioner units in them. There is a 
narrow single hung window on the east side of this section on the first floor. The east section of 
this elevation has two window openings, both centered between the buttresses. On the second 
story is a single single-hung window.  On the first floor is a wide window opening. It has two 
single hung windows within it. All window openings have tilted red brick sills. There is also a 
small brick planter built into the bottom of the wall. It starts with a curve to the east of the west 
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buttress and continues around the corner. The planter is red brick with a layer of blonde brick at 
the top. 
 

West Elevation (Photo 5) 
 
The west elevation of the building is along the alley.  
 
This elevation is approximately 70ô long. The roofline is irregular as it contains the half-gable of 
the east wing and the side of the west wing. There is a shallow overhang on the west wing and 
minimal overhang on the visible section of the east wing gable. The first floor is painted concrete 
and the second story has horizontal siding. 
 
The second floor has four window openings. They are pentagonal in shape and split horizontally 
into two sections. The top section is a fixes pentagonal window. The bottom is a slider window. 
The windows are framed with thick red trim. The three windows on the south end of the building 
are evenly spaced on the center of the west wing. The north window is almost aligned with the 
center of the gable. 
 
The first floor has two operational windows. They are single hung windows with black metal 
security bars. They align with the two south-most windows on the second floor. The third 
window in this grouping is filled with a refrigeration compressor unit. On the north end of the 
building is an emergency exit. It is a white flush panel door. 
 

North Elevation (Photo 6) 
 
This elevation is approximately 95ô long. It consists of two sections: the western addition 
(approximately 36ô long) and the original east wing (approximately 59ô long). 
 
The west addition has a shed roof with a minimal overhang. The first floor is painted concrete 
and the second floor is horizontal siding. There are no fenestrations on this part of the building. 
 
The original east wing has a shallow overhang. It is divided into approximate fourths by four 
buttresses with the east most buttress aligning with the edge of the building. The first floor is 
painted concrete and the second floor is blonde brick. The first layer of brick is a belt course. 
 
In the west most section there are two single-hung windows on the first floor and a tri-part 
window on the second floor. Notable, the middle section of the tri-part window is also single-
hung. The second floor window has a tilted red brick sill. 
 
In the next section (to the east), has a single-hung window on the second floor. It has a tilted red 
brick sill. In the section to the east of that, the second floor has two single-hung windows with 
tilted red brick sills. These windows have air conditioner units. Neither of these sections have 
openings on the first floor. 
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The final section has two single-hung windows on the first floor and a single-hung window on 
the second floor. The window on the second floor has a tilted red brick sill. There is a patch of 
replaced brick to the east of the window on the second floor. 
 

East Elevation (Photos 7 ï 8)  
 
The east elevation of the building is along Julian Street. 
 
The elevation of the east wing is a gable end, approximately 30ô wide, with minimal roof 
overhang. The second story is blonde brick and the first story is red brick. The first layer of 
blonde brick is a belt course. There is a brick buttress at each corner. At the top of the gable is a 
round vent. It is red with perforations organized in a pattern of concentric circles. 
 
The second floor has three openings that are evenly spaced. The south two are identical single 
hung windows with tilted red brick sills. The opening to the north is a flush-panel door. This door 
is accessible by a landing at the top of a straight run of wood stairs. The landing and stairs are 
enclosed below. A shed roof shields the landing and the top half of the stairs. The entire 
structure is painted red. This door leads directly to the monk living quarters. 
 
The first floor has a single hung window aligned with the middle of the south most window on 
the second floor. It also has a tilted red brick sill. In the middle of the first floor is a narrow lite 
door. It is sheltered by a standing seam metal roof. This roof aligns with the roof of a small 
shed-roofed addition that supports the landing for the door above. On the south side of the door, 
there is a small brick planter built into the bottom of the wall. The planter is red brick with a layer 
of blonde brick at the top. The planter continues around the corner. 
 
The east wing elevation is approximately 40ô long. It is completely blonde brick. The second 
floor has three single-hung windows. They are evenly spaced and have turned red brick sills. 
Between the north window and the middle window is a smaller slider window. It also has a 
turned red brick sill. 
 
The first floor has three evenly spaced widow openings. The outside edges of windows align 
with the outside edges of windows above. Each opening contains two single hung windows and 
has a tilted red brick sill. The south and middle pairs of windows have an air conditioning in one 
of the windows. To the north of the windows is a narrow-lite door. This is the main entrance for 
the temple most of the time. It is sheltered with a standing seam metal shed roof. To the south 
of the door there is a small brick planter built into the bottom of the wall. It starts with a curve 
and continues around the corner. The planter is red brick with a layer of blonde brick at the top. 
 

Interior (Photos 9 ï 27)  
 
The interior of the temple has white walls. The flooring on the first floor is square white tile. 
 
The flooring on the second floor is red carpet on the main stairs, leading into the sanctuary, and 
in the sanctuary. The rest of the flooring on the second floor is faux-hardwood. The layout of the 
building can be seen in the following figure. 
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Fig. 1. Sketch Floorplan of Wat Buddhawararam 
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Non-Contributing Resource (Photos 28 ï 29) 
 

1. To the north of the temple building is a small bungalow. It was originally built in 1925. 
Wat Buddhawararam bought the property in 2016.1  It is used as storage and to house 
guests when they travel to visit the temple. 

2. To the north of the temple building and to the west of the bungalow is a cinderblock 
garage. It was built before the period of significance and is used for storage. 

 

Alterations 
 
In 1985, a fire destroyed the west wing of the building. Before the fire, this portion of the building 
was one-story with a flat roof. The congregation rebuilt this portion of the building and added a 
second floor for the sanctuary with a gabled roof.  
 

Integrity 
 
Wat Buddhawararam retains integrity. The building is in its original location. The temple also 
retains integrity of setting, continuing to be located on a corner in a residential neighborhood 
with a highway to the south. Many of the buildings in the surrounding area were built before the 
period of significance and have received only minor changes over the years. 
 
The east wing of the temple remains unchanged from before the period of significance. 
However the west wing of the temple retains its design from after the fire of 1985. These 
changes occurred in the period of significance and are the subject of community folklore. Wat 
Buddhawararam therefore retains integrity of design, materials, and workmanship from this 
period. 
 
The building has been in continuous use by the Thai community since 1976. Therefore, Wat 
Buddhawararam retains integrity of association and feeling. 
 
_________________________________________________________________ 

8. Statement of Significance 
 
 Applicable National Register Criteria  
 (Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for National 
Register  
 listing.) 
 

A. Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to 
the broad patterns of our history. 
  

B. Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past.  
 

                                                
1 Denver Assessor Office 2026 

X
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C. Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of 
construction or represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic 
values, or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components 
lack individual distinction.  
 

D. Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information important in prehistory or 
history.  

 
 
 

 
 
 Criteria Considerations  
 (Mark ñxò in all the boxes that apply.) 
 

A. Owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes 
  

B. Removed from its original location   
 

C. A birthplace or grave  
 

D. A cemetery 
 

E. A reconstructed building, object, or structure 
 

F. A commemorative property 
 

G. Less than 50 years old or achieving significance within the past 50 years  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Areas of Significance 
(Enter categories from instructions.)  
_Religion__________________  
_Ethnic Heritage ï Thai __________________  
_Social History ï Immigrant_________________  
___________________  
___________________  
___________________  
___________________ 
 
 
Period of Significance 

 

X
 
   
  
 
  

 

 
  

 
  
X
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_1976-1989_________________ 
___________________ 
___________________ 
 
Significant Dates  
_1976__________________  
_1978__________________ 
_1985____           _ 
  1989____________   
 
Significant Person 
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above.) 
___________________  
___________________  
___________________ 
 
Cultural Affiliation  
___________________  
_Thai American__________________  
___________________ 
 
Architect/Builder 
___________________ 
_(N/A)__________________  
___________________ 
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary paragraph that includes 
level of significance, applicable criteria, justification for the period of significance, and any 
applicable criteria considerations.)  
 
Wat Buddhawararam or The Denver Thai Temple is eligible for the National Register of Historic 
Places at the national level under Criterion A: Ethnic Heritage ï Thai  in association with 
Criterion A: Religion. The temple hosted the First Meeting of the Thai Sangha in the United 
States of America in 1976 and for being the oldest remaining Thai temple in the United States to 
be consecrated in 1978. Wat Buddhawararm is also eligible for the National Register of Historic 
Places at the national level under Criterion A: Ethnic Heritage ï Thai in association with 
Social History ï Immigrant for its connection with the Thai community of Colorado from its 
founding in 1976 to the present day. The period of significance is from the beginning of the 
temple in 1976 to 1989, when the Thai Language and Culture School was established. 
Established in 1976 by a group of Thai immigrants, it is the sixth oldest Thai temple in the 
United States. Wat Buddhawararam served as an early cultural support system for waves of 
immigrants from Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar. The wat holds Thai cultural events and the 
Thai Language and Culture School for community youth. 
 
The period of significance for Wat Buddhawararam is 1976, when the building was purchased 
and the congregation moved into it, to 2015, when the most recent wave of Southeast Asian 
immigrants to utilize Wat Buddhawararam bought their own temple.2 
 
The Denver Thai Temple is applicable for Criteria Consideration A: Religious Properties and 
Criteria Consideration G: Properties That Have Achieved Significance within the Past 50 
Years. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
Narrative Statement of Significance (Provide at least one paragraph for each area of 
significance.)   

 

Criteria A: Religion 
 
Wat Buddhawararam or The Denver Thai Temple is eligible for the National Register of Historic 
Places under Criterion A: Ethnic Heritage ï Thai American and Religion for its association 
with Thai Buddhist traditions in Colorado and the United States. 
 
The Sangha Supreme Council of Thailand sanctioned Wat Buddhawararam in December 1975. 
The temple registered with the Colorado State government as a non-profit religious organization 
in March 1976. Wat Buddhawararam is the fifth or sixth Thai temple established in the United 
States.3 Dates used to determine the founding of a temple can have different meanings. Various 
temples claim dates associated with raising funds, registering with the government, or the arrival 
of monks. The temples that are generally considered to pre-date Wat Buddhawararam are: Wat 

                                                
2 Adams County Assessor 2023 
3 Thammatero & Uttamapanyo 2019 
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Thai of Los Angeles (extant), Wat Thai Washington D.C. (extant), Vajiradhammapadip Temple 
(extant), and Wat Dhammaram (extant).4 
 

 
Fig. 2. A map of early Thai temples in the United States. 

Courtesy of the Council of Thai Bhikkhus 

 
By April of 1976,5 a small group of prominent community members had fundraised enough 
money to purchase a Salvation Army Citadel6 in the Regis neighborhood in the very northwest 
corner of the City and County of Denver, as well as a large Buddha statue from Thailand. The 
building was originally owned by the Rocky Mountain Gospel Center and Rocky Mountain Lake 
Baptist Church.7 Wat Buddhawararam of Denver, the sixth Thai Buddhist temple in the United 
States,8 has since been the primary community center of Denverôs Thai community since it was 
established. The initial group of lay people founders became the templeôs board of directors. 
They were: 
 

¶ The Venerable Maha Sobin Namto, the first Abbott; 

¶ The Venerable Maha Surasak Thammaratana; 

¶ The Venerable Maha Chua Chap Kee, still a resident monk; 

¶ Mr. Sukhum Samleerangkul, the first board president, still alive and local; 

¶ Mr. Chamlong Charupoom; 

¶ Mr. Boonserm Yoosoontrong; 

¶ Mr. Winit Photisoonthorn; 

¶ Mrs. Bang-Orn Hasadinratana, still alive and local; and 

¶ Mr. Sivapanth Tantinuchavongs. 

                                                
4 Thammatero & Uttamapanyo 2019 
5 I am indebted to the various newsletters, booklets, and yearly reviews created by the monks and volunteer teachers 

at Wat Buddhawararam, from which the bulk of my historical information about the organization is drawn. These 
sources are printed and bound at the temple for distribution to temple-goers. 
6 Denver Assessor Records, 1951-1985. 
7 Denver Assessor Records, 1903-1951. 
8  Buddhist Community Services, ñHistory of Wat Buddhawararam,ò published in Wat Buddhawararam of Denver, 

ťőŰŢśŋƀ ĿŪőŁťĿļśŒśťŒ ƆƄ œŭ (Bangkok: Chulalongkorn University Press, 1997), 74-76. 
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There are currently six monks in residence at the temple, although that number often fluctuates 
between two and ten monks.9 
 
First Meeting of the Council of Thai Bhikkhus in the United States of America 
 

From June 20-24, 1976, Wat Buddhawararam hosted the ĹŪśœśŨłŰřļŋŨŢĿľƀŸŏŚ (First Meeting of 

the Council of Thai Bhikkhus in the United States of America). It was the first official nationwide 
gathering of Thai Buddhist clergy in the United States and brought together 11 monks: 
 

¶ The Venerable Sri Somphothi (New York); 

¶ The Venerable Racha Woramuni (Philadelphia); 

¶ The Venerable Suthi Ratanaporn (Chicago); 

¶ The Venerable Guru Phimon Sonkich (Los Angeles); 

¶ The Venerable Maha Surasak Chiwanuttho (Washington D.C.); 

¶ The Venerable Maha Sobin Namto (Denver); 

¶ The Venerable Maha Khrut Jiratsutho (New York); 

¶ The Venerable Platsomnuk Jitonnutho (Saraburi, Thailand); 

¶ The Venerable Maha Lek Yanwaro (New York); 

¶ The Venerable Maha Boonma Thanotjitto (Los Angeles); and 

¶ The Venerable Maha Chua Chap Kee (Denver). 
 
The Council of Thai Bhikkhus has overseen Thai temples in the United States since 1977.10 
This organization establishes policy for, provides guidance for, foster cooperation between, and 
generally assists Thai Buddhist clergy residing in the United States. They currently have 123 
member temples throughout the country.11 
 
Fang-Luk Nimit 
 
In 1978, Wat Buddhawararam held their Fang-Luk Nimit to consecrate their temple. It was the 
second such celebration in the Western hemisphere and was attended by important figures 
such as the Thai ambassador of the United States, Sukho Suwansiri; and the high ranking 
Buddhist Monk His Patriarch Somdej Phra Thirayanamuni.12 Buddhists came from all over the 
country to attend the event. 

                                                
9 Kee et al. 2026 
10 Cadge 2005 
11 The Council of Thai Bhikkhus in the USA 2025 
12 Patty 1978 
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Fig. 3. A photograph commemorating the Fang-Luk Nimit at Wat Buddhawararam. 

 
Luk-Nimit Stones are a set of nine round stones. They are a type of boundary stone that 
designate the space between them as sacred. The stones, roughly the size of cannonballs, are 
buried around the temple grounds. A stone is placed in each cardinal direction, each 
intercardinal direction, and one within the boundary, under the image of Buddha.13 The 
ceremony can only take place once certain conditions are met at the temple and is often a 
prioritized goal for the community.  
 

 
Fig. 4. Eight of the nine Luk-Nimit Stones at Wat Buddhawararam, 1978. 

 

                                                
13 Vandenberg 2011 
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Criteria A: Ethnic Heritage ï Thai; Social History ï Immigrant 
 
Wat Buddhawararam or The Denver Thai Temple is also eligible for the National Register of 
Historic Places under Criterion A: Ethnic Heritage ï Thai American and Social History ï 
Immigrant History for its association with Thai culture in Colorado and the United States. The 
temple, referred to colloquially as ñWat Thai Denver,ò was founded by the Thai Coloradan 
community and registered as a religious non-profit on March 25, 1976.14 The founders and early 
congregants came to Colorado through an early wave of Thai immigration. Thai immigrants 
were originally brought to the United States by the United States Armed Forces to work the 
stateôs various military bases. Most of these immigrants were skilled workers, upper class 
individuals, and those sponsored to immigrate through familial or commercial ties to other. The 
second wave of Thai immigration consists of the Thai spouses of American servicemen who 
were stationed in Thailand during the Vietnam War. These Thai spouses are mostly women 
from the Isaan region of northeastern Thailand. Their presence in the community resulted in the 
high visibility of Lao-based Isaan regional culture at the temple. 
 
In addition, the temple was a cultural gathering space for other Theravada Buddhists. Local 
monks lived onsite and attended rituals for a lay community of primarily Thai immigrants and 
their children, but also a handful of Sri Lankan Buddhists and Americans of non-Buddhist 
backgrounds.15 More significantly, the temple helped later waves of immigration from Southeast 
Laos and Cambodia in the 1970s to 1980s and Myanmar in the early 2000s to 2010s settle into 
Colorado. 
 
The temple also runs a Thai Language and Culture School. The language and culture school 
was established in 1989 with the intent to keep the community youth connected to their Thai 
cultural roots and away from youth delinquency. The templeôs proximity to the Jesuit-founded 
Regis University also allowed for academic exchanges such as site visits from world religions 
classes and public meditation retreats. These exchanges were organized by an instructor at 
Regis University who attended the temple as an American of non-Buddhist background. 
Students also visited from the International Studies Department of the University of Denver. 
Services and festivals at the temple are also open to the public and neighbors receive annual 
invitations. 
 

ñGrowing up, my holiday celebrations involved feasting on noodle soups, papaya 
salad and laab with fried chicken and sticky rice, oyster pancakes, and chunks of 
banana and taro dipped in rice flour batter and deep fried, all cooked at the 
temple kitchen by volunteer aunties. Community vendors sold their own 
packages of fermented sausage and egg custards, along with clothing and 
homewares carried back from their trips to Thailand. Soi dao raffles and carnival 
games run by the temple board functioned dually as fundraising and 
entertainment for community youth alongside music and dance performances, 
beauty pageants, and karaoke performed on a small, raised stage in the templeôs 
first-floor hall. Holidays I have attended in the Lao and Cambodian communities 

                                                
14 Patty 1987 
15 Although these attendees rarely left paper documentation, the congregation remembers their presence well. 
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feature much of the same, with the addition of Lao naamtok steaks and 
Cambodian sach ko jakak beef skewers grilled on site.ò16 

Cultural Events 
 
The following Cultural Events occur yearly at Wat Buddhawararam. 
 
Magha Puja occurs on the full moon of the third lunar month, usually in February or March. It 
celebrates when Buddha and 1,250 of his earliest disciples spontaneously gathering to pay 
homage to the Buddha and his teachings. The holiday is celebrated with monks reciting the 
Parinibbana Sutta. Congregation members will visit the temple to listen to sermons and make 
offerings.17 
 
Songkran is a multi-day festival from April 13 to April 15 to celebrate the Thai New Year. It 
occurs after the rice harvest and marks the Sun passing through the Aries constellation. 
Associated with themes of renewal and purification, the images of Buddha at the temple will be 
washed.18 Games, music, and food are all present at the festival as well. Songkran is 
internationally known for the ensuing friendly water fights. Pouring or splashing water on friends 
and family is seen as a good fortune during this holiday.19 
 

 
Fig. 5. Temple grounds for the Songkran holiday celebration, 4/17/2025 

 

                                                
16 Cefkin 2025a, 141 
17 Admin Bimb 2023b 
18 UNESCO 2023 
19 The Royal Thai Consulate-General, Shanghai 2023 
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Visakha Puja celebrates the birth, enlightenment, and death of Buddha. It is observed on the full 
month of the sixth lunar month, usually in May. Offerings of food, flowers, and incense are 
presented for the Buddha while monks recite prayers and chant sutras. Many people will make 
pilgrimages to temples for this holiday.20 
 
Asalha Puja commemorates the Buddhaôs first sermon on the full moon of the eighth lunar 
month, usually in July. Monks chant the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta. This is followed by a 
candlelit procession and providing offerings to the Buddha. Many people will visit the temple for 
these events.21 
 
Vassa, also known as Rains Retreat or the Buddhist Lenten season, lasts from the first day of 
the waning moon of the 8th lunar month to the 15th day of the waxing moon of the 11th lunar 
month, usually July through October. Monks vow to stay in one location or temple for these 
three months.22 The timing of the retreat coincides with the rice growing season, specifically 
when the rice shoots are young and easily damaged if stepped upon. Harming these plants go 
against Buddhist teachings, so the monks stay in one location. During this period, many 
Buddhists will also forgo meat, alcohol, and smoking. 23 
 
Khao Phansa marks the first day of Vassa. Many people come to the temple for sermons, food, 
and a candle-lit procession.  
 

   
Fig. 6. Cooking Thai-style roti bread outside of the templeôs east entrance to celebrate Khao Phansa, 7/25/2021 

Fig. 7. Getting ready for the Khao Phansa holiday procession, 7/13/2025 
Fig. 8. A view inside of the bodh (sanctuary) on the Khao Phansa holiday, 7/13/2025 

 

Kathina marks the end of Vassa, usually on the full moon in October. It is the largest alms-giving 
holiday of the year. Historically, lay members of the community would donate clothe to the 
monks to make their robes. Today, donations include new monk robes and other supplies.24 

                                                
20 Admin Bimb 2023c 
21 Admin Bimb 2023a 
22 Dhammakaya Foundation 2021 
23 Shangri-La Chiang Mai 2016 
24 British Broadcasting Corporation 2014 
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Thai Motherôs Day occurs on August 12, the birthday of the late Her Majesty Queen Sirikit. 
Queen Sirikit was beloved by the people and lauded for her leadership skills during her period 
as Queen Regent. Part of the way the community celebrates this holiday is by visiting the 
temple.25 
 
Loy Krathong is celebrated on the full moon of the twelfth month of the Thai lunar calendar, 
which usually occurs in November in the Gregorian calendar. The festival is a celebration to 
worship the Hindu water goddess Ganga, known as Phra Mae Khongkha in Thailand. To 
celebrate, people make offerings called krathong out of banana leaves, flowers, and incense. 
The offerings are floated on a body of water to rid oneself of bad luck.26 Wat Buddhawararam 
creates a temporary artificial pool every year for this festival. 
 

 
Fig. 9. Floating rafts on the artificial pool during the Loy Krathong holiday. The person pictured is Liesl Bryant, a non-
Thai Colorado resident who previously taught English in Thailand and comes to holidays and community events at 

the temple. 11/6/2022 

 
Thai Fatherôs Day is December 5th and commemorates the birthday of the late His Majesty King 
Bhumibol Adulyadej. People wear yellow and express their appreciation for the ruler. They also 
light candles and adorn structures with flowers.27 
 

                                                
25 ñThai Motherôs Day 2025 - Thailand NOWò 2025 
26 Mongkolrat 2021 
27 Mod 2014 
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Wat Buddhawararam also celebrates the Gregorian New Year. The congregation meets at the 
temple to pray for an auspicious New Year, eat lunch, and socialize. 

Cultural Education 
 
Thai cultural education, including in the performing arts, was initiated at Wat Buddhawararam in 
1989 with the establishment of the Thai Language and Culture School by the templeôs board of 
directors. The school joined other Thai temples of major American cities in participating in an 
educational program facilitated through the Faculty of Education at Chulalongkorn University in 
Bangkok that arranged for alumni and faculty members to teach at Thai Buddhist temples 
abroad. Wat Buddhawararam participated in Chulalongkorn Universityôs program intermittently 
until 2018,28 when the temple suspended its participation due to low attendance.29 
 
Instruction by the volunteer teachers occurred along two primary timespans, a three-month 
summer tract and a year-long tract. Summer tract teachers generally consisted of faculty 
members who took a sabbatical to gain teaching experience abroad. Year-long tract instructors 
taught more intensive classes in Thai classical music, dance, or language and were often 
selected from newly graduated alumni of Chulalongkorn University's performing arts or arts 
education departments. 
 
Meanwhile, community members whose children attended classes at the Thai Language and 
Culture School raised funds for the temple to gradually purchase traditional instruments and 
dance costumes. The temple currently owns two sets of piphat and khrueang sai ensemble 
instruments, as well as a set of Lanna (northern Thai) string ensemble instruments, a set of 
angklung bamboo shakers, and a large number of glong yao drums and gongs, though most 
instruments are kept in storage and in need of repair. The temple also owns a mishmash of 
dance outfits, jewelry, masks, and chada that fills a hallway of shelves, a closet, and two large 
wardrobes. Though an initial set of dance costumes30 was brought from Thailand to the temple 
by the first resident monks, many subsequent costumes were hand-sewn by the mothers of 
dance students, then later were ordered from Thailand to be hand carried by community 
members who travelled to Thailand and back and now are ordered for international delivery 
from Thai online shops. In this way, the current ease of international communication and 
popularity of online shopping has changed the metaphorical distance between artists of the 
homeland and diaspora. While dance costuming was previously constrained by the access to 
costume materials and ability of construction of the community members making them, diaspora 

                                                
28 As the details of the templeôs participation in the program were not recorded prior to 1999, there is little information 

about the school before Ben Cefkinôs family moved to Colorado in 1992. He learned dance in the schoolôs summer 
program as a young child before the templeôs participation in the program was suspended for five years due to a 
dispute between the templeôs board members in 1994. When classes continued in 1999 with the templeôs first year-
round instructors, he attended lessons at the school regularly until 2009, when the program was briefly suspended 
again and I began serving as an interim music instructor. He attended and instructed intermittently until 2018. At that 
time he again served as an interim instructor until 2020, when all activities at the temple were suspended due to the 
COVID pandemic. 
29 Cefkin 2025b 
30  Including a chui chai outfit, dancing swords, and the templeôs set of glong yao drums. These initial performance 

items were accorded an exalted position on the templeôs inaugural altar, and some are still in use for community 
performances to this day. 
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artists are now able to order and ship costumes that are specific to each dance they will 
perform, as would be done in homeland contexts. 
 
Community members also purchased their own instruments and dance costumes. One family of 
restaurateurs purchased a set of instruments for their children and ran their own ensemble for a 
couple of years in the early 1990s. Another group of community members briefly formed a 
dance troupe through the Denver Thai Lions Club in the early 2000s and hired their own 
instructor from Thailand to come teach their high school-age children. Benjamin Cefkin and 
Sean Oottamakorn, two alumni of the templeôs school, currently serve as interim music 
instructors and have performed outside of the schoolôs auspices under the names of Thai 
Cultural Connection and the Thai Harmony Traditional Arts Ensemble since 2001. Aside from 
their public education, Thai diaspora youth often attend after-school programs, Sunday school, 
or summer school at their community wat, where they are enculturated into the traditional 
practices of their ethnic community. 
 

ñAs young children at the Thai Language and Culture School of Wat 
Buddhawararam, a typical day of summer school for my peers and I included first 
meditation study in the bot with one of the resident monks, then late morning 
language lessons, primarily spent memorizing the Thai alphabet. After a group 
lunch came traditional arts and crafts, such as making krathong floats or luuk-
chup mung bean candies, followed by group music and dance lessons. As a 
teen, the other intermediate students and I came to the wat twice a week, once 
for an after-school private lesson with that yearôs volunteer teacher, then again 
for a weekend group rehearsal to prepare us to perform at the various events 
hosted at the wat. In addition to this direct instruction, my peers and I were 
socialized to Thai traditional behaviors and etiquette through our time at the wat. 
We learned the proper language and movement for interacting with monks and 
elders. We learned the tradition of paying respect to the spirits residing in musical 
instruments and dance crowns. From our yearly volunteer teachers, many of 
them newly graduated young adults from universities in cosmopolitan Bangkok, 
we also learned the latest Thai pop culture trends. 
 
The wat was also a space for my peers and me to share American pop culture. 
During downtime at the wat, we watched American movies and shared our 
favorite hip-hop songs. On days when the templeôs collection of donated food, 
sometimes very obscure regional dishes, did not appeal to us, we would 
convince a monk to drive us to get American fast food. We even policed our own 
Thainess, chastising each other for speaking Thai at the wrong time or ñshowing 
offò their Thai language, probably as an attempt to save face to our peers. In this 
way, the wat became a space for us to negotiate our Thai American identities, 
exploring our Thainess and our Americanness and the intersections between 
among our cultural peers. As adults, my peers who attended the watôs school 
and I continue to be close, performing at each otherôs weddings and being 
named as each otherôs childrenôs godparents.ò31 
 

                                                
31 Cefkin 2025a, 143 
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June Homdayjanakul and Sierra Smith, former dance students at Wat Thai Denver, have 
remarked what they describe as a sense of pride or even cultural nostalgia, embodied through a 
tightness in the chest, evoked by performing in costume or by hearing the sound of the pi nai 
oboe that accompanies Thai court dance. As Homdayjanakul stated, ñit makes me feel close to 
my ancestors.ò32 
 

 
Fig. 10. Dance practice on the main floor hall stage with Thai Language and Culture School volunteer arts 
teachers Panpitcha Koodsom (foreground) & Bumbim Isarata (back right) and students Tanya Boonrawd 

(back center) & Patitta Banjongwit (back left), 12/15/2013 

 
Youth Engagement 
 
An important function of diaspora wat-sponsored arts programs is positive youth engagement. 
The idea that participation in performing arts programs could counter youth delinquency was a 
common trope in the communityôs discourse during the 1990s and 2000s, at a time when 
multiple Southeast Asian ethnic-based gangs were active in Denver.33 It was believed then that 
as these arts programs were associated with religious institutions, they presented an 
opportunity for positive after-school engagement at the wat setting for children with working 
parents or neglected youth who could have otherwise been susceptible to gang recruitment. 
From this perspective, these participating children also fulfilled the traditional role of ñdek watò 
(lit.ñtemple kidsò), children who spend their time helping out around a temple, often neglected 
children or orphans who may even sleep on the temple grounds. Indeed, community members 
often jokingly referred to these children as Wat Thai Denverôs ñdek wat.ò 
 
 

                                                
32 Cefkin 2025a, 145 
33 The United States Attorney's Office 2008 
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National Level Significance 
 
Wat Buddhawararam or The Denver Thai Temple is eligible at the national level for National 
Register under Criterion A: Ethnic Heritage ï Thai in association with Religion and Criterion A: 
Ethnic Heritage ï Thai American in association with Social History ï Immigrant History.  
 
The Wat Buddhawararam community is one of the oldest Thai immigrant communities in the 
United States. Wat Buddhawararam has an active congregation with strong cultural ties. The 
community has engaged their youth with their language and culture schools. These youth have 
gone on to join the Board of Directors, teach in the Thai Language and Culture School, and 
promote cultural collaboration with other Southeast Asian communities in Colorado.34 
Ceremonies consistently draw hundreds of attendants from the region. Although there are Thai 
Buddhist temples in Albuquerque and Salt Lake City, Wat Buddhawararam frequently sees 
regular visitors from New Mexico, Utah, Kansas, and Wyoming during larger services.35 
 
As stated above, many important religious events happened in the building. It was the location 
of the First Meeting of the Council of Thai Bhikkhus in the United States of America and was the 
second consecrated Thai temple in the country. The first consecrated temple did an impromptu 
ceremony a few months before Wat Buddhawararamôs because they happened to have the 
correct number of monks.  
 
At the time of Wat Buddhawararamôs consecration in 1978, five other named Thai temples 
existed: Wat Thai of Los Angeles, Wat Thai Washington D.C., Wat Dhammaram in Chicago, 
Vajiradhammapadip Temple and Wat USA Buddhayaram in New York. 
 

Name Location Consecrated Status 

Wat Buddhawararam Denver 1978 In Use 

Wat Thai Los Angeles Los Angeles 1982 In Use 

Wat Thai Washington D.C. Maryland After 1980 Relocated 

Wat Dhammaram Chicago 1984 Relocated 

Vajiradhammapadip Temple New York After 1983 Relocated 

Wat USA Buddhayaram New York After 1975 Burnt Down 

 
Wat Thai of Los Angeles held their Boundary Stone Ceremony in 1982.36 Wat Thai Washington 
DC37 does not share when their ceremony occurred. However, the temple relocated in 1980 and 
the current location in Silver Spring, Maryland would have been consecrated after that date. 
Monks at Wat Buddhawararam say they attended the first consecration in Chicago. The oldest 
temple in Chicago, Wat Dhammaram, claim they held their ceremony in 1984, a year after 
relocating and selling their previous location (extant).38 Finally, Both Wat USA Buddhayaram39 

                                                
34 Cefkin 2025b 
35 Kee et al. 2026 
36 Wat Thai of Los Angeles, n.d. 
37 Wat Thai Washington D.C., n.d. 
38 Wat Dhammaram, n.d. 
39 Samuels 2012 
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and Vajiradhammapadip Temple40 claim being the first Thai temple in the United States due to 
their connection to the Buddhist Study Center, a Thai and American Buddhist organization 
established in 1965. The study center disbanded in 1975.41 The two temples were located at 
2084 Anthony Ave in the West Bronx until the Vajiradhammapadip Temple moved to a new 
location (extant) in 1983.42 2084 Anthony Avenue in the Bronx, NY, burned down in early 
2025.43  
 
Findings from this comparative analysis with the other U.S. Thai temples shows that Wat 
Buddhawararam is the oldest known consecrated Thai Buddhist temple location that remains a 
temple and retains integrity to this day. As a result, it is significant on a national level for its 
direct connection with the religious and social American-Thai communities. 
 
 

Criteria Consideration A 
 
While Wat Buhhdawararam is a religious property, it is important to the Thai community of 
Colorado for its cultural programming. For most Southeast Asian Theravada Buddhists, temples 
are the center of social and cultural connection. This dual purpose is especially strong in many 
immigrant-established Thai wat in the United States who use their temples to ñmaintain their 
connections to other Thai people.ò44  
 
Many diaspora wat recognize and embrace this dual purpose. The mission statement of Wat 
Buddhawararam, for example, states the templeôs intention to not only ñbe a place to propagate 
the path of purity and peace of mind,ò but also ñto promote and preserve Thai cultural 
heritage.ò45 Other temples, such as a Wat Paa (Thai Forest Tradition) in Parker (extant), a 
nearby suburb, purposefully reject cultural programming, believing it detracts from the religious 
purpose of the wat. As such, members of Coloradoôs Thai community do not treat the Wat Paa 
as a community space catering to the Thai population as they do Wat Thai Denver. Monks at 
Wat Thai Denver expressed a common sentiment that while religion might bring the community 
to the temple, the cultural programming is what gets people to return.46 The temple also 
receives members of the Thai community who are not Buddhist. They attend only for cultural 
events and tend not to enter the main sanctuary. 
 
 

Criteria Consideration G 
 
Wat Buddhawararam qualifies under Criteria Consideration G as a building of exceptional 
importance because it was the first Thai Buddhist temple in the Interior West as well as one of 

                                                
40 Vajiradhammapadip Temple 2025 
41 Vajiradhammapadip Temple 2025 
42 Vajiradhammapadip Temple, 2025 
43 Thai PBS World 2025 
44 Cadge 2005, 140. 
45 Wat Buddhawararam of Denver 2016 
46 Cefkin 2025a, 145 
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the earliest in the entire country. It is the second consecrated Thai temple in the United States 
and is the oldest remaining consecrated Thai temple. 
 
Wat Buddhawararam also established one of the earliest Thai culture and language schools in 
the country in 1989. The first culture and language school started in 1982 at the 
Vajiradhammapadip Temple in New York.47 The school at Wat Buddhawararam continues to 
this day under Benjamin Cefkin and Sean Oottamakorn, two alumni of the templeôs school.48 
 
Wat Buddhawararam also provided cultural support for provided waves of Southeast Asian 
immigrants. The most recent wave of immigrants who commonly visited the temple was the Mon 
community from Myanmar. They bought their own temple location in 2015. 
 

Contextual Information 
 

Thai-American International Relations 
 
Previously known as the Kingdom of Siam, Thailand and the United States have been allies for 
almost 200 years. The Treaty of Amity and Commerce of 1833 was the United Statesô first treaty 
with an Asian government.49 Although the Phibunsongkhram military dictatorship from 1939 to 
1944 sided with Japan during World War II and declared war on the United States, the countryôs 
international reputation remained mostly unharmed as many nations accepted that any 
declarations of war Thailand made during that period were made under duress.50  During the 
Cold War, Thailand was an anti-communist stronghold in an increasingly communist Southeast 
Asia and the United States of America sent massive financial and military support.51  The 
following decade, Thailand allied with the United States in the Vietnam War, providing both 
troops and locations for US Air Force bases. The United States and Thailand continue to have a 
cooperative relationship and support each other to this day.52 
 

Thai Immigration to Colorado 
 
Southeast Asia immigration to Colorado likely beginning in the early twentieth century with the 
arrival of newly-naturalized Filipino laborers to the Pueblo area. A number of congressional acts 
passed in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century had previously restricted the 
immigration of Asian peoples to the United States, the most well-known of which being the 1882 
Chinese Exclusion Act. Though little information is available on the beginnings of Filipino 

                                                
47 Vajiradhammapadip Temple 2025 
48 Cefkin 2025a 
49 Parkinson 2013 
50 Keyes and Keyes 2024 
51 Ibid 
52 ñU.S. Relations with Thailand - United States Department of Stateò 2024 
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immigration to Colorado,53 the repeal of acts restricting Asian immigration in 1943 with the 
passing of the Magnuson Act allowed for the influx of Southeast Asian migrants that occurred in 
the following decades. 
 
Early Filipino migrants were followed in the 1950s by Thais, primarily medical personnel and 
other skilled laborers brought by the United States Armed Forces to work the stateôs various 
military bases. As these migrants and their spouses had children of their own and sponsored 
the immigration of family members from Thailand, a small but enterprising Thai community 
began to sprout in Denver. Denverôs Thai community is rarely mentioned in academic sources 
on Thai Americans, being overshadowed by larger coastal communities. Nonetheless, Denverôs 
community is historically significant, being home to the United Statesô very first Thai restaurant. 
Though sources conflict on whether it occurred in 1959 or 1961, Chada Thai (still operational in 
different locations) was opened by La-iad Chittivej,54 an upper class Central Thai entrepreneur 
who arrived in Denver in the late 1950s to join her husband, a Thai doctor employed by the US 
military. 
 
Eventually, non-Thai spouses of community members, largely American servicemen who were 
stationed in Thailand during the Vietnam War, began to join their spouses at the larger holiday 
celebrations of Songkran and Loy Krathong. These Thai spouses constitute a large enough 
percentage of Denverôs Thai population to be considered a second wave of Thai migrants to 
Colorado. Most of them came from the Issan region of northeastern Thailand, which borders 
Laos and Cambodia. During the Vietnam War, the Issan region was the location of many US Air 
Force bases and a military R&R location. The womenôs presence in the community resulted in 
the high visibility of Lao-based Isaan regional culture at the temple, such as Isaan food being 
served at holidays and Isaan folk dance being performed at temple functions. 
 

Later Waves of Southeast Asian Immigration 
 
Lao and Cambodian Immigration 
 
The situation for Laotian and Cambodian migrants differed drastically to that of the first Thai to 
arrive in the state. The 1970s and 80s saw waves of Laotian and Cambodian refugees 
immigrating to the United States to flee violent political instability caused by the Vietnam War 
(1955-1975), the Laotian Civil War (1959-1975), and the Khmer Rouge Genocide (1975-1979). 
In response, the United States passed the Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of 
1975 to help Vietnamese, Cambodian, and later Laos refugees settle in the United States after 
the fall of Saigon.55 Thousands of Laotian, Cambodian, and Vietnamese refugees started to 
arrive in Colorado in the late 1970s and continued through the 1980s, primarily to the west side 
of the Denver metropolitan area. 

                                                
53 Archival records at Puebloôs CF&I steel mill museum list Filipino employees in the millôs payroll, though not when 

they arrived in the state. Further records of the Filipino community are found with the establishment of the FACC and 
its registration as a non-profit organization in 1954. 
54  A common Thai woman's name meaning ñdelicateò or ñpowdered,ò La-iadôs name (ŝŨŴťŚŭ Ō) appears in sources 

misspelled as ñLai-iad,ò but most commonly by her American name ñLily.ò 
55 Bily 2023 



United States Department of the Interior  
National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB Control No. 1024-0018   
   
 
Wat Buddhawararam (Denver Thai Temple)  Denver, Colorado 

Name of Property               County and State 

Section 8 page 27 
 

 
Mon Immigration 
 
Myanmar, previously called Burma, achieved independence on January 4, 1948. However, 
ethnic minorities in the region, including the Mon people, quickly retaliated against attempts to 
culturally homogenize the new county, which often led to armed conflict with the Tatmadaw 
(armed forces of Myanmar).56   By 1988, a military junta completely took control of the official 
government during political protests. Thousands were killed or displaced.57 Although there have 
been sporadic and brief periods of peace, the Tatmadaw has been accused of war crimes since 
they were established.58 Being one of the groups persecuted by the Tatmadaw, many Mon 
people have fled the country as refugees in the 2000s. 
 
Difference in Circumstances 
 
Thai migrants had largely been skilled workers, upper class individuals, and those sponsored to 
immigrate through familial or commercial ties to other Thais who had made the journey to the 
United States. Lao, Khmer, and Mon migrants were relocated, largely through decisions made 
without their own agency, with only the belongings and funds they had managed to take with 
them when escaping from their homes or bartered for while languishing in refugee camps in 
Thailand. Upon arrival to the United States, they were relocated largely to the lowest income 
neighborhoods of American urban centers, where they persevered often through the formation 
of ethnic communities. Furthermore, Laotian, Cambodian, and Burmese migrants, even after the 
initial wave of refugee flight, were individuals who ñsuffered traumatic experiences in the 
process of escape from their homes,ò59 undoubtedly leading to an increased chance of having 
an inverse effect on their economic success, family lives, and mental health upon resettlement 
in the United States. 
 
Nonetheless, these newly arrived Laotian, Cambodian, and Burmese Coloradans were quick to 
reestablish their cultural lives in their respective diaspora communities. Lao, Khmer, and Mon 
Coloradans who followed Theravada Buddhism maintained their religious practice, first by 
attending events at the Thai temple and organizing their own religious events at the homes of 
community members. Like the Thai community before them, prominent individuals in the 
community eventually raised enough funds to purchase temple locations and Buddha images to 
be shipped from Thailand.60 However, unlike the preceding Thai, these communities opted to 
purchase land plots on which to build their own temple structures as opposed to purchasing an 
existing church building. Examples of these communities are Wat Buddhapunyaram (extant), 
Wat Lao Westminster (extant), Wat Chass (extant), and Ramanya Nikaya Vimuttirasa Buddhist 
Temple (extant). The Wat Thai Denver community provided the framework for newly arrived 

                                                
56 South 2008, 26-32 
57 Maizland 2022 
58 South 2008, 30. Human Rights Watch 2024. 
59  Sam and Campbell 1991, 25. 
60 At the time that the Lao and Cambodia temples were founded, the purchase and shipping of Buddha images from 

Laos or Cambodia was not possible. Even currently, Theravada religious items are much cheaper if purchased and 
shipped from Thailand. 
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refugees to continue their cultural and religious practices. The community often also donated to 
refugee efforts to create their own temples. 
 

The Importance of Wat to Community 
 
From the Sanskrit vǕὂa, meaning ñenclosure,ò wat (temples) serve as the traditional center of 
social life for Southeast Asian Theravada Buddhists. In Thailand, muu-baan (residential 
neighborhoods) are often constructed around wat and market vendors set up their morning 
stalls on or close by temple grounds. Prior to the enactment of public education, Thai, Lao, and 
Cambodian boys received their adolescent education while ordained as neen (novice monks) 
and even in the present-day many wat feature adjoining elementary schools. Wat also serve as 
the site for community celebration, both for the observance of Buddhist holidays and for evening 
ngaan-wat (temple fairs) complete with carnival games, rides, and music and dance 
performance. Diaspora wat still serve as sites for community celebration and commerce, with 
community vendors regularly selling their wares in tented stalls on the lawns of wat during 
religious and cultural holidays. 
 
In her 2005 ethnography of the wat of Philadelphiaôs Thai community, Wendy Cadge noted the 
dual purpose of temple attendance for its patrons as both a place to practice their religion and a 
place to socialize and ñmaintain their connections to other Thai people.ò61 This dual religious 
and social purpose is the case for the other nearly three hundred Thai, Lao, and Cambodian wat 
in the United States.62 While not dissimilar to traditional contexts in which the elderly socialize at 
the wat, this social function extends across generations in diaspora wat, with the wat serving as 
the space for youth and adults alike to socialize with their cultural peers. For the youth of these 
diaspora wat, participation in cultural programming, such as traditional music and dance, is an 
important vehicle for maintaining their connections to their compatriots through the practice of 
their traditional cultures. 
 

Other Major Events at Wat Buddhawararam 
 
1977 Statue Theft 
 
In July of 1977, three monks came from Thailand to Wat Buddhawararam. Traveling with them 
were three Buddhist statues. The largest of these, approximately 18ò tall, was 500 years old and 
covered in gold. It was estimated to be worth $50,000. While the monks arrived in Denver, the 
statues disappeared. They were not seen until December. A Thai Muslim, Suphot Chongulia, 
found the statues at a flea market in Chicago. The statues had been stolen from OôHare Airport 
by a ramp man, Cornelius Coleman.63 
 
1985 Fire 
 

                                                
61 Cadge 2005, 140. 
62 Cadge puts the national count in the year 2000 at 87 Thai, 96 Lao, and 89 Cambodian wat, pp, 20 and 44. 
63 Ashton 1978 
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Whether due to the presence of lit votive candles and joss sticks, faulty electrical wiring, or 
arson, fires at Buddhist temples are unfortunately not uncommon. On November 5, 1985, a fire 
broke out at Wat Thai Denver. The sanctuary burned completely and the monk residences 
sustained extensive smoke damage. When firefighters arrived at the scene, they had to call for 
extra units to mitigate the distance to the nearest fire hydrant which was two blocks away.64 
According to the memoirs of the abbot of the D.C. Thai temple Phra Rajmongkolrangsi, found in 

Wat Buddhawararam of Denver, ťőŰŢśŋƀ ĿŪőŁťĿļśŒśťŒ ƆƄ œŭ, the fire was caused by a space 
heater. The fireôs destruction of the original one-story building, however, did result in the 
templeôs renovation, including the addition of the second floor. A large room on the second floor 
of the building was then chosen to be the templeôs bot ordination hall, where the main Buddha 
image was placed and remains today. 
 
Community folklore, however, places the blame of this fire on the spiritual energy of the templeôs 
main Buddha image. When the Buddha image was first brought to the temple, the doorway was 
too small to fit the Buddha image through, and it was temporarily placed in a storage unit. The 
Buddha image was angry at the indignity of its storage situation and so caused the fire. 
Alternatively, community folklore places the reasoning on the Buddha image not wanting to be 
placed in a Christian church with its foreign ghosts,65 and so caused the fire in order for the 
temple to be fully rebuilt as its own new structure. 
 

ñComing to Americaò 
The Buddha statue was disappointed. It had waited all this time to be 

brought to its new home in ï how do you pronounce it, again? ï ñDen-weu?ò 
ñAll those months on the cargo ship, sitting in storage in Chicago, and 

now they want to put me in storage again?ò it thought to itself. 
Earlier in the day, the people tried lifting it into the chapel through the side 

door, then through the doorway from the kitchen, but there just wasnôt enough 
clearance. Now the Buddha image was being kept in a side room overnight while 
the people decided what to do about the situation. 

Back in Thailand, at the Buddha statue makerôs factory, it had been 
excited about the prospect of being sent to the West, being there for its overseas 
countrymen to sit facing while they prayed, a symbol of the Buddhaôs serene 
teachings. Also, it had to admit that, a bit selfishly, it was excited for the ñhi-soò 
fancy lifestyle of the West. Now it wasnôt so sure. The views it had gotten of the 
chapel room didnôt bode well, full of its foreign spirits and the residual energy of 
the foreign religion practiced in the room years before. 

ñNo, it just wonôt do,ò it decided. ñThere must be some way to drive these 
spirits out. This is a Thai space now, and we are resourceful and resilient. Maybe 
itôs better to let it burn down now and then rebuild. We can make it our own.ò 

ñBesides,ò it thought to itself. ñMaybe we can build a second floor. Iôve 
always wanted to live in a two-story house!ò66

                                                
64 Bowers 1985 
65 The temple community believes the building was originally a Greek Orthodox Church and the remaining spirits 

were Greek. 
66 An ñimaginedò vignette written by Ben Cefkin based on local Denver Thai folklore about a fire that occurred at the 

Thai temple in 1985, as well as on Thai folk beliefs that personify large Buddha statues, for example, saying that the 
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face of the Buddha statues change according to their moods or that the faces will look happier after being put under 
shelter away from the natural elements. 
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http://www.watdhammaram.org/%e0%b8%a7%e0%b8%b1%e0%b8%94%e0%b8%98%e0%b8%b1%e0%b8%a1%e0%b8%a1%e0%b8%b2%e0%b8%a3%e0%b8%b2%e0%b8%a1/
http://www.watdhammaram.org/%e0%b8%a7%e0%b8%b1%e0%b8%94%e0%b8%98%e0%b8%b1%e0%b8%a1%e0%b8%a1%e0%b8%b2%e0%b8%a3%e0%b8%b2%e0%b8%a1/
https://www.watthailosangeles.com/history-of-wat-thai/
https://www.watthaidc.org/about-us-2/
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____ Other State agency 
____ Federal agency 
____ Local government 
____ University 
____ Other 
         Name of repository: _____________________________________ 
 
Historic Resources Survey Number (if assigned): ________________ 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________
__ 

10. Geographical Data 
 
 Acreage of Property _0.43 Acres______________ 
 
 
Use either the UTM system or latitude/longitude coordinates 
 
Latitude/Longitude Coordinates 
Datum if other than WGS84:__________ 
(enter coordinates to 6 decimal places) 

1. Latitude: 39.7843039  Longitude: -105.0316060 
 

2. Latitude: 39.7843039  Longitude: -105.0311687 
 

3. Latitude: 39.7839372  Longitude: -105.0311687 
 

4. Latitude: 39.7838971  Longitude: -105.0315239 
 

5. Latitude: 39.7838971  Longitude: -105.0316060 
 
 
 
Or  
UTM References  
Datum (indicated on USGS map):  
 
     NAD 1927     or                 NAD 1983 
 
 

1. Zone:  Easting:    Northing:   
 

2. Zone: Easting:    Northing: 
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3. Zone: Easting:   Northing: 
 

4. Zone: Easting :   Northing: 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property.) 
 
The north side of the boundary is defined by a chain-link metal fence. It is also the northern 
border of BERKELEY B83 L30. The east side of the boundary is defined by a black metal fence 
and the city owned sidewalk. The south side of the boundary is also defined by a black metal 
fence and the city owned sidewalk. The west side of the boundary is defined by the alley 
between Julian Street and Knox Court. 
 

Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected.) 
 
The boundary selected aligns with the legal boundary of the properties owned by Wat 
Buddhawararam on the west, north, and east sides. On the south side the boundary extends to 
the sidewalk because the temple has landscaped this property and put up a fence. They utilize 
this space for parking and outside activities. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________
__ 

11. Form Prepared By 
 
name/title: _Benjamin Cefkin & Molly Rose Merkert________________________________ 
organization: _Thai Harmony Traditional Arts Ensemble & History Colorado_____________ 
street & number: _3147 S Emporia Circle & 1200 Broadway__________________________ 
city or town: Denver _____________ state: _CO________ zip code:_80231 & 80203______ 

email: _bencefkin@gmail.com & mollyrose.merkert@state.co.us_____________________ 
telephone:_(720) 231-1532 & (720) 765-0562________________________ 
date:_____________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Additional Documentation 
 
Submit the following items with the completed form: 
 

mailto:bencefkin@gmail.com
mailto:mollyrose.merkert@state.co.us
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ǒ Maps:   A USGS map or equivalent (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's 
location. 
    

ǒ  Sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous 
resources.  Key all photographs to this map. 

 

ǒ Additional items:  (Check with the SHPO, TPO, or FPO for any additional items.) 
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USGS 7.5 Minute Topographic Map (TopoView, 2022) 
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Sketch Map (Google Earth, 2023) 
 
 
Photographs 
Submit clear and descriptive photographs.  The size of each image must be 1600x1200 pixels 
(minimum), 3000x2000 preferred, at 300 ppi (pixels per inch) or larger.  Key all photographs to 
the sketch map. Each photograph must be numbered and that number must correspond to the 
photograph number on the photo log.  For simplicity, the name of the photographer, photo date, 
etc. may be listed once on the photograph log and doesnôt need to be labeled on every 
photograph. 
 
Photo Log 
 
Name of Property: Wat Buddhawararam  
 
City or Vicinity: Denver 
 
County: Denver    State: Colorado 
 
Photographer: Molly Rose Merkert 
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Date Photographed: January 9, 2026 and February 26, 2026 
 
Description of Photograph(s) and number, include description of view indicating direction of 
camera: 

Photography Log 

Number Description Direction Facing 

Temple Building Exterior Photographs 

1 Temple Site Sign West 

2 Temple Building ï Southeast View Northwest 

3 Temple Building ï South Elevation North 

4 Temple Building ï South Elevation ï Window Detail North 

5 Temple Building ï West Elevation Northeast 

6 Temple Building ï North Elevation Southwest 

7 Temple Building ï East Elevation ï West Wing West 

8 Temple Building ï East Elevation West 

Temple Building Interior Photographs 

9 Sanctuary ï Alter North 

10 Sanctuary ï Monksô Seats Northeast 

11 Sanctuary ï Secondary Alters Northwest 

12 Sanctuary ï North Side North 

13 Sanctuary ï South Side South 

14 Southwest Staircase West 

15 Donation Collection Counter North 

16 Monk Meeting Room ï Southwest Side Southwest 

17 Monk Meeting Room ï Northeast Side Northeast 

18 Ground Floor ï East Wing Hallway East 

19 Coffee Area ï Southeast Corner Southeast 

20 Coffee Area ï Northwest Corner Northwest 

21 Kitchen West 

22 Northwest Staircase North 

23 Raised Stage Northeast 

24 Gathering Area ï North Side Northeast 

25 Gathering Area and Library ï North Side Northwest 

26 Library East 

27 Gathering Area and Library ï Southeast Corner Southeast 

Non-Contributing 

28 Non-Contributing Bungalow West 

29 Non-Contributing Cinderblock Garage Northeast 
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Temple Building Exterior Photographs 
 
 

 
Photograph 1 of 29. 
Temple Site Sign 
Camera Pointed west 
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Photograph 2 of 20. 
Temple Building ï Southeast View 
Camera pointed northwest 
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Photograph 3 of 29. 
Temple Building ï South Elevation 
Camera pointed north 
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Photograph 4 of 29. 
Temple Building ï South Elevation ï Window Detail 
Camera pointed north 
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Photograph 5 of 29. 
Temple Building ï West Elevation 
Camera pointed northeast 
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Photograph 6 of 29. 
Temple Building ï North Elevation 
Camera pointed southeast 
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Photograph 7 of 29. 
Temple Building ï East Elevation ï West Wing 
Camera pointed west 
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Photograph 8 of 29. 
Temple Building ï East Elevation 
Camera pointed west 
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Temple Interior Photographs 
 
 

 
Photograph 9 of 29. 
Sanctuary ï Alter 
Camera pointed north 
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Photograph 10 of 29. 
Sanctuary ï Monksô Seats 
Camera pointed northeast 
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Photograph 11 of 29. 
Sanctuary ï Secondary Alters 
Camera pointed northwest 
There is a display for to mourn the late Queen Sirikit and an alter for bodhisattvas many 
ethnically Chinese Thais worship. 
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Photograph 12 of 29. 
Sanctuary ï North Side 
Camera pointed north 


