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The increasing risk of wild-
fires in Colorado is driving in-
surance carriers to raise premi-
ums on homeowners’ policies — 
if they decide to insure them at 
all — and now the state’s insur-
ance chief is suggesting a publicly 
funded pool of money be estab-
lished to provide property insur-
ance for those who can’t find it in 
the open market.

Colorado experienced massive, 
destructive wildfires in the past 
few years, including the Marshall 
Fire, which caused an estimated 
$2 billion in property damage 
on Dec. 30, making it the most 
expensive wildfire in Colorado  
history.

The wildfire that destroyed 
more than 1,000 homes in Lou-
isville, Superior and unincorpo-
rated Boulder County exposed 
multiple issues in the state’s in-
surance industry, including an es-
timation that nearly two-thirds of 
Marshall Fire homeowners were 
underinsured and their policies 
won’t provide enough money to 
rebuild the homes they once had.

Insurance Commissioner Mi-
chael Conway recently said that 
policy affordability and availabil-
ity were not problems in Colorado 
until recent months, noting that 
his office has received calls from 
nearly 40 people in the state who 
could not find insurance for their 
properties.

“That fundamentally changed 
two or three months ago,” Con-
way said during an October public 
meeting. “My phone started ring-
ing from consumers saying they 
were having a huge issue with 
availability and coverage across 
the state.”

Those inquiries, he went on to 
say, are “a drop in the bucket of 
what we are fairly certain is hap-
pening throughout the state.”

Now, Conway, state legislators, 
the insurance industry and con-
sumers are trying to figure out 
what to do about it, and the clock 
is ticking faster than they had  
expected.

“The sentiment was we had 
more time,” said state Rep. Judy 
Amabile, D-Boulder, who has 
worked on property insurance 
bills in recent years. “But it’s 
starting to happen now and we 
need to get ahead of it.”

Amabile is working with the 
insurance commission on a  
solution.
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Boulder District Judge Christo-
pher Zenisek has rejected a motion 
by Xcel Energy to dismiss a class 
action lawsuit that blamed the 
state’s largest utility for causing 
or contributing to the hugely de-
structive Marshall Fire on Dec. 30.

Attorney James Avery with Den-
ver Injury Law LLC in Boulder and 
the Schack Law Group in San Di-
ego filed the case, Kupfner vs. 
Xcel Energy, in late March, on be-

half of lead plaintiffs George and 
Lisa Kupfner, owners of Eldorado 
Liquor. The lawsuit alleges that 
Xcel Energy equipment “substan-
tially caused or contributed to the 
cause, origin and continuation” 
of the fire, which burned more 
than 6,000 acres and destroyed 
more than 1,000 homes and busi-
nesses in Superior, Louisville, La-
fayette and unincorporated Boul-
der County.

Xcel Energy sought to have the 
lawsuit dismissed on grounds that 
it was unfounded and that it was 

not negligent in the upkeep of its 
equipment. But onTuesday, Ze-
nisek denied the motion, allow-
ing the lawsuit to move forward.

“This order clears the way for 
Xcel Energy to potentially be held 
accountable for the $2 billion in 
losses suffered by thousands of 
citizens impacted by the Boulder 
Marshall fire,” Avery said in a re-
lease.

A definitive cause of the fire, 
which was fueled by winds top-
ping 100 miles an hour, remains 

MARSHALL FIRE

Judge allows lawsuit blaming Xcel Energy
A home burns 
on South 
Boulder Road 
as the Marshall 
Fire sweeps 
through 
Boulder 
County, 
burning more 
than 1,000 
homes, on Dec. 
30.
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Emily Zinn, right, director of education at the Museum of Boulder, gives a tour of the current exhibits at the museum on Nov. 1. The 
Museum of Boulder received a grant to develop curriculum about Colorado’s Black history. The tour was part of an introductory meeting to 
connect the teams from Proclaiming Colorado’s Black History, NAACP Boulder County and the Boulder Valley School District. 
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Black entrepreneur O.T. Jack-
son was the Chautauqua Dining 
Hall’s first proprietor when it 
opened in 1897 in Boulder, then 
was dismissed two years later 
after visitors from the South 
complained about the Black 
waitstaff.

He went on to open the be-
loved Jackson’s Resort res-
taurant, then in 1910 founded 
Dearfield, a black homestead-
ing settlement near Greeley that 
became the largest in Colorado. 
Dearfield was added to the to 
the National Register of Historic 
Places in 1995.

The Museum of Boulder 
wants more people, especially 
students, to know stories like 
Jackson’s as they learn about 
Boulder County and the state. 
In partnership with the Boul-
der Public Library and Boulder 
County NAACP chapter, the mu-
seum is developing an exhibit 
and school curriculum to high-
light Colorado’s Black history.

With funding from a three-
year, $250,000 grant from the 
Institute of Museum and Li-

brary Services, the museum 
plans to collaborate with the 
community to collect origi-
nal oral histories and research, 
consolidate research data and 
host programs about race for 
the Proclaiming Black History 
Project.

“The challenge is we have so 
many stories to share,” said proj-
ect co-director Adrian Miller, an 
author and soul food scholar.

Opening day for the museum 
exhibit is set for next fall, on 
Sept. 29, with the exhibit ex-
pected to remain open for two 
years to give area schools time 
to schedule field trips. Once the 
two years are up, there’s a pos-
sibility the exhibit could travel 
to other museums.

“This is just the start of the 
conversation,” said Lori Preston, 
the museum’s executive director 
and the co-director on the proj-
ect with Miller.

She said the museum, with a 
goal of serving as a vital com-
munity resource, developed the 
project to respond to a national 
racial reckoning following high 
profile police killings and wide-
spread protests against systemic 
racism.

“The grant is really an excep-
tional opportunity,” she said. 
“Boulder is often seen as a model 
city and, on the other end, as a 
bubble and a white bubble. We 
need to acknowledge that. Prob-
ably of anybody in the state, we 
need this the most. We see gaps, 
and we need to do this kind of 
work and step up to be a model.”

‘Black history 
is Colorado history’

The project will be organized 
around five themes: arts, busi-
ness and entrepreneurship, civil 
rights and social justice, pre-
dominantly Black communities, 
and Afro futurism.
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Author Adrian Miller, known as The Soul Food Scholar, talks to a 
class of seventh and eighth graders at Watershed School in Boulder 
on Sept. 19. Miller is the lead on a Museum of Boulder project 
funded through a grant from the Institute of Museum and Library 
Services called Proclaiming Colorado’s Black History. 
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Leading the curriculum 
work is Aubrie Reed, who 
has a background in mu-
seum education. She said 
the plan is to focus on cur-
riculum for high school and 
fourth grade, with fourth 
grade as the year students 
learn Colorado history.

“We want all students 
to say Black history is Col-
orado history,” she said. “I 
want students to appreciate 
it as part of a bigger history.”

The museum recently 
held a tour of its current 
VOCES VIVAS exhibit — 
occupying the same exhibit 
space that will be used for 
the Proclaiming Black His-
tory exhibit — followed by 
an introductory curriculum 
meeting for Boulder Val-
ley School District repre-
sentatives. Also joining the 
meeting were other commu-
nity partners, including the 
Carnegie Library.

“I hope you all will see 
yourselves and your stu-
dents reflected in this ex-
hibit,” Reed said as she 
talked about the project.

Boulder Valley Equity Co-
ordinator Amy Nelson en-
couraged the museum to in-
clude student voices, along 
with sharing the work of 
the district’s Student Equity 
Council and the Centaurus 
High students who devel-
oped and pushed for a new 
ethnic studies class.

Boulder Valley plans to 
offer the ethnic studies class 
at Centaurus in the spring. 
The students asked for an in-
clusive class that represents 
different identities, histories 
and cultures, including LG-
BTQ perspectives. Boulder 
High also offers an elective 
race relations class that fo-
cuses on the trans-Atlantic 
slave trade and its impacts 
on modern day race rela-
tions.

“Part of what (the stu-
dents) are saying is they 
need representation, par-
ticularly positive represen-
tation,” Nelson said. “They 
want to see it everywhere.”

She said another consis-
tent message from students 

is wanting to feel a sense of 
belonging.

“Our students, they need 
to know that they belong 
here and Boulder belongs 
to them and has for a really 
long time,” she said.

Oral histories to be 
featured

Emily Zinn, the museum’s 
education director and Pro-
claiming Black History proj-
ect manager, said the mu-
seum spent a year listening 
and building trust and iden-
tifying people to hire for the 
project’s current design and 
build phase.

“We are really trying our 
hardest to get out of the way 
and to provide resources to 
the community to tell their 
own stories,” she said. “We 
want to elevate their voices 
at an institutional level.”

Resources for the project 
include the museum’s col-
lections, the Carnegie Li-
brary, the NAACP of Boul-
der County, the University 
of Colorado Boulder, Second 
Baptist Church and local 
artists and entrepreneurs. 
Along with project staff 
members, there’s a seven-
person advisory council. 
Undergraduate and grad-
uate students also will as-
sist with the project. And 
to supplement the grant, 
the museum is seeking to 
raise $250,000 in matching 
funds.

Minister Glenda Strong 
Robinson, the project’s oral 
history liaison and NAACP 
Boulder County representa-
tive, said she’s most excited 
about recording oral histo-
ries for the project, with a 
list of 135 possible candi-
dates so far. Twenty of those 
oral histories will be high-
lighted as part of the mu-
seum exhibit.

“We were born here,” she 
said. “We lived here. We 
worked here. We died here.”

One person she’s really 
hoping to include is Black 
astronaut Jessica Watkins, a 
Fairview High School grad-
uate who lived in Lafayette. 
She recently returned from 
an almost six-month stint 
on the International Space 
Station.

A longtime Longmont 

resident and civil rights ac-
tivist, Robinson’s personal 
history includes marching 
with Martin Luther King Jr. 
after growing up in the seg-
regated South. Her grandfa-
ther was born enslaved, was 
freed in 1865 and became a 
farmer and a professor.

“Black people are an 
against-all-odds story,” 
Robinson said. “But for the 
grace of God, we survived. 
We survived not being able 
to read or to learn to write. 
As human beings, we had 
the desire to do it and the 
will to do it. The good and 
the bad and the ugly has 
made us.”

Nikhil Mankekar, an ad-
visory council member and 
civil rights activist, is offer-
ing the perspective of some-
one who attended Boulder 
schools as a person of color. 
He also was part of the 
Boulder County Latino His-
tory Project and was one of 
the founders of Boulder’s In-
digenous People’s Day.

As a high school fresh-
man, he said, he pushed 
back on being taught a 
white-washed history from 
a colonial perspective about 
his own culture. He devel-
oped his own curriculum 
around Indian and Sikh cul-

ture and history, teaching 
the unit to his classmates.

“It was great to flip the 
false narratives, break down 
stereotypes and show how 
much of our modern lives 
are shaped and influenced 
by India,” he said.

Project Advisory Council 
member Wendell Pryor, past 
director of the Colorado Di-
vision of Civil Rights, is 
helping organize a “con-
vening” in December to 
bring together people from 
other organizations. Those 
organizations include the 
African American Histor-
ical and Genealogical So-
ciety in Colorado Springs, 
the Fort Garland Museum’s 
Buffalo Soldiers exhibit and 
the Blair-Caldwell African 
American Research Library 
in Denver.

“That’s where the magic 
is — having people come in 
from around the state and 
talk about what they can 
contribute,” he said. “They 
can give us a different lens.”

His history in Boulder 
includes earning a mas-
ter’s degree at the Univer-
sity of Colorado Boulder 
in the 1970s while the city 
elected its first — and only 
— Black mayor, Penfield 
Tate II. Tate’s contributions 

will be part of the project, 
including his proposal of 
an amendment to Boulder’s 
Human Rights Ordinance 
to prevent employers from 
firing employees based on 
sexual orientation. Boulder 
voters rejected it by a land-
slide, and he was nearly re-
called.

Pryor said it’s also impor-
tant to bring forward the 
early histories of the state’s 
Black residents “so there is 
some historical record to 
help us inform the future.” 
Even as an adjunct profes-
sor teaching graduate level 
students, he said, he found 
many students didn’t under-
stand Black history and its 
impacts, including the on-
going impact of slavery.

“It’s important to get stu-
dents exposed as early as 
possible,” he said. “We have 
got to understand our his-
tory. I’m hoping this proj-
ect becomes a resource for 
people who want to learn 
more about the history of 
this country.”

Latino project a 
blueprint

Offering a blueprint for 
the Proclaiming Black His-
tory Project is the Boulder 

County Latino History Proj-
ect, which documented and 
described the history of La-
tinos in the area, concen-
trating on Boulder, Long-
mont and Lafayette.

For the Latino history 
project, local high school 
and college interns joined 
95 community volunteers 
in 2013 and 2014 to gather 
oral, written and photo-
graphic information about 
the experiences and contri-
butions of Latinos. The proj-
ect then worked with Boul-
der Valley and St. Vrain Val-
ley teachers to incorporate 
material about Latino his-
tory and culture into the 
curriculum.

Teachers can continue to 
access source materials and 
lesson plans at teachboco-
latinohistory.colorado.edu. 
The teaching resources are 
based on books written by 
retired University of Colo-
rado Boulder professor Mar-
jorie McIntosh.

Linda Arroyo-Holm-
strom, a Boulder County La-
tino History Project mem-
ber, said the hope was to 
create a project that would 
serve as a template for other 
communities. The project 
includes help for creating 
teacher workshops ad shar-
ing information with the in-
formation.

“It was just so long over-
due for our stories to be 
told,” Arroyo-Holmstrom 
said. “People in the com-
munity were so generous 
with documents, artifacts 
and stories.”

Arroyo also was the com-
munity coordinator for the 
current Voces Vivas exhibit 
at the Museum of Boulder 
that highlights the Latino 
community’s local history. 
She said many of the sto-
ries were erased, forgotten 
or not shared by elders who 
didn’t want to relive a pain-
ful past when racism was 
predominant.

“It goes to show you how 
incredibly strong and resil-
ient the community is,” she 
said. “We have a proud his-
tory, and we’re the ones tell-
ing it. It’s so important that 
another community, the 
Black community, will be 
supported in the same way 
by the museum.”
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Emily Zinn, left, Director of Education at the Museum of Boulder, gives a tour of the 
current exhibits at the museum on Nov. 1. The Museum of Boulder received a grant to 
develop curriculum about Colorado’s Black history. There was an invitational meeting to 
connect the teams from Proclaiming Colorado’s Black History, NAACP Boulder County and 
the Boulder Valley School District. 
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