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Questions abound re-
garding the operation of  
the Grand Junction Indian 
School that once sat east of  
the city along to-
day’s D Road. One 
big reason for the 
questions is that 
record keeping 
at the school was 
poor and many 
records were lost 
or damaged.

The primary 
question Phillip 
Gover will be 
trying to answer 
during a commu-
nity meeting in at the Clifton 
Branch of  the Mesa County 
Library beginning at 6 p.m. 
on April 21 is: Where was 
the cemetery for the Grand 
Junction Indian School?

Gover is the senior direc-
tor of  Tribal and Indigenous 
Engagement for History 
Colorado, and he heads the 
American Indian Boarding 
School Research Program. 
He was in Grand Junction 
recently with Chance Ward, 
the Native American Graves 
Protection and Repatriation 
Act specialist for History 
Colorado.

The boarding school 
research program is as-
signed in part to find ways 
to memorialize the students 
who attended such schools 
in Colorado, along with 
their families and tribes. 
But, Gover said, “It’s hard to 
talk to the tribes about this 
if  we can’t say where their 
children were.”

That’s why Gover and oth-
ers from History Colorado 
are asking any Mesa County 
residents who may have in-
formation about the location 
of  the cemetery to attend 
the community meeting and 
share their information.

However, the cemetery lo-
cation isn’t the only question 
about the Grand Junction 
Indian School, which was 
also known as the Teller 
Institute, that operated from 
1886 to 1911.

One question Gover asks 
is: “What were the pressures 
that made Native families 
agree to send their children 
hundreds of  miles away to 
these boarding schools?”

Under a 19th century 
federal law, parental con-
sent was required for Indian 
children to be sent to off-res-
ervation boarding schools. 
Even so, children were 
sometimes forcibly removed 
from their families. Other 
techniques were also used to 
obtain parental consent.

A father might be offered a 
job as a tribal policeman and 
thereby receive additional 
money and food if  he agreed 
to send some of  his children 

to a boarding school. Or the 
family might be threatened 
with the loss of  allotment 
goods if  they refused to send 
their children, Gover said.

Some families may have 
accepted the claims of  
recruiting officers who said 
their children would be 
better off  if  they learned 
English and studied the 
white men’s ways than if  
they remained on an isolated 
reservation with no job and 
little formal education.

That was the argument 
used by Richard Henry Pratt 
on Native families while 
he was recruiting students 
for the new school he had 
started at an old Army 
barracks in Pennsylvania 
in 1879. The Carlisle Indian 
Industrial School became 
the largest Indian boarding 
school in the country and 
the model for many other 
Indian boarding schools, in-
cluding the Grand Junction 
school and the Fort Lewis 
Indian Boarding School near 

Durango.
Pratt’s stated philosophy 

was: “Kill the Indian in 
him and save the man.” It 
anchored the government’s 
efforts for cultural assimi-
lation of  native youngsters 
at boarding schools: They 
were required to speak only 
English, to practice Christi-
anity, to take on non-Indian 
names and to wear An-
glo-style clothing.

At least four off-reserva-
tion boarding schools contin-
ue to operate today in places 
like Oregon and Oklahoma, 
although the forced assim-
ilation of  the past changed. 
Some of  the Colorado day 
schools operated into the 
1960s.

Gover also wonders where 
all the Native students came 
from during the Grand Junc-
tion Indian School’s 25 years 
of  operation.

One superintendent at the 
school claimed he enrolled 
70 Hopi students here, Gover 
said. But a review of  student 

names doesn’t indicate that 
many with Hopi lineage.

Then there were the 
students listed as Yuma. 
They may have been from 
the Quechan tribe who 
resided near Fort Yuma in 
Arizona, but they could also 
have been from other tribes 
in that region, such as the 
Yavapai, Gover said. Some 
of  them might have been 
misidentified Utes.

Students from several 
Apache bands are listed in 
school records. But often, 
they were simply labeled 
Apache, and there is no way 
of  knowing whether they 
were Jicarilla Apaches from 
northern New Mexico, or 
Chiricahua Apaches, from 
Southern Arizona, or others.

A 2023 report for the Colo-
rado Department of  Human 
Services listed more than 
two dozen tribal affiliations 
for students at the Grand 
Junction Indian School.

Gover hopes as he inter-
views families from various 

tribal groups, he will learn 
more about the diverse pop-
ulation at the school.

Additionally, he wants to 
find out more about Grand 
Junction Indian School 
students sent to work in 
the community under the 
“outing system.” The pro-
gram had students placed 
in homes or on farms and 
ranches to learn practical 
skills and work habits. 
Although the program was 
touted by school superinten-
dents, record keeping for it 
was spotty, at best.

Much of  Gover’s research 
is focused on the Grand 
Junction and Fort Lewis 
Indian schools, but the state 
legislation approved in 2024 
also requires research into 
the Southern Ute Boarding 
School at Ignacio, the Navajo 
Day School near Towaoc, the 
Towaoc Day School and the 
Allen Day School at Bayfield.

FIRST DRAFT

PUBLIC DOMAIN THROUGH WIKIPEDIA
Students in uniform exercise at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in the late 19th century.

COLORADO DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN SERVICES
Tractors prepare ground for planting at the former Grand Junction Indian School about 1916, after the Indian School had closed but before the property became home to the Grand Junction 
Regional Center.

Indian school research program seeks answers regarding the Teller Institute

See QUESTIONS, page 12B  ➤

bob silbernagel
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COLORADO DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN SERVICES
Buildings at the former Grand Junction Indian School circa 1916, after the Indian School had closed but before the property became home to the Grand Junction Regional Center.

Additionally, there were 
the Catholic Good Shepherd 
Industrial School for Girls and 
the State Industrial School for 
Boys, both in the Denver area, 
which accepted both Native and 
non-Native students. The Col-
orado School for the Deaf and 
Blind and Holy Cross Abbey 
also accepted Native students 
and are part of  the legislative 
research requirement.

Gover’s research will also 
look at how the schools impact-
ed the local economy and the 
non-Native citizens of  their 
areas, he said.

He works with a 15-member 
board that includes tribal rep-
resentatives, living survivors of  
boarding schools in the state as 
well as descendants of  earlier 
survivors, a mental health 
professional, and a historic 
preservation officer from one 
of  the tribes.

The board is assigned to de-
velop recommendations by May 
2027 on how to provide the best 

permanent care and memori-
alization at all Indian boarding 
school sites in Colorado. The 
recommendations will go to the 
Colorado Departments of  Ed-
ucation and Higher Education, 
and to the state Legislature, as 
well as to the public.

To meet that goal, Gover 
and his team will look at as 
much archival material as is 
available, even though there 
are many gaps in those mate-
rials. They will also talk with 
community members, as they 
will be doing in Grand Junction 
April 21.

And, they will hold confiden-
tial discussions with members 
of  the many tribes who had 
children attend boarding 
schools in Colorado. It will be 
up to individual families and 
tribes to determine whether 
any of  those discussions should 
be made public.

Despite the many unresolved 
questions, Gover is certain of  
one thing: Boarding schools 
have had an impact on near-
ly every Native American 
family. “There are very few 
tribal members who don’t have 
some connection to the board-

ing schools,” he said, either 
through stories from their 
elders or their own experiences.
Sources: Author interview 

with Philip Gover and Chance 
Ward; Colorado House Bill 24-
144, regarding the Indian Board-
ing School Research Program; 
“Results of Historical Research 
Concerning the History of the 
Grand Junction Indian School,” 
by Sara A. Millward, for the Col-
orado Department of Human 
Services; “Carlisle Indian Indus-
trial School,” at Wikipedia.

Bob Silbernagel’s email is 
bobsilbernagel@gmail.com.
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THE ACES BARRY REGAL

MEALS ON WHEELS
Dining Sites:
Clifton Community Campus, 3270 D½ Road, noon–

12:30 p.m., Mondays, Wednesdays, Thursdays, and 
Fridays, dine in only.

Palisade Community Center, 711 W. Seventh St., 
Palisade, noon–12:30 p.m., Tuesdays and Thursdays, 
dine in only.

Fruita Community Center, 324 N. Coulson St., Fruita, 
noon–12:30 p.m., Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and 
Fridays, dine in only.

Grand View Apartments, 1501 N. First St., noon–
12:30 p.m., dine in only.

Ratekin Towers Apartments, 875 Main St., serving 
residents only, noon–12:30 p.m., Monday–Friday.

Collbran Congregational Church, 2003 High St., 
Wednesdays, available upon request.

Mesa Community Center, 48973 KE Road, Mesa, 
Tuesdays, available upon request. Call 970-298-9844 ext. 
3 for meal site reservations/ cancellations by 4 p.m. at 
least one business day in advance. Call Friday by 4 p.m. 
for Monday reservations. Call if  you have not received 
your meal by 12:45 p.m. Volunteers are always needed. 
Suggested donation for a meal is $3.50. Fee for guests 
younger than 60 is $10.75.

All meals served with 1 percent milk:
Monday — Sloppy Joe on a bun, mixed vegetables, 

spinach orange salad, and applesauce.
Tuesday — Philly cheesesteak, potato wedges, 

steamed carrots, peaches, and apple spice cake.
Wednesday — Spaghetti and meatballs, Italian 

vegetables, tossed salad/ranch dressing, banana, and 
Italian bread.
Thursday — Chicken noodle soup, green beans with 

mushrooms, cottage cheese, pineapple, and crackers.
Friday — Macaroni and cheese, broccoli, tropical 

fruit, lemon cherry custard cake, and multigrain bread.


