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Project Overview 
The High Line Canal (Canal), built in 1883 as a means of delivering irrigation water from the foothills to the plains, has 
evolved into a treasured ecological and recreational resource that winds through the Denver Metro area. More than 1.2 
million annual trail users pass by historic structures, decrepit headgates, three original wooden flumes and legacy 
agricultural properties, while exploring the changing environment, without a full understanding of the significant role the 
Canal played in establishing the region in an arid climate. 

The High Line Canal Conservancy (Conservancy) is working to develop a Historic Context that connects the developmental 
history of the Canal with its physical remnants and sites. The Canal has been central to the growth of the region and this 
Historic Context will reveal that history and connection to our agricultural heritage while educating residents about early 
water engineering and the Canal’s contribution to the growth of the communities along its reach.   

Historic Context: The Conservancy has hired a Consultant Team to lead development of the Historic Context that is 
managed by Mundus Bishop and includes Clerestory Preservation as the lead historian. The Conservancy is also partnered 
with CSU’s Public and Environmental History Center (PEHC) on development of the Historic Context. PEHC students, under 
the guidance of Dr. Jared Orsi and Dr. Sarah Payne and through both course work and a paid Research Assistant, is 
contributing to the development of the Historic Context being assembled by the Consultant Team. The Conservancy is 
bringing together local history museums, historical societies, community members and other local partners that represent 
communities along the Canal to contribute to a unified and foundational 
history of the Canal organized around the following themes: 

• Engineering and Construction of the Canal 
• The Canal’s Role in Initial Settlement and Agricultural Cultivation, 

including prior indigenous presence and forcible removal 
• The Canal’s Role in the Development of the Denver metro area  

The Consultant Team is assembling the content, developing statements of 
significance, incorporating surveys of 15 major historic resources, weaving it 
into the history of the region and identifying future phases of research. 

Intensive Survey: The Conservancy’s Research Assistant, with guidance 
from the lead historian, is completing intensive survey of 15 sites along the 
Canal to gain a deeper understanding of this remnant infrastructure and tie it 
into the Historic Context themes. Once the Historic Context is completed, 
interpretive signage will be developed for each of the 15 sites in addition to 
other key locations along the Canal that bring the themes of the Historic Context to life. 

The Conservancy’s CEO stands with an 
interpretive sign on the Canal 
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Proposed Survey Sites: The Conservancy is proposing to survey the following 
15 sites and has categorized them into four general infrastructure types: 

Wooden Flumes 

The Canal was built as a gravity-fed system and one of the biggest challenges for 
engineers in the 1880s was crossing natural waterways. Wooden flumes were 
introduced to carry Canal irrigation water over natural waterways. In subsequent 
years, many of these were replaced with concrete siphon structures and just three 
wooden flumes remain along the Canal. 

Historical Laterals 

The Canal was built with two historic laterals and two additional extension 
projects brought High Line Canal water to growing corners of the region. While 
the Canal served customers through 165 headgates, these laterals represent 
significant conveyances of water and little remains of their courses. 

Legacy Adjacent Properties 

A select few legacy agricultural properties, farmhouses and cemeteries remain 
today as a reminder of the farms, ranches and other facilities that once called on 
the Canal’s water. While not physically on the Canal property, these sites are a 
reminder of the Canal’s historic use for irrigation delivery. 

Remnant Denver Water Infrastructure 

Today, trail users pass headgates, flumes, siphons and other remnant 
infrastructure along the Canal with little understanding of how this infrastructure 
functioned and evolved. Each piece of infrastructure connects trail users to a 140 year history of irrigation delivery. 

Proposed Sites for Intensive Survey 

Mile  Jurisdiction Site Resource Type 
2 Douglas County Canal's Origin Remnant Infrastructure 
14 Highlands Ranch Marcy Gulch Flume Wooden Flume 
15 Highlands Ranch Plews Farmstead (Fly’n B Ranch) Legacy Property 
17 Highlands Ranch Dad Clark Gulch Flume Wooden Flume 
20 Littleton Lee Gulch Flume Wooden Flume 
25 Centennial Big Dry Creek Check Dam, Gates, and Drop Remnant Infrastructure 
32 Greenwood Village Marjorie Perry Nature Preserve Legacy Property 
34 Cherry Hills Village Quincy Farm Legacy Property 
45 Denver Cherry Creek Inverted Siphon Inlet and Outlet Remnant Infrastructure 
49 Denver Fairmount Cemetery Water Infrastructure Legacy Property 
52 Aurora William Smith House Legacy Property 
52 Aurora Del Mar Park, Sand Creek lateral and Check Dam Lateral 
55 Aurora DeLaney Farm Legacy Property 
61 Aurora Sand or Coal Creek Inverted Siphon Inlet/Outlet Remnant Infrastructure 
65 Aurora Derby Lateral aka Arsenal Lateral Lateral 

Funding 
The Conservancy is pleased to have received funding from a State Historical Fund mini grant, the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation, Arapahoe County Open Space and private donors to complete this foundational phase of the Historic Context. 

 

The Canal in Waterton Canyon 
Courtesy of Denver Public Library 


