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My mural for the Denver International Airport, entitled: La Memoria de 
Nuestra Tierra, is of a personal nature. My grandparents came from 
Mexico to La Junta, Colorado during the Mexican Revolution. They 
followed the course traveled by thousands of other Mexican families, from 
Chihuahua to the United States through the historic northern territories of 
Mexico (Texas, New Mexico, Colorado) via the "Ellis Island" of the 
southwest, El Paso. It is a story that has been little chronicled and one for 
which I was anxious to create a visual record. Over the years through my 
work as a muralist I had told many stories of communities across the 
United States but never my own.  
 
My mother was born in La Junta, educated in Colorado’s segregated 
school system, and raised in its’ segregated housing in the ‘1920’s and 
30’s. A few years ago she returned to La Junta for the first time in many 
years for a high school reunion. She visited her father’s grave to find that a 
segment of the graveyard, which was designated to Mexicans, had not 
been maintained for many years. After much searching among fallen 
gravestones she found her fathers grave only to find that the area in which 
he was buried was a junkyard of old unmarked stones and dirt while the 
rest of the graveyard was green and well maintained.  Not finding recourse 
with local authorities who remained steadfast in their refusals to rectify the 
situation, she was successful in petitioning the governor of Colorado to 
intervene in the segregated graveyard of her hometown. Due to my 
mother’s insistence, the Governor mandated preservation and 
maintenance for my grandfather’s grave and those of the other Mexicans 
who were buried in the Mexican section of the La Junta cemetery. 
 
The simple fact that, even in death the bodies of racially different people 
were required to remain separate, was what moved me to create an 
artwork that would give dignity to the Mestizo’s story and the stories of 
countless others who toiled in the mines, fields, and railroads of Colorado. 
Not only to tell the forgotten stories of people who, like birds or water, 
traveled back and forth across the land freely, before there was a line that 
distinguished which side you were from, but to speak to our shared human 
condition as temporary residents of the earth. 
  



  
Ortencia Ferrari Baca searches for her fathers grave along the  
borders of the cemetery in the unmaintained area 

 
 
 

 
The Baca Family Gravesite with new headstone 
 
My great-grandfather, as family mythology recites, had water rights and 
with a wagon delivered water to residents of the area. His bright Spanish 
green eyes and red hair were his distinction as were his great large 
horses. He is also buried there. Perhaps it was the fact that my ancestors 
are planted in Colorado’s soil that caused me to wonder what was 
recorded there in the granules of dirt, where I believe the memory of the 
land might reside. 
 
In a sense this is an excavation of the Chicano/Chicana’s complexity as 
indigenous people, and of their multiple identities as mixed Spaniards, 
Africans, and Asians, living among newly immigrated Irish, Greek and 
Italian peoples. The making of this work was an excavation and a re-
membering of their histories. By revealing what is hidden, through pictorial 
iconography in the land, this mural is a kind of Mayan map not really 
intended to guide your path, but instead to tell you about the road. 
 
My research located, in the La Junta Museum, photographs of railroad 
workers of the region, and it is there that we found the photographs of my 
grandfather, which became important to the narrative aspect of the work. I 
conducted interviews with many people of the region and a workshop with 
University of Southern Colorado students on the history of the region. 



Students brought photos and personal narratives on their family history in 
Colorado to the workshop, which provided me with valuable insight for this 
work. I visited seven local high schools and spoke with the young people, 
and met with scholars and archivists.  
 
Stored in boxes in a garage in Pueblo, I found a priceless photo by 
Juan Espinosa, photographer and founder of El Diario de la Gente, 
Boulder Colorado of an important meeting between Corky Gonzales of 
the Colorado Crusade for Justice and Cesar Chavez of the UFW. This 
photo was taken at the moment the agreement occurred to bring the grape 
boycott to Colorado and became the basis of the mesas in my mural.  
 
I also learned of the Luis Maria Baca Land Grant, which has posited many 
more questions to further research beyond the mural. The origin of so 
many creeks and streams, could Luis Maria Baca land grant be where 
Seferino Baca’s water rights originated?  One corner of this land is also the 
site of the Sand creek massacre of the Cheyenne people and today is only 
marked by a town named for the Colonel Chivington who carried out the 
brutal attack on mostly women and children. No record exists of a man 
named Silos Soule who would not fight and was killed by the towns people 
for his resistence to the orders. 
 
In 1998, as a master artist in residence,with the Role the Arts in Civic 
Dialogue at Harvard University. I was afforded the time to work with interns 
on the development of web portion of the mural and with intern support 
continue my research. There I designed a collision of the landscapes my 
grandparents crossed from Hidalgo de Parral to Colorado by horse drawn 
cart, train and on foot escaping the troops who wanted to enlist my 
grandfather Teodoro Baca into Pancho Villa’s army. In a basement studio 
at Harvard I spent the summer painting the landscapes of Chihuahua, New 
Mexico’s Mesa Verde, the Rio Grande and finally the Arkansas river as if 
seen from the different eye levels of my grandparents as they made the 
journey. It is on the river that I painted “los Caminantes” walking on water 
with their small child to provide an alternate view of immigrants from those 
so often broadcasted in the media scattering like small insects from inside 
crowded trucks. 
 
Teodoro Baca owned land and a store with established routes to the north 
for important supplies for the region. It was the simultaneous robbery of my 
grandmother at the family store and my grandfather on the train going to 
replace supplies from previous robberies that precipitated them leaving all 
behind to go north.  When they finally arrive in Juarez they heard that 
Pancho Villa’s men were only a day behind them. When they arrived their 



plans to stay in Juarez changed. They decided to cross. They must have 
found the town filled with the thousands of refugees that history records at 
that time.. They traveled to Seferino Baca and settled at the base of the 
Purgatory river facing Kansas in a bitter cold place to which my 
grandmother would never become accustomed.  
 
With the use of computer technology I have incorporated these images 
and documents into the mural. The landscape imagery was hand-painted 
at a small scale and then scanned into the computer at a very high 
resolution for inclusion into the mural. La Memoria de Nuestra Tierra 
combines a meticulously hand painted landscape with historic photographs 
in a seamless blend imprinted upon the holographic-like surface of a 
metallic coated substrate.  
 
The final work is a breakthrough in digital murals, printed digitally on a 
bronze colored aluminum 10ft x 50ft in length, and installed in the 
Jeppeson central terminal of the Denver International Airport. The work is 
stored digitally, exists as an interactive website and is entirely reproducible 
should it be damaged. The mural was completed in the UCLA-SPARC 
Digital/Mural Lab in 2000 and is currently on permanent display at the 
Denver International Airport.  
 
It is in the making of this artwork that my family mythology and that of so 
many others is finding substance in place. 
 
Visit the website created on the project at judybaca.com 
 
   


