CCN Resident Profile


Ken Mills

Every once in a great while, we meet someone who has embraced every major life choice with full-tilt energy and lifelong commitment to serve: his country, his community, the environment, and his students.              

Ken Mills is one of those special people.

He and his wife Win (short for Winifred) still live in the Cherry Creek North Neighborhood home they moved into in the early 1950's. They have seen quite a few changes over the years, but, as with everything else, a commitment means just that. 

Born in Powell, Wyoming, Ken has childhood memories of assisting his physician father on house calls...sometimes shoveling snow just to reach patients' homes...sometimes actually handling this or that apparatus.  He embraced both the outdoors and the sciences at any early age, and, as many Westerners do, hunting and fishing as well.  All of these interests would run as common themes throughout his life.

Ken met and married a girl from just over the Montana border in Billings, and they moved to Illinois where he entered the University of Chicago. Nine months later, in July 1942, he enlisted in the Air Force and joined the Allied Troops fighting in the European theater of WWII.  Based in southern Italy, this bona-fide hero piloted no less than 35 missions in a B-17.  With a crew of ten, he flew again and again over the Alps and at times up the Adriatic to bomb targets in Germany. He was never shot down, but "got a few holes" in his planes from the ever present anti-aircraft fire and fighter planes they encountered. 

After two years overseas, Ken returned home and he and Win returned to their Western roots by relocating here in Denver.  But, true to his nature, Ken remained in the Air Force Reserves and continued to serve for many, many years, spending one weekend a month at the Air Force Academy piloting and teaching cadets.

After completing his bachelor's and while finishing his master's degrees at Denver University, he taught high school Biology, including lab sessions. He taught nearly forty years first at East High School and later at George Washington High, including the difficult eras of a major teacher's strike and the Federal mandated busing program. 

In the beginning, the Mills' rented a tiny basement apartment at Vine and Colfax, where their below-ground dining room window view was that of people's feet traveling along the sidewalk above. Win worked at Diebold in downtown Denver and remembers the band concerts in Civic Center Park and riding the streetcars.  Eventually they moved to their house on Madison...and a new adventure began, including parenting two boys.

Perhaps, though, one of the most lasting gifts Ken has bestowed on countless Denverites, is the legacy of the Balarat Outdoor Education Center.  Modeled in some ways after the Outward Bound schools, and nestled in the natural beauty near Jamestown, CO, Balarat was designated as a National Environmental Education Land Mark by the National Park Service. The program was part of the Denver Public Schools but offered multi-faceted opportunities for young people.  Some programs were day-long field trips; others lasted for a weekend or for a week.  The goals were educational, cultural, socio-economic, recreational, and...scientific. Special needs students

were also given a chance. A "natural" classroom to study nature was for Ken, a Biology teacher with DPS, a natural fit.  And, as always, he embraced it totally. 

Ken was a teacher at Balarat from 1971 until his retirement from DPS in l983.  Even though these additional duties were extremely time consuming, he also served on the Balarat Council.  After his retirement (mandatory in those days by age), he continued to be a member of the Balarat Council, promoting the programs and serving as President for two years (l998-l999).  His efforts led to the restoration of the Duval Mine in l989. 

In honor of his 30 years of commitment to Balarat and other volunteer activities, he received the August Minoru Yasui Community Volunteer Award in l999, awarded by the Denver Commission on Community Relations to honor those who volunteer their time and make outstanding contributions to their community.  He donated a portion of this cash award to the Balarat Council. 

And, as if that was not enough, he was a very active member of the CCNNA Board, serving for a time as Treasurer. A key factor in creating the CCNNA Board as we know it today was the formation of a Neighborhood Watch Program much like the Block Builders and other programs we have today.  Involvement by local District 3 policemen and their participation in General Resident Meetings was a cornerstone even then.   

Former fellow Board Member David Downs says of Ken that "he was always so active on our Board, always working on something for the neighborhood."  

Board member Denny Head suggested Ken for our newsletter profile. Kathy Head, past CCNNA President and Board member, remember Ken's service to the neighborhood: “Ken gave his time and energy to the neighborhood association in its early stages.  At a time when there was a lot of hysteria about the rapid changes that were taking place, Ken approached the issues Cherry Creek North was experiencing in a positive, reasonable manner.  His perspective embraced both the history and the future of CCN. It was at Ken’s initiative that CCNNA began to address concerns about safety in our neighborhood by providing information and education to our members.  We first knew Ken as a member of our board. Over time, we began to learn about and appreciate the breadth of his contributions in the other realms of his life. He is a real asset to our neighborhood.”

Long-time resident and former CCNNA Board Member Barbara Ellis reminisces: "The Mills were active at the 6th Ave Community Church for years. And, I remember once Ken showed up in a meeting with a disabled neighbor at the corner of 2nd and Cook St. in 1995 to protect the former student from losing his inherited house. Another time, we both cried when the lodge pole pine to the South of his Madison St. yard hung over the excavation hole with roots exposed in the early 1990's.  To this day, I honor the kindness of Ken Mills and neighbors who, like him, created a bungalow neighborhood when the WWII Vets returned home, and I honor the neighborly values they held dear." 

Today those values are carried on by their sons.  One son embraced the natural beauty of the West, living and raising his two sons in rural northeast Arizona.  The other continues his parents' willingness to serve: his community, in the Cheyenne Sheriff's Department, and his country by helping to train the local police in Iraq.  

And did he have time for a hobby? Of course, and one that exemplifies the totality of involvement Ken always seems to understand.  From his days of hunting pheasants, and his delight in the natural world, he began collecting and curing the feathers from the game he bagged. In a truly environmentally conscious manner, he brought home the birds for dinner and then turned those beautiful feathers into teaching aids, and eventually into hat bands and even ties!   

Ken Mills' life would seem to parallel this paraphrased list of goals at Balarat:  

To learn man's place in the natural world; to appreciate nature; to develop a will to protect living and non-living resources and to use them wisely; to inspire science-minded students to study ecology; to develop outdoor skills; to provide a learning environment where children of all races, economic levels, and backgrounds can meet and develop understanding and respect for one another. 
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