'LVWDQFHVIURPFDPSJURXQGYLD
0HGDQR3DVV3ULPLWLYH5RDG
0HGDQR3$VVNP PL
3DUNERXQGDU\NP PL

0$,1
6$1'
'81(6

%DFNSDFNHUFDPSVLWHVNP PL

&DVWOH&UHHNFDPSVLWHVNP(2.5mi}
6DQG3LWFDPSVLWHVNP PL

+

MEDAND
3$66
35,0,7,9(
ROAD

Campground

'81(6
75$,/

PL

-

u
Z

WELLINGTON
',7&+75$,/

Picnic Area

02179,//(
1$785(75$,/

.s km (.5mi)

'LVWDQFHVIURP9LVLWRU&HQWHU

026&$

3$6675$,/

-

To 0RVFD3DVV
NP PL

3DUNHQWUDQFHNP PL

Tire Air

us NP PL
NP PL

__

17, 1932, ls administered by tbe
National P a rk Service. A superintendent ls in charge of the monum ent. The address is : Grea t 6DQG
Dunes
National
Monument,
Mosca, &81146.
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We're Join ing The Metric :RUOGThe National P a rk 6HUYLFH is
introducing met ric measurements
in LWVpublica tions to help A mericans become acquai nted with the
metric system an d to m a ke inte rpretation more PHDQLQJIXO for
park visitors fro m other nations.

As the N ation's principal conserva tion agency, the D epa rtment
of the Inte rior has 2UHVSRQVLELOLW\
fo r most of o ur na tionally owned
public lands and QDWXU resources. This includes fostering
the wisest use o f our land and
wate r resources, protecting our
fish and DOZLOGOLIH p reservi ng the
HQYLURQPHQWD a nd OFXOWXUDOvalues
of our na tional pa rks and histo rical places, a nd p rov iding for
the enjoyment o f life through
o utdoor recreation. The D epa rtment assesses our ene rgy a nd
PLQHUDO resources a nd works to
assure that their GHYHORSPHQW is
in the best interests of DOOo ur
SHRSOH T he D epartmen t also has
a m ajo r responsibility fo r A meri-

can Ind ian reservation commuGreat 6DQG D unes N ational
Monu ment , established o n M arc h

nities and for SHR who live in
SOH,VODQG T errito ries under 86
admin istrat ion.
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To the east and northeast of the valley is the abrupt wall of WKH6Dde Cristo Mountains; to the west lie the volcanic QJUH6DJuan Mountains; and to the south, QWKHSan Luis Hills.
At the eastern edge of this broad valley are some of the world's tallest inland sand dunes,
piled to heights up to meters feet).
Why did the dunes form? Generally, three conditions are QHFHVVDU\ for the formation of
sand dunes wherever they may be: sand, wind, and a natural trap. Here these conditions
exist. Fed by melting snow, streams have carried sand, VLOWand gravel into this mountainringed basin for thousands of years. Most of these streams, particularly those IORZLQJfrom
the 6DQJUde Cristos, drop their loads and sink into the valley HIOa short distance from
the mountains. However, studies of the minerals of the sand reveal a large amount of
volcanic material, indicating that much of the sand came from the San Juan Mountains
RRUDFU the valley, carried to the valley RVVIORRU by the Rio Grande and its tributaries.

Group Camp

Amphitheater
'81(6PARKING

San Luis Valley is a desert: it UHFHLYHVless than 23 centimeters (8 inches) of moisture
a year. 7KUHHWLPHV.the size of the 6WDWHof Delaware, and with a IORRmore than U
meters  feet) above sea level, it was shaped millions of years ago by great PRYH
ments in the Earth's crust.

The desert IORRUof the San Luis Valley is covered only sparsely with vegetation that does
little to hold the light sandy soil. Therefore, once in the valley, the sand and silt are exposed
to the prevailing southwesterly winds, which for countless centuries have blown and bounced
dust and sand grains toward the 6DQJUHde Cristos. Here, on reaching the lofty mountain
barrier, the winds sweep upward and funnel through Mosca, Medano, and Music 3$VVHV
low gaps in the range. The dust may continue, but sand is too heavy to be carried on.
Thus it is piled at the foot of the mountain passes, caught in the curvature of the EHUDQJ
a natural trap.
H7KHwinds forever change and shape the dunes, particularly when storms sweep down from
the northeast. These shift the ridgetops of the dunes until they seem at times to lean EDFN
wards. After the storms have passed, the southwest winds again take over, restoring the ridge
contours to their former shapes. Day-to-day changes can EHseen in the lacelike patterns of
ripples that stretch across every ridge and trough, but the dunes themselves change very little
through the years. 3KRWRJUDSKVtaken in 1927 show that the main dune mass appeared then very
much as it does today, but now LQFUHDVHGin volume.
Medano Creek forms the eastern boundary of the dune mass for several NLORPHWHUVbefore it GLV
DSSHDUVinto the sand. East of the FUHHNis an area of small dunes, formed from sand that blows
across the streambed when it is dry.
The dunes and Medano Creek, at the meeting place of valley IORRUand mountain range, provide
a variety of living conditions. In addition to plant and animal communities normally found on
the valley floor, foothill slopes, and forested highlands, there is the peculiar and distinctive, though
sparse, vegetation of the dunes themselves. Lack of moisture and the continually moving VXU
face of the sand prevent plants from obtaining a foothold, except in protected depressions where
small patches of grass, a species of low pea plant, and sunflowers find suitable conditions and
stabilize the sands.
Rabbits, ground squirrels, coyotes, magpies, and other small mammals and birds abound along
the southwest edge of the dune area-characteristic of the rabbitbrush and grassland of the
valley floor. Chipmunks, mule deer, jays of several species, and other creatures that are W\SLFDO
of the pinyon-juniper-ponderosa pine belt of the foothill region are at home in the eastern and
northern parts of the monument. Observers have counted more than species of birds in the
vicinity.

Archeological research in the 6DQLuis Valley, although lim ited, indicates that this region
was occupied abou t I years ago by nom adic hunters. Two of their campsites, which have
bee n excavated , yielded spea r poi nts-called Fol om points- in associa tion with bones of
yea rs ago to the historic
what appears to be an exti nct species of bison. From about 
here.
came
Indian
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grou
her
ot
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During much of rel ativel y recent times, Ute Indians largely controlled the valley. Certain
8WH3XHEOR groups. the Apac he from the sout h, and the Comanche, C heyenne, and Arapaho
from the east and north periodica ll y visited here. DQ2QO\the 8WHIndians made the valley their
permanent home.
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6SDQLVexplorers, moving northward from New Mexico along the Rio Grande, are known
to have reached the K6DQLuis Valley . Juan Bautista de Anza, in 1779, traversed the west side
of the valley on the outgoing leg of his expedition agai nst the Comanches and UHWXUQHGto
6DQWDFe via one of the mountain passes south of the dunes.
In the winter of  Lt. Zebulon 3LNH exploring the territory acquired through the Louisiana 3XUFKDVHentered the 6DLuis Valley by way of Medano Q3Dand raised the United VV6WDWH
fl ag at a temporary fort on the Co nejos River. V3included in his journal a description of the
dune area. Later, other explorers, including John W. Gunnison ( 1853 ), viewed the dunes.
LNH3HUPDQsettlement in the HQW6DLuis Valley began early in the Q V

conTh e Visitor
tains exhibits about the
natural history, prehistory, and history of the
area.
Accommodations within the monument are
limited to a year-round
campground and picnic
area that has water,
tables, and fire grates.
Groceries, snacks, gifts, gasoline, and a campground are
available during the summer
just south of the monument.
Hiking Qthe dun es is most
pleasant early and late in
the day. At midday in summer the sand can be uncomfortably hot. Most visitors begin their walks at the
picnic area, choosing their
own routes because there are
no trails on the dunes. A
walk to the top and return
takes about 3 hours. A word
of ZDUQLQJZHDUshoes! The
sand is very abrasive and
temperatures
reach
can
above & ( )  hot

HQRXJKto blister bare feetboth yours and your pets'.
Naturalist activities are held
during the summer season.
Walks are conducted to the
dunes, and each evening
park naturalists give campfire programs on the natural
and human history of the
area. 2EWDLQ a schedule of
activities at the visitor center.
Th e self-guiding Montville
Nature Trail is kilometer
( mile) long. Leaflets are
provided at the trailhead
north of the visitor center.
Backcountry vehicle tours
conducted by a concessioner
are scheduled several times
daily or upon demand. For
further information write to
the Great 6DQGDunes 2DVL
V6D Dunes Road, Mosca,
Colorado, 81146.
Backcountry camping requi res r egistration. Do not
make a fire; use a portable
stove.
A QGOOmotor vehicles, including trail bikes, and their

operators must be SURSHUO\
licensed ; vehicles must be
street legal. 8 of the
VH3D VV3ULPLWLY
Medano
Road is restricted to fourwheel drive vehicles and trail
bikes. Off-road travel or driving on the dunes is prohibited.
Be careful with fire! Build
campfires only in constructed
fireplaces.
All plants, animals, rocks,
minerals, and historical and
archeological objects must
be left undisturbed and unharmed. Feeding animals
and birds is prohibited ; it is
unhealthy for the wildlife
and dangerous to you.
Pets must be kept under
physical control at all times.
Hunting or shooting in the
monument is prohibited.
Keep th e premises clean by
placing your trash in refuse
containers.
Parents should watch children closely because it is
easy to get lost in the dunes.
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