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l ley, 7,300 to H,()t)() feet above sea leve

Greaf Sand Dunes
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Shifting saml dunes enlra[2[1erl by I/Je great hook of I/Je Sr/rzgre rle (jrislo /\f0lmluir1.r: nnmng I/1e largest
and /Jig/Jest dunes in I/14' Unilezl Slates.

'l' the eastern edge of the famous San

ALuis Valley of south-central Colorado

lies a great expanse of the highest piled in-

land sand dunes in the United States. Paral-

leling for almost It) miles the base of the

heavily forested, snow-capped Sangre de Cris-

to Range, whose peaks reach elevations over

14,000 feet above sea level, these spectacular

dunes rise from the flat valley oor in strik-

ing contrast to the towering mountain back-

ground. This unique spectacle, together

with the many interesting natural phenomena

resulting from the presence of the Gargan-

tuan sand pile, makes the area well qualied

to hold a place as one of the units of the far-

flung National Park System.

Ancient Earth Movements Laid Basis

t for Sand Accunzulation

The floor of the present San Luis Val-

and three times the area of the State of
l)ela\v.ire, was once the bottom of an exten-

sive lake. But eons before that period of

its geological history, it was the eastern shore

of a great land mass. Skirting this shore

and ashes thrown out by \olcanoes. were

deposited in the wide valley lying to the

southwest of these mountains.

As the result of continued crustal move-

ments, the floor of the San Luis Valley was

further depressed and a fault developed

along the northwest side of the San Luis

Hills, about 2() miles south of the present

city of Alamosa. Lava flows, which accom-

panied or followed the fault-making move-

ments, blocked the southern end of the valley,

impounding all waters flowing into it to form
a huge lake. Eventually the lake water rose

high enough to overflow this lava dam.

Through the centuries, this overflow stream

cut downward through the lava dam, drain-
ing the lake and cutting an ever-deepening

channel, the present Upper Rio (irande (lan-

yon of northern New Mexico.

I Sand D//nex Are Res///t of Il”1'nd and
Ot/Jer Nutzzml I }/¢'t0r.\"

The light sandy soil of the San Luis Valley
(line sediments deposited in the bed of the

antic-nt lake) is easily transported by the pre-

\ailin~ wind which sweeps across the broadh 1“

line, there developed a zone of weakness in

the earth's crust along which a great uplift
later took plate, forming the Sangre de Cristo

Range. Sand and gravel, together with lava

valley from the southwest. On reaching the

formidable barrier presented by the lofty
Sangre de (Iristos, these prevailing winds

sweep upward and funnel through the lowest



gaps in tl1e range—Mosca, Medano, and that the sizable pond accumulating from the

Music Passes. In rising to reach these passes, substantial flow of Indian Springs, near the

tl1e wind loses much of its velocity, hence its southwestern extremity of the dune area,

ability to carry earth particles is markedly represents the emerging waters of Medano

decreased and its burden of sand is dropped Creek that have percolated through its deeply

at the foot of the mountains. Here, where sand-covered original channel for a distance

the ancient lake bed and the great mountain of several miles.

escarpment meet, these wind-dropped parti~

cles have continued to accumulate through Plants ‘Md Animals
the centuries. They have been continuously This huge dune mass, located at the meet-

shifted, sorted, and piled by the wind into ing place of valley lloor and mountain range,

the great dunes whose ever-changing crests provides, with the waters of Medano Creek,

rise up to 600 feet along the valley oor. a variety of elevational, climatic, and mois-

Dune topography is never stable, but is ever ture conditions. In addition to the plant and

changing and shifting, due to the action of animal communities normally found on the

the capricious winds. valley floor, the foothill slopes, and the for-

Although the water table beneath the San Cited hvhillliimis’ them IS the liuulmi J_nd
Luis Valley of today is Still relatively dose distinctive, although very sparse, vegetation

to the surface of the former lake bottom, the of the Smd dunes mCImclvCS' Link of moh-

climate of the valley is semiarid. Streams tum’ togcihcr with mc Comimmuy moving
Cmcring the vlky few in number, and surface of the sand, prevents plants from

the brincipal ow follows the Spring melting Ohm“-“g A IOOHIOM cxwpt m Proud“ dc-of the mounmn Pmksi M0 pressions where small patches ofgrass, a low

dano (Ireek, which rises in the mountains l_C‘4umC’ and $u_n0wcr“? nd Suitable (Unfil-

iinmediately east of the national monument, tionsi In tum“ Ioumom Where Sand Sifts

has been diverted from its original channel Into mow lioiikcis‘ mg Plums dcwloli ex-

by the main sand-dune mass. The flush of tmncly ‘long Sium as they mcmpt to kccp

the creekls spring How skirts the eastern foot from bun‘; bLmu]'

of the dune area for several miles before dis- Enci-oaclnnent of sand upon the ponderosa

appearing in the sand. It is quite possible pine lands nortlic-ast of the main dune area

$22101/Jcrczl by :1 moving 1111210, 1
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has killed a number of the trees by burying ducks are numerous in the general vicinity.
them. As the dunes have moved on under The waters of Medano Creek contain trout,
the impetus of the wind, the naked trunks although the stream does not attract many

appear, mute evidence of the trees’ inability shermen because of its inaccessibility.

to meet this kind of invasion. HiSt()ri‘_al Bavkgralnul

Them MC lmny Olllcr examples of Plant Numbers of arrowpoints and other native
reaction to this weird environment which may mm-Mts found in thc Yitilmy of the dunes,

be SOC“ by th Careful Observer‘ Very little especially near Medano and Indian Springs,
has been done in the way of scientic studies inklimtc that Um dune lmd was Used by eM1y_

of the elect oflthe .}sand environmergft on local day Omlllmllts of the San Luis Valley’ -1-he

lllml ll C’ so l ml l ‘C monument O Us mmy few Folsom-t we woints that have been found
opportunities tor interesting and revealing are Cyidcm-¢lf)f ihc l,rc5cm.L_ of Prehistoric

5l“‘llC5' man here many centuries ago.

Aside from the dune area itself, the monu- , , ,

_ _ Although it is known that the Spaniards,
ment contains plant and animal communities
up ti f I H H H tl continuing on northward from New Mexico

'e 1 se oum on ie va e' oor o 1e . , _ .

I i H E U My I along the Rio (irande, reached ban Luis Val-
wes wart ant on ie oo ii s 0 es 0 ie . . . _

H 1 bl {P ley, the activities of these rst Luropean ex-
nor 1 an eas. a 315, iiro n ‘c i . ,

[:11 F 1; [(1 5 lu rm; plorers are obscure tor the most part. ”lhe
‘s, 1 ' s 21 0 ie s a mamma s . . .

y ‘bl ’ only well-known such expedition is that of
juan Bautista de Anza in 177‘), striking the

Comanches in the rear by way of the San Luis

and birds cliaracteristic of the rabbitbrush
and grassland of the valley oor abound

along the southwestern edge of the dune area; Valley the Arkansas-

whereas chipmunks, mule deer, iays of sev-

eral species, and other creatures typical of the In the winter of 1806-7, Lt. Zebulon
pinyon-juniper-ponderosa pine belt of the Pike's expedition, exploring the territory ac-

foothill region are at home on the eastern quired through the Louisiana Purchase, en-

and northern portions of the monument. tered the San Luis Valley by way of Medano

Because of the many small lakes and marshy Pass and raised the United States ag at a

depressions found in the San Luis Valley with temporary fort on the (Ionejos River. Pike

its water table so close to the surlace_ wild included in his journal a description of the

lelrms of [I/I11‘ trees emerge t0 In r1'.i"1'r1g I0 /msx ()1‘er' I/Jo Sinzgre do (frislo /\1um1!i/ins, .Yll'Il1'[(IllC))l

liilyug u'/imls zlro/1 I/Jeir /21/rzlen ill //10 fool 0/ I/20 range
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dune land. l.ater, other explorers, including junction point of the principal highways of

liremont, in December 1848 and December the San Luis Valley, 36 miles southwest ot‘ the

1855. and (iunnison. in the summer of 1853, monument. Major approach road to the

viewed the dunes. Permanent settlement in monument is State Highway I50 which leaves

the San Luis Valley began early in the 1850's. State llighway 17 one mile north of Mosca.

I". V. Hayden, of the United States (ieOlOg' _ _ _

ical Survey, is credited with naming the area Admllstrtm
by M-{CK-11¢-C to ii in his r¢lsOri_ "Thu H;iytl¢n A superintendent is in immediate charge

Atlngj‘ vvhiyh was Pr1l)1i§]]Qd in 137:-;_ ol‘ the monument. with residence and admin-

In thc curly 1870,58 toll mad istrative otlice near the entrance. IINILIITICS

Strudcd tho Sang“: dc Crisms through and communications .\"l1()tlltl‘l‘tC addressed to

Mosca Pass. making the valley accessible to the Supcnmcmicml (“CM Sand Dun? Na-
. ‘ ,_ . tional Monument. Box (>0, Alainosa, (.olo.

pioneers and settlers. lhis road passed

through the eastern portion of what is now T/9" f"[['11"i"$’ "l7~""""'/"("15 4”’ 7"*’”1¢’

(hwy Sam} Dum.5 National Monumwt for /he [Irr/fer/inn of I/Je milllral beauties

\Vith the construction of a railroad, the toll "f /he ””””””¢’"7- "5 "WU "5 f’”' //1” "'7'"
road tell into disuse and, with the resulting f""/ ""11 ("""""i¢"’“' "f "'.~"'/""5-'

isolation, the dune land was practically lor~ 15¢ Um-(U1 with hm] (jmnpmcs may bc

.¥~I0"@n~ A5 the S11" Lul-9 V41ll@Y lmmlnc set‘ built only within designated areas.

Hui‘ thc Size and Spedacular fcamrcs of the All wlants and animals within the monu-
dunes aroused public attention and, in I932, i -

ment are protected, and must not be disturbed

or harmed. l‘or this reason, dogs and cats
established by Presidential proclamation. brought into the monumcm must ho kept

Only 38,908 acres within the boundaries are 4_ ~_ -

leash oi otherwise under physical restrictive
actually under l‘ederal ownership. -control at all times.

A(.(e5sl']”']l't), and I:a(.,'h'tz'eS Hunting or shooting in the monument is

, . strictly prohibited.
Iliere are no stores. lodges, or other ac-

eommodations for visitors at Great Sand Plmsc hell” "1 l‘°“l"".ll ll“ l“'“'n'~“'S flea"

Dunes National Monument other than a tree and tidy by “Sing the mcljltlccs and refuse

campground and picnic ground among the Containers‘

pines with wood, water, and picnic tables. UNDER NO (IIR(iUMSTAN(§F.S AT-
Provisions and supplies must be obtained in TIZMPT TO DRIVE AUTOMOBILES
nearby communities, including Hooper and OVER THE SANDS TO THE DUNES.

Mosca, on State Highway 17 which is 23 Be careful lest you get stuelv" in the loose sand

miles west of the monument; and Alamosa, near the parking areas and picnic ground.

The National Park System, of which Great Sand Dunes National Monument is a unit, is

dedicated to the conservation of America's scenic. scientic, and historic heritage for the

benet and enjoyment of the people.
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