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WHITE SANDS

NATIONAL MONUMENT

United States Department of the Interior, J. A. Krug, Secretary
National Park Service, Newton B. Drury, Director

One of the world’s strangest and most spectacular deserts, with huge
gypsum dunes of purest white, some of them more than 50 feet high

A portion of the largest of rare gypsum
deserts, the White Sands in Tularosa
Basin, N. Mex., is included in White
Sands National Monument. Its snow-
white glistening “sands,” deposits of
wind-blown gypsum, drift into huge
dunes. Sparsely covered with a variety of
plant growth at its fringes, much of this
wide sea of dunes is almost bare of vege-
tation. A few species of plants, exhibiting
remarkable adaptability to their peculiar
surroundings, have been able to resist

burial under the ever-shifting dunes, and
several types of animals demonstrate pro-
tective coloration in the pale, bleached
appearance which renders them unnotice-
able in their strange environment.

“Here is a unique bit of America. The
loveliness of its white and green, the
cleanliness of its vast expanse, and its ap-
peal to the lover of the unexplored mark
it as an area which attracts those discern-
ing travelers who would see Nature’s
masterpieces.”

Sand dunes of pure gypsum encroaching upon the flats.




White Sands National Monument is
one of the areas of the National Park Sys-
tem owned by the people of the United
States and administered for them by the
National Park Service of the Department
of the Interior. In these areas the scenery
and objects of historic, prehistoric, and
scientific interest are carefully preserved

_and displayed for public enjoyment.

Sands Result of Ancient Earth
Movements

Stretching north and south between
two mountain ranges, the Tularosa Basin
slopes gently from all directions, forming
a great natural basin with Lake Lucero, at
the southwestern extremity of the White
Sands, constituting its focal point.

Geologists say that, perhaps millions
of years ago, this basin was formed by the
settling of a huge block of a high plateau.
This condition is indicated by the occur-
rence of thick beds of gypsum beneath
the floor of the basin. Remnants of the
same beds are found high above the
valley floor, in the parts of the plateau
that did not settle and which are now the
mountain ranges flanking the valley.
Gypsum is the mineral from which
plaster-of-Paris is made. Its massive trans-
lucent form is called alabaster. Percolat-
ing waters from rains and melting snows
carry tons of gypsum in solution from
the mountains into Lake Lucero each
winter, while underground waters dis-
solve gypsum from the beds beneath the
valley floor. For months each year, cloud-
less skies and warm winds evaporate the
water. :

Lake Lucero shrinks to a crystal-en-
crusted marsh, and the gypsum-impreg-

Yucca plant in bloom.

nated underground waters are drawn to
the surface where they deposit their
burden, forming extensive alkali flats.
The ever active southwest wind picks up
the particles of gypsum left by the evapo-
rating water and whirls them away to
join the accumulations of centuries—the
dunes of snow-white sand. Thus the
dunes are ever growing, ever moving, ever

changing.

Plants and Animals Adapted
to Strange Conditions

Because of the almost constant wind
and the consequent gradual movement of
the dunes, such plants as are able to
establish themselves in the open spaces
between the dunes eventually become
covered.

Of the many species of plants found
in the area, only a few are able to survive
the irresistible march of the sand.
Through a rapid elongation of their
stems, the crowns ride the crest of the
rising dune. Plants with stems more than
40 feet long have been found. As the
dune, continuing onward, gradually re-
cedes in height, occasional plants are left
behind elevated on pillars of hardened
gypsum bound by the adventitious roots.

Animals, as well as plants, have be-
come altered in the long process of ac-
commodation to the unique surround-
ings. Such small creatures as lizards and
mice would be, if of normal coloration,
so conspicuous against their white back-
ground that they would be picked off
easily by their enemies. Through many
centuries, only the lighter colored indi-
viduals have survived, and in this man-
ner pale forms have evolved. The white
pocket mice of the sands are of especial
interest to scientists because, in the near-
by red hills, pocket mice of reddish pelage
are found, while in the beds of black
lava, a few miles north, the pocket mice
have dark, almost black fur.

Region Rich in Indian, Spanish,
and Ecwly American Lore

Near the sand dunes, camp sites of pre-
historic Indians, identified by arrow-
points and other artifacts, have been
found.

Remains of an ancient two-wheeled
wooden cart, probably an early Spanish
carreta, were laid bare by the shifting of
a dune.

Fights between renegade Apadche In-
dians and United States Army troops oc-
curred in Dog Canyon, about 20 miles
east of the monument.

Several historical novels have been
written about early-day events in the
Tularosa Basin. Eugene Manlove Rhodes,
author of many popular westerns, based
his stories on his experiences in this part
of New Mexico.

The Monument Museum

The fascinating tale of the White
Sands and how they originated is told
through the use of photographs, paint-
ings, and models in the small museum in
the monument headquarters building.

Monument headquarters and museum.
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An Indian exhibit in the museum.
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