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At the northern end of the Chihuahuan Desert lies a ever changing: growing, cresting, then slumping, but several types of small animals have evolved a white
mountain-ringed valley, the Tularosa Basin. Rising from always advancing. Slowly but relentlessly the sand, driven coloration that camouflages them in the gypsum sand.

the heart of this basin is one of the world’s great natural by strong southwest winds, covers everything in its path. White Sands National Monument preserves a major portion
wonders—the glistening white sands of New Mexico. Within the extremely harsh environment of the dune field, of this gypsum dune field along with the plants and ani-
Here, great wave-like dunes of gypsum sand have engulfed even plants and animals adapted to desert conditions mals that have successfully adapted to this constantly

275 square miles of desert and have created the world’s struggle to survive. Only a few species of plants grow rap- changing environment.

largest gypsum dune field. The brilliant white dunes are idly enough to survive burial by moving dunes, but Cover photo by Jeff Gnass
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White Sands

How the Dunes Formed

The Tularosa Basin The gypsum that

forms the white sands was deposited
at the bottom of a shallow sea that
covered this area 250 million years

the Tularosa Basin.

White Sands National Monument

New Mexico

Form of Sand

The common mineral
gypsum, a hydrous form
of calcium sulfate
(CaS0,4-2H,0), is rarely
found in the form of sand
because it is soluble in
water. Rain and snow that

itcontains, is trapped

Basin 2,000 feet deep with sediments,including the

Lake Lucero

With no outlet to the sea,
water flowing into the
Tularosa Basin either
sinks into the ground or
pools up in low spots.
One of the lowest points
in the basin is a large

sin. The Alkali Flat area

is the exposed bed of this
Ice Age lake.

Crystal beds In wet pe-
riods, water evaporating
slowly on the playa floor
causes gypsum to be de-
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eventually break down

the crystals into sand-size

particles light enough to
be moved by the wind.
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ago. Eventually turned into stone, 2) 70 million years ago fall in the surrounding playa called Lake Lucero. Positedlilng crystalline ’C/),
: : mountains dissolve gyp- Occasionally, this dry orm called selenite. Q
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the Tularcsa Basin. The remaining

sides of the original dome formation
now form the San Andres and Sacra-
mento mountain ranges that ring the

basin.

Visitor Activities

The Dunes Drive leads from the visitor center

within the basin.

gypsum forming its white sands.

Four Types of Dunes at White Sands

carry them downwind. As
the sand grains accumu-
late into a dune, they
bounce up its gentle
windward slope, rippling
its surface. Atthe dune’s
steep leading edge, sand
builds up until gravity
pulls it down the slip face,
which moves the dune
forward.

Dome dunes The first dunes to
form downwind of Lake Lucero are
low mounds of sand that move up to
30 feet per year.

Barchan dunes Crescent-shaped
dunes form in areas with strong
winds but a limited supply of sand.

Wind direction oo™ . :
L oN® Strong winds blowing
e & S across the playa pick up
o gypsum particles and W

Transverse dunes

PREAA W ’ 2
A A PR T D63 (o Arrea 1 TAS

In areas with
ample sand, barchan dunes join to-
gether into long ridges of sand.

Information White

Visitor Information

Parabolic dunes On the dune field
edges, plants anchor the arms of
barchans and invert their shape.

easily and can cause rapid
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picture includes mostly
dunes, overexpose the
shot by one or two stops
to bring out the sand’s
whiteness. If the subject
is a person or a plant,
meter off the subject for
a proper reading. A po-
larizing filter will enhance
contrast.
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A primitive backcountry
campsite is available on
a first-come, first-served
basis. No reservations,
but you must register at
the park visitor center.

White Sands National
Monument is a unit of the
National Park System,
which consists of more
than 360 parks represent-
ing important examples
of our country’s natural
and cultural inheritance.

7 GPO: 1992—-312-248/60023

The National Park Service and the
Department of Defense appreciate
your cooperation and patience
during these closures.

ogy. For safety reasons, both
the park and Highway 70/82
between the park and Las Cru-
ces may be closed while tests are
conducted on the missile range. These clo-
sures occur on an average of twice a week.
They generally last from one to two hours.

White Sands Missile Range completely sur-
rounds the park. The range was first used as a
military proving grounds after World War |l for
testing rockets that were captured from the
German armed forces. The 4,000-square-mile
range continues to be an important testing site
for experimental weaponry and space technol-
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On aranger-led walk.
Stink bug photo by Robert Thayer
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