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The flora and fauna of the sand dune habitat along the 

southwestern side of the Llano Estacado invite the close observer 

to a most intriguing experience.  The diversity of the flora and 

fauna species, their adaptation to the relatively harsh environment, 

and their sheer beauty encourage multiple trips to this habitat, 

thankfully  preserved a t Monahans State Park.  This photo essay 

provides just a quick look into the wonders to be discovered.   

 

Th e main theme of this particular field trip was to intro duce us to 

the wonders of animal tracks.  Th e tracks observed  include d birds, 

mammals, and in sects.  Even unique marks in the sand caused by 

vegetation moving in response to winds were observed .  Much can 

be learned by  observing signs in the sand.  They tell what  animals 

were  in the area, what they were  eating, where their burrows and 

dens were  lo cated, how long ago they were in the area, whether 

they were resting, walking or running.  They can tell us the 

prominent wind direction , wind intensity and changes in conditions .  

Some examples of the tracks and marks in the sand at Monahans 

State Park are shown below.  

 

 

 

INSECT TRACTS IN SAND, RABBIT SCAT IN BLOW -OUT  



 
 

POSSIBLY BEETLE TRACKS  

 

 
 

THE MAIN TRACKS APPEAR TO BE TRACKS OF A CATAPILLAR  



 
 

QUAIL TRACKS -  NOTE  THE  PECK HOLES ALONG SIDE OF THE 

TRACKS WHERE THE BIRD  WAS PICKING UP SEEDS OR OTHER 

FOOD  

 

 
 

DEER TRACKS ð CLIMBING UP A SAND DUNE  



 
 

A RABBIT STOPPED TO URINATE , ALSO  LEFT A SCAT PELLET  

 

 

 

PATTERNS IN THE SAND FROM BLOWING GRASS LEAVES  



 

 

THESE PATTERNS IN THE SAND SHOW THE WIND DIRECTION 

WHEN THE PATTERN WAS MADE  

 

The plants found in th e sand dune habitats on the Llano Estacado 

are hardy and have adapted to the environment.  This includes low 

rainfall and moving sand, both from the aspect of sand blasting 

during high wind conditions and from the need for  survival as the 

dunes shift posit ions.  Some survive by rapid growth, matur ing  and 

reseeding during rainy periods and others by seeding in more 

protected areas, avoiding the shifting sands of the dunes.  Still 

other plants are able to rapidly grow out above the shifting sand, 

leaving olde r stems, branches and roots below the shifting sands.  

 

The following flower pictures show some of the plants found on 

April 10 , 2010 which ha d re -seeded  and had grow n rapidly  to 

maturity in the dune sand itself before the plants could be covered 

with shift ing  dune sand .  Other  plants were  found in protected 

areas .  



 The Lazy Daisy  below germinated and flowered on the edge of a 

sand dune before a wind storm could cover it.   

 

 

 

LAZY DAISY  (Aphanos tephus ramosissimus DC.)  

 

 
 

Cryptantha  

 

Th is  Cryptantha, a m ember of the Forget -Me -Not family 

(Boraginaceae)  was also able to germinate, mature and flower 



before any shifting sand buried it .  Note the hairy leaves, 

characteristic of this plant.  The flowers look almost like they ar e 

made of wax.  The thick hairy le aves, stems and flowers spread out 

over the sand.  

 

 

 

CRYPTANTHA SPREADING OVER THE  SAND  

 

The Engelmann  Evening Primrose (Oenothera englelmannii)  was 

found in a more protected area within the sand dunes, where the 

shifting sand was not likely to invade and  cover the plant before it 

matured and produced seed  (next photo) .  This plant inhabits deep 

sands of fields, dunes and open flats.  The Engelmann primrose is 

one of only a few primroses that are white.  The more common 

color is yellow.   



 

Since the flower  of this primrose opens around sunset and closes 

by noon of the following day, it is pol linated by night -flying moths.  

This phenomenon demonstrates the marvelous changes that flora 

and fauna undergo  over many millennia in order to adapt to distinct 

habita ts.  It also shows how both plants and animals  can  interact 

in special harmony to ensure the survival of both the plant and 

animal species.   

  

 

 

ENGELMANN EVENING PRIMROSE  

(Oenothera engelmannii)  

 

The Spectacle Pod shown below was also found in a protect ed 

environment out of harmõs way from shifting dune sand.  This plant 

has an unusual seed pod, giving the plant its interesting name.   



 

 

 

SPECTACLE POD (Dithyrea wislizenii)  

 

 

 

SPECTACLE POD SHOWING THE DOUBLE -LOBED SEED POD  


