Traveling with Kids
By LIBBY CARTY MCNAMEE
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A great big adventure in sand
here are the tallest sand
dunes in North America?
Colorado. Yes, Colo-

rado.
The Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve is located in
Mosca, Colorado, in the San Luis Valley. Surrounded by wilderness, the
skies are so dark that you can see all
the way to the Milky Way on a clear
night. (You can even tell your kids
that our galaxy called the Milky Way
came well before the candy bar!)
One of the newest of our 390
national parks, Great Sand Dunes
is pretty much in the middle of nowhere. It is so well worth the detour,
though, to see them nestled in front
of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains.
The sight of the 750-foot high dunes
appearing on the horizon from miles
away is incredible, even if you are
expecting it.
The Visitor Center does a spectacular job of explaining how these
amazing dunes evolved. Hint: It
took thousands of years. The unique
wind and rain patterns between
two mountain chains, the Sangre
de Cristo and the San Juans, created
this natural wonder. The exhibits
are highly interactive, interesting,
and totally geared to kids. There is a
great 20-minute movie, a jaw-dropping view, and the Western National
Parks Store.
From April through June, Medano Creek flows near the parking
area, making for a great swimming
hole for kids. Check for current
creek conditions on the website. Another way to satisfy your desire for
water is to visit Zapata Falls, the 20foot high waterfall about 10 minutes
south of the dunes.
If you don’t mind the quartermile walk from the parking lot, the
dunes themselves are one massive
sandbox of epic proportions. Seriously, these really are mountains
entirely made out sand, and they extend for 39 square miles. It’s quite an
accomplishment to huff and puff up
to the top of the first massive dune.
That is just the beginning. From
there, you’ll see dunes extending all
the way into the horizon. Needless
to say, it’s a blast to climb, slide, roll,
jump, and sled in the dunes. Oh,
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making sand angels is fun, too.
The brown sand is thick and fine,
so it shifts easily. As a result, there
are no trails. This actually makes the
dunes an even bigger adventure. It’s
easy to pretend you’re explorers who
are the first to experience this geological miracle. Even though your
brain knows you are in landlocked
Colorado, it’s hard not to look for
a beach with water and waves. By
the way, it’s also perfectly normal to
wonder if you somehow accidentally
ended up in Egypt.
The Junior Ranger Program is a
must-do at the Great Sand Dunes.
Kids ages 3-12 who complete various
activities can earn a special badge or
patch. They also get to participate in
a memorable swearing-in ceremony
to become a Junior Ranger. Teenagers can become Park Explorers.
Just outside the park entrance,
the Oasis is the only restaurant within 30 miles. They serve tasty diner
food with homemade pie for dessert.
More importantly, they offer one of
the best views in the world. A general store and a large gift shop filled
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with trinkets galore are also in the
same building. Please note – the gas
station there is the only one in the
area.
The general store also rents out
fabulous wooden sand sleds and
sand boards for year-round sledding. With a little wax, they work
really well on the dunes, much better
than anything from home.
For accommodations, there
are several good options. The Oasis Lodge offers a motel as well as
“camping cabins.” In addition, there
is traditional tent camping right on
the park grounds, an economical
and adventurous idea. Either way,
they all offer a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to observe the dunes during the day and at night. The view
is especially gorgeous at dawn and
sunset.
If you prefer something more
“citified,” Alamosa lies only 40 minutes away on the interstate. You will
find a slew of familiar chain hotels
and restaurants as well as Walmart
and the Dollar Store, great places to
pick up sand toys. RPM

Libby Carty McNamee, a writer, lawyer,
and mommy, was awe-struck by the miraculous Great Sand Dunes last summer.

WANT TO GO?
Great Sand Dunes National
Park and Preserve
11999 Highway 150
Mosca, CO 81146-9798
719-378-6300
www.nps.gov/grsa
Great Sand Dunes Oasis
www.greatdunes.com
719-378-2222
During the summer, be sure to hike early
in the morning or late afternoon. Wear
closed-toed shoes or socks with sandals
since the sand can get up to 140 degrees. Bring plenty of water, sunscreen,
and hats for everyone. Keep the high
altitude in mind and take plenty of rest
breaks to avoid overexertion. Strollers are not an option, but special dune
wheelchairs are available.
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