
Little Sahara dunes
are just a few hours
from North Texas

By MIKE COPPOCK
Special Contributor

S tudents form a semicircle 
around Darren Bennett
as his face turns red while 

he turns a bolt on the motor of a 
four-wheeler. He is trying to fig-
ure out why it isn’t running.

“It’s our first time here,” he said,
stopping to catch his breath. “It’s a
blast. We drove all the way from
Tonganoxie, Kansas, for this.”

“There’s nothing like this in Kan-
sas,” one of his students cuts in. Ton-
ganoxie is just west of Kansas City,
Kan. The school group drove some
400 miles to take their four-wheel-
ers out onto the massive dunes of
Oklahoma’s Little Sahara State
Park. But sand can find its way into 
anything — including motors.

Down the row of pickups and 
campers from the school group, 
Jerald Gifford from Granite,
Okla., has an impressive set of 
heavy-duty sockets and wrenches 
for working on motors.

“It’s rough out there,” Gif-
ford said, referring to the dunes. 
“The rain we got has made some 
stretches really rough.” Normally, 
he comes to the dunes in the win-
ter months, when heat from the 
sand is not a factor. Today, he is 
at Little Sahara for his grandchil-
dren. “So they can go riding.”

Oklahoma Park Rangers have a 
head count of some 2,200 people 
camped out at this section alone. 
There are other campgrounds on 
the north end of the park on the 
outskirts of the town of Waynoka 

they have not counted yet. 
On the road to the dunes en-

trance, a line of four-wheelers
and dirt bikes has formed waiting 
their turn to be admitted onto the 
sand. People are sitting on lawn 
chairs, drinking or eating, talking 
to neighbors. At the entry point is 
a crossbar 10 feet off the ground. 

If the flag that riders have ex-
tending from each vehicle on a 
flexible flag pole called a “whip” 
does not touch the pole, they are
not allowed onto the sand. The 
flags have to be 6 inches by 12 
inches for visibility. The dunes 
are so high that without the flag 
sticking out high above, riders are
not aware of other vehicles com-
ing. Some of the dunes are more 
than three stories high. Two ve-
hicles are immediately ordered to 
the side in order to turn around. 
Their flags did not touch the pole.

“We sell the flags in our little
gift shop, and so does the store
down the highway,” says one of 
the gatekeepers. “You can also get 
them in town [Waynoka].”

While they are letting people 
onto the dunes, another line has
formed of people coming off the 
dunes with their cycles and four-
wheelers, their faces covered
in sweat. During the summer
months, the sands can reach 160 
degrees. It’s no surprise that the 
park is quiet in the month of Au-
gust but seems to come alive dur-
ing the winter months.

Formed 11,000 years ago near 
the base of the ice sheet that cov-
ered the Great Plains, the dunes 
are constantly moving, drifting 
northward at a rate of a foot a 
year. Due to the nature of shift-
ing sand, riders encounter sharp 
drop-offs and exposed objects that

may not have been there a year 
earlier. Rangers advise people not 
to enter the dunes alone and to be
aware of weather conditions.

When I was a child in the
1960s, my parents brought me 
here. Back then, the park was only
340 acres and housed camels that
visitors could ride at their own 

risk. They liked to spit on people.
Or at least me. Now, the state park
covers 1,867 acres; 1,600 acres are
pure sand. The park is also almost
entirely dedicated to dune buggies
and dirt bikes, though there are a 
few nature trails here and there.

Little Sahara offers camp-
sites in three campgrounds, in-

cluding 86 spots for trailers and 
recreational vehicles with elec-
tricity and water, and 143 tent 
sites. There are also showers and
sheltered picnic areas. It would 
be wise to call ahead for both a
site reservation and rules regard-
ing vehicles going out on the sand 
(580-824-1471).

For North Texas dune buggy
and dirt bike enthusiasts, Little 
Sahara is roughly 340 miles
northwest of Dallas. The two 
nearest Texas dune locations
aren’t so near: Kermit, along the 
Pecos River near New Mexico,
and Red Sands outside of El Paso.

Mike Coppock is an Oklaho-
ma-based freelance writer.
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True grit

Keli Clark/Oklahoma Tourism

Little Sahara State Park in Oklahoma is roughly a fi ve-hour drive from Dallas.

Lisha Newman/Oklahoma Tourism

Details
Stewart Sandsports & ATV Rent-
als in Waynoka, Okla., offers dune
buggy rentals starting at $150 for a
half-day. stewartsatvandbuggy.com.
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If you think all we do is
HANG OUT AT THE CLUB…

YOU’RE RIGHT!
The Junior League of Dallas supports agencies like Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater

Dallas, which serves a membership of more than 6,000 youth annually, providing

programs based on physical, emotional, cultural and social needs, and the interests of

boys and girls. The Junior League of Dallas has joined forces with Boys & Girls Clubs

of Greater Dallas to build hope and change lives. We partner with nearly 40 agencies

each year providing critical aid in areas such as poverty intervention, arts and cultural

enrichment, education, family preservation, health and violence intervention.
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We tend to get a lot done just hanging out.

$1MILLIONDOLLARS donated to Dallas area agencies each year

130,000 hours of service

JLD volunteers at the
Boys & Girls Club of Greater Dallaslas


