
One night in the shifting sands - part 1
by Malcolm McElvaney

04-01-2021 - On March 26th through March 28th of 2021 I spent two nights at the 
Monahans Sandhills State park, I got there late to check in and setup my campsite 
because I walked into the next morning under the full moon light. As plans go 
everything was a happening so Friday night I had clear skies and mild weather to walk 
in while taking in a place with the best possible light; however, Saturday night was a 
different story. The low clouds in the evening sky made for a nice sunset but as the night
came on they rose up and blanketed the sky along with any strong full moon light I 
might have had but the wind and sand storms was the final touch. The extremes illustrate
how unpredictable the weather can be so I just go out and deal with what I find.

This wasn't my first venture into the heart of the park under the full moon light and will 
not be my last but that one clear night allowed me to capture some images to include in 
this document. The challenge was simple and not to directed but based on capturing one 
image per hour and noting down the context and details I would need later and doing 
just that from 6:00pm to 3:00am on Friday. On sessions like this my normal routine is 
altered quite a bit since I can't just stop and relax for as long as I would like but have to 
keep moving to get to new places to photograph hourly. These images will help me tell 
you the story of that Friday night walk but also just fill you in on what I know.

Why is this place special to me?

I have been walking this particular state park since 2007 and as the time has advanced 
that story has changed accordingly but the one constant is the ability to relax and find 
something new to photograph (usually) when I do visit the place again. It is in the first 
year and half to two years that I did my most focused exploration to not only learn to 
appreciate nature but also get into photography. Prior to this I was deep into computers 
and didn't get out much but for whatever reason, nostalgia mainly, I went to the park and
got lost in main area itself. I'm not claiming I have a good sense of direction but the GPS
unit I bought helped and played a key role as I mapped out new locations to walk to and 
document once I learned to observe my surroundings finally. Photography had one 
purpose in these early years and it was to capture what I saw in images and videos the 
wonders that only time put into one place can reveal. The period of going from a wet 
period into a drought was an unplanned coincidence that made that time of exploring all 
the more enjoyable. I miss those early years but like everything my photography style 
shifted to more artistic and specialized focus of what has my attention at the moment so 
I can't really return to that simpler model. The love of nature and photography are linked
to this place and it was my teacher in so many ways as my lessons unfolded in the best 
way possible.



What about 2009 and beyond? Well I do explore beyond just this one place now but I 
had collected quite I bit of data on this one place and no idea what it is was really worth.
I am still collecting various photo sessions as I go even today and the same question can 
still apply. What is the reason for doing this? In 2009 I discovered the Sibley Nature 
Center in Midland, TX and talked to the director at the time Burr Williams, showing him
the pictures I realized what I had collected and he encouraged me to continue the 
exploration. The more important aspect of reaching out like that was the invites to go on 
Master Naturalist field trips and later become a Master Naturalist in 2010. I couldn't 
keep up the requirements to maintain the status but it was worth it. I also was 
encouraged by the staff to see my photographs as art and go on the trips of the outdoor 
club. Even now the camera club is part of this so the benefits of reaching out are still 
there.

In regards to the Monahans Sandhills State Park I have reached a decent point to stop as 
the scope would cover many new places, hopefully you will enjoy the included 
photographs and the continued stories and details they inspire as I work on this project.



(03/26/2021 – 6:08pm)

04-04-2021 – I left out at around 4:30pm from the pump jack area and this is the first 
picture I took in the session. There are around four sites in the park area beyond the 
power lines that these cottonwood trees can found, one will green up sooner than the rest
but that green stands out as the surroundings take longer to come to life. They have deep
roots and usually I don't find standing water around them but at “CT01” I have although 
not very deep. When I first started walking out here and saw these giants amongst a 
miniature oak forest it was amazing, especially since it didn't fit my expectations. This 
one is one of the bigger cottonwood trees I have seen but I find myself going back to 
these places to relax and occasional see an owl fly away as I approach. 

Some context of where I traverse while walking about might be helpful so the power 
lines run roughly East and West at around 1.74 miles from the pump jack area. I head 
out in North-Northwest direction typically and once I spot those power lines I will soon 
see the green of the cottonwood trees, these natural and man made markers help 
navigation out there.



(03/26/2021 – 6:46pm)

04-04-2021 – I have processed this image a little bit but I wanted to bring out the moon 
beginning the journey up while the evening light was present. Is it a sunset to sunrise 
walk or moon rise to moon set walk when I take on these long walks at night? The moon
rise seems to always catch my eye at some stage early on but never to precise. This 
image was taken with “CT01” just off to my right. The bigger issue to accomplishing a 
true sunset to sunrise walk is the ability to stay awake that long in the first place; 
however, while I have managed this feat before I wasn't trying for it this time. There is 
something magical about feeling that thermal inversion as the sunrise occurs, I can't 
explain the process properly but I have experienced a cold early morning that was 
tolerable turning really cold or watching the moisture collect on my gear as a fog 
developed around me. Perhaps these walks allow me to explore the effect of weather as 
much as what is around me.



(03/26/2021 – 7:06pm)

04-04-2021 – With the sun in back and moon in front this was a good as spot to take my 
hourly shot as any. The sand in the main area that most people stay closer into is 
vegetated but mostly open and there are sections in the back area of the park like that but
vegetated areas do cover larger sections of the sand as well. The area I stopped at is 
lower so even if not present as openly pooled water there is moisture to support that 
grass. I was still within sight of the power line to my right as I was heading to a point 
somewhere to stop and see the sunset. Some days I chase the setting sun to get a more 
prized position and other days I allow things to happen more randomly. 



(03/06/2021 – 8:03pm)

04-04-2021 – A sunset is only as spectacular as the condition of the sky and clouds the 
light is going through so that atmospheric filter plays a big role. But the light also 
provides a quality to the scene only found for a brief period. This is the beauty of the 
sandhills I find so pleasing as this image clearly shows, although the sky is not as 
colorful as it could be everything else seems to make up for it somehow. 

Once upon a time it was easier to compose these types of shots with the horizon 
extending out in the distance but hiding within the tree on the left by the sun flares is one
of the sand processing plants sitting on the horizon. The park is surrounded by these 
processing plants and the levels of light pollution at night isn't good either. I can 
honestly say I don't appreciate there presence at all and wonder how they will effect the 
future of the park somewhere later on; however, what can I do about them so have to do 
what I can. Other man made land marks existed before I started walking the park as did 
parts of the oil field found as bits and pieces covered and uncovered as the sand blows, 
so maybe it has to do with more passive and fixed elements versus actively transforming
the very material I walk upon. 



(03/26/2021 – 8:58pm) 

04-05-2021 - Yes it is dark (underexpose on purpose) but by shooting it at 2 sec, F/3.5, 
ISO-640 it matches what I recall seeing in that dim light. Photography is my tool to 
achieve some of what I see but I also read up and watch material on drawing and 
painting to pull some inspiration from and all three being visual mediums share some 
common concepts. The abstraction process in painting combines and merges shapes for 
a simplification in composition, it was a realization walking under the full moon in a 
previous session that I felt a similar comparison applied. It is reflected sunlight that is 
barely as bright as the source but our eyes adjust to very dim light so I can see as well as
I do because of that fact; however, just like in the other aspect of abstraction the number 
of distinct levels of tonal values used is reduced. This natural reduction that happens 
under the full moon light therefore seems to fit perfectly with the same reduction of 
tonal values. 

Walking into the abstracted version of the familiar and experiencing it in a new way 
makes one of these trips worth it. The scene I captured after my hourly alarm went off 
would still work in full daylight but the shadows cast by the moon light and merging of 
details helps create it. The ordinary of the place I have walked many time, maybe even 
by this point, is transformed.



(03-26-2021 9:12pm)

 
 04-05-2021 – I mentioned the sand processing plants in time index 8:03pm but on the 
horizon line you can see what the one towards the North-Northwest looks like at night. It
has its own beauty in some strange way, even if it is alien to the landscape I prefer to see
in my head. Here it is at work day and night in this case but as much as I wish they did 
not exist the curiosity of how they work is part of the experience.

I had thought originally they were grinding the
sand down but the process I see as the cloud is 
likely the sand initially being put into a 
process of cleaning and washing it before the 
particles are sorted for their grain size. There is
a wet and dry stage in there somewhere but 
Operations - Atlas Sand - YouTube  can illustrate the 
process in better details. Being the collector I am 
of the odd and useless I spotted the sand lost as
the “sand box” trailers set on the service road 

along I-20 and before going into the park so collected too much for my use. On the left 
is the processed sand and on the right the sand out of the park for you to compare if you 
are interested.

There is another aspect to this element of the story and I can't recall if it was around 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zhcpDElFrkQ


June of 2018 these plants were operational or not, I want to say no, but the reason for 
sharing anything is random anyway; however, in June 2018 I added my earliest pictures 
and videos to the Sibley Nature Center collection. Unsorted and unprocessed in some 
cases it has another home to be accessed from and hopefully be of use to someone. Our 
picture collections have value to us but in some cases do record the transitory 
experiences and aspects of a place lost forever in time with details providing insights to 
others. It took seeing the new fixtures on the horizon to take the step I did but one I'm 
glad I did. 

To be continued . . .

Part 2 of this journey will continue the story from time index 03-26-2021 – 10:04pm, 
11:05pm, 03-27-2021 – 12:06am, 12:27am, 1:00am, 2:10am, and 2:49am. 


