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Look for these three common Xerophytes adapted to living in 
Sand Dunes on Chatham Beaches!!! 

 
Any plant that is adapted to living in a habitat such as a desert or sandy dune is 
called a “xerophyte”. The three plants above live on dunes on Chatham beach-
es and each has a different coping structures to keep from losing water. Dune 
conditions are more severe than a desert as the salty air draws water from the 
plants.  
 

1. Beach Grass (Ammophila breviligulata) has a grasslike blade that is 
rolled in at the sides. In bright, hot sun the blade rolls up into a tube; when it 
rains the blade is open and flat to catch every drop. The growing point is 
sharp and pricks bare feet if one walks through it. Shoes will crush the point 
and these grasses are vital to dune building. 

2. Sea Milkwort (Glaux maritima) has small flowers at base of leaves in 
June, a thick central stalk and small fleshy leaves. All of these factors re-
duce water evaporation and can store water in their fleshy, waxy leaves and 
stems.  

3. Dusty Miller (Artemisia stelleriana) has dense clusters of white to light 
yellow flowers from July to August and its small leaves are covered with a 
heavy “wool” coat that protects it from drying out and losing water.  
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Town of Chatham Conservation Lands include land on either side of Morris Island Dike. Most of the 
year it looks unremarkable like this photo below on the left. Then by second week in June the brown is 
covered with a yellow blanket of flowering Hudsonia as shown in the two smaller photos on the right. 

 Yellow is the color of a mostly non-
descript plant now adorning Morris Island 
dunes, though you must be quick to catch the 
splendid flowering of Hudsonia. This golden 
carpet appears for only a brief week or so in 
early to mid- June.   

 Known more commonly as beach heather, 
sand heather, beach heath, American heath and 
also as poverty grass, this dwarf shrub is 
spreading its golden glory, blanketing the back 
dunes in color. It is actually in a small  family 
(Cistaceae) informally called Rock Roses.  

 The name, poverty grass, may have come 
about due to this plant’s ability to survive in the 
poorest, sandiest and most nutrient-low soils. 
Henry David Thoreau explained the nickname 
this way when he noticed Hudsonia in 1849 on 
Cape Cod: “The sand by the roadside was  
partially covered with bunches of a moss-like 

plant, Hudsonia tomentosa, which a woman in 
the stage told us was called poverty grass be-
cause it grew where nothing else would.” 

 To live in the difficult dune environment,  
Hudsonia has developed deep roots to hold it in 
place. Its scale-like leaves reduce water loss, as 
do the woolly hairs on those leaves. While Hud-
sonia may be poor in stature and soils, it is rich in 
value. It fixes the sandy soil in place with its deep 
roots, adding stability to the dunes. It is also a  
nitrogen fixer, adding to the richness of its  
environment, and bringing nutrients for other 
plants to use.* 

 

 
*Adapted from: http://vineyardgazette.com/news/2015/06/11/golden-
glory-poverty-grass?k=vg5581c2cf01ee9&r=1#sthash.GDZM79bs.dpuf  
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 THE EASTERN BOX TURTLES ARE NOW OUT AND ABOUT; WE NEED TO WATCH OUT FOR 
THEM IN WOODS AND ON ROADS. THEY SHOULD BE REPORTED, THERE ARE FORMS  

AVAILABLE IN REFERENCES BELOW. UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES SHOULD A BOX TURTLE BE 
TAKEN OUT OF THE WOODS. IF FOUND IN THE ROAD, PUT IT BACK INTO A WOODED AREA.  

 

The Eastern Box Turtle (Terrapene carolina) is a small turtle with a high domed shell. Unlike most other turtles in the northeast-
ern United States, the Eastern Box Turtle is primarily an upland species, inhabiting a variety of upland habitats and shallow wet-
lands, both forested and open. The Eastern Box Turtle is listed as a species of Special Concern in Massachusetts, where it is 
at the northeastern edge of its range. In Massachusetts, box turtles occur at low population densities, primarily in the southeast 
(South Shore and Cape Cod) and the Connecticut River Valley. 
 Threats to the Eastern Box Turtle are numerous and include habitat loss, fragmentation, and degradation due to develop-
ment, vehicular traffic, heavy equipment used for farming and 
other types of land management, illegal collection, unnaturally 
high levels of predation, ATVs, disease, climate change, and 
natural disturbances. These threats are exacerbated by the 
fact that box turtles reach maturity late in life and are poor 
reproducers; therefore even small increases in adult mortality 
due to factors such as roads can destabilize populations as 
more turtles simply don't live long enough to successfully re-
produce. 
 While box turtles in Massachusetts are very much in 
need of continued protection and stepped up conservation 
action, box turtles present a particular challenge because they 
require fairly large blocks of intact habitat and make extensive 
use of uplands. At the same time, we now have a unique op-
portunity to proactively protect key box turtle habitat areas in 
the Commonwealth, while box turtles are still reasonably 
widespread in certain portions of the state-and have not yet declined to the point where they merit "Endangered" or "Threatened" 
status. By taking a proactive and innovative approach to conservation and regulation, this plan sets the stage for more effective 
statewide box turtle conservation. (MASSACHUSETTS FORESTRY CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT PRACTICES FOR 

EASTERN BOX TURTLES Version 2007.1 ) 

EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS RELATED TO PROTECTED SPECIES AND TURTLES IN PARTICULAR 
 
88.5.1  NHESP Educational DVD ordering info: 
http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/dfg/dfw/natural-heritage/publications-forms/publications/ 
 
Here is a link to the paper form,  
http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/dfg/dfw/natural-heritage/publications-forms/forms/ 
(“NHESP Animal Observation Form” in the subsection “Rare Species Observation Forms” is what you want) 
 
8.5.3 NHESP Turtle Webpage: 
I think this has been broken up into 2 separate pages – one for species information, one for general turtle FAQs: 
http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/dfg/dfw/natural-heritage/species-information-and-conservation/rare-reptiles-and-amphibians/turtles-of-
massachusetts.html 
http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/dfg/dfw/natural-heritage/species-information-and-conservation/rare-reptiles-and-amphibians/turtle-
frequently-asked-questions.html 
 
8.5.4 Turtle Posters ordering info: 
http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/dfg/dfw/natural-heritage/publications-forms/publications/ 
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