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T R A I L  G U I D E

A  V I N E Y A R D  L A N D  T R U S T

Florence B. “Flipper” Harris

Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation is profoundly grateful to

Florence B. “Flipper” Harris for conserving Quansoo

Farm. Mrs. Harris lived in Gladwyne, Pennsylvania

and spent her summers on Martha’s Vineyard. As a

child, she would travel across the farm on the way to

Quansoo Beach. She fell in love with the land. To pro-

tect Quansoo Farm from development, Mrs. Harris

bought Quansoo Farm in the 1970s. In 1981, she

began donating the land to Sheriff’s Meadow Found-

ation for conservation. Over the rest of her life, Mrs.

Harris gave and bequeathed to Sheriff’s Meadow

Foundation the 146 acres of Quansoo Farm and the 6

acres that are now the Martha’s Vineyard Land Bank’s

Quansoo Preserve.

Quansoo Farm

Quansoo Farm lies on the great outwash plain of
Chilmark. The Farm’s 146-acres of meadow, field and
forest stretch to the shores of Black Point Pond to the
south and Tisbury Great Pond to the east. With the
Atlantic surf audible, a near-constant wind sculpts the
trees of Quansoo into shapes beautiful and grotesque.
Many features make this landscape distinctive: the
meadows of little bluestem, the wide-open hayfields, 
the antique Mayhew-Hancock-Mitchell house, the
forests of oak and hickory and shadbush and sassafras.

In the Wampanoag language, “Quansoo” means “eel,”
or “long fish.” Naming this area “Quansoo” likely
occurred because of the fall migration of female eels
from Black Point Pond to the sea.  The name also 
indicates that this part of Chilmark has long been
important to people. As the antique Mayhew-Hancock-
Mitchell house attests, Quansoo remained important
once European settlement had begun. Reputed to date
back to the 17th century, the Mayhew-Hancock-
Mitchell House is thought to have been a Meetinghouse
used by the missionary Mayhew family. Quansoo offers
access to a wealth of natural resources. Nearby ponds
contain eels, clams, oysters, crabs, fish and waterfowl.
Much of the soil of Quansoo Farm is classified as prime
agricultural soil, and the land here has supported farm-
ing for generations. Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation is
working to continue the farming heritage of this land.

Quansoo Farm supports a variety of plants and animals.
The rare northern harrier can be seen, soaring over the
meadows and practically hovering at times. Ospreys
nest atop a pole set in the “picnic woods” to the south.
Rare grasshopper and savannah sparrows nest on the
ground in the hayfields. Grass-leaved ladies’ tresses dot
the margins of the fields and rare Nantucket shadbush
trees grow along dusty roadsides amid hazelnut and 
sassafras. The great, spreading limbs of open-grown
oaks evoke awe. Stout hickories stand ramrod straight
between the oaks. 

In addition to the Mayhew-Hancock-Mitchell House,
buildings on the farm include two residential dwellings
and related outbuildings. The Land Bank holds a trail
easement over Quansoo Farm, and created and main-
tains the trail described in this brochure.
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Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation and the 
Martha’s Vineyard Land Bank Commission

Founded in 1959, Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation is a
private, non-profit organization and is the Vineyard’s
local land trust. The Foundation was established by
Henry Beetle Hough and Elizabeth Bowie Hough to
conserve the “Sheriff’s Meadow” in Edgartown.
Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation has grown tremendously
over the years. Today, Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation
owns 2,000 acres of land and holds conservation
restrictions on more than 850 acres, making it the
island’s largest private landowner. Sheriff’s Meadow
Foundation is supported through individual contribu-
tions and an endowment.

The Martha’s Vineyard Land Bank Commission is a
public conservation agency established by island voters
in 1986. At the time of its founding, Martha’s Vineyard
was in the midst of a building boom, and the island 
was fast losing its fields and woodlands to development.
The land bank was created to conserve farms, forests,
beaches, aquifers, trails and more. The land bank is
overseen by an island-wide land bank commission and
by advisory boards in each town. The land bank is
funded by a 2% surcharge on most island real estate
sales. Since its founding, the land bank has conserved
nearly 3,000 acres. 

At Quansoo, Florence B. “Flipper” Harris gave to
Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation the 146-acre Quansoo
Farm and an abutting 6-acre property on the Tisbury
Great Pond. The six-acre property was given to Sheriff’s
Meadow to be sold, with the proceeds from the sale
being used to create an endowment. Sheriff’s Meadow
sold this property to the Martha’s Vineyard land bank,
which named it Quansoo Preserve. The land bank 
also purchased a trail easement over Quansoo Farm.
The trail described in this brochure is maintained by 
the land bank and connects Quansoo Farm and
Quansoo Preserve.  

To learn more about Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation 
and the Martha’s Vineyard land bank, please visit the 
organizations’ websites at www.sheriffsmeadow.org
and www.mvlandbank.com.
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When Flipper purchased the property in
1970, many of the fields had become over-
grown. Flipper enlisted Larry Hepler as the

Farm’s caretaker in 1974 and he began clearing and
caring for the land and continues to do so to this
day. These fields that Larry has worked to restore
and maintain are a mixture of agricultural grass-
land, sandplain grassland and coastal heathland
habitats. They are home to at least six plant species
that are listed as either Threatened, Endangered or
of Special Concern in Massachusetts. SMF now
manages these areas through a combination of hay-
ing, mowing and prescribed fire.

The body of water you see before you is
called Black Point Pond. This pond is home
to river otters, migrating water fowl and

blue crabs, but invasive species are threatening to
take over its shores. The tall grass you see is called
common reed, Phragmites australis. Although there
is a genotype native to the Vineyard, this variety is
an aggressive strain from Europe. It grows quickly 
and densely, crowding out native species and creat-
ing monotypic stands. SMF is working to eradicate
this invasive species and return the pond shore to
the healthy diverse habitat that is so vital to many
native birds, insects and plants.

The families that resided on this property for
centuries farmed the land. Historical records
refer to orchards, cattle, sheep and potatoes,

among other crops. The field directly in front of
you is still in agriculture and is hayed by local farm-
ers. Coincidentally, this hayfield is also a nesting
ground for grasshopper sparrows, a bird that is now 
threatened in Massachusetts. As agricultural fields
are succeeding into shrubland, grass hopper habitat
is in decline. You might hear the males singing 
from a perch during the breeding season starting 
in late May.
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These woods are named the “picnic woods.”
This name and the branching, curly oak
trees hint at the history of the landscape.

These old trees began their life in an open field
which gave them room to sprawl and left them vul-
nerable to the shaping of the wind. As the manage-
ment of the property changed with the absence of
grazing livestock, the understory was given a chance
to build up and hide these older, oddly shaped trees.

Many raptors use these fields as hunting
grounds. A pair of ospreys nest on the near-
by pole and add more twigs to their home

each year. You may hear them chirping loudly and
flying off in the direction of the ponds to fish. Red-
tailed hawks and northern harriers use these fields
as hunting grounds for mice, rabbits and small
birds. Male harriers are silver and females are
brown, but both sexes can be identified by the
white patch on their rump. They hunt by flying low
across the fields and hover when they detect their
prey. Red-tailed hawks are much larger, fly higher in
the sky and, like their name implies, have reddish
brown tail feathers.

The woods that you are walking through
now are typical of a maritime oak forest.
The canopy is dominated by white and 

scarlet oaks. You can find hickory, sassafras, 
viburnum and hazelnut growing in the understory.
Small mammals like chipmunks and squirrels collect
nuts from the oaks, hickories and hazelnuts to store
for colder months. Squirrels build nests of leaves
high in the upper branches of the oaks while chip-
munks dig underground burrows.
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Quansoo” is a variation of the Wampanoag
name given to this area due to the abundant
eels, or long fish, that were found in the

near-by waters. Lying to the west of Tisbury Great
Pond and north of Black Point Pond, Quansoo
Farm includes over 150 acres of coastal sandplain.
Florence Harris, know to many as Flipper, pur-
chased the farm from the Mitchell family in 1970-
71. Over the years, Flipper donated sections of the
property to Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation. Her
amazingly generous gifts culminated with the 
transfer of the remainder of the land to Sheriff’s
Meadow through her will in 2005. 

The low, scraggly trees surrounding you are
scrub oaks, Quercus illicifolia, and they
make up what is referred to as closed scrub-

oak habitat. Although common on the Vineyard,
this habitat is rare worldwide. Since this habitat is
so unique, many of the species that depend on it are
rare as well. On Quansoo Farm, at least three
species of rare moths have been recorded that
depend on scrub oak as a host plant.

The building you see is called the Mayhew-
Hancock-Mitchell House in memory of its
previous occupants. The house is a rare,

wattle and daub structure. The precise history of
the house is debatable, but some theorize that it
was built by Thomas Mayhew as a combination
church and schoolhouse in the mid-1600s. If this is
true, it would make this the oldest surviving house
on the Vineyard. 
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Quansoo Farm
E d u c a t i o n a l  T r a i l

Public access is on trail only 
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