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Executive Summary 

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve is 48.5 acres located on the western promontory of Marthaôs 
Vineyard, MA.  The conservation of this land not only protects the animals and plants that 
inhabit the preserve; it conserves the cliffs and surrounding land which are ñhistorically, 
geologically and scenicallyé.the most important site(s) on Marthaôs Vineyardò (Eleanor 
Mayhew 1959, p. 126).   

The cliffs including the land atop are sacred to the Wampanoag Tribe as they were chosen 
by Moshup as his home.  Moshup is considered by the Wampanoags as a ñbenevolent beingò 
(Aquinnah Cultural Center (ACC) Map) who created the island ñNoepeò. The fossils found in 
the cliffs today represent the leftovers from Moshupôs table (ACC Map). As time unfolded, the 
cliffs continued to inspire sailors, explorers and all those lucky enough to afford a steamboat 
passage from local and distant ports.  The famous explorer, Bartholomew Gosnold, who 
named the island Marthaôs Vineyard, was so awestruck by the cliffs he referred to them as 
ñDover Cliffsò in 1602 (Banks 1966).  The cliffs were later given the name, ñGay Head Cliffsò 
by sailors on British whaling ships in 1662 who sailed out of New Bedford.  The site of the 
cliffs on their return signified ñhomeò to local sailors and was mentioned in whaling logs and 
journals (Mayhew 1956).  Birders from around the globe seek out the cliffs for rare sightings 
of birds to add to their ñlife-listsò and, if they are lucky, witness the visual migration of 
thousands of birds during the spring and fall. 

The area of the preserve was once part of the ñIndian Reservationò on Marthaôs Vineyard 
although the land was presumably sold into private ownership as early as 1661.  It was not 
until 1870 that the ñreservationò became the ñDistrict of Gay Headò (Banks II 1966).  In the 
1870 division of common lands, a survey plan by Pease and Pease of Gay Head divides the 
cliff into the ñNorth Head Placeò north of the Gay Head lighthouse and the ñSouth Head Placeò 
south of the lighthouse.  For the purpose of this management plan the descriptive names of 
North Head and South Head will remain in use.     

The preserve flanks the Aquinnah Circle.  Much of the South Head has been open to the 
public since 1991.  The existing Aquinnah town parking area provides vehicle parking for both 
the North and South Heads of the preserve.  An existing trail connects the town parking area 
to the ñdrop-offò and main entrance onto Moshup Beach on the South Head.  Four shorter 
trails, with no in-season vehicle parking, cross the dune to connect Moshup Beach to Moshup 
Trail in various locations between the ñdrop-offò and Philbin Beach.  An estimated 26,000 
visitors frequent the existing Moshup Beach during the summer months of July and August 
(based on summer use data from 2000-2009).      
 
The preserve is located in an area close to the Aquinnah Shops and lookout, along the bike 
route from the Menemsha bike ferry and on the public transit authority route.   
 
The preserve provides a unique opportunity for avian and floral studies as the land rises from 
sandy/cobble beaches to perched wetlands atop +100ô-tall cliffs.  Four general coastal 
habitats ï coastal shrubland/grassland, coastal woodland, perched wetland and coastal 
dune/beach ï compose the preserve.  Of those four habitats, the coastal shrubland/grassland 
complex dominates the preserve.  
 
Six Massachusetts state-listed wildlife species ï several rare birds and a rare moth ï were 
recorded during surveys on the preserve; one state-listed avian species ï a waterbirdï was 
observed off-shore of the preserve; and seven state-listed avian species ï rare sparrows, 
warblers, seabirds, and shorebirds ï were documented for the area of Gay Head Cliffs which 
includes the preserve.  Three state-listed plant species occur on the preserve.  In addition, 
two plant species on the 2007 watch list in Massachusetts occur on the preserve.  



 
This management plan proposes creating 1,717 feet of off-season-use-only trail on the North 
Head to connect to 1,120 feet of existing old roads; creating two viewing areas on the North 
Head by utilizing past viewing areas, installing 16ô of boardwalk over existing concrete 
footings and using low-impact symbolic fencing;  creating an up-to-five-vehicle trailhead with 
one universal access space in a land bank easement area on town property abutting the 
Edwin Vanderhoop Homestead; creating 2,724ô of a loop trail from the proposed trailhead 
and south of the Edwin Vanderhoop Homestead; maintaining an existing 3-vehicle trailhead 
(off-season use only) on the South Head of the preserve near Philbin Beach; and creating 
approximately 150ô of universal access trail on the South Head with sweeping views of the 
South Head.      
 
The management plan also proposes to relocate portions of the Moshup Beach trail and 
maintain other existing trail systems and boardwalks on the South Head to control erosion, 
heal the eroded dunes and stop the parabolic dune formation; remove the existing wooden 
tent platform and vegetate over the concrete slab on the North Head;  maintain the coastal 
shrubland/grassland complex through annual mowing at a maximum and mowing every 3 to 
5 years at a minimum of three areas for a total of 11.5 acres; monitoring and removing 
invasive species; closing existing trails; and protecting rare wildlife and plant species habitat 
on the preserve.  (Site Management Maps follows the executive summary). 
 
All planning goals, objectives and strategies are outlined in detail in the final section of this 
management plan.  To be implemented, this plan must be presented at a public hearing and 
approved by the land bankôs Aquinnah town advisory board, the Martha's Vineyard land bank 
commission and the secretary of the executive office of energy and environmental affairs 
(EOEEA).  Additionally a notice of intent and Massachusetts endangered species act (MESA) 
review will be filed with the Aquinnah conservation commission and Massachusetts natural 
heritage and endangered species program (MA-NHESP) for work proposed within any 
bordering vegetated wetland and buffer zone as well as activity proposed in estimated and 
priority habitat for rare species. 
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Map 1: North Head Site Management Map 

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve, Aquinnah, MA 
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Map 2: South Head Site Management Map A 

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve, Aquinnah, MA 
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Map 3: South Head Site Management Map B 

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve, Aquinnah, MA 



AQUINNAH HEADLANDS PRESERVE MANAGEMENT PLAN               10 

 

 

I.  Natural Resource Inventor 

A.  Physical Characteristics 

1.  Locus  

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve is located at roughly 41 2̄1' 00'' N latitude and 

70  ̄50' 00'' W longitude.  The property consists of 48.5 acres located along the 
bluffs of the Gay Head Cliffs and is shown on Aquinnah tax maps as 6-35, -37, 
-38, -39, -40, -41, -47.2, -15, -14, -12, -13, -4, -5, -6 and 10-57, -56, -55, -53, -
54, -47, -48, -49, -46, -45, -44, -43, -42, -41.  A Locus Map (USGS Topo 1973 
1:24,000) follows as Appendix A.   

2.  Survey Maps, Deeds and Preliminary Management Plan Goals 

Larger copies of all surveys are on file at the land bank office and are available 
for inspection by appointment. Deeds, preliminary management plan goals and 
reduced copies of surveys are included in Appendix B and are saved as the 
filename Aquinnah Headlands Preserve Appendix B-1.doc, -2.doc, and -3.doc. 

3.  Geology and Soils 

The General Soils Map (Appendix C) depicts general classes of soils across 
Marthaôs Vineyard.  A star indicates the location of the Aquinnah Headlands 
Preserve.  The property occurs in soils classified as Eastchop-Chilmark-
Nantucket that are generally identified as very deep, excessively drained to 
well-drained sandy and loamy soils.   This broad soil type is often found in 
woodland or vegetated areas; has a nearly level to moderately steep 
topography; in general is not suitable for homesite use due to soil permeability; 
and covers approximately 27% of Dukes County.  These general soils are 
formed from a combination of reworked glacial outwash, ice-thrusted coastal 
plain sediment, or glacial till over moraines (Soil Conservation Service (SCS) 
1986). Outwash is material, primarily sand, that dropped out of suspension in 
glacial meltwater streams as these streams slowed and spread on their 
advance to the Atlantic Ocean.  Rocks and coarser stones compose the 
moraine that marks the furthest advance of the glaciers (Hale 1988).  
 
The SCS (1986) mapped eight soil series ï Beaches, Berryland loam sand, 
Freetown/Swansea muck, Moshup loam, Nantucket/Plymouth complex, 
Ridgebury variant, Udipsamments and Whitman variant silt loam on the 
preserve. Within these five soil series there are eleven different soil types on 
the preserve as each series contains soils that differ in slope, permeability and 
stoniness.  The complete list of soil types and discussion are included in 
Appendix C following a Detailed Soils Map.  
 
The preserve sits atop one of the more famous geologic formations of the 
eastern seaboard ï the Gay Head Cliffs, a U.S. Department of the Interior 
national natural landmark.  The cliffs are a remarkable window into the time 
before glaciation and tell a story of plants and marine life, warmer climates, 
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swamps, marshes, lagoons and embayments as well as changes in climate.  
They are composed of pre-glacier coastal plain sediments from the late 
Cretaceous period (75 million years ago) including multicolored sands, clays, 
gravels and lignites.  The cliffs also have a green layer from the Tertiary period 
(25-50 million years ago) (Oldale 1992).   
 
The Wisconsin glacial advance, some 20,000 years ago, pushed the earlier 
strata into a pile that became the cliffs resulting in older layers occurring over 
younger layers.  The boulders, off-shore, on the beach, and in the soils of the 
preserve, are part of a top layer of glacier till that covers the Cretaceous 
sediments (Oldale 1992).        
 
The boulders on the preserve range from small to large and include a uniquely 
enormous conglomerate boulder inland approximately 300 feet from the cliff 
edge and a jagged boulder that resembles a shark fin located approximately 
150ô from the cliff edge.  A conglomerate rock is a consolidated sedimentary 
rock made of rounded to subangular pebbles to boulders (Oldale1992).  Other 
examples of this unique boulder can be seen protruding from the scarp and on 
the beach below the cliffs.  Small stone were likely carried and deposited by 
meltwater streams. However, the glaciers themselves transported the larger 
boulders that were too big to be moved by streams (Oldale 1992).   
 
Aquinnah Headlands Preserve is part of both the Marthaôs Vineyard Moraine 
and the Gay Head Moraine and includes recent Holocene deposits.  The Gay 
Head Moraine consists of undulating hills and valleys formed by glacial 
deposits. The deposits include older Pleistocene deposits and sand, silt, and 
clay from the Cretaceous and Tertiary periods.  The Marthaôs Vineyard Moraine 
is considered the terminal moraine and consists of sand and gravel (SCS 
1986). These moraines may both be Wisconsonian deposits from the last 
glacier, or the Gay Head Moraine may be older and deposited during the Illinois 
glaciation ï 150,000 years ago (Oldale 1992).  Recent deposits from the 
Holocene are beach and dune sand and are wind and water driven (SCS 1986).   

4.  Topography  

The elevations at Aquinnah Headlands Preserve range from 0 to over 100 feet 
above sea level.  On the South Head the land gradually rises from the beach 
and the southern portion of the preserve to 100 feet above sea level at the 
Edwin Vanderhoop Homestead.  The highest point on the North Head is located 
at over 100 feet above sea level at the southern lookout where the life-saving 
station and later coast guard facility once stood.  The lowest points on the North 
Head, at 50 feet above sea level, are located in the northeast and southwest 
corners of this portion of the preserve.  This rolling landscape is typical of the 
broad Eastchop-Chilmark-Nantucket soil type discussed previously.  The 
contours of the property are illustrated in a portion of the USGS Squibnocket 
quadrangle labeled USGS Topographic Maps in Appendix A. 
 
The cliffs are eroding at an average erosion rate of up to 2-4 feet per year 
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although portions can remain stable for years and erode 50 feet in a few hours 
(Aubrey 1991).  Surveys show an average loss of 95 feet of land along the cliff 
edge since 1951.  At a loss of 95 feet every 40 years, the North Head and the 
northern portion of the South Head will be lost to the ocean below in 
approximately 180 years or 2189 A.D.     
 
A parabolic dune such as the one at the main Moshup Beach access point and  
Philbin Beach will form where a blowout occurs either due to natural causes or 
anthropogenic causes where a path, with significant use resulting in lack of 

dune vegetation, crosses perpendicularly to a 
dune, enters the beach, and results in a blowout.   
In both cases, wind blows sand along the beach; 
sand enters the blowout where it travels 
unimpeded by dune vegetation up and over the 
foredune.   Sand builds up behind the foredune 
creating a perpendicular rise in the dune (Bird 
1972).  The land bank has been successful at 
healing portions of the blowout caused by the 
access path by redirecting the angle of the path 
to prevent the prevailing headwinds from 
depositing sand behind the foredune. 
 

  diagram adapted from Bird (1972) 
 

5. Hydrology 

A stretch of approximately 2,000 feet of beach abuts the Atlantic Ocean on the 
South Head portion of the preserve.  Several freshwater streams, from wetlands 
on the opposite side of Moshup Trail, traverse the South Head and drain into 
the ocean in two locations.  The more southern stream is culverted under 
Moshup Trail and has a definite cut channel with spurs that spread into small 
patches of sphagnum and other wetlands plants (Walton 1987).  A 0.291-acre 
vernal pool is situated along the trail from the ñdrop-offò to Moshup Beach and 
another 0.028- acre vernal pool is situated behind one of the tallest dunes on 
the preserve at the southern end of the South Head.   These vernal pools are 
shallow and filled with water most of the year apart from approximately one 
sometimes two months of the summer when they dry up and lush wetland 
vegetation replaces open water.   In the South Head near the Edwin Vanderhoop 
Homestead a depression occurs with Ridgbury Variant soils.  In this area the 
vegetation is shrubby and similar to the surrounding area; however, the ground 
is soggy at times due to the perched water table.   
 
The North Head is a little over 100 feet above the Aquinnah town under-cliffs-
beach that abuts the Vineyard Sound.  There are four perched wetlands in the 
eastern portion of the preserve.  These are in glacial till that is layered above 
the coastal plain sediments below.  They are small in size, less than 1/2 of an 
acre total, develop during the wet seasons, and can be ephemeral. These pools 
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presumably fill from subsurface stormflow and from direct precipitation which 
produces peaks in pool volume.  No field evidence suggests significant overland 
flow and the soils are deep and highly permeable.  The pools are shrubby, which 
protects the soils from packing and allows the soils to continue to absorb water 
from rainfalls.  Depending on the direction of groundwater flow, the same water 
that fills these lowlands may flow in the direction of the cliffs and may add to the 
significant erosion forces of groundwater seepage and seawater undercutting 
(Aubrey 1991).   
 
The Ecological Communities Maps in Appendix D show the locations of these 
perched wetlands and streams.   
 

6.  Ecological Processes 

Succession, erosion and beach/dune migration are the primary ecological 
processes occurring at Aquinnah Headlands Preserve.   
 
As in other coastal areas, the maritime shrubland/grassland complex is an 
edaphic climax community and on the preserve is dominated by brambles such 
as rose, blackberry, and prickly dewberry that are interspersed with plants such 
as poison ivy, sumac, goldenrod, agrostis, and fescue.  It is stalled in this 
successional stage by the impacts of salt spray, wind, nutrient-poor sandy soil 
and disturbances such as fire and mowing.  Since the tree oaks present in and 
around the shrubland grow relatively slowly, only periodic cutting or top-kill 
following a fire may be necessary (along with the environmental factors listed 
previously) to maintain the shrubland in its successional state.  One species of 
non-native tree, the Japanese black pine, was planted in various locations on 
the South Head to control erosion.  In only a few decades it has seeded into 
areas of the coastal shrubland/grassland; however, it is not long-lived in this 
harsh environment and has suffered extensive die-off (possibly due to decline 
syndrome or insect damage) (Bartlett 1999). 
 
The coastal grassland component is a pioneer community also maintained by 
salt spray, soil conditions, wind, and disturbance.  Intensity of disturbance 
events is a determining factor between establishment of concentrated areas of 
coastal grassland verses shrubland areas. Proximity of the ocean and more 
frequent disturbances such as mowing and grazing have occurred during 
various times in the past and have set back succession in these areas.  
Continued disturbance in varying intensity is necessary to maintain the 
grassland and shrubland components of this unique and stagnant coastal 
community.     
 
The beach changes with the seasons from sand to stone and back to sand again 
as wind and wave actions bring sand in the spring and take it away in the fall 
and winter.  Wave action at the base of the cliff accounts for some of the cliff-
face erosion; groundwater seepage at higher elevations accounts for the rest. 
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Another ecological process on the preserve is the parabolic dune formation that 
was discussed above in the Topography section of the plan.  The parabolic 
dunes may grow to a height that is difficult to walk over.  The blowout 
destabilizes the foredune reducing the amount of protection the foredune 
provides to the land inland during storms.     

B.  Biological Characteristics 

1. Vegetation 

 
Aquinnah Headlands Preserve comprises four general habitat communities ï 
coastal shrubland/grassland complex, coastal woodland, beach/dune and 
perched wetlands.  They are described in detail and shown on the Ecological 
Communities Maps in Appendix D.  Much of the preserve is coastal 
shrubland/grassland with briers such as rose, prickly dewberry and blackberry 
as a contiguous cover and pockets of sumac arrowwood, bayberry, poison ivy 
shrubs and honeysuckle scattered throughout.      
 
A total of 232 plant species is known to occur on Aquinnah Headlands Preserve 
and these plants compose approximately 1/4 of all known plants occurring on 
Marthaôs Vineyard (Swanson and Knapp 1997).  The coastal 
grassland/shrubland contributes the greatest to the floristic richness of plants 
occurring on the preserve; it is represented by approximately 60% of the total 
number of plant species known to occur on the preserve; and it also covers 
approximately 60% of the preserve.  Species richness is the number of species 
present in a community (Begon et al. 1990).  The perched wetland is a close 
second in plant diversity and accounts for nearly 50% of plants known to occur 
on the preserve. The perched wetland, unlike the coastal shrubland/grassland, 
occurs on only 2% of the preserve (Table 1, Appendix D).   
  
Three plant species listed as rare by the commonwealth occur on the preserve.  
The first species occurs in three areas on the North Head: along the old road to 
the former life-saving station site and west on the adjacent hill, to the east of the 
perched wetlands in the grassy clearing and along most of the cliff edge 
predominantly between the two lookout locations. The second species was 
observed along the old grassy road on the North Head. The third species was 
observed on the sandy beach at the foot of the dune on the South Head.   
 
Two watch-listed plants occur on the preserve as well. One was observed on 
the North Head in the coastal shrubland/grassland complex. The other was 
observed throughout the preserve in the coastal shrubland/grassland complex.   
 
Aquinnah Headlands Preserve supports a diverse population of native species 
with a touch of introduced plants.  Bittersweet, Russian olive and Japanese pine 
trees plague the South Head while Japanese honeysuckle and bittersweet form 
small hedges on the North Head.     
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2. Wildlife Habitat 

 
Quality of wildlife habitat on Aquinnah Headlands Preserve depends on the 
characteristics of the vegetation communities.  Formal avian and invertebrate 
black-light traps were the primary tools used for analysis of rare wildlife habitat.  
Additional direct observations of wildlife occurrences and signs throughout the 
year contribute to the understanding of habitat value at the Headlands.  
Fourteen Massachusetts state-listed wildlife species ï five bird species and one 
moth species ï occur on the preserve and eight bird species are known to occur 
in the general area of the Gay Head Cliffs.   

 
  (a)   Invertebrates 
 

A variety of invertebrate species inhabits Aquinnah Headlands  
Preserve. The preserve provides forage, breeding habitat and cover for 
invertebrates in the perched wetlands, dunes, and in nectar-producing 
herbs and shrubs such as goldenrods, cow parsnip, milkweeds, roses 
and sumac. Visits to the preserve over a period of 15 years revealed 
eight common butterfly species, 128 nocturnal moth species and one 
diurnal but not state-listed moth species.  Direct observations of 
invertebrates on the preserve revealed an additional twelve species 
including praying mantis, eastern fairy shrimp, bees, ticks and pesky 
biting insects such as mosquitoes (Appendix E, Table 3).   
 
Most of the invertebrate species recorded for the preserve were 
observed during nocturnal black-light trap surveys conducted in June 
and July in 2004 and 2008.  A total of 128 moth species was identified; 
one of which is designated as rare by the commonwealth (Appendix E, 
Table 2).  The rare moth was on the North Head on July 15, 2004 and 
on the South Head on June 25, 2008.   

 
  (b)  Amphibians, Reptiles and Fish       
 

Two amphibians, two reptiles and no fish were observed on the 
preserve during general property surveys.  Spring peepers were heard 
vocalizing during the spring and into the summer and a green frog was 
observed in the perched wetlands of the North Head.  Peepers are one 
of the first frogs to breed on the Vineyard.  They only come to ponds to 
mate and their chorus can be deafening. A northern black racer was 
observed sunning on the southern lookout on the North Head.  A 
common snapping turtle was observed in the vernal pool near the 
Moshup Beach drop-off area.  Snapping turtles may inhabit brackish 
ponds behind barrier beaches (Klemens 1993).  They lay their eggs in 
loose sand.  The eastern fairy shrimp was counted in good numbers in 
the two northern vernal pools on the North Head in 1993.  The vernal 
pool south of the old road and closest to the small pond on neighboring 
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property did not support fairy shrimp.  Fairy shrimp are typically not 
present in water bodies if fish occur.        

   

(c)   Birds 
           

The Aquinnah Headlands Preserve is an internationally famous 
location for birding due to the unique location of the preserve at the 
headland of the Marthaôs Vineyard and the proximity of the island to the 
mainland.  Sixty-six bird species were observed at Aquinnah Headlands 
Preserve during 5-minute point count surveys conducted during 1993, 
2003 and 2004 during spring and fall migration, summer breeding and 
winter.  An additional 106 bird species were observed on and around 
the preserve by local birding experts (Appendix F).  Of these additional 
birds 26 are ocean birds or overhead fliers, 13 are uncommon for the 
Vineyard and 12 are unusual for this part of the United States.   
 
The shrubland component of the coastal shrubland/grassland complex 
provides habitat for a consistently greater diversity of bird species in 
comparison to the other habitats.  In this case, acreage of the habitat 
as well as incorporation of the perched wetlands into the shrubland 
community for the shrubland bird survey points may account for the 
skewed diversity.   
 
The trees in the coastal woodland attract woodland/edge species such 
as the Carolina wren, song sparrow, grey catbird, blue jay and 
American robin.  The dense shrubs, grassy areas and perched 
wetlands provide habitat for swallows catching insects overhead, as 
well as warblers and sparrows.  Mallard and American black ducks 
occur in the perched wetlands on the preserve.  Due to the shallow 
beach and often-times lack of sand, very few shorebirds utilize the 
preserve for breeding.  However, rare shorebirds periodically nest on 
the preserve, terns can be seen fishing just off-shore and gulls of 
different species are all-too-common lunch thieves on the beach.   
 
The abundance of birds that gather on and around the preserve results 
from  ñthe óland's endô effect of concentrating birds at ófunnelô spots, with 
no big treesò, according to Vernon Laux.  As birds fly south they are 
pushed by prevailing winds to the coast; once there they follow the 
coastline as far south as possible before heading out over the ocean.  
The autumn is a good time to witness the migration south, as more birds 
are out flying including the young, first- time migrants plus hawks and 
falcons which prey on the smaller songbirds.    

 

  (d)   Mammals 

 
Ten mammal species or signs thereof were observed on Aquinnah 
Headlands Preserve (Appendix E, Table 3).  The coastal 
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shrubland/grassland complex provides good forage and breeding 
habitat for rabbits, mice, voles, and moles.  The eastern cottontail lives 
among the dense brambles and other vegetation in the shrubland and 
forages in the grassland.  White-footed mice, meadow voles and the 
eastern mole all live in the grassland component of the coastal 
shrubland/grassland complex.  These small mammal species tunnel 
under the leaf litter or topsoil to move, rest and breed without being 
spotted by prey from above.  Raccoon scat, river otter tracks and slides, 
and muskrats all occur near the perched wetlands on the North Head.  
Squirrel and chipmunk both occur in the small coastal woodland on the 
preserve.  White-tailed deer, their scat and deer beds are common 
throughout the preserve.  Young fawns hide in both the coastal 
shrubland/grassland of the North Head as well as in the dune grass of 
the South Head.   

 

(e)   Rare and Endangered Species 
  

The Massachusetts natural heritage and endangered species program 
(MA NHESP) designates that nearly the entirety of the preserve is 
located within priority and estimated habitat of rare wildlife.  Details 
about the various species and a copy of the Endangered Species Maps 
are located in Appendix G.   
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C.  Cultural Characteristics 

1. Land History 

Early 2000s and Late 1900s 
 

The North Head of the preserve, east of the Gay Head lighthouse, was most 
recently owned by Peter Diem and the Preston family in the 1990s.  During the 
1960s, 70s and 80s the North Head was owned by Isaac and Gertrude Taylor 
of North Carolina and Frances Ginnochio of New Bedford.  The Taylors regularly 
mowed portions of the area east of the lighthouse to Pilots Landing for a period 
of 22 years (Taylor 1993).     
 
The South Head of the preserve was purchased over a period of nearly 20 years 
starting in 1988 when Moshup Beach was purchased from Virginia Long.  
Among these purchases was a portion of the South Head bluff near the 
Aquinnah Circle from the Vanderhoop family who owned the land for over a 
century.   Outside of the ñEdwin Vanderhoop Homesteadò house the only other 
signs of development along this stretch of bluff, dune and beach are the land 
bank Moshup Beach trail and boardwalk; two modest beach paths; and a three-
vehicle trailhead on the southern-most portion of the preserve.    
 
Mid 1900s 
 

During the 1940s and 1950s a portion of North Head was owned by George 
Walker, a Vineyard Haven hardware merchant.  He ran the family business, E.T. 
Walker and Co. in Vineyard Haven, and lived on the corner of State Road and 
Edgartown Road in the big white house on the right (Lair and Welch 
http://history.vineyard.net/mainst/five/etwalk23.htm).  He had a small summer 
house on top of the northern-most look-out perhaps near the privet that grows 
on the bluff near the present-day lookout (Taylor 1993).   
 
In the 1950s Moshup Trail was completed (Mayhew 1956). The road split 
several of the properties that now comprise the South Head of the preserve.  
These properties were originally ñset-offò during the common land partition by 
the commonwealth in 1870 and were likely leftover lots after larger homestead 
lots were designated.      
 
Late 1800s - Early 1900s 
 

During the early 1900s George S. Homer owned portions of the North Head 
bluff.   Mr. Homer purchased land in the Gay Cliffs area from 1879 through 1893 
from Horatio N. Pease, the eighth keeper of the Gay Head lighthouse (Banks II, 
1966) and various heirs of the common land partitioned in 1870 by the 
commonwealth.   
 
A portion of the preserve was subdivided off by Mr. Homer in 1894 and sold to 
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the U.S. Secretary of the Treasury for use as a life-saving station.  The station 
was built and placed into commission on December 20, 1985 with a crew of 
native surfmen (Banks II  1966) in response to the wreck of the ñCity of 
Columbusò.  The ship left Boston on Jan 17, 1884 and came upon the Devilôs 
Bridge, a line of reefs stretching out into the sound, at 3:45 in the morning.  Her 
crew and passengers were not discovered until 5 am by the lighthouse keeper.  
Four men landed on shore in one of the shipôs lifeboats.  Two crews of Gay 
Header Wampanoags managed to successfully launch a lifeboat later that 
morning and rescue twenty men from the rigging.  One hundred and twenty-one 
people died in the wreck (Banks II 1966). 
 
During a period between 1890 and 1897 the Vanderhoops built the house 
referred to as the ñEdwin Vanderhoop Homesteadò that is now home to the 
Aquinnah Cultural Center and is on land abutting the preserve on the South 
Head bluff.  William Adrian Vanderhoop came from Suriname, Dutch Guiana 
and married Beulah Ocooch Salisbury Vanderhoop.  They had several children 
and according to an 1858 map (Walling) of Gay Head they lived inland in the 
Old South Road area (Glover 1994a).  The building of the Vanderhoop 
homestead is attributed to one of their elder sons, Edwin DeVries Vanderhoop. 
Edwin Vanderhoop was many things; he enlisted in the U.S. Navy in 1864 and 
was a landsman on the Mahaska during the Civil War (Banks 1966, Official 
Gazette 1888); he was a graduate of the Wayland Seminary (May 1878); he 
was a Republican representative in the state legislature and a hotel proprietor 
in 1888 (Official Gazette 1888); he was the brother of the first Gay Header, 
Leonard L. Vanderhoop, to be the assistant lighthouse keeper of the Gay Head 
lighthouse under keeper Crosby L Crocker in 1892 (Railton 1982); and he was 
a fisherman, served on many town boards and was the clay agent according to 
the 1907 residence directory (http://history.vineyard.net/dukes/chilgh1907.htm).  

 
The cliff area provided an industry of clay and tourism during the turn of the 20th 
century despite the lack of roadways leading from Chilmark to the cliffs.  It was 
not until 1873 that even a Post Route was completed from Chilmark to Gay Head 
(Banks II 1966).  A steamboat landing was constructed at the end of Pilotôs 
Landing east of the preserve off Lighthouse Road in the late 1880ôs-early 1890s.  
The landing serviced excursion steamers from local and distant ports who 
brought hundreds of tourists to ride on oxcarts across the North Head of the 
preserve for tours of the lighthouse and to visit the home restaurants and the 
famous cliffs (Mayhew 1956, Taylor 1993).  In and around 1888, a hotel in the 
Aquinnah Circle between North and South Heads; a pavilion for music and 
dancing; and shops were built for the amusement of tourist that came to visit the 
remote Gay Head.   
 
In 1893, the newly incorporated town of Gay Head leased the cliffs to the Gay 
Head Clay Company for $500 per annum and added much-needed income to 
the town coffers.  The clay was shipped to kilns for brick manufacture (Banks II 
1966).   
 

http://history.vineyard.net/dukes/chilgh1907.htm
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Late 1700s ï early 1800s 
 

Mid-nineteenth century historic maps indicate that prior to the construction of the 
lighthouse in 1799 the nearest structures in the area were those belonging to the 
Cooper family at Pilotôs Landing.   
 
Pre-European settlement 
 

An archaeological assessment of the area completed by the Public 
Archaeological Laboratory in 1993 determined that the area is highly likely to 
contain prehistoric and historical archaeological resources.  Artifacts discovered 
on the island date the inhabitants to the Paleo-Indian Period (12,500-10,000 
before present) (Glover 1994b).  The proximity to water, well-drained sandy soils, 
elevated and level ground, and known archaeological sites in the area suggest 
the possibility of prehistoric use even though no evidence was discovered of 
historic settlements in the area.  The historic lack of domestic structures in the 
area of the cliff suggests the preserveôs archaeological resources are of symbolic 
and social activities and not domestic or agricultural activities (Glover 1994b).  
Low numbers of artifacts recovered from interior Gay Head sites suggest the land 
was used for temporary camps set up for the collection of food and other natural 
resources while locations on the salt ponds to the east were used more 
intensively as dwelling sites (Glover 1994b). 
 
Historic maps indicate domestic structures did not arrive until the 20th century 
when the earliest domestic structures consisted of the Edwin Vanderhoop 
homestead, the folklore site of Thomas Cooperôs ñwigwamò (Glover 1994b) and 
the home of the lighthouse keeper, despite ñwigwamò (Glover 1994b) sites being 
reported for many other coastal settings in Gay Head (Glover 1994b).   
 
The sacredness of the area revolves around one of the oldest Wampanoag 
legends about Moshup the giant (Fein 2006).  Devilôs Den, a shrubby depression 
to the east of Devilôs Ridge, was said to be the home of the giant Moshup, his 
wife Squant and his children.  As one legend goes, he pulled up trees by the 
roots to keep a fire going, resulting in the absence of trees on the Headland.  He 
pulled whales out of the ocean to be cooked over his ever-burning fire and shared 
with the Wampanoags.  The red stains on the cliffs are from the blood of these 
whales.  With the foreshadowing of foreigners coming to Moshupôs fishing 
grounds, he, according to one of the versions of the legend, turned his children 
into killer whales and disappeared down the beach behind Zackôs cliff with his 
wife, never to be seen again (Mayhew 1956).  Moshup, or perhaps ñChepyò the 
evil spirit, created Devilôs Bridge either to aid in capturing whales or as a 
response to the peopleôs wish for more convenient travel to the mainland (Banks 
I 1966).   
         
The Gay Head Cliffs bear the oldest evidence of past life.  Once a shallow 
seabed, the colorful layers of Gay Head cliffs bear fossils of prehistoric sea 
monster bones, giant clam shells, crabs and vegetation consisting of palms, logs 
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and seedpods all wedged between the colorful layers of cliff soil.  Glaciation from 
approximately a million years ago is responsible for the stacking of cliff soils 
(Long 1972).     
 

2. Planning Concerns 

 
(a) Wetland Protection Act: 

The land bank must address a number of concerns when planning 
management actions at Aquinnah Headlands Preserve.  The vernal pools, 
intermittent streams, coastal banks, coastal dunes, coastal beaches and 
land subject to coastal storm flowage are considered ñwetland resource 
areasò under the Massachusetts wetlands protection act.  A 200-foot buffer 
zone around the wetland resource areas and bordering vegetated wetland 
is also subject to the jurisdiction of the Aquinnah conservation commission.  
To undertake activities within the resource area and buffer zone the land 
bank must file a notice of intent and obtain an order of conditions from the 
Aquinnah conservation commission.  The management plan proposes to 
implement the following activities in the land subject to flooding resource 
area and buffer zone of the vernal pool, intermittent stream and coastal 
dune, beach and bank on the preserve: 

(1.)   create 2,089 linear feet (0.29 acres) of new trail in the buffer 
zone of vernal pools and coastal banks/dune;  

(2.)    maintain 5.05 acres of grassland component to the coastal     
shrubland/grassland complex in the buffer zone of the coastal 
bank; 

(3.)   maintain 2,238 linear feet (0.20 acres) of existing trail in the 
buffer zone of the coastal bank and maintain 900 linear feet 
(0.08 acres) of existing trail in the coastal dune resource area;  

(4.) maintain 331 linear feet (0.03 acres) of boardwalk in the 
coastal dune resource area and create 130 linear feet (0.01 
acres) of boardwalk in the land subject to flooding resource 
area. 

(5) maintain existing 3-vehicle trailhead (0.02 acres) located on 
the South Head.  

   
(b) Massachusetts Endangered Species Act: 

All management activities proposed in this management plan are within the 
boundaries of priority and estimated habitat for rare species (NHESP Map 
Appendix G). The creation of 3,513 ft (0.48 acres) of trail and up to 1,500 
ft2 of trailhead; creation of 146ô (0.01 acres) of boardwalk; maintenance of 
11.5 acres of coastal grassland in the coastal shrubland/grassland complex 
including removal of 5.0 acres of invasive species; and maintenance of 
4,211ô (0.38 acres) of existing trail and 331ô (0.04 acres) of existing 
boardwalk will generate a Massachusetts endangered species act project 
review filing for a total of 12.41 acres.    
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(c) Local and regional planning concerns: 
The entire property is within the Town of Aquinnah DCPC, which involves 
site-plan reviews for most construction, regulations regarding cutting, stone 
walls, etc.  A special permit from the planning board plan review committee 
will be necessary to cut trees over 3ò- wide at the base from an area greater 
than 200 ft2 and the removal of trees over 9ò-wide at the base.  This will 
include portions of the 11.5-acre area proposed for annual mowing and 
exotic invasive species removal. 
 
The entire North Head of the preserve as well as the northern portion of the 
South Head are within the Gay Head Cliff DCPC.  The bylaw protects the 
cliff area from ñundue visual intrusion and land use impactsò.  A special 
permit from the planning board plan review committee will be necessary for 
any cutting and building within 150ô of the cliff crest.  The proposed plan 
includes creating 859ô of new trail, maintaining 316ô of existing old road, 
installing 16ô of boardwalk and maintaining 2.89 acres of coastal 
grassland/shrubland complex through mowing all within 150ô of the cliff 
crest.  
 
Much of the preserve is within the Coastal District DCPC which includes 
land below the 10ô contour or within 500ô of the mean high water (mhw), 
from mean low water (mlw) 100ô inland and 100ô inland of the crest of a bluff 
greater than 15ô.  Special permits are necessary to construct within this 
zone.  
 
The Moshup Trail DCPC includes much of the South Head but not the land 
surrounding the Edwin Vanderhoop Homestead.  A special permit from the 
planning board plan review committee is necessary for construction of 
driveways, private parking areas, clearing of vegetation and relocation of 
stone walls. 
    
These DCPC areas are shown on a District of Critical Planning Map located 
in Appendix A.   

 

3.  Abutters 

A list of those owning land abutting or within 200 feet of the Aquinnah Headlands 
Preserve appears in Appendix H, as does the Aquinnah Assessors Maps 6 and 
10. 
  

4. Existing Use and Infrastructure   

The following are existing uses; Existing Use Maps follows this text with 
numbers below corresponding to numbers on the maps: 
 
1. Trail:  There are 3,451 feet of existing trails including 2,331 feet of well-used 

paths on the South Head and 1,120 feet of abandoned dirt roads on the 
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North Head including the Life-saving station road built in 1890s,  the George 
Walker camp road built in the mid-1900s and the remains of the road from 
Steamboat Landing to the Cliffs.   

 
2. Trailhead: A 3-vehicle trailhead with a short path to the beach is located off 

Moshup Trail on the southern end of the South Head portion of the preserve 
(South Head Map B).  A spot for one vehicle is deeded for summer use to 
the previous owner and the other two spots are closed to public use during 
the summer.  The entire trailhead is open for public use during the off-season 
(September ï May).  

 
3. Trail agreement and trailhead easement: The Town of Aquinnah signed a 

trail agreement with the land bank to create a trail (+775ô) connecting the 
town parking lot to Moshup Beach.  The town also granted to the land bank 
an easement to construct and access an up-to-5-vehicle trailhead to be 
located in an easement area designated on the South Head Use Map A in 
pink. 

 
4. Life-saving station/Coast Guard Facility: a concrete slab and retaining wall 

are all that is left of the Life-saving station and Coast Guard facility. 
 
5. Tent platform: A rotted tent platform approximately 50ôx30ô, constructed of 

wood, is located in the shrubland of North Head. 
 
6. Sheep Shed:  A concrete slab on North Head is all that remains of a ñsheep 

shedò that was removed in 1993 after the property was purchased by the 
land bank. 

 
7. Bench:  The northern-most lookout, with fantastic views of the cliffs and 

Vineyard Sound, has a bench and is relatively grass-dominated.  It was the 
location of the George Walker camp that was built in the 1960s.  An eight-
foot dirt road connects the campsite location to Pilots Landing. 

 
8. Fence: Remains of a metal fence occur on various property lines on the 

North Head portion of the preserve.  
 
9. Moshup Beach: Moshup Beach on the South Head has been open to the 

public for 22 years.  Summer use data covering nearly a decade indicate an 
average of 26,000 people visit the beach during the summer months of July 
and August.  Approximately 1,050 visitors come by bike to the beach per 
season.  Visitor attendance is only slightly greater in August compared to 
July. The average greatest daily visitor count was 1,053 for the nine-year 
period (2000-2009). 

 
10. Seasonal Latrine:  a wooden platform at the Moshup Beach drop-off on the 

South Head holds four portable latrines during the summer months.  
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Map 4: North Head Existing Use Map 

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve, Aquinnah, MA  
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Map 5: South Head Existing Use Map A 

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve, Aquinnah, MA  
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Map 6: South Head Existing Use Map B 

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve, Aquinnah, MA  
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II. Inventory Analysis 

 
In this section, problems and opportunities that may arise in the management of 
Aquinnah Headlands Preserve are analyzed.   

A.  Constraints & Issues 

1.  Ecological Context 

  

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve is an interesting gradient from coastal 
shrubland/grassland dotted with perched wetlands atop of the Gay Head Cliffs 
ranging down to coastal dunes along Moshup Beach.  It is in close proximity to 
the Aquinnah Circle where public transportation and latrine facilities are 
located. All of the preserve is designated as priority and estimated habitat for 
rare species and the mosaic of habitats on the preserve allows it to meet habitat 
requirements of many of the rare species associated with the priority and 
estimated habitat designated for the preserve.   
  

2.  Natural and Cultural Resource Concerns 

There are six main areas of concern at Aquinnah Headlands Preserve, each 
briefly addressed below and then addressed in more detail in the land 
management section of the plan: 

  

(a.)     State-listed rare species 
Rare plants, several rare birds and one rare moth species occur on the 
preserve. They depend on the diversity of habitats on the preserve and 
utilize them all.  Protecting habitat and minimizing potential disturbance 
to nesting and foraging important to the survival of these species.  In the 
plan trails are sited to avoid rare plant and wildlife populations as well as 
prevent off-trail excursions into sensitive areas such as the cliffs, 
wetlands, and dune systems.     

 
(b.)       Wetlands 

The perched wetlands on the preserve are an important component of 
the diversity of the habitat as they account for many of the plants that 
occur on the preserve.  They are sensitive to changes in water quality 
which could impact the breeding amphibians and invertebrates that 
depend on these ephemeral pools.  Uses that direct erosion, nitrates and 
petroleum products towards the wetlands might degrade the quality of 
the water or alter the wetlands and impact the plants and animals that 
depend on them.   

 
(c.)          Succession 

Succession is a natural process.  Without the use of mechanical mowing, 
fire or grazing, the coastal grassland component of the preserve will 
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naturally succeed into the surrounding shrubland component.  
Succession here appears to be happening at a slow rate compared to 
inland grasslands.  Valuable rare plant habitat would be lost if the 
grasslands were permitted to succeed into shrub-dominated habitats.  
Rare plants would be lost or reduced in number.  Other species, such as 
birds-of-prey, also depend on the grassland ecosystem for food.  
Although the rate of succession along the coast is slow, the coastal 
shrubland is also susceptible to it.  Over time trees or taller shrubs may 
become more dominant.  A grove of poison ivy trees exists on the North 
Head of the preserve that is over 6 feet tall; Japanese black pines and 
Russian olives are springing up in the coastal shrubland/grassland 
complex on the South Head.  Some shrublands can maintain themselves 
with the help of salt spray and wind while other areas may require 
periodic mowing to stimulate new shrub growth to replace old and 
potentially brittle and top-heavy shrubs. 

 
(d.)         Shoreline bank erosion 

The Gay Head Cliffs, which are owned by the Wampanoag Tribe and are 
a national natural landmark, are significant for cultural, aesthetic, 
geological, wildlife habitat and storm buffer reasons.  Their sensitivity is 
linked to the factors outlined in the Soils, Geology and Topography 
sections.  While natural erosion will occur regardless of human activity, 
activities that direct additional surface run-off towards the cliff edge; that 
destroy vegetation close to the cliff edge; and that deplete groundwater 
will speed up the process of shoreline bank erosion.  Maintaining 
vegetation atop the cliff and having vegetation on the cliff face helps 
stabilize the soils and absorb some of the precipitation that would 
otherwise find its way to the cliff face either as surface water or 
groundwater seepage. 

 
(e.)         Invasive Species 

Invasive species are a concern on any property.  Annual monitoring and 
quick control and removal of invasive species is important to maintain an 
ecological balance and the integrity of habitats on the preserve.   
 

(f.)         Migration Habitat 
Many avian and lepidoptera species are directed to the property by a 
geographical funneling down the east coast during migration periods.  
These species, including monarch butterflies, songbirds, and hawks, 
make their way down the coast and concentrate at the preserve on the 
headlands of Marthaôs Vineyard.  Successful migration is dependent on 
the availability of ecological ñhooksò at staging areas such as the South 
and North Headlands. These hooks include plants such as milkweed and 
goldenrod for monarch butterfliesô foraging; clumps of trees and shrubs 
for songbirds to take cover in from the wind; berry- and insect-abundant 
wetlands for songbird foraging; and abundant prey for migrating hawks.   
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Wildlife in migration is therefore appreciative of habitat diversity and is 
sensitive to the loss of specific habitats currently available on the 
preserve. 

 
(g.)        Archaeological artifacts 

The preserve is located in a culturally significant area for the Wampanoag 
Tribe.  Archaeological artifacts can surface from erosion and disturbance 
of the soil.  Use of water bars and woodchips on trails reduces erosion 
and protects artifacts that may already be on the surface.  A specific 
archaeological survey may be arranged prior to disturbance of soil.  The 
use of the property attendants and signage prohibiting mud bathing and 
disturbance of fossils and artifacts will help protect this valuable cultural 
resource.  The discovery of a fossil or artifact on the preserve will be 
reported to the appropriate authorities. The artifacts or fossils destiny will 
depend on the desire of the authority with jurisdiction over the item. 

 

3.  Sociological Context 

 

Aquinnah Headlands Preserve is located at the end of State Road and flanks 
the Aquinnah Circle.  The North Head is off Lighthouse Road while the South 
Head is predominantly off Moshup Trail.  It is above one of the most memorable 
cliffs on the eastern seaboard and includes the famous Moshup Beach.  It is 
near the Aquinnah shops, latrine facilities, public town parking and public 
transportation.  The preserve provides the only public access to Moshup 
Beach.   
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4.   Neighborhood Concerns 

 

The land bank considers the concerns of neighbors as part of the planning 
process. All abutting property owners and the local conservation commission 
are sent written notice of a public hearing on the draft plan.  All neighbors -- 
and all members of the public -- are invited to review the draft plan, attend the 
public hearing, and make written or oral comments.  The land bank's Aquinnah 
town advisory board and the Marthaôs Vineyard land bank commission review 
all comments and can change the draft plan if desired.  Anyone may also 
express concerns at any public meeting of the Marthaôs Vineyard land bank 
commission and Aquinnah town advisory board or may simply contact land 
bank staff.   
 
Planning concerns that already have been brought to the attention of the land 
bank by neighbors between 1993 and 2010 include: 

- increased vehicular traffic on Pilotôs Landing Road, 
- increased trespassing on an existing, off-premises, unauthorized trail 

over the cliffs that leads to the beach below, 
- signs may not be respected, 
- people may go over the cliffs on the preserve if they are discouraged 

from using the existing, unauthorized trail off ïpremises, 
- cliff erosion, 
- spread of Japanese black pine and other invasive plants, 
- disturbance of archaeological artifacts, 
- people visible on the cliff at the lookouts may encourage people on the 

beach to climb the cliffs in search of a short cut back to their vehicles, 
- fire and safety hazards, 
- property is inappropriate for deer hunting  

B.  Addressing Problems and Opportunities 

1.   Land Bank Mandate 

 

In 1986, the voters of Marthaôs Vineyard created the land bank to acquire, hold, 
and manage land in a predominantly natural, scenic, or open condition.  The 
land bank keeps open space open and allows modest public use.  Its ñshared-
useò policy strives to provide a range of public benefits, from low-impact 
recreation and aesthetics to wildlife conservation and watershed protection.  
Protection of natural resources is the land bankôs highest priority, yet ñshared-
useò demands balancing the public use of natural resources with protection of 
the same. 
 

2.  Goals at Purchase 

 

The purchase of Aquinnah Headlands Preserve protects the integrity of a world 
renowned ñnaturalò destination and meets seven of the land bank's nine criteria 
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for property acquisition: forest land; fresh and saltwater marshes and other 
wetlands; ocean and pond frontages, beaches, dune, and adjoining backlands; 
scenic vistas; wildlife habitats; trails; and sites for passive recreation. 
Preliminary management plans were adopted by the land bank commission 
and Aquinnah town advisory board and are attached as Appendix B.   
 

3. Opportunities 

     

(a.) Access:  The public vehicular access to Moshup Beach on the Aquinnah 
Headlands Preserve is by the Aquinnah town public parking lot off Moshup 
Trail.  Public access to the remainder of the preserveôs trails and views is 
by the up-to-5-vehicle trailhead situated in and easement area on town 
land near the Edwin Vanderhoop Homestead.  Universal access (UA) is 
proposed for this preserve through a handicap-accessible parking slot in 
the proposed trailhead and through a separate 150ô stretch of trail from 
the town parking lot to a small clearing with views of the South Head 
below.   

 
(b.) Birding:  The shrubland, grassland and shoreline provide good vantage 

points for bird-watching, especially the spring and fall migration when the 
funneling of thousands of birds occurs.  The area is known internationally 
as a ñhot spotò for birding. 

 
(c.) Fishing:  Finfishing along the approximately 2,000ô of shoreline is possible.   
 
(d.) Trails: Proposed trails on the preserve will provide trails on the North 

Head and an additional loop trail on the South Head of the preserve 
directly below the Edwin Vanderhoop Homestead.  Access to the North 
Head is proposed for the off-season use only.  The trail on the North 
Head is proposed to be mowed once in the fall and allowed to grow back 
in during the spring and summer.    

 
(e.) Shrubland/grassland maintenance: The coastal shrubland/grassland 

supports a variety of typical sandplain grassland species in addition to 
several rare and watch-listed plant species.  The plan proposes to 
maintain this habitat through early spring mowing on an annual to 3-5-
year rotational mowing schedule.   

 
(f.) Views:  As might be expected from the islandôs western promontory, the 

views are breathtaking and draw thousands of visitors to this remote area 
of the island throughout the year. Views of the Atlantic Ocean, Vineyard 
Sound, South Head, Moshup Beach, the North Head, portions of the Gay 
Head Cliffs and Dogfish Bar are available from various points on the 
preserve.  Every effort possible will be made to limit visibility of abutting 
homes from the trail and visibility of the trail from abutting homes.   
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4.  Universal Access (UA) 

 
Aquinnah Headlands Preserve is moderately suited for universal accessibility.  
The preserve has rolling hills, sandy soils, and long distances from the major 
amenities to the trailhead.   In addition, the archaeological significance of the 
area makes it difficult to provide universal access as digging and removing soil 
to add hardener to the trail may expose archaeological artifacts.  One location 
for universal access which avoids disturbance is from the town parking lot 150ô 
along the existing eroded trail to an open grassy lookout with views of Moshup 
Beach and the Atlantic Ocean.  The plan proposes to add hardener to the 
rutted-out trail (without excavation) and to divert the run-off from the parking 
area to avoid future erosion of the trail.  One universal access vehicle parking 
is proposed for the new up to 5-vehicle trailhead near the Edwin Vanderhoop 
Homestead.  

 
The preserveôs ROS (óRecreation Opportunities Spectrumô) classification is 
ñless-developed.ò  Further details are included in Appendix I.  
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III.  Land Management Planning 

This final section of the revised management plan states goals for Aquinnah Headlands 
Preserve and outlines strategies for achieving them.  These goals and strategies are 
designed to fit within the social and ecological constraints defined previously.  The plan 
addresses five areas of planning concern: nature conservation, recreation and aesthetics, 
natural products, community interaction and land administration.   

A.   Nature Conservation 

 Provide long-term protection for plants, animals and natural processes 
 occurring at Aquinnah Headlands Preserve.   
 
Objective 1  Protect and encourage rare and endangered species on the preserve. 
  Strategies: 

A. Monitor the property for rare plants and animals during regular property 
checks. 

a. Conduct surveys in the coastal shrubland/grassland for rare plant 
species in June and July; site new trails outside of known 
populations and re-route trails as necessary if new populations 
arise. 

b. Conduct surveys for a rare plant along the beach and in the dunes 
in August and rope off areas accordingly to prevent trampling.  

c. Conduct surveys for rare nesting shorebirds on the preserve from 
April through July and continue monitoring any observed nest 
until chicks are fledged.  

d. Conduct surveys of rare breeding shorebirds during the spring 
and summer should appropriate habitat be available.  

 
B. Develop and implement a strategy to protect any additional rare species 

observed on the property. 

C. Report new observations of rare and endangered species to the proper 
commonwealth authority. 

D. Maintain existing coastal shrubland/grassland complex on the preserve 
that is essential for rare plants and rare wildlife species.  

a. Mow the designated grassland areas annually in the early spring 
for 5 years with the goal to increase grassland dominance in this 
area; re-survey the area to evaluate shrubland-grassland 
composition; consider the use of fire in coordination with Sheriffôs 
Meadow Foundation, an abutting property owner. 

b. Mow annually after the 5-year annual mowing if the grassland 
component responds positively to the regime and if it does not 
mow once every 3-5 years in the early spring with the goal to 
maintain the area as an open, low mix of shrubs, graminoids and 
herbs. 

c. Sweep area on foot to locate any northern harrier nests when 
mowing in April; if a nest is observed either skip mowing for that 



AQUINNAH HEADLANDS PRESERVE MANAGEMENT PLAN               34 

 

 

year in that area or mow in late fall, early winter after the birds 
have fledged. 

d. Remove invasive plants including but not limited to Japanese 
black pine through flush cutting and possibly stump grinding or 
spraying with a stump sprout herbicide. 

e. Site trails along existing trails and old roadways as much as 
possible on the preserve to avoid unnecessary penetration into 
the habitats. 

f. Mow/prune on the side of the Moshup Trail if requested as part 
of a larger Moshup Trail vegetation management program. 

E. Protect moth habitat.  
a. Allow existing habitats to flourish.  
b. Allow some existing trails not proposed for use to     

 revegetate. 
c. Protect the dune vegetation from trampling by prohibiting   

 use in this area (except on boardwalks and existing trails) and 
 prohibit unauthorized vehicles (emergency and land bank   
 management use permitted only) on beach and dune. 
 

F. Protect state-listed avian breeding habitat by. 
a. Site new trails in such a way as to maximize contiguous 

shrublands. 
b. Allow existing trails, not proposed for use, to re-vegetate. 

i. Prohibit pets (dogs/cats) on the preserve from April to 
October and otherwise require they be leashed and 
restrained.   

c. Maintain grassland component of the coastal 
shrubland/grassland to provide hunting grounds for the northern 
harrier and other listed birds of prey. 

d. Close trail and/or relocate as needed if active nests are observed. 
e. Maximize the use of existing old roadbeds when siting the trail 

system. 
f. Adjust the open and closure times of the North Head if active 

nests are observed. 
 

G. Protecting state-listed shorebird nesting habitat 
a. Symbolically rope off available rare shorebird habitat in April. 
b. Monitor rare shorebird activities and possibly use predictor 

fencing once a nest has reached a complete clutch. 
c. Enforce ñno pets on beachò rule for the preserve. 

    
Objective 2  Protect wetland habitats for a variety of rare and common wildlife and plant 

species. 
  Strategies: 

A. Close a portion of the existing old road to the northern lookout on North 
Head; use old road only for maintenance equipment such as the tractor 
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and hand mower; and use the closed portion of old road as a trail if the 
trail system includes Pilotôs Landing Road   

 
B. Protect vernal pools along Moshup Trail from impacts of road run-off 

from Moshup Trail by protecting surrounding vegetation from trampling 
and use.   

 
C. Prevent trespassing onto the cliff-face. 

 
a. Site trails away from the cliff edge. 
b. Site trails that are on a similar elevation as the cliff edge in thick 

shrubland where possible. 
c. Use low-impact fencing at the southern and northern lookouts on 

North Head. 
d. Install 16 feet of low boardwalk in the shrubs over existing 

concrete footings at the southern lookout on North Head to clearly 
define the area intended for use. 

e. Remove all visible portions of boardwalk at the North head 
lookouts during the summer season when the trail is closed if 
boardwalk or fence is visible from the beach. 

f. Site lookouts in low thick shrublands where possible.   
  
D. Install approximately 130ô of ground-level boardwalk over an existing 

trail to traverse a low area of bordering vegetated wetland abutting low-
land subject to flooding on South Head.   

 
E. Prohibit the following activities: 

a. pets, fires, nudity and alcohol; 
b. prohibit dumping of carcasses, fishing line and other debris; 
c. prohibit camping (unless special permission is granted by the 

MVLBC and it is not prohibited by any town by-law); 
d. and clay bathing and removal of fossils on the abutting cliffs and 

beaches of the preserve. 
 

F. Prohibit the public from creating its own trails over the preserve. 
a. Monitor the property regularly for unauthorized trails. 
b. Close all unauthorized trails. 
c. If unauthorized trails persist, consider this interest in such trails 

as potentially a tacit need and consider incorporating them or a 
more appropriate alternative into the existing trail system.   

  
Objective 3: Reduce and control erosion of trails and shoreline. 
  Strategies: 

A. Install water bars where necessary. 
 
B. Reroute the Moshup Beach trail onto Sheriffôs Meadow Foundation land 



AQUINNAH HEADLANDS PRESERVE MANAGEMENT PLAN               36 

 

 

subject to a written agreement to be drafted and signed by both the land 
bank and Sheriffôs Meadow Foundation. 

 
C. Reroute or temporarily close any trail where necessary. 
 
D. Use switch backs whenever necessary when siting new trails on a slope. 

 
E. Protect and control dune by directing access to conservative dune 

crossings.     
 

Objective 4:   Protect the value of the preserve as migratory and breeding habitat for avian 
  and other wildlife species.   
 Strategies: 

A. Site new trails and relocate existing trails to minimize impacts in vernal 
pool areas.  Retain snags in woodland where these trees do not pose 
unacceptable safety or fire hazard. 

 
B. Retain dense shrubs and perching trees along edges of pools and retain 

some existing cedars in coastal shrubland/grassland complex. 
 
C. Prohibit pets from the preserve during avian breeding season from April  

through October, approximately and otherwise require that dogs be 
leashed as stated in the Aquinnah town dog policy. 

D. Monitor changes in vegetation cover during regular property checks and 
by updating ecological inventory in 2019. 

   
Objective 5: Control the spread of invasive species. 
 Strategies: 

A. Cut or up-root invasive species as they are observed.    
 
B. Monitor for re-growth and continue to manage invasive plants. 

 
C. Explore other control methods and implement with permission of the 

MVLBC if physical control methods fail and if physical control methods 
are not possible due to the archaeological significance of the preserve. 

 
Objective 6: Reduce forest fire danger in shrubland on the preserve and nearby 
woodlands. 
 Strategies:  

A. Prohibit open flame fires on the preserve unless special permission is 
granted by the land bank property staff and local fire department. 

 

B.  Recreation and Aesthetics 

 
Allow limited, low-impact recreational use of the area for boating, hiking, bicycling, 
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horseback-riding and picnicking and maintain attractive views and landscapes 
provided that these uses do not preclude attainment of nature conservation 
objectives. 
 
Objective 1: Create up-to-5-vehicle trailhead on South Head 
 Strategies:  

A. Designate one space for universal access use. 
 

B. Fence potential trailhead with low-impact fencing, if necessary. 
 

C. Install logo marker at the entrance to the trailhead. 
 

D. Install a sign station in an appropriate location and post signage regarding 
property rules, maps, ecological interests of the preserve, additional 
nearby trails, and public beach access. 
 

E. Inform visitors, in the land bank map, how to access the preserveôs 
trailhead and its intended use. 
 

F. Regulate the use of the trailhead, if necessary. 
 

G. Install additional boundary markers or fencing along the open border with 
the Edwin Vanderhoop Homestead, as necessary. 
 

H. Inform visitors, in the land bank map, how to access the preserveôs 
trailhead. 

 
 
Objective 2:  Maintain existing Moshup Beach drop-off.  
 Strategies: 

A. Reapply hardener in drop-off as necessary. 
 

B. Supply adequate seasonal (July-September) latrines (3-4) at the drop-
off. 
 

C. Maintain latrine platform as needed and erect wood screening annually.  
 

D. Maintain the existing boardwalk from the drop-off to the beach at a width 
of 6 feet to allow emergency ATV access, per the request of town of 
Aquinnah. 

 
Objective 3:  Maintain existing 3-vehicle trailhead on the eastern end of South Head.   
 Strategies: 

A. Apply hardener on trailhead as necessary. 
 
B. Trim back overhanging vegetation to maintain existing trailhead layout. 
 
C. Remove invasives such as Japanese black pine (flush cut). 
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D. Maintain wooden fence and gate around the trailhead area.  
 
E. Prohibit vehicular use by the public and lock gate from Memorial Day ï 

Labor Day.  
 
F. Construct 130ô of ground-level boardwalk at a width of +2 feet over an 

existing trail. 
 
G. Install signage indicate property rules and limitations. 
 
H. Continue to implement deed restriction regarding seasonal parking for 

Joan Higbee. 
 
Objective 4: Create trail system as shown on the Site Management Maps. 
 General Strategies:  

A. Create trail network as shown on the Site Management Map: 
a. create 3513 linear feet of new trail; 

b. make trail corridors four to six feet wide and eight feet tall, when 

possible, with the exception of existing old roads which may be 

maintained at their present width; 

c. free trails of rocks, roots and other obstacles where practical; 

d. install erosion control measures where needed; 

e. mark trails with colored markers if needed;  

f. site trails so that they are as unobtrusive as possible to nearby 

homes and sensitive wildlife habitat; 

g. site trails so that they connect, as well as possible, to other 

conservation land, ancient ways and trail easements. 

 
B. Screen views of houses as necessary from trails and viewpoints using 

native vegetation. 
 

C. Minimize need for signs and railings by siting trails appropriately. 
 

D. Allow land bank staff discretion to close or relocate trails or add new 
trails, such as spur trails for off-property trail connections. 

 
E. Allow multiple uses of trails where appropriate by hikers, Nordic skiers, 

horseback-riders, and bicyclists. 
 

F. Prohibit visitorôs use of motorized vehicles, such as but not limited to dirt 
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bikes and all-terrain vehicles.  
 
G. Check and maintain trails monthly.  
 
H. Prohibit bicycling and horseback-riding on those paths directly 

connecting the Moshup Trail and the ocean, in order to avert erosion. 
 

North Head Strategies 
I. Designate two existing lookouts on North Head as indicated on the Site 

Management Map and use symbolic fencing (e.g. rope and wooden 
stakes), as needed, to prevent off-trail excursions. 

 
J. Create a loop trail on the property using as much of the existing old road 

beds as possible and staying as far from the cliff as possible. 
 
K. Access the property by using an existing right-of-way (over Aquinnah tax 

parcel no. 6-32) onto North Head as a public trail for foot/bicycle traffic 
and maintenance vehicles only; use right-of-way unless alternative trail 
easement is supplied. 

 
L. Mow out the way which includes the land bank easement crossing Map-

lot 6-47.3, in such a manner as to accommodate land bank maintenance 
vehicles. 

 
M. Decline to use the easement over Pilotôs Landing Road as contained in 

Cert. of Title No. 2580 and in deed from Thomas B. Bracken, Trustee of 
Isaac M. Taylor Revocable Trust and Gertrude Taylor to Peter Diem (doc 
No. 21538) as part of the trail system at this time unless the Town 
Advisory Board and the Commission approve the use. 

 
N. Mow North Head trails prior to opening annually and allow trails to 

revegetate during the summer growing season. 
 
O. Install a low-visibility sign station on North Head to inform visitors of the 

property limitation, interests and rules. 
 
P. Open trails from September 15 ï June 15, subject to closing at the 

discretion of the land bank ecologist; use fencing/gates, signs and any 
other reasonable means to close trails, as needed. 

 
South Head Strategies 

Q. Use dune fencing to control and heal blowouts where trails enter 
Moshup Beach. 

 
R. Upgrade boardwalk from drop-off to Moshup Beach as necessary to 

encourage dune regeneration. 
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S. Create + 150ô of universal access trail on the South Head in a location 

that is feasible and appropriate by adding sand hardener to an existing 
eroded trail or by adding sand hardener onto the surface of a new trail. 

 
Objective 5: Entertain possibilities for other trail links. 
 Strategies: 

A. Activate trail easements with access to existing conservation areas. 
 
B. Maintain existing links to other conserved properties. 

 
C. Create links to other conserved land and easements.  
 
D. Continue as and if necessary, to work with abutters to negotiate 

alternative trail easements to the existing right-of-way and easements 
that provide access to the North Head.    

 
E. Activate alternative ways if any deeded use is successfully contested. 

 
Objective 6: Abide by Aquinnah town dog bylaws (all dogs must be leashed) unless  
  otherwise noted. 
 Strategies: 

A. Prohibit dogs on the preserve from April to October.   
 
B. Encourage visitors to clean up after their pets. 

 
C. Post the dog policy at the various sign stations and property entrances 

and in the land bank map. 
 
Objective 7:   Continue to allow use of Moshup Beach for swimming, sun-bathing, 
picnicking, hiking, bird-watching and the like providing nature conservation goals are not 
precluded.  
 Strategies: 

A. Post the beach with signs indicating ñno lifeguard on dutyò. 
 

B. Delineate land bank property. 
 

C. Prohibit nudity, removal of clay, fossil digging, dumping, alcohol and loud 
reveling. 

 
D. Require visitors to carry-in-carry-out their trash.  

 
Objective 8: Remove or heal over existing structures on North Head. 
 Strategies: 

A. Remove rotted wooden tent platform from the shrubland. 
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B. Heal over existing concrete slab from former ñsheep shedò using a clean 
material and possibly seeding with native little bluestem and switchgrass 
seed to avoid excavating in an archaeologically sensitive area.  

C.  Natural Products 

 
Prohibit hunting and allow fishing provided that natural conservation goals are not 
precluded.   
 
Objective 1: Allow fishing from the shore of the preserve. 
 Strategies: 

A. Allow night-time fishing on preserve from shoreline. 
 
B. Encourage fishermen to carry-in-carry-out their fishing supplies and 

remove all fishing debris. 
 

Objective 2: Prohibit deer hunting on the preserve.   
 Strategies: 

 
A. Post no hunting signs on the preserve. 
 
B. Notify the public of the no hunting policy on the preserve in the land 

bank hunting policy and on the land bank website. 
 
Objective 3: Prohibit camping. 
 Strategies: 

A. Prohibit camping on the preserve unless special permission is granted 
by the land bank commission and it is in compliance with Aquinnah town 
bylaw. 

 
B. Post ñclosed at darkò signs on the sign stations with night-time fishing 

and star-gazing as the exceptions.   

D.  Community Interaction 

 
Provide helpful and interesting information about the property for visitors; promote 
cultural resource conservation and allow educational use of the property. 
 
Objective 1: Help people find the property and avoid trespassing. 
 Strategies 

A. Mark the property on land bank website (www.mvlandbank.com) and 
map and provide directions. 

 
B. Use discrete land bank logo signs on the Lighthouse Road, Aquinnah 

Circle and Moshup Trail. 
 

http://www.mvlandbank.com/
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C. Install ñend of land bank propertyò signs where appropriate. 
  
D. Install land bank logo markers on property. 
 
E. Limit trespassing by closing existing trails.   
 
F. Install gates or fencing as needed. 
 
G. Install additional boundary posts along the border between the preserve 

and the Edwin Vanderhoop Homestead as needed. 
 
H. Post map of property and trails as well as an aerial overview of the 

connecting conservation land and trails on sign station and website. 
 
I. Plant vegetation where residential dwellings are visible from the trail, as 

necessary, that blends in with the natural context of its environs to define 
and screen the boundaries.   

 
Objective 2: Present useful and interesting information about Aquinnah Headlands 

Preserve to the public. 
 Strategies:  

A. Provide the Aquinnah public library and conservation commission with 
copies of this management plan if so desired. 

 
B. Make a copy of this plan available at the land bank office and, when file 

size is not restrictive, on the land bank website.  
 

C. Inform the public of the educational use of this property through the 
Marthaôs Vineyard superintendent of schoolôs office.  

 
D. Post information about the cultural and natural history of the preserve 

at the trailheads. 
 

Objective 3:     Protect cultural and prehistoric resources on the preserve. 
  Strategies: 

A. Contact Wampanoag Tribe and Massachusetts Historical Commission 
prior to implementation of the management plan for recommendations. 

 
B. Apply woodchips or hardener on the surface of trails in areas prone to 

surface degradation. 
 

C. Work with the Wampanoag Tribe to create and post educational signs 
on sign stations informing visitors of the rules and regulations against 
removal of archaeological and prehistoric artifacts from the preserve. 

 
D. Work with the Wampanoag Tribe to enforce laws against removal of 
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archaeological artifacts and other protected resources in or around the 
cliffs. 

 
E. Create and maintain trailheads etc. by cutting vegetation, scraping the 

leaf litter on the surface, and applying a sand hardener where possible 
to avoid surface disturbances in archaeologically sensitive areas.  

 
F. Follow appropriate town bylaws regarding archaeological surveys if 

excavation is necessary to create or maintain trailheads, trails, and 
other features on the preserve. 

E.  Land Administration 

Oversee and police Aquinnah Headland Preserve on a regular basis and develop 
good neighborhood relations. 
 
Objective 1    Maintain good relations with abutters and neighbors.  
  Strategies  

A. Establish contact and working relations with neighbors including the 
Wampanoag Tribe, Sheriffôs Meadow Foundation and Town of 
Aquinnah. 

 
B. Maintain contact and working relations with the Aquinnah conservation 

commission; send a draft copy of the plan to the Aquinnah conservation 
commission prior to the public hearing. 

 
C. Implement deed restrictions and agreements (Appendix B). 
 
D. Post the activities allowed and prohibited on the preserve. 
 
E. Employ adequate seasonal coastal field technicians to attend the 

preserve and implement property rules.  
 

 
Objective 2   Keep property well-maintained. 

Strategies 
A. Inspect property at least monthly. 
 
B. Clean up any litter and junk which may occur. 
 
C. Promptly respond to problems. 

 
D. Employ adequate staff to effectively implement land management   

 goals. 
 

Objective 3 Maintain set hours for use. 
 Strategies 
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A. Open property every day of the year from sunrise to sunset. 
 
B. Prohibit nighttime use of the preserve except for fishing and star-gazing. 
 
C. Post ñclosed at darkò signs on the sign station. 
 
D. Prohibit summer use of North Head trails. 
  

Objective 4    Keep well-maintained boundaries. 
 Strategies 

A. Locate corners and walk boundaries annually. 
 
B. Keep photographic record of corners. 
 
C. Post boundary flags where appropriate. 
 
D. Correct encroachments as they occur. 

 
 
Objective 5   Keep good records of all land management activities and natural events. 
 Strategies 

A. Record all significant events, natural or otherwise. 
 
B. Continue to update plant and animal inventories. 
 
C. Maintain photographic record of landscape appearance. 

 
Objective 6  Comply with all applicable regulations and agreements. 
 Strategies 

A. Comply with Massachusetts wetland protection act and endangered 
species act and file prior to implementation. 

 
B. Comply with any applicable local conservation by-law, planning board 

and zoning regulation. 
 
C. File a notice of intent with the Aquinnah conservation commission 

regarding activities proposed that are within the wetland resource area 
and buffer zone. 

 
D. File a Massachusetts endangered species act request for review 

regarding all activities proposed within the designated estimated and 
priority habitat for rare species. 
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Appendix A: Locus, Topography, Planning and Wetland Maps  

 
 

 

Map 7: Locus Map of Aquinnah Headlands Preserve 
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Map 8: Topographic Map of Aquinnah Headlands Preserve  

North Head 
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Map 9: Topographic Map of Aquinnah Headlands Preserve  

South Head 
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Map 10: Wetland map of Aquinnah Headlands Preserve  

North Head 
























































































































