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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Nearly all photos, slides and maps come from A Meeting of Land and Sea.  The Nature and Future of Martha’s Vineyard.    These and many more can be found at  MVLandandSea.com  
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Understanding the history of our landscape is essential if we are to interpret it today and manage it for tomorrow.  Waskosim’s Rock Preserve before the goats opened the old fields.
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The same is true of old ruins, like Mohu, above Lamberts Cove Beach.
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Or ancient ways, like Red Coat Hill Road.
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The key to understanding the town of West Tisbury, and Island landscapes in general, is glacial history and the way in which this controlled the distribution of water, whether that be wetlands, ponds, streams, or the great ponds that are separated from the ocean by narrow barrier beaches.  Here the map of water features is overlain by the distribution of woodlands that remained at the peak of agriculture in 1850.




Buildings

Pre-European Sites

available
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Water strongly shaped the distribution of reasources (drinking water, shellfish, wetland plants, etc.) and therefore the distribution of people in pre-history and recent history.



Colonial to 19th C. “Industry”
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Our attempt to map the distribution and timing of major “industrial” features on the Island.  This is not definitive or totally accurate, but is meant as a broad guide and request to others to help advance our understanding of these features and activities.





1850

Ditch and ridge with wood rails
on the outwash

Stonewall with wood rails
on the moraine
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Features derived from the 1850 map of Henry Whiting.  The surveys were undertaken in 1846-47.
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Island land cover and use
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The decline of agriculture allowed a great recovery of forest and was driven by a shift in agriculture to the west and movement of Islanders to New England, the mid west and west.  Headstone from West Tisbury Cemetery.
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Though we have gained forest we have lost some of our most precious types of forest – the ancient woodlands that had survived across the Island for 10-12,000 years.  These ”old woodlots” had certainly been cut and used, but unlike the bulk of the pastureland and other agricultural land they had not been cleared and so their soils, plant species, microbial communities etc. remained intact.  The failure to distinguish between these ancient woods and the secondary woodlands that developed on old farmland led many people to sell and develop these areas and kept them from being a high conservation priority. 
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Here is what remains of that of ancient forest from 1850.  The unprotected portion is largely perforated by houses, but some significant tracts remain that should be conserved.



My Dear Sir,—I have made a poor hand to-day, among the plovers, though I 
have had a good deal of pleasant driving over the plains.  The mode of 
shooting is from a wagon...  My eye is hardly quick enough to see the birds 
in the grass, and I am a little too much out of play to be sure of them when 
they rise… My companion to-day Dr. Fisher, a principal man here, is an 
excellent shot.  He killed a dozen birds. 

Daniel  Webster 1849

..In Tisbury, (Middletown) Dr. Daniel Fisher is building a costly dam on one of the ponds in that 
neighborhood, where he intends to erect a first class flour mill. The pond is already stocked with 
pickerel and trout, and it is the doctor’s intention to have such a stream of flowing water as will 
contribute greatly to their development and increase. The dam and mill will be completed during the 
coming summer.  Vineyard Gazette February 10, 1860

James S. Grinnell. 1883.  Annual Report of the Secretary of the Board of Agriculture.  

About twenty-five years ago Dr. Daniel Fisher of Edgartown, a man of great enterprise and 
business capacity, who had acquired a large fortune in the oil business, believing that wheat could be 
grown and good flour made upon the island, bought some six hundred acres of land lying on one of the 
largest of these brooks, and built on the line of the brook five heavy, expensive stone dams, making as 
many capacious reservoirs. At the lower one, in 1860, he built a very fine mill for grinding wheat and 
bolting flour, containing every appliance known in those days for perfect milling ; and at that time there 
was not in the United States a more complete mill for making flour. He imported the best wheat grown 
in Maryland, and for a time made the finest flour known. 
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A key figure in the industrial, agricultural, and transportation history of West Tisbury is Daniel Fisher, once among the wealthiest men on the Island, and a leader in the production of whale oil. The most celebrated ancient way on the Vineyard is the road with his name, which connected the Middletown area with Edgartown.



The ice houses in this town are now nearly all full. Dr. Fisher has 300 tons; S. P. Coffin, 
600; R. E. Norton, 250; Mr. Brownell, Sea View House, 450; Constant Norton, 400. Total, 
2000 tons. We learn that a considerable quantity has been secured in Tisbury. The ice is of 
very good quality and averages about 9 inches thick. 

Vineyard Gazette January 22, 1875
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Is that Dr. Fisher’s ice house (left, with ramp to water) in this photo from the Basil Welch collection?  Crocker Pond.  The Wood’s house on Fisher Pond is purported to be an old ice house.  Did Fisher produce ice on both ponds? 
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Basil Welch collection looking past the damaged dam and mill to ice house at far left.



__________________________________

Dr. Fisher’s road, so called, leading from the Sukey Allen Place to Middletown, is undergoing 
thorough repairs. About seventy men and teams have been on the ground, engaged in the work 
for several days past. Vineyard Gazette June 18, 1875

Dr. Fisher Road

“Another track through this scrub oak wilderness is a half moon known as Doctors 
Fisher’s Road, built by a gentleman of the name to connect his mill in Tisbury, where 
water power is to be had, with Edgartown.” C.G. Hine 1908

“a fine dirt road when he finished it, over which his four-horse trams could be driven at a 
gallop”     
“Built with permission from each town”                   Vineyard Gazette September 1940



Crocker Pond
Basil Welch Collection

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Most of “Dr. Fisher’s Road” actually existed in 1846, when this map was surveyed, so was not actually built by Dr. Fisher.



1897 Survey
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Much remains to be learned from the original T-sheets in the historical archive of the Coast Survey (NOAA).
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