
Bradley’s History 
Before Europeans settled here, most of the Bradley 
Sanctuary landscape was forest. Although Native 
Americans did live nearby in established villages along the 
Connecticut River, the Hilltowns were mainly utilized by 
the Native Americans for hunting purposes.

By 1764 many of the Native American populations were 
displaced due to severe conflict with European settlers. 
Around this time, Williamsburg’s first British inhabitants 
began to settle here. 

In the 1780/90s, many families from Martha’s Vineyard 
relocated to Williamsburg after having depleted their 
farms on the island due to overgrazing. One of these 
families occupied the land now known as The Bradley 
Sanctuary. In order to make a living, Bradley’s forest was 
cleared and burned to make potash.This chemical 
compound could then be used for soap-making, glass 
production, and textile manufacturing. 

By selling potash, hilltown families cleared the forest and 
were now able to afford raising pasture animals. Like many 
farms of the Hilltowns, Bradley Sanctuary’s pasture land 
was first used to raise cattle. Once the cattle were ready 
to be sold, families would walk the animals all the way to 
the Boston marketplace! Later, families invested in merino 
sheep, a breed known for its soft wool. The sheep fleece 
was sold to local textile mills for processing. Today, hand 
knitters still value merino wool for its extremely soft 
quality.

As early as the 1840’s, families headed westward as the 
country was expanding. Many of the pasture lands, like 
Bradley, turned back to forest.  Walking along the Red Oak 
Trail, you will find evidence of Bradley’s past. The many 
skinny and thin trees mark the return of a young forest. 
You’ll also pass through an old stone wall, most likely a 
property boundary for when the land was pasture.The old 
growth red oak, significantly larger and much older than 
most of Bradley’s trees, was probably left alone by the 
farmer that once used the land for pasture. His cows may 
have enjoyed grazing under its shady branches.
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Map & Trails

This trail guide follows the RED blazed trail, 
known as the Red Oak trail.  



From the pine grove, follow the trail’s red blazes along 
Nichols Brook (above). Note that the trail narrows a bit as it 
runs parallel to the water. Nichols. Please note that the trail 
does not cross Nichols Brook. Be mindful of the private 
property signs.

You can continue walking alongside the brook until it loops 
back to the trailhead kiosk for a slightly longer walk, or you 
can take a right turn at the upcoming junction which will take 
you back to the trailhead kiosk as well. 

Learn more about exploring local trails and download 
the A Sense of Place Guide at Hilltown Families’ website 

for ideas on fun and engaging nature activities and 
resources for kids and lifelong learners. 

Red Oak Trail

 Start from the trail kiosk and follow the trail counter 
clockwise.  As you hike, explore the interesting features 
that make the Bradley Sanctuary a special place.

Trees: The Bradley Sanctuary is home to many different 
tree species:  Red Maples, American Beech, Yellow 
Birch, White Birch, Black Birch, Red Oak, White Ash 
and Poplar. One unique tree is an Old Growth Red 
Oak.You’ll notice this tree after you pass through an old 
stone wall.  Calculate the age of the Red Oak with this 
formula:

Circumference = diameter x 3.14

Circumference/3.14 = Diameter

Age = Diameter x growth factor.

Wildflowers: In the spring and summertime look for 
wildflowers such as Trillium and Jack-in-the-Pulpit.  Be 
a citizen scientist and record all the different wildflower 
and tree species you see. Help Hilltown Land Trust keep 
track of this property’s plant populations and submit 
your data to hltoutreach@thetrustees.org.  

Birds: Black Capped Chickadees, Tufted Titmice, 
Northern Cardinals, Mourning Doves, White 
Breasted Nuthatches and Golden Crowned Kinglets 
are possible to see in the fall/winter. In the spring/
summer, you may find Downy Woodpeckers, Eastern 
Phoebes and Orioles. Many of these species have been 
seen at Bradley before!

Mammals: Wildlife sightings at the property include 
Fisher Cats, a member of the mustelid or weasel family. 
The Bradley Sanctuary offers the ideal habitat for fishers, 
as they prefer coniferous forests with large trees for 
dens. Other animals that visit Bradley are White-Tailed 
Deer,  and common species of mice and rabbit. Look 
for their tracks in the winter time after it snows, In your 
role as a citizen scientist, record all the living creatures 
that you see and report back to Hilltown Land Trust.

Landscape: Continuing on from the old growth Red Oak, 
you eventually reach the Hilltop Pine Grove of Eastern 
White Pine, as indicated on the map. During the fall/winter 
seasons, this area offers a scenic view of the neighborhood 
below. 

Eastern White Pine grows more than 24” per year and is 
favored by a wide range of wildlife, including many of the 
birds that visit the property. Historically, white pine has been 
used for lumber to build furniture and homes.  

In his writings, writer/naturalist, Henry David Thoreau once 
described a beautiful white pine grove he had seen during 
one of his walks.  Referring to the Eastern White Pine, he 
wrote, “There is no finer tree.”

The Red Oak Trail is the 
outer loop on the map that 
eventually runs parallel to 
Nichols Brook.  Be sure to 
print a larger version of the 
map from Hilltown Land 
Trust’s website.
www.hilltown-land-trust.org   

This is an easy to moderate 
hike that will take 
approximately 1 hour with 
children.

Preparing to Hike

Map, Directions & Parking 

Visit www.hilltown-land-trust.org to print a larger map 
and find directions.  Off-street parking is available for 2-3 
cars with more space along the side of the road when 
there is no snow.  Trail kiosk is located 50-100 feet into 
the woods from parking area.

Facilities & Cell Phone Coverage 

Currently there are no restroom facilities located at 
Bradley Sanctuary. There is moderate cell phone 
coverage for Verizon users. 

Dogs 

Dog owners:  Please respect this property, those who 
enjoy it and the animals that live here.

Hiking the Trail
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