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Property and Facilities Inventory 
This document is one of a series of staff reports to document important 

information about properties owned and utilized by the Town of York.  It is an 
attempt to compile and make available relevant information about properties to 

ensure the institutional knowledge is not lost over time. 
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WHEELER WILDLIFE REFUGE 
 

Location:  9 Harris Island Road. 

 

 

 

 

Property Name:  The name Wheeler Wildlife Refuge either existed or was formally 
established by Town voters by adoption of the Wheeler Wildlife Refuge Ordinance on 
March 30, 1985. 

The land for this wildlife refuge was donated by five (or possibly six) prior owners to 
help facilitate dredging of York Harbor.  After deposition of the dredge spoils, the land 
was to be used as a wildlife refuge.  The Wheeler family was one of the five original 
donors.  Regarding the name, in an article in The York Weekly dated September 21, 
1994, attorney David Strater is quoted as follows: 

“I called it the Wheeler Wildlife are, to make it more interesting for the voters.  
Originally, I was only dealing with the Wheelers.  We figured if we put the name 
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‘wildlife area’ on it, all the conservationists would perk up their heads and take 
care of it, which they have.” 

 

Function:  By deed restrictions established at the time of Town acquisition, this property 
is a wildlife refuge.  

 

Property Acquisition:  A number of transactions relating to this property occurred in 
April and May, 1961.  The exact patter is not clear and could be investigated if further 
detail is necessary.  At a Special Town Meeting on April 15, 1961, the voters agreed to 
participate in the dredging project (Article 2) and authorized the Board of Selectmen, 
“to obtain land for spoil areas for the York Harbor Dredging project in any manner 
provided by law” (Article 3).  Voter authorization is clear. 

On April 20th the Board of Selectmen posted a Notice of Intention to Take Land, and on 
April 28th acted to take land for this project.  Without further research it is not clear 
where this parcel is, but the description references land of Greig, Durrell and Young.  
Total damages paid were $200. 

Two deeds to the Town were executed even before the public vote (Young and 
Wheeler) and three were executed the following month (Durrell, Raleigh and Grieg).  
None of these deeds indicates payment of any significance. 

 

Deed References: 

• Book 1461, Pages 127 – 128 (Young, signed 4/10/1961) 
• Book 1450, Pages 574 – 576 (Wheeler, signed 4/13/1961) 
• Book 1461, Pages 274 – 275 (Durrell, signed 5/19/1961) 
• Book 1467, Pages 62 – 63 (Raleigh, signed 5/20/1961) 
• Book 1460, Pages 98 – 99 (Grieg, signed 5/31/1961) 

 

Deed Restrictions:  Each of the five deeds granting land to the Town contains identical 
language about use of the land, as follows: 

“This conveyance is made subject to the following conditions, to wit: That 
on or before December 31, 1961, a portion of the mudflats included in the 
foregoing-described parcel shall be filled with sand, mud, clay, or gravel 
to a height of not more than ten (10) feet above the mean low water mark; 
that the Grantees shall grade and ditch any area filled as aforesaid, to 
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prevent the accumulation of standing water, and that such grading and 
ditching shall be completed on or before the first day of July, 1962; that 
this parcel shall be forever maintained in its unimproved and natural state 
as a wildlife sanctuary for the enjoyment of the Inhabitants of the Town of 
York; that motor vehicles shall, by suitable barriers or fences, be 
absolutely excluded from any portion of the area described herein, except 
for the purposes of ditching, grading, or cultivating; that no signs or other 
structures shall be erected on any portion of the premises described 
herein.” 

 

Survey and Monumentation:  At the time of writing (July 2021), no survey of this 
property has been located. There may be survey information along the boundary with 
Maine Route 103 in the form of highway plans. The status of any survey monuments is 
unknown. 

 

Facility Acquisition/Construction/Alteration:  Not applicable. 

 

Land Use Permits & Approvals:  Not applicable. 

 

Other Information: 

• In addition to land use regulations for zoning and floodplain management, the 
Town enacted an ordinance specific to the ongoing management of this property 
– the Wheeler Wildlife Refuge Ordinance. This was originally adopted on 
March 30, 1985. It was amended on May 16, 2015, to bring its enforcement 
standards into compliance with new State requirements. This Ordinance 
essentially mirrors the deed restrictions. A copy of the Ordinance as in effect at 
the time of writing (July 2021) is included after the property deeds. 

• The Board of Selectmen voted on August 12, 2013, to authorize the placement of 
an osprey nesting platform in the Refuge, finding this to be consistent with the 
intent of the deed restrictions. This was an Eagle Scout project for Matthew 
Webber and was conducted under the guidance of William Lee of UNH. 

• In March 2001 the Town was informed by the Maine Natural Areas Program of 
the Department of Conservation that it had identified 3 rare plant species on this 
property: Bigelov’s glasswort (Salicornia bigelovvi), sea-side gerardia (Agalinis 
maritima), and sea-beach sedge (Carex silicea). The State recommended 
voluntary stewardship of the land to protect these species. 
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• There was extensive habitat restoration work undertaken in 2003 and perhaps 
extending into 2004. In the permit application for this work, the Project 
Description and Purpose read, in part, as follows: 
 

“The Wheeler Refuge offers opportunities for tidal habitat 
restoration and enhancement and associated recreational, 
educational and research opportunities. The Town of York owns 
the Refuge. The southerly portion was diked and filled with dredge 
spoil when two anchorages were created in York Harbor in 1961. 
The filled area lacks the drainage pattern of a natural marsh and is 
isolated from full tidal exchange by the rock and gravel dikes on 
the south and west. Restoration of tidal interaction between the 
marsh and adjacent estuary to more closely approximate natural 
tidal hydrology, and limited excavation of parts of the spoil area to 
emulate natural marsh pools are expected to encourage more 
vigorous and abundant salt marsh vegetation, and thereby enhance 
its value as both fisheries and wildlife habitat. Specific actions 
include: 

o Restoring tidal flow through the dikes to the south and west 
by removing a portion of each dike down to marsh elevation 
to create lower, broader spillways. This will enhance the 
frequency and duration of tidal flooding of the marsh 
surface; 

o Excavating a starter channel from the south dike spillway 
approximately 160 feet upstream following an existing swale 
to an existing pool, possibly extending the channel further 
following the swale if feasible. This is designed to promote 
tidal exchange and channel development further up into the 
marsh and enhance channel habitat; and, 

o Excavating approximately 13 deeper areas or reservoirs in 
potential pool habitat, each reservoir to be individually sized 
to fit its site. These excavations are designed to develop into 
permanent pool habitat.” 
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Bond-Related Restrictions Not applicable 
Land & Water Conservation Fund 
Restrictions 

Not applicable 

National Historic District Partial 
Local Historic District, Landmark or Site Not applicable 
In the Urbanized Area Partial as of July 21, 2021 
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Takings Documents 
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Deed from Durrell 

May 19, 1961 
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Deed from Grieg 

May 31, 1961 
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Deed from Raleigh 

May 20, 1961 
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Deed from Wheeler 

April 13, 1961 
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Deed from Young 

April 10, 1961 
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Wheeler Wildlife Refuge Ordinance 
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