
Dear Martha’s Vineyard Commission, February 21, 2017

As most, if not all of you know, I retired in June of 2017 after teaching and 
coaching at MVRHS for 28 years. Being retired means that I do not have any agenda 
concerning the field proposal. Additionally, I will not have grandchildren growing up on 
MV and using the fields. My own children graduated from this high school and all three 
played either soccer or field hockey, among other sports. Sadly, none of them will be 
able to afford housing on MV, which is a discussion for another time. I say this because I 
want you to realize that I am writing in favor of the field development for practical 
reasons, not personal. The grass fields are overused and impossible to maintain, which 
increases risk of injury, negatively impacts the quality of game play, disadvantages 
teams during playoff games, and costs us opportunities to host tournaments and other 
local leagues.

In my 28 years of coaching high school sports and my kid’s youth teams, I have 
seen hundreds of fields. The condition of our fields is the worst I have seen. There are 
inherent issues with grass fields when you play football, soccer and lacrosse.  Playing 
all three sports on the same field is a disaster. Inspect any grass football field and they 
will all look the same. The middle third of the field is in bad shape. This is where the 
overwhelming majority of play occurs. Go look at any grass soccer field and they will all 
look the same. The area around the goals are in terrible shape. Go look at any grass 
lacrosse field and they will all look the same. The center line and the net areas are in 
bad shape. Playing all three sports on the same field is a disaster.

I have witnessed several attempts to improve the field conditions here. All of 
those attempts have failed. I have seen loam spread on the field followed by the hand-
spreading of grass seed just days before games. I have participated in the sod being 
removed and replaced in the middle third of the game field. When this was done, the 
crown of the field was removed, resulting in lack of water drainage. There have been 
efforts made nearly every year, but none, so far, have worked.

I cannot tell you how many times, before or during a Wednesday night or 
Thursday afternoon football practice, either my team or I noticed holes, not divots, on 
the game field. We got buckets, scraped up dirt from wherever we could find it, and 
filled in the holes. If we did not do so, there was no doubt a horrific injury was going to 
occur that practice or in the next game played on that field.

I mentioned earlier that my daughter played field hockey here. If you know 
anything about that sport you know that the ball is supposed to stay on the ground 
unless a player intentionally lifts it off of his/her stick. Not on our field. I can’t count the 
times I saw a ball driven by a player that hit a divot or hole and became airborne. The 
result is stoppage of play and loss of possession. Never mind the chance that the ball 
bounces in the air and hits a player in the upper torso or face. My daughter went to 
UConn and played on their Club Field Hockey team. It became very apparent to her the 
disadvantage she had compared to the other girls that had played on turf. She, even to 
today, will tell you that field hockey is a different game on turf as compared to grass.

Our field hockey field triples as a PE class field and lacrosse field for the girls 
high school and youth teams. Field Hockey is the one sport in which you really need a 
flat and level field. Lisa Knight has to take her team into the gym before playing a game 
on turf just to get an idea of what playing on that type of surface is like. They go into 



each of those games already behind. Several years ago, in the early 2000’s, the MIAA 
made it mandatory that all playoff games, after a certain round, be played on turf.
If they are fortunate to make it far into the tournament and play a team that regularly 
plays on turf, who do you think has the advantage there?

Ask any soccer person what surface they would prefer playing on, our grass field 
or grass turf. I am willing to bet that the majority, if not 100%, would say turf. The ball 
stays down and takes true bounces. Ask any lacrosse person the same question. The 
same answer will be given for the same reasons.

I would love nothing better than to keep natural grass here. I love grass fields 
that are maintained properly. I have seen and played at two local schools that have 
grass fields the way grass was meant to look. Cape Tech, a Vocational school in 
Harwich is one. Their Vocational department maintains their fields. They have a game 
field for football, a different game field for soccer, and a different game field for lacrosse. 
They don’t have field hockey or track. Their fields are better than most golf courses 
because they aren’t overused and abused. They also have the resources available to 
do the job. One of those resources is free labor.

The other school I’ve seen was Dennis-Yarmouth. They, too, have very nice 
grass fields. They spread their teams out so as not to abuse their fields. They have an 
enormous athletic grounds facility. They don’t use the same fields over and over again. 
And, I was told when I asked, they “fertilize the hell out of the fields.” That’s it. Two 
schools that have natural grass that are in very good shape, year in and year out. That’s 
not a very high percentage. The other schools are either using turf or their fields are in 
bad shape. Still, however, not as bad as ours.

One of the things that upsets me about this discussion is that the largest group of 
naysayers to this proposal have not even walked our fields, much less played on them 
since the mid to late 1990’s. Go look at the football and cross country practice field. That 
is the field inside the track. Talk about dangerous. The first year we were there, we 
pulled up mufflers and other car parts. We’ve pulled up boulders, not rocks, every year. 
People talk about cuts and abrasions on turf. What about sliding over a bed of rocks? 
That space should be condemned along with the track. But, where else are those two 
sport teams to practice? That field is uneven and hard. When kids run, they are literally 
running up and down ruts and gullies. You want to talk about injuries? What about the 
potential for stress fractures to the lower leg as well as shin splints? These injuries can 
cause a player to miss a part or all of their season. These conditions don’t exist with 
turf.

Our sport teams have enough difficulties filling their respective schedules now. 
One of the reasons teams no longer wish to play here is due to the conditions of our 
fields. I recently talked with an off-island official that said other officials are starting to 
decline working games on MV. The two reasons this official won’t come here anymore 
are: 1. he suffered a torn meniscus working a game on our field. And, 2. he is worried 
more about not stepping in the holes on the field than the game.

Then, of course, there are the youth and adult leagues. Those leagues would be 
able to play on our turf fields. They could host local tournaments, providing extra income 
to local businesses. It would be a win-win situation for all of Martha’s Vineyard.

In my opinion, there are a few ways to maintain grass fields here the way they 
need to be. That is to: 1. provide each and every team with their own practice and game 



field. 2. hire the proper size and trained staff that can work the fields. And, 3. provide the 
budget needed to do all of this. If you cannot do all three, grass fields will never survive 
here.

It is my hope that this committee will see the overall benefit, for our community, 
for having turf fields. Instead of the current poor field conditions, you have an 
opportunity to help make our athletic fields a first class facility that we can all be proud 
to call “home field” for current and future Vineyarders.
 

Respectfully,

Donald Herman
retired PE Teacher/Football-Softball coach
MVRHS


