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The R i t t e r House i s located on Beach Street i n the Village of Vineyard Haven, the 
town center of Tisbury on Martha's Vineyard Island. The property comprises 1/6 
of an acre and i s surrounded by the commercial center of town. Vineyard Haven 
is the major port of entry to the island. Beach Street i s the main street leading 
to and from Vineyard Haven harbor and the primary access i n and out of town. A 
small shingled structure housing o f f i c e space stands to the east of the house. A 
hotel and enclosed swimming pool stand immediately west. The f i r e station and a 
motel occupy land d i r e c t l y across the street. The property i s landscaped with t a l l 
maple trees and low shrubbery. 

The R i t t e r House i s the only Federal period house remaining on thi s stretch of 
Beach Street. I t i s a 2% story ridge roof building with a chimney r i s i n g at both 
gable ends. The f i v e bay wide by two bay deep central h a l l plan house has an early 
two story e l l addition projecting from the north (rear) elevation which forms a T-plan. 
The wood frame house i s sheathed with horizontal weatherboards covered with clapboards 
painted white. The rear addition i s shingled and also painted white. The corner-
boards are p l a i n . The entablature i s molded and has cornice returns. Fenestration 
on the main house i s 12/12 with much o r i g i n a l glass remaining. Wooden window cornices 
are representative of a masonry jack arch. Fenestration on the e l l addition i s 2/2 
with p l a i n architraves. 

The symmetrical facade faces south on Beach Street. The six panel center door i s 
flanked by fl u t e d pilasters which support a modillioned open triangular pediment above. 
The door i s headed by a semi-circular fanlight which has been replaced with v e r t i c a l 
panes of red and orange Victorian style etched glass. The f i r s t story windows are 
framed by louvered shutters. The east and west elevations each have two symmetrically 
placed windows on the f i r s t and second stories and a single window i n the gable overhead. 
The north (rear) elevation has a second story doorway at i t s eastern end. This i s 
a double wooden door with two v e r t i c a l l i g h t s and a panel below on each side. The door 
is headed by three l i g h t s . I t i s presumed to have led to the roof of a small shed 
which has been removed. There i s a skylight i n the roof above. 

The e l l addition i s two bays wide by two bays deep with a low pitched, almost f l a t roof. 
There i s a narrow wooden door with a single rectangular l i g h t at the eastern end of 
the north elevation of the e l l . 

The i n t e r i o r of the house retains most of i t s o r i g i n a l f l a v o r . The woodwork and floors 
are almost a l l o r i g i n a l . Floor boards are of varying widths and are painted. Walls 
are plastered. Each room retains wainscoting with molded panels and simple ornamentation. 
Each room has a fireplace with a mantel with a molded panel above and decorative 
moldings flanking i t . Diamond shaped moldings are found i n two of the rooms. Wide 
molded entablatures are also found, again with the diamond motif and de n t i l s . 

A bathroom has been added to the second f l o o r . The e l l houses the kitchen. 
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The R i t t e r House i s s i g n i f i c a n t as one of the few survivors of the great Vineyard 
Haven f i r e of 1883, and as a building which served as an inn and home to many 
prominent citizens during the 19th century. The house gains architectural significance 
through i t s simple Federal s t y l i n g and w e l l preserved i n t e r i o r s . 

The house i s situated on the f i r s t road to be l a i d out i n Tisbury, o r i g i n a l l y called 
Quality Street. During the 19th century, the street was lined with homes similar 
to the R i t t e r House. A l l were razed, moved or burned i n the f i r e . On August 11, 
1883 the f i r e destroyed more than 60 buildings along Main Street. The Ri t t e r House 
was the f i r s t saved along Beach Street, which adjoins Main Street. Local t r a d i t i o n 
holds that Dr. Charles Lane, the owner at the time of the f i r e , a t t i r e d i n frock 
coat and s i l k hat as usual, appeared j u s t as the flames were about to reach the house 
and used his t a l l s i l k hat as a f i r e bucket to extinguish sparks on the roof. 

The house was b u i l t i n 1796 for Jireh Luce, born i n Rochester i n 1776. Holr.es Hole, 
as the town was then known, was recognized as a separate parish of the town of 
Tisbury i n 1796. The Vineyard was at thi s time recovering from economic disaster 
following the great losses of sheep and ships (the main 18th century sources of 
income) during the Revolutionary War. The development of Holmes Hole as a major 
Vineyard v i l l a g e occurred a century and a half a f t e r Edgartown and almost as long after 
Middletown, now called West Tisbury. 

Rufus Spaulding arrived from Connecticut c.1800 and became the second owner of the house. 
According to Banks' The History of Martha's Vineyard, the R i t t e r House "...was an Inn 
before 1800 to about 1812, being the residence of a v i l l a g e factotum, Dr. Rufus 
Spaulding, who was a doctor, postmaster, j u s t i c e , v i l l a g e l i b r a r i a n , inn-keeper, and 
Master of the lodge of Masons." Spaulding was also elected selectman i n 1803. 

Later residents of the house included Stephen de Ne r v i l l e , a French sea captain who 
married the daughter of an occupant and stayed i n the house. Hanna de Ner v i l l e , who 
occupied the house i n the second half of the 19th c , was married to Oric P. Branscomb; 
hence i t became known as the Branscomb House. Gilbert S. Smith, another sea captain, 
purchased the house i n 1902. Smith had gone to sea on a whaling vessel at age 14. Durinf 
World War I the house was acquired by Mr.and Mrs. Henry A. R i t t e r . Mr. Ri t t e r was a 
long time p r i n c i p a l of the Tisbury School. The house was saved from demolition i n 
1976 and i s currently leased to the Martha's Vineyard School Committee for use as the 
Superintendent of Schools' headquarters. 

The house preserves the di g n i t y , beauty and continuity of almost 200 years of Vineyard 
t r a d i t i o n and history. 
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