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1 • Name of Property 
historic name Union Chapel 
othernames/site number Oak B l u f f s C h r i s t i a n Union Chapel 

2. Location 
N / A I not for publication street & number Bordered by C i r c u i t , Kennebec, and Narragansetit: 

Avenues and Grove S t ree t vicinity city, town Oak B l u f f s 
state Massachusett^ code 025 county Dukes code 007 zip code 02557 

3. Classif ication 
Ownership of Property 
f x ] private 
I I public-local 
I I public-State 
I I public-Federal 

Category of Property 

n^l building(s) 
I I district 
• site 
I I structure 
i m object 

Number of Resources within Property 
Contributing 

1 
Noncontributing 

buildings 
sites 
structures 
objects 
Total 

Name of related multiple property listing: 
N/A 

Number of contributing resources previously 
listed in the National Register 0 

4. State/Federai Agency Cert i f icat ion 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby certify that this 
lA i nomination request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the 
National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. 
In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet. 

Signature of certifying official Execut ive D i r e c t o r , Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l 
S ta te H i s t o r i c P re se rva t ion O f f i c e r 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

Date .commission 

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet. 

Signature of commentirtg or other officiai Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

5. National Park Service Cert i f icat ion 
I, hereby, certify that this property is: 

I I entered in the National Register. 
I I See continuation sheet. 

I I determined eligible for the National 
Register. Q See continuation sheet. 

I I determined not eligible for the 
National Register. 

removed from the National Register. 
I I other, (explain:) 

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action 



1 
6. Function or Use Union Chapel. Oak B l u f f s , Massachusetts 
Historic Functions (enter categories from instructions) Current Functions (enter categories from instructions) 

R e l i g i o u s ; ' ; R & l j i g i o u s S t r u c t u r e , . R e l i g i o u s ; R e l i g i o u s S t r u c t u r e 

7. Description 
Architectural Classification Materials (enter categories from instructions) 
(enter categories from instructions) 

foundation Stone; Gran i te 
Late V i c t o r i a n : Octagonal Mode walls Wood; Shingle 

S t i c k 
roof Asphal t 
other 

Descrit>e present and historic physical appearance. 

Oak Bluffs Christian Union Chapel, known h i s t o r i c a l l y simply as Union 
Chapel, i s located i n the Town of Oak B l u f f s , Dukes County, Massachusetts, on 
the north side of Martha's Vineyard. The Vineyard i s approximately four miles 
across Nantucket Sound o f f the southwest t i p of Cape Cod. The Chapel, b u i l t 
i n 1870 i n the American Stick Style, embodies design elements which confirm 
i t s t r a n s i t i o n a l aesthetic l i n k i n g the preceding Gothic Revival with the 
subsequent Queen Anne. The building today stands i n the middle of an 
ir r e g u l a r l o t of a f r a c t i o n a l acre approximately twenty-five feet from each of 
i t s boundary roads: C i r c u i t Avenue, Kennebec Avenue, Narragansett Avenue, and 
Grove Street. The s i t e i s located i n the Ocean Park neighborhood of Oak 
Bl u f f s , characterized by l a t e nineteenth century r e s i d e n t i a l development to 
the east and a conmercial s t r i p of l a t e nineteenth century buildings to the 
west. The surrounding street pattern, primarily curvilinear i n form, i s 
dictated by the s i t i n g of Ocean Park, a seven acre semi-circular, s l i g h t l y 
concave green space which faces Seaview Avenue and the Sound beyond. This 
results i n an arrangement of narrow r e s i d e n t i a l lanes forming ever-expanding 
crescents around the west side of the Park. 

Union Chapel occupies a l o t larger than those of i t s neighboring buildings 
which were confined i n the early 1870s by l o c a l r e s t r i c t i o n s to parcels of 
f i f t y by seventy-five feet. The Chapel i s sited on a s l i g h t r i s e , to the west 
of Ocean Park and close to the Methodist campground of Wesleyan Grove. Old 
oak trees were f e l l e d i n 1870 to make way for the construction of the 
meetinghouse; these were subsequently replaced with young oaks and small 
coniferous trees. Today, the parcel i s heavily treed, with the post 1871 
vegetation having reached mature form and p a r t i a l l y obscuring the Chapel from 
viewing from the contiguous streets. Gravel and d i r t walkways intersect the 
immediate environs of the Chapel and lead to i t s four entrance porches. There 
are no additional buildings, other than the meetinghouse, on the l o t . 

Octagonal i n plan. Union Chapel i s a picturesque wood frame, weathered 
cedar shingle clad building that maintains i t s o r i g i n a l s i t i n g and form, but 
has l o s t some of i t s 1870 d e t a i l i n g . The triangular massing of the structure 
i s emphasized by the steeply pitched octagonal asphalt shingled upper roof 
superimposed over a more gently sloping octagonal lower roof set on a two 
story base. An eight-sided clerestory with horizontally oriented small, 

fxl See continuatkm sheet 
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upper roof, i s noted for i t s fine acoustics. I n t e r i o r walls, creating sharply 
defined planes, are of painted (now dark green but o r i g i n a l l y yellow) v e r t i c a l 
tongue and groove paneling. Stick styl e decorative d e t a i l i n g , forming 
repeating r i g h t angles, i s painted white and segments the walls on the main 
f l o o r and balcony above. The balcony surrounds the sanctuary on a l l eight 
sides of the room. On one side of the balcony, there i s a gallery with choir 
l o f t and 1923 Austin organ with 1200 pipes. Beneath the choir on the main 
f l o o r i s a small rectangular dias with (nonpermanent and non-original) 
lectern. The sanctuary's seating capacity i s 350 on the f l o o r with another 
150 i n the balcony g a l l e r i e s . Seating has h i s t o r i c a l l y been provided on caned 
wooden chairs, a practice which continues today. The f l o o r s of the Chapel are 
wooden and apparently not o r i g i n a l to 1870. The most s t r i k i n g aspect of the 
i n t e r i o r space i s the pattern created under the roof where raf t e r s radiate out 
i n eight directions from central bracing, forming an eight-pointed star at the 
apex of the room. Rafter systems of p a r a l l e l two by sixes are i n f i l l e d with 
butt jointed planking at r i g h t angles, a l l of which are painted a muted green 
as i s the i n t e r i o r of the lower roof. The sanctuary receives an ample amount 
of natural l i g h t from the building's niunerous windows, creating a luminescent 
quality to the i n t e r i o r . 

(continued) 
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8. Statement of Significance nr^inn nh^ppi. n^k Ri..ff^. Mac;„rh..c^^^c '^^^ 
Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties: 

• nationally I I statewide [ x l locally 

Applicable National Register Criteria H A Q C I I D 

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) [ Z ] A ^ C • £ I | G 

Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) Period of Significance Significant Dates 

Architecture 1870-1940 1870 Religion 1871 

Cultural Affiliation  
N/A 

Significant Person Architect/Builder 
N/A P r a t t . Samuel FrPPman 

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above. 

Oak Bluffs Christian Union Chapel retains i n t e g r i t y of location, design, 
materials, workmanship, fe e l i n g , and association. B u i l t during 1870 and 1871 
on the Island of Martha's Vineyard, Union Chapel, i n continued use since 
construction as an interdenominational house of worship, i s s i g n i f i c a n t as the 
f i r s t nonsectarian religious building to be erected on the Vineyard i n a 
community that u n t i l 1870 was noted primarily for i t s strong association with 
the Methodist Church and i t s summer camp meeting assemblies. The Chapel 
offered islanders and seasonal v i s i t o r s regardless of re l i g i o u s a f f i l i a t i o n 
not only an opportunity to worship but a gathering place f o r c u l t u r a l 
a c t i v i t i e s . The Chapel i s also important as the single surviving major work 
of tJie l o c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t architect, Samuel Freeman Pra t t , who designed for 
Oak Bluffs numerous cottages and the sprawling Sea View Hotel (1870-1872), now 
demolished. And as an exemplar of the octagonal mode of design following i n 
the t r a d i t i o n of the creative v i s i o n of Orson S. Fowler, Union Chapel i s the 
only extant h i s t o r i c eight-sided building on Martha's Vineyard. The Christian 
Union Chapel thus f u l f i l l s C r i t e r i a A and C of the National Register of 
Historic Places at the l o c a l l e v e l . 

As an early example of a planned subdivision designed on romantic ideals, 
the coimnunity of Oak Bluffs was l a i d out o r i g i n a l l y i n 1867 adjacent to the 
famed Methodist camp meeting at Wesleyan Grove, which was founded i n 1835. 
Between 1859 and 1864, the campground cottage developed i n t o a new American 
r e s i d e n t i a l form at Wesleyan Grove, replacing the impeirmanent canvas tents 
which previously had sheltered those Methodists who regularly gathered for 
summer retreats of reli g i o u s contemplation. I n 1865, the newly incorporated 
MartJia's Vineyard Camp-Meeting Association pondered the p o s s i b i l i t y of 
purchasing additional land on the b l u f f s to the south of i t s o r i g i n a l location 
to protect the privacy of those who attended services. Delay i n consummating 
any transaction allowed a partnership or six - four whaling captains and two 
off-islanders - to purchase i n 1866 as part of t h e i r ambitious coimnercial land 
development scheme seventy-five acres including the b l u f f s f o r subdivision 

fxl See continuation sheet 
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into one thousand house l o t s . I n a short time t h i s new resort, o r i g i n a l l y 
called Cottage City and renamed Oak Bluffs i n 1907, became a successful summer 
community f o r the middle class with a strong religious f l a v o r , carrying 
forward many of the s p i r i t u a l values espoused by the closely situated camp 
meeting, although not formally associated with Methodism. One of the f i r s t 
a c t i v i t i e s of the development partners was to erect a wharf in t o Nantucket 
Sound. The wharf became popular with the r e v i v a l i s t s because i t was located 
close to Wesleyan Grove. I n a s p i r i t of cooperation with the Methodists, the 
land company prevented steamers from docking on Sundays to preserve the 
sanctity of the Sabbath, and joined with the r e l i g i o u s sect to act i n concert 
on other matters of mutual, and often s p i r i t u a l , concern. "By 1870, i t must 
have been evident that the developers were applying the style of the camp 
meeting, especially that of i t s physical planning, to t h e i r project at Oak 
B l u f f s . " The architecture and settlement pattern of the new Cottage City 
were soon seen as an extension of many aspects of Wesleyan Grove. 

Robert Morris Copeland, a landscape gardener experienced i n r u r a l cemetery 
layout and a contemporary of Frederick Law Olmsted, was hired by the Oak 
Bluffs Land and Wharf Company to plan the l o t s and streets of the new 
community. One of Copeland's early scenarios for the s i t e ( i n 1867) called 
fo r a seven acre park i n an area near the b l u f f s , opening the land 
considerably and providing r e l i e f from the i n t e n s i t y of t i n y house l o t s that 
were the mainstay of the development scheme. Named Ocean Park, t h i s green 
space i s today the most d i s t i n c t i v e landscape feature of Oak B l u f f s . The 1867 
Copeland plan was amended at least twice, i n 1870 and 1871, to incorporate an 
additional f o r t y - f i v e acres purchased by the development company. What 
results i s an imaginative and romantic land planning scheme that uses 
primarily c u r v i l i n e a r forms borrowed from the physical aesthetic of the camp 
meeting, but translated i n t o the scale required of a t r a d i t i o n a l r e s i d e n t i a l 
neighborhood. Lots i n the early stages of Cottage City's development are 
t h i r t y - f i v e by s i x t y - f i v e f e e t , and those of the 1870, 1871 sections are f i f t y 
by seventy-five feet. Campground l o t s at Wesleyan Grove were only fourteen to 
twenty feet wide. Deed r e s t r i c t i o n s i n Cottage City further required set 
backs of ten feet at the f r o n t and f i v e feet at the sides of the buildings, 
defining the normal relationship of house and p r i v a t e l y owned land to the 
public streets. By 1870, success seemed guaranteed for the new community. 
The developers embarked on an extensive two year program of construction, 
which came to include a grand h o t e l , the Sea View, and the Christian Union 
Chapel, demonstrating an advanced l e v e l of a r c h i t e c t u r a l ambition as they 
moved beyond cottage construction exclusively. 

Samuel Freeman Pratt (1824-1920), the Boston architect-inventor, was 
selected by the land company to design a new gateway to the wharf, the Chapel, 
the Sea View Hotel, and between twelve and twenty cottages f o r the 1871, 1872 
building campaign. Pratt's early career as an inventor of metallic objects 

(continued) 



United Statee Department of the Interior 
National Park Service • ^3 iggQ 

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet 

Section number « Page Union Chapel, 
Oak B l u f f s , Massachusetts 

has received negligible scholarly a t t e n t i o n , as has his education and 
t r a i n i n g . The son of a carpenter, he switched to a r c h i t e c t u r a l practice i n 
mi d l i f e and had a l i m i t e d output. I n addition to his work at Oak B l u f f s , he 
was responsible f o r designing his own house i n Newport (1872) and two other 
hotels - Katama on the Vineyard (1872, never constructed) and Dering Habor on 
Shelter Island, New York (1872, demolished 1910). Pratt was made wealthy by a 
sewing machine patent and l i v e d to an elderly age, a gentleman of leisure 
involved i n the a c t i v i t i e s of Newport's yachting e l i t e . "Pratt's contribution 
to Oak Bluffs was that of a dynamic and festive a r c h i t e c t u r a l s t y l e " i n which 
he seemed p a r t i c u l a r l y influenced by the French r e v i v a l i s t i c sentiment and the 
Stick Style work of Richard Morris Hunt i n Newport as well as Swiss 
sources. ^ Although he explored octagonal forms i n some of his projects, 
such as i n the 1871 design for "Round Crown," a cottage f o r a New Bedford 
Quaker who summered on the vineyard. Union Chapel i s his only building i n a 
f u l l y developed octagonal mode. 

Copeland's designs f o r Oak Bluffs f i r s t i d e n t i f i e d a location f o r a chapel 
i n February 1870, s i t i n g i t behind the apex of Ocean Park, close to but not 
wi t h i n the iimnediate environs of the Methodist campground. Apparently from 
i t s inception, the Chapel was intended to be e n t i r e l y non-denominational i n 
s p i r i t u a l matters, and even " l i b e r a l " i n i t s preaching and programs, according 
to Minutes of the Association. As an interdenominational meeting house, i t 
represents a contrast to the devout Methodism of camp meeting, and assured 
prospective purchasers i n Cottage City an opportunity to attend worship 
services without having to partake of the i n t e n s i t y of religious practices at 
nearby Wesleyan Grove. I n August 1871, at the dedication ceremony attended by 
camp meeting di g n i t a r i e s and l o c a l o f f i c i a l s . Union Chapel was described as a 
"tabernacle of the I s r a e l i t e s , constructed by voluntary offerings of a 
wandering people as a temporary place of worship." ^ 

Samuel F. Pratt's design f o r Union Chapel follows the octagonal aesthetic 
established i n America by Orson S. Fowler i n 1849, and incorporates elements 
of Gothic inspired d e t a i l i n g and Queen Anne use of materials i n an essentially 
Stick Style building. Fowler, of F i s h k i l l , New York, popularized the octagon 
style f o r r e s i d e n t i a l construction with publication of The Octagon House, A 
Home for A l l . Among other a t t r i b u t e s , he emphasized that eight-sided 
buildings eliminate dark comers and wasted space while increasing sunlight 
and v e n t i l a t i o n , a l l of which are c l e a r l y demonstrated i n Union Chapel. Local 
sources indicate that the Chapel i s the only extant octagonal building on 
Martha's Vineyard and may be the only one ever constructed there. Structures 
demonstrating a completely realized octangoilal plan are r e l a t i v e l y rare i n 
America, and appear mainly i n New York, Massachusetts, and the Midwest. 
Several hundred survive, most of which were constructed i n the 1850s and 
1860s. ^ Thus, the Chapel i s a l a t e exploration i n t o the use of t h i s 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l mode. 

(continued) 
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As a Stick Style design. Union Chapel embodies d i s t i n c t i v e characteristics 
of i t s type, period, and method of construction. Along with i t s predecessor, 
the Gothic Revival, and i t s successor, the Queen Anne, the Stick Style i s an 
adaptation of medieval England building t r a d i t i o n which stressed the wall 
surface i t s e l f as a decorative element rather than merely as a plane. 
Additional decorative effects were achieved through applied ornament at doors, 
windows, and cornices. An emphasis on patterned wood surfaces characteristic 
of the Stick Style i s seen at the Chapel i n the tongue and groove paneling of 
the walls and elaborate i n t e r i o r braced r a f t e r system of the sanctuary 
c e i l i n g . Applied horizontal and v e r t i c a l wood s t r i p s segmenting the large 
i n t e r i o r space of the Chapel are also derivative of medieval England, and 
further suggest Stick Style associations of the building. Gothic elements i n 
windows, cornice d e t a i l i n g , and steeply pitched roof and dormers combine with 
a Queen Anne use of weathered cedar shingles on the exterior to confirm the 
t r a n s i t i o n a l nature of thi s period of American architecture, well i l l u s t r a t e d 
by Pratt's design f o r Union Chapel. 

Samuel Pratt's other major contribution to Oak Bluff s ' architecture, the 
Sea View Hotel, was erected at the head of the wharf i n 1872, but burned down 
i n 1892. I n plan, the Sea View was a long rectangle of 225 feet. Rising to a 
height of f i v e stories on the water side, the Hotel with "French roof" and 
"Flemish tower" was considered to be the most advanced hotel design of i t s 
time for seaside resorts. I t s luxury was i n sharp contrast with the 
s i m p l i c i t y of the modest tented camp meeting and l o c a l cottages. With the 
demise of the Sea View, Union Chapel takes on added significance as the chief 
surviving physical manifestation of Pratt's work at Oak Bl u f f s . 

Today, Union Chapel has a congregation of approximately two hundred, and 
continues i t s non-denominational t r a d i t i o n of holding worship services every 
Sunday from l a t e June to early September. Different speakers of varying 
f a i t h s preach each week, some of whom have been doing so f o r over t h i r t y 
years. For forty-two years, Harold Heereman, one of America's noted 
organists, has played the great Austin organ, i n s t a l l e d i n 1923. The choir 
has h i s t o r i c a l l y included distinguished s o l o i s t s , at least one of whom has 
sung with the Metropolitan Opera Company of New York. I n addition to Sunday 
services, Union Chapel i s also a venue for occasional weddings, baptisms, and 
musical events open to the community. 

(end) 





9. lyiaior Bibiiographicai References Union Chapel, Oak B l u f f s , Massachusetts 

Oak B l u f f s , Massachusetts. Minutes of Union Chapel Meetings. No date, no pa g i n a t i o n . 

Oak B l u f f s H i s t o r i c a l Conmission. A Centennial H i s t o r y of Cottage C i t y . Oak B l u f f s , 
Massachusetts; Oak B l u f f s H i s t o r i c a l Commission, 1987. 

Vineyard Gazette (Martha's Vineyard, Massachusetts) 7 May 1971. 

Weiss, E l l e n . C i t y i n the Woods: The L i f e and Design of an American Camp Meeting on 
Martha's Vineyard. New York: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1987. 

Previous documentation on file (NPS): 
I I preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) 

has been requested 
I I previously listed in the National Register 
I I previously determined eligible by the National Register 
I I designated a National Historic Landmark 
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Record # 

I I See continuation sheet 

Primary location of additional data: 
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I I University 
• other 
Specify repository: 
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10. Geographicai Data 

Acreage ot property Less than one acre 

UTM References 
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Zone Easting 
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Northing 

J L 
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Zone Easting 

D L ^ I I I 

J L 
Northing 

J L 
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I I See continuation sheet 

Verbal Boundary Description 

The boundary f o r Oak B l u f f s C h r i s t i a n Union Chapel coincides w i t h t h a t of the Town of 
Oak B l u f f s Tax Assessor's Lot #23, no P l a t # given. This boundary represents the l i m i t 
of land t h a t encompasses the resource and i t s immediate s e t t i n g , both at the time of 
c o n s t r u c t i o n and today. This pa r c e l i s bordered by C i r c u i t Avenue, Kennebec Avenue, 
Narragansett Avenue, and Grove S t r e e t . See Assessor's map which accompanies t h i s form. 

I I See continuation sheet 

Boundary Justification 

The boundary includes the e n t i r e c i t y l o t t h a t has h i s t o r i c a l l y been associated w i t h 
the Union Chapel. 

I I See continuation sheet 
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1. Name of Property 
historic name Union Chapel 
other names/site number Oak B l u f f s C h r i s t i a n Union Chapel 

2. Location 
not for publication street & number Bordered by C i r c u i t : . Kennebec, and Narraganset t 

city, town Oak B l u f f s Avenues and Grove S t ree t vicinity" 
state Massachusetts code 025 county Dukes code 0 0 7 zip code 0 2 5 5 7 

3. Classification 
Ownership of Property 

private 

I I public-local 

I I public-State 

I I public-Federal 

Category of Property 

[ X ] building(s) 

I I district 

• site 

I I structure 

I 1 object 

Number of Resources within Property 

Contributing  

1 

Noncontributing 

buildings 

sites 

structures 

objects 

Total 

Name of related multiple property listing: 
N / A 

Number of contributing resources previously 
listed in the National Register 0 

4 . S t a t e / F e d e r a l A g e n c y C e r t i f i c a t i o n 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby certify that this 

LAJ nomination request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the 

National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. 

In my ofjinion, the p rope r t y_^ jnee ts does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet. 

4^ Signature ot certifying official c-xecutive 
State H i s t o r i c P re se rva t ion 

e c t o r . 
O f f i c e r 

Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Date 
1̂ 

-lOnnni ssLon 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet. 

Signature of commenting or other official Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

5. National Park Service Certification 
N a t i o n a l SeHi^ ta ' I, hereby, certify that this property is: 

Q ] entered in the National Register. 

* • ] See continuation sheet. 

I I determined eligible for the National 

Register. See continuation sheet. 

I I determined not eligible for the 

National Register. 

[ I removed from the National Register. 

I I other, (explain:) 

fgnature of the Keeper Date of Action 



6. Function or Use Union Chapel, Oak B l u f f s . Massachusetts 
Historic Functions (enter categories from instructions) 
Religious:; Religious Structure, 

Current Functions (enter categories from instructions) 
R e l i g i o u s : R e l i g i o u s S t r u c t u r e 

7. Description 
Architectural Classification 
(enter categories from instructions) 

\ Late Victorian: Octagonal Mode 
S t i c k 

Materials (enter categories from instructions) 

foundation S t o n e : G r a n i t e 
walls Wood; Shingle 

roof _ 
other 

Asphal t 

Describe present and historic physical appearance. 

Oak Bluffs Christian Union Chapel, known h i s t o r i c a l l y simply as Union 
Chapel, i s located i n the Town of Oak Bl u f f s , Dukes County, Massachusetts, on 
the north side of Martha's Vineyard. The Vineyard i s approximately four miles 
across Nantucket Sound o f f the southwest t i p of Cape Cod. The Chapel, b u i l t 
i n 1870 i n the American Stick Style, embodies design elements which confirm 
i t s t r a n s i t i o n a l aesthetic l i n k i n g the preceding Gothic Revival with the 
subsequent Queen Anne. The building today stands i n the middle of an 
ir r e g u l a r l o t of a f r a c t i o n a l acre approximately twenty-five feet from each of 
I t s boundary roads: C i r c u i t Avenue, Kennebec Avenue, Narragansett Avenue, and 
Grove Street. The s i t e i s located i n the Ocean Park neighborhood of Oak 
Bl u f f s , characterized by l a t e nineteenth century r e s i d e n t i a l development to 
the east and a commercial s t r i p of l a t e nineteenth century buildings to the 
west. The surrounding street pattern, primarily curvilinear i n form, i s 
dictated by the s i t i n g of Ocean Park, a seven acre semi-circular, s l i g h t l y 
concave green space which faces Seaview Avenue and the Sound beyond. This 
results i n an arrangement of narrow r e s i d e n t i a l lanes forming ever-expanding 
crescents around the west side of the Park. 

Union Chapel occupies a l o t larger than those of i t s neighboring buildings 
which were confined i n the early 1870s by l o c a l r e s t r i c t i o n s to parcels of 
f i f t y by seventy-five feet. The Chapel i s sited on a s l i g h t r i s e , to the west 
of Ocean Park and close to the Methodist campground of Wesleyan Grove. Old 
oak trees were f e l l e d i n 1870 to make way for the construction of the 
meetinghouse; these were subsequently replaced with young oaks and small 
coniferous trees. Today, the parcel i s heavily treed, with the post 1871 
vegetation having reached mature form and p a r t i a l l y obscuring the Chapel from 
viewing from the contiguous streets. Gravel and d i r t walkways intersect the 
immediate environs of the Chapel and lead to i t s four entrance porches. There 
are no additional buildings, other than the meetinghouse, on the l o t . 

Octagonal i n plan. Union Chapel i s a picturesque wood frame, weathered 
cedar shingle clad building that maintains i t s o r i g i n a l s i t i n g and form, but 
has l o s t some of i t s 1870 d e t a i l i n g . The triangular massing of the structure 
i s emphasized by the steeply pitched octagonal asphalt shingled upper roof 
superimposed over a more gently sloping octagonal lower roof set on a two 
story base. An eight-sided clerestory with horizontally oriented small. 

[ x l See continuation sheet 
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square paned rectangular windows separates the two roof systems. This 
clerestory was o r i g i n a l l y constructed with triangulated ogival windows of 
Gothic i n s p i r a t i o n , divided by l i g h t s i n a diamond pattern. These were 
replaced by the rectangular windows sometime aft e r 1897, according to Ellen 
Weiss' seminal history of Oak B l u f f s , City i n the Woods. Elements modeled on 
triangular forms - dormers i n the upper roof, double-gabled roofs placed 
cross-axially over each entrance, and inverted triangular Gothic d e t a i l i n g 
along the cornice of the main roof - reinforce the building's triangular 
q u a l i t i e s . Each of the eight elevations of the Chapel i s twenty feet i n 
width. On alt e r n a t i n g sides, there are t a l l , broad, double-leaved wood doors 
set under braced, cross gables supported by square wooden columns set on short 
square p l i n t h s . Doorways are framed by simple wood surrounds. Three low 
poured concrete steps lead from the walkways to the wide, triangular porches 
at the four entrances to the sanctuary. Corner posts, painted white, define 
the junctions of the Chapel's eight exterior planar surfaces, and with the 
porch d e t a i l i n g , also white, complement the dark green of the exterior doors. 
At the south side of the building, there i s a t a l l , one-story, gable-roofed 
e l l , constructed i n 1928 to provide space for t o i l e t f a c i l i t i e s , a music 
l i b r a r y , and a small vestibule. The o r i g i n a l building and the addition are 
set on a low, dressed stone foundation. There i s no basement, nor chimneys. 

The Chapel's fenestration scheme i s eclectic with several series of 
windows of d i f f e r e n t forms comprising the main surviving decorative d e t a i l i n g 
of the structure. I n each leaf of the entrance doors and over the door 
enframements are rectangular windows with small square panes. Similar windows 
are located i n the clerestory and along the fro n t and sides of the 1928 
vestibule addition. On the elevations between the four entrances are pairs of 
large paned, t a l l and narrow, triple-hung (four-over-four-over-four) windows 
with operable and probably o r i g i n a l six panel inward r o t a t i n g exterior wooden 
shutters. Original triangular elements atop the shutters are now missing. 
Perhaps the most s t r i k i n g series of windows Is found on the eight sides of the 
upper roof. T a l l , isoceles windows, forming an Inverted V, face each of the 
steeply pitched dormers, which are now missing t h e i r o r i g i n a l decorative 
f i n i a l s . Window t r i m on the exterior of the Chapel i s uniformly painted white. 

A separate b e l l tower, constructed on the s i t e i n 1871 with steep hipped 
roof and flared eaves, has been demolished. Also no longer extant i s a t a l l 
steeple with ornate f i n i a l o r i g i n a l l y at the apex of the eight-sided upper 
roof. The roof of the steeple, also octagonal and set over an open, r a i l e d 
platform, mirrored that of the 1871 b e l l tower i n the use of decorative wood 
shingles arranged i n colored bands. Both b e l l tower and steeple were removed 
i n 1928. 

The I n t e r i o r of Union Chapel i s a dramatic exploration i n the use of 
controlled volumetrics. The large, open, eight-sided sanctuary wih i t s peaked 

(continued) 
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upper roof, i s noted for i t s f i n e acoustics. I n t e r i o r walls, creating sharply 
defined planes, are of painted (now dark green but o r i g i n a l l y yellow) v e r t i c a l 
tongue and groove paneling. Stick styl e decorative d e t a i l i n g , forming 
repeating r i g h t angles, i s painted white and segments the walls on the main 
f l o o r and balcony above. The balcony surrounds the sanctuary on a l l eight 
sides of the room. On one side of the balcony, there i s a gallery with choir 
l o f t and 1923 Austin organ with 1200 pipes. Beneath the choir on the main 
f l o o r i s a small rectangular dias with (nonpermanent and non-original) 
lectern. The sanctuary's seating capacity i s 350 on the f l o o r with another 
150 i n the balcony g a l l e r i e s . Seating has h i s t o r i c a l l y been provided on caned 
wooden chairs, a practice which continues today. The f l o o r s of the Chapel are 
wooden and apparently not o r i g i n a l to 1870. The most s t r i k i n g aspect of the 
i n t e r i o r space i s the pattern created under the roof where ra f t e r s radiate out 
i n eight directions from central bracing, forming an eight-pointed star at the 
apex of the room. Rafter systems of p a r a l l e l two by sixes are i n f i l l e d with 
butt jointed planking at r i g h t angles, a l l of which are painted a muted green 
as i s the i n t e r i o r of the lower roof. The sanctuary receives an ample amount 
of natural l i g h t from the building's numerous windows, creating a luminescent 
qua l i t y to the i n t e r i o r . 

(continued) 
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Archaeological Description 

No prehistoric sites are recorded on the property or i n the general area 
(within one mi l e ) . L i t t l e evidence i s also present for h i s t o r i c 
archaeological resources on the property other than sheet refuse possibly 
related to church a c t i v i t i e s . Because of these factors, small l o t size 
( f r a c t i o n a l area) and the impacts of church construction on the l o t , the 
potential for s i g n i f i c a n t archaeological remains, either prehistoric or 
h i s t o r i c i s low. 

(end) 
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Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties: 

• nationally I I statewide H locally , 

Applicable National Register Criteria H A Q B I I D 

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) [ X ] A Q B Q C • £ ^ F I I G 

Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) Period of Significance Significant Dates 

Architecture 1870-1940 1870 Religion 1871 

Cultural Affiliation  
N/A 

Significant Person Architect/Builder 
N / A P r a t t . S a m u e l F r e e m a n 

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above. 

Oak Bluffs Christian Union Chapel retains i n t e g r i t y of location, design, 
materials, workmanship, fe e l i n g , and association. B u i l t during 1870 and 1871 
on the island of Martha's Vineyard, Union Chapel, i n continued use since 
construction as an interdenominational house of worship, i s s i g n i f i c a n t as the 
f i r s t nonsectarian religious building to be erected on the Vineyard i n a 
community that u n t i l 1870 was noted primarily for i t s strong association with 
the Methodist Church and i t s summer camp meeting assemblies. The Chapel 
offered islanders and seasonal v i s i t o r s regardless of reli g i o u s a f f i l i a t i o n 
not only an opportunity to worship but a gathering place f o r c u l t u r a l 
a c t i v i t i e s . The Chapel i s also important as the single surviving major work 
of the l o c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t architect, Samuel Freeman Pratt, who designed for 
Oak Bluffs numerous cottages and the sprawling Sea View Hotel (1870-1872), now 
demolished. And as an exemplar of the octagonal mode of design following i n 
the t r a d i t i o n of the creative v i s i o n of Orson S. Fowler, Union Chapel i s the 
only extant h i s t o r i c eight-sided building on Martha's Vineyard. The Christian 
Union Chapel thus f u l f i l l s C r i t e r i a A and C of the National Register of 
Historic Places at the l o c a l l e v e l . 

As an early example of a planned subdivision designed on romantic ideals, 
the community of Oak Bluffs was l a i d out o r i g i n a l l y i n 1867 adjacent to the 
famed Methodist camp meeting at Wesleyan Grove, which was founded i n 1835. 
Between 1859 and 1864, the campground cottage developed i n t o a new American 
r e s i d e n t i a l form at Wesleyan Grove, replacing the impermanent canvas tents 
which previously had sheltered those Methodists who regularly gathered for 
summer retreats of reli g i o u s contemplation. I n 1865, the newly incorporated 
Martha's Vineyard Camp-Meeting Association pondered the p o s s i b i l i t y of 
purchasing additional land on the b l u f f s to the south of i t s o r i g i n a l location 
to protect the privacy of those who attended services. Delay i n consummating 
any transaction allowed a partnership or six - four whaling captains and two 
off-islanders - to purchase i n 1866 as part of t h e i r ambitious commercial land 
development scheme seventy-five acres including the b l u f f s f o r subdivision 

[ x l See continuation sheet 
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Oak B l u f f s , Massachusetts, Minutes of Union Chapel Meetings. No date, no pa g i n a t i o n . 

Oak B l u f f s H i s t o r i c a l Commission. A Centennial H i s t o r y of Cottage C i t y . Oak B l u f f s , 
Massachusetts: Oak B l u f f s H i s t o r i c a l Commission, 1987. 

Vineyard Gazette (Martha's Vineyard, Massachusetts) 7 May 1971. 

Weiss, E l l e n . C i t y i n the Woods: The L i f e and Design of an American Camp Meeting on 
Martha's Vineyard. New York: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1987. 

Previous documentation on file (NPS): 
0 preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) 

has been requested 
1 I previously listed in the National Register 
I I previously determined eligible by the National Register 
I I designated a National Historic Landmark 
I I recorded by Historic American Buildings 

Survey # 
I I recorded by Historic American Engineering 

Record # 

I I See continuation sheet 

Primary location of additional data: 
py] State historic preservation office 
I I Other State agency 
0 Federal agency 
1 I Local government 
I I University 
• other 
Specify repository: 
Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission 

10. Geographical Data 
Acreage of property Less than one acre 

UTM References 
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Zone Easting 

c _L J L 
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Northing 
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B 
Zone 
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Easting Northing 

J L J L 

I I See continuation sheet 

Verbal Boundary Description 

The boundary f o r Oak B l u f f s C h r i s t i a n Union Chapel coincides w i t h t h a t of the Town of 
Oak B l u f f s Tax Assessor's Lot #23, no P l a t # given. This boundary represents the l i m i t 
of land t h a t encompasses the resource and i t s immediate s e t t i n g , both at the time of 
c o n s t r u c t i o n and today. This pa r c e l i s bordered by C i r c u i t Avenue, Kennebec Avenue, 
Narragansett Avenue, and Grove S t r e e t . See Assessor's map which accompanies t h i s form. 

I I See continuation sheet 

Boundary Justification 

The boundary includes the e n t i r e c i t y l o t t h a t has h i s t o r i c a l l y been associated w i t h 
the Union Chapel. 

I I See continuation sheet 

11. Form Prepared By 
name/title J- A l f r e d Guest and Karen L . J e s s " P » Consu l t an t , w i t h Betsy F r i e d b e r g , NR D i r e c t o r 
organization Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission date November 18. 1989 
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Boston State Massachusetts zip code 02116 
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int o one thousand house l o t s . I n a short time t h i s new resort, o r i g i n a l l y 
called Cottage City and renamed Oak Bluffs i n 1907, became a successful summer 
community f o r the middle class with a strong religious f l a v o r , carrying 
forward many of the s p i r i t u a l values espoused by the closely situated camp 
meeting, although not formally associated with Methodism. One of the f i r s t 
a c t i v i t i e s of the development partners was to erect a wharf i n t o Nantucket 
Sound. The wharf became popular with the r e v i v a l i s t s because i t was located 
close to Wesleyan Grove. I n a s p i r i t of cooperation with the Methodists, the 
land company prevented steamers from docking on Sundays to preserve the 
sanctity of the Sabbath, and joined with the r e l i g i o u s sect to act i n concert 
on other matters of mutual, and often s p i r i t u a l , concern. "By 1870, i t must 
have been evident that the developers were applying the style of the camp 
meeting, especially that of i t s physical planning, to t h e i r project at Oak 
B l u f f s . " -'- The architecture and settlement pattern of the new Cottage City 
were soon seen as an extension of many aspects of Wesleyan Grove. 

Robert Morris Copeland, a landscape gardener experienced i n r u r a l cemetery 
layout and a contemporary of Frederick Law Olmsted, was hired by the Oak 
Bluffs Land and Wharf Company to plan the l o t s and streets of the new 
cotmnunity. One of Copeland's early scenarios for the s i t e ( i n 1867) called 
f o r a seven acre park i n an area near the b l u f f s , opening the land 
considerably and providing r e l i e f from the i n t e n s i t y of t i n y house l o t s that 
were the mainstay of the development scheme. Named Ocean Park, t h i s green 
space i s today the most d i s t i n c t i v e landscape feature of Oak B l u f f s . The 1867 
Copeland plan was amended at least twice, i n 1870 and 1871, to incorporate an 
additional f o r t y - f i v e acres purchased by the development company. What 
results i s an imaginative and romantic land planning scheme that uses 
primarily c u r v i l i n e a r forms borrowed from the physical aesthetic of the camp 
meeting, but translated i n t o the scale required of a t r a d i t i o n a l r e s i d e n t i a l 
neighborhood. Lots i n the early stages of Cottage City's development are 
t h i r t y - f i v e by s i x t y - f i v e f e e t , and those of the 1870, 1871 sections are f i f t y 
by seventy-five feet. Campground l o t s at Wesleyan Grove were only fourteen to 
twenty feet wide. Deed r e s t r i c t i o n s i n Cottage City further required set 
backs of ten feet at the f r o n t and f i v e feet at the sides of the buildings, 
defining the normal relationship of house and p r i v a t e l y owned land to the 
public streets. By 1870, success seemed guaranteed for the new community. 
The developers embarked on an extensive two year program of construction, 
which came to include a grand hotel, the Sea View, and the Christian Union 
Chapel, demonstrating an advanced l e v e l of a r c h i t e c t u r a l ambition as they 
moved beyond cottage construction exclusively. 

Samuel Freeman Pratt (1824-1920), the Boston architect-inventor, was 
selected by the land company to design a new gateway to the wharf, the Chapel, 
the Sea View Hotel, and between twelve and twenty cottages f o r the 1871, 1872 
building campaign. Pratt's early career as an inventor of metallic objects 

(continued) 
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has received negligible scholarly a t t e n t i o n , as has his education and 
tr a i n i n g . The son of a carpenter, he switched to ar c h i t e c t u r a l practice i n 
mi d l i f e and had a l i m i t e d output. I n addition to his work at Oak B l u f f s , he 
was responsible f o r designing his own house i n Newport (1872) and two other 
hotels - Katama on the Vineyard (1872, never constructed) and Dering Habor on 
Shelter Island, New York (1872, demolished 1910). Pratt was made wealthy by a 
sewing machine patent and l i v e d to an elderly age, a gentleman of leisure 
involved i n the a c t i v i t i e s of Newport's yachting e l i t e . "Pratt's contribution 
to Oak Bluffs was that of a dynamic and festive a r c h i t e c t u r a l s t y l e " i n which 
he seemed p a r t i c u l a r l y influenced by the French r e v i v a l i s t i c sentiment and the 
Stick Style work of Richard Morris Hunt i n Newport as well as Swiss 
sources. ^ Although he explored octagonal forms i n some of his projects, 
such as i n the 1871 design for "Round Crown," a cottage f o r a New Bedford 
Quaker who summered on the vineyard. Union Chapel i s his only building i n a 
f u l l y developed octagonal mode. 

Copeland's designs f o r Oak Bluffs f i r s t i d e n t i f i e d a location f o r a chapel 
i n February 1870, s i t i n g i t behind the apex of Ocean Park, close to but not 
wit h i n the immediate environs of the Methodist campground. Apparently from 
i t s inception, the Chapel was intended to be e n t i r e l y non-denominational i n 
s p i r i t u a l matters, and even " l i b e r a l " i n i t s preaching and programs, according 
to Minutes of the Association. As an interdenominational meeting house, i t 
represents a contrast to the devout Methodism of camp meeting, and assured 
prospective purchasers i n Cottage City an opportunity to attend worship 
services without having to partake of the in t e n s i t y of religious practices at 
nearby Wesleyan Grove. I n August 1871, at the dedication ceremony attended by 
camp meeting dignitaries and l o c a l o f f i c i a l s . Union Chapel was described as a 
"tabernacle of the I s r a e l i t e s , constructed by voluntary offerings of a 
wandering people as a temporary place of worship." ^ 

Samuel F. Pratt's design f o r Union Chapel follows the octagonal aesthetic 
established i n America by Orson S. Fowler i n 1849, and incorporates elements 
of Gothic inspired d e t a i l i n g and Queen Anne use of materials i n an essentially 
Stick Style building. Fowler, of F i s h k i l l , New York, popularized the octagon 
style f o r r e s i d e n t i a l construction with publication of The Octagon House, A 
Home for A l l . Among other a t t r i b u t e s , he emphasized that eight-sided 
buildings eliminate dark comers and wasted space while increasing sunlight 
and v e n t i l a t i o n , a l l of which are cl e a r l y demonstrated i n Union Chapel. Local 
sources indicate that the Chapel i s the only extant octagonal building on 
Martha's Vineyard and may be the only one ever constructed there. Structures 
demonstrating a completely realized octangoilal plan are r e l a t i v e l y rare i n 
America, and appear mainly i n New York, Massachusetts, and the Midwest. 
Several hundred survive, most of which were constructed i n the 1850s and 
1860s. ^ Thus, the Chapel i s a l a t e exploration i n t o the use of t h i s 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l mode. 

(continued) 
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As a Stick Style design. Union Chapel embodies d i s t i n c t i v e characteristics 
of I t s type, period, and method of construction. Along with i t s predecessor, 
the Gothic Revival, and i t s successor, the Queen Anne, the Stick Style i s an 
adaptation of medieval England building t r a d i t i o n which stressed the wall 
surface I t s e l f as a decorative element rather than merely as a plane. 
Additional decorative effects were achieved through applied ornament at doors, 
windows, and cornices. An emphasis on patterned wood surfaces characteristic 
of the Stick Style i s seen at the Chapel i n the tongue and groove paneling of 
the walls and elaborate i n t e r i o r braced r a f t e r system of the sanctuary 
c e i l i n g . Applied horizontal and v e r t i c a l wood s t r i p s segmenting the large 
I n t e r i o r space of the Chapel are also derivative of medieval England, and 
further suggest Stick Style associations of the building. Gothic elements i n 
windows, cornice d e t a i l i n g , and steeply pitched roof and dormers combine with 
a Queen Anne use of weathered cedar shingles on the exterior to confirm the 
t r a n s i t i o n a l nature of thi s period of American architecture, well i l l u s t r a t e d 
by Pratt's design f o r Union Chapel. 

Samuel Pratt's other major contribution to Oak Blu f f s ' architecture, the 
Sea View Hotel, was erected at the head of the wharf i n 1872, but burned down 
i n 1892. I n plan, the Sea View was a long rectangle of 225 feet. Rising to a 
height of f i v e stories on the water side, the Hotel with "French roof" and 
"Flemish tower" was considered to be the most advanced hotel design of i t s 
time for seaside resorts. I t s luxury was i n sharp contrast with the 
si m p l i c i t y of the modest tented camp meeting and lo c a l cottages. With the 
demise of the Sea View, Union Chapel takes on added significance as the chief 
surviving physical manifestation of Pratt's work at Oak Bl u f f s . 

Today, Union Chapel has a congregation of approximately two hundred, and 
continues i t s non-denominational t r a d i t i o n of holding worship services every 
Sunday from l a t e June to early September. Different speakers of varying 
f a i t h s preach each week, some of whom have been doing so f o r over t h i r t y 
years. For forty-two years, Harold Heereman, one of America's noted 
organists, has played the great Austin organ, i n s t a l l e d i n 1923. The choir 
has h i s t o r i c a l l y included distinguished s o l o i s t s , at least one of whom has 
sung with the Metropolitan Opera Company of New York. I n addition to Sunday 
services. Union Chapel i s also a venue for occasional weddings, baptisms, and 
musical events open to the community. 

(end) 
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Department of the I n t e r i o r 
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P.O. Box 37127 
Washington, DC 20013-7127 

Dear Ms. Shull; 

Enclosed you w i l l f i n d the following nomination forms; 
-Harrison A. Tucker Cottage, 42 Ocean Avenue, Oak B l u f f s , (Dukes County), 
Massachusetts. 

-Union Chapel, Oak B l u f f s , (Dukes County), Massachusetts 

Both have been voted e l i g i b l e by the State Review Board and have been signed 
by the State Historic Preservation Officer. Owners were n o t i f i e d of pending 
State Review Board consideration 30-75 days before the meeting and were 
afforded the opportunity to comment. Comments received to date are attached 
to the nomination form. 

Sincerely, 

Betsy Friedberg ' 
National Register Director 
Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission 

Enclosure; 

BF/cd 

Massachusetts Historical Commission, Valerie A. Talmage, Executive Director, State Historic Preservation Officer 
80 Boylston Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02116 (617)727-8470 

Office ofthe Secretary of State, Michael J. Connolly, Secretary 
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Department of the I n t e r i o r 
National Park Service 
P.O. Box 37127 
Washington, DC 20013-7127 

Dear Ms. Shull; 

Enclosed please f i n d the following nomination; 

Union Chapel, bordered by C i r c u i t , Kennebec and Narragansett Avenues and Grove 
Street, Oak Bluffs (Dukes County), Massachusetts, 02557. 

There has been no owner objection for the property l i s t e d above. 

The nomination has been voted e l i g i b l e by the State Review Board and has been 
signed by the State Historic Preservation Officer. Owners were n o t i f i e d of 
pending State Review Board consideration 30-75 days before the meeting and 
were afforded the opportunity to comment. Comments received to date are 
attached to the nomination form. 

Sincerely, 

dAU^(dJjLL 
Betsy Friedberg 
National Register Director 
Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission 

Enclosure; 

Massachusetts Historical Commission, Valerie A. Talmage, Executive Director, State Historic Preservation Officer 
80 Boylston Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02116 (617) 727-8470 

Office of the Secretary of State, Michael J. Connolly, Secretary 




