
Martha’s Vineyard is a large island located in the Atlantic Ocean just south of Cape Cod, 
Massachusetts. It sits roughly seven miles from the mainland and is separated from it by 
a body of water called Vineyard Sound, which is the stretch of ocean between Cape Cod 
and the islands off the southern Massachusetts coast. The island covers about 100 
square miles (260 square kilometers) and is part of Dukes County, Massachusetts. It is 
the largest island in Massachusetts that is not connected to the mainland by a bridge, 
meaning transportation to and from the island occurs primarily by ferry or aircraft. 

The island itself is a geological product of the last Ice Age, a period in Earth’s history 
when large continental glaciers covered vast areas of North America. Around 20,000 
years ago a massive ice sheet known as the Laurentide Ice Sheetextended southward 
across New England. As this glacier slowly moved, it scraped rock and soil from the land 
beneath it. When the climate warmed and the glacier melted, the debris it carried—sand, 
clay, gravel, and large rocks—was deposited in ridges called moraines. Martha’s 
Vineyard is essentially one of these moraines, a long accumulation of glacial debris left 
behind as the ice retreated. The island’s hills, ridges, and unusual soil layers are all 
remnants of this glacial process. 

One of the clearest places where this geological history is visible is at the Aquinnah 
Cliffs, located on the western edge of the island. These cliffs rise above the ocean and 
display striking bands of red, orange, yellow, and gray clay. The colors come from 
different layers of mineral-rich sediments that were compressed and folded by the 
pressure of moving glaciers. Over thousands of years, wind and ocean erosion carved 
away the outer surfaces, revealing the layered interior. The cliffs are both a geological 
formation and a culturally significant landscape for the Wampanoag people, the 
Indigenous inhabitants who lived on the island long before European arrival. 

Human history on Martha’s Vineyard extends thousands of years before written records. 
The Wampanoag Nation, a Native American group whose territory included southeastern 
Massachusetts and nearby islands, developed stable communities on the island long 
before European contact. They relied heavily on the island’s coastal environment. 
Fishing, shellfish gathering, hunting, and small-scale agriculture formed the foundation 
of their economy. Shellfish such as oysters and clams were abundant in the surrounding 
waters, and archaeological discoveries show large shell deposits, called middens, that 
accumulated over centuries of harvesting. 

European exploration of the island began in the early seventeenth century. In 1602, an 
English explorer named Bartholomew Gosnold landed on the island during a voyage 
along the North American coast. He named the island “Martha’s Vineyard.” Historians 
debate exactly who Martha was—possibly a relative of Gosnold—and the word 
“vineyard” referred to the wild grapevines that grew naturally across parts of the island. 

Permanent European settlement began in the mid-1600s when English colonists 
established communities on the island. Over time these settlements grew into several 



towns that still exist today. The island now contains six primary towns: Edgartown, Oak 
Bluffs, Vineyard Haven (officially called Tisbury), West Tisbury, Chilmark, and Aquinnah. 
Each developed with different economic roles and cultural characteristics. 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the island became strongly connected to 
the whaling industry, which was one of the most important maritime industries of that 
era. Whaling involved hunting whales for whale oil, a substance extracted from whale 
blubber that was used for lighting lamps, lubricating machinery, and manufacturing 
products such as soap. Whaling ships traveled thousands of miles across the oceans 
and often remained at sea for years at a time. 

The town of Edgartown became one of the wealthiest whaling ports in the region. Sea 
captains who commanded successful whaling voyages built large houses along the 
harbor. These houses were often constructed in the Greek Revival architectural style, 
which features columns, symmetrical facades, and wide entryways modeled after 
classical Greek buildings. Many of these captain’s homes remain standing today and 
reflect the economic prosperity generated by the whaling industry during the nineteenth 
century. 

While Edgartown developed around maritime commerce, the town of Oak Bluffs evolved 
in a very different way. In the mid-1800s Oak Bluffs began as a Methodist religious camp 
meeting ground. Camp meetings were large outdoor religious gatherings where people 
assembled for preaching, singing, and communal worship. Participants initially lived in 
tents arranged in a circular layout around a central meeting area. Over time many of 
these tents were replaced with small wooden cottages. 

The cottages that replaced the tents became famous for their decorative architecture. 
They were built in the Carpenter Gothic style, a form of Victorian architecture 
characterized by elaborate wooden trim, pointed arches, and bright colors. These 
structures are often called the “gingerbread cottages” because of their intricate 
decorative patterns resembling icing on gingerbread houses. The Oak Bluffs cottage 
community remains one of the most distinctive architectural landscapes in the United 
States. 

Another key town is Vineyard Haven, which serves as the island’s primary transportation 
hub. Because Martha’s Vineyard has no bridge connection to the mainland, ferries carry 
passengers, vehicles, and goods across Vineyard Sound. Most ferries arrive at Vineyard 
Haven or Oak Bluffs from mainland ports such as Woods Hole, a small coastal village on 
Cape Cod that serves as the main ferry departure point. 

Although whaling once dominated the island’s economy, the industry declined in the late 
nineteenth century when petroleum products replaced whale oil as a source of fuel. As 
whaling faded, Martha’s Vineyard gradually transformed into a summer resort 
destination. The island’s beaches, coastal landscapes, and relatively quiet environment 
attracted visitors from major northeastern cities such as Boston and New York. 



By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries tourism had become the primary 
economic activity on the island. Wealthy families began building summer homes, and 
hotels and inns developed to accommodate seasonal visitors. This seasonal population 
pattern still exists today. The island’s year-round population is relatively small, but 
during the summer months the number of people on the island increases dramatically as 
tourists and seasonal residents arrive. 

Martha’s Vineyard is also known for its diverse ecosystems, which include forests, sand 
dunes, salt marshes, freshwater ponds, and coastal grasslands. A salt marsh is a 
wetland ecosystem found along coastlines where saltwater regularly floods the land 
during tides. These environments support specialized plants and provide habitat for fish, 
shellfish, birds, and other wildlife. Many coastal species depend on these marshes for 
breeding and feeding. 

Environmental conservation has become a major priority on the island. Organizations 
such as the Martha’s Vineyard Land Bank acquire land in order to preserve natural 
landscapes and prevent overdevelopment. Land conservation programs protect beaches, 
forests, and wildlife habitats while maintaining public access to open spaces. 

In modern times the island has also developed a reputation as a place where writers, 
artists, political leaders, and professionals spend summers. This reputation grew 
gradually during the twentieth century as transportation improved and the island’s 
scenic environment became widely known. 

Taken together, Martha’s Vineyard is not simply a vacation destination but the result of 
several layers of history and geography interacting over thousands of years. Its physical 
shape was formed by glacial ice, its early human history was shaped by Indigenous 
coastal societies, its nineteenth-century economy was driven by global maritime 
industries, and its modern identity developed around tourism, environmental 
preservation, and seasonal communities. The island today reflects all of these influences 
simultaneously—geological, cultural, economic, and ecological—making it one of the 
most historically distinctive coastal regions in the northeastern United States. 

 


