
- Project Narrative: 
 
The application for this project is being submitted to the MVC under the category 6.21.  The Tabernacle is a place 
of assembly used by the entire island.  All 6 island towns generously voted CPA funds to support the roof 
restoration portion of this project.  The existing building is 16,331 square feet and accommodates 1678 people.  
The Tabernacle is in the Martha’s Vineyard Camp Meeting Association’s Wesleyan Grove National Historic 
Landmark District and therefore 8.1-B does not apply. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The Tabernacle is a historic national treasure and a central part of the Martha’s Vineyard Camp Meeting 
Association’s (MVCMA) property located in Trinity Park, Oak Bluffs, MA. The Tabernacle was built in 1879 and is a 
covered open-air public venue open seasonally that can seat approximately 1,678 people. This is the fifth stage 
of the Tabernacle restoration that began in 2002. The approximately 17,000 square foot roof with three levels of 
roofing was originally constructed of corrugated iron sheeting.  Later it was replaced with corrugated cement-
asbestos sheeting fastened to wood purlins. The age of the current roof is believed to date to 1932 according to 
MVCMA Board of Director meeting minutes. A March 2020 roof condition survey produced by Hoffmann 
Architects of Hamden, CT indicated that the roof has reached the end of its useful life. The Tabernacle is an Official 
Project of “Save America’s Treasures.” In 2005, the Martha’s Vineyard Camp Meeting Association, including the 
Tabernacle, was designated as one of only 2,600 National Historic Landmarks in the Country. The MVCMA is 
also the #1 attraction in Oak Bluffs according to TripAdvisor.   

 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION: 
The Tabernacle is a historic open wrought iron structure which was constructed in 1879 to replace an older canvas 
tent located at the center of the Methodist cottage community in Trinity Park. It was originally designed by architect 
J.W. Hoyt of Springfield, Massachusetts and employs a structure comprised of T-shaped iron members, L-shaped 
angle iron, and pipe with wooden roof purlins supporting a multi-tiered corrugated asbestos cement roof. The upper 
structure consists of three roof tiers surmounted by a tower which rises to a height of 100 feet. The Tabernacle is 
approximately 130 feet across, and its main arches span 61 feet, making it one of the largest iron structures in the 
United States. The structure has been in continuous use for religious and cultural activities since the day it was 
constructed. 
Phase V of the restoration project includes a proposed new addition/accessory structure, approximately 1,300 gsf 
in area, containing permanent gender-neutral toilet rooms intended to serve occupants, staff, and other island 
visitors, and provides an alternate accessible route to the stage.  

 
Proposed Work: 
The project includes the following scope of work: 
1. New corrugated fiber cement roof to replace the existing corrugated asbestos cement roof 
installed in the 1930’s. 
2. Painting of the wood roof purlins and roof edge trim. 
3. Select structural work; including adding new in-plane roof turnbuckle assemblies (one in 
each bay), and new U-strap purlin hold-downs. 
4. Construction of the new addition/accessory structure.   
5. Sound booth improvements. 
6. New fire alarm system in the Accessory Structure. 
7. Grounds and landscaping including walkways and lighting 
7. All exterior work shall conform to the U.S. Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic 
Buildings, as administered by the National Park Service. 
 
According to the Town of Oak Bluffs Assessor’s records, the Tabernacle has its own tax parcel (Lot. 81-3.1 on Tax 
Map 11) and is located in the “Residence One” zoning district (the “R1 District”) under the Town of Oak Bluffs 
Recodified Zoning By-laws (the “Zoning By-laws”). Note: Per the Act to Incorporate the Martha’s Vineyard Camp 

 
1  “The MVCMA submits this application in spirit of cooperation with the MVC but without prejudice to its rights 
under the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act (RLUIPA), 42 U.S.C. §§ 2000cc, et seq., and 
other laws that afford special protections for religious institutions.” 



Meeting Association (MVCMA), the MVCMA provides the assessor’s office a list of all buildings and taxable 
properties on the grounds of the organization for tax purposes only, however the land in its entirety is owned by 
the MVCMA.  The Tabernacle borders the Zone AE special flood hazard area (the “AE zone”), as shown on the 
Dukes County Federal Insurance Rate Map (“FIRM”), and the Floodplain District Overlay District (the “FPOD).  
Additional information regarding the Tabernacle can be found at https://www.mvcma.org/tabernacle.html. 
 
Restoration and Rehabilitation Proposed

The roof of the Tabernacle dates to 1932 and contains asbestos materials.  This roof will be replaced with a 
new corrugated fiber cement roof matching the profile of the existing materials to the extent possible.  Great 
care has been taken to identify a material that both looks like the existing materials and maintain the historic 
acoustics which originally allowed a preacher to project throughout the Tabernacle without amplification.  A 
sound engineer is part of the project team. 
 
The Addition consists of a room for speakers/ performers at Tabernacle events, a storage room, wheelchair 
accessibility improvements including a lift to stage level, and public restrooms.  A climate-controlled room 
will be built to protect and preserve a Steinway piano, generously donated to the MVCMA.  Although it is the 
intent to build a set of public restrooms to help the Town of Oak Bluffs meet its Comprehensive Master Plan 
goal to expand public restroom capacity in the MVCMA, initially it may be plumb ready for future connection.  
While Oak Bluffs does have a Town sewerage system in this area, capacity to add these additional fixtures 
may require some additional permitting that may take longer to obtain. The new addition has been designed 
to harmonize with the historic structure, to be respectful of it, and to complement it in terms of scale, 
massing, materials, and detailing. Please refer to the attached design plans, elevations, and rendering 
which are in the construction document phase.  Historically  an accessory structure was affixed to the same 
location on the back   wall of the Tabernacle.  The design elements for this new construction pay tribute to 
that original building. 
 
Recent changes to the property 
This is phase V of restoration.  The previous phases started in 2001 and included the following restoration 
efforts: 
 
Phase 1 
Stabilize the wrought iron columns with new footings, anchors and braces 
Completed at a cost of $340,000 
 
Phase 2 
Remove leaded paint from the interior wrought iron, paint the interior and replace interior lights with 
historically appropriate lights 
Completed at a cost of $500,000 
 
Phase 3 
Restore cupola including replacing cross with a lit carbon cross 
Completed at a cost of $635,000 
 
Phase 4 
Rebuild upper clerestory 
Completed at a cost of $500,000 
 
Phase 5   
(Estimated cost of $4.7 million) 
Restore iron trusses and historic benches and chairs (Complete) 
Rebuild stage (Complete) 
Replace corrugated asbestos roof 
Add internal lighting at clerestories 
Add accessory structure at east side of Tabernacle 

http://www.mvcma.org/tabernacle.html


  

 

 

 
 
SUPPORTING DOCUMENTATION 
The USGS quadrangle map, along with before and after drawings and photographs are included herein 
to fully illustrate the project as follows: 
• USGS Quadrangle Map 
 

 
1. Map 1887 

 

 
2. Map 2021 

 
 



  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PHOTOS: 

Project Boundary 



  

 

 

 
1. General Interior View 

 



  

 

 

 
2. Exterior Stage Wall to which addition will be affixed 

 

 
 

3. Historical Accessory Structure from pre-1901 in the Exterior Stage Wall location 
 



  

 

 

 
 

 
4. Stage 

 
- Existing and proposed site plans, elevation drawings, and floor plans 

See Attached Tabernacle Phase V Plans 
 
 

- List of materials to be used for roof and addition 
See Attached Tabernacle Phase V Plans with schedules 
 
  

- Drainage plan for the property 
See Attached Tabernacle Phase V and Site Plan 
 

- Description of the flood plain impacts and mitigation 
The Accessory Structure and associated utilities require regrading of the landscape behind the Tabernacle 
which is in the floodplain.  The volume floodplain impact is approximately 3,389 CF/ 125.5 CY.  
Compensatory storage will be provided onsite as part of the regrading efforts.    See attached site plan. 
 

- Proposed energy sources (all-electric utilities are preferred, as opposed to oil or propane) 
Utilities will be electric. 
 

- Description of any proposed landscaping changes 
Landscape changes are designed to integrate the accessory structure and associated pathways into the 
existing landscape.  Changes consist of replacing the asphalt path with a stabilized aggregate path, adding 



  

 

 

a bioretention area for drainage, and adding planting beds and/or bushes consistent with the MVCMA’s 
policy for screening and landscape. 
 

- Preliminary exterior lighting plan showing location and types of fixtures 
See Attached Tabernacle Phase V Lighting Fixtures schedule.  All exterior lighting is programmed for timed 
“on” and “off” and dimmed levels.  Each will have an individual control.  
 

- Current and proposed capacity for people in the structure 
1) Tabernacle Existing Assembly Load is 1678, no change 
2) Additional Accessory Structure Assembly Load is 6 occupants (Note: The accessory structure is 
designed to support the Tabernacle, therefore the added capacity in the accessory structure is minimal). 

 
- Current and proposed wastewater flow for the property 

Currently the Tabernacle specifically is not hooked up to the sewer, but the rest of the MVCMA property is 
connected.  Although it is the intent to build a set of public restrooms to help the Town of Oak Bluffs meet its 
Comprehensive Master Plan goal to expand public restroom capacity in the MVCMA, initially it may be 
plumb ready for future connection.  All flow in the new restrooms is expected to be limited new flow to the 
Town as the individuals visiting the Tabernacle are already using other bathrooms either at public 
restrooms, personal homes in the MVCMA or in available bathrooms at businesses, restaurants and hotels 
in the downtown area already connected to the sewer system. 
The MVCMA submitted and received a variance approval for the number of fixtures and lavatories to be 
added to the Tabernacle.  Based on capacity the Tabernacle should have 26 lavatories.  The MVCMA 
initially submitted the variance seeking to minimize the footprint and limit the number of bathrooms to 7.   
After review from the Board of State Examiners of Plumbers and Gasfitters, the plumbing board approved 
no less than 10 gender-neutral bathrooms.  The plumbing board decision is attached. 
 

- Proposed hours and days of operation 
There is no expected change to the hours or days of operation of the MVCMA and the Tabernacle. 
 

- Copy of waiver from the fire sprinkler board 
See attached. 
 

- Any letters of support 
Please see attached letters which were submitted to the CPCs in support of our application for CPA funds. 
 
 

 


