
Martha’s Vineyard, or “the Vineyard”  
as it is affectionately called, is an island 
filled with charming cottages, historic 
beaches, locally sourced seafood and 
great marinas. Frequented by such 
luminaries as former President Barack 
Obama, Oprah Winfrey, Harry Belafonte 
and Spike Lee, just to name a few, the 
Vineyard is steeped in a rich and beau-
tiful Black history, which remains evi-
dent on the island today. Among its six 
towns—Aquinnah, Chilmark, Edgar-
town, Oak Bluffs, Vineyard Haven and 
West Tisbury—the landmark commu-
nity of Oak Bluffs has been a prized 
vacation destination of Black families 
for generations.

When the island was “purchased” 
(read: stolen) from the Wampanoag 
people by an English settler back in 
1641, its population consisted primarily 
of Europeans and Native Americans, 
with enslaved West Africans who had 
started arriving in the 1600s. Farming, 
brick-making and fish-smoking were 

common local trades until 1880, when 
the town of Oak Bluffs was founded. 
Around the same time, the Methodists 
introduced the idea of summer vaca-
tion excursions to the island, ultimately 
transforming it from a fishing commu-
nity into a tourist destination.

During the Jim Crow era, segrega-
tion reared its ugly head in Martha’s 
Vineyard, too, preventing Black travel-
ers from staying in accommodations on 
many parts of the island—except for 
Oak Bluffs. This marked the start of a 
decades-long tourist boom that saw  
an influx of African-American travelers 
to this area. Today, Oak Bluffs is espe-
cially popular during “Black August,” 
the time of year when African- American 
elites often visit the historic haven. 
Though only about 3 percent of Oak 
Bluff’s year-round residents are Black, 
the heart of this 7.4-square-mile com-
munity is a collective of Black entrepre-
neurs and business owners who remain 
dedicated to making space for us.  

There’s a little slice of heaven just off the  
coast of Cape Cod where Black travelers have 
been spending their summers for decades.

From left: Eric Coles and 
Mark Chung, the owners 
of Martha Vineyard’s most 
stylish boutique, Lennox 
& Harvey. Above, a classic 
Vineyard cottage. »
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of art, but its mainstay has always  
been artworks depicting Black people 
in positive scenes of daily life—for 
example, Glenn Tunstull’s visual chroni-
cle of Black people on the beach, boat-
ing, biking or running. One of the 
gallery’s artists, Myrna Morris, also cre-
ated the iconic “black dog” design; it’s 
sought after by many visitors, who col-
lect the “black dog” T-shirt along with 
Morris’s “Sisters on the Bluffs” series of 
T-shirts and hats.

 
KNOWHERE  ART  GALLERYKNOWHERE  ART  GALLERY
Knowhere Art Gallery oversees con-
temporary fine-art exhibition spaces on 
Martha’s Vineyard and online. 
Why MV: The gallery was conceived by 
co-owners Valerie Francis and Ralph H. 
Groce III. Francis began going to Mar-
tha’s Vineyard as a child to visit her 
great-uncle and -aunt, who were very 
active in the community. Like so many 
others, she fell in love with the island. 
Preserving Black history on the island: 
Francis and Groce are committed to 
illuminating Black history by amplifying 
artists in the historical arts district of 
Oak Bluffs.

 
FAT RONNIE’S BURGER BARFAT RONNIE’S BURGER BAR
Fat Ronnie’s Burger Bar specializes in 
all-natural black Angus burgers.
Why MV: Inspired by his grandmother—
the first Black woman union butcher  
in the country and the owner of 
 Maxine’s on 132nd and Fifth Avenue in 
Harlem—Reynaldo Faust wanted to 
bring the family recipes featuring his 

OAK BLUFFSOAK BLUFFS
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SHEARER  COTTAGESHEARER  COTTAGE
One of Martha’s Vineyard’s historical 
landmarks, Shearer Cottage opened  
its doors in 1903, and has offered 
accommodations to Black travelers for 
over a century.
Why MV: When Charles and Henrietta 
Shearer first visited the Vineyard in the 
1890s, Charles, a devout Baptist, 
attended religious meetings in Baptist 
Temple Park in Oak Bluffs. The couple 
fell in love with the island and decided 
to plant roots that endure to this day.
Preserving Black history on the island:  
From the beginning, the inn catered  
to African-Americans, who were often 
unwelcome at other island establish-
ments at that time. Still family-owned, 
Shearer Cottage has hosted many 
famous Black leaders over the years, 
including prominent politicians, civil 
rights activists, entrepreneurs, actors 
and musicians. 

 
GETAWAY  SOCIETYGETAWAY  SOCIETY
Getaway Society is a Black-owned 
vacation-rental company with three 
properties across Martha’s Vineyard, 
including Pirate’s Reef, Pirate’s Cove 
and Pirate’s Haven.
Why MV: After hearing so much about 
Martha’s Vineyard as a child, and then 
finally seeing it for himself, co-owner 
Calvin L. Butts, Jr., met with a realtor on 
the second day of his visit—and made 
Getaway Society’s first Martha’s Vine-
yard purchase.
Preserving Black history on the island: 
Butts and Carrington Carter continue 

grandmother’s special blend of beef to 
a new generation of diners.
Preserving Black history on the island: 
Following in the tradition of the ances-
tors, Faust became a landowner to 
cement his place in the history of the 
Vineyard. With five generations of 
burger makers, he says, the restaurant 
preserves the family’s important role  
in the burger and butcher business on 
the Vineyard. 

 
 

CHEF  DEON’S  KITCHENCHEF  DEON’S  KITCHEN
Chef Deon’s menu of uniquely delicious 
dishes has customers coming back  
for his oxtail, goat curry, mac and cheese, 
and jerk chicken.
Why MV: Deon Thomas met a woman 
from Martha’s Vineyard a few years ago 
who convinced him it was the place for 
him to start his dream business. After 
some initial hesitation, he relented—and 
the rest is history.

the tradition of welcoming Black fami-
lies, business executives, educators, 
entrepreneurs and politicians as guests, 
through their portfolio of homes under 
the Getaway Society brand. They use 
and promote Black vendors such as pri-
vate chefs, bartenders, restaurants and 
home contractors. 

    
CALEEN’S  DAY  SPACALEEN’S  DAY  SPA
Caleen’s is a Black-owned day spa 
offering a range of services, including 
manicures, waxing, facials and body 
treatments.
Why MV: Spa owner Caleen Abraham 
came to Martha’s Vineyard in 2003 as  
a seasonal worker from Jamaica and 
instantly fell in love with the island. She 
returned the following year and decided 
to make it her permanent home.
Preserving Black history on the island: 
As a Black business owner, Abraham is 
committed to providing job opportuni-
ties within the Black community. Her 
goal is helping others in their quest for 
financial freedom.

 
LENNOX  &  HARVEYLENNOX  &  HARVEY
Lennox & Harvey is a reimagined  
general-goods outpost on Martha’s Vine-
yard that curates a collection of boutique 
items for home, beach and body.
Why MV: After spending most of their 
lives in New York City, the store’s 
co-owners Mark Chung and Eric Coles 
wanted to shift gears and live by the 
ocean. They had been coming to the 
Vineyard off and on for about 25 years 
and had always felt the magic there. 

Knowhere  
Gallery

Cousen Rose Gallery

Fat Ronnie’s 
Burger Bar

Shearer Cottage

Chef Deon’s 
Kitchen

Edgartown 
Diner

Preserving Black history on the island: 
The Vineyard has a long tradition of 
Black people seeking respite and refuge. 
With this in mind, Chung and Cole relo-
cated there to stake a claim in the  
community and continue the legacy of 
Black ownership.

 
SARAH  BROWN’S  COMFORT  FOODSARAH  BROWN’S  COMFORT  FOOD  
As a Black family-owned-and- 
operated business, Sarah Brown’s pro-
vides comfort food and family dining.
Why MV: After vacationing in Martha’s 
Vineyard for the first time in 2018, Ken-
neth Brown, Ph.D., fell in love with the 
destination. The thought of living there 
year-round sparked the idea to open his 
own business, and Sarah Brown’s Com-
fort Food was born in 2020.
Preserving Black history on the island: 
The eatery operates in the spirit of 
excellence, intentionally dispelling  
stereotypes that are too often attached 
to Black businesses. 

  

COUSEN  ROSE  GALLERYCOUSEN  ROSE  GALLERY
Located at the end of Circuit Avenue, 
Cousen Rose Gallery hosts a diverse 
selection of Black art. 
Why MV: Owner Zita Cousens was 
introduced to Martha’s Vineyard as a 
baby, when she visited her Aunt Hilda 
Stevens, who lived on the island year-
round. Growing up, she spent her sum-
mers visiting friends and family, until 
she decided to start her gallery and 
finally bought her own home. 
Preserving Black history on the island: 
Cousen Rose Gallery exhibits an array 

Preserving Black history on the island: 
As a Black-Caribbean restaurateur, Chef 
Deon puts his heritage into every recipe, 
and infuses aspects of his original  
culture into the ambience and service 
for his customers.

 
EDGARTOWN  DINEREDGARTOWN  DINER
Edgartown Diner is a 1950s-themed 
eatery serving breakfast as well as lunch.  
Why MV: A native of Jamaica, Ralston 
Francis is co-owner and chef at the 
 retro-themed diner. He met and fell in 
love with his wife in New Jersey, and 
when she moved to the Vineyard to  
be closer to her aging mother, he soon 
followed, and never left.
Preserving Black history on the island: 
Through offering a variety of American 
cuisines with a Southern twist, Edgar-
town Diner brings authentic African- 
American food culture to the island 
community.

MARTHA’S VINEYARDMARTHA’S VINEYARD

Getaway Society 
in Pirate’s Cove

Sarah Brown’s 
Comfort Food 
offerings 

Caleen Abraham of 
Caleen’s Day Spa

Valerie Francis 
of Knowhere Art 
Gallery
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