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VISITING CAPE COD

Chatham, Cape Cod: Seals,
Fish Pier, Monomoy & Why
It's the Cape's Most
Complete Town

A free field guide from the people who actually live here.
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Chatham sits at the elbow of Cape Cod — the precise point where the peninsula swings from east-pointing to north-
pointing — and that geography shapes everything about it. The things to do in Chatham, Cape Cod range from
watching gray seals haul out on the outer bars to walking a Main Street that has mostly resisted the forces that
turned other Cape towns into collections of T-shirt shops. Chatham faces both the open Atlantic and the calmer
waters of Nantucket Sound, which means working fishing boats, extraordinary wildlife, surf beaches and calm family
beaches, and the most storied resort address on the peninsula — all within a few square miles. With a year-round

population of roughly 6,000 that swells to 30,000 in summer, Chatham punches well above its size.

Chatham Lighthouse and the Seal Colony

The lighthouse at the foot of Shore Road — an active aid to navigation, not a museum piece — is the single best
introduction to what makes Chatham different from every other Cape town. Stand at the overlook on the lighthouse
grounds and you are looking directly at the outer bars where dozens, sometimes hundreds, of gray seals haul out
year-round. Winter is actually the peak season for seal numbers; by February the bars can hold a thousand or more
animals. The famous 1987 breach — when a nor’easter cut through the outer barrier beach and fundamentally
rerouted the harbor — is visible from this spot. You can trace the shifting channel and the sandbar geometry that
resulted, still changing every year. Entry to the lighthouse grounds is free, walk-in only, and the parking lot off Shore

Road fills early on summer mornings.

For a closer look, boat tours depart from the Stage Harbor area. Monomoy Island Excursions has historically run
guided tours to the haul-outs directly [VERIFY current operation, availability, and booking]. A guided tour puts you
within camera range of animals that would scatter on approach from shore.

Chatham Fish Pier: Things to Do in Chatham Cape Cod
That Feel Genuinely Local

Turn off Bridge Street onto Harbor Road, follow it to the water, and you find a working commercial pier that has
been offloading fish the same way for generations. The draggers and day boats typically unload their catch in the
afternoon, roughly 2 to 4pm on days they go out [VERIFY timing with harbor master or posted pier signs — it varies
by vessel and season]. A crowd gathers: locals who know the captains, visitors with cameras, and approximately
every herring gull and great black-backed gull in Barnstable County. A small fish market sits adjacent. Buy

something fresh and eat it at the picnic tables. This is the non-touristy Cape Cod, and it is entirely free to watch.

Main Street: Walkable, Independent, Unpretentious

Chatham’s commercial core runs several compact, walkable blocks. The Chatham Squire at 487 Main Street is the
local gathering bar — fair prices, reliably busy, the kind of place where you’ll sit next to someone who has lived here
for forty years [VERIFY current hours and menu]. The Impudent Oyster at 15 Chatham Bars Avenue has been an
institution for years: dependably good seafood, a comfortable room, a wine list that takes itself seriously [VERIFY
current operation]. Christian’s Restaurant is another long-standing option in the Main Street corridor [VERIFY

current operation and format].

On Friday evenings throughout the summer, the Kate Gould Park band concerts draw a crowd that fills the
small park on Main Street. Free, family-appropriate, and distinctly un-staged — a brass band in a gazebo, people in

camp chairs, kids in the grass. The concerts typically run at 8pm Fridays [VERIFY exact 2026 schedule before



putting this in any itinerary]. It is one of those things that would sound hokey anywhere else and works completely

here.

Chatham Bars Inn: The Resort

Shore Road between Main Street and the lighthouse is anchored by the Chatham Bars Inn — 70-plus acres of
oceanfront resort that has defined luxury on this peninsula for over a century. Multiple pools, a spa, tennis courts,
several dining options including a formal dining room and a beach house restaurant, and a private beach shuttle.
Rates run roughly $500 to $900 per night at peak summer [VERIFY 2026 rates before citing a number to anyone
with a real budget].

Worth noting for visitors not staying there: the main bar and the terrace are accessible to the public, and having a
drink overlooking the water from the Inn’s grounds is a legitimate Chatham experience that doesn’t require a

reservation. Walk through the lobby. Look at the water. Then find somewhere more affordable for dinner.

Monomoy National Wildlife Refuge: Seabirds and Seals
Beyond the Bars

South of Chatham, accessible only by guided boat, the Monomoy National Wildlife Refuge covers 7,600 acres
of barrier beach, tidal flat, and estuary. No private boat access is permitted without specific authorization; the refuge

is reached through permitted tour operators.

What you get on a tour: gray seal haul-outs that number in the thousands in winter; one of the most critically
important shorebird staging areas on the entire East Coast (in August and September, species like red knot,
semipalmated sandpiper, and sanderling gather here by the tens of thousands on their way to South America); and a
landscape that feels genuinely remote despite being visible from the Chatham mainland. Monomoy Island
Excursions has historically run permitted tours [VERIFY current operation, pricing, and seasonal schedule — this is
essential to confirm before sending anyone out there]. The best months are August through October for birds, and

December through March for peak seal numbers.

Chatham Beaches: Two Coastlines, Two Experiences

Chatham’s position at the elbow means it has fundamentally different beach experiences within a few miles of each

other.

Chatham Light Beach at the foot of the lighthouse is Atlantic-facing — dramatic, with staircase access down the
bluff, sometimes meaningful current, and seals visible just offshore. Not the best family swimming beach but an

exceptional setting for photography and a walk.

Harding’s Beach sits on the west side of town facing Nantucket Sound. The water is calmer, the bottom sandy, and
the parking area off Harding’s Beach Road fills but is manageable if you arrive before 9:30am. This is the family

swimming beach. Lifeguarded in summer [VERIFY lifeguard hours and coverage season].

Ridgevale Beach faces south toward Nantucket Sound — similar calm conditions to Harding’s, often slightly less

crowded.

Cockle Cove Beach is another south-facing option popular with younger families [VERIFY public access, parking,

and amenities].

If you want to walk a long stretch of Atlantic barrier beach, drive 15 minutes north to Nauset Beach in Orleans. From
the parking lot you can walk south for miles into Chatham territory — one of the most extraordinary barrier beach

walks on the Cape.



Getting to Chatham and Practical Notes

Chatham sits at the easternmost settled point of the Cape, roughly 90 minutes from the Sagamore Bridge in summer
traffic — plan for more on Friday afternoons in July and August. There is no ferry access and no shortcut. You come

to Chatham on purpose, and that intentionality is part of why the town has retained its character.

Parking in the village is metered and fills quickly. Arrive at the lighthouse before 10am if you want a spot without
circling. The fish pier lot is small and worth checking. Street parking on the side streets off Main fills by late morning

on weekends.

Restaurant reservations in summer: book them, especially for dinner on weekends. Three to seven days ahead is not
excessive for the Impudent Oyster or any table-service restaurant in Chatham on a summer Saturday. The Chatham

Squire is your best walk-in option for a casual meal — it’s a real bar, absorbs a crowd, and keeps reasonable hours.

Quick Facts: Chatham, Cape Cod
I ——

Year-round population ~6,000; summer peak ~30,000

Drive from Sagamore Bridge 90 min (plan longer on summer Fridays)

Chatham Lighthouse End of Main Street / Shore Road; free, walk-in grounds

Fish Pier Harbor Road off Bridge Street; afternoon unloading typical [VERIFY]
Chatham Bars Inn 297 Shore Road; rates from ~$500/night in peak summer [VERIFY 2026]
Monomoy tours Monomoy Island Excursions [VERIFY current booking info]

Best beach for families Harding’s Beach (Nantucket Sound, calm water)

Best beach for scenery Chatham Light Beach (Atlantic-facing, dramatic bluff)

Friday band concerts Kate Gould Park, 8pm summer Fridays [VERIFY 2026 schedule]

Seal viewing peak Winter and spring for maximum numbers; year-round sightings

FAQ

When is the best time to see seals in Chatham? Year-round — gray seals haul out on the outer bars in every
season — but late fall through early spring delivers the highest concentrations and the fewest people at the
lighthouse overlook. By February the bars can hold hundreds to thousands of animals. Summer seal viewing from

the lighthouse is still excellent; you’ll see seals, just alongside more company.

Is Chatham good for families with young kids? Yes. The seal colony at the lighthouse captivates children
immediately, and it’s free. The fish pier’s afternoon unloading is a genuine spectacle that holds attention at any age.
Harding’s Beach and Ridgevale Beach are calm-water, sandy-bottom Sound beaches that are far more forgiving for
young swimmers than the Atlantic side. The Friday night band concert in Kate Gould Park is free and perfectly

pitched for families.

How far is Chatham from Provincetown? About 45 minutes in light traffic; plan for an hour or more in peak
summer. Many visitors combine the two towns in a single Cape circuit — Chatham’s working-harbor authenticity

and Provincetown’s artistic edge make for a good contrast in a single day if you start early.

Do I need reservations for Chatham restaurants in summer? For any sit-down dinner on a summer

weekend, book 3 to 7 days in advance. Walk-in lunch is more forgiving but still competitive at peak hours. The



Chatham Squire remains your most reliable walk-in bet for a casual meal and a drink — it functions as a real

neighborhood bar and can absorb a crowd.

Chatham is the Cape at its most complete — wild enough for seals and shorebirds, polished enough for a resort

weekend, and honest enough to still have a working fish pier at the foot of a lighthouse. Browse Chatham’s best

restaurants, lodging, and local experiences at capecodcertified.com/directory.

4+ CERTIFIED LOCAL BUSINESSES

Who the locals trust for this

Real, vetted Cape Cod businesses — hand-picked by Cape Cod Certified. No pay-to-play, no fake

reviews. Scan any code to find them.

(CERTIFIED LOCAL )

Soft As A Grape — Chatham
Chatham - Retail / Shopping

A Cape Cod Certified local — retail.

(CERTIFIED LOCAL )

Cape Cod Coffee — Chatham
Chatham - Coffee / Cafe / Bakery
A Cape Cod Certified local — coffee.

(CERTIFIED LOCAL )

Sol Optics Chatham
Chatham - Retail / Shopping

A Cape Cod Certified local — retail.

(CERTIFIED LOCAL )

Goodies
Chatham - Retail / Shopping
A Cape Cod Certified local — retail.

(CERTIFIED LOCAL )

The Black Dog General Store Chatham
Chatham - Retail / Shopping

A Cape Cod Certified local — retail.

@ THINGS TO DO

Make a day of it

Bookable experiences that pair perfectly with this guide. Scan any code to reserve.

(BOOK - FROM $135 )

Porgy / Seabass / Blackfish Private 6 Pass Charter

Bounty Hunter Fisheries LLC - Yarmouth

Scan to visit


https://capecodcertified.com/directory

A hand-picked Cape Cod experience to pair with this guide — book direct.

(BBOOK - FROM $500/PERSON )

Atlantic White Shark Conservancy — Shark Research Cruise
Atlantic White Shark Conservancy - Chatham

A hand-picked Cape Cod experience to pair with this guide — book direct.

((BOOK - FROM $100 )

Cape Cod Pirate Adventure Paddle Hunt and Battle

Cape Cod Pirate Adventures - Dennis

A hand-picked Cape Cod experience to pair with this guide — book direct. Sean o book

Headed to the Cape with friends? Share this guide.

Every share helps a real local business get found — and keeps Cape Cod guides free. Scan to send it

Explore Chatham Listings —

Qe Cape Cod Certified - capecodcertified.com/guides/things-to-do-chatham-cape-cod - Real guides, real local knowledge. Verify seasonal
" details before you go.


https://www.capecodcertified.com/directory?town=chatham
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FOR CAPE COD BUSINESSES

This is what being Cape Cod
Certified looks like.

You just read a guide that travelers and locals download, keep, and share. The businesses

inside it were chosen on merit — real vetting, real local knowledge, never pay-to-play.

Own a Cape Cod business? Get Certified and earn your place in guides like this one — in

front of the exact people planning their trip and their spend.

Get Certified — capecodcertified.com/join



https://www.capecodcertified.com/join?ref=guide-pdf

