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Every Cape veteran has heard the same advice forever: “Just leave early.” It’s useless. “Early” in 2019 meant 2 p.m.
Friday. “Early” in 2024 meant 10 a.m. “Early” in 2026, with Sagamore Bridge replacement construction in full swing
and a record summer of reservations on the books, means something different again — and getting it wrong costs
you three hours staring at the brake lights of a Tahoe from New Jersey.

This is the actual playbook. Hour-by-hour windows, which bridge to pick, what the construction zone is really doing
to travel times, and the workarounds locals use that don’t show up on Waze.

The Two Bridges: Pick the Right One Before You Leave
There are exactly two ways onto Cape Cod by car: the Sagamore Bridge and the Bourne Bridge. They’re four
miles apart across the Cape Cod Canal, but they funnel into completely different parts of the Cape.

Sagamore Bridge feeds Route 6 (the Mid-Cape Highway). This is your bridge for Barnstable, Yarmouth,
Dennis, Brewster, Orleans, Eastham, Wellfleet, Truro, and Provincetown. Roughly 70% of summer Cape traffic
uses it.

Bourne Bridge feeds Route 28 and the MacArthur Boulevard rotary. This is your bridge for Falmouth,
Woods Hole (Martha’s Vineyard ferries), Mashpee, and — counterintuitively — often the better play for Hyannis
when the Sagamore is stacked.

The single biggest mistake out-of-towners make is treating Google Maps’ default route as gospel. It will send 90% of
drivers to the Sagamore because the mileage is shorter. The clock doesn’t care about mileage.

The 2026 Reality: Construction Has Rewritten the Rules
The Cape Cod Bridges Program — the federally funded replacement of both Canal bridges — has the Sagamore
corridor in active construction through 2026. Approach lanes on Route 3 southbound have been reconfigured, the
Sagamore Rotary work zone narrows merging space, and weekend lane closures for canal-side staging are now
routine.

What this means in practice: the Sagamore is roughly 20–35 minutes slower at peak than it was pre-
construction, and backups start earlier in the day. The Bourne, by contrast, is largely unaffected so far and has
become the smart local’s bridge — even for trips that historically used the Sagamore.

MassDOT’s published travel-time data and Cape Cod Commission counts back this up: Bourne crossings are up
about 18% year-over-year, while Sagamore wait times during the Friday 3–7 p.m. window have effectively doubled
compared to 2022.

Hour-by-Hour: When to Actually Cross
The data below reflects typical July and August 2026 conditions on a non-holiday weekend, measured from Exit 1A
on Route 3 (or the equivalent on Route 25) to the first traffic light past the bridge.

Day & Time Sagamore Wait Bourne Wait Verdict

Friday 6–9 a.m. 5 min 5 min Clear — go now

Friday 9 a.m.–12 p.m. 15–25 min 10 min Acceptable

Friday 12–3 p.m. 45–75 min 25–40 min Bourne only



Day & Time Sagamore Wait Bourne Wait Verdict

Friday 3–7 p.m. 90–180 min 60–90 min Don’t. Just don’t.

Friday 7–10 p.m. 30–50 min 20 min Easing

Friday after 10 p.m. 10 min 5 min Clear

Saturday 8 a.m.–12 p.m. 30–60 min 20–35 min Bourne

Sunday 10 a.m.–1 p.m. (outbound) 20 min 15 min Fine to leave

Sunday 1–6 p.m. (outbound) 75–150 min 60–100 min Avoid

Sunday after 8 p.m. (outbound) 15 min 10 min Clear

The two windows worth tattooing on your forearm: arrive before noon Friday or after 9 p.m., and leave the
Cape before noon Sunday or after 7 p.m. Everything else is a negotiation with traffic gods who are not in a
good mood.

The Sunday “Second Wave” Nobody Warns You About
Locals know about it; visitors get destroyed by it. Sunday outbound traffic does not peak at 3 p.m. and decline. It
double-peaks: a wave of day-trippers and weekenders from roughly 1–4 p.m., a deceptive lull around 5–6 p.m. that
tricks people into thinking it’s over, and then a second wave from 6:30 to 8:30 p.m. of dinner-finishers, beach-
stayers, and Vineyard ferry returns from Woods Hole.

If you can’t leave by noon, the genuinely fastest move is to eat dinner on-Cape and cross after 8:30 p.m. — not 6 p.m.
The 6 p.m. window looks tempting on the apps and then collapses on you somewhere around Exit 58.

Workarounds That Actually Work
Take Route 25, not Route 3
Drivers from Boston instinctively take Route 3 south to the Sagamore. From most of metro Boston, I-495 south to
Route 25 to the Bourne Bridge is 5–8 miles longer but routinely 20–45 minutes faster on a summer Friday.
Route 25 is wider, has fewer merge points, and dumps you onto the Bourne Bridge approach with minimal backup.
From there, MacArthur Boulevard or Route 28 to the Sagamore Rotary gets you to the Mid-Cape with a net win.

Use the Bourne Bridge even for the Mid-Cape
This is the move. When Sagamore wait times exceed 60 minutes (check MassDOT’s RTTM signs on Route 3 around
Exit 4), cross at the Bourne and take Route 6 east from the Bourne Rotary through Buzzards Bay. You add
about 12 minutes of driving and skip 60+ minutes of sitting. Net win of 45+ minutes is common.

Skip the bridge entirely
For the Outer Cape — Wellfleet, Truro, Provincetown — the Bay State Cruise Company fast ferry from
Boston’s Seaport to Provincetown runs daily in summer for roughly $115–$165 round-trip per adult in 2026
and crosses in 90 minutes. Park at a Boston garage, sleep on the boat, skip both bridges. For a couple traveling
without a car-dependent itinerary, it’s the cheat code.

Don’t trust Waze through Wareham
When the bridges back up, Waze and Google Maps will route you through residential streets in Wareham, Buzzards
Bay, and Bourne village. The towns have responded with seasonal turn restrictions, no-through-traffic signs that are
actually enforced, and timed lights specifically designed to defeat the apps. You’ll save five minutes if you’re lucky,
get a $200 ticket if you’re not, and earn the contempt of every local you cut past. Stay on the highway.



Apps and Tools That Are Actually Useful
MassDOT GoTime signs on Route 3 and Route 25 show real-time bridge-to-bridge minutes. Trust these over
Google’s ETA.

CapeCodCommission.org/traffic publishes weekly bridge-count summaries and is the closest thing to
ground truth.

The Steamship Authority webcam at Woods Hole tells you whether the ferry line is also a factor — it’s not
just bridge traffic if you’re heading to the Vineyard.

Holiday Weekends Are a Different Animal
The table above assumes a normal summer weekend. Memorial Day, Fourth of July, and Labor Day add their own
logic: Fourth of July is uniquely brutal because Cape towns close roads for parades and fireworks. On July 3 and July
4, 2026 (a Friday and Saturday), expect Sagamore waits of two to three hours from 11 a.m. through 8 p.m.
Cross by 9 a.m. or after 11 p.m., or settle in.

Labor Day Monday outbound is the worst single traffic day of the year on Cape Cod. There is no clever workaround.
Leave Sunday night, or wait until Tuesday morning. Splitting the difference loses every time.

Don’t-Miss Tips
Fill the tank before the bridge. Gas inside the Cape runs $0.30–$0.60 per gallon more than off-Cape. The
Cumberland Farms at the Bourne Rotary and the stations in Wareham just before the Route 25 split are your last
reasonable prices. Gassing up on-Cape in August is a tourist tax.

Bathroom warning for families. Once you’re stopped on the Sagamore approach, there is no exit, no shoulder
you can legally use, and no rest area until you’ve crossed. The Sagamore Highway Rest Area on Route 6 westbound
(heading off-Cape) is the last northbound option for 30+ miles in summer traffic. Stop at the Plymouth or Wareham
rest areas on the way down even if nobody’s asking — you don’t want to find out the hard way what “stuck on a
bridge” means with a five-year-old in the back seat.

Get the timing right and the Cape welcomes you with thirty minutes of pine trees and salt air between the bridge and
your rental. Get it wrong and you’ll spend your first vacation evening explaining to your spouse why the GPS said
two hours and it took five. The bridges are a puzzle with a known answer — solve it before you turn the key.

◈  T H I N G S  T O  D O

Make a day of it
Bookable experiences that pair perfectly with this guide. Scan any code to reserve.

BOOK

Cape Heli Tours — Helicopter Sightseeing
Cape Heli Tours · Hyannis

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

BOOK ·  ~$28/ADULT

Cape Cod Duckmobiles Land & Sea Tour
Cape Cod Duckmobiles · Hyannis

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



BOOK ·  FROM $25

Cape Cod Self Guided Driving Audio Tour
Action Tour Guide · Sandwich

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

Plan your Cape Cod visit →

Cape Cod Certified · capecodcertified.com/guides/beating-the-bridge-cape-cod-traffic-guide · Real guides, real local knowledge. Verify
seasonal details before you go.

https://www.capecodcertified.com/experiences
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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

