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It’s 4:45am and the parking lot at Race Point is already half full. Photographers are setting up tripods in the dark. A couple wraps blankets around their shoulders and walks toward the water.
Nobody speaks. There’s a collective quiet here — the kind that only happens when a group of strangers have all made the same deliberate choice to be somewhere beautiful before the rest of

the world wakes up.
At 5:08am, the Atlantic turns pink. Then orange. The Race Point Lighthouse goes from silhouette to warm amber in less than two minutes. And then the sun clears the horizon.

Most visitors to Cape Cod never see this. They're asleep. The people who do see it come back every year.

This guide tells you exactly where to go, when to arrive, what it costs, and what to bring.

Quick Reference: Best Sunrise Spots at a Glance

Spot Best For Fee Crowds at Dawn
Race Point, Provincetown Drama, lighthouse, dunes NPS fee (free before ~6am) Light even in summer
Nauset Light Beach, Eastham Lighthouse + clay cliffs NPS fee (free before ~6am) Very light

Coast Guard Beach, Eastham ‘Wide open beach, iconic NPS fee / shuttle Minimal

Marconi Beach, Wellfleet Highest bluffs, overlook NPS fee (free before ~6am) Nearly empty

Nauset Beach, Orleans Long barrier beach, town beach Town fee (may vary) Quiet

Chatham Lighthouse Overlook Seals, high views, free Free Moderate in summer

Why Cape Cod Sunrises Are Unlike Anywhere Else

The shape of the Cape creates sunrise conditions you can’t replicate inland:

The Outer Cape faces true east into the open Atlantic — no land masses interrupt the horizon from Race Point to Chatham. You're watching the sun emerge from open ocean.

The light hits the dunes and cliffs at a low angle, coloring the landscape before the sky even turns. The clay bluffs at Marconi glow amber. The dune faces at Race Point turn from

grey to gold in minutes.

Lighthouses. Race Point, Nauset, and Chatham are three of the most photographed lighthouses on the East Coast — and at dawn, you're often the only one there.

Even in July, you’ll have the beach to yourself. The people who wake up at 4:30am for a sunrise are a different group than the people filling the parking lots at 10am.

The Best Spots, Ranked



1. Race Point Beach, Provincetown

The short version: The most dramatic sunrise location on the Cape — open dune landscape, lighthouse silhouette, ocean horizon, and almost nobody there before 6am.

Race Point sits at the very tip of the Cape where the land curves back toward the mainland. The beach faces north-northeast, which means at certain times of year the sun rises over the water

with the lighthouse in frame. It’s a legitimately rare shot: a historic lighthouse, undeveloped dunes, and open Atlantic all in one composition.
The parking lot is large. The walk to good beach positions is 5-10 minutes. Plan to be parked by 4:45am in summer — sunrise is as early as 5:05am in June.

Fee: NPS vehicle fee applies. The fee booth typically opens around 6am — arriving before that window means free access, which aligns perfectly with pre-dawn timing. Confirm hours at
nps.gov/caco before you go.

Best months: May through August for the widest sunrise angles. Winter here is spectacular but cold and exposed.

2. Nauset Light Beach, Eastham

The short version: The red-and-white lighthouse on the clay bluffs is one of the most iconic images on the East Coast. At sunrise, the whole cliff face catches fire.

Nauset Light is perched above 8o-foot clay bluffs that face east over the Atlantic. As the sun rises, those bluffs go from charcoal to deep orange in a matter of minutes — it’s one of the most

reliable “wow” moments on the Cape regardless of the exact cloud conditions.
You can shoot from the beach looking up at the lighthouse, or from the overlook area near the parking lot looking straight out to sea. Both work. The lot is small — arrive early.
Fee: Same NPS vehicle fee, same pre-6am free window.

Best months: Year-round. The clay cliffs add drama in any season — winter fog, summer gold, fall foliage.

3. Coast Guard Beach, Eastham

The short version: Consistently ranked one of the best beaches in the US, and at dawn it’s almost entirely empty.

Coast Guard Beach is wide, Atlantic-facing, and has the old Coast Guard station as a backdrop. The beach stretches far in both directions and feels genuinely wild at 5am — even on a July

morning when the same beach will be packed by 9am.

Getting there (summer): The main parking area is very limited. Most visitors park at the Little Creek lot off Doane Road and take the shuttle — but confirm shuttle hours before planning
around it. The cleanest option is arriving by bike or on foot, which avoids the shuttle situation entirely.

Fee: NPS vehicle fee applies.

4. Marconi Beach, Wellfleet

The short version: The highest clay bluffs on the Cape — 80 to 100 feet straight up — and the overlook is one of the best vantage points on the entire coastline.

Marconi is less of a “get on the beach” sunrise experience and more of a dramatic overlook moment. Park at the top, walk to the bluff edge, and watch the Atlantic below turn from black to

deep blue to orange while the clay face of the cliff to your left goes warm. It’s quieter than Race Point or Nauset — fewer people know about it as a sunrise spot.



Best for: Photographers who want an elevated vantage, people who don’t want a long beach walk.

5. Nauset Beach, Orleans

The short version: A long, wide barrier beach facing east — and because it’s a town beach (not NPS), the access and fee situation is different and often simpler.

Nauset Beach in Orleans runs for miles and faces open Atlantic. In early summer you can walk a quarter mile down the beach at sunrise and have it entirely to yourself. The parking is in the

town lot off Beach Road — current rates vary, check with the Town of Orleans.

6. Chatham Lighthouse Overlook

The short version: Free access, high vantage, seals on the outer bars at low tide, and a lighthouse that looks like it belongs on a postcard.

The overlook at the end of Main Street in Chatham is the most accessible sunrise spot on this list — no NPS fee, no shuttle, just street parking and a short walk. You're looking southeast here
rather than due east, so the sunrise angles are slightly different. But the combination of Chatham Lighthouse, the offshore bars, and the seals that congregate there at low tide makes this spot

genuinely special.

Parking: Limited street parking fills quickly on summer mornings. Arrive before 5:30am in July and August.



Sunrise Times by Month (Cape Cod)

Approximate EDT times for Cape Cod latitude (~41.7°N). For exact daily times, use timeanddate.com.

Month Approximate Sunrise

January 7:10—7:15am
February 6:45-7:10am
March 6:00—6:45am
April 5:35—6:00am

May 5:15—5:35am
June 5:05—5:20am
July 5:10—5:35am
August 5:35—6:05am
September 6:05—6:35am
October 6:35—7:05am
November 6:05—6:35am (EST)
December 6:55—7:15am (EST)

What to Bring

Layers — ocean temperatures keep pre-dawn at Race Point 15—20°F cooler than afternoon even in July. A fleece is not optional.
Insulated thermos — coffee at 4:30am is non-negotiable.

Camera — modern phones handle sunrise light well. A tripod makes a real difference in low light before the sun clears the horizon.
Headlamp — parking areas and beach paths are not lit.

Bug spray — late spring and early fall, dune insects are active before the wind picks up.

‘Weather check — you want clear skies near the horizon, not solid overcast. High clouds above a clear horizon can actually produce more color than a completely clear sky.

Three Things That Make or Break the Trip

1. Arrive 30—45 minutes before sunrise. The pre-sunrise glow — civil and nautical twilight — is often more dramatic than the moment the sun clears the horizon. If you're rushing from

the parking lot as it rises, you missed the best part.



2. Check the NPS fee booth hours. Most Outer Cape booths open around 6am. Arrive before that and you're in free, which is a genuine advantage for sunrise visitors — you're naturally
arriving at the right time anyway. Hours shift seasonally; verify at nps.gov/caco or call 508-771-2144.

3. Check the forecast the night before. A solid cloud layer at the horizon blocks the sun completely. Overcast with a gap near the horizon can be spectacular. Clear skies are reliable. Use

Weather.gov for the most accurate local forecast — phone weather apps are often off by 20+ miles on the Cape.

Dogs at Sunrise

Dogs are banned from NPS beaches May 15—September 15 — this includes pre-dawn hours. Province Lands trails and Nauset Marsh Trail are dog-allowed. See our full Cape Cod dog guide for
details.

Make It a Full Day

If you're already out at Race Point for a 5am sunrise, you're in Provincetown. Whale watch boats depart MacMillan Pier at 10am — it’s the natural next move. Sunrise at the tip of the Cape,
breakfast on Commercial Street, then out into Stellwagen Bank to watch humpbacks feed.

Book a Provincetown whale watch —
Or if you want to stay on the water for the morning, guided kayak tours leave from several spots along the bay side — calmer water, closer to the marshes and seals.

Browse all Cape Cod experiences —

@ THINGS TO DO

Make a day of it

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

Early Bird Guided Birding Walk
Mass Audubon Wellfleet Bay - Wellfleet

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

Guided Kayak Tours
Cape Cod Kayak - Bourne

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

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 Day —

@ Cape Cod Certified - capecodcertified.com/guides/best-sunrise-spots-cape-cod - Real guides, real local knowledge. Verify seasonal details before you go


https://fareharbor.com/embeds/book/captjohn/items/212154/?asn=fhdn&full-items=yes
https://www.capecodcertified.com/experiences
https://www.capecodcertified.com/experiences
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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

