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Columbus Day weekend on Cape Cod is the moment that separates people who’ve discovered the shoulder season
from those who only know July and August. The crowds have cleared. The water is still swimmable at 65–70°F
[VERIFY October ocean temps]. The foliage is turning across the uplands and the edges of the kettle ponds. And the
Cape’s biggest fall event — the Wellfleet OysterFest, which draws more than 20,000 visitors every year — anchors
the weekend with raw bars, shucking contests, and the finest local oysters on the East Coast. If you have never spent
a Columbus Day weekend (also marked as Indigenous Peoples Day weekend) on Cape Cod, this guide makes the case
for going.

Wellfleet OysterFest: The Anchor Event
The Wellfleet OysterFest is the most celebrated food festival on Cape Cod and one of the premier oyster events in
New England. Held on Columbus Day weekend — typically Saturday and Sunday — the festival brings more than
20,000 visitors into a village of roughly 2,700 year-round residents. The event is organized by the Wellfleet
Chamber of Commerce and centered on the town green and surrounding streets [VERIFY exact layout and 2026
dates with Wellfleet Chamber of Commerce; wristbands or admission may be required for the main grounds].

What you will find on-site: dozens of local oyster farms showcasing the Wellfleet oysters harvested from the clean,
cold waters of Wellfleet Harbor. Oyster shucking competitions. Live music across multiple stages. Local craft
vendors, food trucks, and Cape Cod breweries pouring at the festival. It is simultaneously a harvest celebration, a
food-destination event, and the unofficial closing party for the Cape Cod season.

Logistics are the most important thing to get right. Wellfleet itself has extremely limited lodging — a small cluster of
motels and inns that sell out four to six months in advance for this weekend. Your best overflow bases are Eastham
(15 minutes south), Orleans (20 minutes south), or Brewster (25 minutes south). Plan on driving in early Saturday
morning or securing a room in an adjacent town. Parking within Wellfleet is extremely limited on festival days —
arrive before 9am or confirm whether satellite parking with a shuttle is available [VERIFY 2026 parking plan with
Wellfleet Chamber].

Women’s Week Provincetown: The Other Columbus Day
Anchor
Provincetown’s Women’s Week typically falls during the Columbus Day weekend [VERIFY 2026 exact dates — the
event floats slightly based on the calendar year]. One of four major LGBTQ+ celebration weeks on the Provincetown
annual calendar, Women’s Week fills Commercial Street with a lively, fully booked, completely welcoming energy
that reads as nothing like peak-summer P’town.

You do not need to be attending specific Women’s Week programming to benefit from being in Provincetown this
weekend. The restaurants and bars are running full hours. The galleries are open. The Province Lands and Race
Point Beach are at their absolute fall best — low golden light, empty dunes, the lighthouse catching the late-
afternoon sun at an angle that does not exist in July. The crowds are a fraction of August, but the town is very much
alive.

Book accommodations early. Provincetown fills completely for Women’s Week, typically months in advance. The
combination of OysterFest in Wellfleet and Women’s Week in Provincetown — with just 20 miles of Route 6 between
them — makes the Columbus Day weekend the most event-dense fall weekend anywhere on the Cape.



Why October Cape Cod Beats Summer for Some
Travelers
Here is the case that repeat visitors already know by heart. Ocean temperatures on Cape Cod beaches in early
October average approximately 65–70°F [VERIFY] — warmer than the water during the first two weeks of June,
when summer visitors are already filling the parking lots. The Atlantic beaches of the Cape Cod National Seashore
are still swimmable, and they are largely empty of crowds. The National Seashore fee season typically ends around
October 1 [VERIFY exact end date], which means no parking fee at Coast Guard Beach, Nauset Light Beach,
Marconi, or Race Point.

The restaurants that remain open — and the majority of them do stay open through Columbus Day weekend — have
tables available without a reservation made a week in advance. The shops on Commercial Street in Provincetown,
the boutiques on Brewster’s Route 6A antique corridor, the Chatham Fish Pier: all still operating, none requiring the
patience of peak summer.

The light is the decisive factor for anyone who has experienced it. October light on the Outer Cape is low-angle,
warm-toned, and genuinely extraordinary — the same quality of light that drew painters to Provincetown and Truro
for more than a century. The kettle ponds of Brewster, the tidal flats of Wellfleet Harbor, Fort Hill in Eastham
looking out over Nauset Marsh: all reach their peak visual drama in this light.

Cape Cod foliage is not the dramatic maple-on-fire display of interior New England. The landscape here is scrub oak,
pitch pine, and bearberry heathland, turning bronze and rust and muted gold. It is a subtler palette, and it is
beautiful against the gray-blue harbor water and the ink-blue Atlantic. Some travelers prefer it.

Chatham in October: Worth the Detour South
While OysterFest draws the crowds north toward Wellfleet and Provincetown, Chatham anchors the southern fall
experience quietly and confidently. The Chatham Fish Pier is still active — commercial fishing on the Cape is a year-
round industry, and the late-afternoon catch offload remains a reliable, genuine spectacle [VERIFY Chatham Fish
Pier public viewing access and typical afternoon arrival times in October]. Chatham Lighthouse Beach is accessible
without the summer parking gridlock, and the gray seal population at South Beach and Monomoy is building toward
its winter peak; seals are a near-certain sighting from Chatham Lighthouse in October.

The restaurants on Main Street in Chatham — several of which rank among the best on the Cape in any season —
stay open through Columbus Day weekend and typically well into late October [VERIFY specific Chatham restaurant
fall hours before your visit]. For couples or second-home owners looking for the quieter, more understated Cape Cod
fall experience, a Columbus Day base in Chatham with a day trip up to OysterFest is one of the smartest
configurations of the weekend.

What Closes After Columbus Day (The Honest Caveat)
Columbus Day weekend is the last hurrah for a significant share of Cape Cod’s seasonal businesses, and it is worth
understanding that boundary before you plan. The Wellfleet Drive-In — one of the handful of surviving drive-in
theaters in New England — typically closes after this weekend [VERIFY 2026 closing date]. Seasonal fried seafood
shacks, ice cream stands, certain casual restaurants, and many summer-only motels close on the Monday after
Columbus Day or within days of it.

By the third week of October, the Cape is in genuine off-season mode. If you are planning to extend a Columbus Day
weekend visit into the following week, verify that your target restaurants and accommodations are operating before
you commit.



What stays open year-round: Chatham, Hyannis, and Provincetown all maintain year-round restaurant and retail
scenes. The National Seashore trails are accessible 365 days a year. The Cape Cod Rail Trail is rideable through late
fall. Brewster and Orleans are strong off-season bases, with year-round inns and easy access to the kettle ponds and
Bay-side walking.

Harwich Cranberry Festival: The September Alternative
If you are planning a fall Cape Cod trip in general, it is worth knowing that the Harwich Cranberry Festival typically
falls in mid-to-late September [VERIFY 2026 Harwich Cranberry Festival dates] — several weeks before Columbus
Day weekend. The festival, held at Brooks Park in Harwich, celebrates the cranberry bogs that have defined the
Lower Cape landscape for more than two centuries. It includes a parade, bog walks, a craft fair, and fireworks, and it
draws a family-oriented local audience with a distinctly different character from the OysterFest.

The strategic decision for fall Cape Cod visitors often comes down to exactly this choice: Cranberry Festival in
September or OysterFest in October? They are not the same crowd or experience. OysterFest has a food-destination,
upscale-food-and-drink character. The Cranberry Festival is a town celebration. Both are excellent. The right answer
usually depends on your September versus October calendar — and whether you prioritize raw oysters or bog-side
fireworks.

Quick Facts
OysterFest dates: Columbus Day Saturday and Sunday in Wellfleet [VERIFY 2026 exact dates with Wellfleet
Chamber of Commerce]

Women’s Week Provincetown: Typically Columbus Day week [VERIFY 2026 exact dates at
ptowntourism.com]

October ocean temperature: Approximately 65–70°F on the Atlantic side [VERIFY]

National Seashore entrance fees: Typically waived after October 1 [VERIFY exact 2026 end date at
nps.gov/caco]

Accommodations: Book 4–6 months ahead for Wellfleet and Provincetown; Eastham, Orleans, and Brewster
are the best overflow bases

What closes after Columbus Day: Most seasonal restaurants, ice cream shops, the Wellfleet Drive-In
[VERIFY], and summer-only motels

Harwich Cranberry Festival: Late September — the September alternative to OysterFest [VERIFY 2026
dates]

Best tip: Arrive in Wellfleet before 9am on OysterFest Saturday; parking is extremely limited

Frequently Asked Questions
Is Cape Cod busy on Columbus Day weekend?

Yes — this is the single busiest fall weekend on the Cape, driven primarily by the Wellfleet OysterFest and Women’s
Week Provincetown. It is far less congested than July or August, but Wellfleet and Provincetown are effectively sold
out of lodging. The Mid-Cape towns of Brewster, Orleans, and Eastham are active but manageable and your best bet
for available rooms. Book accommodations four to six months in advance if you want to stay close to OysterFest.

What is the Wellfleet OysterFest?



The OysterFest is an annual two-day food festival held in Wellfleet on Columbus Day weekend, organized by the
Wellfleet Chamber of Commerce. It features fresh oysters from local farms, shucking competitions, live music, craft
vendors, and local food and drink producers. More than 20,000 people attend each year, making it the Cape’s
largest fall event. [VERIFY 2026 admission structure, wristband requirements, and exact programming at
wellfleetspat.org or the Wellfleet Chamber.]

How warm is the water on Cape Cod in October?

Ocean temperatures on Cape Cod in early October average approximately 65–70°F [VERIFY] — warmer than the
start of summer in June, when summer visitors are already crowding the beaches. The Atlantic beaches of the
National Seashore are still swimmable, and the National Seashore fee season typically ends around October 1. Bay-
side water temperatures in Brewster and Chatham may differ slightly from the ocean-facing beaches [VERIFY].

What’s open on Cape Cod in October?

Most of Cape Cod’s restaurant and retail infrastructure stays open through Columbus Day weekend. After Columbus
Day, seasonal businesses begin closing, and by the third week of October the Cape is in full off-season mode. Year-
round towns — Chatham, Hyannis, and Provincetown — maintain the most robust fall and winter scenes. The Cape
Cod National Seashore trails, the Cape Cod Rail Trail, and most inns in the Brewster and Orleans corridor remain
open year-round. Always verify individual business hours for mid-to-late October visits.

Ready to plan your Cape Cod Columbus Day weekend? Browse lodging, restaurants, and fall experiences across
Wellfleet, Provincetown, Brewster, and Chatham at capecodcertified.com/directory — and find the certified local
businesses that will still be open, fully staffed, and ready for you this October.

◈  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 ·  FROM $689

Cape Cod Catamaran — Sailing & Billingsgate Island
Cape Cod Catamaran · Wellfleet

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

BOOK ·  FROM $36/PERSON

Cape Cod Harbor Cruise — The White Shark
Cape Cod Harbor Cruise · Harwich Port

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

BOOK

Down Cape Boating — Seal & Sunset Cruises
Down Cape Boating · Harwich

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.

https://capecodcertified.com/directory


Explore the Cape Cod Directory →

Cape Cod Certified · capecodcertified.com/guides/cape-cod-columbus-day-weekend · Real guides, real local knowledge. Verify seasonal
details before you go.

https://www.capecodcertified.com/directory
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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

