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Cape Cod National Seashore: The Complete Guide
The Cape Cod National Seashore protects 43,607 acres of ocean beach, freshwater kettle ponds, pitch pine and scrub
oak forest, salt marsh, and historic structures across six towns — but the beating heart of it runs through Eastham,
Wellfleet, Truro, and Provincetown. Established in 1961 under President Kennedy (a Cape regular himself), it
remains one of the few national parks where you can swim in a kettlepond in the morning, walk a white-sand
Atlantic beach at midday, and watch sunset paint the bay from a Highland cliff in the afternoon.

This guide covers every section of the Seashore worth knowing — beaches, trails, visitor centers, fees, parking
strategy, and the insider details that separate a great visit from a frustrating one.

The Two Visitor Centers
Salt Pond Visitor Center (Eastham) — Your First Stop
Salt Pond Visitor Center on Route 6 in Eastham is the main hub and the right place to start any first visit. It sits at
the edge of a glacial kettle pond that opens directly into Nauset Marsh, and the overlook from the building is worth
the stop alone.

Pick up a trail map here — free, and worth having. The rangers are genuinely helpful and will tell you current
parking conditions at the major beaches, which saves real frustration on a busy August morning. There’s a small
museum, a film screening room, and a bookstore. Restrooms available.

Getting there: 50 Nauset Road, Eastham. Pull off Route 6 at the well-marked exit, follow Nauset Road about a
quarter mile. Ample parking.

Province Lands Visitor Center (Provincetown) — For the Dunes
Province Lands Visitor Center sits at the northern end of the Seashore near Provincetown, surrounded by one of the
most dramatic landscapes in New England — 3,000 acres of wind-sculpted dunes, cranberry bogs, and pitch pine
that feels more like the Sahara than Massachusetts. The observation deck on top of the building gives a 360-degree
view that stops most people cold.

Getting there: Off Race Point Road in Provincetown, about 1.5 miles past the Race Point Beach parking lot turnoff.

Check ahead for current visitor center hours — both centers operate seasonally with reduced hours outside summer.

The Beaches
The Seashore maintains six designated swimming beaches. Each has a distinct character. Here is what distinguishes
them:

Coast Guard Beach (Eastham)
Consistently rated among the best beaches in the country, and for good reason. The beach itself is a wide, clean arc
of Atlantic-facing sand backed by low bluffs. Waves here are real — bodyboarders and surf swimmers love it. The
water is cold by most standards: expect 60–68°F in peak summer.



Parking: This is the important detail. The Coast Guard Beach lot is small and fills by 9am on any sunny July or
August morning. The practical solution is the Doane Area lot off Doane Road, about 1.5 miles away, with a free
shuttle to the beach running throughout the day. Park there. Do not show up at the beach lot at 10am expecting to
find a space.

The iconic red-and-white Coast Guard Station behind the beach is the former Nauset Life-Saving Station, now a
National Park property. The building itself is historically significant — walk around the exterior.

Nauset Light Beach (Eastham)
Adjacent to the famous red-and-white Nauset Light lighthouse, this is a narrower beach with steeper bluffs than
Coast Guard. Slightly less crowded, with a dedicated parking lot off Ocean View Drive. The lighthouse itself is
operated by the Nauset Light Preservation Society and open for tours on select days in summer — check ahead for
the current schedule.

This beach has heavier surf than some sections and strong longshore currents — read the posted flag warnings
before entering.

Marconi Beach (Wellfleet)
Named for Guglielmo Marconi, who transmitted the first transatlantic wireless message from this bluff in 1903. A
short walk from the parking lot brings you to the Atlantic Station site — stone foundations and interpretive signs
mark where the towers stood. The view from the bluff is exceptional.

Marconi is a more relaxed scene than Coast Guard. The parking lot is larger relative to the beach’s typical crowd.
Restrooms and a seasonal snack bar on-site. Good choice for families who want a less intense parking situation.

White Crest Beach (Wellfleet)
White Crest is technically a town beach managed by Wellfleet rather than the National Park Service, but it sits within
the Seashore boundary and is worth noting because it’s the go-to surf beach on outer Cape. Local surfers come here
first. The break is consistent, the waves are real, and the vibe is decidedly more surf-culture than family scene. Non-
residents pay a daily parking fee — check Wellfleet’s current rates.

Head of the Meadow Beach (Truro)
A wide, quieter beach on the Atlantic side in Truro, divided into two sections: the National Seashore portion and a
Truro town beach. The NPS lot and the town lot are separate. Historically less crowded than the Eastham beaches,
partly because it lacks some amenities, but the beach quality is equal. Bring what you need.

Race Point Beach (Provincetown)
The most remote-feeling major beach in the Seashore, located on the Province Lands at the very tip of Cape Cod,
facing west and north. Waves here break from multiple angles depending on wind and swell direction. The sand is
backed by rolling dunes rather than bluffs.

Race Point is where you go for whale watches offshore (you can literally see humpbacks from the beach during peak
season), winter seal watching, and one of the most isolated swimming experiences accessible by car in
Massachusetts. The parking lot is large but still fills on peak days. Come early or late.

Race Point is also the only National Seashore beach where you can legally drive on the sand with an Over-Sand
Vehicle (OSV) permit — a separate NPS permit, issued at Province Lands VC, with specific seasonal restrictions tied
to piping plover nesting.

Entrance Fees



The Cape Cod National Seashore charges a per-vehicle fee at all six swimming beaches during the summer season
(typically late June through Labor Day). Check the National Park Service website for current rates — fees are
updated periodically. America the Beautiful annual passes and senior passes cover the fee for the cardholder’s
vehicle.

Off-season entry is generally free. The trails, ponds, and non-beach areas are always free.

Trails Worth Your Time
Nauset Marsh Trail (Eastham) — 1.6 miles
Starts at Salt Pond Visitor Center. Loops around Salt Pond and overlooks Nauset Marsh, one of the most productive
estuaries on the Cape. Short, flat, highly accessible, and genuinely beautiful. Early morning is when you’ll see
herons, egrets, and osprey working the water. The trail connects to the Cape Cod Rail Trail at a marked crossing.

Buttonbush Trail (Eastham) — 0.25 miles
A short, accessible loop near Salt Pond VC, designed for visitors with visual impairments (guide rope throughout).
Worth doing for anyone: it passes through a wet woodland environment that’s completely different from the open-
dune landscape most people associate with the Seashore.

Atlantic White Cedar Swamp Trail (Wellfleet) — 1.2 miles
Accessed from the Marconi Station parking lot. This is one of the most ecologically unusual trails in the Seashore. A
boardwalk leads through a dense Atlantic white cedar swamp — cathedral-like, with towering cedars and a dense
fern understory. Damp underfoot in wet seasons. Bring bug spray in June and early July.

Small’s Swamp Trail (Truro) — 1.5 miles
A loop through historical Truro farmland that’s been reclaimed by pitch pine and oak. Historical interpretive signs
explain the agricultural past of the landscape. Quiet and under-visited — a good option when the beaches are
packed.

Pamet Area Trails (Truro) — variable lengths
The Pamet River Valley in Truro offers a network of trails ranging from short loops to longer connectors. The
Cranberry Bog Trail passes through a former cranberry operation. Good birding in migration season (late August
through October especially).

Province Lands Trails (Provincetown) — multiple loops up to 7 miles
The Province Lands trail network is a separate ecosystem — open dune landscape, beach plum and poverty grass,
rare beach heather. The trails wind through dunes, past kettle ponds (Beech Forest Pond), and connect to both
beaches. Beech Forest Trail (1.0 mile loop) is the most popular: a genuine beech-maple forest surrounded entirely by
dunes. Disorienting and otherworldly.

Province Lands Bike Trail: A 5.45-mile paved loop through the Province Lands — one of the most scenic bike
paths in New England and rideable in about an hour. The trail climbs over dune ridges and through forested valleys.
Rentals available in Provincetown.

The Kettle Ponds
The Seashore contains dozens of freshwater kettle ponds — formed by retreating glaciers — and several are
accessible to the public for swimming. These ponds warm faster than the ocean, reaching 72–78°F in mid-summer,
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making them ideal for families or anyone who finds the Atlantic too cold.

Gull Pond (Wellfleet): One of the largest and best. Town managed, non-resident daily fee applies. Sandy bottom,
calm water, lifeguards in season.

Higgins Pond and Williams Pond (Wellfleet): Smaller, more secluded, National Park access — free. No
lifeguards. Very local feel.

Pilgrim Lake (Truro): Not technically a kettle pond but a brackish lagoon worth noting — the backdrop for some
of the most dramatic Province Lands dune scenery.

Best Time to Go
Late June and early July: The Seashore before the peak crush. Water is still cold but beaches are manageable.
Wildflowers are at peak. Piping plovers are nesting — some beach sections may be roped off. Parking is available
before 10am on weekdays.

August: Peak everything — crowds, water temperature, family traffic. If you’re going in August, arrive by 8:30am at
any major beach or use the shuttle system. Weekdays are significantly better than weekends.

September and October: The local favorite. Water stays warm well into September. Crowds drop dramatically
after Labor Day. The light in September and October is extraordinary. Visitor centers begin reducing hours. Trails
and ponds remain fully accessible.

Off-season (November–April): The Seashore shifts completely. No fees, minimal visitors, and a raw, elemental
quality to the coast that summer doesn’t offer. Race Point in November during a northwest wind is a different place
entirely. Bring layers and appropriate footwear for wet or icy trails.

Practical Details and Local Tips
Parking strategy: Use the Doane Road lot and shuttle for Coast Guard Beach. Arrive by 9am for Marconi, Race
Point, and Nauset Light on summer weekends. Province Lands lot fills by 10am on busy days.

Dogs: Allowed on beaches before 9am and after 6pm during summer (Memorial Day through Labor Day). Check
seasonal rules at each beach — they vary. Dogs on leash on all trails year-round.

OSV (Over-Sand Vehicle) permits: Required for driving on Race Point Beach. Available at Province Lands VC.
Seasonal windows tied to piping plover nesting. Permits go fast — check availability in advance.

Piping plovers: Sections of ocean-facing beaches may be roped off for nesting piping plovers from April through
August. Respect the closures — they’re federally mandated and rangers enforce them.

Cell service: Variable throughout the Seashore. Trails through dune areas, cedar swamps, and remote beach
sections often have no signal. Download offline maps before hiking.

Lifeguards: Present at the six swimming beaches during summer season (typically late June through Labor Day),
but only during designated hours. Check the current schedule — it shifts. No lifeguards at kettle ponds unless town-
managed with a guard program.

Frequently Asked Questions



Is the Cape Cod National Seashore free? The beaches charge a per-vehicle entrance fee during summer season.
Trails, ponds, and visitor centers are free. Annual NPS passes (America the Beautiful) cover the beach fee. Off-
season beach access is free.

What is the best beach in Cape Cod National Seashore? Coast Guard Beach in Eastham is consistently
ranked among the best in the country — wide, clean, with excellent surf. Race Point in Provincetown offers the most
dramatic, remote feel. For families with small children, the kettle ponds or Marconi Beach tend to work better than
the high-surf stretches.

Can you swim in the Cape Cod National Seashore? Yes — at six designated beaches with lifeguards during
summer season, and at several kettle ponds. Ocean water temperatures peak around 65–70°F in August. Freshwater
ponds run 72–78°F in mid-summer. Always check current conditions and flag warnings before entering the water.

Are there sharks near Cape Cod National Seashore beaches? White sharks are present in Cape Cod waters,
particularly near the Atlantic beaches, due to the recovering gray seal population. The Atlantic White Shark
Conservancy app provides real-time sighting data. The National Park Service posts flag warnings at beaches when
sharks are detected nearby. Follow all posted guidance.

How long does it take to see the Cape Cod National Seashore? You can spend an hour or a week. A solid
first-visit day: Salt Pond Visitor Center in the morning, Coast Guard Beach mid-morning, Marconi Atlantic Station
site and beach for lunch, Atlantic White Cedar Swamp Trail, then Province Lands and Race Point for late afternoon.
That covers the essential arc of the park in about eight hours.

Plan Your Cape Cod Seashore Visit
The National Seashore is the backbone of the outer Cape, but what surrounds it — the restaurants, the outfitters, the
lodging, the fishing charters, the bike rental shops — is what makes a trip complete. Browse the Cape Cod Certified
directory to find verified, field-checked businesses in Eastham, Wellfleet, Truro, and Provincetown. Whether you’re
looking for a place to stay the night, a whale watch operator out of Provincetown, or somewhere to eat after a long
beach day, the directory surfaces the businesses that locals actually use.

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.

Explore Cape Cod →

Cape Cod Certified · capecodcertified.com/guides/cape-cod-national-seashore-guide · Real guides, real local knowledge. Verify seasonal
details before you go.
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This is what being Cape Cod
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