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Cape Cod National Seashore hiking is one of the most underused activities on the entire peninsula — and that gap is
exactly what makes it worth knowing about. The Seashore protects 44,000 acres stretching from Eastham to the tip
of Provincetown, and within those acres sit half a dozen distinct trail systems: a freshwater cedar bog unlike
anything else in New England, a panoramic marsh overlook most day-trippers never find, and a sandy bluff trail
above Wellfleet Harbor where you might walk for two hours without passing another person. If you’re visiting Cape
Cod for beaches alone, you’re leaving the better half untouched.

Fort Hill Trail, Eastham: The Best Short Hike on the
Cape
The Fort Hill Trail belongs on a short list of Cape Cod experiences that reward people who pay attention. The
parking lot on Fort Hill Road off Route 6 is free and rarely crowded even in mid-July — most people drive past it
without a second look. That’s your advantage.

The trail runs about 1.5 miles in a loop that splits into two distinct sections. The Red Maple Swamp boardwalk
crosses a freshwater marsh that has no visual equivalent elsewhere on the Outer Cape. Red maples arch over the
wooden planking, skunk cabbage clusters in the shallows, and American eels move through the dark water below the
boards. The swamp stays cool and shaded even in August heat. Stay slow and quiet and you’ll see more.

The upper section climbs Fort Hill itself to an open overlook that many people who’ve lived on Cape Cod for decades
still haven’t seen. The 360-degree view of Nauset Marsh — channels threading through miles of cordgrass, the
barrier beach separating the marsh from the open Atlantic, Coast Guard Beach visible to the north — is arguably the
finest panoramic landscape on all of Cape Cod. Come in the morning before the light flattens.

Adjacent to the trailhead stands the Captain Penniman House, an 1867 whaling captain’s mansion still wearing its
original whale jaw archway at the entrance. Tours are available in season [VERIFY current NPS tour schedule].
Allow 45 minutes to an hour for the full loop. This trail works for most fitness levels and for children old enough to
walk a mile on their own.

Salt Pond Visitor Center and Nauset Marsh Trail,
Eastham
If this is your first time in the National Seashore, begin at the Salt Pond Visitor Center on Route 6 in Eastham. It’s
free, the ranger exhibits give a solid grounding in Seashore ecology and local history, and the bookstore carries good
regional field guides. Pick up a printed trail map before driving anywhere else — the Seashore’s trail entrances can
be easy to miss.

The Nauset Marsh Trail begins directly behind the building and loops through pitch pine and scrub oak forest before
opening onto a bench overlook above Nauset Marsh. The loop covers under two miles and stays nearly flat
throughout. A secondary connector leads to the Buttonbush Trail, a short ADA-accessible loop with braille markers
and rope guides — a good option for younger children or anyone who needs an accessible route.

Salt Pond itself is visible from the trail. Originally a freshwater kettle pond, it was breached by a storm in the 1800s
and is now tidal. Great blue herons work the shallows at low water. Ranger programs run seasonally from this center
[VERIFY current program schedule with NPS before your visit].



Great Island Trail, Wellfleet: The Hardest Hike on the
Seashore
The Great Island Trail is the outlier in this trail system — longer, more physically demanding, and genuinely remote
by Cape Cod standards. The trailhead is on Chequessett Neck Road on the bay side of Wellfleet, and the route runs 4
to 8 miles round-trip depending on how far out you walk.

The trail follows a narrow peninsula between Wellfleet Harbor and Cape Cod Bay through pitch pine and beach
grass, eventually climbing to a bluff overlooking the harbor. On a clear day the Plymouth shoreline is visible across
the water to the west. The landscape is spare and wide open — blue water on both sides, shorebirds working the flats,
and almost no other hikers.

Timing matters here. Go at low tide if you want to walk out to the tip at Jeremy Point, where the tidal flats expose
and the spit extends into open water. At high tide that access is largely underwater. Check a tide chart before you
leave.

Bring at least two liters of water per person and sun protection. There are no facilities on the trail, almost no shade
beyond scattered pitch pines, and the return leg is typically into the prevailing southwest wind in summer. This trail
belongs to experienced hikers who want genuine solitude. On a busy August weekend you might pass a dozen people
over eight miles — that ratio is rare on the Cape.

Atlantic White Cedar Swamp Trail, Wellfleet: The Most
Unusual Trail in New England
This is the trail that surprises people most when they finally find it. The trailhead is off Marconi Site Road in South
Wellfleet, adjacent to the Marconi Station Site where Guglielmo Marconi transmitted the first transatlantic wireless
message in 1903.

The trail covers about 1.5 miles and is nearly flat throughout, with a wooden boardwalk carrying you through an
Atlantic white cedar bog of trees that are over a century old. The canopy closes overhead, the light filters green
through moss-covered branches, and the understory — sphagnum moss, sundew, pitcher plants — is the same
wetland plant community that colonized this region as the glaciers retreated. The effect is genuinely primeval. It
reads more like coastal Maine or the New Jersey Pinelands than anything most people associate with Cape Cod.

Go in the morning for the best light and the coolest air. The boardwalk handles most strollers and is manageable for
children who can walk a mile without being carried. Almost no one who visits Cape Cod knows this trail exists, and
that’s precisely why it’s worth seeking out.

Beech Forest Trail and Province Lands, Provincetown
The Province Lands area at the tip of the Cape is an ecological world apart from the rest of the Seashore. Active dune
fields dominate — bare, wind-scoured sand hills that shift with the prevailing wind — and the Beech Forest Trail cuts
through one of the few places where a freshwater pond and mature beech trees have taken hold in the middle of
them.

The trailhead is at the Beech Forest parking lot off Race Point Road in Provincetown. The loop runs about one mile
and circles a pond through mixed woodland. This is a reliable birding spot during spring and fall Atlantic coast
migration — warblers, thrushes, and mixed flocks use the trees as a stopover in September and October. Bring
binoculars in fall.

The Province Lands Bike Trail winds 5-plus miles [VERIFY current total mileage with NPS] through the open dune
landscape and delivers one of the more extraordinary cycling experiences in the Northeast. The terrain is



extraordinary — sand dunes stretching in every direction with no reference points, the light hard and flat, the sound
of the Atlantic audible from the ridgelines. Bike rentals are available from several shops in Provincetown [VERIFY
current vendors and locations]. The Province Lands Visitor Center near Race Point Beach has an observation deck
worth climbing for a full dune-field panorama.

Quick Facts: Parking, Fees, Dogs, and Timing
Fees: All NPS hiking trails are free. Seashore beach parking in season requires a reservation through Recreation.gov
or a fee paid at the booth [VERIFY current reservation requirements]. Trail-specific lots — Fort Hill, Marconi Site,
Great Island, Beech Forest — are free and do not require beach reservations.

Dogs: Dogs on leash are permitted on all National Seashore hiking trails. Dogs are not allowed on Seashore
swimming beaches [VERIFY current NPS dog policy before your visit — regulations can be updated].

Best seasons: All trails are open year-round. Summer is crowded at beaches but trails remain quiet even in peak
season. Fall (September–October) is outstanding: cooler temperatures, fall foliage in the swamp boardwalk trails,
strong migration birding, and the fewest other people. Spring (April–May) brings wildflowers and migratory birds
without summer heat. Winter hiking is peaceful and uncrowded — dress in layers and watch for ice on boardwalks
after cold snaps.

Shark awareness: Great White sharks are present near Outer Cape Atlantic-facing beaches from roughly July
through November, concentrated near seal haul-out areas. This affects swimming, not trail hiking — but if your hike
ends at a Seashore beach, respect any posted warnings.

Visitor Centers: - Salt Pond Visitor Center, Eastham — Route 6; open most of the year [VERIFY seasonal hours] -
Province Lands Visitor Center, Provincetown — Race Point Road; seasonal [VERIFY hours]

FAQ
Do I need to pay to hike in Cape Cod National Seashore? No. All hiking trails within the National Seashore
are free to access. You only pay if you’re parking at a Seashore swimming beach in season. Trail-specific lots at Fort
Hill, Marconi Site, Great Island, and Beech Forest are free year-round.

What is the easiest hike in Cape Cod National Seashore? The Nauset Marsh Trail at Salt Pond Visitor Center
in Eastham and the Atlantic White Cedar Swamp Trail in Wellfleet are both under two miles, flat, and appropriate
for most ages and fitness levels. The Buttonbush Trail at Salt Pond is ADA-accessible.

What is the hardest hike in Cape Cod National Seashore? Great Island Trail in Wellfleet — 4 to 8 miles
round-trip through loose sand with almost no shade and no facilities on the route. Plan around low tide, bring plenty
of water, and give yourself a full half-day.

Can I bring my dog on National Seashore trails? Yes, dogs on leash are welcome on all hiking trails in the
Seashore. They are not permitted on the Seashore’s swimming beaches. Always verify current NPS regulations
before your visit, as policies can be updated seasonally.

Find certified Cape Cod outdoor experts and local guides in the directory.

Certified Local Businesses in Eastham
Cape Cod Certified recommends these verified local spots:

Fairway Restaurant & Pizzeria — 4.4★ (778 Google reviews)

Hole in One Bakery & Coffee Shop — 4.5★ (688 Google reviews)

https://www.capecodcertified.com/directory


✦  C E R T I F I E D  L O C A L  B U S I N E S S E S

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

Cape Escape Adventure Golf
Orleans · Outdoor / Recreation

A Cape Cod Certified local — outdoor. Scan to visit

CERTIFIED LOCAL

Attaquin Acres
Mashpee · Outdoor / Recreation

A Cape Cod Certified local — outdoor. Scan to visit

CERTIFIED LOCAL

Highland Links Golf Course
Truro · Outdoor / Recreation

A Cape Cod Certified local — outdoor. Scan to visit

◈  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 ·  ~$8–$10

Early Bird Guided Birding Walk
Mass Audubon Wellfleet Bay · Wellfleet

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

BOOK ·  78  PER PERSON

Provincetown: Whale Watching Cruise
Captain Johns Tours · Provincetown

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.



Explore the Cape Cod Directory →

Cape Cod Certified · capecodcertified.com/guides/hiking-cape-cod-national-seashore-trails · Real guides, real local knowledge. Verify
seasonal details before you go.

https://www.capecodcertified.com/directory


F O R  C A P E  C O D  B U S I N E S S E S

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

