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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Nauset Beach






WELCOME TO Cape Cod, Martha’s Vineyard & Nantucket



6 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


BEST OF Cape Cod


THE CAPE AND ISLANDS’ BEST BEACHES


BIKING AND HIKING THE CAPE AND ISLANDS


Martha’s Vineyard Getaway


FRESH CATCH


A Weekend in Nantucket


Water Fun for Everyone


Cape Cod takes its name from its wealth of marine resources, and that’s what still makes this area special today. People come to enjoy the seafood, the beaches, and the lazy summer days on the Cape and its neighboring islands of Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket. Get to all three, and you’ll have three vacations wrapped into one.


Cape Cod is where you will find live bait shops alongside fine-art galleries, summer-league baseball, live music on town bandstands, double features at the drive-in, and miniature golf with a quirky maritime theme. There are also hundreds of miles of beaches, of course—slack-water estuaries, freshwater ponds, rock-strewn coves, long sandy strands lapped by the rhythmic ebb and flow of the bay, and surf-scoured barrier beaches that occasionally bare the bones of old ships.


Martha’s Vineyard (“the Vineyard”), the larger, more populous, and more readily accessible of the two offshore islands, has become best known for its big-name celebrities and yacht owners. While it’s hardly inexpensive, it doesn’t thumb its nose at budget travelers either. Its small, easily strollable towns brim with one-of-a-kind shops and galleries, interesting architecture, and good food.


Nantucket is a pretty little pearl, with rose-draped cottages hugging narrow lanes and shrubby moors ringed by wide sandy beaches. This port town swathes itself in a mantle of history; arriving ferry passengers will feel like they’ve opened a doorway to the 19th century. Distance and affluence have kept some of the diversity of its neighbors firmly at bay, but it warmly welcomes day-trippers of all stripes.


Allow yourself time to get lost in slow pleasures and seaside charm, to explore not only what’s within these pages but also what’s between the lines and beyond the margins. Save some discoveries for your next visit to the Cape. You’ll be back.
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Hyannis






6 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Hitting the beach for sand, surf, sun, and fun.
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2 Winding through the wildlife-rich landscape along the Cape’s biking and hiking trails.
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3 Exploring funky, LGBTQ+-friendly Provincetown.
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4 Enjoying year-round surfing and a range of breaks.
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5 Feasting on fresh seafood, from rich lobster bisque to an old-fashioned clambake.
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6 Marveling at whales just offshore of Provincetown’s historic sandbars.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


This trio of destinations can be visited in any order you please. Some travelers want to get to all three, busing or driving from Boston or Providence and using the ferries to the islands after (or before) cruising the Cape. Others use the Cape only as a springboard to get to one or both of the islands, and still others skip the islands and stay on the “mainland” only. There’s no “right” way to come here, just the way that works best for you.


Cape Cod


No doubt about it, the big draws of Cape Cod are those seasonal verities of sun, sand, and surf, followed closely by golf greens and shopping. There are points of interest indoors too—around every bend in the road is a historic landmark, a local historical museum, or a uniquely themed attraction inviting exploration. Art galleries and artisans’ studios abound. Antiques stores are equally ubiquitous. And given the vital importance of safe navigation to the regional economy, it should come as no surprise to learn that a number of 19th-century lighthouses still stand as beacons over the Cape. At the tip of the Cape, funky Provincetown offers a mix of fisherfolk, artists, and natural beauty, as well as being a proud LGBTQ+ travel destination.
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Martha’s Vineyard


The island of Martha’s Vineyard features endless beach roads and peaceful saltwater ponds, often lit by the stunning golden light that has drawn artists to the island for centuries.


Residents divide the island into down-island (east) and up-island (west). The former is home to the island’s three main population centers: touristy Vineyard Haven, chic Edgartown, and charming Oak Bluffs. Up-island is more rural, with the cow pastures of West Tisbury and Chilmark sharing space with the scenic fishing village of Menemsha and the cliffs of Aquinnah.


Nantucket


Life doesn’t get more idyllic (or more preppy) than in the cobblestoned main streets, saltbox homes, and creaking docks of this community, renowned for its past life as the whaling capital of the world. It was that status—enjoyed from about 1800 to 1840—that brought great wealth to the community, which is to this day studded with the immense captains’ homes of yore. That wealth is still readily apparent today in the form of new mansions, sometimes complete with a helipad or two in the backyard, and boutique shopping throughout central Nantucket town.


WHEN TO GO


High Season


Beach lovers and sun worshippers heed the call of Cape Cod’s summertime offerings; the sandy beaches, warm-weather festivals, and sea-centric and conservation land-based activities available here are all an outdoor enthusiast needs to get hooked on the area in high season.


Shoulder Season


For those who’d rather see the area than muddle through the crowds it attracts, in late September-early October the hordes thin out and give way to those who want more one-on-one time with the towns, the beaches, and the land. Starting as early as April, things begin to perk up again, but the season doesn’t really get rolling until early June, when beach weather once again turns dependable.


Low Season


Deeper into the cold winter season, December-March, things get even calmer. Stores tend to reduce hours drastically, restaurants go dark for weeks at a time, and only die-hard visitors keep the inns and housing rental market busy.



BEFORE YOU GO



Unlike the rest of Cape Cod, the islands by definition have limited space and are thus almost always fully booked in high season. Heed warnings to book accommodations and make restaurant reservations well in advance. For lodging, it’s best to secure arrangements several weeks ahead of time, and several months in advance for holiday and festival periods.


Transportation


Cape Cod


Only major town centers of Cape Cod are easily accessible by bus. From Boston’s South Station terminal, Plymouth & Brockton buses depart daily year-round for Hyannis and the Outer Cape (from Orleans to Provincetown), while Peter Pan buses run from Boston’s Logan Airport and South Station to Bourne, Falmouth, and Woods Hole on the Upper Cape. Peter Pan also runs from both upstate New York and Manhattan to Hyannis via Providence. In summer there are ferries between Boston and Provincetown. Local public buses serve all 15 towns of the Cape, although service is often only to the town center, not to outlying areas like beaches or hiking trails.
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Hyannis’s Main Street





Martha’s Vineyard


Getting to and from Martha’s Vineyard relies on ferry schedules that vary according to season. Unless you are going to be spending a lot of time up-island, a car is by no means essential and can be a nuisance on the narrow, crowded roadways. The Martha’s Vineyard Regional Transit Authority runs buses among all of the island’s towns.


Nantucket


Ferry schedules to Nantucket vary by season. The Nantucket Regional Transit Authority does continuous loops from Straight Wharf in Nantucket Town to Madaket, Surfside, Siasconset, and the airport. By far the best way to avoid the frustration of summertime traffic on either island is to avoid contributing to it by renting a bicycle.


What to Pack


Packing for a visit to Cape Cod and the islands depends on what time of year you go. In spring and fall, when temperatures can be unpredictable, sweaters and a medium-weight jacket are key to rolling with the weather’s changes. In winter, a heavy winter coat, umbrella, and snow boots are essential. And in summer, when most visitors swarm to the area, a rain jacket is still recommended, as are a few sweaters to throw on when nights get chilly. Beach lovers should be sure to bring along the usual surf-side gear (bathing suits, flip-flops, beach bags, sunscreen, a good book, and the like), although beach towels are provided at many hotels and inns. Meanwhile, in all seasons, comfortable shoes make walking the area’s meandering town sidewalks a lot more pleasant.
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BEST OF Cape Cod


Diving into the unique attractions that the coast and its islands have to offer is easy with just a little basic planning; many of the region’s gems are found together in accessible clusters. It’s not exactly easy to get around the Cape using only public transportation. A car allows you the freedom to take leisurely drives and explore the many sights along the way at your own pace.


Day 1


Begin your journey in Sandwich and head east along Route 6A toward Brewster (50 minutes), stopping at Heritage Museums and Gardens in Sandwich (10 minutes), Sandy Neck (15 minutes), Millway Beach in Barnstable (20 minutes), or the Edward Gorey House in Yarmouthport (30 minutes), and at whatever antiques shops or art galleries strike your fancy. Watch the sun set over Cape Cod Bay from the Bass Hole Boardwalk (35 minutes) in Yarmouthport, or from one of the town’s lovely bay-side beaches. Stay in Brewster, near the east end of the Old King’s Highway, where a number of historic sea captain’s mansions have been converted into B&Bs, any one of which will make a good base for these first three nights.
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Heritage Museums and Gardens





Day 2


Spend a few hours cycling the Cape Cod Rail Trail. The route is most varied to the south, with ponds, cranberry bogs, and deeply wooded stretches. This being Massachusetts, there’s even a nifty little bike rotary where the main rail trail intersects with the Old Colony spur to Chatham. In the afternoon, visit Brewster’s Cape Cod Museum of Natural History, before an early seafood dinner at Brewster Fish House.


Day 3


Head north to the Cape Cod National Seashore in Eastham (20 minutes) and Wellfleet (25 minutes). Spend time at Coast Guard Beach (20 minutes), a favorite of the state’s corps of wet-suited surfers, beneath the red-flashing beacon of Nauset Light. Continue to Wellfleet Bay Wildlife Sanctuary (10 minutes), occupying the extensive salt marshes and wooded shore on the calm western side of the Outer Cape. Explore the galleries and shops of Wellfleet (10 minutes), perhaps the Cape’s least touristy town. If you’ve never experienced a drive-in movie, you’ll have your chance tonight after sundown at the Wellfleet Drive-In Theatre (15 minutes).
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Wellfleet Bay Wildlife Sanctuary





Day 4


Bid adieu to your Brewster B&B hosts and proceed to Provincetown (50 minutes), the Cape’s answer to Key West. Spend today visiting the galleries and shops of Commercial Street. While strolling around, don’t miss stepping into the public library for excellent aerial views from the Pilgrim Monument. In the afternoon, go on a dune tour. You owe it to yourself to go whale-watching, so if you won’t be here for Day 5, do this now. If you time it right, you can catch a burlesque/drag show at the Crown & Anchor before heading home.


Day 5


P-town redux: Go whale-watching in the morning, and then rent a bike and spend the afternoon riding the National Seashore’s Province Lands trails (5 minutes from MacMillan Wharf). Time your ride so that you end up at Herring Cove Beach for the best show in town: sunset. Then fill up on a plate of succulent fried scallops at John’s Foot Long.




[image: image]


Herring Cove Beach, Cape Cod





Day 6


Pack up the car and head south to Chatham (60 minutes) to the Monomoy National Wildlife Refuge. Take a wildlife-watching cruise with Monomoy Island Excursions, or make a full day trip of it with a naturalist-guided walking tour, including a visit to the historic lighthouse at its tip. You may want to pack a picnic (there are supermarkets and convenience stores) for lunch, but for dinner, hit the “Ho” (Land Ho! restaurant) in Orleans, for great food and a fun local’s-pub-type finish to the day.




TOP EXPERIENCE


The Cape and Islands’ Best Beaches


No matter where you are on the Cape, you’re never more than 10 minutes from a beach, and they’re all lovely. Here are the top picks among the many wonderful options.


CAPE COD


• Old Silver Beach: This Falmouth beach is on the Buzzards Bay side and as such gets great views of ships and other vessels headed for the Cape Cod Canal. The water is warmer than the Atlantic and Cape Cod Bay sides, and currents are family friendly, usually without waves or undertow.


• The Knob: Not technically a beach per se, the Knob is a great spot for beachcombing, with rocks, shells, sea critters, and wading. You can hike up to the top for a bird’s-eye view or just grab a towel and park somewhere on the sand and watch the boats go by.


• Sandy Neck Beach: This Cape beach is as scenic as it gets, with wood fences, wave-rounded stones, silky white sand, and terns that wheel through the sky. There’s a snack bar and restrooms in summer, as well as 4WD camping (permit required).


• Craigville Beach: This stretch of white south-facing sand has almost no current and looks out at the scintillating waters of Nantucket Sound. It’s one of the spots with a “beach scene” and thus is a great choice for college students looking to make friends or party. There are facilities, some restaurants in summer, and parking, though not nearly enough of it. Arrive early to make sure you get a spot.


• Gray’s Beach: Another top Cape beach, this picture-perfect beach is inside a bay estuary, with a boardwalk and ever changing scenery with the tide. At low tide you can walk out across azure puddles and beautiful sand flats. At high tide it’s perfect for swimming and kayaking.


• Nauset Light Beach: Lighthouses and Cape Cod go together like ice cream and apple pie, and this one in Eastham is as picture-perfect as any, with its beautiful red-and-white tower and the light itself, still in operation today.


• Coast Guard Beach: Consistently ranked as one of America’s top beaches, Coast Guard really has it all. The evocative ranger station overlooks a marsh estuary and miles of unbroken white Cape shores. Seals and great whites are here, as are surfers and sunbathers. The “elbow” location means it’s accessible to nearly any Cape visitor—which means parking can be tricky; most visitors will need to use the free shuttle.


• Race Point Beach: Include a little pink from a nice sunset or some blue ocean in the background, and you’ll have a memory of the sand dunes at the Cape Cod National Seashore that you’ll cherish for years.


MARTHA’S VINEYARD


• Gay Head: The beach beneath these painted cliffs in Martha’s Vineyard is pretty enough to warrant its own trip. Swim in the warm waters of Nantucket Sound or sunbathe beneath artfully eroded cliffs that will have you setting your camera into panoramic mode.


NANTUCKET


• Madaket Beach: Located in Nantucket, this unmissable beach has powdery white sand, surf (strong currents at times), and lovely photogenic dunes.







TOP EXPERIENCE


Biking and Hiking the Cape and Islands


Few places offer such a wealth of options for hiking and biking as the Cape. Mile upon mile of unused railway track have been converted to bike paths, and each town has numerous conservation lands that are crisscrossed with trails. Many are multiuse areas too: In addition to avid cyclists on mountain bikes, you’ll find people out walking their dogs, families with young kids going birdwatching, joggers, runners, and more. Best of all, parking in many of these diverse areas is actually free, or at least far less expensive than at the beaches.


Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket are so easy to bike around that it’s hardly worth mentioning, but there are a number of lovely walking routes.


Cape Cod


Cape Cod Canal Bike Path


BOURNE TO SANDWICH


6.5 MI ONE-WAY


Spanning both sides of the Cape Cod Canal, this paved and well-maintained biking and walking path offers great views of the Cape’s three bridges, plus waterbirds, fishing, and the boats going by on the canal.


Shining Sea Bikeway


WOODS HOLE TO NORTH FALMOUTH


10.7 MI ONE-WAY


You can start in Woods Hole and bike all the way to Falmouth center and beyond on this paved trail that goes right by some stunning beaches, as well as through woods and marshes.


West Barnstable Conservation Area


WEST BARNSTABLE


21 MI OF TRAILS


This unpaved area, also known as the Trail of Tears, is a network of wooded trails that crisscross a large, roughly triangular area bordered by the road, the airport, and a set of power lines. It’s great for mountain bikers, as the rugged up-and-down terrain offers challenging rides.


Cape Cod Rail Trail


SOUTH YARMOUTH TO WELLFLEET


27 MI ONE-WAY


One of the area’s first paved trails, the Cape Cod Rail Trail is nearly flat and takes you past lovely cranberry bogs, kettle ponds, pine forests, and quaint Cape villages.
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Cape Cod National Seashore


PROVINCE LANDS VISITOR CENTER TO PROVINCETOWN


5 MI ONE-WAY


Not exactly an official bike trail, this route can connect the Rail Trail with Provincetown, though there are large sections that must be shared with cars.


Province Lands


PROVINCETOWN


A gorgeous and well-maintained network of trails lets you explore the rugged, salt-stunted worlds of the P-town dunes. You’ll see blueberry and huckleberry bushes, beech forests, pine and scrub oak thickets, sand dunes, beaches, and a host of birds and wildlife as you go.


Martha’s Vineyard


Cedar Tree Neck


WEST TISBURY


Along Martha’s Vineyard’s northwest shoreline, this conservation land is stunning—leading from a wooded parking lot down to unhurried, rock-strewn coastal beaches and then back to cliff-side bluffs. It’s well worth seeking out if you’ve got a car and a morning or afternoon free to wander (note, it’s not accessible to wheelchairs.


Manuel F. Correllus State Forest


SOUTH OF TISBURY


A hidden gem for hikers and mountain bikers alike, this state forest offers miles of fire roads and paved paths—all right in the middle of the island. In winter, the property is a great spot for cross-country skiing.


Nantucket


Lily Pond Park


WEST OF DOWNTOWN NANTUCKET


Tucked behind homes and with the lovely steeple of the First Congregational Church presiding in the background, this partial boardwalk, partial grass, and partial mud meander is a lovely spot for families to take kids or for couples to hold hands. It’s also one of the few nature walks where one could bring a wheelchair, at least for parts of it. The wooden walkway allows access over the muddiest parts, and it connects several areas of grass and lawn.


Polpis Road Bike Path


‘SCONSET


8.7 MI ONE-WAY


Pedal along the Polpis Road bike path and stop at the island’s sights, including the Nantucket Shipwreck and Lifesaving Museum and the Middle Moors.


Middle Moors


EAST OF NANTUCKET TOWN


This great expanse of undeveloped land features island vistas and miles of roads for hikers and bikers. Maintained by the Nantucket Conservation Foundation, the moors preserve the island’s grass and heath ecosystems.
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Martha’s Vineyard Getaway


Day 1


Arrive in Vineyard Haven and charter a windjammer with Black Dog Tall Ships for a day on the water. Afterward, take a shuttle to Oak Bluffs and stroll the winding lanes of colorful cottages in Oak Bluffs Campground. In the evening, take a 10-minute drive into downtown Edgartown and visit Edgartown Lighthouse (Edgartown Harbor), built in 1828. Not far away is the delicious Alchemy, where you can finish off the day with a tasty dinner.


Day 2


Pack a picnic lunch and spend the morning experiencing a serene reservation area with a trip to Mytoi. The pine-forest Japanese-style enclave has rare and exotic plants and trees and a quiet 0.25-mi trail. Follow that bit of natural splendor with a bit more: The nearby Cape Poge Wildlife Refuge includes 14 mi of walking trails and beachfront. Take a break from hiking to have lunch at one of the picnic tables. After the return hike, grab the ferry back and settle into The Newes from America for a pint and some solidly restoring pub fare. Then get back on the road leading out of Edgartown.
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the gardens of Mytoi





Day 3


Spend the day exploring the art galleries and cafés in West Tisbury. If you’re in town on a Wednesday or Saturday during high season, start your day with a spin through the West Tisbury Farmers Market. A visit to the Field Gallery and Sculpture Garden is a great introduction to the local art scene. Continue this leisurely day of admiring art at the Granary Gallery, home to an impressive collection of printed photos.


Day 4


You’ll see the island’s most magnificent corners on foot, but see more of them equally up-close and personal by bike. In Edgartown, grab a bite at Dock Street Coffee Shop, then rent bikes at Wheel Happy and turn your handlebars toward the Massachusetts Audubon Society’s Felix Neck Wildlife Sanctuary. Bike riding will get you there, but is not allowed while within the wildlife sanctuary: Park your bike and explore on foot the sanctuary’s 6 mi of trails and remote beaches surrounded by woodlands, meadows, pond, and marshes.


Day 5


The paragon of Martha’s Vineyard beauty glows with every evening’s sunset: Aquinnah’s Gay Head Cliffs, a National Natural Landmark. Spend some time perusing the stable of shops and eating some lunch, then spend the rest of the time gawking at the striated red and amber walls of the bluffs—and catch a glimpse of the Elizabeth Islands across Vineyard Sound. When the sky’s show has stopped, head to The Galley for a nice, hearty burger to finish the day.
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painted cliffs at Gay Head







TOP EXPERIENCE


Fresh Catch


Cape Cod’s reputation as a treasure trove of ultra-fresh delicious sea creatures is well earned. Start the feast by tucking into raw oysters (some of the best in the world are served on menus around Cape Cod, hailing from the town of Wellfleet). Local clams too are a favorite (medium-size, hard-shell bivalves known as quahogs) and show up in restaurants stuffed, in fried clam cakes (called fritters), or in the area’s cream-based clam chowder.


Entrées dig even deeper into the sea: You’ll find delicacies like lobster, crab, shrimp, and mussels on offer. Fish like cod, striper, salmon, mackerel, and bluefish are also readily available here, and you’ll find them cooked every which way—fried, boiled, sautéed, marinated, braised with wild mushrooms, or filled with bacon and stuffing, then baked.


Here’s a list of some of the best places for seafood throughout Cape Cod and the islands.


CAPE COD


• Brewster Fish House (Brewster): Fancy, pricey seafood done to perfection.


• Sir Cricket’s Fish & Chips (Orleans): Fried platters are the ticket here.


• Mac’s Shack (Wellfleet): The usual fried platters plus unique and healthy options, like sushi-grade tuna wraps in sesame vinaigrette.


• The Wicked Oyster (Wellfleet): Oysters aren’t the only thing on the menu, but they sure are good.


• The Lobster Pot (Provincetown): A Portuguese and Cape-style casual spot with great chowder and fish entrées.


• John’s Foot Long (Provincetown): You can’t get better fried scallop platters, and they’re (almost) affordable, even in summer.


• The Mews Restaurant & Cafe (Provincetown): A contemporary American seafood favorite for both locals and tourists.


MARTHA’S VINEYARD


• Sandy’s Fish & Chips (Vineyard Haven): Fresh fish and great clams.


• The Sweet Life Café (Oak Bluffs): With quirky hits like strawberry gazpacho, this is a locavore paradise: Island-caught seafood, locally grown vegetables, and in-season ingredients are all on the menu.


• Alchemy (Edgartown): Delicious seafood and burgers.


• Larsen’s Fish Market (Menemsha): Great raw bar, clam cakes, and stuffed quahogs.


NANTUCKET


• Òran Mór: Haute cuisine at its island best.


• Straight Wharf Restaurant: Go for the lobster roll at lunch or the poached lobster at dinner.


• The SeaGrille: Year-round standby for great seafood.
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A Weekend in Nantucket


Friday


Start the day in the center of Nantucket town, where quaint cobblestone streets and generations-old shops sit next to upscale boutiques. After strolling around, have lunch at Straight Wharf Restaurant for fresh seafood overlooking the water. Along the way back to the hotel, check out the many art galleries, souvenir shops, and craft stores, and finish the day with a reservation at Proprietors Bar & Table, with a great cocktail selection as well as excellent, hearty fare.


Saturday


Pack a beach bag, rent a bike, and ask for a map to Madaket Beach. The well-paved, beautiful bike paths along the way are lined with beach plums and wind past neighborhoods exhibiting the island’s traditional saltbox houses. Gather picnic supplies in town to enjoy during your day on the shore. For dinner, head over to Millie's where you can have great seafood to dine on indoors or at their casual outdoor seating as the sun goes down.


Sunday


Make it a day filled with local history. Begin after breakfast at Museum of African American History, an 1827 site once used as a meeting place and schoolhouse for the island’s African American residents. After lunch, make your way to Nantucket’s Whaling Museum and spend the remainder of the day taking in giant whale skeletons and more whaling lore than you can shake a harpoon at. For dinner, try making a reservation at Òran Mór and enjoy some truly haute cuisine.
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Water Fun for Everyone


Whether it’s fishing, boating, surfing, swimming, sea kayaking, sunbathing, or something else, Cape Cod is the place for water lovers of all kinds. Check the list below for top tips on your favorite water activities.


Fishing


Reel Deal Fishing Charters offers full-day or half-day fishing charters you can plan your vacation around. Catch striped bass, blues, bluefin tuna, and a variety of groundfish from one of their two vessels in Pamet Harbor in Truro.


Kayaking and Canoeing


Nauset Marsh and the Cape Cod National Seashore offer spectacular chances for great marsh vistas. Few experiences are more quintessentially Cape Cod than gliding silently along a brackish creek, watching as great blue herons and ducks appear through morning mist. It’s an experience that’s as ethereal and enlightening as it was when the Nauset people rode these same waters in their hand-carved canoes.


Bridge Creek, part of Barnstable Great Marsh, is one of the nicest spots for canoeing and kayaking in the Mid- and Upper Cape. It’s for advanced-level paddlers, but offers an almost Everglades-like feel at times as one slips around blind corners, surprising herons, ducks, and shorebirds.



Surfing



While Coast Guard Beach in Eastham is one of the most popular, the entire Outer Cape, from the elbow of Chatham to the wrist of P-town, is one huge 40-mi-long beach break. The same shifting sandbars that claimed so many ships in these waters make for great waves when conditions are right. The best times of year are spring and fall, when the ground swell is longer due to storms in the Atlantic and there are fewer tourists competing for the waves.


Swimming


Not many kettle ponds match Gull Pond in Wellfleet for freshwater Cape Cod bliss. This pond, the fragile head of the Herring River, is a great spot for a dip anytime from early June-mid-September.


Saltwater wave lovers will want to head to Coast Guard Beach or any of the other Outer Cape spots, whereas families with little ones will prefer the more placid Cape Cod Bay areas of Sandy Neck and Millway Beach, which feature gentle currents and small (if any) waves.


Boating


Quissett Harbor is one of the nicest spots for a sail, and, if winds favor it, you can go all the way out into Buzzards Bay or down to Woods Hole and still be back before sunset.


Cape Cod Bay, via Millway Beach, is the premier spot for boating. The gentle protective arm of the Cape proper keeps currents to a minimum, and it’s not uncommon to see dolphins, sharks, turtles, or even whales as you take in the scenery.





Cape Cod



HIGHLIGHTS


MAP: CAPE COD


ORIENTATION


PLANNING YOUR TIME


The Upper Cape


SANDWICH


BOURNE


FALMOUTH


MAP: FALMOUTH


WOODS HOLE


MAP: WOODS HOLE


MASHPEE


Mid-Cape


BARNSTABLE
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BREWSTER


The Outer Cape
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MAP: CHATHAM


ORLEANS


MAP: ORLEANS


EASTHAM


WELLFLEET


TRURO


Provincetown


MAP: PROVINCETOWN


SIGHTS


BEACHES


SPORTS AND RECREATION


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


FOOD


BARS AND NIGHTLIFE


ACCOMMODATIONS


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


GETTING THERE


GETTING AROUND




Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Heritage Museums and Gardens: Two centuries of Americana live on at this palatial garden estate (click here).


S Sandwich Glassblowers: Artisans first brought the art of glassblowing to this town centuries ago, and the tradition is still going strong (click here).
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S Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution: Deep-sea explorers reveal the mysteries of the real final frontier (click here).


S Monomoy National Wildlife Refuge: This sandy spit is home to a colony of gray seals and hundreds of migratory bird species (click here).


S Cape Cod National Seashore: Stroll miles of sandy beaches and marvel at the vast, seemingly endless ocean (click here).


S Highland Light: This is the Cape’s most impressive working lighthouse, and the only one regularly open to the public (click here).


S Provincetown’s Commercial Street: Drag queens, local characters, and wide-eyed tourists all add up to a people-watcher’s paradise (click here).


S Whale-Watching: Seeing the leviathans in their natural habitat on one of P-town’s trusty vessels is anything but a fluke (click here).





Jutting 40 mi into the Atlantic, this relatively young “flexed arm” of sandy soil and pitch pine forest has become one of the nation’s preeminent seaside resorts; its 15 towns and hundred-odd beaches draw millions of summer residents and visitors each year.


Cape Codders have always lived off the sea in some form or other. For centuries, the Cape brought in much of the area’s fish and shellfish; now, its livelihood depends on people coming to whale-watch, swim, surf, or sunbathe.


Visitors who never leave the car will still find a lot to marvel at. Morning mist rising over water lilies in a kettle pond might be pulled straight from a Monet canvas. Antiques, curios, and art give bargain-hunters plenty to find as they tootle along Route 6A (the Old King’s Highway). Even the jumble of wacky mini-golf stops and restaurants on Route 28 can offer a chuckle or two. But the real magic starts when you get out of the car.




Navigating the Cape


First-timers are often rightly confused by highway directions here. Signs are often equally frustrating, as a particular route “south” may actually travel due north for miles.


• Up Cape means westward—toward the Upper Cape and that big hummock known as off-Cape to locals and as North America to everyone else.


• Down Cape means eastward—toward the Outer Cape and eventually Provincetown. What’s tricky is that depending on where you are, “down” can either mean to head east, or, if you’re already at the “elbow” of Chatham-Orleans, north. If you’re in Wellfleet, “up Cape” will mean to travel south to the elbow and then west. Make sense?


• Bayside refers to the entire rim of Cape Cod Bay, from the canal at Sandwich down to MacMillan Pier in Provincetown. The first half comprises historic and picturesque Cape villages, as venerable as Thanksgiving, along what was once the Old King’s Highway (now Rte. 6A).


• The south shore faces Nantucket Sound, between Buzzards Bay and the Cape’s elbow at Chatham. Commercial Route 28—as casual as a beer belly manning the barbecue and as gaudy as the Fourth of July—is the main artery of this side.


• Outer Cape denotes that segment that braves the open Atlantic from the Chatham elbow to the “fist” of Provincetown; most of this area is preserved for posterity as part of Cape Cod National Seashore.


It’s also worth remembering that towns on the Cape are all subdivided into distinct villages, whose names can also be confusing. But eventually, if you keep coming back, it will make perfect sense that South Dennis would be north of West Dennis or that West Chatham would be east of South Chatham.





Ditch the wheels for a while and discover that at any time of year the Cape’s local conservation lands and privately managed sanctuaries offer world-class vacationing that—for many New Englanders—is only a day trip from home. Kayaking along a salt marsh estuary among blossoming white beach plum, sitting beside a kettle pond listening to a kingfisher’s call, spotting red-winged blackbirds among the cattail reeds of an eelgrass estuary, or encountering bright lady’s slippers (Cypripedium acaule) scattered amid the moist coolness of a maturing stand of oaks—all are available here. One or two such experiences, and you too may find yourself repeating the phrase that has come so easily to generations of visitors: See you next year, back down on the Cape.



[image: image]



ORIENTATION


You’ll notice as you meander “up” and “down” (note, not “west” or “east”) the Cape that each town has its own unique character. Stately Sandwich, with its ancient houses and history; the Yarmouth south-side beaches, mini golf, and nightclubs, all catering to the college here-to-party crowd; the artsy and quaint stretch of Old King’s Highway in Dennis and Brewster, with its clapboard houses and trellises full of Cape roses; the melting pot of Provincetown, with its eclectic mix of LGBTQ+ residents, fishermen, and tourists—each part of this quirky peninsula has a different vibe.


Of course, the biggest attraction for most visitors is the quantity and variety of Cape Cod’s beaches. Seeing as the peninsula is pretty much a giant sandbar plopped here by glaciers during the last ice age, it makes perfect sense that on the Cape, all roads lead to a beach, bay, estuary, inlet, boardwalk, or salt marsh. Add a freshwater pond for every day of the year, and you’ve got a haven for just about any kind of water-related activity you might imagine. Hover over the canal on a Friday afternoon and you’ll see miles of on-Cape traffic, most vehicles crammed with surfboards or sea kayaks, beach chairs, and umbrellas.


With all those visitors, you might think you’d have a hard time finding anywhere with any privacy, but you’d be surprised. Over 40 mi of unbroken Outer Cape beach means all you have to do is walk 5-10 minutes from a parking area and you’ll essentially have a spot all your own.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Cape Cod isn’t large, but it’s long, meaning that many people opt for a “base” town and then take day trips or overnights to other parts of the Cape or the islands. Another option to consider is staying a night up Cape and a night down Cape in order to see most of what there is to see. With a car, you can get from the bridges to P-town in about 2 hours, so it’s better to overnight here at least one night than try to do “all the Cape” as a day trip. By far the biggest frustration visitors have coming to or leaving the Cape is the traffic, which is to some degree unavoidable because the public transportation options, especially to the more scenic out-of-the-way spots, are poor, if they exist at all. Backpackers may find that Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket, while more expensive, are a lot more walking-friendly. Improvements over the years have made it easier to get around, but if you’re coming from Asia, Europe, or any of the larger U.S. cities with subways and bus systems, you’ll find non-car navigation around the Cape a challenge.


You can skip the bridge traffic by flying directly, and depending on the time of year the cost may not be jaw-droppingly exorbitant. Barnstable Municipal Airport, in Hyannis, is the largest and most used. Provincetown Municipal Airport is a convenient option if you’re coming from Boston. Both are served by Cape Air, as well as other airlines.


It’s possible to reach almost every town on the Cape with the Cape Cod Regional Transit Authority (CCRTA; www.capecodrta.org) and its collection of year-round bus lines and summer trolleys, in combination with the all-season Plymouth & Brockton (P&B; 508/746-0378; www.p-b.com) and Peter Pan (800/343-9999; https://peterpanbus.com) buses.


Depending on the timing of your visit, you may also want to consider arriving into Provincetown by ferry from Boston.


High Season


Locals know to never, ever leave the Cape on a Sunday afternoon, and never return to it on a Friday, when vacationers from New England and beyond pile onto the arteries leading south to the Cape, and traffic can back up for miles at bridges. The worst weekends are the two that bookend the Fourth of July and Labor Day. High season typically runs from Memorial Day weekend in late May through Labor Day weekend in early September. Most people come expecting, even enjoying, the crowds. It’s a great time to meet new friends, have that “crazy” summer, or make good money waiting tables, doing housekeeping, or tending bar.


The key to enjoying a peak-season July or August stay is to plan as far ahead as possible, particularly with lodging, as the massive demand for hotel rooms brings up prices. People arriving on the spur of the moment expecting to pull into a cheap motel may find themselves nearly back in New York or Connecticut before they find a place that doesn’t have a No Vacancy sign. With a little time spent calling ahead or making reservations online, you can ensure that your days or weeks here are frustration-free. High season visitors should be aware of the hefty beach parking fees—$15 or even $50 May-mid-September. And that’s just for residents; out-of-towners can expect to shell out hundreds. Around 4:30pm, many beaches stop collecting the fee, so the budget-minded can save a bundle if they come after prime suntanning hours.




Where to Stay on Cape Cod


There’s a lot of Cape Cod that overlaps, and towns may seem similar, but knowing right where to go to get the most from your stay here can make a real difference—especially if you’re not keen to fight traffic along the way. The following is a list of top spots based on activity or interest that can help you plunk down and never want to leave.


IF YOU WANT TO…


• Enjoy beaches: Go to Orleans.


• Bike: Go to Falmouth.


• Go bird-watching: Go to Wellfleet.


• Avoid traffic: Go to Provincetown.


• Go dancing and drinking: Go to Hyannis.


• Experience fine dining: Go to Brewster.


• Get away from it all: Go to Truro.





Shoulder Seasons


Vacationers with more leeway in their schedules may prefer the spring and fall shoulder seasons, which are quite popular but not quite as packed. These are the months when prices are a tad lower—the 30-percent-off signs can start appearing in front of T-shirt and beachwear shops as early as the last weekend of August, and many lodgings offer Sunday-Thursday discounts. Many repeat visitors regard fall, in particular, as the Cape’s best season because the water and weather remain warm but the crowds dissipate.


The exact lengths of the shoulder seasons greatly depend on the weather and location. The spring shoulder begins at Easter and ends in late May. The fall shoulder is more elastic, running from Labor Day through October across most of the Cape, and from mid-October-early November in selected pockets that have romantic B&Bs, such as Provincetown and areas along the Old King’s Highway.


Off-Season


By Thanksgiving in most places, and by New Year’s everywhere, the off-season has arrived and remains until the daffodils bloom in April. Businesses close up or start keeping malleable hours. How strictly they keep to the posted signs depends on where you are. Hyannis and Falmouth remain fairly open year-round. Orleans and the Route 28 section of Harwich and Yarmouth are spotty, and from the “elbow” to P-town become ghost towns. This suits many locals and even some visitors just fine. As the leaves turn red and golden or as the snowfall starts to blanket the dunes in cottony white, you’ll discover great scenic beauty and meet the year-round residents who turn out for nightlife, gallery events, and to support the local restaurants that stay open throughout the winter.



The Upper Cape



One of the great attractions of the Cape is the diversity of its towns. Behind the uniform weathered-gray shingles and simple little saltbox houses, clam shacks and soft-serve ice cream machines, pitch pine and scrub oak forests, are differences in history and demographics that keep each town unique and surprising. The four Upper Cape towns—Sandwich, Mashpee, Woods Hole, and Falmouth—which by turns either embrace or ignore tourism, are highly commercialized or nearly rural and can feel either country-clubbish or working-class. With about one-third fewer lodgings than any of the other parts of the Cape, it’s an area often bypassed by visitors bound for the motel-lined shore of the Mid-Cape, the carnival of Provincetown, or the Woods Hole ferry. The people who do stop here can start enjoying a Cape vacation while other travelers are still braving traffic on U.S. 6.


The Upper Cape also benefits from having a nearly forgotten side to it: the Buzzards Bay shore. Although only a few of the beaches here are open to outsiders who come by car (one, Monument Beach, even has free parking), simply driving or cycling the route closest to the bay is as good an introduction as you can get to the sedative charms of the Cape landscape. Although it led the region in catering to summer tourists in the late 1800s, with fancy beachfront hotels along the then-new railroad to Woods Hole, the area has since slid gently into a lower gear. Despite some new developments that have cut swaths in the scenic value, there is still a lot to enjoy on a quiet Upper Cape trip. Modest homes tucked behind trees, marsh-edged inlets, undeveloped woods, and salt-blasted signs for boatyards all offer great snapshots. Birding is good at almost any time of year. And for those on the fence about whether to push farther down Cape (east, toward P-town) it’s comforting to cut a full 1.5 hours off the drive.


SANDWICH


Sandwich, settled by a group of 60 families from north of Boston in 1637, was the first town to be established on the Cape and could easily pass for the most historic even today. Buildings that retain the look and feel of “olde Cape Cod,” some lovely museums and scenery, and a number of excellent dining and lodging choices make it a perfect vacation in itself, or a great overnight before heading farther down Cape.


Cape Cod Canal


Few things are more iconic of arrival on the Cape than the Bourne and Sagamore Bridges, whose silver girders and rounded arches are the only two entry points, save for those who plan to swim. The Cape used to be fully connected to the mainland, separated from the rest of the state only by a valley with two opposite-flowing rivers, the Manomet and the Scusset. The Pilgrims recognized as early as the 1670s that a canal between them would be a good idea. It wasn’t until 1909, however, that construction began in earnest, and the first vessels passed through the completed 8-mi canal in July 1914. The federal government bought the canal in 1928, nearly doubled its width, and built the two huge highway bridges that now provide the Cape’s principal link to the rest of the nation. More recently, bike trails have been made on both sides of this waterway, offering locals and visitors alike a wonderful way to access fishing holes, snapshot vistas, or just an easy, pretty way to get some exercise.


Cape Cod Canal Visitors Center


60 Ed Moffitt Dr.; 508/833-9678; www.nae.usace.army.mil; 10am-5pm May-late Oct.; free


Operation and maintenance of the canal is overseen by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which also runs the Cape Cod Canal Visitors Center at the eastern end of the canal. Drop by to learn about the canal’s history and wildlife, view traffic video and radar monitors, and shop for Cape-related books at the small gift shop.


Historic Sandwich Village


The village of Sandwich—with its restored 1640 gristmill grinding cornmeal for visitors, its classically inspired Town Hall and meetinghouse (100 Rte. 6A), its Christopher Wren church on a hill, and its carefully crafted imitation stagecoach inn—almost epitomizes what people think of when they imagine an old Cape Cod town. The density of historic buildings, museums, shops, antiques stores, and scenery make it easy to stop for lunch and not leave by nightfall. Even better, unlike many spots on the Cape, Sandwich Village is something you can walk through. Highlights are listed here, but don’t be afraid to parallel-park that car of yours and find some cool spots on foot.


Sandwich Glass Museum


129 Main St.; 508/888-0251; www.sandwichglassmuseum.org; 9:30am-4pm Wed.-Sun. Feb.-Mar., 9:30am-5pm daily Apr.-Dec., closed Jan.; adults $12, ages 6-14 $2, under age 6 free


One of the early visitors who came to Sandwich for the hunting, Deming Jarves recognized in the woods a potential source of fuel for a glass factory’s furnaces. (Daniel Webster, for one, complained that the subsequently diminished forests were no longer adequate for “good sport.”) For much of the 19th century, Jarves’s Boston & Sandwich Glass Company dominated the nation’s nascent glassmaking industry, turning an expensive import item into a domestic commodity well within the means of most Americans.


At the Sandwich Glass Museum, in the single-story clapboard building on Main Street opposite Town Hall and First Church, gallery after gallery of samples illustrates the evolution of this early mass-produced glassware. While the factory’s artisans were capable of remarkable work, it helps to have a collector’s interest in the cut saucers, plates, lamp chimneys, and other household items displayed in such great numbers.



S Heritage Museums and Gardens



GOOGLE MAP


67 Grove St.; 508/888-3300; www.heritagemuseumsandgardens.org; 10am-5pm daily late Apr.-mid-Oct.; adults $22, ages 3-12 $12, under age 3 free


About 0.75 mi south of Town Hall is Sandwich’s king of collecting, the Heritage Museums and Gardens. Here is Americana by the acre, a diverse assemblage encompassing antique autos, military miniatures, Currier & Ives prints, landscape paintings, trade signs, and carved cigar-store figures, just to name a few of the items. A working 1912 carousel is among the larger specimens in the collection, although even the gallery buildings themselves are architectural showpieces and the grounds are a horticultural collection of show gardens. The famous hybrid rhododendrons alone draw busloads of gawkers when in bloom (the first half of June). Added highlights include changing art exhibits and a summer concert series; call or check the website for details. They also have November and December “Gardens Aglow” events to celebrate the holiday season.



S Sandwich Glassblowers



Many people visit the Sandwich Glass Museum without ever knowing that the glassblowing tradition continues on the Cape to this day.


McDermott Studios


272 Cotuit Rd.; 508/477-0705; www.mcdermottglass.com; 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun.


Only a few minutes’ drive south will take you to McDermott Studios, where David McDermott and Yukimi Matsumoto create amazing glass art at a studio behind their home. Locally famous for a number of charity projects they’ve partnered with and for some stunning works of art, David and Yukimi are happy to show guests the studio and give them a tour of their gallery as well.


Michael Magyar’s Studio


470 Rte. 6A; 508/888-6681; www.capecodglass.net; 10am-4pm daily


Drive east along Route 6A and you’ll find the studio of Michael Magyar, a Japanese-inspired glassblower who has found fame in a popular “sea glass” motif.


Pairpoint Glass


851 Rte. 6A; 774/338-4004; www.pairpoint.com; 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.


Near the canal (though technically in Sagamore), in the shadows of the Sagamore Bridge, is Pairpoint Glass, one of the oldest continually operating glassworks in the United States. It’s a common stop for bus tours, and the studio has a large window where you can look down at the artisans without suffering the heat of the kilns.


Beaches


Scusset Beach


Day parking $14 residents, $40 out-of-state visitors


The only Sandwich beach on the mainland side, Scusset Beach is often mistakenly thought not to be part of the Cape, and thus it is one of the area’s gems. The Sandwich power plant looms prominently from the other side of the canal—so this isn’t quite a beach in the middle of nowhere—but the clean quartz-based sand, the scenic beauty of Cape Cod Bay, glimpses of the boats going through Cape Cod Canal, and the relatively few crowds are all reasons to come here. Follow the large signs to Scusset Beach as you go off-Cape over the Sagamore Bridge.


Sports and Recreation


Cape Cod Canal Bike Path


Between Rte. 6A and Shore Rd.


The 6.5-mi path—comprising service roads on the banks of both sides of the canal—is paved for use by skaters, joggers, and cyclists. It’s a family-type trail, so be prepared to slow down for toddlers on training wheels and people fishing with tackle. Expect great views of the canal’s ship traffic. If it’s windy, try veering off onto Shore Road in Bourne (parallel with the west end of the Cape-side path) and bicycling a short distance west to the beaches at Gray Gables, facing the canal, or Phinney’s Harbor, on the causeway to Mashnee Island. Parking is limited to residents at the former and is nonexistent at the latter, so cycling is about the only way to experience either beach in summer.


The best lot to access the mainland side of the Canal Path is the Sagamore Recreation Area, tucked almost underneath the Sagamore Bridge. Follow the aptly named Canal Road past Friendly’s to its terminus. An alternate entry is midway down that road, beside speedy U.S. 6 westbound, at the only canal-side stoplight. At the western side, park in the Buzzards Bay Recreation Area, in the shadow of the train bridge. On the Cape side, parking is available at the east (Sandwich) end at the Sandwich Recreation Area, beside the big, boxy, electricity-generating station off Route 6A (turn on Tupper Road and follow signs with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers logo). There’s also parking at the west (Bourne) end off Shore Road, at the Tidal Flats Recreation Area, by the railroad lift bridge that resembles the two towers of London’s Tower Bridge.


Festivals and Events


SandwichFest


508/681-0918; www.sandwichchamber.com


Good ole fashioned fun can be had at the SandwichFest, a street fair held yearly in October. Vendors from far and wide come with wares and souvenirs, there’s face-painting for kids, and even a juried art show. Though it’s great for a sunny day, it’s held rain or shine.


Shopping


The Weather Store


146 Main St.; 508/888-1200; www.theweatherstore.com; by chance or by appt.


Weather buffs or the just plain curious may want to stop in for a peek at The Weather Store, which demonstrates as much single-minded dedication as any of the town museums to its fascinating inventory of weathervanes, whirligigs, tide clocks, sundials, rain gauges, lightning detectors, anemometers, thermometers, barometers, and the like, both new and antique.


Food


Cafe Chew


4 Merchants Square; 508/888-7717; www.cafechew.com; 8am-3pm daily; $9-15


Repeatedly in the Cape’s top 10 breakfast and lunch lists is the delightful Cafe Chew, everything a great coffee shop should be and then some. It has fantastic homemade breads, breakfasts, and a variety of unique sandwiches. Try the French if you don’t know where to start: a ciabatta roll with egg and spinach topped with warm gooey brie cheese. Cafe Chew also offers a cornucopia of delightful baked goods, from flaky croissants and breads to tasty brownies, cookies, and “cobbler bars” that are a Chew specialty. On Sunday morning the place is packed, even in the off-season, which tells you people from up and down the Cape are lining up to come here.


Captain Scott’s Seafood Restaurant


71 Tupper Rd.; 508/888-1675; www.captainscotts.com; 11:30am-8:30pm daily; $14-28


Captain Scott’s Seafood Restaurant is a mainstay for locals looking for casual ambience, cheap eats, and friendly service. It’s nothing fancy, but that’s exactly how people like it. Try their ever-popular lobster roll with a tasty cup of bisque, opt for local mussels steamed in garlic and wine, or just go with baked fish, perhaps with pasta on the side.


Off the Grid


91 Rte. 6A; 508/241-8684; http://offthegridcapecod.com; noon-7pm Wed.-Mon.; $10-34


Off the Grid is a food truck that offers great burgers, wings, and some of the Cape’s best pulled pork. It’s “sandwiched” (get it?) between the Old King’s Highway (Rte. 6A) and Tupper Road, and is accessible from either direction. Diners can hope there’s room at the picnic tables, or take their food with them and eat it at the beach or in the car.


Marshland Restaurant


109 Rte. 6A; 508/888-9824; www.marshlandrestaurant.com; 7am-8pm daily; $13-34


A good bet for any meal of the day is the home-style Marshland Restaurant, a combination bakery-eatery at the Shell gas station 1.5 mi east of the Bourne-Sandwich line. (Their T-shirt logo: “Eat here and get gas!”) Lobster bisque, fish-and-chips, spaghetti and meatballs, steak tips, chicken parmesan, and homemade desserts are examples of the rib-sticking fare. (If you visit in autumn, try the Pilgrim pie, with apples, cranberries, and walnuts.) Prices are low enough to produce lines of patient diners on summer weekends: Two people can eat breakfast for under $25, and other meals are just as friendly to the wallet.


Accommodations


You’ll find a half-dozen other small motels and cottages, none exactly inexpensive, along Route 6A west and east of the Spring Garden Inn. For not too much more, you could also try one of the handful of bed-and-breakfast places in the center of Sandwich’s historic village—especially if you don’t need the motel-standard second double bed for your kids, or such “unromantic” amenities as in-room TVs and phones. Most of the B&Bs are found within a short stroll of the scenic gristmill on Shawme Pond.


Spring Garden Inn


578 Rte. 6A; 508/888-0710; mid-Apr.-Nov.; $89-169 d


Outside the four hostels in Hyannis, Eastham, Truro, and Provincetown, some of the most affordable rooms on the Cape are found at the Spring Garden Inn, a small motel near milepost 7 on Route 6A in East Sandwich. The 11 pine-paneled nonsmoking guest rooms facing a bird-filled marsh are only a 0.5-mi walk from a bay-side beach (there’s also a shallow in-ground pool). Rates include complimentary pastries in the morning. Each room has a flat-screen TV and a coffeemaker.


The Sandy Neck Motel


669 Rte. 6A; 508/362-3992; www.sandyneck.com; $109-175


On Route 6A, The Sandy Neck Motel was renovated as of 2023, offering guest rooms with a fridge, a microwave, and coffee. There is an outdoor common barbecue area, but the real reason to stay is the proximity it offers guests to Sandy Neck Beach and the villages of Sandwich and West Barnstable. Rooms for 2-4 people with full kitchens ($150-199) are also available. During peak summer season, a two-night minimum stay is required.


Isaiah Jones Homestead


165 Main St.; 508/888-9115 or 800/526-1625; www.isaiahjones.com; $199-329 d


A perfect example of traditional Cape charm is the very Victorian Isaiah Jones Homestead. Behind the wicker porch furniture are seven guest rooms decorated in authentic late-19th-century style—floral chintz fabric here, a full canopy bed there, and everywhere fresh flowers and candles. As a concession to modern romance, a couple of guest rooms have gas-fueled fireplaces and whirlpool baths. Rates include full breakfast (three gourmet courses) and afternoon refreshments.


Dan’l Webster Inn & Spa


149 Main St.; 508/888-3622; www.danlwebsterinn.com; $165-539


Dan’l Webster Inn & Spa is an old standby… literally: It’s one of the oldest inns in Sandwich, touting its hospitality for over 300 years. The furnishings reflect its historic past, with canopy and four-poster beds, a lobby that feels like you’ve stepped back in time, and cheery, helpful staff.


Camping


Sandwich has two state campgrounds, both of which may be booked in advance (877/422-6762; www.reserveamerica.com; nonrefundable reservation fee $4.50).


Scusset Beach State Reservation


Cape Cod Bay due east of the Rte. 3/U.S. 6 intersection; mid-Apr.-mid-Oct.; tent site $70, for state residents $22


If you need a place to hook up your RV, try Scusset Beach State Reservation, on the mainland side of the canal on Cape Cod Bay. At the foot of the Sagamore Bridge, follow the signs. Five tent sites are tucked in among the scrub oaks and small pines at the back of the campground. The other sites are available year-round to self-contained vehicles ($20). There is also a $2 Scusset Beach Trust Fund fee. Water and electrical hookups are $4 and $6, respectively.


Shawme-Crowell State Forest


42 Main St., off Rte. 130; 508/888-0351; mid-Apr.-mid-Oct., weekends only mid-Oct.-mid-Apr.; sites $54, for state residents $17


A more scenic option is Shawme-Crowell State Forest. No RV hookups are available, but the campground has a disposal station, full restrooms with hot showers and modern conveniences, and even a store selling firewood ($7, credit card only) and minor supplies. The 285 sites, generously spread throughout the pine woods, are available mid-April-mid-October during the week and year-round on weekends (barring blizzards). A few dozen spaces are also open to RVs through the winter. They even have small and large yurts ($120-140, state residents $45-60). Although overnighters are granted free day use of Scusset Beach, saving $2, this property’s distance from the Cape Cod Rail Trail and the National Seashore ensures that it never fills as quickly as Nickerson State Park in the Lower Cape.


Getting There and Around


Sandwich is just under 60 mi (60 minutes) southeast of Boston and 61 mi (67 minutes) from Providence. It is nestled at the “shoulder” of the Cape on its north side. The Sagamore Bridge runs over the Cape Cod Canal in Sandwich. The town has easy access to Cape Cod Bay and to the Sagamore bus stop, served by Plymouth & Brockton Street Railway Co. (1 Canal Rd.; 508/746-0378; www.p-b.com) just across the bridge. The town is a good spot to stop if you’re planning a long weekend here from Boston or western Massachusetts, as going to Orleans is another hour (more with traffic) and Provincetown is at least another 1 hour and 45 minutes (also longer if there’s traffic). Both destinations make it a bit too far for a day trip.


While the village is dense and can easily be walked, getting from your hotel or B&B to the beaches, shopping, or restaurants could be difficult without a car, since the village center is miles away from some of these spots. If you’ve got a bike, it can be doable if you plan to stay only in Sandwich. Going to Bourne or Barnstable will require careful planning or some extended use of your legs.


BOURNE


This area had one of the only Native American settlements to have survived to the end of the colonial era, a place called Comassekumkanet, until its residents, members of the Herring Pond band of the Wampanoag people, succumbed to the preaching of missionaries. Although the resulting “praying Indian” reservation was eventually absorbed by Sandwich, the band is memorialized on the north side of the canal by the namesake Herring Pond Recreation Area, a small turnout with parking and picnic tables off U.S. 6 in Bournedale. The site is popular in spring, when thousands of alewives (in the herring family) return to the pond to spawn; come in mid-late April to watch the run at its peak.


Sights


Aptucxet Trading Post Museum


6 Aptucxet Rd.; 508/759-8167; www.bournehistoricalsociety.org; 10am-4pm Thurs.-Sat. late May-Oct.; adults $6, seniors $5, children $4, family $12


Wall Street may be the seat of the country’s capital markets today, but to see the “Birthplace of Free Enterprise in America,” pay a visit to the Aptucxet Trading Post Museum beside the canal bike path in Bourne. Here, off Shore Road west of the Bourne Bridge, is a replica of the seasonal 1627 trading post where Pilgrims, Native Americans, and Dutch from New Amsterdam bargained and bartered to change wampum into furs and vice versa. There’s also a saltworks, a windmill, and the minuscule private depot that President Grover Cleveland had built when he escaped malarial Washington DC to visit his “summer White House,” the home he bought and named Gray Gables, at the mouth of what was then the Manomet River. A gift shop is in what once was Bourne’s Chamber of Commerce welcome center, moved from its location at the Bourne Bridge.


Food


Leo’s Breakfast Restaurant


249 Main St.; 508/759-7557; 6am-1pm Tues.-Sun. early-Sept to late-May, daily late-May-early-Sept.; $7-15


Leo’s Breakfast Restaurant is a greasy spoon without the grease: It’s clean, bright, casual, and cheap, and offers a lovely alternative to mega-chains. Don’t expect frothy cappuccinos or hoity-toity espresso drinks; here you’ll get good brewed coffee, with cream, milk, or sugar. What’s lacking in style is made up for in substance: You’ll leave full, guaranteed.


Daily Brew


1730 Rte. 28A; www.thedailybrewcoffeehouse.com; 7am-2pm Mon.-Sat., 7am-1pm Sun.; $8-16


On the Cape side, in Cataumet, hunt for the Daily Brew, with lovely lattes and other espresso-based caffeine, plus uniquely named sandwiches, great smoothies, and a very tasty cheddar cheese and chive scone. Plan for a wait on the weekends; it gets busy here.


Chart Room


1 Shipyard Ln.; 508/563-5350; www.chartroomcataumet.com; 11:30am-10pm Thurs.-Sun. May-Oct.; $18-33


A number of restaurants near the Cape Cod Canal have good water views, but if you’re looking for a meal to match the panorama, you’ve got to go to the Chart Room, overlooking Red Brook Harbor from the Kingman Marine boatyard in the Bourne village of Cataumet. The place serves traditional surf and turf, from broiled swordfish and baked stuffed lobster to steaks and lamb chops, but prepares them to a higher standard than most Cape waterfront places, which seem to believe you pay for the view rather than the food. Entrees are in the $20-and-up range, but sandwiches, served all day, are quite a bit cheaper. Reservations are nearly essential; ask for a porch table if you want the best seat for a Buzzards Bay sunset.


Mezza Luna


253 Main St.; 508/759-4667; www.mezzalunarestaurant.com; 11am-9pm Sun., 11am-10pm Mon.-Sat.; $17-35


On the mainland side, Mezza Luna has been family-owned and operated since the 1930s. It has good old American-style Italian food, lots of choices on the menu, and wheelbarrow-size portions. Staff is helpful, and it’s kid-friendly.


Getting There and Around


Taxi


Taxis or ride sharing services are probably the best bet for short trips: try Town Taxi (508/775-5555; www.towntaxicapecod.com).


Bus


Bourne, about 60 mi (60 minutes) from Boston, is on the Cape’s southern Buzzards Bay side, and is served by several Peter Pan buses (800/343-9999; https://peterpanbus.com) that connect it to Boston and Providence and destinations beyond. They drop off right at the Cape Side Convenience (105 Trowbridge Rd.; 508/743-9490) at the Bourne rotary, so it’s not particularly easy to get from there to other parts of the Cape or Falmouth.


If you’ll be doing a lot of travel around the Cape, you may want to take the bus to Hyannis first from off-Cape locations, then rent a car and zip back to your Bourne destination.


FALMOUTH


Connections to Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard made Falmouth a conduit for both island-bound Sunday day-trippers and resident “summer folk” as early as 1836—the dawn of offshore tourism. But it wasn’t until the railroad came down the Buzzards Bay coast to Falmouth’s port-side village of Woods Hole in 1872 that the town started to capture a piece of the tourism pie for itself. Today, Falmouth is a prime destination in its own right, offering lovely waterside and water-sports activities as well as shopping and great restaurants. It’s a quirky place to spend time, as parts of the town feel almost blue-collar and other spots very country-club. Boat lovers will have plenty to feast their eyes on just looking at the harbors, which are filled with a mix of old wooden sailboats and sleek fishing diesels. Sea kayakers and even snorkelers enjoy exploring the marshlands, rocks, and estuaries. And bass and bluefish are often caught right from shore.


[image: image]


Waquoit Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve


Rte. 28; 508/457-0495; www.waquoitbayreserve.org


If you study the Upper Cape shoreline on a map, you’ll notice how the sea, rising after the end of the last ice age, has pushed up the water table and flooded the valleys carved by glacial meltwater through the coastal sandplain along Falmouth’s southeastern coast. The largest of these fingerlike valleys breached by Vineyard Sound is now largely protected within the state-owned Waquoit Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve, whose visitor center (10am-4pm daily July-Aug.) is down the road from Edwards Boatyard.


A vast open-air laboratory of ponds, salt marsh, barrier beaches, and a large wooded island, the reserve is used in part to study the effects of non-point-source pollution. That means the collected runoff from a wide area of petroleum-stained pavement, overfertilized yards, and leaky septic systems—which add up to a major environmental hazard, as serious as any pipeline spill or untreated factory discharge. The effects are ominous: algal blooms, fish kills, and declining eelgrass beds, for a start (eelgrass is a vital nursery habitat for shrimp, crabs, and over a dozen fish species, including such commercial varieties as flounder, pollack, and hake). Waquoit Bay is hardly alone in these problems—from sea to shining sea, the nation’s wetlands and the fisheries they support are seriously threatened—but it’s one of the few subjected to careful study.
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