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The calm water at Clarks Pond is perfect for swimming, fishing, and kayaking. KELLY NIXON
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INTRODUCTION


WELCOME TO CAPE COD AND THE ISLANDS

Cape Cod is a scenic coastal destination in Massachusetts where enchanting seaside towns, beautiful beaches, and rich history come together to create a quintessential New England experience. Surrounded by water on all sides, our beloved Cape boasts 560 miles of breathtaking coastal scenery and pristine beaches, along with over 1,000 freshwater lakes and kettle ponds.


Like two beloved siblings peeking out of the sea, Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket have existed in a symbiotic relationship, shaping and supporting each other in countless ways. Originally, both islands were part of the mainland, as is evident from ancient geological maps. Over time, rising seas and natural erosion shaped their separation, yet their landscapes and ecosystems remain strikingly similar to those of the Cape, with sturdy scrub pine, wild rugosa roses (rosa rugosa), and tenacious beach grass anchoring the coastal beaches and dunes—a testament to the rich flora and fauna that grace both shores.


As someone who grew up on Cape Cod, I’ve experienced firsthand the special bond between the Cape and the Islands. As youngsters, it wasn’t unusual to hop aboard a Boston Whaler with friends and motor across Vineyard Sound. As young parents, we enjoyed taking our kids to the islands for quick trips. We’d hop on the ferry and turn it into a simple adventure—grabbing an ice cream at Mad Martha’s and enjoying a spin on the Flying Horses Carousel before heading back home.


Every corner of Cape Cod and the Islands tells its story through gastronomic delights. That’s why I’ve included three or four eateries for each town. Each spring, fish markets display stripers and bluefish that swim up the Gulf Stream to our harbors and shores, searching for baitfish. I can still feel the early morning mist on my face as Dad taught me the art of catching strip-ers—how to hook a live eel just so, toss it back with a gentle splash, and wait for that heart-stopping moment when a keeper bass strikes! Summer ushers in our legendary seafood—and yes, everyone has their favorite spot. My family’s favorite was a weathered stand near Falmouth Harbor, where picnic tables offered a front-row seat to the setting sun over Vineyard Sound. Come fall, oysters take center stage; foraged from shallow waters where bay meets ocean, these briny jewels are celebrated at autumn festivals, upscale restaurants, and local dive bars.


I’ve also covered the incredible beaches that provide the Cape with protection from the raging ocean of Cape Cod National Seashore and the windy waters of Cape Cod Bay, inviting us to soak up the sun, wiggle our toes in the sand, and frolic in the waves. You’ll find two or three local favorites listed under each town.


This guide is born from a lifetime of exploring the sandy paths, winding roads, and hidden coves of our paradise. Like many who’ve called this place home, I’ve watched sunsets paint the harbor waters, listened to seals barking at the Chatham Fish Pier, and wandered through the shifting dunes of Provincetown. It still amazes me how many of my lifelong friends have yet to discover these treasures in their own backyard.


Whether you’re here for a week’s vacation or are lucky enough to call the Cape home year-round, this guide will help you create memories that last a lifetime. So pack your bags, gather your loved ones, and let’s explore the wonders of Cape Cod—one beach, one sunset, one memory at a time.





HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

Think of Cape Cod as a sandy arm stretching into the Atlantic Ocean—the Upper Cape forms the shoulder, the Mid Cape the bicep, the Lower Cape creates the elbow, and the Outer Cape expands into the forearm and fist. Each region holds its distinct character and allure, which we’ll explore in the first four main chapters.


In chapters 5 and 6 we’ll explore the wonders of Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket, respectively, uncovering how their unique charms complement the Cape Cod experience. From ferry rides that begin the journey to miles of stunning beaches, brick sidewalks lined with antique Cape Cod homes, and rolling pastures, these islands are an essential part of any Cape Cod adventure.


Look for the itineraries I have curated at the beginning of the book. These quick guides are a great way to start planning your trip—whether it’s a weekend getaway or an entire week. Each itinerary highlights interests tailored specifically for you. History buff? We’ve got you covered. Beach lover? There are beaches listed from the canal to the tip of Cape Cod. And if it’s a rainy day, check out “Rainy Days Can Be Fun!”


While social media can pique interest in Cape life—those 30-second Insta-gram snippets or Facebook group recommendations—this sturdy paperback is designed to be your trusted companion. Let it ride shotgun in your car or tuck it into your backpack as you navigate from one adventure to another. Yes, there are maps aplenty within these pages, but let your phone’s GPS handle the turn-by-turn navigation. And remember, if a winding side road off Old King’s Highway or a roadside clam shack catches your eye, follow your instincts. After all, some of the Cape’s sweetest discoveries happen when you veer slightly off course, so savor it in your own way!


As your traveling companion, I bring generations of Cape Cod memories with me. My wife and I have wandered the cobblestone streets of Nantucket on crisp autumn weekends, and I’ve sailed Vineyard Sound more times than I can count. Additionally, for a decade I had the honor of being the emcee for the Falmouth Town Band, and I’ve taken workshops with artists in Provincetown. I’ve hauled in cod from Cape Cod Bay, and watched my mother’s eyes light up at the sight of fresh blue claw crabs from our morning’s catch. On peaceful mornings I’ve foraged for wild mushrooms along hidden trails. My grandchildren serve as my trusted review team, rating everything from museum exhibits to mini-golf challenges and the vital question of which ice-cream stand serves the perfect cone. Together, we create cherished memories that blend with generations past.



[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]
JIM BOWEN



I know your vacation time is precious—every moment counts when you’re trying to make lasting memories with your family. That’s why I’ve carefully crafted this guide to help you maximize both your time and budget. Pro tip: While you might naturally gravitate toward exploring the region where you’re staying, I encourage you to venture beyond. Use the information in this guide to create your own adventures. Take those short drives across our beloved sandbar; each town has its own personality waiting to be discovered, and together they create a colorful mosaic of the Cape Cod experience.
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SUGGESTED ITINERARIES


FAMILY FUN WEEKEND

There is always plenty to do for a family staying for a week or more on Cape Cod. But if you only have a weekend to spare, here are a few highlights to squeeze in.



DAY 1: ARRIVAL AND EXPLORATION

Morning: Arrive on the Mid- or Lower Cape and settle into a family-friendly accommodation.


Afternoon: Visit the Cape Cod Inflatable Park or one of the many mini-golf courses for an afternoon of fun.


Evening: Have a delightful dinner by the water’s edge, then indulge in ice cream at Sundae School or Cape Cod Creamery. Find a quiet spot on the beach to watch shooting stars or catch a movie at the Wellfleet Drive-In for a nostalgic end to the day.





DAY 2: ADVENTURE AND LEISURE

Morning: Enjoy a hearty breakfast at a local cafe, then embark on a fishing trip such as Cap’n Kids Fishing Adventures for a morning of fishing and crabbing. If fishing isn’t your thing, rent bikes and explore the Cape Rail Trail.


Afternoon: Spend some leisure time at one of Cape Cod’s beautiful bayside beaches, like Paine’s Creek Beach in Brewster, which is excellent for families.


Evening: Visit a local clam shack such as Kreme n’ Kone for succulent and sweet day-boat scallops and a cup of clam chowder. Catch a concert by a local band at a nostalgic bandstand.





DAY 3: DISCOVERY AND DEPARTURE

Morning: On your way home, take the exit before the Sagamore Bridge to Adventure Park in Sandwich. This aerial attraction offers a challenging and fun self-guided tree-to-tree experience.


Afternoon: Afterward, treat yourselves at Twin Acres Ice Cream for a sweet farewell.







HISTORY AND CULTURE EXPEDITION

Here’s an itinerary that includes visits to various historical and cultural sites on Cape Cod. This itinerary offers a comprehensive exploration of Cape Cod’s rich history and diverse cultural heritage, providing a memorable and educational experience for visitors of all ages.




DAY 1: CAPE COD’S NATURAL HISTORY


Morning: Visit the Cape Cod Natural History Museum to learn about our surroundings. Step inside the butterfly house. Watch a beekeeping demonstration. See a rare blue lobster and wondrous fluorescent jellyfish.


Afternoon: Book your guided tour of the mudflats. The guide will point out native birds and marsh life that you might otherwise miss.





DAY 2: EXPLORING COLONIAL HERITAGE

Morning: Visit the Sandwich Glass Museum to learn about the history of glassmaking on Cape Cod and its significance in the region’s economy.


Afternoon: Explore the Heritage Museums & Gardens in Sandwich, featuring exhibits on Cape Cod’s maritime history, art, and horticulture.


Alternatively, visit the Cape Cod Canal Visitor Center and learn about the canal’s fascinating history. Watch the radar as the boats make their way through.





DAY 3: PILGRIM HISTORY AND MARITIME HERITAGE

Morning: Visit the Pilgrim Monument and Provincetown Museum to learn about the arrival of the Pilgrims in Provincetown and their subsequent journey to Plymouth.


Afternoon: Take a guided walking tour of Provincetown to explore its historic landmarks, art galleries, and vibrant cultural scene.


Alternatively, check out the Cape Cod Maritime Museum and explore the Cape’s nautical history. Kids can take the helm at a ship’s wheel while adults appreciate boatbuilding workshops in progress.





DAY 4: CRANBERRY FARMING AND LOCAL CUISINE

Morning: Visit Cranberry Bog Tours in Harwich and see a working organic cranberry bog to learn about cranberry farming and its importance to Cape Cod’s agricultural heritage.


Afternoon: Enjoy a chilled lobster roll or crispy fish-and-chips for lunch on the water’s edge at Sesuit Harbor Cafe.


After you’ve had a satisfying lunch, visit the newest addition to Taylor-Bray Farm, “Meatball,” the Highland calf, and take a short stroll on the boardwalk that hovers over the Black Flats Marsh.





DAY 5: MARITIME EXPLORATION AND COASTAL TOWNS

Morning: Explore Main Street in the elegant village of Chatham and stop by the historic Atwood Museum.


Afternoon: Tour Chatham’s historic lighthouse, watch seals at the fish pier on the picturesque harbor, and visit The Atlantic White Shark Conservancy.


Alternatively, embark on an all-day oceanography adventure to the village of Woods Hole to visit the aquarium and science labs dotting the village. Handle starfish and hermit crabs, and climb into the submersible sub that discovered the Titanic.






DAY 6: ART AND CULTURAL WORKSHOPS


Morning: Visit the Cahoon Museum of American Art in Cotuit to explore its American and folk art collections, including works by local Cape Cod artists.


Afternoon: Honor the original inhabitants of our region at the Wampanoag Museum in Mashpee. Participate in hands-on activities like corn grinding or basket weaving.


Alternatively, sign up for a cooking class or craft-making at Highfield Hall & Gardens in Falmouth. Play the outdoor musical instruments as you meander through the fairy house exhibit.







OUTDOOR ADVENTURE ESCAPADE

This itinerary provides a perfect balance of outdoor adventures, wildlife exploration, beach fun, and scenic walks, ensuring a memorable and exciting getaway for kids on Cape Cod.



DAY 1: ARRIVAL AND BEACH EXPLORATION

Morning: Arrive at your accommodation on Cape Cod and settle in.


Afternoon: Head to one of the Cape Cod National Seashore beaches for kids, such as Nauset Beach or Coast Guard Beach, for a day of sandcastle building, swimming, and beach games.





DAY 2: WHALE WATCHING AND PLAYGROUND FUN

Morning: Embark on a thrilling whale watching excursion, such as those offered by Dolphin Fleet Whale Watch or Hyannis Whale Watcher Cruises, to observe majestic marine mammals in their natural habitat.


Afternoon: Check out the playground at Drummer Boy Park and soar kites in the open field while the windmill stands sentinel nearby. Check out other playgrounds dotting the Cape for endless family fun.


Alternatively, make a merry-go-round memory at the Carousel of Light, a hand-carved wooden masterpiece adjacent to the wondrous Science Playground in Falmouth.





DAY 3: KAYAK ADVENTURE AND WILDLIFE SANCTUARY HIKE

Morning: Join a guided kayak tour, suitable for kids, to explore Cape Cod’s scenic waterways and coastal habitats. Companies like Cape Cod Kayak and RideAway Adventures offer family-friendly tours.


Afternoon: Explore a wildlife sanctuary such as the Wellfleet Bay Wildlife Sanctuary, offering kid-friendly hiking trails, bird-watching opportunities, and educational programs.





DAY 4: BOARDWALKS AND BEACHES

Morning: Visit the Sandwich Boardwalk, a picturesque wooden boardwalk stretching over the marshes to Town Neck Beach. Bring your suits and jump off the footbridge at high tide.


Afternoon: Spend the rest of the day at this kid-friendly beach, where the little ones can enjoy swimming, beachcombing, and playing in the sand.


Alternatively, pitch your umbrella at spacious Seagull Beach and then explore cozy Gray’s Beach and the Bass Hole boardwalk, all located in Yarmouth.





DAY 5: OUTDOOR FUN AND FISHING ADVENTURE

Morning: Enjoy an exhilarating bike ride along the Cape Cod Rail Trail or Shining Sea Bikeway.


Afternoon: Embark on a fishing adventure with a specialized boat company like Cap’n Kids Fishing Adventures or Patriot Party Boats, designed specifically for young anglers. Delight in the thrill of your child catching their first whopper!





DAY 6: FROM DUNES TO THE MONUMENT: A PROVINCETOWN FAMILY EXPEDITION

Morning: Start you day with Art’s Dune Tours to the Provincetown dunes. Experience the unique landscape and learn about the sensitive ecology. Book in advance.


Afternoon: After your dune adventure, enjoy a lunch at a kid-friendly restaurant like The Lobster Pot. Then stroll Commercial Street to the Pilgrim Monument and Museum. Climb the 252 steps to the top for a rewarding view of Provincetown, where the Pilgrims first landed in America. Grab a malasada at the Provincetown Portuguese Bakery and a “wicked awesome” peanut butter cup at Provincetown Fudge Factory before you head home.







RAINY DAYS CAN BE FUN!

Don’t let a rainy day get you down. There are a plethora of activities to keep the little ones busy if a summer shower passes your way. This itinerary covers all the regions of the Cape, so you won’t have to drive very far from your home base.



UPPER CAPE (BOURNE, FALMOUTH, SANDWICH, MASHPEE)

Cape Cod Children’s Museum (Mashpee): This newly remodeled location offers interactive exhibits, play areas, and creative workshops tailored for kids, all with a nautical theme.


Heritage Museums & Gardens (Sandwich): While some activities are outdoors, their indoor exhibits include antique cars, a historic carousel, and special family-friendly exhibitions.


At the Woods Hole Science Aquarium, Pierce Exhibit Center, and WHOI Ocean Science Discovery Center, say hello to a harbor seal, discover marine life exhibits and touch tanks, and track live sharks on the SharkCam.


Create a Splash (Sandwich): The whole family can get messy, laugh, and create a work of art with glow-in-the-dark neon paint on a take-home canvas.


Color Me Mine (Mashpee): A pottery painting studio where kids can choose and paint their own ceramic pieces, from mugs to figurines, creating a homemade souvenir!


Arcade Alley (Bourne): A small joint that packs a big punch. From classic pinball games to virtual reality rides, the whole family will have a ball at this owner-operated storefront.


Falmouth Cinema Pub (Falmouth): A state-of-the-art movie complex serving delicious food and adult beverages in plush reclining stadium seating. Bring a blanket to wrap yourself up and enjoy the show.





MID CAPE (BARNSTABLE, HYANNIS, YARMOUTH, DENNIS)

Whydah Pirate Museum (West Yarmouth): Explore real pirate treasures recovered from the Whydah shipwreck, interactive exhibits, and educational displays that bring history to life.


Ryan’s Ten Pin Eatery (Hyannis): Enjoy bowling, a state-of-the-art arcade, and a giant laser tag room at the Cape Cod Mall.


Ryan’s Airpark (South Yarmouth) is an indoor inflatable adventure park with colorful slides, obstacle courses, and more. After you’ve had enough bouncing, refresh at the bar, or try out the bowling alley for extra fun.


Margaritaville Resort’s Fins Up! (Hyannis): Perfect for a rainy day, this resort offers a large indoor wave pool, water slides, and a kiddie play area. There’s even a swim-up bar for the parents to chill out.


Cape Cod Maritime Museum (Hyannis): Discover Cape Cod’s maritime heritage, model ship displays, and knot-tying workshops.


Hyannis Public Library (Hyannis): Hosts regular children’s story-time activities and family-friendly events.


Cape Cod Railroad Excursion (Hyannis & Bourne): The excitement builds when the conductor shouts, “All Aboard!” and the whistle blows as the locomotive chugs past beautiful landscapes, including marshes, cranberry bogs, and the Cape Cod Canal.





LOWER CAPE (BREWSTER, CHATHAM, HARWICH, ORLEANS, DENNIS)

Cape Cod Museum of Natural History (Brewster): Learn about local marine life, ecosystems, and natural history through hands-on exhibits, live animal displays, and nature films.


Atwood Museum (Chatham): Take the wheel in a famous rescue boat. Explore the Children’s Corner’s interactive activities. Go on a scavenger hunt and take shelter in a Wampanoag wetu. This delightful small museum is part of the Cape Cod Museum Trail.


Chatham Orpheum Theater (Chatham): Take a trip down memory lane in this historic theater, which also has a cafe serving snacks and treats.


The Alley Bowling & BBQ (Orleans): One of our favorite hangouts for candlepin bowling and finger-licking fare.





OUTER CAPE (EASTHAM, WELLFLEET, TRURO, PROVINCETOWN)

Salt Pond Visitor Center (Eastham): Located at the Cape Cod National Seashore, this visitor center features exhibits, short films, and educational programs about the area’s natural and cultural history.


Willy’s (Eastham): This expansive community health center has it all. Indoor swimming, rock-climbing, a bounce house, and the two-story Playworld.


Wellfleet Cinemas (Wellfleet): Independently owned and operated, this four-screen complex is owned by the same folks who run the iconic Wellfleet Drive-In.


Provincetown Library (Provincetown): Kids can explore its imaginative children’s section, discover the impressive half-scale model of the Rose Dorothea schooner, and dive into captivating local stories and history. With stunning harbor views, it’s a perfect spot for both learning and relaxing while staying dry.


If traveling on a rainy day isn’t your thing, gather the gang and use your free time to make homemade crafts with a Cape Cod theme. Make a Cape Cod Beach Memory Box with all your treasures. How about a pirate puppet show using DIY sock puppets? Gather shells and beach stones and create seashell frames or seashell animals. Kids can make a Cape Cod collage by cutting out pictures from magazines and guidebooks of the Cape’s iconic sites.


A rainy day can be just the cure for vacation exhaustion, so take advantage of it and make it a super day!







A LOVELY DAY AT THE BEACH

With its crescent shape, Cape Cod is a beach lover’s paradise where the Atlantic Ocean meets the shore with gentle waves. But the Cape isn’t just about salt water. Consider the many lakes and kettle ponds that dot our interior. Every town along the Cape has its own special appeal, offering beachgoers a perfect escape. Pro tip: Check your town’s website for beach parking regulations and to purchase passes. Here’s your guide to exploring beaches across all regions of the Cape.


The Allure of the Outer Cape. The Cape Cod National Seashore, a vast expanse of unspoiled coastline and pristine beaches, stretches over 40 miles. Coast Guard and Nauset Light Beaches, with their rolling dunes and sandy shores, are a haven for surfers and sunbathers alike, but be aware of the rough surf when wading. Calmer waters prevail at Gull Pond Landing Beach in Wellfleet, located on Gull Pond and featuring a roped-off area for kids and a raft to swim out to. The Outer Cape is also home to Provincetown’s Race Point Beach and Herring Cove Beach—both as dramatic as the sunsets.


The Serenity of the Lower Cape. The pace slows down in the Lower Cape. Chatham’s Lighthouse Beach offers serene views and the occasional seal sighting. Cockle Cove Beach is a treasure trove for shell collectors at low tide. Chatham’s Ridgevale Beach is perfect for families, with its tidal pools full of small fish ready to be scooped up by excited kids. For freshwater enthusiasts, Long Pond Beach, 213 Long Pond Drive in Harwich, is a fantastic choice with lifeguards and full restrooms.


Mid Cape’s Family-Friendly Shores. The Mid Cape region, with its calm waters and soft sands, is perfect for families. Kalmus Beach in Hyannis is renowned for its excellent windsurfing conditions, while Craigville Beach is a hot spot for swimming and socializing. Here the warm waters of Nantucket Sound create an inviting atmosphere for beachgoers of all ages. Kids will love the playground and swimming at Flax Pond Recreation Area in Yarmouth. This kettle pond has plenty of free parking and other amenities to enjoy.


Cape Cod’s Bayside Gems. With ten-plus beaches resting in calm, protected waters, these bayside beaches transform as low tide reveals tidal flats that extend for miles, creating natural wading pools that delight children and adults alike. The bayside area is where the water gently laps the shore and the horizon stretches endlessly, offering a sense of tranquility that is the essence of Cape Cod. Depending on which beach you choose, pick up your supplies at Peterson’s Market in Yarmouth Port, Dennis Public Market, or Scribano’s, an old-school Italian deli in Harwich Port.


Upper Cape’s Picturesque Waters. For the beach lover, Falmouth’s Old Silver Beach is famous for its smooth white sand and Caribbean-blue seas, while Chapoquoit Beach, fondly known as “Chappy,” attracts windsurfers and kiteboarders with its prevailing winds from the southeast. Start your day early with a stop at West Falmouth Market for provisions, then snag a parking space at either beach before they fill up. Don’t forget Sandwich’s scenic shores, including Sandy Neck Beach, perfect for beachcombing and impressive sunrises, or Peter’s Pond for a freshwater experience. Cafe Chew is where we would grab a healthy salad or rustic sandwich for a beach lunch.


Before you pack your sandy chariot to the brim with towels, coolers, and boogie boards, be sure to check the parking regulations for all beaches, as they vary from town to town.


Remember, Cape Cod isn’t just a place—it’s a feeling. It’s where lifelong memories are made, the ocean’s rhythm encourages you to relax, and every grain of sand holds a piece of summer joy.


Note: All fees noted are accurate as of press time. Please check with establishments prior to your visit, as fees may change.
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