

[image: cover-image]




[image: Image]      HANDBOOKS


SACRAMENTO & THE GOLD COUNTRY


CHRISTOPHER ARNS


[image: Image]




[image: image]


[image: image]




Discover Sacramento and the Gold Country


Planning Your Trip

IF YOU HAVE . . .

Explore Sacramento and the Gold Country

THE BEST OF SACRAMENTO

THE BEST OF THE GOLD COUNTRY

SACRAMENTO ON WHEELS

RECREATION: THE NEW GOLD

WINE COUNTRY ROAD TRIP

FAMILY FUN

BEST WEEKEND GETAWAYS

[image: Image] Who would believe that California’s state capital is still an undiscovered gem? Long bypassed by motorists bound for greener pastures, Sacramento deserves a second look. The capital city is home to a colorful legacy of politics, modern art, music, fine dining, and countercultural movements.

Sacramento is a town always caught in the crucible of clashing styles and personalities—where politicians in tailored suits pedal beach cruisers alongside hipsters in pegged jeans and where movie stars discover a second life as governors. An urban renaissance has remade the historic Midtown, East Sacramento, and downtown neighborhoods into a vibrant, multicultural metropolis packed with bistros and cutting-edge museums.

With some of the best weather in the country—Sacramento is sunny nearly 80 percent of the time—you can walk, bike, hike, or stroll to the city’s gleaming State Capitol Building and 40-acre Capitol Park. Just 45 minutes outside of Sacramento, the Auburn State Recreation Area waits on the banks of the mighty American River with horseback riding, swimming, rafting, and hiking on more than 100 miles of trails. You can catch a world-renowned jazz festival in the morning and ride white-water rapids by the afternoon. Or simply take cover under an endless green canopy of valley oaks, elms, and maples; Sacramento claims to have more trees per capita than any city in the world.
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Prospectors first discovered gold here in 1848, and the Gold Rush pioneers who poured in left behind dozens of boomtowns with rugged brick storefronts and gabled Victorian mansions. Gas lamps and saloons were as common as the waves of forty-niners searching for the next mother lode. This rough and storied past lives on in Sacramento’s Gold Country, a gorgeous 130-mile-long belt of award-winning wineries, world-class bistros, and historic museums deep in the Sierra Nevada foothills. Today, modern-day “prospectors” search for antiques, explore underground caves, raft tumbling white water, luxuriate at private inns in renovated farmhouses, and discover a secluded yet booming wine region.

Join the region’s ambitious foodies, visionary vintners, and outdoor adrenaline-seekers in embracing California’s rejuvenated capital: Sacramento, the gateway to adventure.
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Planning Your Trip


WHERE TO GO

[image: image]

Sacramento

Sacramento is the political heart of California and home of the State Capitol. Old Sacramento encourages visitors to ride steamboats and admire the historic brick buildings by day, and cruise the bars and restaurants by night. Midtown’s nightlife offers a thriving live music scene as well as packed bars and clubs that inject a vibrant energy into the city’s soul. Urban adventures continue in the American River Parkway, a vast playground for hiking, boating, and fishing. Not bad for an old railroad town built on steel and gold.
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	Gold!
	Apple Hill
	California State Capitol




The Northern Gold Country

This beautiful high country is a rugged Shangri-la for outdoor recreation. The neighboring Gold Rush towns of Nevada City and Grass Valley both offer quaint downtowns rife with mining museums and quirky shops. Cool off in the clear and cold Yuba River at South Yuba River State Park or venture to the other side of I-80 and the Auburn State Recreation Area, where mountain biking, horseback riding, and numerous hiking trails await. Placerville is your base for exploring the orchards and wineries of delightful Apple Hill or the churning white-water river canyons that plunge through Coloma. History buffs can stand on the very spot where James W. Marshall found gold nuggets at Marshall Gold Discovery State Historic Park.
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  Justice has been served at the Placer County courthouse since 1898.




  IF YOU HAVE . . .

• ONE WEEKEND: Visit Sacramento, exploring the Midtown and Old Town neighborhoods.

• FIVE DAYS: Add Grass Valley and Nevada City in the Northern Gold Country.

• ONE WEEK: Add Placerville and Apple Hill and continue exploring the Northern Gold Country.

• TWO WEEKS: Add the Southern Gold Country, starting in Amador County and heading south to Jamestown in Tuolumne County.
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The Southern Gold Country

The Mediterranean landscape that lies between Amador and Calaveras Counties is the Napa Valley of the Gold Country. Beautiful, bucolic hillsides softly roll south from the Shenandoah Valley through Sutter Creek, past Jackson, and into the untamed ravines surrounding Angels Camp. Some insist that Amador County wineries are the best in California, producing finely balanced zinfandel, syrah, and barbera while bubbling over with country hospitality. Farther south, Murphys is riddled with miles of spooky caverns far beneath the topsoil. Outdoors adventurers can go white-water rafting and gaze up at the soaring greenery in Calaveras Big Trees State Park. Mining ruins and artifacts left over from generations of prospectors pepper Tuolumne County. Visit real working locomotives at Railtown 1897 State Historic Park in Jamestown, take a carriage ride through the living Gold Rush town of Columbia in Columbia State Historic Park, or retrace the footsteps of Mark Twain during the writer’s 19th-century travels in these parts.
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The tractor at Fitzpatrick Winery and Lodge runs on biofuel.



WHEN TO GO

Sacramento’s climate means you’ll rarely experience frigid winters or humid summers. On the flip side, it can be sweltering between June and September. The best time to visit is between March and May, when the city’s trees explode with flowers and bright new leaves. Fall is also a special time, when temperatures begin to cool and Sacramento’s urban forest turns shades of glowing red and gold. Winter is fairly mild compared to other parts of the country, but still cold. Perhaps the only time when Sacramento is unpleasant might be mid-December through mid-February, when trees are bare and the rain falls in sheets, though more optimistic locals grab their skis or snowboards to plow the Sierra Nevada slopes.
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	the California Assembly
	Nevada County ranch
	the Broad Street Inn, Nevada City





BEFORE YOU GO


One of the first things you should do is reserve accommodations. Staying in Sacramento on short notice usually isn’t a problem, thanks to the sheer volume of lodgings spread throughout town. But unless you plan ahead, it can be nearly impossible to score quaint foothill lodgings where innkeepers may have only half a dozen rooms. Book at least three or four months in advance for accommodations in the Gold Country or risk missing out on your first choices.

Getting to Sacramento is easy: The airport, train station, and many freeways link the capital to San Francisco and the Bay Area. Within Sacramento, the light-rail and bus system together blanket the city with cheap transport options; for anything in between there are taxis and pedicabs. The Gold Country, however, is more difficult. A car is absolutely necessary for traveling between small foothill towns that may be miles away from each other. Some form of public transportation exists in each town, but this is mostly for commuters heading into Sacramento on weekdays.

If you’re traveling to Sacramento during spring or fall, it can still be warm during the day so wear layers and bring a light coat for the cooler evenings. You’ll also want a good pair of walking shoes. Despite Sacramento’s sunny reputation, winters in the Gold Country can be frigid. If you intend to visit between November and March, bring warm clothing to prepare for what Mother Nature might toss your way.
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	Two of Old Sac’s hardest workers take five.
	Old Town Auburn





Explore Sacramento and the Gold Country


THE BEST OF SACRAMENTO

Sacramento is an easy destination to visit in a long weekend. Most of the must-see attractions are close together, so it doesn’t take much effort to immerse yourself in the capital’s potent brew of history and political theater.

Day 1

Base yourself in Old Sacramento. In the morning, rise early and grab breakfast at Fox and Goose Pub and Restaurant. This British-style pub grills the best omelette in town, with freshly baked muffins on the side. After breakfast, everything begins and ends with the State Capitol. First, arrive early to catch the California Legislature in session, then take a tour of the State Capitol Museum to see the re-created offices of past statesmen. Head out through the sprawling emerald grounds of Capitol Park and pay your respects at the somber Vietnam Veterans Memorial.
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  California’s State Capitol and surrounding Capitol Park



Lawmakers love to shout and grumble at the Capitol, but sometimes real policy gets made on the white paper napkins at Frank Fat’s Chinese restaurant. Stop here for lunch, then walk across the Capitol Mall to K Street; make sure to pass the powder-gray spires of the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament. In the stately Elks Tower, ride the elevator to the 14th floor for wine-tasting at Rail Bridge Cellars Penthouse Lounge with a stunning bird’s-eye view of downtown.
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  Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament



After sampling the wine and crow’s nest panorama, head to Ella Dining Room and Bar to splurge on dinner, or chow down on grass-fed beef patties at Burgers and Brew in the Historic R Street District. Catch an indie flick or live performance at the majestic Crest Theatre downtown. Afterward, cross the street to finish the evening with drinks and cool beats at ultra-swanky District 30 or hip KBAR.

Day 2

Spend the morning exploring Old Sacramento. Spend at least an hour wandering through the California State Railroad Museum, then board an actual steam train for a jaunt along the Sacramento River. After riding the rails, return to Old Sac for a juicy burger and fries at the iconic Fanny Ann’s Saloon.

Walk off that meaty burger with a stroll down Front and Second Streets. Pop into Evangeline’s for some fun shopping or load up on homemade fudge at The Sacramento Sweets Co. Take a break from the packed cobblestoned streets and spend the afternoon at the Crocker Art Museum; one of the Golden State’s largest collections of California artwork hangs here.

As the museum curators get ready to go home, head back over to Old Sacramento as the day’s last light shines on the Delta King steamboat. Grab dinner at the Rio City Cafe on the riverfront and watch lights from the Tower Bridge twinkle in the water.
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  Tower Bridge



Day 3

Don’t let a weekend go by without cruising through Sacramento on two wheels. Rent a bicycle for the day at City Bicycle Works in Midtown and pedal over to East Sacramento for a healthy breakfast of whole grain pancakes or soy chorizo at Orphan. After licking your plate clean, order a cup of Naked Coffee and go for a light stroll in McKinley Park.

Now that the caffeine is pumping through your veins, hop on your bike and pedal through bucolic East Sacramento toward the American River Parkway. Ride a few miles up- or downriver before heading back to East Sacramento. Make sure to pass through Ronald Reagan’s old neighborhood in the Fabulous Forties. After that bike ride, pop into Juno’s for a sandwich or gobble down a plate of fish-and-chips at Bonn Lair. After lunch, head over to Midtown and visit one of Sacramento’s original buildings at Sutter’s Fort State Historic Park. Docents dressed as blacksmiths and mountain men re-create life inside John Sutter’s imposing adobe 1840s rancho. Hang a left outside the gate and find out more about the Golden State’s native people at the California State Indian Museum.

Pedal back into Midtown for great Italian food at Paesano’s or go a little fancier at Mulvaney’s B&L. The night is still young, so get tickets for a Broadway-style show at the Wells Fargo Pavilion or catch a play at Capital Stage or B Street Theatre. Celebrate the end of a long day with cocktails at Kasbah Lounge.

THE BEST OF THE GOLD COUNTRY

After exploring the city, head to the Sierra Nevada foothills for this weeklong adventure. The region is still rugged, but with a modern flair, and visitors can enjoy everything from river rafting and mountain biking to cosmopolitan restaurants and charming bed-and-breakfasts.

This road trip starts in Nevada City, 61 miles north of Sacramento in the Northern Gold Country, and travels from north to south crossing major highways and traversing winding backroads. Make sure to bring a good map and take note of driving distances; try to avoid doubling back over routes and instead keep moving north to south.



SACRAMENTO ON WHEELS
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All aboard for Sacramento’s wheeled adventures!



The wheel transformed Sacramento from a swampy river outpost into a proud metropolis. Today, visitors can find all kinds of fascinating and fun wheeled transport.

• At the California State Railroad Museum, sit in restored cars from the old Sacramento Valley Railroad and ride a steam train through Old Town.

• On the Sacramento RiverTrain, visitors enjoy three-hour jaunts into the Central Valley on an immaculate diesel train.

• A famous paddle-wheeled steamboat, the Delta King, now sits permanently moored to Sacramento’s embarcadero in Old Town. Today, visitors can eat, drink, or sleep at this restaurant and hotel.

• If it’s sailing up the Sacramento River you want, book an afternoon passage with Hornblower Historic River Cruises to chug up and down Old Sacramento’s waterfront.

• In Old Sacramento, travel in horse-drawn carriages that clip-clop their way down the city’s cobblestoned streets while the driver regales you with stories about Sacramento’s bawdy past.

• Visit Nevada City in December to ride through the streets in style during the town’s Victorian Christmas, a street fair where top hats and roasted chestnuts become en vogue.

• The flat landscape and tree-lined streets of Sacramento make a tour through the Midtown neighborhood an easy pedal. Guides are available from Fast Eddie Bike Tours.

• Take a self-guided tour along 23 miles of the American River Parkway and stop for a picnic by the water.

• Comedy tour company Hysterical Walks takes people on gyroscope-aided spins up and down River Walk Park or zips through downtown and Old Sacramento for a laugh-out-loud adventure.



Day 1

From Sacramento, head north to the Victorian mining town of Nevada City. Check in to the luxurious Emma Nevada House, where you can chill out later in your antique soaking tub. If the weather is warm enough, lace on some hiking boots and visit the spooky mining ruins at Malakoff Diggins State Historic Park. Listen to how eerily quiet it is as you wander past glowing turquoise pools left over from 19th-century hydraulic mining. On the way out, stop at the ghost town of North Bloomfield and wonder where everyone went. If it’s too hot for a hike, drive west to cool off in the South Yuba River State Park where you can splash around near the world’s longest single-span covered bridge.

After building up an appetite, drive into Nevada City’s downtown for gourmet po’-boy sandwiches at Matteo’s Public or a Hillbilly Burger at Lefty’s Grill. Walk off lunch by strolling around the town’s illustrious commercial district and quirky shops. Buy tickets for an evening show inside the austere brick walls of the Nevada Theatre, where cultural luminaries from Mark Twain to The Second City comedy troupe have performed. After the show, celebrate with a steak dinner at Friar Tuck’s or savor the region’s best Japanese food at Sushi in the Raw. For dessert, walk down to Treats for handmade ice cream with locally grown organic ingredients.
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  the historic Nevada Theatre



Day 2

Wake up early and enjoy a good breakfast at South Pine Café, but don’t get bogged down—today’s a big day. Take a short jaunt to Grass Valley and explore Empire Mine State Historic Park, home of the most productive strike in the Gold Country. Spend time in the vast courtyard inspecting rows of powerful mining equipment before roaming through acres of green lawns, rose gardens, and towering pine trees to the majestic Bourn Cottage.

Thanks to your early start, there should be plenty of time for a hike through the park’s rugged outskirts. Follow the Hardrock Trail as it retraces an old rail line and keep an eye out for machinery rusting in the woods. After your hike, jump back behind the wheel and head south on Highway 49 to downtown Auburn. Pick up some sandwiches to go at Little Belgium Deli and Beer Bar and rent a mountain bike at Atown Bikes, then keep going south to the Auburn State Recreation Area. Two forks of the American River converge in this deep river canyon, making it a playground for adrenaline junkies. Mountain bikers can plunge down an old stagecoach route to the Lower Clementine Trail.

Return the rental bike in Auburn and check in to a hotel for a shower. For dinner, head over to Old Town Auburn below the restored 19th-century Placer County courthouse. Splurge on gourmet American cuisine at Carpe Vino, or stay simple with burgers at Auburn Alehouse.
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  Carpe Vino is housed in an Old West saloon.



Day 3

Time to hit the road again, but first make sure to wolf down a country breakfast at either Katrina’s Cafe or Sweetpea’s. Don’t overdo it though, because today you’re going white-water rafting on the American River. Many guided trips are based out of Coloma, where numerous guide companies can meet your needs. Depending on skill level, more advanced rafters should book a half-day river trip on the Middle Fork of the American River, while newcomers might want to try the calmer South Fork.

Whew, you made it! After burning your adrenaline on the river, make a beeline to the peaceful Coloma Country Inn to clean up. Devour some grilled flatbread or chocolate chipotle prawns for dinner at Café Mahjaic and then crash hard back at the inn.

Day 4

In the morning, visit Marshall Gold Discovery State Historic Park and take the Gold Discovery Loop Trail to the very spot where James W. Marshall found nuggets shining in the American River near Sutter’s Mill. The discovery sparked the Gold Rush, inspiring ore-hungry prospectors to strike out for the Sierra Nevada foothills.


  
RECREATION: THE NEW GOLD
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The American River Parkway is a 23-mile-long playground for outdoor fun.



A “New Gold Rush” begins whenever visitors flock to the Sierra Nevada foothills for something fresh and exciting. This time it’s outdoor recreation, something found in abundance in Sacramento and the Gold Country.

• Twenty-three miles of urban wilderness follow the American River Parkway’s course from its confluence with the mighty Sacramento up to Folsom in the lower foothills. Along the way, the paved Jedediah Smith Bike Trail bends along wide bluffs, levees, and through oak woodlands above the river, making a fantastic place for jogging and cycling.

• The 4.8-mile-long expanse of Folsom Lake at the Folsom Lake State Recreation Area has plenty of open water for wakeboarding, Jet Skiing, and fishing as well as hiking and mountain biking trails around the northeast corner of the lake. Folsom Lake also has several campgrounds that offer families a chance to hang out on the waterfront.

• A slice of heaven awaits at the Auburn State Recreation Area between Auburn and Cool. Visitors will enjoy swimming, horseback riding, or zipping dirt bikes through the off-road park. Mountain biking is extremely popular on trails like Quarry Road and Lower Clementine.

• Once North America’s largest riparian wilderness, the Cosumnes River Preserve still attracts 250 species of birds every year during migration season. Bring binoculars and comfortable hiking shoes for a stroll around the park as you pass vernal pools, seasonal wetlands, and oak woodlands.

• From Downieville to Sonora, plunge through diabolical Class II–V rapids on white-water rafting trips. The most popular trip is the South Fork of the American River near Coloma, the site of the first noteworthy gold discovery in 1848.

• The best single-track mountain biking in California just might be in Downieville. Mountain bikers start at the Sierra Buttes, where they begin a 17-mile charge back to town.



Back in the car, head over to Old Hangtown, otherwise known as downtown Placerville, for burgers at The Shoestring or gourmet pizza at The Heyday Café. Take a stroll up historic Main Street to burn off those calories and snap a photo of Placerville’s iconic Hangman’s Tree mannequin strung high above the sidewalk.

From Placerville, travel south through the Shenandoah Valley to Sutter Creek, which continues Amador County’s parade of stellar wineries with a murderer’s row of killer wines right in downtown. Book a room at Hanford House Inn, then step onto Main Street to explore the long thoroughfare packed with art galleries and quirky boutiques. For dinner, enjoy a relaxed vibe at Susan’s Place for Mediterranean-fusion cuisine. Wrap up the evening with a show at the lively Sutter Creek Theatre before heading back for a romantic evening at the inn.
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  Hanford House Inn



Day 5

Get ready for some underground adventures in the Southern Gold Country. Migrate south to the famous town of Angels Camp, and if you’re in town during the Calaveras County Fair and Jumping Frog Jubilee, buy a ticket and join in the fun. Descend into the Jungle Room at California Caverns or listen to the haunting sounds emitted by Moaning Cavern. Before heading out of town, grab delicious homemade sandwiches from the Pickle Barrel or try the burritos at Sidewinders in downtown Angels Camp.

Continue south to the twin towns of Columbia and Sonora. Pan for gold, ride a stagecoach, watch a blacksmith at work, or down some sarsaparilla at Columbia State Historic Park, a re-created mining camp in Tuolumne County and one heck of a family adventure. For your last evening in the Gold Country, stay the night at swanky Barretta Gardens Inn in Sonora and chow down on farmstead produce at the endearingly rustic Diamondback Grill before saying so long to the foothills.



[image: Image]


Columbia State Historic Park



WINE COUNTRY ROAD TRIP

Almost every corner of the Gold Country now has wineries and tasting rooms offering homegrown estate vino to visitors. Fun and unpretentious, these wineries often feature vintners working in their own tasting rooms, where you’ll experience vintage foothills hospitality while sipping Rhône and Bordeaux varietals. Along the way, enjoy a few side trips to Gold Rush ruins or a short hike to breathe in the pine-scented air of the Sierra Nevada high country.

Apple Hill

In the Northern Gold Country, El Dorado County’s wineries are especially known for finely balanced syrah, barbera, cabernet sauvignon, and zinfandel. Start by exploring Apple Hill, near Placerville, where vineyards mingle with fruit trees high in the foothills. Follow the Apple Hill Scenic Drive to visit numerous orchards and sample fresh produce, apple cider doughnuts, and homemade apple pies. Along the way, make sure to visit family-owned vintners like Madroña Vineyards, Lava Cap Winery, and Boeger Winery. Spend the night back in Placerville at the adorable Albert Shafsky House and get spruced up for dinner at Cascada.
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Fruit trees are everywhere in Apple Hill.





FAMILY FUN
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the entrance to Fairytale Town in Land Park



Traveling with children can be a fun and memorable experience in Sacramento and the Gold Country. There’s a whole range of things to do all over the region.

• Sacramento’s largest developed park is bristling with kid-friendly activities. Land Park has eight ball fields, a stocked trout pond, and several playgrounds spread over 166 acres. Families can feed giraffes at the Sacramento Zoo or explore two children’s theme parks: the whimsical Fairytale Town and Funderland.

• Even the biggest kid will never stop loving the big locomotives and gleaming dining cars on display at the California State Railroad Museum.

• In the Southern Gold Country near Jamestown, visitors can tour a locomotive workshop at Railtown 1897 State Historic Park and watch the engineers drive puffing steam engines.

• Pumpkins, pony rides, and hay mazes are sure to get any kid excited, and you will find all three at Apple Hill, an area filled with apple orchards and vineyards that fling open their doors for months of weekend harvest fairs.

• In the Southern Gold Country, kids will dig the vine-like formations in the Jungle Room at California Caverns, near Angels Camp. Go underground at Mercer Caverns near Murphys or stop by Moaning Cavern near Vallecito, where a mysterious grumble emits whenever water seeps into the cave.



Fair Play

For jaw-dropping scenery with a glass of wine, get ready to dig Fair Play in southern El Dorado County. Barely a town, Fair Play is a rugged backcountry community that produces damn good wine. Often ignored by most day-trippers enthralled with Amador’s wine scene, Fair Play is really the next big thing in Gold Country wine.

Make your first stop at Miraflores, named by Wine Spectator as a place to watch. That esteemed publication also thinks Cedarville Vineyards is leading a “taste revolution” in the foothills, but you’ll need to make an appointment first. Take a lunch break at Gold Vine Grill in Somerset, then help your digestion with more foothill vino from Skinner Vineyards, produced by arguably one of California’s most storied winemaking clans. There’s a gorgeous view of the vineyards and surrounding hillsides, but it’s hard to top Fitzpatrick Winery and Lodge for scenery. Make this place your last stop and crash here for the night after trying the Irish-themed wine.
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  sangiovese wine grapes at Fitzpatrick Winery and Lodge




  
BEST WEEKEND GETAWAYS
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Union Inn, Volcano



Sometimes, you just need to run for the hills. The following Gold Country towns and villages make a perfectly romantic weekend getaway.

• Nevada City: A smattering of Victorian town houses and gaslit lamps give this foothill burg a Dickensian flair. Drop off your bags at the delightfully cozy Emma Nevada House and spend an afternoon browsing quirky gift shops and art galleries on Broad Street.

• Grass Valley: More Norman Rockwell than Charles Dickens, Grass Valley boasts a rugged brand of Americana straight from the 1950s. Grab a room with your sweetie at Annie Horan’s B and B and make a date with the luxurious claw-foot tub.

• Volcano: Volcano is a tiny hamlet tucked way back in the far reaches of Amador County where you can truly get lost among the towering oak forests and one-lane country roads. Reserve comfy lodgings and grab a bite to eat at the Union Inn, built in 1880 by four wandering French-Canadian adventurers.

• Murphys: Murphys’s main street wouldn’t feel out of place in Napa or Sonoma, but the rustic Wild West vibe is quintessential Gold Country. Check into Dunbar House, 1880 to enjoy cozy claw-foot tubs and crackling gas stoves.

• Twain Harte: Enjoy the fresh mountain air in tiny Twain Harte, east of Sonora. Find romance at McCaffrey House Bed and Breakfast, where you can sign up for a luxurious couples massage right in your room.



Shenandoah Valley

Amador County’s Shenandoah Valley is the Gold Country’s answer to Napa and Sonoma. Some of California’s oldest vineyards are here, but the glory belongs to newcomers producing top-notch wines from small lots of estate-grown grapes.

Begin your tour in Plymouth, with stops at C. G. Di Arie Vineyard and Winery, Borjon, and Terre Rouge Wines. More wineries line the English-style countryside between County Route E16 and Fiddletown Road. Wrap up the day with dinner at the outstanding Restaurant Taste in Plymouth. At night, meander farther south to Amador City and stay at the grandly historic Imperial Hotel. In the morning, look forward to mouthwatering pastries made from scratch at Andrae’s Bakery.

Murphys

Try something new by skipping over to Calaveras County and exploring Murphys. This rugged burg is the Gold Country’s St. Helena, with a long drag peppered with tasting rooms, haunted buildings, rustic bistros, and a smattering of cheeky saloons. Visit some of the tasting rooms around the outskirts of town—Ironstone Vineyards, Val du Vino Winery, and Twisted Oak Winery—before strolling Main Street to try varietals from Chiarella Wines.

Wrap up a day of wine-tasting with dinner at Grounds or gourmet veggie cuisine at Mineral Restaurant. At night, join the packed throng at the 1856 Saloon in the Murphys Historic Hotel and party like a bandit. Stay at the Dunbar House, 1880 and collapse into homespun luxury.
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  Dunbar House, 1880 in downtown Murphys





SACRAMENTO


HIGHLIGHTS

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Sights

DOWNTOWN AND OLD TOWN

MIDTOWN AND EAST SACRAMENTO

BROADWAY AND LAND PARK

GREATER SACRAMENTO

Entertainment and Events

NIGHTLIFE

CINEMA

THE ARTS

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

Shopping

ANTIQUES

ART GALLERIES

ARTS AND CRAFTS

BOOKS AND MUSIC

CLOTHING AND SHOES

DEPARTMENT STORES AND MALLS

TOYS AND GIFTS

Sports and Recreation

PARKS

AMUSEMENT PARKS

BIKING

FISHING

GOLF

HIKING

RAFTING AND KAYAKING

SWIMMING

YOGA

SPECTATOR SPORTS

Accommodations

DOWNTOWN AND OLD TOWN

MIDTOWN AND EAST SACRAMENTO

BROADWAY AND LAND PARK

GREATER SACRAMENTO

Food

FARMERS MARKETS

DOWNTOWN AND OLD TOWN

MIDTOWN AND EAST SACRAMENTO

BROADWAY AND LAND PARK

GREATER SACRAMENTO

Information and Services

TOURIST INFORMATION

MEDIA AND COMMUNICATIONS

MEDICAL SERVICES AND EMERGENCIES

Getting There and Around

BY AIR

BY TRAIN

BY BUS AND LIGHT-RAIL

BY CAR

TAXI

BICYCLE

TOURS

Vicinity of Sacramento

CALIFORNIA DELTA

DAVIS

FOLSOM

Forget what you know about Sacramento. Once dismissed as a cow town, California’s state capital has blossomed into a hip, thriving metropolis with renowned museums, an evolving nightlife scene, and an exploding lineup of innovative eateries. With seemingly endless sunshine and a unique setting on two rivers, the city has become the gateway to Northern California’s endless bounty of outdoor recreation.

Sacramento has always been the linchpin to California’s evolution into the economic dynamo of the American West. A sleepy 19th-century outpost in California’s vast Central Valley, Sacramento exploded almost overnight in 1848 when James W. Marshall discovered gold only 50 miles to the east. Paddle-wheeled riverboats clogged the Sacramento River carrying decks of eager prospectors hoping to strike it rich. These gold-mad denizens of the Gold Rush passed through Sacramento, filling the saloons and boardinghouses to bursting. The outpost became a boomtown and then a city, the place where Pony Express riders ended their frenetic route and Wells Fargo stagecoaches clattered down mud-splattered streets. Flinty industrialists eventually followed the scruffy prospectors, and they decided California needed a railroad to bring capital for a new Gold Rush: one that extracted precious metals from deep mine shafts in the foothills. From their smoky back rooms and offices in Sacramento, the city’s newly minted elite guided the construction of the First Transcontinental Railroad that linked California to the rest of the United States.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



M California State Capitol: Sacramento’s iconic State Capitol building is the epicenter for the city’s political history—past and present. Be sure to check out the museum’s impressive collection of art and antiques (tap here).

M Old Sacramento: Take a tour of Old Sacramento for a new sense of how the state capital grew up over its 160-year existence (tap here).

M California State Railroad Museum: Visit 21 restored locomotives while exploring Sacramento’s connection to the First Transcontinental Railroad (tap here).

M Crocker Art Museum: Check out the Golden State’s premier collection of Californian artwork in this surprisingly cosmopolitan museum (tap here).

M Sutter’s Fort State Historic Park: Long before Sacramento became California’s capital, it was just this adobe outpost guarding John Sutter’s sprawling rancho (tap here).

M Old City Cemetery: Pay your respects to the city’s founding fathers and mothers at this decadent Victorian graveyard (tap here).

M American River Parkway: One of Sacramento’s secrets hidden in plain sight is this 23-mile-long urban park on the American River (tap here).

M The Crest Theatre: Catch an indie flick, a film festival, or performing arts at one of Sacramento’s last grand movie houses, easily recognizable by the old-fashioned marquee glowing over K Street (tap here).

M William Land Regional Park: Come spend a lazy day enjoying Sacramento’s largest developed park, with a zoo, a fishing pond, a golf course, and two children’s theme parks (tap here).

M Cosumnes River Preserve: This protected area was once North America’s largest riparian wilderness. During annual bird migrations, hundreds of species choke the waterways for one of nature’s most spectacular rituals (tap here).
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Today the city proudly shows off its Gold Rush credentials, but modern life hums around new things: politics, agriculture, food, and recreation. Sacramento plays a prominent role in the Golden State’s political economy. The Capitol’s gleaming dome is a beacon for suited lobbyists and lawmakers who represent California’s 37 million citizens and the world’s ninth largest economy. And all those people have to eat, right? As a steel island rising amidst the Central Valley’s sea of cornfields, vineyards, almond orchards, and cattle pastures (yes, they still have cows in Sacramento), the city is squarely in the hub of California’s important agricultural community. So close, in fact, that Sacramento has welcomed yet another Gold Rush. This one is led by culinary prospectors—farm-to-table chefs who mine the city’s farmers markets for sustainable, local, and organic produce. That’s why Sacramento became the self-proclaimed Farm-to-Fork Capital of America in 2012. Foodies are taking notice: Sacramento’s restaurants have been ranked among the country’s best eateries by critics and reviewers.

And finally, the city has become a mecca for outdoor fanatics drawn to the miles of running and biking trails that crisscross the gently rolling landscape, rivers teeming with fish, and months of pristine blue sky. It’s a great place to stay on the move, which is one reason Sacramento was named one of the country’s healthiest and fittest cities in 2012 by the American College of Sports Medicine.

This dynamic brew of politics, agriculture, food, and recreation has created a city that’s distinctively Californian and yet stubbornly different. Sacramento stands between the coast and the Sierra Nevada, a true Western capital shaped by gold and iron and soil, salted by the earth’s bounty in extraordinary ways. For all of these reasons, this city is bristling with energy. A visit to Sacramento is like riding a powerful locomotive. Everything seems to be moving forward while staying rooted to the past.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Sacramento is a flat city with a grid layout that’s easy to navigate on foot or with a bike. Most attractions can be found in downtown Sacramento near the California State Capitol along J, K, and L Streets, known as the JKL Corridor, which is lined with restaurants and nightclubs. Plan on spending several hours strolling through Capitol Park, or peek inside the California State Legislature from the galleries. From downtown, it’s only a few blocks west to Old Sacramento and the riverfront, where you can ride a steam-powered train at the California State Railroad Museum, explore the city’s secret underground passageways with Old Sacramento Underground Tours. Make sure to spend at least one evening in Old Sacramento walking down the cobblestones by the ancient loading docks while enjoying a sunset over the river.

East Sacramento is a green oasis of sprawling parks, mellow pubs, and early 20th-century Arts and Craft bungalows. The American River Parkway is just a few blocks north, a meandering 23-mile-long urban wilderness where cyclists, runners and families can easily spend their entire day along the water. To the south, William Land Regional Park deserves at least a full day: the Sacramento Zoo, Fairytale Town, and Funderland are all packed into this enormous urban park.


Sights


Think of Sacramento as both the starting gate and the finish line for one of the greatest migrations in history. During the frenetic early days of the Gold Rush, Sacramento was an important staging point for 19th-century prospectors toting their pans and picks to the Gold Country. The Pony Express and the First Transcontinental Railroad ended their cross-country routes here, and numerous Wells Fargo stagecoach lines also passed through on their way to San Francisco. Landmarks from that era form the backbone of modern-day Sacramento and many attractions remain, especially around Old Sacramento and the Capitol District. But even though Sacramento is steeped in Gold Rush lore, it’s also a bustling commercial and political hub for the ninth largest economy in the world, and so it has all the museums, urban parks, historical landmarks, and stately architecture you’d expect from a prominent state capital.
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Don’t forget to check out Sacramento’s neighborhoods. Many were built at the height of the Gilded Age and into the early 20th century. In some places, beech and maple trees reach high over the street to form a shaded tunnel. It’s a fantastic place to see restored Victorian townhomes, American Craftsman bungalows, and Neocolonial mansions, all making for an excellent afternoon bike ride.

DOWNTOWN AND OLD TOWN

Until the Gold Rush began in 1848, Sacramento was just a small trading post on a river wharf called the Embarcadero. California was still a loose confederation of ranchos ruled by Mexican landlords. Only 1,000 European settlers lived in the territory. In 1839, a Swiss immigrant named John Sutter arrived and received a land grant for 50,000 acres from Mexico. He founded a tiny camp called Sutterville and constructed an adobe fort near the Sacramento River. Sutterville never took off, but Sutter’s son (John Sutter Jr.) learned from his old man’s mistakes and built another city closer to where the Sacramento and American Rivers forked. The son’s gamble paid off when gold-hungry prospectors flooded the new city on their way to the Sierra Nevada.

John Sutter Jr.’s city can still be explored between Old Sacramento and downtown. There’s a dramatic contrast between the modern skyscrapers around the State Capitol and the brick storefronts along the restored embarcadero. Walking between these two districts is almost like traveling in time.

Downtown is bordered by I-5 on the west, the old Southern Pacific Railyards to the north, and U.S. 50 to the south. Downtown revolves around the Capitol District, an area roughly bounded by J, N, 9th, and 16th Streets. Most of the city’s nightclubs and attractions lie within this square. Anything west of 10th hasn’t really caught up with Sacramento’s urban renaissance. Farther south there’s the R Street Historic District, the city’s old warehouse district that’s turning into a 27-block-long strip of bars and upscale eateries. Just north of downtown in Alkali and Mansion Flats, visitors will find edgy districts still lagging behind the rest of Sacramento’s rebirth.

Downtown can be reached from Old Sacramento by crossing I-5 on Capitol Mall (on bike, on foot, or by car) or by taking byways underneath the massive freeway. If you’re walking from Old Sacramento, take the K Street pedestrian tunnel into downtown.


M California State Capitol


The jewel of Sacramento’s skyline is the California State Capitol (10th and L Sts., 916/324-0333, www.parks.ca.gov, 8 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9 A.M.–5 P.M. Sat.–Sun., free). Surrounded by a halo of steel skyscrapers, the building’s white Neoclassical dome was modeled after the U.S. Capitol in Washington DC and completed in 1874. It’s a busy place. On any given day, you might stumble across demonstrators protesting on the West Steps or politicians giving a press conference. Before heading inside, take a moment to check out the golden ball atop the dome. Back when the building was finished, some folks wanted a replica of Lady Freedom (the statue crowning the U.S. Capitol) instead, but planners were looking for something that would uniquely represent California. They choose the gilded ball to represent the Gold Rush.

Inside you’ll find the governor’s office and the two chambers of the California State Legislature. Along the brightly lit corridors are 58 informative exhibits, one for each county. Walk upstairs to reach the Legislature’s upper galleries, and note the large oil paintings of each governor hanging in the landings; Jerry Brown’s first portrait is the most controversial work of the bunch because of its quasi-abstract (and sort of random) style. If the 80 assembly members or the 40 state senators are in session, watch from either the Senate or Assembly gallery as they feverishly debate policy. Go back downstairs to the black-and-white checkerboard floor of the Capitol’s dazzling Rotunda and check out the controversial statue of Christopher Columbus. Native American and Latino groups protested when the statue was returned to this spot after restoration work in the 1970s, and the Native Sons of the Golden West pointed out that Columbus never came close to visiting California. Yet Columbus remains—for now, anyway. Above the statue, you can see the gilded inner dome glowing 128 feet overhead. Stop here and listen to the echo chamber created by this majestic space. All around you’ll hear the dull roar of tourists, reporters, politicians, and staff members going about their day. Note that cameras, cell phones, and backpacks will pass through a security scanner as you enter the building, and no pets are allowed except for service animals. Public tours are offered for free 9 A.M.–4 P.M. daily.
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the west portico of the State Capitol

Capitol Park

Capitol Park (15th and L Sts., www.parks.ca.gov) was first created in 1870 when the grounds were planted with 800 trees and 200 varieties of plants. Today the park spans 40 acres and 12 city blocks of verdant lawns, beautiful flower gardens, and 155 memorials. Nearly 1,200 trees from around the world grow in the park, including California redwoods, Norwegian firs, and cedars from the Himalayas. A stocked fishpond teems with rainbow trout near the Civil War Memorial Grove, which has saplings taken from several famous Civil War battlefields. Explore the 650 roses in the Victorian-style World Peace Rose Garden along 15th Street. Some of the most notable monuments include the Vietnam Veterans Memorial inscribed with the names of 5,822 Californians who died or went missing in that war. Other memorials include the Camellia Grove, which honors Sacramento’s official flower and the pioneers who brought it to the state more than 160 years ago, and the California Firefighter Memorial honoring 900 men and women who died in the line of duty. The park is a great place to lie on the thick grass or take a stroll around the magnificent gardens. Whatever you do, just don’t throw a Frisbee or a kick a soccer ball because those activities (along with biking, inline skating, football, baseball, or pretty much any other kind of game) are banned. Sounds strict, but the memorials here make Capitol Park sacred ground for many people, and the rules are meant to encourage respect.

State Capitol Museum

Peek into California’s political past at the State Capitol Museum (10th and L Sts., State Capitol Building, Room B-27, 916/324-0333, http://capitolmuseum.ca.gov, 8 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9 A.M.–5 P.M. Sat.–Sun., free). The museum is the curator of the domed building’s history. Exhibits include portraits depicting past governors and 12 jaw-dropping murals that once graced the Capitol Rotunda. Visitors can also check out several historic rooms from the building’s past that are no longer used by state officials and have been restored to their turn-of-the-20th-century glory. These suites include the Governor’s Private Office with its swanky leather chair, box of cigars, and old papers strewn across the desk. There’s also the Secretary of State’s old office with its stack of law books and a vintage Diebold safe. Maybe the most fascinating rooms are the two Treasury Offices from 1906 and 1933. Each contains a vault, ornate wooden desks where technocrats sweated over tax receipts, and old registers for keeping track of the state’s income. A tour is the best way to explore the Capitol’s historic treasures, and the museum offers hourly guided trips between 9 A.M. and 4 P.M. daily from the museum office.

California Museum

As the outbreak of World War II sparked the nation into action, one decision still haunts Californians. President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066 in February 1942 and ordered Japanese Americans into internment camps. One of the most moving exhibits at the California Museum (1020 O St., 916/653-7524, www.californiamuseum.org, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Tues.–Sat., noon–5 P.M. Sun., adults $8.50, students and seniors $7, youth $6, children free) wrestles with Franklin’s order and the effect it had on California’s Japanese citizens. This fascinating museum does an excellent job of teasing out California’s triumphs while also exploring the challenges faced by the state’s women, Native Americans, Latinos, African American, and Asian Americans. One of the most illuminating exhibits is the story of Ishi, the state’s “last wild Indian,” and the media hype that surrounded his assimilation into white culture. The museum is also home to the California Hall of Fame, a living exhibit that inducts new members every year. Past inductees include Clint Eastwood, Steve Jobs, Willie Mays, Ronald Reagan, and Cesar Chavez.

Leland Stanford Mansion

While named for one of the Golden State’s most famous statesmen, the Leland Stanford Mansion (800 N St., 916/324-0575, www.stanfordmansion.org, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Wed.–Sun., adults $5, children $3) actually served as headquarters for three California chief executives. The palatial Renaissance Revival–style mansion offers a perfect look back at California’s rise from muddy backwater to sophisticated statehood. It was built in 1856, long before the Capitol was completed, and served as a residence and then the governor’s office until 1869. Leland Stanford made his dough as a merchant in the Gold Rush and became president of the “Big Four” industrialists who funded the First Transcontinental Railroad. When he decided to run for office in 1861, Stanford decided a future governor needed a swanky pad. He purchased the mansion for $8,000 and eventually expanded it, adding 17-foot ceilings, gilded mirrors, and elaborate woodwork and furnishings that you can still see today. The Park Service recently completed a $22 million restoration of the 19,000-square-foot building and its detailing now resembles Stanford’s Gilded Age.
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the Leland Stanford Mansion in downtown Sacramento

Governor’s Mansion State Historic Park

From 1877 until Ronald Reagan’s state administration in the 1960s, the Governor’s Mansion (1526 H St., 916/323-3047, www.parks.ca.gov, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Wed.–Sun., adults $5, children $3) was the residence of California’s chief executives. Walking inside past Italian marble fireplaces, gilded French mirrors, Persian rugs, and Victorian-era fixtures, it’s hard to believe that Nancy Reagan thought the place too shabby to live in (she claimed it was a “firetrap”). Exploring the mansion really feels like walking in on California’s first families. The rooms and exhibits have been painstakingly arranged with artifacts left behind by the previous inhabitants. You can check out the clothing of first ladies (including a display of evening gowns), a long dining table set with exquisite chinaware, an outdoor pool installed by Jerry Brown’s father, Governor Pat Brown, and a bathroom that for some reason has an easy chair in the corner. These exhibits (along with several other restored rooms) give the mansion—and its governors—a human touch, making the state’s first families seem more real and accessible.
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Many of California’s former gubernatorial leaders lived in the historic Governor’s Mansion.


M Old Sacramento


Old Sacramento (http://oldsacramento.com) is the heart and soul of the city’s long journey from disaster-prone outpost to stately capital of California. Both a flood and a cholera epidemic killed thousands of people in 1850, and several fires repeatedly destroyed the town later that same decade. To cap it all off, another flood drowned the city in 1862. The city’s dreadful luck was headline news around the world, and newspapers speculated that John Sutter Jr.’s city wouldn’t last. But city leaders had a plan: Using powerful hydraulic jacks, they raised Sacramento’s brick buildings by one full story in what’s now Old Town. They also built a levee between Sacramento and the river. I guess it worked. The star-crossed river town became a thriving commercial port as prospectors and investors poured into Sacramento seeking riches in the Gold Country. Those old brick buildings are now Old Sacramento’s pride and joy, and visitors pack the wooden boardwalks as they browse gift shops, art galleries, clothing boutiques, and sports bars. Take a ride on the cobblestoned streets in a horse-drawn carriage ($10) and check out the Delta King riverboat docked at the restored wooden docks; the old steamer’s sailing days are long gone, and it now serves primarily as a restaurant and hotel.
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Old Sacramento has loads of offbeat stores that play off the city’s Gold Rush history. Honestly, many are tourist traps selling “Governator” T-shirts dating back to Arnold Schwarzenegger’s gubernatorial stint. The best way to feel connected to Sacramento’s old-timey essence is on a tour. Among the best are the Old Sacramento Underground Tours (916/808-7059, www.historicoldsac.org), which explores the hidden passageways buried underneath the city’s streets, and the Hysterical Walks (916/441-2527, http://hystericalwalks.com), which offer comedy and ghost tours through Old Town’s cobbled streets.

Huntington, Hopkins and Company Hardware Store

After exploring Old Sacramento’s riverfront, check out the Huntington, Hopkins and Company Hardware Store (113 I St., 916/323-7234, www.csrmf.org, 11 A.M.–4 P.M. daily, free), next to the California State Railroad Museum. The hardware store re-creates the mercantile owned by Collis P. Huntington and Mark Hopkins. These two merchants eventually became part of Sacramento’s “Big Four” industrialists. Along with Leland Stanford and Charles Crocker, they masterminded the First Transcontinental Railroad. Inside the hardware store you’ll find lanterns hanging from the ceiling, vintage toys, dry goods like cast iron cookware and 19th-century tools covering the far wall.
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a replica of the Huntington, Hopkins and Company Hardware Store in Old Town


M California State Railroad Museum


It’s been said that Sacramento is a cow town. No way. Sacramento will always be a railroad town, and if you don’t believe me, check out the California State Railroad Museum (111 I St., 916/445-6645, www.csrmf.org, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. daily, adults $10, children $5). Few other museums pack the emotional punch you’ll feel when gazing at 21 restored locomotives and railroad cars from different eras. The Virginia and Truckee 13 Empire steam engine is the most stunning of all. Mirrors surround the black, red and gold-trimmed Baldwin “iron horse” to give a 360-degree view of the locomotive’s powerful pistons and wheels. You can also climb inside gleaming 1940s-era Santa Fe Railroad dining car No. 1474 and walk past place settings of silver utensils and Mimbreno-patterned chinaware. Other exhibits tell the story of Sacramento’s contribution to railroad history. When the city became wealthy during the Gold Rush, four local industrialists plotted a steel ribbon that would tie California to the country’s East Coast factories and banks. This First Transcontinental Railroad eventually became the Central Pacific. You can explore the Big Four’s vision at the museum and see how the undertaking was the most daunting engineering project of its day.

Staring at trains is great. Riding them is even better. The park grounds include Old Sacramento’s restored railroad tracks and turnstile outside the museum’s vast building. During the summer, book a ride on the Sacramento Southern Railroad (first class $15, regular adults $10, youths $5, children free) on tracks alongside the Sacramento River. It doesn’t get better than this. A restored diesel locomotive pulls several closed coach cars and open-air gondolas through Old Sacramento. You’ll pass the Delta King, the Tower Bridge spanning the river, and six miles of levees. Lemonade and cookies are served, but upgrade to first class in the 1920s El Dorado observation lounge for air-conditioning. Tickets are first-come, first-served starting at 10:30 A.M. at the office on Front Street.
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an old steam locomotive at the California State Railroad Museum

Wells Fargo History Museum

Before the railroad came to the West, stagecoach routes ferried passengers and cargo between cities and far-flung outposts. You can explore the story of the stagecoach at the Wells Fargo Museum (1000 2nd St., 916/440-4263, www.wellsfargohistory.com, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. daily, free). The museum has two locations; the second is a short walk away in the downtown Wells Fargo History Museum (400 Capitol Mall, 916/440-4161, www.wellsfargo.com, 9 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Sat., free). The Old Town museum, housed in the Hastings building, first opened in 1852 as Wells Fargo’s second office after its headquarters in San Francisco. As the Gold Rush brought more people and more business to Sacramento, the bank needed a faster way to transport things across the frontier. The Wells Fargo stagecoach and later the Pony Express, also used by the bank, became the fastest shipping routes in the country. A stagecoach could also transport up to 18 people and was usually pulled by teams of four to six horses. The Hastings building in Old Sacramento was the last stop on the Pony Express. Today the museum has been restored to resemble a 19th-century Wells Fargo agency with gold scales, a scaled stagecoach replica, and an interactive Pony Express exhibit. Over in the downtown museum is the star of the bank’s collection: a fully restored 1866 Abbot-Downing stagecoach displayed beneath a five-story atrium. It’s one of 11 stagecoaches owned by Wells Fargo in the entire country. The downtown museum also exhibits a working telegraph line, real gold nuggets, stagecoach harnesses for the horses, authentic postal covers used to protect the mail, and other artifacts.

Old Sacramento Schoolhouse Museum

The one-room Old Sacramento Schoolhouse Museum (1200 Front St., 916/483-8818, www.scoe.net/oldsacschoolhouse, 10 A.M.–4 P.M. Mon.–Sat., noon–4 P.M. Sun., free) is a throwback to the days of stern schoolmarms wielding chalk in one hand and a paddle in the other. No, really—costumed “marms” and “masters” are on hand to talk about 19th-century California school life. For one, it was cold; a grim-looking woodstove dominates the center of the museum. Desks looked like small wooden sleds all bolted in rows. And judging from the voluminous bookcase, students read their eyeballs out. The schoolhouse usually has a fun schedule of family-oriented events lined up for holidays, such as making arts and crafts on St. Patrick’s Day and pasting gooey gingerbread houses together before Christmas. The museum is an easy visit lasting no more than 30 minutes but is a great place to learn more about early California education.
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the Old Sacramento Schoolhouse Museum

Tower Bridge

Sacramento’s most scenic river crossing is the gilded Tower Bridge (Capitol Mall crossing over the Sacramento River). Twin steel towers rise 160 feet above the Sacramento River within sight of Old Town. The bridge’s Streamline Moderne design was conceived during the 1930s when Art Deco architecture was the rage. The most impressive feature of the 52-foot-long bridge is the vertical lift component that raises the middle span when riverboats pass beneath. The Tower Bridge is quite a sight as evening falls and soft orange lighting makes the steel glow like a copper penny. The best vantage spots are from Raley Field, where you can spot Old Sacramento’s embarcadero behind the bridge, or looking down river from the dock alongside the Delta King.


M Crocker Art Museum


One of the most underrated attractions is the Crocker Art Museum (216 O St., 916/808-7000, www.crockerartmuseum.org, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Tues.–Sun., until 9 P.M. Thurs., on certain holiday 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon., adults $10, seniors and students $8, youth $5). Donated to the city in 1885 by Margaret Crocker, sister-in-law of Big Four railroad magnate Charles Crocker, this museum hosts an incredible collection of Californian art. When you arrive, stand outside and appreciate the contrast between the museum’s stately Victorian mansion (and former Crocker residence) and the brilliant contemporary Teel Family Pavilion that opened next door in 2010. The new wing added 125,000 square feet of exhibition space and tripled the Crocker’s size. Inside, the collection spans 150 years of Impressionism, Abstract Impressionism, Modernism, Surrealism, and Pop Art. Notable Californian artists include Thomas Hill, Joan Brown, and Guy Rose; the museum also boasts quite a few works by former Sacramento State student Wayne Thiebaud. The Crocker’s rising profile in the art world has attracted prestigious traveling exhibits, which means visitors might see works by Western painter Edgar Payne, pop artist Andy Warhol, realist Georgia O’Keeffe, or illustrator Norman Rockwell. The Crocker also has enormous amounts of international art, including 16th- and 17-century Dutch and Flemish masters, African and Oceanic art, and Asian artifacts that include Japanese armor and Chinese ceramics.
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Crocker Art Museum

Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament

Even if you’re not religious, the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament (1017 11th St., 916/444-3071, www.cathedralsacramento.org, 10 A.M.–5:45 P.M. Mon.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–4 P.M. Fri., 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Sat., 10 A.M.–8 P.M. Sun.) is an awesome building. First dedicated in 1889, the cathedral is a stunning Victorian interpretation of French Renaissance architecture. Inside, it’s hard not to gasp at the combination of frescoed arches, gleaming wooden sanctuary, and polished marble floor that makes this place positively glow. It’s the home of Sacramento’s Catholic diocese and also one of the largest cathedrals west of the Mississippi. A two-year restoration in 2005 did wonders for the interior’s spectacular artwork (which includes works inspired by Giotto and Perugino, and a reproduction of Raphael’s Sistine Madonna), but one of the most spectacular attractions is the hanging 13-foot crucifix suspended above the altar. To really appreciate the cathedral, take a tour (10 A.M. and noon Sun., 12:40 P.M. Wed., free), or buy the self-guided tour booklet for $5.


THEODORE JUDAH AND SACRAMENTO’S BIG FOUR

Thanks to a handful of ambitious and eventually wealthy men, Sacramento will always be a railroad town. The Big Four (known among themselves as “The Associates”) were Leland Stanford, Mark Hopkins, Charles Crocker, and Collis P. Huntington, a group of Sacramento merchants who funded the western leg of the First Transcontinental Railroad.

The Big Four had no experience in building rail lines before they met Theodore Judah, an engineer who had built the Sacramento Valley Railroad from Folsom to the future capital in 1852. Judah dreamed of laying rails through the Sierra Nevada to link California with the East Coast. Most people thought he was crazy. However, after trekking through much of the Gold Country in the 1850s, Judah was positive the railroad could be built. He met with the four Associates and sold them on the idea. With investors firmly behind him, Judah went to Washington DC and lobbied Congress to pass the 1862 Pacific Railroad Act, which authorized and helped fund the Central and Union Pacific lines that would eventually link up at Promontory, Utah in 1869. Judah never got to savor his contribution to this mighty achievement. The Big Four cut him out of the company, and he never earned the wealth and power that Stanford and friends would reap over the years. The engineer eventually caught yellow fever and died crossing the Isthmus of Panama in 1863. He was only 37 years old. There’s a small monument and plaque dedicated to Judah in Old Sacramento at the intersection of 2nd and L Streets.

The Big Four became railway tycoons through their investment in the deal. They eventually purchased the Southern Pacific Railroad in 1868 and merged it with the Central Pacific. Stanford, who started out as a Sacramento grocer before investing in Judah’s project, eventually became governor of California in 1861 and later founded Stanford University near Palo Alto. Collis P. Huntington used his Central Pacific profits to form the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway in 1869. Mark Hopkins, who had operated a Sacramento hardware store with Huntington prior to investing in the Central Pacific, became the company’s treasurer and is buried in the Old City Cemetery (1000 Broadway). Charles Crocker, who managed the railroad’s construction after the Associates demoted Judah, became president of Wells Fargo and purchased Woolworth National Bank, which later became Crocker-Citizens Bank. Crocker was worth approximately $300–400 million when he died in 1888. To this day, the Big Four loom over Sacramento history like the snowcapped Sierra Nevada they eventually conquered.

For more info about the Big Four, check out the California State Railroad Museum (111 I St.) in Old Sacramento or pick up The Associates: Four Capitalists Who Created California, a fascinating tome by Richard Rayner.



California Automobile Museum

Yes, Sacramento loves its railroads. But while trains helped win the West, the mighty automobile ushered in a new era of drive-ins, hot rods, and of course, the spacious backseat. Visitors can explore that legacy at the California Automobile Museum (2200 Front St., 916/442-6802, http://calautomuseum.org, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. daily, until 9 P.M. some Thurs., adults $8, seniors $7, students $4, children free). The exhibits include 160 classic cars mostly owned by private collectors, which means the autos here constantly change. Make sure to check out Jerry Brown’s blue Plymouth Satellite from his first term as governor and Malcolm Forbes’s 1984 Lamborghini Countach. Other cars you might see include two different Shelby Cobras, a 1923 Studebaker, a 1909 Ford Model T, and my favorite, a 1954 Chevrolet Corvette. The Going Green exhibit is also cool and includes information about building energy-efficient automobiles.


MIDTOWN AND EAST SACRAMENTO


Sacramento’s bucolic neighborhoods never seem to get much credit from outsiders—many were built before World War I when the “suburb” was still a strange concept. Today these beautiful neighborhoods form part of Sacramento’s famous urban forest. Redwoods, camphor trees, beech, and maples make an emerald green canopy over rows of Craftsman bungalows, Italianate townhomes, and Neoclassical manors.

The city’s most vibrant neighborhood is Midtown, a throbbing hive of boutiques, bars, cafés, and restaurants. The area lies roughly between 16th Street and the Capital City Freeway to the east, with U.S. 50 making the southern boundary. Just as in downtown, the JKL Corridor is the place to be. There’s also the Handle District, a two-block area of upscale eateries centered around L and 18th Streets. Midtown’s Sutter District—between 24th, P, and I Streets, and the Capital City Freeway—is famous for the old fort constructed there in the 1840s, making this neighborhood one of Sacramento’s oldest. The area also is chock-full of posh lounges.
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A little farther north is Boulevard Park, a neighborhood built in 1905 on top of the Union Race Track. Boulevard Park is the place to ride a bike past two-story bungalow homes listed on the National Register of Historic Places or chill at the handful of coffee shops in this area. The American River flows along Midtown’s northern limits; there’s access to the American River Parkway at C and 20th Streets in New Era Park.

East Sacramento is dominated by McKinley Park, which spans more than six city blocks, and the swanky mansions and bungalows in the Fabulous Forties residential area where Ronald Reagan lived during his two terms as California’s governor. This is one of the best places in Sacramento for a leisurely bike ride or a stroll at twilight. The neighborhood bumps up against California State University, Sacramento along J Street and Fair Oaks Boulevard. Overall, East Sacramento is much more laid-back than Midtown but there’s a fair amount of bars and restaurants along J and H Streets and Folsom Boulevard to the south.


M Sutter’s Fort State Historic Park


It’s easy to see why Sacramento’s iconic adobe fortress has endured for 170 years. But Sutter’s Fort State Historic Park (2701 L St., 916/445-4422, www.suttersfort.org, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Tues.–Sun., adults $5, youth $3) wasn’t always in such sparkling shape. Swiss immigrant and Sacramento founding father John Sutter Sr. built the fort in 1839 and planned to rule his 50,000-acre rancho from there. For almost 10 years, that’s exactly what he did. Sutter’s Fort was an important commercial post during the 1840s when the land baron exported crops, furs, liquor, and wool from his colony. In 147 when the Donner Party got trapped in a terrible snowstorm, Sutter sent riders from the fort to rescue the starving pioneers. Ironically, it was another Sutter property that led to the fort’s downfall. The place became a ghost town in 1848 when James W. Marshall (one of the land baron’s employees) discovered gold at Sutter’s logging outpost in Coloma. After years of decay, the fort was partially rebuilt in the 1890s by Native Sons of the Golden West, and the Park Service took it over in 1947. It’s been restored to pre–Gold Rush condition and is an awesome place to take children. From the outside, a wide belt of grass surrounds the impassive white fortress; once inside the gates, you’ll discover costumed docents spinning wool, pounding iron at the Blacksmith Shop, or perhaps cooking bread in a beehive adobe oven in the courtyard. Take a good look at Sutter’s grim-looking cannons: They’ve actually never been fired to defend the fort. Kids will enjoy shopping for a memorable keepsake such as a handmade toy, some old-fashioned candy, or a harmonica at the Trade Store (10 A.M.–5 P.M. daily), and adults will like the handmade ceramics, books, and DVDs that explore Sutter’s mark on California history. Docents are always on hand for lessons about the fort’s past, and there’s also self-guided tour.

[image: Image]

Sutter’s Fort was an important outpost during Sacramento’s early days.

California State Indian Museum

The story of California’s native people is often forgotten when folks celebrate the Gold Rush. The California State Indian Museum (2618 K St., 916/324-0971, www.parks.ca.gov, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Wed.–Sun., adults $3, youth $2) presents the layered and sometimes tragic history of the Native Americans who were slowly displaced by prospectors and European settlers. The museum’s nondescript appearance (it looks like an extension of Sutter’s Fort) sometimes flies under the radar for travelers. That would be a mistake. This museum does an admirable job of exploring California’s 150 separate tribal groups and 64 distinct languages. The state’s prehistoric population was one of the largest and most diverse in the Western hemisphere before Franciscan missionaries arrived. Sacramento tribal groups included thousands of Miwok, Nisenan, Patwin, and Northern Valley Yokut Indians. By the 20th century, disease had wiped out 90 percent of California’s tribes, and the survivors struggled in poverty for many years. You can celebrate their memory and culture by viewing the museum’s exhaustive collection of baskets, a redwood dugout canoe, hunting and fishing tools at least 2,400 years old, and beautiful ceremonial regalia. There’s also a hands-on area where visitors can practice using native tools such as a mortar and pestle.

Fabulous Forties

The Fabulous Forties neighborhood (roughly 38–49th Sts. between H St. and Folsom Blvd.) was built during the first four decades of the 20th century. It was the golden age for American suburbia, and the Fab Forties certainly reflect a different, more bucolic time. Expect to see some of Sacramento’s finest homes: a collection of custom-built manors, Tudor-style mansions, and Craftsman bungalows. When the Reagans refused to live in the Governor’s Mansion during the late 1960s and early 1970s, they rented a Mediterranean-style villa on 45th Street. The expansive streets are some of the widest in Sacramento; the city’s old streetcar line used to end here and needed the space to turn around. Simply put, the beautiful homes, towering trees, and old-money vibe makes the Fab Forties feel like an elite East Coast university campus. A bike route runs down M Street through the neighborhood’s leafy heart and makes a perfect evening ride in East Sacramento.


BROADWAY AND LAND PARK


Among Sacramento’s neighborhoods, this one holds the most promise. The long drag known as Broadway is a bit scruffier than polished Midtown. Expansion of U.S. 50 in the early 1960s created a giant concrete causeway that cut off Broadway from the Capitol area. Things are finally starting to improve, especially in the Tower District between Riverside Boulevard, 21st Street, W Street, and 1st Avenue, as new restaurants and coffee shops have started opening here.

Land Park is both a neighborhood and a sprawling expanse of greenery between Freeport Boulevard, Sutterville Road, Broadway, and I-5. This is Sacramento’s largest developed park and the most family-friendly district. Two children’s theme parks and the city zoo are located off Land Park Drive. Most of the shops and restaurants in this area are situated on Freeport Boulevard near 21st Street, and near Sacramento City College at the intersection with Sutterville Road. Many locals simply call this area “South Sacramento,” but they may also refer to specific neighborhoods such as Curtis Park and South Land Park, which are in the general vicinity.

Sacramento Zoo

The Sacramento Zoo (Sutterville Rd. and Land Park Dr., 916/808-5888, www.saczoo.org, 9 A.M.–4 P.M. daily Feb.–Oct., 10 A.M.–4 P.M. daily Nov.–Jan., adults $11.25, seniors $10.50, children $7.25) opened in 1927 with just 40 animals. Back then, it was known as the William Land Park Zoo and displayed monkeys, raccoons, birds, and some deer. Things have definitely changed. Now you can visit 600 animals from 140 different species, including lemurs, lions, grizzly bears, reptiles, giraffes, and other creatures. No matter how you feel about zoos, it’s hard to explain the sensation of locking eyes with a Sumatran tiger for the first time. For just $3, visit the new Giraffe Encounter (11:45 A.M. and 2 P.M. daily) to feed a small tree branch to the long-necked animals. It’s some of the most fun you can have. To mix things up, download the zoo’s Art Tour map from their website and keep an eye out for sculptures depicting different animal species throughout the facility.

Fairytale Town

Younger kids will fall in love with Fairytale Town (3901 Land Park Dr., 916/808-7462, www.fairytaletown.org, 9 A.M.–4 P.M. daily Mar.–Oct.; 10 A.M.–4 P.M. Thurs.–Sun. Nov.–Feb., adults $4, children $4, admission $5 on weekends). Inside the merry walls of this cheerful 2.5-acre theme park are miniature re-creations of notable children’s fables and nursery rhymes. The Storybook Park has the Old Woman’s Shoe, Mother Goose, Sherwood Forest, and many scenes from other fairy tales. There’s also a little herd of farm animals that include fuzzy lambs living in Mary’s schoolhouse, a brick house with three little pigs, several goats with a bridge in their pen, and Eeyore the miniature donkey.

Funderland Amusement Park

Funderland Amusement Park (1350 17th Ave., 916/456-0131, http://funderlandpark.com, 11 A.M.–5 P.M. Fri., 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Sat.–Sun. Feb.–mid-Mar. and Nov.; 11 A.M.–5 P.M. Wed.–Fri., 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Sat.–Sun. mid-Mar.–Apr. and Sept.–Oct.; 11 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Sat.–Sun. Apr. 1–15; 11 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Sat.–Sun. May–Labor Day, $1.75–1.95) is popping with kid-size rides. The most iconic attraction might be the Funderland Train that gives children (and parents) a leisurely tour around the park. That’s just the beginning. Funderland has a bunch of carnival-style rides like the whirling Tea Cups or the Dragon Coaster. They might sound scary, but these rides are pretty toned down and shouldn’t freak out your little ones. For something that everyone will enjoy, take a spin on the classic Carousel, which has been giving rides to Sacramento’s kids for more than 60 years.


M Old City Cemetery


Ancient headstones at the delightfully creepy Old City Cemetery (1000 Broadway, 916/448-0811, www.oldcitycemetery.com, 7 A.M.–7 P.M. Fri.–Mon. in summer, 8 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Tues. and Fri., 7 A.M.–5 P.M. Sat.–Sun. in winter) read like a who’s who of Sacramento’s 19th-century elite. The graveyard was established in 1849 with a 10-acre land grant and has some of California’s oldest memorial plots. Since the Gold Rush, 25,000 pioneers and their families have been laid to rest in the Old City Cemetery; among the first were 600 victims of the city’s 1950 cholera epidemic. John Sutter Jr., the founder of modern Sacramento, lies here, along with railroad tycoon Mark Hopkins, museum founder Edwin Crocker, and a rogues gallery of legislators, Civil War veterans, and three California governors. The cemetery is more than an old boneyard. Inside these hallowed grounds you’ll find beautiful Victorian-era gardens, including the California Native Plant Demonstration Garden. The prosaic title doesn’t do justice to the 125 species of native flowers and plants, including California poppies, fuchsias, buckwheat, and goldenrods. Across the cemetery is the Sacramento Historic Rose Garden, a plot filled with antique roses planted more than 100 years ago. The best time to visit the cemetery is before Halloween when you can take a guided lantern tour (weekends in mid and late October). If you go, remember this place is still a working cemetery and families do come in mourning. Make sure to respect the burial sites and ask for permission before taking rubbings of the headstones.

GREATER SACRAMENTO

Greater Sacramento is everything that’s left over—the city’s outer reaches beyond the urban grid. It’s not really a scenic area, but you can find a surprising number of top-notch restaurants here, especially along Fair Oaks Boulevard just beyond East Sacramento. From Fair Oaks, take Fulton Avenue north to explore the city’s best Middle Eastern restaurants. Continuing north, Fulton crosses Arden Way; head west to find the Arden Fair Mall and link up with the Capital City Freeway.

Heading north from Midtown, you’ll follow 16th Street when it turns into Del Paso Boulevard and drive through the newly buffed brick facades of Old North Sacramento, another historic area shaking off decades of blight to open new eateries and shops. Farther north is Natomas, a neighborhood with a weird mix of aging suburban homes, ultramodern townhomes and apartments, and slick Mediterranean-style strip malls. Keep heading north on I-5 and eventually you’ll find Sacramento International Airport amidst a sea of rice fields and river levees.


M American River Parkway


A trip to Sacramento wouldn’t be complete without a hike along the American River Parkway (www.msa2.saccounty.net, 23 miles, easy/moderate). It’s actually a series of paved trails that run through wetlands, oak woodlands, and several regional parks along the American River. The trails start at Discovery Park, a grassy 302-acre park at the confluence of the Sacramento and American Rivers and ends 23 miles near the city of Folsom. Along the way, you’ll pass cyclists pedaling along river levees, families pushing strollers by the water, and plenty of dog lovers taking their pets for a walk. If you’re hiking on the trail near Folsom, stop by the Nimbus Fish Hatchery (2001 Nimbus Rd., Gold River, 916/358-2820, www.dfg.ca.gov) to check out dozens of tanks where the hatchery raises fingerling steelhead trout and salmon. The parkway has more than just hiking and biking trails; anglers will find plenty of fishing opportunities along the river, and boating enthusiasts can launch from various points along the river.
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The American River Parkway is a 23-mile-long playground for outdoor fun.

One of the more popular Sacramento-area parks actually runs through the separate town of West Sacramento. River Walk Park (651 2nd St., www.cityofwestsacramento.org, 0.5 mile, easy) features a paved pathway that runs along the river. As you walk the path, read the interpretive plaques to learn about the flora and fauna that inhabit this part of the Sacramento River ecosystem. Bring a cooler and have a picnic at one of the various picnic areas along the path, or bring your rod and tackle and walk out onto the fishing dock. A major boat dock lets private boaters moor at the park. River Walk Park also encourages visitors to jump out into the water for a refreshing swim in the river.

Discovery Museum Science and Space Center

The Discovery Museum (3615 Auburn Blvd., 916/575-3942, www.thediscovery.org, noon–4:30 P.M. Tues.–Fri., 10 A.M.–4:30 P.M. Sat.–Sun., adults $6–8, seniors and teens $5–7, children $4–6) is a kids’ favorite. Future astronauts will enjoy exploring the starry skies at the planetarium (20 minutes, 1 and 3 P.M., Sat.–Sun.). In the Nature Discovery Room, you can check out birds, mammals, reptiles, fish, and amphibians that live in the exhibits, while the Challenger Learning Center teaches visitors about space exploration.


Entertainment and Events


Sacramento has a surprising amount of entertainment for a former railroad town. From bars and clubs to comedy and old-fashioned cinema to Broadway and ballet, the River City boasts attractions worthy of a much larger burg. That tradition goes back to the Gold Rush when prospectors and merchants demanded entertainment. The first performances were bawdy minstrel shows performed by semiprofessional vaudeville acts, and many often went bankrupt after a few shows. Things have come a long way since then. Today Tony Award–winning shows arrive just weeks after closing in New York, and critics routinely applaud boffo performances by local drama companies.

This city definitely knows how to party. Every second Saturday of the month, Midtown throws open its art galleries and hosts live bands for a rocking street fair. The capital’s renowned jazz festival has received a much-needed face-lift to include blues, country, and R&B. And don’t forget the biggest event of them all—the California State Fair happens just up the street at Cal Expo every July.

NIGHTLIFE

Things have changed in Sacramento. Downtown and Midtown, once seedy pockets of urban decay, have rebounded over the past decade to become bustling hives of nightlife. More new bars and clubs seem to open every month. That means visitors have a wide array of choices. Downtown tends to skew more toward clubs and sleek lounges, while Midtown tends toward pubs and bistros that stay open late.

Bars and Clubs

Before the city’s Midtown district began its current renaissance, Sacramento’s hottest lounge was Harlow’s (2708 J St., 916/441-4693, www.harlows.com, 5:30 P.M.–close daily, tickets $10–30, shows 21 and over). Time has passed and Sacramento’s nightlife has grown up, but Harlow’s is better than ever. The sleek, urbane interior has a big-city feel that might remind visitors of New York or Los Angeles. No T-shirts and flip-flops here; make sure to spiff up before rubbing elbows with the swanky crowd at this joint. Despite the moneyed vibe here, the live acts aren’t pretentious, ranging from local favorites like Bay Area cover band Tainted Love and Irish rockers Young Dubliners to hot new DJs at the city’s Electronic Music Festival, usually hosted by Harlow’s in May. Harlow’s often draws a line, especially if there’s a show, so arrive early if you don’t want to wait.

Just steps from the Capitol, Mix Downtown (1525 L St., 916/442-8899, www.mixdowntown.net, 4 P.M.–midnight Tues., 4 P.M. –2 A.M. Wed. –Fri., 6 P.M. –2 A.M. Sat. –Sun.) is a great place to rub elbows with Sacramento’s power elite. Lobbyists and lawmakers alike come here after hours to let loose or haggle over state business—and it’s also a great spot to meet friends for a night on the town. Inside, the polished wooden ceilings and wall panels give the decor a minimalist, European vibe with a Californian flair. On the rooftop patio, you’ll find fire pits and comfy chairs for relaxing with a glass of wine or a beer; perfect after a long day of strolling around Sacramento’s sidewalks. While Mix occupies a cavernous building, there are still plenty of nooks and intimate crannies perfect for group outings or date night for two. Mix is popular on weekends, and there will definitely be a line if you arrive later in the evening.

There’s no secret password, but the Shady Lady Saloon (1409 R St., #101, 916/231-9121, http://shadyladybar.com, 11 A.M.–2 A.M. Mon.–Fri., 9 A.M.–2 A.M. Sat.–Sun.), feels like a speakeasy with a Gold Rush vibe. Inside, bartenders wear vests and garters on their sleeves while serving up libations with names like White Linen or Horse Neck. There’s a stylish decadence to this bar’s decor; ornate wallpaper glows red behind muted old-fashioned lights while silver chandeliers gleam overhead. There’s also live music every day of the week, and you can catch a variety of local acts, from country to reggae to trip-hop. If the redbrick exterior looks like a refurbished warehouse, you’re not far off; it’s right in the heart of downtown’s up-and-coming R Street Historic District, Sacramento’s old industrial district. Shady Lady also serves dinner, and the Southern-themed menu is delicious; get there a little earlier because service can lag once the cocktail crowd arrives.
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inside the Shady Lady Saloon

A great place to rack ’em up is Blue Cue (1004 28th St., 916/441-6810, www.bluecue.com, 4 P.M.–2 A.M. daily). It’s part lounge and part sports bar. They have pool tables and big screens playing a couple of sporting events. Weekends get busy with a DJ on Friday and Saturday, and the place turns more into a meat market, while weekdays are more chill and better for just knocking some billiards around.

Can’t wait to throw down some dance moves? The Park Ultra Lounge (1116 15th St., 916/442-7222, www.theparkdowntown.com, 9 P.M.–1:30 A.M. Fri.–Sat.) is a swanky hot spot for the city’s power elite to rub elbows and grind it out on the floor. The place has three bars, an outdoor patio, and a two-way mirror in the bathroom that usually inspires double-takes. It’s definitely not cheap fun and be ready to pay at least $15 to get in. Once inside, the drinks are usually between $10–15. The music tends to be Top 40 hits or DJs.

With sleek faux marble bars, modernist furniture, and Surrealist art on the wall, District 30 (1016 K St., 916/737-5770, http://district30sacramento.com, 9:30 P.M.–3 A.M. Wed.–Sat.) wouldn’t be out of place in either Vegas or Manhattan. Whoever built this place didn’t spare any expense, down to the three-foot disco ball over the spacious dance floor. They play copious amounts of Euro-style electronica here, so it’s a good place to get your Oakenfold or Paul Van Dyk fix on. They have live DJs every weekend, and D30 (as some locals have started calling it) stays open later than other places.

For a faux grungy watering hole there’s KBAR (1000 K St., 916/446-9800, www.paragarys.com, 11 A.M.–midnight Mon.–Wed., 11 A.M.–2 A.M. Thurs.–Fri., 9 A.M.–2 A.M. Sat., 9 A.M.
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