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Story Ideas

Sacramento Food Personalities

True to its roots as the state’s agricultural center, Sacramento is a capital not only of food production, but of culinary innovation, as well.  A number of restaurants attract reservation-only crowds with noteworthy farm- to- table cuisine.

Among local food personalities are Lina Fat, cookbook author and owner of several restaurants.  Her late father-in-law, Frank Fat, presided over a restaurant of the same name, often referred to as the third chamber of the California state legislature because many backroom deals were brokered here. 
Mai Pham, who fled Vietnam with her family as a teen and went on to open the successful Lemon Grass restaurants, has also penned two cookbooks and now writes a column for the San Francisco Chronicle.   Biba Caggiano is perhaps the city’s best-known celebrity chef.  Besides running her restaurant, Biba, she also had a TV show.  Chef Kurt Spataro presides over the Paragary Restaurant Group and wine educator “Pooch” Pucilowsky organizes the annual California State Fair Wine Competition.
Other noteworthy Sacramento food names include Darrel Corti, Italian food and wine specialist; Patrick Mulvaney (Mulvaney’s B&L) and Rick Mahan (Waterboy), both enthusiastic farm-to-table practitioners. Another addition to Sacramento’s exploding food scene is Guy Fieri, the winner of The Next Food Network Star and now host of the Food Network’s Diners, Drive-Ins and Dives.  His restaurant, Tex Wasabi’s, opened in March 2007. Raley’s Grape Escape is Sacramento’s premier food and wine event which is preceeded by Wine & Dine Week in June. 
GOLD DISCOVERY

The discovery of gold at Coloma, about 40 miles east of Sacramento, kicked off a rush that stirred emotions around the world.  People came by the tens of thousands to seek their fortunes along the American River and its tributaries.  Sacramento, which saw its population boom from 1,000 to 40,000 in just two years, became the industry’s principle supply center.

Today, echoes of the gold rush still can be felt in Sacramento and in the Sierra Nevada foothill towns along Highway 49, which play up their heritage to attract visitors.  State historic parks in Coloma, the site of Sutter’s Mill, and Columbia, perhaps the best-preserved gold-rush town of them all, offer interpretive exhibits, living history days and activities of special interest to families.

And there’s still genuine treasure to be found in them ‘thar hills, where gold panning is a weekend hobby for many Northern Californians, and full-time pursuit for a few.  Novice prospectors can learn basic skills at state parks or from private tour operators.

WHERE WAS ARNOLD?
When superstar Arnold Schwarzenegger became California’s governor in November 2003, Arnold-spotting was a favorite pastime for residents and visitors alike. The Hyatt Regency Sacramento was his home away from home and he was often seen “doing lunch” at the Esquire Grill along with other Capitol powerbrokers.  He was also spotted dining at Lucca and Biba restaurants. The “Governator’s” preference for good cigars was much maligned by anti smoking groups, but he had a tent  erected in one of the Capitol courtyards so he could indulge in his favorite Casillas No.1 from Casilla’s Cigars located downtown Sacramento.


The Governor found time in his busy schedule for a good workout at the Capital Athletic Club several times each week where he was known to dispense advice to fellow fitness enthusiasts. Arnold Schwarzenegger termed out of the Governor’s office in November 2010 and two-time former Governor Jerry Brown (1974-83) was elected.  
Sacramento Architecture

From gold-rush era store fronts to modern office buildings and shopping centers built in eye-catching styles, Sacramento has a lot to see in terms of architecture.  The city is especially proud of the Victorian-era homes that give downtown and midtown residential districts a charm seldom found in America’s inner cities.  Some of the most impressive examples of craftsmanship are to be seen in buildings open to the public, including the Capitol, the Crocker Mansion (now housing the Crocker Art Museum), the Governor’s Mansion (also a museum) and the Williams Mansion (now home to the Sacramento International Hostel) and the Leland Stanford Mansion.  An architectural walking, or driving, tour will open your eyes to many other such gems.

MULTIGENERATIONAL ACTIVITIES

With multigenerational travel becoming one of the fastest growing areas of the travel industry, it’s   increasingly important to select a destination that appeals to three generations. Offering activities and attractions that are suitable for everyone from toddlers to grandparents, Sacramento is the perfect destination. 

The younger set—and their parents and grandparents alike—will find much interest at the Sacramento Zoo, which has undergone major remodeling and expansion.  Across the street, Fairytale Town entrances tots with play structures themed to Mother Goose rhymes, plus puppet shows, animals and other attractions.  The adjacent Funderland is an amusement park with rides for the elementary school set.  Free of charge—and huge hit with the whole family—is the elaborate wooden play structure at McKinley Park, about two miles east of downtown in East Sacramento.

To give kids of any age a taste of nature, take them to Effie Yeaw Nature Center, about 15 miles east of downtown, where nature trails and wildlife exhibits await.  All generations will enjoy a ride on the vintage steam excursion train departing the California State Railroad Museum on weekends. If older kids want to burn off steam, take them cycling along the 26-mile-long American River bike trail, or rent a rubber raft and spend a day floating downstream.

Here on a rainy day?  The Sacramento History Museum has historic artifacts that will fascinate older generations, while hands-on activity stations keep younger ones busy. The museum also features an agriculture gallery and California’s largest gold collection.  The Discovery Museum’s Science & Space Center features planetarium shows as well as wildlife and science exhibits. The Aerospace Museum fascinates young and old alike with 40 civilian and military aircraft, motion ride simulator and special exhibits.  
Numerous commercial establishments also provide fun for all ages.  Check out Raging Waters, the  water park at Cal Expo featuring 25 water rides, a wave pool and a lazy river.  If you’re traveling with teens, consider treating them to a laser tag session or an exciting film at the Esquire IMAX Theatre. 

SOFT ADVENTURE PURSUITS


Whether seeking the adrenaline rush of Class IV rapids, hitting a hole in one or landing the biggest catch of the day, Sacramento offers a variety of options to satisfy those bitten by the adventure bug.  Above Folsom Lake, the American River runs rough and tumble out of the Sierra, creating the perfect venue for whitewater rafting trips lasting a few hours or a few days.  With varying levels of difficulty, this area boasts some of the best whitewater rafting conditions imaginable.

 Those seeking a more relaxing trip down the river can take part in a favorite summer pastime -- renting an inflatable raft to drift from Sunrise Bridge to Goethe Park. This could be a two to four-hour excursion depending on the number of times you hop out to swim.

Others are lured to Sacramento’s waters for the abundance of fishing available. Catches include trout, catfish, large and small mouth bass, perch and kokanee. Bottom fishermen have even been known to catch sturgeon.

Of course, golfers will tell you that there is no greater adventure then a challenging golf course, and Sacramento has more than 100 regional courses to choose from with 30 new courses developed in the last ten years. The selection is impressive with affordable courses that have been sculpted by legendary designers such as Robert Trent Jones.

ROMANTIC DIVERSIONS

Offering several distinctive boutique hotels and cozy bed and breakfast inns, Sacramento is just the place to enjoy a romantic respite from a harried world. The Delta King is an authentic riverboat permanently moored on the Sacramento River and the Amber House is comprised of two elegant mansions.   The Inn at Parkside offers extraordinary rooms and spa services. Le Rivage is the newest boutique hotel on the Sacramento River just south of downtown with luxurious rooms, a full service spa and other amenities. These are just a few examples of unique accommodations that cater to couples with enticing packages and impeccable service.

Couples can enjoy a romantic lunch or dinner at The Firehouse, which has earned its reputation for providing unparalleled ambiance in a truly unique and memorable setting. Designated a historical landmark, this restaurant is a favorite among couples who often select the romantic tree-covered courtyard for intimate meals and even wedding receptions. 

 Sacramento is also perfectly situated for an afternoon of wine tasting set amid the foothills of the majestic Sierra Nevada Mountains. This scenic region is ideal for hiking, biking, picnicking and partaking in the award-winning wines of this area. These family-owned operations are known for their great wines, unpretentious hospitality in a relaxed, friendly atmosphere. The perfect excursion for a romantic weekend!
RAILROADING HISTORY

By 1860, westward expansion was in full swing, the Civil War was brewing and the Nevada silver mines, just over the border from California, on the other side of Lake Tahoe, were swarming with fortune seekers.  The 22-mile-long Sacramento Valley Railroad, the first railroad west of the Rockies, had opened in 1856 between Sacramento and Folsom and was doing brisk business transporting mining equipment and supplies to the base of the foothills.

Theodore Judah, the young engineer on that project, envisioned a transcontinental railroad line, with Sacramento as its western terminus.  Although the idea was not popular locally, President Abraham Lincoln sanctioned the plan in 1862 with passage of the Pacific Railroad Act.  With backing from partners C.P. Huntington, Mark Hopkins, Charles Crocker and Leland Stanford, plus a healthy subsidy from Washington, the Big Four pushed the Central Pacific tracks eastward into the Sierra.  Meanwhile, the Union Pacific was pushing west.  On May 10, 1869, East and West met when the last spike of the Transcontinental Railroad was pounded in at Promontory, Utah, heralding a new age.

Today, visitors can learn about that era of history—and the century of railroading that followed—at the California State Railroad Museum, home to one of the largest collections of antique rolling stock in the nation.  Exhibits in the museum explain, among other things, how a steam engine works, how track is laid and what it feels like to ride in a rocking sleeper car.  An excursion train operates 6-mile round trips in summer.  The museum’s latest addition is a 7,000 plus piece toy train exhibit valued at $1 million.  
Two hours away in Jamestown, another branch of the railroad museum—Railtown USA—offers restored workshops, more antique equipment and train rides on a line featured in dozens of Hollywood movies and TV shows.

Meanwhile, Sacramento remains a railroading crossroads: Amtrak’s Coast Starlight, California Zephyr and San Joaquin trains all pass through the depot at 4th and I streets, and several Capitol trains daily in each direction connect the city with Oakland, San Francisco and San Jose.

OLD SACRAMENTO REVITALIZATION

Old Sacramento, a 28-acre riverfront district of more than 100 buildings from the 1850s-1870s, is the city’s tourism hub, offering a wide variety of shopping, dining and entertainment options in an Old West atmosphere replete with wooden sidewalks and clip-clopping horse-and-buggies.

The historic enclave is also home to several museums, including the acclaimed California State Railroad Museum, the Sacramento History Museum and the California Military Museum.  Another attraction is the Delta King, a paddlewheeler that once transported people and goods between San Francisco and Sacramento.  The vessel—sister ship to the better known Delta Queen, which operates pleasure cruises on the Mississippi—today is a hotel.  It doesn’t move from its mooring; but Hornblower Cruises offer varied trips along the Sacramento River.

Among other points of interest in Old Sacramento are the Huntington & Hopkins hardware store, where the Big Four met to mastermind the Transcontinental Railroad; the Eagle Theatre, an 1849-era playhouse where dramas still are presented; the bronze statue of a Pony Express rider, commemorating the venture that, for six and a half brief months in 1860, saw mail delivered by horseback relay from St. Joseph, Missouri, to Sacramento, a distance of 1,966 miles.

Constantly evolving, Old Sacramento added the Public Market, a series of stalls selling specialty foods, produce, flowers and delicatessen items.  The Waterfront Promenade with its historic light fixtures links the area to the famous Crocker Art Museum which just opened a $100 million expansion in October 2010.  The latest additions to experiencing Old Sacramento are the “Historical” and “Hysterical” walking tours.  The Old Sacramento Underground Tour debuted in 2010 and is fast becoming a visitor favorite.  

The story of Old Sacramento’s redevelopment, from decaying near-slum in the 1960s to the guilded showplace of today, is a compelling piece of modern history.

DOWNTOWN AND MIDTOWN REVITALIZATION

The economic boom years of the 1980s and ‘90s brought stunning changes to downtown Sacramento, highlighted by a dramatically changed skyline from that of a sleepy government town to that of a dynamic, modern city.  Development continues on the pedestrian K Street Mall, but the biggest change has been the addition of several residential loft projects in the downtown and midtown areas. Downtown Plaza, a two-story, open-air shopping and entertainment complex is about to undergo a major renovation. 
To bring people downtown after dark, the city has instituted several events, such as Free Friday Night Concerts at Cesar Chavez Plaza. 
Another popular downtown public space is Capitol Park, 40-acre,  lushly landscaped, green space containing more than 100 labeled botanical, specimen from around the world. The International World Peace Rose Garden at its east end adds color to the greenery. The capitol itself brims with finely crafted architectural details.  You’re free to walk around, but you’ll learn more on one of the free tours that leave hourly from the ground floor.

Just across from the Sacramento Convention Center is the Esquire IMAX Theatre and numerous  restaurants opened recently within a couple of blocks. The 500-room Sheraton Grand Hotel, incorporating the Julia Morgan designed Public Market, sits across the street from the Convention Center and the  Residence Inn opened on the edge of Capitol Park in July 2007. Joie de Vivre Hospitality remodeled an 82-year old downtown office tower into the 197-room Citizen Hotel which opened in November 2008 and the   Cosmopolitan Cabaret is a fabulous addition at 10th and K Streets. In January 2011 three new venues opened on K Street, just across from the historic Crest Theatre: Dive Bar (mermaids in large aquarium above bar), Pizza Rock (artisan pizza) and District30, a nightclub for the sophisticated over 30 crowd.   
Somewhere around 15th Street, downtown Sacramento dissolves into a combination residential/commercial area that locals refer to as midtown.  The heart of this leafy district is J Street, home to some of Sacramento’s trendiest boutiques, restaurants and residential lofts.  The atmosphere spills over to K Street, Capitol Avenue and the blocks between.

SACRAMENTO ART SCENE

Sacramento’s fine arts showplace is the Crocker Art Museum which completed a $100 million  expansion in October 2010. There are dozens of other places to view art, particularly pieces by regional artists.  On the second Saturday of every month, some 30 galleries, mostly located in the downtown and midtown areas, stage opening-night receptions in an event called—logically enough—Second Saturday.

On the performing arts front, Sacramento boasts professional ballet and opera companies and a thriving theater scene anchored by the Sacramento Theatre Company and the B Street Theater (co-founded by TV and film star Timothy Busfield and his brother Buck).

The Sacramento Community Center Theater is the regular venue for big-name jazz and classical troupes, as well as the ballet and opera.  The Crest Theatre, a refurbished art deco movie house, features rock, folk and international music acts, as well as foreign and independent films while the Memorial Auditorium, reopened in 1996 following extensive renovation, attracts sporting and music events.  The 2,500-seat Wells Fargo Pavilion is the new home to the Music Circus, a beloved Sacramento tradition for over 50 years. Music Circus presents weekly theatre-in-the-round performances in July and August of musicals with big name stars whereas the Cosmopolitan Cabaret is a more intimate venue.  
OUTDOOR RECREATION

Sacramento, city fathers like to boast, has more park space per capita than any other city in the nation, and many more trees than people.  Two of the most frequented green spaces are Land Park, the city’s largest, south of downtown, and McKinley Park, a smaller, more urban space with a duck pond, rose garden and elaborate children’s playground about a mile east of downtown.

There are other city parks worthy of bragging about.  But Sacramento is most proud, perhaps, of the American River Parkway, a 26-mile greenbelt traced by a bicycle path leading from Old Sacramento to Folsom Lake.  Numerous parks within this greenbelt contain athletic fields, swimming beaches and other recreational facilities.  A favorite summer pastime for residents of all ages is renting an inflatable raft to drift from Sunrise Bridge to Goethe Park, a two to four-hour exercise, depending on how many times you hop out to swim.

Above Folsom Lake, the American River runs rough and tumble out of the Sierra, creating the perfect venue for whitewater rafting trips for a few hours or a few days.

Sacramento’s other river—the Sacramento—also has a bike path along part of its length.  And this cycle-crazy city is a national leader when it comes to on-street bike lanes, boasting hundreds of miles of marked trails within the city limits.

THE SACRAMENTO DELTA

From Sacramento, the Sacramento River wanders slowly toward the San Francisco Bay, creating as it meanders a watery world of islands and sloughs punctuated here and there by a town that looks to have been transplanted from the Deep South, circa 1950.

To really experience the charm and culture of the Delta, you’ll need a boat and several days at your disposal.  But you can get a feel for it with a drive down Highway 160, which follows the levees through often foggy scenes of draw bridges, swing bridges, fruit orchards and Victorian farmhouses.

A highlight of any Delta trip, especially for photographers, is the tiny town of Locke, first community in the United States built solely by Chinese for Chinese.  During its turn-of-the-century heyday, Locke was a wide-open river town with as many gambling houses and opium dens as legitimate businesses.  Its sagging, weathered wooden buildings today house low-key tourist shops, a museum and a Chinese grocery that does brisk business selling egg rolls and pork buns to Spanish-speaking farm workers.  Go figure.

The Delta is also known as a fisherman’s haven.  If the yearning to throw a line in the water becomes impossible to resist, head to Bethel Island, one of 55 islands in the Delta, where you can rent a boat and sightsee as you troll for striped bass, blue gill, black bass—or, during the fall spawning season, salmon and steelhead trout.
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