Rest Stop

Sacramento comes of age, providing a perfect ski-weekend halfway point.
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Photo by Clockwise from top left: Courtesy of Citizen Hotel; courtesy of Lounge on 20; Courtesy of Crocker Art Museum. 

(Clockwise from left): The lobby of the Citizen Hotel feels like a buttoned-up speakeasy; the neon glow of Lounge on 20 is more South Beach than Central Valley; Grange’s mascarpone cheesecake with spiced quince and walnut-honey biscuits; Sacto’s art scene has grown over the years, luring crowds to Midtown.
Between traffic and Sierra winter weather, the ski commute to Tahoe can stretch to unbearable lengths—seven hours is not uncommon. If you’ve ever wished you could stop halfway, you’re in luck. Sacramento has grown up—take it from someone who used to live there. There’s now more than enough to see and do in the state capital (which can also serve as a base for an excursion to Amador County’s untouristed wine country or to Nevada City in the Sierra foothills.

The locus of activity is in Midtown (skip Old Sacramento, no matter what you hear), a tree-lined grid of Victorians, cafes, galleries and scores of restaurants and bars that have sprung up in the past five years. The swank, year-old Citizen Hotel (926 J St., 916-447-2700, citizenhotel.com) is near the center of things. SF-based Joie de Vivre has redone the 83-year-old Beaux Arts building as a cross between an English gentlemen’s quarters and a seductive speakeasy, but the original marble walls and mansard roof remain. Its streetside restaurant, Grange, is outfitted in earthy-modern concrete and steel, with glass panels that open to the sidewalk and a glass wine tower displaying 2,000 bottles. Inside, chef Michael Tuohy turns out seasonal fare with a regional twist, which is significant given Sacto sits smack in the middle of the fertile Central Valley amid produce and dairy farms, orchards, rice fields and ranches.

Should you stop over during the city’s monthly Second Saturday Art Walk, expect throngs of thirtysomethings filling the blocks between 18th and 24th streets—so many that frankly, it puts SF’s First Thursday to shame. Pubs, lounges and open-to-the-street eateries beckon. Try neon-lit Lounge on 20 (1050 20th St., 916-443-6620, loungeon20.com) for New American bites and mixological cocktails (yes, fresh juice and spirits like absinthe have made their way inland); comfort food is old news, but the fried mac and cheese with prosciutto is truly memorable. Browse the many galleries and listen to musicians playing in the street, or take it up a notch at Social (1000 K St., 916-443-9001, nightclubsocial.com), where you can dance or have drinks around the outdoor fireplace on the rooftop patio.

Next day, stop in at Temple Coffeehouse (1014 10th St., 916-443-4960, templecoffee.com), a super-cozy, hamlet-like cafe just steps from the Citizen, for what’s been voted Sacramento’s best coffee—the ideal way to spend a winter morning before getting back on the freeway and heading for the hills.

