
 

Gold Country Visitors Association  
An Amazing American Road Trip  

FAMILY-FRIENDLY EXPERIENCES  

Families need to look no further than California’s Gold Country for a welcoming destination 
that will please visitors of any age. From cool historical sites to kid-friendly restaurants to 
outdoor activities and learning vacations, the region is chock full of family fun!  

California History  

Roaring Camp Mining Company in Amador County takes families back to the legendary Gold 
Rush.  The old gold mining camp on the Mokelumne River was once accessible only by 
horseback. Today,  visitors can see the operating gold mine and can mine their own gold by 
panning, sluicing, dredging, and dry washing. Blending education with fun is always a 
winning combination, and there’s no better place to explore both than in Old Sacramento 
Waterfront.   

As you enter the 28-acre town of historic buildings constructed during the mid-1800s, you’ll 
step back in time to the California Gold Rush era. Wooden sidewalks, horse-drawn carriages, 
old-fashioned candy shops, and a Mississippi-style riverboat offer a hands-on introduction to 
early  Golden State history. Outside of Old Sacramento, the learning continues. At Sutter’s 
Fort State Historic Park, kids will love the chance to make believe they’re pioneers stopping at 
the trading post for supplies. Continue your trip back in time at Columbia State Historic Park 
and take an authentic stagecoach ride, or let a working blacksmith’s forge spark your interest. 
Pan for gold on Woods Creek in Jamestown, one of the original Gold Rush towns. After you 
learn to tell the difference between fool’s gold and the real thing, you can hop aboard at 
Railtown 1897 State Historic Park, where you can ride an authentic steam train through the 
Sierra Foothills. Families can also try their luck at panning  for gold at Marshall Gold Discovery 
State Park, the site where James Marshall first struck gold at  
Sutter’s Mill in 1848. In Mariposa, the California State Mining and Mineral Museum displays  
California’s official collection of over 13,000 pieces, including the “Fricot Nugget,” one of 
California's largest pieces of crystalline gold. In Auburn, The Gold Rush Museum presents an 
updated and interactive look at California’s Gold Rush, featuring a mining tunnel, an indoor 
panning stream, many hands-on exhibits, and a gold rush “Twitter wall” showing how the 
miners would have communicated in modern times.  



 
Gold Rush history can also be found in Amador County. Places like Kennedy Mine, Knight 
Foundry and Preston Castle preserve the “golden age” in the foothills. 

Museums  

Beyond California history, kids can explore a host of museums in the region. The Sacramento 
Children’s Museum in Rancho Cordova offers hands-on exhibits and special events, including 
one of the only family-friendly Pride events in Northern California, delighting families from 
across the region. Kids can climb inside real cockpits at the Aerospace Museum of California or 
check out the massive ‘garage’ at the California Automobile Museum. Sacramento’s California 
State Railroad Museum is one of the largest train museums in the country. Kids can climb 
aboard the trains, listen to re-enactments, learn how a steam engine works, and interact with 
the incredibly knowledgeable docents. Visit the Folsom Valley Railway, which is the last 
remaining 12-inch gauge railroad operating in the U.S. Find an array of art experiences at the 
Mills Arts and Cultural Center in Rancho Cordova. Free to the public, families can catch rotating 
exhibits, art classes, live music, and more.  
 

Located on the river in Sacramento, the SMUD Museum of Science and Curiosity (MOSAC) 

piques curiosity and sparks imagination with hands-on interactive exhibits and programming 

that explores the wonders of science, technology, engineering, arts, and math. The exhibitions 

address global and local issues on topics relating to energy, health, water, nature, space, and 

design engineering. The state-of-the-art planetarium theater screens a variety of spectacular 

star shows and feature films. 

The Mariposa Museum & History Center tells the story of life in Mariposa during the late 19th 
century. It  was voted one of the best small museums by the Smithsonian Institute and features 
a working stamp  mill, authentic mining equipment, and curios from the age of the Gold Rush. 
New to Mariposa is the Yosemite Climbing Association Museum and Gallery where artifacts and 
photographs from the rich history of climbing in Yosemite National Park are on display. North in 
Mariposa County is the historic town of Coulterville and the Northern Mariposa Museum and 
History Center, where the story of Coulterville’s role (voted the Nicest Town in America) in the 
California Gold Rush is told through a rich  collection of artifacts from the mines and stories from 
visitors, which include John Muir and Teddy Roosevelt  

Don’t leave the region without seeing the largest crystalline gold leaf specimen, which weighs 
in at a  massive 44 pounds at the Ironstone Heritage Museum in Murphys. The Angels Camp 
City Museum has  a world-class carriage house and mineral display. The Calaveras County 
Museum, located in San  Andreas, has the original courthouse, which has been used in many 
films and TV shows, including Little  House on the Prairie.  

In the northern Sierra, the Olympic Ski Museum gives visitors a trip back in time to the 1960 
Winter Olympics at Squaw Valley. The Fossil Discovery Center of Madera County is the site of 
one of the largest middle-Pleistocene fossil excavations in North America! The center hosts a 
variety of exhibits documenting prehistoric life in the San Joaquin Valley during the last Ice 
Age—including full-size replicas of the animals that roamed the land, including a 13-foot-tall 
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Columbian mammoth and a 12-foot-tall short-faced bear. Take a detour from Highway 49 to 
stand at the exact geographical center of the state, and while you're in the area, stop at the 
Sierra Mono Museum. The Sierra Mono people have been present in the Sierra Nevada 
mountains for over ten thousand years. Their stories have been given new reverence in an 
expanded and modernized museum that proudly displays the region's original inhabitants' 
cultural treasures and priceless artifacts. 

 
Tuolumne County has museums across the County covering history, culture, and art. The 
Groveland Gateway Museum is a must-stop on your way to Yosemite National Park, the 
Columbia State Historic Park Museum brings the Gold Rush to life, and the Sonora 
Volunteer Fire Museum showcases historic engines.  

Events  

The Calaveras County Fair is the longest continuously operating fair in the entire state. It’s also 
home to the international Jumping Frog Jubilee, commemorating Mark Twain’s first 
international best-selling short story, “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras.” Summer fun 
kicks off each July at the  California State Fair in Sacramento, where kids can play games in the 
Midway, meet furry friends at the farm, or enjoy delicious treats from around the Golden 
State. In September, the city’s Farm-to-Fork  Festival, a free street fair spanning the city’s 
Capitol Mall, demonstrates where our food comes from and gives attendees a taste of it, too! 
Each year, on the last Saturday of October, visitors to the gold rush town of Coarsegold, 
California, can get caught in a tangled web of entertainment. Pumpkin cakes,  arachnid races, 
hairy leg contests, scream-offs, and a costume parade are all part of Madera County's annual 
Tarantula Awareness Festival. Rancho Cordova is known for its major, quirky outdoor events, 
such as the California Mermaid Convention, Hangtown Motocross Classic, and California 
Capital Airshow. 

Outdoor Adventures  

The Gold Country is a gold mine of outdoor activities. If your family likes to hike, bike, swim, 
camp, fish, ski, snowboard, go ziplining, rock climbing—and almost anything else you can 
imagine—this is your destination! The region is home to three national parks offering amazing 
experiences for families to enjoy nature. Since 1935, Badger Pass Ski Area has been a favorite 
family destination. The non-intimidating slopes and casual atmosphere make it perfect for 
beginning skiers and provide a fine setting for a relaxing family day in the snow and sunshine. 
Sacramento offers countless new and fun ways to enjoy beautiful California scenery. Walk or 
cycle along the smoothly-paved, 32-mile-long American River Parkway or explore Old 
Sacramento on tandem and four-some bikes that are big enough for the whole family.  

Adventurous whitewater rafting trips are only a short distance away and a memorable 
experience for older kids. and don’t forget to cast your fishing pole into the beautiful 
American River, followed by a leisurely float downstream. The Sac State Aquatic Center on 
Lake Natoma is home to world-class rowing championships and offers an assortment of 
watercraft rentals, from boats and kayaks to stand-up paddle boards and windsurfers. SUPs 
and kayaks can be rented at many points along the river.  Families can enjoy California’s 4th 
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largest reservoir, New Melones Lake, located off Highway 49. This beautiful environment 
offers endless gorgeous days of swimming, boating, kayaking, fishing, camping,  hiking, biking, 
and equestrian trails. The Steve Miklos Aquatic Center in Folsom is open year-round and 
offers aquatic fitness activities, including lap swim, lessons, aqua aerobics, a water slide, and 
kids' pool activity area. The Tuolumne River, which runs through Yosemite National Park, is 
known for its world-class whitewater rafting!  
 

Tuolumne County has countless activities that are fun for all ages. Come play with the whole 

family from gold-panning in Columbia at Matelot Gulch Mining Co and Hidden Treasure Gold 

Mine to kayaking at Pinecrest Lake Resort.  Golfing comes in various shapes and sizes here in 

Tuolumne County, from mini-golf at Twain Harte Miniature Golf to going for all 18 holes at Teleli 

Golf Club or Pine Mountain Lake Golf Course! You can even disc golf at Cougar Point Disc Golf 

Course if you would rather drive some discs than tee up.  The Yosemite Mountain Sugar Pine 

Railroad is celebrating its 60th anniversary, marking six decades of preserving California’s rich 

logging and railroad heritage. To commemorate this milestone, the historic narrow-gauge 

railway with vintage steam locomotives, located just minutes from the southern entrance of 

Yosemite National Park in Fish Camp, will host a series of special events. Highlights include a jazz 

train, a Moonlight Special, and rides on a logger steam train. 

The Cosumnes River Preserve is a one-of-a-kind experience for visitors of all ages. This 
bird-watcher's paradise consists of over 50,000 acres of wildlife habitat. Throughout the year, 
you’ll find over 250 species of birds on or near the Preserve, including the Swainson hawk, 
greater and lesser sandhill cranes, Red-winged Crows, Canada geese and numerous ducks. 
Nature photographers frequent the Cosumnes River Preserve every year to capture and 
admire the surrounding wildlife. 

Enjoy a breathtaking view of the Sierra Nevada foothills, while riding the rails on Rail 
Explorers’ unique pedal powered rail tour. Beat the heat in Lake Camanche, an award winning 
campground with year-round recreation and fishing. It has 54 miles of shoreline and 7,700 
surface acres of water for all your outdoor recreational activities. Or tour the Black Chasm 
Canyon. Over 100 years after its discovery Black Chasm was recognized by the federal 
government for the abundance of the unusual and rare speleothems called “helictites” that 
grow throughout the cavern and declared a National Natural Landmark in 1976.   

Tenaya at Yosemite's newest kid-friendly feature is the Kids Adventure Course, a fun aerial 
trekking park with a collection of challenge courses. The course has six different elements 
including bridges, swinging logs, and rope challenges. At approximately five feet off the 
ground, it’s perfect for little ones who want a thrill without the experience being too scary! 
For thrill-seekers, Mariposa  County’s Skydive Yosemite offers the unique opportunity to take 
a leap of faith above Yosemite  National Park before floating safely back to Earth. Just 
outside of Yosemite National Park, discover miles of top-rated mountain biking trails in the 
Sierra National Forest. Pedal Forward Bikes and Adventure in Oakhurst has bikes, racks, and 
gear for rent. Get advice from the experts about the right trail for you and your family. Not 
your average bike shop, they are a resource for new riders and experts alike. Quarry Park 
Adventures is a one-of-a-kind outdoor experience with adventure activities ranging from 
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tranquil paddle boat rides and a truly incredible kids' adventure area to zip lines, and 
free-fall jumps set inside a former working granite quarry. Moaning Caverns is California’s 
deepest cave chamber, leading visitors through winding paths to the largest cave chamber in 
California—big enough to hold the Statue of Liberty! The caverns get their name from the 
moaning sound that lured gold miners to its entrance back in 1850.  

Nothing brings a family together like setting up camp and sleeping under the stars! Gold 
Country is the ideal place to unplug and get back to basics. Campgrounds can be found in 
gorgeous locations throughout the region, including inside gems like Yosemite National Park, 
the Tahoe National Forest, and Calaveras Big Trees State Park. If your family really isn’t the 
“roughing it” type, there are glamping facilities throughout the region, from the hip 
Airstream-turned-hotel suites at Autocamp in Mariposa County or the Coloma Resort along the 
American River. You don’t need to pitch a tent, and you can enjoy all the amenities of a hotel, 
such as a pool, community rooms, and BBQs. Families can even stay in a Conestoga wagon at 
Yosemite Pines RV Resort and Family Lodging—just like the pioneers (but with air conditioning). 

 

 
 


