
Grass Valley Smartphone-enabled Walking Tour – Tour Structure 

 

1. Introduction at Main and Auburn Streets 

2. The colorful history of hotels in GV  

3. Supplying the miners/retail gems 

4. The Union 

5. From opera to the movies – Entertaining GV 

6. The pasty 

7. The Carnegie library 

8. Women of the West 

9. Temperance union/churches 

10. Center for the Arts 

Add-On: Heritage Homes Walking Tour  

 

DETAIL 

Stop #1 Introduction (Main and Auburn) 

1. Crossroads - Old sign of Grass Valley 

2. Why they called it Grass Valley 

3. Maidu…before 

4. Chinatown – lowest point in the valley (flooding) 

5. Corden Park gold discovery 

6. Mining days: The Stamp Mill and Pelton Wheel 

7. The “noise” -- difference between Grass Valley and Nevada City. One day of peace 

per year for the miners’ picnic 

8. Big mines of the area: Empire, Northstar, and Idaho Maryland 

9. Texas Tommy and the Washington Brewery – Prohibition 



10. In 1854, the Union Hotel was built on the South corner but was destroyed by fire 

in 1855. More on hotels in the next stop 

 

Stop #2 - The colorful history of hotels in GV (Holbrooke) 

1. Holbrooke Hotel 

1. Original destroyed by fire; current building is from 1862 

2. Expansion 

3. Iron doors and tunnels underneath 

4. Famous guests: Presidents Grant, Harrison, Cleveland, and Garfield 

5. Mine shafts below your feet  

6. Recent renovation 

2. Temby, then the Brett Harte Inn (Harte highest paid author in America) 

1. Herbert Hoover during the depression  

3. The Wisconsin (Fillmore) and the great fire of 1855 

4. The hotel experience in the 1800s 

5. Hotel de France and an old Sears outlet 

 

Stop #3 – Supplying the mines/retail gems (Corner of E. Main and Mill Street, then 

walking down Mill to Bank) 

1. Railroad to Colfax - delivering goods while shipping out gold (Sarah Kidder) 

2. Mill Street was originally a trail from nearby mines 

3. Incorporation of GV. 1893. Retail and services thriving: Barbers, clothing stores, 

bookmakers, milliners, jewelers, AJ Foster’s wallpaper store, Kramm Jeweler’s, 44 

liquor establishments in the 1890s (tie in the WCTU) 



4. Supplying the miners… GV Hardware 

5. Building facades on Mill: False fronts and architectural flourishes 

6. Underwriting it: Nevada County Bank – the building and its story 

7. Getting around with the trolley 

8. Post-mining decline and renaissance 

 

Stop #4 - The Union newspaper (151 Mill Street) 

[See attached summary] 

 

Stop #5 - From opera to the movies – Entertaining GV (161-67 Mill Street) 

1. Opera House – Biggest building in the County; Mark Twain performance 

2. 1896 fire on the block; short history of fires in Gold Country towns 

3. Auditorium Theater: features and role 

4. Strand silent movies  

5. The Del Oro: Art Deco style--from 1941; paused in the war and completed in 1946; 

small town movie palace 

6. Mural on the backside 

 

Stop #6: The Pasty (corner of Neal and Mill Streets – site of the Golden Pasty?) 

[See attached summary] 

 

Stop #7: The Royce (Carnegie) Library (207 Mill Street) 

1. Opening in 1916; $15k grant 



2. History behind Carnegie during the Gilded Age in the US 

3. Giving back for the riches: over 1,600 libraries across the country 

4. Story of Josiah Royce, philosopher and local born on this site 

5. Architectural design 

6. Across the street: Legend of AB Snyder, excavating for a gasoline tank, the vein of 

gold quartz 

 

Stop #8: Women of the West (248 Mill Street) 

1. Lotta Crabtree: Highest-paid actress of her day; growing up in GV 

2. Lola Montez: Her story and the replica of her home. Site of the start of 

governance in GV.  

3. Angle of Repose -Wallace Stegner 

4. Lead into the activities of the WCTU in the next stop 

 

Stop #9: Temperance Union/churches (Church Street between Walsh and Neal) 

1. Episcopal Church – Oldest Episcopal Church in CA; one of two from the Gold Rush 

2. Methodist Church 

3. GV Cradle of CA Women’s Christian Temperance Union (Story of Dorcus Spencer) 

4. Down the street 

1. WC Jones Hospital, 1907, became NC's first private hospital; Life for injured 

miners before hospitals 

2. Grass Valley Museum and cultural center 

Stop #10: Center for the Arts (Church and Main) 

1. Built in 1947 – car dealership, gym, Beauty School 



2. 2001 – Jon Blinder 

3. 2004 – Art Deco facelift and 2017 expansion; COVID challenge 

4. Current role in the community 

Add-On: Heritage Homes Walking Tour (need to get the name of the creator and 

permission to incorporate) 

 

Rough drafts of developed scripts: 

Stop #4 – The Union Newspaper 

Newspapers live and die by their credibility—so imagine launching one that was founded by a guy 

everyone called “Lying Jim.” Bold move. 

The Union got its start in 1864, when two newcomers rode into western Nevada County with a mission: 

start a newspaper that supported Abraham Lincoln and the Union cause during the Civil War. Those 

two men were “Lying Jim” Townsend and Henry Blumenthal, and they were paid by Union supporters 

to create Grass Valley’s first Republican newspaper. 

Now, journalism in the Gold Rush era was very different from what we expect today. No one was aiming 

to be “fair and balanced.” In fact, newspapers proudly wore their political loyalties on their sleeves—

especially during election season. Page two was often packed with fiery opinions, editorials, and not-so-

subtle attacks on the opposing party. 

And then there was Lying Jim. 

Townsend had a real talent for storytelling… whether or not the facts cooperated. He regularly reported 

on city councils and mayors that didn’t exist, along with murders, trials, and railroad accidents that 

never actually happened. Truth was flexible, at best. 

The first issue of The Union rolled off the press on October 28, 1864, printed inside what’s now the 

Holbrooke Hotel. It didn’t exactly win over Grass Valley readers, who mostly supported Democratic 

papers like the Grass Valley National, which opposed Lincoln’s re-election and had launched just three 

months earlier. 

As Election Day approached—and Lincoln went on to decisively defeat Democrat George McClellan—

things got messy. 



According to the Nevada City Gazette, “one of the meanest swindles ever heard of” was attempted in 

Grass Valley. The paper accused John R. Ridge of the Grass Valley National and J. W. E. Townsend—yes, 

Lying Jim—of trying to pull it off. 

Here’s what happened: Ridge, representing pro-Confederate Democratic interests, allegedly offered 

Townsend a large sum of money to sell out The Union. The plan was to destroy the real edition, replace 

it with a fake pro-Democratic version, and distribute 1,000 bogus copies. 

Blumenthal caught wind of the scheme just in time. He called in a posse of Union supporters to guard 

the newspaper office. When Ridge showed up around midnight to make the switch, he was turned 

away—though he insisted he thought the deal was legitimate. 

Townsend arrived nearly two hours later and confessed. He claimed he hadn’t meant to cheat his 

partner and said Blumenthal would’ve gotten his share of the money. Then Townsend skipped town… 

and was never heard from again. 

With Lying Jim gone, Blumenthal took full control of The Union—and immediately found himself under 

relentless attack from Ridge and the National. The rivalry spilled into print and even into physical 

confrontations. Duels were threatened more than once, though none ever actually happened. 

The feud finally cooled in April 1865, when the Civil War ended. Just days later, Abraham Lincoln was 

assassinated. Both papers reported the news with black-bordered pages in mourning. 

Despite everything, Ridge reportedly expressed “profound regret” over Lincoln’s death. And in a 

moment that surprised many, John Ridge and Henry Blumenthal marched arm in arm in Grass Valley’s 

procession honoring the fallen president. 

The Union has remained in daily circulation since 1864. The building in front of you was constructed in 

1903 and housed the paper for 76 years before it moved to Glenbrook Basin—a few miles north of 

here. Remarkably, The Union is one of the only daily newspapers in California to survive continuously 

from that era.  (Confirmation pending.) 

 

Stop #6 – The Pasty 

You might not recognize the word pasty—but once you hear the story, you won’t forget it. 

A pasty is a handheld meat-and-vegetable pie, and it’s been around since 13th-century Britain. At first, 

it was food for the wealthy, but by the 1800s, it had become the go-to meal for miners in Cornwall, 

England. When Cornish miners came to California during the Gold Rush, they brought pasties with 

them—and Grass Valley never let them go. 



That thick, crimped crust wasn’t just decorative. It worked like a built-in handle, so miners could eat 

without getting arsenic dust—or other mining poisons—from their hands onto their food. They’d eat 

the filling and toss the crust away. 

And according to Cornish folklore, that discarded crust wasn’t wasted—it was left as an offering to the 

Bukas, mischievous little goblins believed to live in the mines. Keep them fed, and they’d (hopefully) 

keep accidents from happening. 

Miners’ wives usually filled pasties with beef, rutabaga, potato, and onion. Sometimes they even carved 

their husbands’ initials into the crust so no one mixed them up. When the pasties arrived at the mine, 

the women would call out, “Augie, Augie, Augie!” The miners would shout back, “Oy, oy, oy!” 

If you’ve ever been to a parade in Grass Valley or Nevada City, you may have heard the town crier keep 

that tradition alive by calling for the same response. 

Pasties were perfect fuel for long days—miners often worked 12-hour shifts, and a pasty could keep 

them going. Some even had two meals baked into one: savory meat and vegetables on one end, and 

something sweet—like apples or jam—on the other. No utensils required. 

These days, pasties are usually just savory—but the tradition lives on. 

And if all this talk has made you hungry, you’re in luck. Marshall’s Pasties is just across the street, and 

you can taste a little piece of Gold Rush history for yourself. 

 


