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CHAPTER 3
DOWNTOWN COMMERCIAL DISTRICT
CHARACTER AREA
3.1 INTRODUCTION
The Downtown Commercial District Character Area of Grass Valley comprises all
of the city's core historic commercial district, including Mill Street, West and East
Main Street, South Auburn Street, portions of North and South Auburn Street,
Bank Street, Stewart Street, and portions of Neal Street.
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Row of two-story brick storefronts facing W. Main Street

3.2 HISTORIC SIGNIFICANCE
Downtown Grass Valley has been the center of commerce and trade in Grass
Valley for the past 160 years. The commercial district includes many of the city's
earliest buildings, some dating to the first few years of the California Gold Rush.
Unlike the residential neighborhoods, the commercial downtown buildings are
generally built of brick, stone, or, in several cases, concrete. The original wooden
buildings constructed during the Gold Rush were replaced with fire resistant
materials following several devastating fires during the early 1850s. Street level
facades are built of brick, wood, and stone, most having large vertically oriented
display windows.
One of the most notable key buildings in the commercial district is the Holbrooke
Hotel built in 1862. The hotel, designed in the Gold Rush Classical Revival
architectural style with a full width second-story balcony and rows of tall vertical
windows once having steel shutters, reflects the importance of Grass Valley during
the halcyon years of the quartz gold mining boom. The hotel conveys an important
prototype architecture that creates a sense of visual continuity along West Main
Street.
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Holbrooke Hotel (California State Historical Landmark)

During the past 75 years, breaks in architectural continuity in the historic
downtown have been largely a product of incremental alterations to the front
facades, most at street level. Signs, building color, and the loss of original
architectural details all contribute to a diminishing continuity in the historic
downtown. While Grass Valley emerged as a center of commerce and trade during
the Gold Rush, it is important to understand that its history spans the succeeding
decades through World War II. Hence, certain alterations, along with new infill in
the historic downtown, should be viewed as part of the city's historic evolution and
context. In essence, diversity should be viewed as positive just so long as the
diversity is consistent with the historic context and architectural character that
evolved in the historic downtown from the 1850s through the 1940s.

3.3 HISTORIC CHARACTER DESCRIPTION
Historic character is an important term that reflects a wide range of specific
architectural designs and features. Historic character includes a building's massing,
roof shape, wall ornamentation, window and door arrangement, and signage.
Two of the most distinguishable character features in the historic downtown are the
false front or parapet walls of many of the buildings, and the placement and
configuration of verandas and balconies.
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The continuity of the
historic
downtown
is
influenced by the symmetry
of its numerous false front
storefronts and the linear
arrangement of verandas
and awnings shadowing the
sidewalk below.

Row of brick storefronts with flat parapets of different heights
facing W. Main Street.

Street furniture, such as
clocks and planting beds,
enhance the character of the
historic downtown and
create a sense of place and
aesthetics conducive to
both shopping and heritage
tourism.

Tourists and the general public often experience Grass Valley through the backs of
buildings, such as along S. Auburn Street where the city offers public parking.
Architectural continuity from the rear of the city's historic commercial buildings is
in some respects equally as important as it is from the primary streetscapes and
fronts of the buildings.

View looking west at the rear of the Union Building from the parking lot facing South Auburn Street.
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Another important feature of Grass Valley's historic downtown is the curvature of
the street, the slope or gradient as one travels north and west respectively once
entering from State Route 49, and the width of the street as it pertains to the flow
of traffic and public parking.

View looking north from Neal Street at the curvature of Mill Street.

Grass Valley's historic downtown circulation system was designed in the 19th
century for use by horses and buggies. Later an electric railway or streetcar line,
built in 1901, connected Grass Valley with Nevada City. The line, which included
6 miles of track, was abandoned in 1923. The railway line, however, provided the
city with its first form of public transportation. Since the 1920s, the automobile has
garnered favor, and today the city's historic downtown corridor is frequently
congested, particularly during events and on weekends.

3.3.1 Current Character Description
Today, Grass Valley's historic downtown is an eclectic blend of architecture,
dating from the 1850s through the 1940s. The predominant architectural style,
however, is that of the Gold Rush, characterized by brick single and two-story
false-front buildings.
While other buildings of later vintage may display important architectural features
and design, such as the Nevada County Bank, it is the Gold Rush Era architecture
that visitors expect to see when they enter downtown Grass Valley. The public has
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come to recognize this form of quintessential architecture as inherently part of the
history of the broader Mother Lode region and of Grass Valley itself.

The elegant Neo-Classical Nevada Bank Building.

3.3.2 Character Defining Features
The Downtown Commercial District Character Area is presently dominated by
historic period commercial structures, although some modern garage and
warehouse buildings exist. Wood shingles and standing seam metal were used on
many early buildings in Grass Valley. Some key design characteristics of this
Character Area include:












Buildings one to five stories in height
Flat parapet roofs
Masonry facades of brick, stone and stucco
Full front verandas or awnings of metal and cloth
Deeply inset door entries
Large picture or display windows
Banks of clerestory or transom windows
Rows of dentils and simple friezes
Raised foundations
Classical Revival/Gold Rush False Front architectural styles
Use of cast iron in facade decoration
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Verandas and awnings frame many, if not most of the downtown commercial buildings.
Awnings and verandas were important architectural elements historically provided shade
during the hot summer days and shedding rain and snow during the winter months.
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Bret Harte Hotel looking east across W. Main Street.

3.4 DOWNTOWN COMMERCIAL DESIGN GOALS & POLICIES
The Downtown Commercial District Character Area should continue to develop in
a coordinated manner, so that an overall sense of visual continuity is achieved.
Preservation of the historic integrity of this area is a primary goal. Retention of the
architectural detail and scale of the false-front walls, parapets, dentils and friezes is
important.
At the same time, the walking experience should be enhanced for pedestrians and
the visual impacts of parking on site should be minimized. Projects that include a
primary building with a subordinate secondary structure will aid in maintaining
the historic character of the area.
The design goals for the Downtown Commercial District Character Area are:
 To emphasize the preservation and restoration of historic buildings and
structures
 To preserve individual historic character defining features
 To maintain the historical alignment of buildings
48

City of Grass Valley Historic Design Review Guidelines

Chapter 3

 To maintain traditional building mass, scale and forms along the front facades of
commercial buildings
 To locate additions away from the primary building facades
 To continue the use of verandas or awnings using historic designs and heights
appropriate to the scale of the historic building
 To retain and preserve the original display windows, frames, and recessed
entries, and other architectural features of historic buildings
 To continue the use of traditional building materials
 To enhance the pedestrian experience; and to minimize the visual impact of cars
 To improve energy efficiency consider "cool" roof colors that reflect sunlight
and reduce annual air conditioning use, unless the roof is a significant part of the
building's architectural character, then historic colors and designs are
recommended.
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