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Mine the history of 
California’s wild west 

distinct personality back to life and reducing 
the number of guestrooms from 100 to 38 to 
add ensuites. Original touches, such as glint-
ing Victorian red glass lights, blend with new, 
gloriously bold wallpaper. The richness of 
chocolate, claret and teal creates an envelop-
ing opulence; 400 pieces of art include a won-
derfully sinister photographic portrait with 
the optical illusion of a second, deathly face – 
a nod to the 19th-century fascination with 
mesmerism – and a settee from the set of Al-
fred Hitchcock’s horror classic film Psycho. 

It is a point of pride that several US presi-
dents have laid their heads down here. Her-
bert Hoover, a miner before he became 
president, lived in Room 313. It is the folklore 
of the audacious women of the Wild West, 
however – outrageous even by today’s stan-
dards – that is celebrated. A gallery of female 
performers from the period lines the walls; 
weekly Femme Fatale nights showcase con-
temporary vocalists and burlesque artists; and 
a plaque commemorates the “women of the 
evening” who navigated the often violent, 
hyper-male environment of the gold rush era. 

The daylight-flooded ground floor restaur-
ant Lola, resplendent with peacock blue tuf-
ted banquettes and gold tubular lights, 
honours the infamy of Lola Montez. Hearty 
yet hipster pioneer fare is updated with 
healthy NoCal ingredients. Bone marrow is 
graced with shimeji mushrooms, served in the 
canals of two long bones and smeared on 
fresh baguette; smoked salmon and lobster 
cream enhance cod and potato chowder; and 
lacinato kale adds a burst of freshness to strip 
loin steak. 

Lola flows on to The National Bar, a black 
and gold cocoon that blends original tin metal 
detailing with new scalloped pattern wall-
paper. The extensive spirits menu is worthy of 
the fiery, hard-drinking characters of the west. 
Agave liqueur has its own category; premium, 
evocative mountain tequila such as Del Ma-
guey Chichicapa Single Village, and boutique 
whiskey labels Whistle Pig Piggyback and 
Breaking & Entering, are new brands to dis-
cover. The bar hosts live performances on the 
small stage, and regular parties, plus curious 
guests can go on hotel history tours; paranor-
mal enthusiasts even seek out guestrooms ru-
moured to be “active”. Numbers 208 and 402, 
anyone? In this former hotel cum bank, tele-
graph office and criminal holding cell, is it any 
wonder the legends linger? 

Cleo Glyde was a guest of Acme Hospitality.

CLEO GLYDE

Bar and guestroom at Holbrooke Hotel, Grass Valley, main and above; National Exchange Hotel, 
Nevada City, below left; bridge over South Yuba River, below; old Empire Mine, above left

taxidermy enhance the 1860s look; you can 
almost hear the hoots, hollers and whiskey 
slides of the ghosts of thirsty prospectors who 
once congregated around the massive bar.

 Former habitues include Black Bart, nick-
named the “gentleman bandit” due to his pol-
ite manner as he robbed Wells Fargo 
stagecoaches while wielding a double-bar-
relled shotgun. The fabulously colourful per-
former and courtesan Lola Montez, an 
Irishwoman masquerading as a Spanish danc-
er, bewitched European royalty, committed 
bigamy and kept a pet bear (the mere tip of 
the iceberg). She is known to have stormed 
into the hotel’s saloon and personally horse-
whipped a reporter over negative published 
comments (which another female legend of 
the Wild West, sharpshooter Calamity Jane, 
confirmed in print).

Where patrons once gambled with cards 
and puffed on cigars, they now gather to nib-
ble on succulent smoked wings dunked in 
buttermilk basil. The freshly made tortillas 
are moreish, and an emphasis on smoked 
meats and Mexican and Spanish flavours cel-
ebrates California’s pioneer legacy, echoed by 
custom-blended cocktails. Sweet-savoury 
California sweetcorn mellows out bourbon; 
house-infused jalapeno gives a mule-like kick 

to the freshness of agave and 
orange bell pepper, tequila and 
mezcal in Fools Gold. 

Cocktail fans are easily lured 
downstairs to the Iron Door 
Bar, which embraces  a current 
US hotel trend that recreates 
the illicit bars of Prohibition 
eras. Here, the basement really 
was a speakeasy and possible 
brothel, a hive of illegal she-
nanigans  once connected to the 
nearby Empire Mine by a secret 
passageway. Today, leather 
banquettes and mood lighting 
soften the magnificent stone 
walls. Upstairs suites, reached 

T ravel is all the more enriching 
when the journey takes us to an-
other time as well as place, and the 
19th-century Californian wild west 

era is as colourful as it gets. Lured by the 
promise of a fresh start and easy riches, pio-
neers headed for a new frontier. Gold rush 
towns, freed from the social constraints left 
behind, were hotbeds of gambling dens and 
saloons full of rambunctious cowboys, min-
ers, bank robbers and outlaws, all characters 
worthy of the Hollywood films that have con-
veyed the period to a worldwide audience. 

But in real terms, two miraculously 
preserved historic towns in the foot-
hills of the Sierra Nevada moun-
tain range in Nevada County, 
California (100km from 
Sacramento Internation-
al Airport), evoke the 
heady days and atmos-
phere of those ren-
egade times. Grass 
Valley and Nevada 
City are only a six-
minute drive apart; 
the streetscapes 
where stagecoaches 
once thundered past 
are thrillingly un-
changed. 

The temptation of 
easy riches forged these 
boom towns, now reborn 
as charming hamlets 
(population 15,000 com-
bined) encircled by the spec-
tacular beauty of forests, lakes and 
the boulder-strewn South Yuba River. 

Preserved environments with a backstory 
can be in danger of ossifying into theme 
parks, but the contemporary life that perco-
lates in these towns is far too interesting for 
that. The alchemy that makes this upstate 
California region an emerging travel hot spot 
blends a fabled setting and thriving local cul-
ture with two storied gold rush-era hotels  that 
have been brought back to life. 

An 18-month renovation has refined and 
revitalised Holbrooke Hotel’s original fron-
tier ruggedness. Its fieldstone and brick fa-
cade, which now pops with the graphic power 
of black and white, has dominated Grass Val-
ley’s main street since 1862, earning its prized 
status as the longest continuously operated 
hotel in California. Owner Acme Hospitali-
ty’s local design team has stripped back dec-
ades of add-ons to unearth stunning original 
brick-and-rock walls. Interiors feature a re-
fined aesthetic of over-the-top velvet circular 
banquettes, deerskin chairs and black marble 
tables, plus the property’s extraordinary ar-
chitectural bones of grand archways, fireplace 
and copper walls, now all meticulously re-
stored. 

Perhaps the most memorable element is 
the showstopping bar in the Golden Gate 
Saloon, touted as “one of the longest operat-
ing bar rooms west of the Mississippi River”. 
Its ornately beautiful mirrors and marble col-
umns are the natural focal point of the lobby 
space, where lounge, dining area and bar now 
flow together. 

Vintage metal cash registers and restored 

GOLD STANDARDS

via the original cast iron and glass lift, main-
tain the spell brilliantly, dovetailing a sump-
tuous 19th-century saloon aesthetic of 
clawfoot baths, ornate tapware, and original 
marble fireplaces with the modern comforts 
of plush carpeting, huge walk-in showers, 
local artisanal products, and a mini bar.  I rec-
ommend the Balcony King Suite, overlooking 
W Main Street.

Grass Valley’s higgledy-piggledy store fa-
cades, gas lamp lights, and pedestrian main 
street make the town centre a charming place 
to linger. Mill Street is lined with independent 
shops. Think: vintage vinyl, specialty book-
stores, local fashion and The Lazy Dog, a 
chocolaterie and ice-cream parlour replete 
with glass jars of lollies and a pink Chevrolet 
in the window. The restored Art Deco cin-
ema, The Deloro, still shows current movies. 

A 10-minute drive away, Nevada City’s 
heritage antique shops, tearooms, bars, 
apothecary and gift stores have an haute 
boho eclectic edge. Street festivals such as 
Victorian Christmas and The Nevada City 
Film Festival add cultural colour, and the 
beating heart of the live performance scene is 
the 1865 Nevada Theatre, where literary giant 
Mark Twain once gave town lectures. Today, 
a mystical mural blooms on the theatre walls, 
created by artist Sarah Coleman, fresh off a 
commission at Google headquarters. 

Holbrooke Hotel’s design team also rei-
magined Nevada City’s grand dame, the Na-
tional Exchange Hotel (1856), bringing its 

in the know

Holbrooke Hotel has rooms from $250 
($550 weekends). The National 
Exchange from $250 ($660 
weekends). 
holbrooke.com
thenationalexchangehotel.com


