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W E L C O M E

Everything You Actually Need to Know Before
You Buy

Welcome to Nevada County. I've lived here for over 40 years and sold real estate here for more than 20 of them,
and I can tell you the thing that surprises most newcomers isn't the gold rush history or the pine trees — it's
how different this place is from wherever you're coming from.

If you're moving from the Bay Area or Sacramento, you're used to city water, sewer, an HOA newsletter, and an
internet provider that shows up whether you want them to or not. Up here, some of that still applies. A lot of it
doesn't. Your home might have a well instead of a water bill, a septic tank instead of a sewer line, and a
driveway that turns into an adventure every January.

None of that is a bad thing. It's just different, and different is exactly what a lot of you are looking for. This
guide is my attempt to give it to you straight — the towns, the lifestyle, and the practical stuff nobody tells you
about until you're already in escrow. Let's get into it.

Choosing Your Area: The 90-Second Version

Nevada County isn't one place — it's a patchwork of very different lifestyles packed into about 20 minutes of
driving. Here's the cheat sheet before we go deep on each one:

Grass Valley In-town convenience, shopping, restaurants, the county's hub

Nevada City Historic charm, arts and culture, higher elevation, more character than convenience

Auburn Bigger town feel, easy I-80 access toward Sacramento

Penn Valley Space, privacy, acreage, oak-studded hills

Alta Sierra Golf course community, wooded lots, technically part of Grass Valley

Lake of the Pines Gated lake & golf community on Hwy 49 between Auburn and Grass Valley

Lake Wildwood Gated lake & golf community in Penn Valley, closest of the two to Grass Valley

If you take nothing else from this guide, take this: location and setting matter more here than square footage.
Two homes with the same floor plan can live completely different lives depending on whether they're five
minutes from Main Street or fifteen minutes up a dirt road.
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SOUTH YUBA RIVER THE COVERED BRIDGE, PENN VALLEY

3 THE ULTIMATE NEVADA COUNTY RELOCATION GUIDE | BOB SAWYER | 530-489-4892



Grass Valley
THE COUNTY'S HUB  •  MEDIAN ~$550K  •  ZIP 95945 / 95949

Grass Valley is the county's workhorse — the
place with the grocery stores, the hospital, the
restaurants, and the highest concentration of
everyday convenience. It's also got real gold
rush bones: a walkable historic downtown with
brick storefronts, a farmers market, and a
genuinely good food scene for a town this size.

Good to know: Grass Valley School District and

Nevada Joint Union High School District (home to

Nevada Union High) serve most of the area. Prices

run roughly $450K–$950K depending on location.

Buyers who land here are usually trading
commute time for lifestyle but still want to be
able to grab a coffee without a 20-minute drive.
You'll find everything from small in-town
cottages near downtown to newer subdivisions
to acreage on the outskirts.

If you want walkability, Grass Valley delivers. If
you want elbow room, drive ten minutes and
you'll have it. That flexibility is the whole pitch.

THE  TOWNS  &  COMMUNIT IES
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Nevada City
HISTORIC & ARTSY  •  MEDIAN ~$700K  •  ZIP 95959

Nevada City is the show-off sibling — Victorian
architecture, gas lamp–lined streets, a
genuinely thriving arts and music scene, and a
Christmas celebration that shuts down Broad
Street every December. It's smaller and pricier
than Grass Valley, and inventory is tight
because, frankly, people don't leave.

This is where I send buyers who care more
about feel than floor plan. Properties here range
from tight, walkable historic homes downtown
to forested cabins and custom homes up on
Banner Mountain or out toward Deer Creek.

Elevation note: Higher elevation means more

consistent snow than Grass Valley — not a lot, but

enough that you'll want all-season tires and a plan

for the driveway.

More than one client has called
me the night after closing — not
about paperwork, but because
they walked outside after dark
and actually saw the Milky Way
for the first time in years.

THE  TOWNS  &  COMMUNIT IES
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Penn Valley
SPACE & PRIVACY  •  MEDIAN ~$520K  •  ZIP 95946

Penn Valley is where the county spreads out.
Think oak-studded hills, ranch-style properties,
horse setups, and genuine elbow room — you
get noticeably more land for your dollar here
than in Grass Valley or Nevada City.

This is rural living done well: quiet, private, and
still a reasonable drive to town for groceries and
dinner.

Good to know: Lake Wildwood, one of the county's

most popular gated communities, sits right inside

Penn Valley — lake life without paying lakefront

prices for the surrounding area.

My honest answer to "what's it like living in
Penn Valley" is always the same: it depends on
what kind of quiet you're looking for. Some
people want no neighbors in sight. Others want
a friendly cul-de-sac with a little land. Penn
Valley has both.

THE  TOWNS  &  COMMUNIT IES
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Alta Sierra
GOLF COURSE LIVING  •  PART OF GRASS VALLEY  •  ZIP 95949

Alta Sierra is technically part of Grass Valley's
95949 zip code, but it feels like its own world — a
wooded, hilly community built around the Alta
Sierra Country Club and its 18-hole golf course.

Homes here tend to sit on larger, forested lots
with more privacy than a typical in-town
subdivision, while still being a short drive from
Grass Valley's shops and restaurants.

Good to know: Alta Sierra isn't gated and doesn't

come with lake access — what you're paying for is

the setting and the golf, not the resort amenities of

Lake of the Pines or Lake Wildwood.

It's a favorite for buyers who want golf-course
living without the gated-community price tag,
and for retirees who like the idea of a quieter
street with mature trees overhead.

THE  TOWNS  &  COMMUNIT IES
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Lake of the Pines
GATED LAKE & GOLF  •  HWY 49, BETWEEN AUBURN & GRASS VALLEY

Lake of the Pines is the community people
describe with their hands before their words —
gesturing at a lake, a golf cart, a dock. It sits
right on Highway 49 between Auburn and Grass
Valley, giving it the easiest freeway access of any
lake community here — hop on I-80 in minutes
if you're commuting toward Sacramento or the
Bay.

It's a private, gated golf-cart community built
around a private lake with boating, fishing,
swimming, and a marina, plus an 18-hole golf
course, clubhouse, tennis, pickleball, and bocce.

Pricing note: The average sale price here has been

getting pulled around by a handful of high-dollar

lakefront sales — look at the past year of closed

sales, not just the average, to get a realistic feel for

a typical home. HOA dues include internet and

cable through Optimum.

If a golf cart garage sounds like a completely
normal home feature to you, this is your
neighborhood.

THE  TOWNS  &  COMMUNIT IES
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Lake Wildwood
GATED LAKE & GOLF  •  PENN VALLEY  •  ZIP 95946

Lake Wildwood is Lake of the Pines' true sibling,
not just a cousin — both communities were built
by the same developer, Boise Cascade, back in
the late 1960s and early '70s, which is exactly
why they share that same private-lake, golf-
course, gated-golf-cart-community DNA.

Lake Wildwood sits inside Penn Valley and is the
closer of the two to Grass Valley, with its own
clubhouse, marina, beaches, and a genuinely
tight sense of community.

Wildwood vs. Lake of the Pines: Same basic

recipe, different location and commute profile —

Lake of the Pines has the edge for I-80 access.

Worth touring both before deciding.

My rule of thumb for clients choosing between
the two: go look at both on a weekday and a
weekend, and pay attention to which one feels
like "your" people. That gut reaction tends to
matter more than the spec sheet.

THE  TOWNS  &  COMMUNIT IES
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Auburn
GATEWAY TO I-80  •  MEDIAN ~$640K  •  ZIP 95602 / 95603

Auburn sits just south of Nevada County proper
(technically Placer County, but close enough
that most of my clients cross-shop it), and it's
the pick for buyers who want small-town charm
with an easier shot down Highway 80 toward
Sacramento and the Bay.

It's got its own historic Old Town beneath that
unmistakable courthouse dome, a strong
restaurant scene, and a population that's grown
into a real regional hub.

Good to know: Auburn is the closest "town" to Lake

of the Pines, which sits on Highway 49 between

Auburn and Grass Valley — so it's often your

grocery run and hardware store if you're headed for

lake life.

For commuters who still need to touch the
freeway regularly, Auburn is usually the most
practical home base in this guide.

THE  TOWNS  &  COMMUNIT IES
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Things to Do in Nevada County
OUTDOOR RECREATION  •  ARTS & CULTURE  •  DINING & EVENTS

Outdoor Activities. Most buyers don't just move
here for the house — they move here for what's
outside it. The South Yuba River is the star, with
swimming holes, kayaking, and some of the
clearest water in the Sierra. Add Scotts Flat Lake
and Rollins Lake for boating, plus golf courses
in Alta Sierra, Lake of the Pines, and Lake
Wildwood, and you've got a genuinely year-
round outdoor calendar, not just a summer one.

Arts & Culture. Nevada City carries the creative
torch — the Nevada City Film Festival, live
theater, art galleries, and a Victorian Christmas
that turns the whole town into a postcard. Grass
Valley holds its own with breweries, weekly
farmers markets, and a steady calendar of
community events.

Mark your calendar: The Nevada County Fair

(mid-August) brings rides, rodeo, and gold panning

to the fairgrounds. Cornish Christmas turns Grass

Valley's Mill and Main Streets into a Friday-night

market from the day after Thanksgiving through

mid-December. Nevada City's Hot Summer Nights

fills downtown with music and vendors on the last

three Wednesdays of July.

Dining & Wineries. This is a locally-owned-
everything kind of place: farm-to-table
restaurants, craft breweries, coffee shops with
regulars who've been coming for twenty years,
and a growing handful of wineries and tasting
rooms. Don't expect chains — that's kind of the
point.

Close to Tahoe & Sacramento. Part of the
appeal here is what's nearby. Lake Tahoe is
about an hour away for a ski day or a summer
swim, and Sacramento is about the same for a
bigger night out or an airport run — small-town
living without actually being cut off from
anything.

L IFESTYLE

11 THE ULTIMATE NEVADA COUNTY RELOCATION GUIDE | BOB SAWYER | 530-489-4892



W H A T  B U Y E R S  N E E D  T O  K N O W

Before You Buy Here
F IRE  INSURANCE

Get Quotes Before You Fall in

Love

I'll say this plainly because too many people
find out the hard way: get a fire insurance
quote before your inspection contingency
closes, not after. Depending on the specific
property — vegetation, defensible space,
roof material, proximity to open land —
insurance can range from easy and
affordable to genuinely hard to place. Some
homes will need the California FAIR Plan as
a backstop rather than a standard carrier.

This isn't meant to scare you off. Most
homes here insure just fine. But treat it as a
due-diligence item with the same
seriousness as the roof and the septic.

INTERNET

Better Than You'd Think, But

Ask First

This is the one that surprises Bay Area
buyers most. You're picturing dial-up. The
reality is much better than that, but it varies
by address. In town you've generally got
solid cable or fiber options, including an
expanding fiber network the county has
been actively building out. Up in the hills,
Starlink has genuinely changed the game.

One easy answer: Lake of the Pines HOA
dues include internet and cable through
Optimum, so it's one less thing to shop for
once you're in.

12 THE ULTIMATE NEVADA COUNTY RELOCATION GUIDE | BOB SAWYER | 530-489-4892



W H A T  B U Y E R S  N E E D  T O  K N O W

Setting & Schools

RURAL  VS .  IN - TOWN

Pick Your Trade-Off

In-town living (central Grass Valley,
downtown Nevada City) gets you walkability,
quick errands, and neighbors close enough
to wave at. Rural living (Penn Valley, the
hills, outer Grass Valley) gets you space and
privacy — but also longer drives and
infrastructure like wells and septic that in-
town buyers never think about.

Neither is "better." Drive the rural roads at
night. Walk the in-town blocks on a
weekday. Your gut will tell you fast.

SCHOOLS

Smaller, More Personal

Nevada Joint Union High School District
covers Nevada Union and Bear River High,
with a strong mix of charter and community
schools underneath — Grass Valley Charter,
Yuba River Charter, Nevada City School of
the Arts, and more. Class sizes run smaller,
parent involvement runs higher.

Don't assume every school is
interchangeable — district boundaries and
ratings vary, so map the specific assignment
before you write an offer.
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W H A T  B U Y E R S  N E E D  T O  K N O W

Infrastructure & Climate

SEPT IC  &  WATER

The Due Diligence That

Matters

A large share of homes here run on a private
well and septic system instead of a public
hookup. You'll want a septic inspection
(pump and visual on the tank), a well flow
and water quality test, and clear
maintenance history on both — a
negotiating chip, not necessarily a
dealbreaker.

The lake communities and most in-town
Grass Valley/Nevada City properties are
typically on public water and sewer.

WEATHER

Four Real Seasons, A Few

Surprises

Warm, dry summers (85–95°F), crisp falls,
wetter winters, pretty springs. Elevation
changes everything: Penn Valley and Lake of
the Pines sit lower and stay warmer; Nevada
City and Banner Mountain see more
consistent snow. Fire season (late summer
into fall) is also worth planning for —
defensible space and home hardening
matter countywide.
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W H A T  B U Y E R S  N E E D  T O  K N O W

Commute Times, Realistically
A good chunk of my clients still work in the Sacramento region or the Bay Area, at least part of the week, and
want an honest read on the drive before they commit to a location. Here's the realistic version — not the
optimistic map estimate.

Roseville / Rocklin

40–50 min
From Grass Valley or Nevada

City. Auburn cuts that closer to

20–25 minutes, which is why it's

the pick for daily commuters.

Sacramento

~1 hour
Door-to-door from Grass Valley

or Nevada City outside rush

hour. Shave off 15–20 minutes

starting from Auburn.

Bay Area

2.5–3 hours
Doable for occasional office days

or a hybrid schedule. Not a

realistic daily commute from

anywhere in this guide.

Traffic on I-80 through Auburn and Roseville is the real wildcard in all of these numbers — build in a buffer
during peak commute hours, especially Friday afternoons headed toward Tahoe.
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B E F O R E  Y O U  G O  L O O K  A T  H O U S E S

A Few Honest Tips

Spend time in more than one area before deciding — a Saturday afternoon isn't enough
✦

Get insurance and septic/well quotes moving early, not after you've fallen for the house
✦

Understand your actual commute, not the optimistic Google Maps version
✦

Budget for maintenance differently than you would in a subdivision
✦

Prioritize lifestyle fit over price per square foot — that's genuinely what most buyers
here end up caring about most

✦
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L E T ' S  F I N D  Y O U R  S P O T  I N  T H E  F O O T H I L L S

Ready When You Are.
I've helped buyers and sellers navigate this market for 20-plus years and called
it home for more than 40. If you're weighing Grass Valley against Nevada City,
trying to decide between Lake of the Pines and Lake Wildwood, or just want an
honest read on a property before you fall in love with it — that's exactly the
conversation I'm here for.

Bob Sawyer
REALTOR®  |  RE/MAX GOLD  |  DRE #01474774

(530) 489-4892

robertsawyerhomes@gmail.com

776 B Freeman Lane, Grass Valley, CA 95949 

Moving to Nevada County?
Let's chat!
Scan to schedule a Zoom call
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