
ROCHESTER CONSERVANCY 

The former Carlton Hotel is authentic Rochester and should be revitalized in a 

fashion similar to the iconic Hotel de luxe in Portland Oregon. While the 

hotel’s primary role in serving Mayo Clinic patients is its construction history, 

Paul Grassle’s civic engagement and the family’s leadership in the local 

business community is indisputable. The extensive Grassle family collection has 

revealed several things that are less widely known and here are some 

highlights of the newspaper clippings, correspondence and other information 

the family has shared with the Rochester Conservancy and the 106 Group: 

• Apparently, the Carleton routinely accommodated Native Americans—in 

an era of rather widespread racial prejudice in our community, when 

people of the Jewish faith and people of color who sought treatment at 

Mayo Clinic were not readily accepted in local hotels (except for the 

Avalon Hotel, which is listed on the National Register for this reason).    

• The hotel served veterans whose bills were underwritten by the U.S. 

Veterans Bureau. 

• The Carleton was a meeting site for local cultural organizations, like 

the “Gamle Norge Cultural and Marching Society.”  One of the  

newspaper articles indicates that Paul Grassle (one of Carleton 

founder Charles Grassle’s two sons, who succeeded him in operating the 

hotel until its sale in 1974) opened its meetings by ringing an old 

Rochester fire bell. 

• Charles Grassle was a long-time owner of a downtown Rochester bar 

and restaurant before Prohibition caused him to consider Rochester’s 

need for a good family hotel. 

• The hotel advertised that its restaurants were “recommended” by the 

travel guide reviewer Duncan Hines. 

• Paul Grassle and Dr. Charles Mayo were honored in 1954 for their joint 

work on the Rochester Centennial, which was Rochester’s largest 

public celebration to that date (and perhaps the largest ever in 

Rochester history).  Some of the celebration activities took place at the 

Carlton. 

• In addition to his four terms as Rochester mayor, 20 years of service on 

Rochester’s Charter Commission, and many decades of membership in 

local service clubs, Paul Grassle was a leader of various local and 

state professional organizations within the hotel industry, and served 

on the American Hotel Association’s board of directors.    

• The Carlton’s architect, Frederick H. Mosse, grew up in Rochester as the 

son of a Mayo Clinic physician, and was educated at Carleton College and 



the University of Minnesota.  Among his other projects are Rochester’s 

Armory and former Salvation Army citadel (both still extant, and the 

Armory is on the National Register).  

• The Carlton was a substantial building, designed to be fireproof (aside: 

Charles Grassle was a firefighter before turning to the hospitality 

industry).  It had leather and mahogany furniture, high-end finishes 

(Kasota marble lobby flooring, carpets and mahogany paneling 

throughout the building), and bathrooms in most of it guest rooms.  HVAC 

and plumbing systems were designed by Maass and McAndrew, a 

Rochester firm that was also working with Dr. Henry Plummer on Mayo 

Clinic’s early facilities at that time.  The overall design, as two small 

blocks of rooms rather than one larger one, was thought to maximize 

fresh air to guest rooms.  I understand that this was a trend in hotel 

design, but, to my knowledge, there was only one other hotel in 

Rochester that was designed this way—the Colonial Hotel/Hospital, now 

a Mayo Clinic facility with only one of its blocks remaining. 

• Other hotel amenities included a retail store, an optician, a drug store, 

and a bus station.  Ginger has leases for these tenants. 

The Carlton is the last of the great family-run hotels (the Martin, the 

Campbell, the Arthur, the Damon, the Cook, and others) that were created to 

serve Mayo Clinic patients, and is a good complement to the corporate Kahler 

hospital-hotel family (of which only the flagship Kahler Grand remains).  Owned 

and managed by the Grassle family for more than five decades, it was an 

exemplary employer—even through the Depression era, when not a single job 

was lost—and made a significant contribution to the warmth of Rochester’s 

welcome to Mayo Clinic patients.    

Speaking for those in our community who cherish its heritage and being 

supportive of the goals and vision of the DMC planning and Design Guidelines we 

believe this historic landmark should be spared the wrecking ball and continue 

to serve as a unique downtown Rochester anchor. 
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