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Of Indian-Americans

going inio,
long hours

Ramesh Gokal,
roora hotsl in North Caroling soon
after coming o the United Stazes in
1978, is now presideat of Kaights Inn
a chain of about 180 franchised
omy hotels. Children of the i
pioneers a
companies al
kaowledge of capital m:
build budding empires.

"My parents’ generation did busi-
neas by having x dollars, buy
goods and selling for z,” )
Alibhai, the kinetic 32-ysar-old presi
dent and chief executive of Gencom
American Hospltality, a fax
owned hotel group in Houston. “At
the roadside hoizls they ran, ths
managerent philosophy was
guests In and out, and have
maids clean the rooms.”

But these days, “you have io know
administration, managemsni and
how to use Wall Street {o invest and
o grow,” added My, Alibhai, who
was born in Kenya and majored in

sconomics  al  Rice University.
{(Many Indian-American  hotel-
keepers came to Ameviea by v

Africa, where their familis
lived for several generations
many cases.)

n Mr. Alibhai’s case, the big plaas
are not just talk. In Sepiember, he
co-sponsored a 3350 miliion initial
public offering of a real esiate in-
vestment trust, one of the largest in
Unitad States history. Paine Wabber
was the lead invesiment banker and
Mr. Alibhai was initially the biggest
individual shareholder.

Today Gencom affiliates, which
began with a single Best Western
that Mr. Alibhai’s parents bought in
1879 after emigrating from Kenya,
own all or part of 47 hotels @ 13
states. Properties include the 759
room Radisson New Orleans, the
850-roomn  Sheraton Asirodome in
Houston as well as Marriotts, Hil-
tons and boutigue hetels in Beston
and San Anionio. Revenues are ox-
pacted 10 exceed $200 million this
year.

i

Like his parants, Mr. Alibhai said,
he *“worked the desk, drove the shut-
tle van o the airport and learned to
fix the sewer plani.” In the thres
yaars after finishing college in 1984,
years in which the Housion hotal
indusiry bled rad ink, he still did odd
jobs at the hotel, but spent rapst of
his time lzarning the business,

“Operating during that recassion
was my M.B.A,,” said Mr, Alibhai, a
trim, tennis-playing sxecutive whose
office is in a sleek Houston high-rise,
In 1887, with the economy looking up
but hotel values still down, Mr, Alib-
haj began buying distressed proper-
ties, often jointly with other Indian-
Americans,

*That’s when the real learning
process began,” he said, “not just
acquiring the properties but convine.
ing lenders who had tightened their
purse strings to {inance me, T had to
change their perception of Indians
as being identified with low-end ho-
tels.”

in many ways, Mr. Alibhai’s world

i ravenue streams, variable infla-
iion rates for assessing potentizl
purchiases and structuring deals
with invesiment bankers is aliea to
the gensration of his 8vear-old
ther, Akber, who is in charge
purchasing for Gancem,

12 older generation is still very
cantioug about sharing information,
e the cost of hotels,” said Jay
Patel of Colorado Springs, a 43-year
old pative of Zimbabwa v
wwner of seven hotele Colorade
and California. *The younger gener-
ation is much wove forthcoming.”

There ave other differences,

“When you come from India and
Adrica, your view of labor is very
di ot Mr. Alibhai said. “People
are thankful just to have a job.
That’s their bonus, Here, employess
algo want to feel appreciated. I pre-
fer this system.” Most of Gencorm's
corporate ernployees are givan stock
or bonusgss, he said,

In the early years, Indian-Ameri-
can3 had problems typical of many
nweomers in trying to get financing
and ingurance. By their account, in-
surers in the early 1980°s suddenly
canceled property insurance to all
indian hetel owners, believing them
‘0 be part of an Indian conspiracy to
buy propertiss and burn them down
Lo collect insurance monsy.

“Wa ware turned down by about
260 insurance companies, uniil we
convinced underwriters that these
iramigrants  wers  outsianding
risks,” said Ron Thomas, a vice
president of United Insurancs Agen-
cies in Muncie, Ind, who is widely
admived by Indian hotal owners for
his early efforts on their behalf.

Discrimination also tock other
forms, including boasts by rivals
that their properties were “Ameri-
can owned.”

Much of the” more blaiant bias
began to wane with the formation of
an Iadian hotel owners’ association
in 1989, vigorously supported by
Henry R. Silverman, the chaivman
of HFS Inc, and Michasl A, Leven,
then president of Days Inn. Starting
with about 100 members, the sroup
now numbers more than 4,000 hotel-
keepsrs.

“Indian franchisees have been the
2ngine of growth for the entirs econ-
omy-hotel sector,” said Mr, Silver.
man, whose company’s franchises
inciude Days Inn, Knights Inn and
Super 8. “They were willing t6 build
with their own capital when no one
zlse was willing t0.”

For all their success, though, Indi
an-Americans have stayed away
frora luxury hotels and five-star re-
sorts, and often from full-service ho-
tels, mainly be¢ause of their cost but
alse for cultural and religious raa.
5008,

“Most Indian hotel owners here
are Hindus from Gujarat siaie and
don’t do well with anything invelving
alcohol and meat,” said Mr. Patel of
Colorado Springs. {(Most Hindus
from the western state of Gujarat
are vegetarians, according io the
Indian Embassy in Washington, and
most Gujarati women do net drink.)

But younger Indians fesi different-
ly. ““They realize you can offer meat
and aleohol to your guests, because
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Francisco, Delroit and elsewhare.
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BARBABIANS Short-haul truckin,
Quesns.

CHALDEANS lragi Christia
storas in the Dewoli and San Di

dand ram

Korsans and Hispanic peop

scattersd throughout Southsrm C
shops ars also Southeast Asians

it’s all part of the hotel businsss,”
Mr. Patel added,

“Within the next five years you'li
see a lot of us owning luxury proper
ties, like Ritz-Carltons,” said Tushay
Patel, the 3l-year-old president of
Tarsadia Fotels in Costa Mesa,
Calif. About half of Tarsadia’s 13
dvoperties — including the 448-roor
Clarion Hotel at the San Francisco
girport — are fnll-service hotels,
with restauranie and bars,

Tushar Paizl, by the way, is not
related to Jay Patel of Colorade
Springs, uniess distantly, or to most
of the thousands of other Patels who
own hotels in the United States, Al-
most all Patels, even thoss from
Africa, trace their ancestry to Guja-
rat, where hospirality is highly re-
gardad.

In the United States, many Indian

A willingness to
persevere and to
take on tasks that
others would shun.

immigranis turmed 1o lodging be:
cause they could buy cheap motels,
they could live rent free and the
family could work the front desk,
clea;} rooms, do laundry and make
rapairs,

When they stepped up to fran-
chised propsrties, for as little as
$20,000 plus 8 percent of rayenues,
ihe Indians acquired not only iell-
ires ressrvation systems and the
benefit of bulk purchases, but zn
sducation about prices, payrolls and
bookkeeping,

“We'll zoon have sight hotels and
we're looking to open 2 200-room ons
soonm, and it’s no big deal,” said S.
Jay (you guessed it} Patel of Alphar-
etta, Ga, “Now we'ra experienced
enough t0 know we can handle it.”

His father, J. K. Patel, left a 20-
year career with Barclays Bank in
Kenya to come to America in 1978,
spending six months looking for a
business before buying a hotel in
South Carolina. The elder Mr. Patel
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ALESTINIANS Run many mom-and-pop grocery siorsa in San l
!
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are opsning bigger stores and dispsr
D iaily in Southarn Californi

ns. who own 1y

business in Los Angelss, and now smploy m

some successful niche businesses serving the broad comynunity
carved out by recent immigrant groups in ths Unitad States:

centar of

nut shops, p

plizre to thess

ibutes ihe Indlany’ success in
is coutry (o “the way we weare
brought up,”

Parants instilled the need for edu-
cailon and trust between families
and ameng thair own sthnic aroup.
“In January I did a deal with aa
an pariner in Dallas for two ho-
218, 3aid Mr. Alibhai of Gencom.
“Weg shook hands, and before the
contracis were signed I wired him
savaral million dollars.”

Arvind Patel, who with his wife,
Bhavina, owns a 38-room Days Inn in
West Point, Miss., cites another fac-
tor — the willingness of extended
families and acquaintancss to pro-
vide financial help.

“We work together as a team,”
said Arvind Patel, a native of Tanza-
nia. “A lot of families give you
810,000, even $30,009, without charg-
ing you interest and without any
collateral. They figure one day you
may help them.”

But like many Indians, these Pa-
tels are branching out and moving
up, building an 81-room Wingate Inn
and a 58-rosm Hampion Inn slse-
where in Mississippi. Meantime,
both continue working a full shift
2ach day bahind the desk of their
Days Inn, with their 12-year-old son
and 10-year-old daughter pitching in
on weekends,

“And if our help doess’t show up,”
Mrs, Patel said, “my husband and 1
still clean the rooms.”

Many of the older indian-owned
tnatels were long ago refurbished, if
ouly to measure up as franchises —
a mathod the Indians quickly saw as
a route to fimancial independence.
Some proparties have besn kept for
the next generation, but most have
been sold to a newer wava of Indian
immigrants.

When Indian-Americans graduats
from college, many have chosen o
become doctors, engineers, lawyers
and accountanis. “But in most fam-
ilies at least one son or daughter will
becoms hoteliers, because they real-
ize it isw't the hard work it was for
us,” said J. K. Patel, the former Bar-
clays banker. “The difference is, we
used to man the desk purselves. The
new generation likes sitting in the
office and delegating the work.”




