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HOTELS’ annual Hotelier of the World awards laud the best in 
hotelkeeping around the globe, but somewhat ironically, both 
of this year’s honorees actively avoid the limelight. Corporate 
Hotelier of the World Peter Borer, chief operating officer of The 
Peninsula Hotels and executive director of The Hongkong and 

Shanghai Hotels, lists getting too much attention as his top 
pet peeve. And Independent Hotelier of the World Paul Leone, 
president of The Breakers Palm Beach, is quick to credit his team 
members as the real key to his property’s tremendous success. 
Read more in Special Report starting on p24. 

Correction

The September Great Hotel Restaurants feature should 

have listed the opening date for Shang Palace as 2011.

The October F&B feature misidentified Paramount 

Hospitality Management.

HOTELS regrets the errors.
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Bouquets
Peter Borer, COO of The 
Peninsula Hotels, Hong 
Kong. Both gentlemen 
are extremely loyal and 
inspirational, as Paul has 
been working for the same 
property for 28 years, while 
Peter has spent 32 years 
completely committed to 
his Peninsula team, grow-
ing the company and loving 
every minute of it. While 
Paul came from a financial 
background he has more than earned 
his hotelier stripes, having success-
fully managed most every aspect of the 
business. In Peter, we have more of a 
traditional luxury hotelier who worked 
his way up the traditional route — and 
he has succeeded globally at the highest 
levels without today’s requisite MBA. 

Based on the way hospitality  
leadership roles are evolving, perhaps 
Peter and Paul represent that loyal breed 
of hospitality leader we won’t be able to 
read about for too much longer. But for 
the time being, these two  
traditionalists are still considered among 
the elite, and to both of them and their 
contemporaries cut from the same cloth, 
I say, “Long may you run.”

This month we also honor excellence 
in design, and I congratulate the Gold 
Key award finalists (p39), as well as the 
entire design-driven hotel community, 

which has more or less 
crumpled the hotel “box” 
and completely embraced 
lifestyle spaces — sometimes 
over-the-top and opulent 
and other times understated 
and efficient, but always 
inspiring. Design has turned 
today’s global hotel spaces 
into something they rarely 
were before — cool and aspi-
rational. Hotel design has 
become part of a movement 

that sets trends and leads at a higher level 
with its growing ecological focus. I only 
hope it continues to make green look like 
the new black.

Last but not least, our “Life in the 
Kitchen” feature (p51) inspires me to toss 
bouquets to the hard-working chefs with 
their sore feet. They also do what they 
do out of love for their craft and a pas-
sion to feed guests good and increasingly 
healthy meals. They could be working 
in independent restaurants, but so many 
of them told us they enjoy being a part 
of something bigger: an always living, 
breathing and evolving inn. 

And that is the beauty of this  
business with hoteliers, designers, chefs 
and all the other characters providing 
food and shelter in spaces that have 
never been more exciting and interest-
ing for guests and those who serve them. 
Bouquets all around.

We are approaching the season when we give special thanks for our bounties, 
however big or small, and celebrate  
life in anticipation of an even better year ahead. It has  

put me in the mood to throw bouquets to hoteliers and hotel innovators.
I must start by congratulating this month’s cover boys, HOTELS 2013 Hotelier of 

the World award winners Paul Leone of The Breakers in Palm Beach, Florida, and 
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In some ways, you could call both Peter Borer 
and Paul Leone unlikely hoteliers. Neither had 
an easy path to success in the industry.

Before his career even began, Borer was  
concerned he wouldn’t pass his final prep exams to 
enter Ecole hôtelière de Lausanne — yet he  
managed to convince the dean to admit him any-
way. Of course, this year’s Corporate Hotelier of 
the World ultimately more than proved he was a 
deserving student, today holding the ranks of chief 
operating officer of The Peninsula Hotels and execu-
tive director of The Hongkong and Shanghai Hotels. 
Despite the prominence he has achieved, however, 
Borer hardly craves the spotlight. “In our industry, 
it is very important to stay humble,” he says. “Our 
industry has a tendency to spoil certain people, and 
when they get spoiled they take themselves too  
seriously. I prefer to stay in the background.” 

Leone’s first taste of the hospitality world came at 
a 17-room motel he ran with his family as a teenager. 
He had no idea then hotels were his calling, so he 
studied accounting and was hired as controller at The 
Breakers Palm Beach only after he audited the prop-
erty with Coopers & Lybrand. Leone rose through the 
ranks quickly, however, and became president of The 
Breakers at age 36 — a post he has held for almost 20 
years now. “I’ve gotten a lot of attention from other 
companies, and I really don’t even take the phone calls 
because it’s not about a bigger, more lucrative job,” 
Leone says. “I love coming to work more than ever. 
And there’s so much more work to do.”

On the pages ahead, Borer and Leone show their 
passionate commitment to the hard work of the 
hotel business — hard work they also happen to 
love — as each day they continue to earn HOTELS’ 
highest honor.

Hoteliers2013

Worldof the

Both Peter Borer and Paul Leone shy 
away from attention, but HOTELS 

readers couldn’t help but notice their tireless 
commitment to the best hotelkeeping.

Corporate 
Hotelier of the World

Peter Borer
Chief operating offiCer,  

the peninsula hotels, hong Kong

independent 
Hotelier of the World

Paul Leone 
president, the BreaKers,  

palm BeaCh, florida
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The biggest turning point in Paul 
Leone’s life came when he was 
just 15 years old. After growing 

up on Long Island in New York, Leone 
moved with his five siblings after his 
mother remarried to the small town of 
Paris, Kentucky. He recalls that at the 
time, the move seemed like a catastrophe 
in his teenage world, but in the end, “It 
was the best thing that ever happened 
to me. I wasn’t really on a great track in 
New York. More than that, the adversity 

was really good for me. It made me a lot 
stronger, and it opened up my mind to a 
whole new world.”

That new world soon included the 
Starlight Motor Court, a 17-room motel 
on the town’s main street where Leone’s 
entire family lived and worked. Leone 
did a little bit of everything at the prop-
erty — from cleaning toilets to patching 
the roof. “I remember distinctly day one, 
at 16 years old, my stepdad putting me 
behind the front desk and showing me 

how to check someone in,” Leone remi-
nisces. “That was such a fun part of my 
life because that’s where I got my first 
taste of business in general, and the hotel 
business. I immediately felt  
comfortable. I wanted to work.”

That energetic, upbeat attitude helped 
propel Leone to a job as a CPA at a major 
accounting firm and, later, helped him 
quickly rise through the ranks at The 
Breakers Palm Beach in Palm Beach, 
Florida — not to mention earn him the 

Paul Leone’s zeal for 
The Breakers, the hotel 

  business and, truly, all of 
life, led to his recognition 

as the 2013 Independent 
Hotelier of the World.

Endlessenergy

by ANN BAGEL sTORCk, mANAGING EDITOR

independent 
Hotelier of the World

Paul Leone 
president, the BreaKers,  

palm BeaCh, florida

honor of 2013 Independent Hotelier of 
the World.

“There are a lot of guys who are good 
leaders, but they can be a bit arrogant,” 
says Jim Kenan, The Breakers’ chairman 
of the board. “One of Paul’s strengths is 
he can talk to the common man, so to 
speak, and there’s no phoniness. He’s just 
a very decent human being.”

“I compare him to any executive — 
Paul is exceptional by any standard,” 
adds The Breakers board member 
Garrett Kirk. “He could do a lot more 
than run hotels. He’s just a great leader.”

Workaholic’s dream
Despite the fact that Leone was a 
reluctant scholar — “I’m a real action-
oriented person,” he notes. “Traditional 
education for me was sort of painful.” — 
with his stepfather’s encouragement he 
enrolled at the University of Kentucky, 
where he studied accounting. “I didn’t 
love it, but it was easier than English and 
history and science, and I had a knack 
for it,” Leone recalls.

He jokes that “by a miracle” he was 
hired by Coopers & Lybrand, but after 
two-and-a-half years of intensive train-
ing there, he took a yearlong break to 
run a motel and restaurant in Lake City, 
Florida, with his younger brother. He 
then returned to Coopers & Lybrand, 
this time in the firm’s office in West 
Palm Beach, Florida, where the big-
gest client — The Breakers — needed 
an auditor who understood the hotel 
business. Leone supervised a six-week, 
all-encompassing audit of the prop-
erty, after which he recommended 
The Breakers hire more talent in its 
finance division. It was a self-serving 
move, Leone admits, but also one 
based in fact, and at age 27 Leone 
was hired as the property’s controller, 
a role that also landed him on the man-
agement committee.

“It was way more than I really under-
stood,” Leone says. “The company was 
a mess at the time, but therein was the 
opportunity. I was a workaholic, and this 
place needed work.”

Leone dove into that work  
wholeheartedly, going well beyond  
the traditional boundaries of the  

controller’s role. “He could have just 
been sitting in the accounting office 
and working on the financial stuff, 
but you saw him in the laundry on the 
midnight shift,” says Atesh Chandra, 
vice president of administration at The 
Breakers, who has worked with Leone 
since he joined the resort in 1985. “He 
was interested in seeing for himself 

every aspect of the business, not just 
reporting the numbers.”

“I probably worked 80 hours a week, 
and I loved it,” Leone adds. “I learned 
by going down to the receiving dock at 
4 o’clock in the morning, and at 11 at 
night being in the kitchen as they were 
wrapping up. At first I wasn’t really 
welcome, but people realized I was 

AGE: 55

CAREER HIGHLIGHTs: After starting his hospitality career as a teenage 
jack-of-all-trades at his family’s Starlight Motor Court in Paris, Kentucky, 
Leone earned a degree in accounting and worked for Coopers & Lybrand. 

After completing an audit of The Breakers Palm Beach, the resort hired 
Leone as controller in 1985. He was ultimately promoted to president 
of The Breakers as well as Flagler System Inc., a position he has held 
since 1994.

fAmILY: Wife, Kathy, and four sons ages 20 through 14

HOBBIEs: Golf, cycling and windsurfing with his sons. “I’m not someone 
who relaxes by sitting and reading a book — I wish I could,” Leone adds.

mANAGEmENT sTYLE: “I like to reference the idea of servant leader-
ship,” Leone says. “As a leader of this company, I’m here to serve our 
people, to make their lives better.”

ADVICE TO YOUNG HOTELIERs: “Be nice and work hard. I tell it to my kids 
all the time. It has taken me a long way.”

PauL 
Leone 

AT A GLANCE

Paul Leone poses 
with his wife, 
kathy, and sons (L 
to R) Jake, Griffin, 
Nick and Ben.
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there to learn and to help.”
Leone continued to move up at The 

Breakers, but in 1994 it was still a  
surprise to him when he was offered the 
job of president at age 36 — a mere 20 
years after his humble introduction to the 
industry at the Starlight Motor Court. 
“This was like a dream come true,” 
Leone says.

The reality, however, was that he 
needed a plan to improve The Breakers 
— and fast. Understanding many of the 
question marks that remained about his 
abilities as president, Leone rushed to 
make many changes — but he knew what 
was most important. “I said, if we can 
become incredibly competent at hiring 

the right people, we can turn this thing 
around,” Leone says. “My mantra at that 
point was teamwork and speed. We have 
got to form the best team. We’ve got to 
work together and we’ve got to work fast. 
Within a year to 18 months, you could 
see this ship start to turn.”

Outstanding, friendly service
The Breakers dates back in some form 
to the late 1800s, although its current 
iteration opened in 1926. The 540-room 
resort, set on 140 acres (57 hectares) in 
the heart of Palm Beach, is still owned by 
descendants of the property’s founder, 
Henry Flagler. The property boasts that 
it is debt-free, and US$20 million in capi-
tal expenditures annually help keep the 
facilities fresh. Projected occupancy for 
fiscal year 2013 is 80%, with total revenue 
of US$200 million and a US$500 ADR.

Yet success has not come easy for The 
Breakers. “We have found an unusual 
balance of being able to honor the past 
and charge into the future,” Leone notes. 
“The ultimate preservation is self-preser-
vation — grab the future.”

Over the past decade, The Breakers 
has invested US$250 million in revital-
ization projects, but Leone hesitates to 
focus on the most tangible metrics when 

discussing the property’s success. “It’s 
about the hiring,” he explains, adding 
that the resort’s 2,000 employees are at 
least 30% more than one might expect to 
find at a similarly sized property. “Last 
year we interviewed or screened 15,000 
people and hired 500. Our mission in a 
line is outstanding, friendly service — to 
each other and our guests.”

“The most unique thing about the 
property is the staff,” confirms Dave 
Burke, who has served as vice  
president of sales and marketing  
since 1991. “That all comes from  
Paul. There’s no ego, and that  
permeates the company. It’s a great 
place to work — I’m here almost 23 
years, and I still smile every morning 
when I come to work.”

The best is yet to come
Leone understands that spending almost 
30 years at one company — especially 
in the hotel industry — is unusual, but 
he says he has stayed at The Breakers 
because of the relationships he has with 
the board of directors and his colleagues 
on-property. “To trust, respect and love 
the people you work with — I don’t think 
you come by that very easily,” he says. 
“There’s nothing I’d rather do, no people 
I’d rather work with.”

In addition to work keeping Leone 
busy, he keeps a schedule packed with 
daily church attendance; activities that 
include golf, windsurfing and cycling; 
and his family — wife Kathy (whom 
he met at The Breakers, fittingly) and 
four sons ages 20 to 14. “I’m like the 
Energizer bunny,” Leone jokes. “I don’t 
stop moving. I was built to work. One of 
my prayers is to work until the end.”

“He embodies this spirit of never 
resting,” Chandra agrees. “We need 
to be better tomorrow than we are 
today. That’s a cliché, and people talk 
about it, but so many companies that 
achieve success run out of gas and 
coast for a while.”

Coasting is definitely not on the 
agenda here — for The Breakers or 
Leone. Kirk predicts, “I think his best 
years are yet to come here.”

As a teenager, Leone 
lived and worked at the 

17-room starlight motor 
Court in Paris, kentucky.

Leone credits The 
Breakers’ success 

chiefly to the work of his 
team members, includ-

ing Chuck Carter, an 
attendant at one of the 
golf course bag rooms.


