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Room Service! 

Chances are, these are the first words 
that come to mind when you picture 
Eloise, the imperious six-year-old 
denizen of New York’s Plaza Hotel, who 
was brought to life in 1955 by author 
Kay Thompson and illustrator Hilary 

Knight. Their first book, 
Eloise: A Book for Precocious 
Grown-ups, introduced 
a refreshingly different child 
protagonist, a little girl who 
crayoned walls, combed her 
hair with a fork, called a valet 
to iron her sneakers, pretend-
ed to be an orphan so hotel 
guests would pity her and give 
her treats, fiddled with the 
thermostats, hid in the Grand 
Ballroom, careened around 
hallways, and generally owned 
the place. Eloise was raised 
by her ever-indulgent Nanny 

with companionship from 
her pug, Weenie, and 
her turtle, Skipperdee; a 
poster child for the 
ultimate hotel experi-
ence. Home away from 
home, with benefits. 
Ultimate freedom. 
Where were her 
parents?

And what would it be 
like to be Eloise? 

We spoke with some 
real-life Eloises: 
Jason Cotter ’03, 
Amruda Nair, 

MMH ’07 and her sister, Aishwarya, 
and Alexandra Jaritz ’97. Not only did 
they grow up in hotels (steeped in hotel 
cultures)—all four chose to go into the 
hospitality business. What sort of 
gravitational pull did these mostly 

fabulous childhoods exert on their career 
choices? What were the pros and cons 
of hotel life for these children and 
teenagers? And how did that life prepare 
them for the hospitality industry?

Jason is a fourth-generation hotelier. 
His parents, Richard ’77 and Judith ’77, 
met and fell in love at Cornell, marry-
ing before graduation from the School of 
Hotel Administration. His father was 
a general manager (and later the man in 
charge of all East Coast Starwood 
hotels); his mother (“a foodie”) also 
worked for many years in the business. 
Jason grew up primarily in New York 
hotels: the former Omni, then Sheraton, 
in Manhattan (as the Omni, it was 
the first hotel he lived in; as the Sher-
aton, it was the last), the Waldorf 
Astoria, the New York Palace, and the 
St. Regis, with a few years at the Beverly 
Hilton. That’s a lot of elegance for a 
small child, and before our interview, 
Jason confessed, friends and family 
warned him of the possibility of sounding 
too privileged—Eloise was, for all her 
lovability, a bit of a spoiled brat! Jason, it 
is clear from our conversations, is not.

Alexandra’s parents met and fell in 
love in a hotel—when her mother worked 
in public relations for InterContinental 
in Germany and her father was in food 
and beverage operations. Alexandra 
was born in Germany but grew up in 
Malaysia, Jordan, Dubai, Thailand, and 
India. “The first time I lived outside 
of a hotel,” she said, “was in my college 
dorm at Cornell!” Alexandra was 
always conscious of the world outside 
the lobby—the beauty, the variety, but 
also the poverty and political unrest. 
Consciousness of others—their goals and 
dreams—has informed her work, 
particularly when it comes to under
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Eloise: The next generation

standing the complex relationships 
between franchisees and management 
in the hotel business.

The Nair sisters are the granddaughters 
of Captain C. P. Krishnan Nair, founder 
of India’s Leela Palaces, Hotels, and 
Resorts. They grew up at the Leela in 
Mumbai, the company’s uber-elegant 
corporate base, and have been closely 
and adoringly followed for much of their 
lives by the Indian paparazzi. Leela 
has had its ups and downs, and the Nair 
sisters have witnessed firsthand the 
power of family as they have come 
together to revitalize a brand that faces 
economic and cultural challenges. They 

joined the company’s management team 
three years ago, Amruda in charge of 
corporate asset management, Aishwarya 
in charge of corporate food and beverage.

The lifestyle

Jason has fond memories of 13Y, 
the suite he lived in with his family at 
the Waldorf Astoria, and of the balcony 
off the family suite at the Sheraton 
that looked down onto Times Square. 
When his father managed the St. Regis, 
the family was given a townhouse 
next to the hotel. It was the first time 

the family could go home without going 
through the hotel lobby. “There’s a lot 
of gossip in hotels. At all hours, someone 
is watching your comings and goings,” 
he said. That might be a drag for a 
New York teenager, but any difficult-
ies were offset by the sheer coolness of 
throwing dinner parties with room 
service, or having your tenth birthday 
party in the Waldorf’s Grand Ballroom. 
Need a blow torch for the crème brulee? 
Call down to Lespinasse and have the 
chef send one up! When the family lived 
at the New York Palace, home was a 
corner suite on the forty-fifth floor with 
views east and west, a suite that today 
rents for $10,000 a night. “Nonetheless, 

What would it be like to be Eloise? 

Amruda Nair, MMH ’07, 
cousin Samyuktha, and 
sister Aishwarya stand behind 
grandparents Krishnan and 
Leela Nair poolside at the 
Leela Mumbai. Leela is holding 
brother Aushim.

Jason Cotter ’03 (the tall boy with glasses, 
back row center) celebrated his twelfth birthday 
by baking cakes with the chef of the Waldorf 
Astoria. Afterwards, the boys played hide-and-
seek in the Grand Ballroom. At right is Jason’s 
father, Richard ’77.
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I used to do my homework in the lobby,” 
Jason laughed. “I remember how thrilled 
my mother was to pick out the furniture. 
There was something normal about 
designing a home from scratch.”

The Nair sisters described a similar 
process of creating a sense of home 
within a hotel. “Our mother was very 
particular about what we ate, and 

the family’s meals were always prepared 
in our own kitchen in our suite or my 
grandmother’s,” Amruda said. “Room 
service was just a phone call away but 
was allowed only once a week.”

The pros 

Perhaps it’s not surprising that all of 
our Eloises reserve their fondest memo-
ries for the people who worked in the 
hotels they inhabited—their extended 
family. For Jason, it was the bellman 
at the St. Regis (he recently took 
his fiancée back to meet him), and the 
wonderful women in housekeeping at 
the Waldorf. For Alexandra, it was the 
Austrian pastry chef, Manfred, who 
taught her how to make pastries and 
chocolates and the driver who took her 
to school each day in Bangkok. “I will 
never forget the time I had to take the 
baccalaureate exam in Thailand,” she 
relatd. “You couldn’t be late. You couldn’t 
miss these exams. That day there was 
rioting in the streets—it was really quite 
dangerous. Our driver risked his life 
to get me to that exam. He waited for me 
until I was finished.” It was clear that 
she was quite moved, remembering this 
story, and that the support she received 
made her feel a part of a community.

Another plus for all our Eloises was 
having the family close—being able to 
drop in on Dad in his office upstairs. 
Home was wherever the family was. The 
Nair sisters grew up in one hotel, but 
Jason and Alexandra moved quite a bit. 
Both Hotelies emphasized the benefits 
of all that movement. “I grew up very 
quickly,” said Alexandra, “with a level of 
sophistication that comes from living in 
other cultures. Home was always where 
my mom and dad were. As an adult, 
I can make home anywhere with the 
help of a few special things and my 
favorite foods.” 

Room service, it turns out, held less 
of a daily appeal. “Sure, it was great to 
order room service if no one felt like 
cooking,” said Jason, “but ordering Domi-
nos was also special.” “You can only 
have room service for so long,” Alexandra 
said. “I never, however, got sick of 
chocolate!” “The novelty of room service 
wears off,” Amruda agreed. “Even today, 
the only time we end up ordering in 
is when we have friends over who get a 
kick out of it. Left to us we would still 
opt for what is prepared at home. We’ve 
been conditioned to prefer simpler, 
more traditional food!”

The cons

“In spite of the fact that 
I knew all the secret 
entrances, it was almost 
impossible to sneak out at 
night,” Jason remem-
bered, “without my father 
reading about it in his 
morning report.” 
Alexandra sought out 
quiet places in the 
various cities her 
family lived in—tem-
ples, museums, parks. 

“The downside,” Amruda and Aishwarya 
explained, “was the lack of privacy. But 
the flip side is constantly being sur-
rounded by people,” clearly a good thing 
in both their books.

“My mother worked hard to create a 
kind of normalcy,” said Alexandra. “She 
cooked German food and had German 
newspapers, no matter where we lived. 
She created a safety net. And she was 
strict—she made sure that I cleaned up 
after myself, made my own bed. She 
made sure that I was appreciative and 
respectful.” “It’s not easy,” said Jason, 
“getting away from work when you’re 
the GM.”

Alexandra’s mother worked in local 
orphanages in Thailand, bringing home 
many stories of children less fortunate 
than her own. “I knew,” Alexandra said 
quietly and firmly, “that the people 
who worked in the hotels I lived in did 
not go home to luxury hotels.”

“We know our childhood was different,” 
said Aishwarya, revealing a downside to 
hotel life that hovers in the background 
of Eloise’s story as well. “Our school 
friends had neighborhood kids to play 
with when they got home. We only 
had each other.”

Shenanigans

While Jason remembers rollerblading 
through the lobby of the Beverly Hilton 
and signing for brunch for friends, 
Alexandra says she was not particularly 
mischievous as a child or teen. “I never 
felt I needed to break any rules,” she 
said, with just the tiniest trace of 

wistfulness. “I was representing my 
father in these hotels and I knew it. 
I was on my best behavior. There were 
always dignitaries and important 
people visiting.”

In a scene reminiscent of the Polar 
Express, Jason remembers his father 
waking him up one night when he 
was nine or ten and taking him down-
stairs to the Grand Ballroom to see…
the Barnum and Bailey Circus perform-
ing for a private party! Alexandra 
remembers helping her mother, in their 
first of ten years in Thailand, to decorate 
seven enormous Christmas trees to be 
placed around the hotel. Then there was 
the time she went with her father to visit 
an offshore resort he was managing in 
the United Arab Emirates, two hours out 
to sea. When she could no longer ignore 
the terrible pain in her side, her father 
had to ask permission of the local 
sheik to have a doctor see her, because 
the closest hospital only treated men. 
After receiving the official okay, Alexan-
dra had her nearly bursting appendix 
removed. She awoke from surgery 
surrounded by police officers and the 
press—the first female ever to be treated 
in the midst of all those oil rigs. 

Amruda and Aishwarya remember a lot 
of “scampering around.” “I remember one 
time,” Amruda said, “we were playing 
Treasure Island on top of the artificial 
waterfall that our all-day dining restau-
rant overlooks. To my grandfather’s 
disbelief, while he was entertaining a 
guest, he spotted one of us slipping 
and falling into the pond below!” 

The sisters recall “conjuring up schemes 
to trick the staff. Playtime would involve 

hiding kitchen tools and staff uniforms 
and raiding the ice machines. We just 
celebrated the hotels’ twenty-fifth 
anniversary, and a staff member who is 
still with us remembers the time when 
he was the pool attendant and we fooled 
him into leaping into the pool in full 
uniform to rescue us as we pretended 
we couldn’t swim!” 

Eloise would be proud.

Sure, there were celebrities— 
Alexandra’s family was allowed to use 
their neighbor King Hussein’s yacht 
in Jordan. Rodney Dangerfield held court 
at the Beverly Hilton when Jason lived 
there, while Woody Allen was often 
seen at the St. Regis. “We learned pretty 
early how to be discreet,” he said. “The 
Waldorf was where presidents visiting 
New York always stayed. It was pretty 
cool to say you were late for school 

When Jason Cotter interned at age 17 with 
Jacques Torres at Le Cirque, he rode the 
elevator down to work from his family’s 
suite at the New York Palace

Jason, on right, poses with his dad and 
brother Christopher in the garage of the 
Waldorf Astoria. The limousine behind them 
belongs to President George  Bush, Sr.

Alexandra Jaritz ’97 with her mother

Left: Amruda Nair and her grandparents welcome 
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher to the Leela in 2004 
Right: Eloise times three: Amruda, left, with her 
cousin Samyuktha and sister Aishwarya

Jason Cotter (in the striped sweater) and a few 
of his 21 cousins celebrate New Year’s Eve on 
the steps of the St. Regis. Joe Graham ’03, his 
Cornell roommate, is in the second row at left.
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because of the president!” Discretion, 
however, was always the name of 
the game. 

Going into the business 
on the inside track

Alexandra remembers that one 
of her favorite things was doing room 
checks with the chambermaids. “I 
had a little clipboard,” she laughed, “I’d 
make sure the bathrooms were clean 
and the beds were made properly.” She 
also had a fondness for switchboards. 
Jason liked taking guests on tours of the 
Waldorf. “I was the youngest concierge 
on staff.” 

All four Eloises learned valuable 
lessons watching their parents face 
challenges. Jason remembers watching 
his father deal with unions while 
helping Steve Wynn bring the Wynn 
Resort and Casino in Las Vegas to 
five-star status. Jason, who also worked 
for Wynn, remembers his father’s grace 
under pressure. “Hospitality in Las 
Vegas,” he said, “is a little different from 
what I was used to, but my background 
helped me understand that culture 
faster and better. In this business, you 
need credibility, and credibility comes 
from experience and reputation.” Jason’s 
father, he said, thought his son was 
crazy to go to Cornell and pursue a 
career in hospitality. “He worked so 
hard—he’d often come to dinner and go 
back to his office,” Jason said. He is 
proud of the way his father renovated 
the landmark New York Palace, 
transforming it from a three-star to a 
five-star hotel and bringing in the 
famed restaurant, Le Cirque. 

Alexandra knew she did not want 
to go into operations. “My dad was on 
call 24/7,” she explained. “He worried 

that operations was the toughest part 
of the industry—too tough for me!”

Alexandra, who speaks German, 
Thai, French, and Arabic, learned how 
to adapt to a variety of cultures. What 
that means, she explained, is that 
“I learned how to listen. Just because 
someone is nodding and smiling doesn’t 
necessarily mean they agree with you.” 
She was also fascinated, at a young 
age, by the numbers involved in running 
a hotel. “I wanted a big desk like my 
father’s. I wanted to spend my days 
looking at P&L statements. He made it 
look like fun. From him, I also learned 
what it means to be a manager, particu-
larly when it comes to the relationship 
between owners and management 
interests. My dad was tough, but fair.” 
It was a challenge for Alexandra, coming 
to the United States, to learn how to 
be assertive. “I’m German on the outside 
and Asian on the inside,” she laughed. “It 
was almost impossible for me to learn 
how to challenge a professor, but I did.” 
Remembering how her father felt when 

he got instructions or yet another set 
of Standard Operating Procedures from 
Management (often thousands of miles 
away) has helped Alexandra to better 
understand how the franchisees for 
Choice feel. “Often our owners are from 
different backgrounds—Indian or Asian, 
chasing the American dream—these 
are hardworking people. It’s important 
to understand how they feel.”

Amruda has said that she got her love 
of numbers from her father, Vivek Nair, 
who is vice chairman and managing 

director of Leela, and her love of 
literature from her mother, Lakshmi, 
the editor-in-chief of the Leela 
Group’s luxury lifestyle magazine. 

Both Jason and Alexandra surprised 
themselves by going into the business. 
Alexandra spent a while deciding. She 
took a year off after high school and lived 
with her dad at the Crowne Plaza in 
New Delhi. “I just wasn’t ready to leave 
that world,” she said. She came to 
Cornell and spent the first year in Arts 
and Sciences before succumbing to 
gravity and entering hotel administra-
tion. Right away, she knew she was 
where she belonged. “There was some-
thing familiar about the people in 
hospitality. It felt like home immediate-
ly.” Still, after graduating, she resisted 
the pull. “Everyone was going to Wall 
Street, so I went to Lehman Brothers. 
Talk about learning the hard way! There 
was nothing hospitable about it!”

The Nair sisters, on the other hand, 
had little doubt about which line 
of work to go into. Amruda got her BA in 
economics in Mumbai, another BA in 
international hospitality from CHN 
University in the Netherlands, and a 
master of management in hospitality 
from Cornell as well as a postgraduate 
diploma from the London School of 
Journalism. Aishwarya has a BA in hotel 
and restaurant management and a 
graduate degree in culinary arts man-
agement, both from the Culinary 
Institute of America. 

“Our grandfather taught us how to take 
risks and dream big,” said Amruda, 
remembering the patriarch who started 
the family company. “Our father taught 
us diligence and the importance of every 
detail. Our mother taught us to be true 
to ourselves; humble and thankful for 
our blessings.”

Hospitality, Inc.

Amruda, who heads corporate asset 
management for Leela, and Aishwarya, 
in charge of corporate food and beverage, 
said that the biggest lesson they learned 
was “the importance of being welcoming. 
Playing host is now part of our DNA. 
We also got to see how much hard work 
in the back of the house goes into making 
everything perfect for the guest out 
front. I think,” said Amruda, “that it has 
made us more appreciative of the staff. 
We understand that hospitality is not all 
glamour. It requires a lot of patience 
and preparation.”

Alexandra is a senior vice president at 
Choice Hotels, where she manages over 
90 people. She currently works exclusive-
ly on domestic properties but says that 
the company has plans to expand 
internationally and that she’ll be able to 
use a lot of the skills she acquired 
growing up around the world. She is 
fierce on the subject of diversity and the 
importance of respect for people from 
other backgrounds. “As my dad always 
said, ‘Walk a mile in the other person’s 
shoes…’”

“My childhood,” said Jason, who is 
now the Brilla Group’s vice president of 
asset management and information 
technology in Miami, Florida, “was spent 
in the glory days of those hotels. The 
St. Regis and the Waldorf defined 
luxury.” Alexandra tells a similar story. 
“Some of the hotels I lived in in Asia and 
India were massive, and yet the caliber 
was often higher than that of similar-
sized hotels in the States. With eight 
restaurants and endless meeting rooms, 
they were really little villages. There 
were births and deaths, celebrations and 
divorces. It was a community.” 

The Waldorf, noted Jason, is not a 
small hotel—it’s the size of a city block. 
And yet, there was a sense of family 

there. Jason remembers an elegance in 
the hotels he lived in that is all too 
rarely seen nowadays. Alexandra speaks 
of the beauty and grace in the service 
culture. When Jason speaks, there is 
more than a bit of nostalgia for a 
childhood that, like Eloise’s, may not 
be replicable. 

And yet, it seems, there is still a bit of 
Eloise in all of us. “I took my eighteen-
month-old daughter to Niagara Falls 
recently,” said Alexandra. “We stayed at 
a Comfort Inn. Seeing her run up and 
down those hallways brought something 
back. She was having the time of her 
life. Years ago, I was just like her…”

Alexandra Jaritz ’97 addresses the Choice 
Hotels annual convention in spring 2012

Jason Cotter ’03 with his mother, Judith ’77, 
and his fiancée, Laura Cleary, at the Raleigh 
Hotel in Miami Beach, where the couple will 
marry on March 13

Amruda Nair, MMH ‘07

Aishwarya Nair

Did you grow up living in a hotel? 

If so, we would love to hear your 

story. Please drop us a line at 

communications@sha.cornell.edu. 

We will share excerpts online and 

in the next issue of Hotelie!


