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Introduction

In the annals of American business, few companies can lay claim to a legacy as
enduring and transformative as Marriott International. From its humble beginnings as
a root beer stand in 1927, this enterprise has blossomed into a global hospitality giant,
a name synonymous with quality, innovation, and unparalleled service. This book, "A
History of Marriott International: The Story of an S&P 500 Company," chronicles the
remarkable journey of a family business that grew to become a titan of industry,
earning its place among the prestigious S&P 500.

This narrative is more than just a corporate history; it is a testament to the power of
vision, resilience, and an unwavering commitment to core values. It explores the
entrepreneurial spirit of J. Willard Marriott, whose initial foray into the restaurant
business laid the groundwork for an empire, and delves into the strategic acumen that
propelled the company into the lodging sector. We will witness the pivotal moments
that shaped Marriott's trajectory, from the opening of its first hotel to its aggressive
expansion and diversification into a multitude of brands and services that cater to
every conceivable traveler.

The story of Marriott International is also a window into the broader evolution of the
hospitality industry itself. As we trace the company's growth, we will see how it
adapted to economic shifts, embraced technological advancements, and consistently
redefined the guest experience. From pioneering in-room amenities to developing
sophisticated loyalty programs like Marriott Bonvoy, the company has often been at
the forefront of innovation, setting benchmarks that others have striven to meet. Its
journey reflects the changing demands of consumers and the dynamic landscape of
global travel.

Beyond the balance sheets and strategic maneuvers, this book illuminates the human
element at the heart of Marriott's success. It examines the leadership transitions,
particularly the enduring impact of Bill Marriott Jr., who guided the company through
decades of phenomenal growth and cemented its reputation for corporate culture and
community engagement. We will explore the values instilled by the Marriott
family—service, integrity, and putting people first—and how these principles have
permeated every level of the organization, fostering a spirit of dedication and
excellence.

Ultimately, "A History of Marriott International" offers a compelling account of a
company that not only weathered countless challenges but also consistently emerged
stronger, more innovative, and more influential. It is a story of global expansion,
strategic acquisitions, and a relentless pursuit of customer satisfaction. For business
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leaders, aspiring entrepreneurs, and anyone interested in the enduring power of a well-
run enterprise, this book provides invaluable insights into the strategies, decisions,

and cultural foundations that have enabled Marriott International to maintain its
position as a leader in the global hospitality arena and an enduring presence on the
S&P 500.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Marriott Family's Early Ventures

The story of Marriott International, a name now synonymous with global hospitality,
doesn't begin with grand hotels or sprawling resorts, but rather with a seemingly
simple, yet profoundly ambitious, family. The roots of this monumental enterprise are
firmly planted in the early 20th century, a period of immense change and opportunity
in America. It was within this dynamic landscape that the Marriott family, guided by an
entrepreneurial spirit and a strong work ethic, began their journey. Their early
ventures, though modest in scope, would lay the essential groundwork for the colossal
enterprise that was to follow. These formative years, marked by both perseverance
and ingenuity, provide a fascinating glimpse into the origins of a hospitality empire.

The patriarch, J. Willard Marriott, was born in 1900 in Ogden, Utah, into a family of
Mormon farmers. His upbringing instilled in him values of hard work, thrift, and
community service - principles that would later become cornerstones of his business
philosophy. Life on a farm in rural Utah at the turn of the century was far from easy. It
demanded constant effort and resilience, teaching young Willard the importance of
self-reliance and the rewards of diligent labor. This early immersion in a demanding
environment undoubtedly shaped his character, forging a determined individual with a
keen understanding of practical application and problem-solving. These were not the
typical beginnings one might associate with a future captain of industry, but rather the
humble, grounded origins that often characterize true entrepreneurial spirit.

Willard's early life was also marked by a strong sense of purpose, cultivated through
his faith and family. He served a two-year mission for The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints in New England, an experience that broadened his horizons and
further solidified his commitment to service and ethical conduct. This period away
from his familiar surroundings exposed him to different cultures and ways of life,
providing him with invaluable insights into human nature and the diverse needs of
people. It was during this time, interacting with strangers and navigating unfamiliar
territories, that he likely honed his interpersonal skills and developed an intuitive
understanding of what made people feel comfortable and cared for. These would
prove to be invaluable assets in the hospitality business.

Upon his return from his mission, Willard Marriott pursued higher education, attending
Weber College and then the University of Utah, where he studied business. This
academic pursuit was a clear indication of his ambition and his desire to equip himself
with the formal knowledge necessary to succeed in the burgeoning American
economy. He recognized that while practical experience was vital, a solid
understanding of business principles would provide a significant advantage. His
education, combined with his ingrained work ethic, created a formidable foundation
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for future endeavors. He wasn't just dreaming of success; he was actively preparing
for it, meticulously assembling the tools and knowledge he would need to turn his
aspirations into reality.

It was during his time in Washington D.C., working as a salesman for a wholesale
candy company, that ). Willard Marriott first identified a significant market opportunity.
The scorching D.C. summers created a palpable demand for refreshing, non-alcoholic
beverages. People were seeking respite from the oppressive heat, and the existing
options were often limited and unappealing. This observation, seemingly minor at first
glance, ignited a spark of entrepreneurial insight within him. He saw not just a need,
but a potential business venture. This keen eye for identifying unmet consumer needs
would become a hallmark of his approach to business, setting the stage for future
innovations.

The year was 1927, and the Prohibition era was in full swing across the United States.
This national ban on alcoholic beverages inadvertently created a booming market for
alternative refreshments. While many saw limitations, Marriott saw opportunity. He
understood that people would still seek places to gather, socialize, and enjoy a
pleasant experience, even without alcohol. This societal shift, driven by government
policy, created a unigue economic landscape that a savvy entrepreneur could exploit.
It required a degree of creativity and adaptability to thrive in this new environment,
qualities that Marriott possessed in spades.

Marriott, along with his new wife, Alice Sheets Marriott, decided to act on this
burgeoning opportunity. They made a bold decision that would forever alter their lives
and ultimately give birth to a global enterprise. They pooled their resources and
opened a small root beer stand in Washington D.C. This was not a move dictated by
tradition or convention, but rather a courageous leap of faith into the unknown. Their
initial capital was modest, their experience in running a restaurant limited, but their
enthusiasm and determination were boundless. This modest root beer stand, situated
in a bustling part of the city, became the very first stepping stone on what would
become an extraordinary journey.

Alice Sheets Marriott played an equally crucial role in these formative years. While ].
Willard Marriott was the visionary, Alice was the meticulous operational force, the
pragmatist who ensured the business ran smoothly and efficiently. Her keen financial
sense and tireless dedication to the daily operations were indispensable. She managed
the books, oversaw the quality of the products, and meticulously attended to the
countless details that are essential for any successful small business. It was a true
partnership, with each spouse bringing complementary skills and an unwavering
commitment to their shared venture. Their combined efforts created a synergistic
force that propelled their modest enterprise forward.

The initial root beer stand was strategically located, drawing in thirsty patrons eager
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for a cool drink. The Marriotts focused on quality, offering a refreshing, homemade
root beer that quickly gained popularity. They understood that in a competitive
market, product excellence was paramount. Word spread quickly about their delicious
beverage, and the stand soon became a local favorite. This early success, though
small scale, provided invaluable lessons in customer service, product consistency, and
the importance of a strong brand reputation, even for a simple root beer stand. It
proved that their instincts were sound and their hard work was paying off.

Their success was not merely a matter of good fortune; it was a result of relentless
effort and a deep understanding of their customers. The Marriotts worked long hours,
often from early morning until late at night, personally overseeing every aspect of
their operation. They greeted customers with a smile, ensured prompt service, and
maintained an impeccably clean establishment. This hands-on approach fostered a
sense of personal connection with their clientele, building loyalty and encouraging
repeat business. They weren't just selling root beer; they were selling an experience -
a moment of cool refreshment and friendly service in a hot city.

The growth of their first venture was organic and driven by popular demand. As the
hot D.C. summers continued, so did the thirst for their refreshing root beer. The
Marriotts quickly realized they had tapped into a genuine need, and their initial
success validated their entrepreneurial instincts. They weren't afraid to roll up their
sleeves and do the hard work necessary to get their business off the ground. This
tireless dedication, coupled with a genuine desire to provide a quality product and
excellent service, became the bedrock of their burgeoning enterprise. It was this
foundation of diligence and customer focus that would continue to define the Marriott
legacy for generations to come.
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