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CHAIRMAN, SANDALS RESORTS INTERNATIONAL

He’s been called the “King of All-Inclusive Resorts,” the “Cupid of the Caribbean,” and the “Master of Marketing.”  While all descriptions are appropriate, none of them quite capture the full measure of Gordon ‘Butch’ Stewart, chairman and founder of Sandals Resorts International, parent company to Sandals Resorts, Beaches Resorts and Grand Pineapple Beach Resorts.

How could a simple phrase define a man who today controls what analysts estimate to be a billion dollar, privately-owned Jamaican-based Empire that includes 23 Caribbean resorts, Appliance Traders Ltd., and The Observer newspaper.  All told, Butch Stewart spearheads two-dozen diverse companies that are collectively Jamaica’s largest private sector group, the country’s biggest foreign exchange earner, and its largest non-government employer.

Born in Kingston, Jamaica, on July 6, 1941, he grew up along Jamaica’s north coast, a tropical paradise boasting some of the most beautiful beaches in the world, now home to seven Sandals Resorts, three Beaches Resorts, and Grand Pineapple Beach Resort Negril.  But the origin of Stewart’s business career as the leading entrepreneur in the Caribbean had nothing to do with the hotel or resort industries; rather it had everything to do with salesmanship and Stewart soon proved himself to be a master of the craft.

After rising to the position of sales manager for the renowned Dutch-owned Curacoa Trading Company, Stewart left in 1968 to start Appliance Traders, Ltd. (ATL).  Founded as an air-conditioner service and distribution company, ATL soon grew meteorically, adding refrigerators, freezers and other appliances.  When the Jamaican government turned socialist in 1970 and demanded a limit on imports, Stewart met what at the time was the greatest challenge to his business savvy and resourcefulness by expanding into manufacturing.  Today, ATL makes or sells everything from water pumps and electrical generators to cars and auto parts.

By 1980, the government returned to a more centrist approach to politics and business began to emphasize tourism.  The first government-owned, “all-inclusive” resort opened in Ocho Rios and ATL was contracted to supply kitchen appliances and air conditioners.  Stewart’s unofficial motto, “We can do better,” kicked into gear and led to his purchase of an old hotel on one of Montego Bay’s largest beaches.  Despite no hotel experience, Stewart approached this business with a simple philosophy he articulated many times: “The winning formula is to find out what people want, give it to them and, in doing so, exceed their expectations.”

Seven months and $4 million in renovations later, Sandals Montego Bay opened, the flagship of the most popular award-winning, Luxury Included® resort chain in the world.  Stewart has never laid claim to starting the all-inclusive concept, couples-only format; he has captured the title of “King of All-Inclusives” by continuously innovating and by steadfastly adhering to the “We can do it better” principle of pleasing his guests.

Where other so-called “all-inclusives” offered meals and rooms at a set rate, Sandals Resorts’ prices covered gourmet dining options, premium brand drinks, gratuities, airport transfers, taxes and all land and watersport activities.  The competition meals were buffet-style, so Stewart created the on-property specialty restaurants with high culinary standards and white-glove service.  Sandals Resorts also was the first Caribbean hotel to offer Jacuzzis and satellite television service, the first with swim-up pool bars and the first to guarantee that every room is fitted with a king-size bed and a hair dryer.

As Stewart’s innovations changed the face of the all-inclusive format and established Sandals Resorts as the most successful brand in the category – year-round occupancy levels of more than 85 percent and a repeat guest factor of 40 percent are unequaled – expansion has brought a total of 11 resorts in Jamaica, three in Saint Lucia, three in The Bahamas, two in Antigua and one in The Turks & Caicos Islands.  

While his achievements in the diverse industries affirm Stewart’s business acumen, his inexhaustible drive to improve and innovate was perhaps most visible in his 1994 agreement to take over leadership of Air Jamaica, the Caribbean’s largest regionally based carrier.  It was a daunting task, as the national airline had been run by the government for 26 years and in desperate straits by the time a Stewart-led group of investors took over 70 percent ownership.  The planes were dirty, service was indifferent at best, on-time schedules were rarely met, market share had plummeted and the company was losing hundreds of millions of dollars.


When Stewart stepped in, he insisted on a passenger-friendly approach: on-time service, reduced waiting lines, increased training for all personnel, and instituting the signature free champagne on flights to accompany the emphasis on better food.  He also opened new routes in the Caribbean, brought on new Airbus jets, and established a Montego Bay hub for flights coming from and returning to the United States.

Just as with ATL and Sandals Resorts, Stewart’s formula has proven successful.  In late 2004, Stewart gave the airline back to the government with an increase in revenue of over US$250 million. Showing unrivaled commitment to the airline he had bailed out, Stewart additionally gave an additional US$27 million to Air Jamaica. 

Stewart’s successes have garnered hundreds of personal and industry awards, which have been publicized.  Perhaps less well-known is the extent of his considerable philanthropy.  Sandals Resorts International currently gives active support to more than 150 major projects in its host communities, through the company’s philanthropic arm, The Sandals Foundation.  This support ranges from the building of schools to the paying of teachers, to providing hospitals with linens, to bringing healthcare to the doorsteps of those who cannot afford it. In his homeland of Jamaica, Stewart stepped in to revive the economy by donating $1 million to stop inflation and adjust the exchange rate.  

During the Persian Gulf War, Stewart was responsible for offering more than $1 million in free vacations at Sandals Resorts to “Operation Desert Storm” veterans and their guests. After Operation Iraqi Freedom, he doubled the effort and donated $2 million in complimentary vacations to active members of the U.S. armed forces.

Stewart’s family brand of Beaches Resorts became the first resort sponsorship of the popular children’s program Sesame Street.  In a first in the resort industry, Beaches Resorts now offer year-round exclusive activities and fun with favorite Sesame Street friends Elmo, Zoe, Cookie Monster, Bert & Ernie, Abby Cadabby, The Count, Big Bird and Grover.  Guests can enjoy exclusive Caribbean-themed live shows, character breakfasts, parenting seminars and special themed weeks featuring live performances by members of the Sesame Street cast.  

In late 2004, Stewart launched yet another first in the all-inclusive industry: Butler Service.  Through a partnership with the London-based Guild of Professional English Butlers, guests in top-category suites can now enjoy unrivaled pampering and luxury with their own personal butler to take care of their every need throughout their stay.  Stewart also created the Red Lane® Spa, available exclusively at Sandals Resorts and Beaches Resorts. Treatments at the Red Lane® Spa reinterpret traditional spa rituals to delight spa-goers with the sensuous sights, sounds, textures and scents of the Caribbean.  In addition, partnerships with notable companies such as Beringer Vineyards, which introduced delicious wines, wine-centered entertainment and education, and superior wine service standards at all resort locations, has continued to redefine the guest experience at Sandals Resorts.

In the fall of 2009, Stewart announced another first within the destination wedding arena, as Sandals Resorts partnered with celebrated Martha Stewart Weddings.  Now guests getting married at all Sandals Resorts and Beaches Resorts have the option of choosing one of six distinct Sandals Weddings by Martha Stewart™ themes. 

When it comes to literally building on one’s own success, no one does it better than Gordon ‘Butch’ Stewart.  Stewart has recently unveiled several resort expansions designed to further enhance guest experience, including a $70 million Mediterranean Village at Sandals Grande Antigua Resort & Spa and a $125 million Italian Village at Beaches Turks & Caicos Resort Villages & Spa. New, unprecedented suites have also graced multiple properties across the resort chain, including Sandals Grande St. Lucian Spa & Beach Resort, Sandals Royal Caribbean Resort & Private Island and Sandals Regency La Toc Golf Resort & Spa in St. Lucia.  Through these efforts, Sandals Resorts and Beaches Resorts have moved beyond the all-inclusive category and the often maligned all-inclusive connotation to launch reenergized Sandals brand, dubbing it The Luxury Included® vacation.   

Furthermore, in February of 2010, Stewart opened Sandals Emerald Bay, Great Exuma, Bahamas, offering 183 beachfront room and suites.  The resort further expands on the company’s Luxury Included® concept as the first to offer a Greg Norman-designed championship golf course and world-class marina.  The new Sandals Grande Emerald Bay, Great Exuma, Bahamas offers luxurious, beachfront accommodations, dining in a choice of five à la carte restaurants, premium brand wine and spirits, land and watersports including six Hartru tennis courts all lit for night play, gratuities and even airport transfers.  An exclusive 29,000 sq. ft. Red Lane® Spa featuring premier services that embrace the best of the Caribbean region additionally enhances this 500-acre resort, set on one of the Bahamas’ most beautiful Out Islands. 

So what’s next for this restless entrepreneur the New York Times declared “…exerts huge political influence in Jamaica, where he is considered by some to be even more powerful than the Prime Minister”?  No one can answer that conclusively, not even Gordon ‘Butch’ Stewart, but if his history is any indication, whatever he applies his skill to will change an industry…or a nation.
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