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It’s not easy talking to James Valona in the lobby of the
Iron Horse. The manager of desires can’t go more than a
couple minutes without getting interrupted by a hello or
some good-natured ribbing from a fellow employee or guest.
The 28-year-old has held the odd sounding job title for the
Milwaukee boutique hotel since it opened two years ago.

I'm in town to spend an afternoon with James, to try
and figure out what a manager of desires does exactly, and
what makes this one worthy of being named the outstand-
ing manager of the year and a star of the industry by the
American Hotel & Lodging Association.

James works at the [ron Horse for boutique man-
agement company Desires Hotels, a division of Tecton
Hospitality, and his main job description is to coordinate
the “Your Desires” membership program for guests. It is an
example of Tecton’s firm belief in hospitality and personal-
ized customer service. The program is described on Desires’
website as “a step above your average concierge service.”

-James is in charge of making sure Your Desires guests are
treated to a unique lifestyle experience with perks custom-
ized to their preferences. They have a complimentary bever-
age and snack waiting in their room after check-in, with a
personalized note from James, and get room upgrades when
available. James also helps with special room requests, plan-
ning itineraries and securing reservations to local hotspots.

Just Another Day at the Iron Horse

A DAY IN THE LIFE WITH JAMES VALONA,
THE MANAGER OF DESIRES AT THE IRON HORSE HOTEL

HIRING NICE

“That’s his technical duty,” says Anna Anderson, the
property’s GM and his boss. “But his real job is to ensure
individual and personalized service to all our guests, He is
the face and soul of the service of this hotel ... He is a cul-
tural leader. He is a teacher, a trainer and role model.”

What’s amazing is this is James’ first job in the hotel
industry. It's evidence of Tecton’s philosophy, which James
and Anderson both mention and something I've heard
numerous times from Tecton CEO Richard Millard: “We
don’t train people to be nice. We hire nice people.”

James had been working as a program director for
the Recovery Network, a non-profit organization helping
people with mental health issues, when he interviewed
with Anderson. He is a lifelong resident and supporter of
Milwaukee, with all the connections that come with 10 years
of work as a bartender and server. He came highly recom-
mended, she says, and was widely known throughout the
area for his involvement in community and charity events.

“No one doesn’t like James,” said Sara Baumann, the
person who recommended him and an account executive at
Company B, a marketing firm that works with the hotel. “He
instantly makes you feel like he’s your best friend.”

MANAGING DESIRES

I meet James a little after lunch on the first Wednesday in
September. After talking in the lobby, we walk to the nearby
Harley-Davidson Museumn to pick up four tickets that are to
become part of a package for incoming guests. We then drive
to the Milwaukee Art Museum for more tickets.

“Every day is different,” says James, who graduated from
the University of Milwaukee-Wisconsin with a degree in
anthropology. “I run the Desires department, do concierge
work, help create promotions and packages, do a lot of
work with the front desk and other departments.”

Although James is always moving quickly, he finds time to
chat with every employee we pass. His day started at 9 a.m.,
when he got to work in time for the morning huddle, a meet-
ing with Anderson and all the available associates to discuss
and review parts of Tecton’s “red book” of cultural beliefs,

“I love this hotel. I love Tecton,” he says. “When I came
here, they said we have a special culture we maintain and fol-
low. A lot of places say that, but what they say is true.”

After the huddle, James heads to his cubicle in the com-
mand center to scour the hotel’s software systems for upcom-
ing Your Desires guests. There are more than 4,000 members,
and many times guests don’t note their status when making
reservations, so James searches and double-checks names. He
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