
T ea Factories are indeed an integral 
part o f the landscape of the hil ls o f 

Sri Lanka. In the total transformation o f 
t h e l a n d s c a p e by the p l a n t a t i o n 
i n d u s t r y , these l a r g e , u t i l i t a r i a n 
b u i l d i n g s b e c o m e l a n d m a r k s i n an 
otherwise endless carpet o f green. Like 
e v e r y t h i n g e lse o f the p e r i o d , t he 
i n g e n u i t y a n d p r a c t i c a l i t y o f t h e 
V ic to r ian engineer f inds fu l f i lment in 
th i s p a r t i c u l a r b u i l d i n g t y p e . I n a 

br idges and ra i lway stat ions, the tea 
factories are the industr ia l vernacular 
on the product ion end o f a vast empire 
o f tea trade. 

Redundant indust r ia l b u i l d i n g s have 
been seen as a ready stock o f bu i ld ing 
easily reused and forming a part o f the 
redevelopment o f the inner suburbs of 
many modern cities. A who le tradi t ion 
of conversions has been the focus o f a 

in 1927 and disused for the past 30 
years is probably the most convincing 
o f such projects done in Sri Lanka. 

The Project, init iated by an enthusiastic 
director o f a major business house in 
C o l o m b o , was t o c o n v e r t t h e tea 
f a c t o r y o f t he H e t h e r s e t t es ta te , 
inc iden ta l l y a factory o n the highest 
elevation on the island, into a habitable 
place. The o ld bu i ld ing itself was found 
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p e r i o d w h e n speed o f c o n s t r u c t i o n 
meant enter ing the market and thereby 
m a k i n g p r o f i t s m o r e q u i c k l y , t he 
tea f a c t o r y is a m a s t e r p i e c e o f 
p re fab r i ca ted indust r ia l e n g i n e e r i n g . 
A l o n g w i t h t he e legan t i r o n g i r d e r 
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large amoun t o f w o r k in the recent 
past. The Conversion of the redundant 
tea factory o f the Hethersett Estate bui l t 

by the architect in an excellent state of 
preservat ion, hav ing been put to use 
for a mere 30 or 35 years. Spectacularly 
sited on the crest o f a hi l l , over look ing 
a g a p i n the eas te rn s lopes o f t he 
central mountains w i t h a v iew d o w n to 

SLA JOURNAL VOL 101 - No. 18 27 



a lounge , f rom w h i c h an o ld t imber bedrooms. The planning here has been 
stair leads to the bar, the on ly publ ic d e t e r m i n e d by the p r o p o r t i o n s a n d 
r o o m o n the f irst f loor . The d i n i n g spacing o f the elegant teak w i n d o w s 
r o o m wraps a round this space, thus that are on the face of the bui ld ing. An 

Typical Bed Room 

the Randenigala reservoir, it is a wel l 
p r o p o r t i o n e d , c o r r u g a t e d i r on c l ad 
bu i l d i ng w i t h a standardised 11' i ron 
structural frame. Like all tea factories 
the g r o u n d f l o o r h o u s e d the m a i n 
product ion machinery, wh ich are heavy 
and require f i rm anchoring. The upper 
floors were used only for the w i l l i ng of 
t he leaf. These we re la rge , t i m b e r 
f loored open spaces w i th drying racks 
tor several th in layers of leaf and no 
more then l ive or six persons work ing 
o n t h e m at any g i ven t ime. A large 
c e n t r a l i s e d m u l t i p l e h e i g h t space 
installed w i th fans made in the tradit ion 
o f the sp i t f i r e a i rcraf t p r o p e l l e r s of 
laminated w o o d circulated air to speed 
up this process. The problem faced by 
the a rch i tec t was h o w to l o a d th is 
structure more than ten fo ld and insert 
the se rv i ces r e q u i r e d f o r a h o t e l 
operat ion and still retain its integrity so 
that the inhabi tants felt the magic of 
l iv ing inside a product ion facility 7000 
fee l a b o v e sea l e v e l . A l l t he 
interventions had to have the spirit of a 
V i c t o r i a n eng inee r o f the i ndus t r i a l 
age , bu t a d d u p t o t he m o d e r n 
conveniences of an international hotel . 

The layout o f the facility concentrates 
the p u b l i c r o o m s and m a i n se rv ice 
facilities on the ground floor, where an 
extension is bui l t to house the stores 
a n d ex t ra serv ices r e q u i r e d by the 
hotel , in the same coraigated i ron clad 
a r c h i t e c t u r e w h i c h n o w l o o k s as 
though it was a lways there. The o l d 
ch imney stack takes out the exhaust 
f rom the ki tchen and the oi l tank holds 
the extra water supply required by the 
f i re f i g h t i n g e q u i p m e n t . The s i m p l e 
entrance canopy on the centre o f the 
long side o f the bui ld ing opens of the 
mul t ip le height space w h i c h formal ly 
ca r r i ed d raugh ts o f hot air i n to the 
wi l t ing racks and is now the reception 
and main vertical circulat ion space. A n 
o p e n i r e a d t i m b e r s ta i rcase w r a p s 
around an o ld caged lift, leaving all its 
work ing pails and the occupants of the 
lift in ful l v iew. O n either side o f this 
c e n t r a l space a re t he o t h e r p u b l i c 
rooms, all separated not unl ike in any 
f a c t o r y , b y screens o f g lass p a n e d 
w i n d o w sashes. O n the e n d w h i c h 
looks over the most spectacular v iew is 

concentrat ing all the activity generated 
by the max imum o f 100 occupants in a 
s i n g l e la rge area , save f o r a n o t h e r 
l o u n g e bar o n the o ther side o f the 
recept ion. This obviously helps in the 
social processes wh ich are an integral 
pan of the life o f a hotel. 

T h e u p p e r floor w i l t i n g and d r y i n g 
r o o m s are a l l c o n v e r t e d i n t o 50 

elegant strategy o f us ing every o ther 
bay for a bedroom and the in between 
bay as the t w o b a t h r o o m s w o r k s 
extremely we l l . The rooms are strung 
on double loaded corridors opening of f 
the galleries around the central mult ip le 
storey space. 

This p lann ing fo l lows what is in fact 
the inevitable dictates o f the bu i ld ing 
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and its s i t ing. As any good architect, 
N iha l Bodh inayake, has been able to 
see the who le bu i ld ing as if it were as 
a 'site' on wh ich to make interventions 
that seem i n e v i t a b l e . His sk i l l as a 
d e s i g n e r a n d m e t i c u l o u s n a t u r e is 
d i s p l a y e d best h o w e v e r , in p u t t i n g 
t o g e t h e r t he de ta i l s o f d e s i g n . H i s 
app roach has the same r igour o f an 
engineer first commissioned to produce 
an efficient bui ld ing. 

The major p r o b l e m o f s t reng then ing 
the structure is elegantly married to the 
ex is t ing s t ructure, that i f not for the 
di f ferent iat ing paint, red for new and 
g r e e n f o r o l d t h r o u g h o u t , the n e w 
addit ions cou ld have been part o f the 
o ld structure. The new st rengthening 
structure l i tera l ly wraps itself a round 
the o ld 'H' irons physically and visually 
suppor t i ng them. In the upper f loors 
the part i t ions are entirely o f stud walls, 
so as to reduce the loading, and also 
m e e t u p t o the mos t e x a c t i n g 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l s t a n d a r d s f o r f i r e 
p ro tec t i on . Fine cor rugated i ron l ine 
the corridors. The t imber floors in the 
publ ic rooms are all held d o w n by a 
p r e c i s e p a t t e r n o f brass s c r e w s 
enhancing the total industrial aesthetic 
fur ther complemented by the l ight ing 
that uses bare bulbs held on galvanised 
i r o n p i p e s . A l l t he se rv i ces arc-
elegantly integrated w i th the structure 
and is in ful l v iew, making them very 
much a part o f the general ambience 
a long w i t h sections o f the o l d shafts 
a n d w h e e l s tha t r an the m a n y 
machines in the factory that have been 
deliberately left over. 

I n t h i s age o f e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
d e g r a d a t i o n a n d w a n t o n misuse o f 
resources, this project seems to point a 
way to the reuse o f existing resources 
to ful f i l l new needs. Recycling materials 
have been a part o f the bui ld ing trade 
in this country for some t ime, however 
the effective conversion of bui ldings is 
yet to catch on . This project stands as a 
po in te r to wha t potent ia l an ex is t ing 
bu i l d i ng stock can have. Most o f the 
o l d e r m o r e s o l i d l y c o n s t r u c t e d 
bu i l d i ngs are a va luab le resource o f 
m a t e r i a l a n d e n e r g y w h i c h can 
be r e u s e d w i t h i m a g i n a t i o n . 
Unders tand ing the logic o f the in i t ia l 
bui lders and a rigorous appl icat ion o f 
that logic to the new interventions can 
result in a product that manages to l ive 
a second l i fe that is enr iched by the 
former. Note: The photographs were taken by Mr. Gemunu Amarasinghe 
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