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Flooring
Stepping into 2017

@ WORK

SUMESSH MENON IS THE GO-TO GUY
FOR RESTAURANT AND BAR DESIGN,
THANKS TO THE STRING OF SUCCESSFUL
HOSPITALITY PROJECTS TO HIS CREDIT

EDITOR’S LETTER

4

A TOAST TO THE NEW

WHEN WE
ASKED WHO
HAD DESIGNED
A PARTICULARLY
UNUSUAL
INTERIOR SPACE
OF A RESTOBAR
WE VISITED,
INVARIABLY
THE ANSWER
WAS SUMESSH
MENON
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1

AN UNCOMMON MAN

LAURIE BAKER LEFT A LASTING IMPACT ON ARCHITECTURE IN INDIA;
A GRANDSON’S PERSONAL ACCOUNT OF THE LEGACY HE INHERITED
BY VINEET RADHAKRISHNAN

1. The legendary
Laurie Baker (19172007), who was a
pioneer of organic
and sustainable
architecture, invariably
used bricks to build.

A

s a child, I thought that all architects worked
the way my grandfather did. He would leave
around 7.00 am in the morning after having
made the morning tea (and often, breakfast)
for the family, an unfailing daily routine of
his. The Hamlet, the Baker family home in Trivandrum, would
always be buzzing with activity in the mornings. There was
ȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱǰȱ¢¢ǰȱ
there was something – either a window or door frame or some
support trusses – that would have to be taken to one of the 20odd work sites that would be going on in parallel at any given
moment in time. My grandfather, the driver and (sometimes)
some workers would hurriedly tie the wood to the carrier of
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2. Hamlet Tower.
3. The double wall amd
naturally-lit cross at
Loyola Chapel.
. The director·s oIÀce
library and pond at CDS.
5. Notice the wall at the
Computer Centre CDS.
6. Abu Abraham
Residence.
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building went up) to take advantage of wind, light, tree cover,
a way to harvest rain water, etc. He could often be found pacing around the site. He never used a tape or ruler and needed
just his stride to take terrain measurements. Decisions were
quick and instinctive and shoddy work was never tolerated.
His workers and clients called him ‘Daddy’, even though he
wasn’t much older than many of them.
ȱǰȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ
his building sites, he would be back home for lunch with the
family. He did most of his plans and sketching from 4 to 6 in
the morning, and then for a while in the afternoon after lunch.
By late afternoon, after a short rest, invariably there would be
visitors coming home – wanting him to build them a house, or
young architects or students who wanted to meet him, or govȱĜȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ
 ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱ ǰȱĴȱȱȱing sessions, travel to distant work sites and spend time with
the family. I hardly realised he was this busy, because he never
took himself very seriously. His self-deprecating sense of huȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ
for the family to forget what he meant to the outside world.
Looking back now, to me, this is a stark and striking contrast
ȱ ȱęǰȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱ
by his principles and beliefs when it came to his work and the
environmental and social housing causes he believed in. With

ȱęȱȱȱȱȱǰȱ ȱ ȱȱ ȱȱ ȱ
absolutely no pretence to his ideas. His architecture was the
same, whether he was building for a poor man or a rich man.
He didn’t behave one way in public and then come home and
ȱȱěȱǯȱȱǰȱȱ ȱȱ
translated into not wasting water, electricity, paper, around the
ǯȱȱ¡ȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ
trees was worth it because he truly believed in it. Almost 80%
ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǯȱȱȱę¢ȱ
practised what he preached.
Belief in the joy and beauty of simple building also meant living a simple life, wearing simple clothes, respecting nature and
people irrespective of social class.
I can recollect instances where he did not hesitate to admonish an important dignitary when he felt it was required
and, equally, can remember numerous instances where he
would treat someone from what he called “economically
weaker sections of society” with the utmost respect and
consideration. What impressed me were not the acts themselves, but the fact that none of this was done for recognition
or reward. He has built numerous houses for free for tribals,
ęǰȱȱ ¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȱȱȱ ȱ
about it, and that’s how he liked it.
ȱȱȱěȱǰȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
setbacks. He bore all the failures and pain, every time a client
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11. Recycled bottles set
into the wall create a
‘stained-glass’ effect.
11A. Indian Coffee House,
Thampaanur, Trivandrum.
11B. Corkscrew-shaped
residence for Neerada and
V Suresh (ex-chairman,
HUDCO).
12. The inner courtyard of
Loyola Girls’ Hostel.
12A. Filler slab roofs.
12B. PB Sajan and Shailaja.
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