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HOTEL SOFITEL CENTRAL 

THAILAND 

Project Data 
Location: Hua-Hin is a village on the west 
coast of Thailand, south of Bangkok and 
Pataya. 
Client: Railway Authority of Thailand. 
Architect: Chulasai Co. Limited 
M . Da Leroux, J. Vermet of Accor. 
Site Area: 25 hectares. 
Cost: B250 million 
Completion: 1989 

HUA-HIN 
Bundit Chulasai 

Travellers from Bangkok to 
Malaysia and Singapore at the 
turn of the twentieth century 
had to rely on steamships until 

the Thai State Railways 'inaugurated' the 
southern portion of a link to Malaysia in 
1916. Development of coastal resorts 
where the Royal Family of Thailand, 
aristocrats, and Bangkok's other elites 
could escape the heat of the capital began 
in this period. The village of Hua-Hin 
(meaning 'stone head') was reached 
during the railway construction in 1911 
and summer bungalows were built to 
accommodate the royal vISItors. 
However, it was in 1922 that a Hotels 
Division in the State Railways 
administration was created in order to 
respond to the King's edict: "It is time to 
provide the holiday-makers with more 
comfort and convenience than before and 
since it is very costly and inconvenient for 
people to have to prepare their own 
lodgings, facilities and servants 
themselves. Hua-Hin is suited to become 
a seaside resort town because of its serene 
atmosphere, and the State Railways has 
its own land ... " 

Site plan of the hotel complex, showing 
the old wing now restored (left) and the 
new extensions (centre and right). 

Hence, a new era began when Railway 
Hotel Hua-Hin, designed by an Italian 
architect, was opened to the public on 
1 January 1923. The luxurious, two
storey, European-style building with 28 
guest rooms, modern amenities such as 
toilets, electricity and the like, is 
considered the first resort hotel in Siam. 
Meals in the restaurant were served with 
silverware and chinaware as in Europe, 
and the recreation facilities included 
games rooms and a golf course. The 
tranquil, superb beach also contributed to 
the popularity of the hotel for the Thais 
or foreign travellers making their way 
between Bangkok and Singapore. 

After the Second World War, alterna
tives to rail travel became available, and 
people from Bangkok could easily drive 
to places like Pataya for a weekend. With 
time, the Hua-Hin hotel became obsolete, 
and the premises deteriorated, leaving 
only memories of happier days - and an 
architectural heritage. 

A Franco-Thai hotel chain finally 
obtained permission from the Railway 
Authority of Thailand to undertake 
improvements to the physical structure of 
the Hua-Hin hotel and to manage it. 
Under a new name - Hotel Sofitel 
Central - there are now over 200 rooms 
in a complex surrounded by a garden of 
25 hectares. 

Improvement of the complex according 
to the architect's conception relied upon 
five 'tools' of architectural conservation: 
1. Repairing the old, deteriorated parts to 
preserve "the extraordinary value of the 
Hua-Hin as cultural heritage; 
2. Renovating the historical building to 
ensure its condition for many years to 
come; 
3. Remodelling of the existing hotel and 
bungalow complex in order that new 
functions might be introduced, including 
deluxe guest accommodation with air
conditioning system and other utilities; 
4. Re-utilizing spaces in the historical 
building which no longer had a function; 
5. Constructing a new wing for more 
guest rooms and other facilities in the 
same idiom, with the same building 
typology and aesthetic qualities as the 
old wing but with new technology 
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Above: The main entrance to the old wing 
of the hotel through the garden. 

and new materials. 
The old wing of the historical building, 

resembling colonial architecture in other 
parts of Asia, was carefully restored to 
preserve its character both inside and 
outside. There are presently 53 rooms in 
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this wing, whose lobby was remodelled 
as the hotel's museum, where guests can 
relive its history. 

An entirely new wing was designed in 
the same style as the old building and it 
contains 99 rooms with deluxe accommo
dation and services (lobby, games room, 
coffee shop, etc.). Villa Wing, as it is called, 
comprises the old bungalows intended for 
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family use, remodelled to relate more 
closely to the historical building and 
garden. Twenty-two units were relocated 
and redesigned with two connecting 

Below left: Ground floor plan of the new 
wing. 

Below: First floor plan of the new wing. 
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Above: The Hotel Sofitel Central from the 
air. The old wing and bungalows are in 
the foreground. The new extensions are 
visible in the background. 

rooms, living area and kitchenette; 
another 21 completely new units, with 
restaurant, swimming pool and other 
services, are shaded by existing trees. 

The Sofitel Central hotel met the 
demands of the recent tourism 'boom' and 
received outstanding acclaim not only 
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from the public - the hotel received 
professional citation awards from the 
Association of Siamese Architects in 1989. 

The project also convinced the architect 
himself that there were clear practical 
applications in the real world of the 
theoretical knowledge especially 
relating to preservation . - taught in 
professional schools. In this sense it can 
be seen as a model. The Hua-Hin project 
demonstrates that old buildings need not 
simply be demolished because of changes 
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in fashion or the state of deterioration. 
Costs of reconstructing this hotel compare 
favourably with entirely new hotels with 
a less striking image. With proper techni
ques of conservation, interventions on 
old buildings can offer challenging and 
innovative design alternatives. 

Below: Part of the new extension, designed 
to the same style as the 1920s building, is 
seen in the foreground (the old wing is 
behind). 
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Above: A detail of the canopy. 

Right: The main lobby in the new wing 
with a stairway leading to mezzanine level. 

Below: The garden restaurant is covered by 
a steel and glass canopy. 
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Above: The hotel at night. 

Opposite: Rooms on the second floor over 
the main lobby have terraces overlooking 
the sea. 

Left: Galleries run along the outside of the 
building giving access to each room. 

Far left: Guests can congregate on the 
terraces spaced along the galleries. 

Right: Bungalows for family accommoda
tion have been remodelled. 

PHOTOGRAPHS BY THE AUTHOR 

BUNDIT CHULASAI TRAINED AS AN 
ARCHITECT IN HIS NATIVE THAILAND AND 
THEN DID POST-GRADUATE WORK IN THE 
USA AND IN POLAND. HE IS IN PRIVATE 
PRACTICE IN BANGKOK AND TEACHES AT 
CHULALONGKORN UNIVERSITY. Dill 
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