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to create connections between coffee consumption and coffee production
experiences, following guidelines inspired by
finca san rafael’s core of operations, topography and nature.
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abstract
The San Rafael Blend project focuses on
rehabilitating the existing mills and buildings
of the existing coffee farm “Finca San Rafael”
in Purulha, Guatemala, to develop a tourism
complex. The purpose is to incorporate a
new program that will retain the cultural and
historic contributions to the site combined with
a modern take on coffee production.
The San Rafael farm has been owned by the
Thomae family since the 1800s, when the family
immigrated to Guatemala from Germany. Since
then, the farm has operated mainly as a coffee
plantation, contributing to one of the country’s
biggest industries, and partaking in one of
the defining elements of Guatemalan culture.
Besides existing as a historic farm, one that has
been around for more than 200 years, the farm
has also made an economic and cultural impact
on the surrounding communities, contributing
as well with new renewable resources in the
form of a local hidroelectric plant. The new
project will propose an even larger, positive
economic impact, taking into consideration the
cultural effects and disruptions that innovation
could bring into the site.
With the addition of the tourism into the farm,
the project aims to rehabilitate, revitalize,
and modernize the coffee production process
to offer an educational experience to coffee
enthusiasts, and coffee experts alike. The
rehabilitation of the existing processing mill
will aid in the exploration of technological and
cultural contributions the farm has offered to
coffee production.
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Particularly as the farm participates in the
nation’s unique way of growing coffee, which is
under the shade of taller trees. The analysis of
the existing edifications of the site will provide
insight into other architectural historic and
cultural heritage that continually influences
the farm’s owners, workers, and surrounding
communities.
The main purpose is to rehabilitate the mills
for efficient coffee production, introduction of
innovative technology, sustainable practices,
and safe touristic experiences. The mill’s
renovation begins by determining what parts of
the building envelopes and industrial structure
are important to retain, as well as what will
change and showcase what existed in a new
way.
For instance, the patios used for drying coffee
are a physical element of the process that will
remain the same, relating to physical contact
with the coffee, and as a concept in this project,
are also connected to the cultural use of “patios”
in colonial residences, and are used throughout
the project to connect the new program with the
old.
The new program provides spaces for coffee
roasting, tasting, and selling, and appropriate
areas for tourism hospitality, such as a hotel and
souvenir/artisanal shop. These areas will reflect
the authentic character of the region, country,
and its ecological environment, so that in one
place they have an educational experience that
aids in the understanding of coffee production,
as well as Guatemalan culture.
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my first tour

I started my coffee tourism
experience in December of
2016 during my first visit to
Guatemala. Throughout the
last four years and a half,
I have visited and stayed
at eight farms located in
different regions of the
country.
The National Association
of Coffee in Guatemala
categorizes eight main coffee
regions, and of these I have
visited four: “Rainforest
Coban”, “Volcanic San
Marcos”, “Traditional Atitlan”,
and “Antigua Coffee”.
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Although I have been able to
visit most of the operational
facilities in these farms, the
farms “Santo Tomas Perdido”
and “Santa Teresa” in the
Atitlan region are the ones
I am most familiar with.
These two neighboring farms
function as sister farms, one
where most of the coffee is
grown, and the other where
they process it through a wet
milling facility, and later ship
it to a dry mill to be de-hulled,
cleaned and exported.
My experience has been
most transformative and
educational because of the
liberties I had while there.
Because of my personal
relationship with the owners,
I was able to walk through the
mill, above the conveyor belts
and fermentation troughs,

next to the drying ovens, and
between the rows of coffee
laying in the drying patios.
I helped in the installation
process of a new sorting
machine one night in
2018, where I also had the
opportunity to help unload
a tractor full of just-handpicked cherry beans into
a trough where the coffee
would be guided with ducts
into the machine to be sorted.
I distinctly remember the
thousands of cherry beans
unloaded, watching them fall
on the pit and be transported
throughout the ducts. At the
end of the day, I had a semipermanent reminder of that
night, due to the hard-toremove cherry honey residue
in my shoes and jeans.

Pictured:
Top: Finca Santo Tomas
Perdido, Solola, Guatemala
Tractor transporting cherry
beans to the Beneficio
Middle: Finca Santo Tomas
Perdido, Solola, Guatemala
Mayan woman paying attention
to a talk during a professional
development event for small
producers.
Bottom: Finca Santo Tomas
Perdido, Solola, Guatemala
Conveyor belt at Wet Mill.
Previous page, bottom: Santo
Tomas Perdido, Solola,
Guatemala
Rows of coffee beens in drying
patio.
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“Finca San Rafael,” a coffee farm in Purulha, Guatemala,
was founded approximately in 1895, after the German family
“Thomae” acquired the land during Justo Rufino Barrios’ term
as President. The farm is located on a region of the country that
is the ancestral home of the local indigenous Maya Poqomchi
and Q’eqchi’ ethnic groups, and since the late 19th century has
functioned primarily as a coffee farm in one of the main coffee
farming regions of Guatemala, the Verapaces.

The area of intervention is completely surrounded by rural
farming areas, and approximately an hour away from the closest
town, Purulha.
Significant features include a significant change in elevation, the
top-most part of the project siting at 450 m above sea level, and
meeting the river (plan north) at 419 m.
The site receives its strongest winds from the North East,
and has a temperate climate year-round, with slightly colder
temperatures in the winter months.
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historic
conservation

Poster presented at the 22nd Annual Historic Preservation Symposium: Difficult Campus Heritage
hosted by the Center for Heritage Conservation at Texas A&M University
Recipient of: 3rd Place - CHC Poster Award, APT Texas Best Poster Award
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historical relevance
This farm, as well as others that were acquired during
the same period throughout the country, is a physical
manifestation of Guatemala’s industrial heritage, of
Guatemalan, Mayan and foreign origin, particularly
German. Additionally, it’s been a part of the country’s
economic evolution, and the history of coffee production.
The farm has influenced the adjacent communities
economically, socially, and technologically since its
beginning, contributing to the growth and development of
the surrounding areas, as well as to the country’s multigenerational culture of coffee production.

adaptive reuse
After the removal of the materials that need replacement
(wood, and steel), the existing structures will be rebuilt,
rehabilitated to operate as they originally did: as a dry mill, wet
mill, or storage facility respectively.
The openings in the structures, previously made of wood and
steel, become connective and friendly spaces for tourists to
inhabit what used to be a space solely meant for manufacture;
keeping in mind to allow the staff of the farm to continue their
operations without disruptions.

local materials
In order to maintain the farm’s authenticity and character, the
project uses local materials such as limestone, river boulders,
shale stone, and most importantly, wood believed to be of the
same source as the original. The farm has a variety of lumber
trees, of which the project uses cedar, pine and oak.
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acknowledging a difficult heritage
As part of the Historic Conservation Certificate, I had the
opportunity to look into and question the heritage of this farm.
Many of the existing coffee farms in Guatemala have disputes
over land ownership, mainly between the current farm owners
and the indigenous people that reside inside or around the
property.
This conflict is increasingly relevant today, as indigenous
groups demand ownership of lands they claim to be their
ancestral homes. Sections of some farms have been occupied
by groups or families attempting to physically claim their
“rightful” place, and hundreds of farm owners throughout
the country have reported that their private property has
been invaded or stolen, either by groups of people that have
lived nearby for generations, or by organized crime groups
attempting to steal and illegally sell these lands.
Finca San Rafael has been one of the farms in conflict for
several years, and has been subject to controversy, having
last attempted (as of the start of this project) to remove 35
families from the property in June of 2020. The eviction order
was not carried out due to COVID-19. Other attempts have
been made against the family.
Although this project does not attempt to resolve this yearslong conflict, much research and thought has gone into
the design process in an attempt to find an opportunity for
resolution through the creation of a modernized complex
which will incentivize the creation of job opportunities, land
usage, and transparency in coffee production activities.
Additionally, the farm has an enormous potential for heritage
tourism, both for the local culture and its industrial history, and
could play an important part in sparking conversation between
these conflicting groups. Ultimately, tourism could not only
bring profit to the farm, but also healing.
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After analyzing the purpose of each
structure, the drying patios stood out
for their proportions, conditions as
negative spaces, and materiality. Built
out of concrete, the drying patios are
the only material that directly plays a
part in coffee processing.
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The existing connection of the concrete
buildings to the ground inspired a
strategy that would be applied throught
the project. All structures either being
nested into, touching the ground, or
being carved out, will be built with
concrete or stone.
The materials that needed
replacement, wood and steel, along
with concrete, became the structural
materials for the rest of the project.

The proportions and layout of
the existing buildings allowed the
development of a grid-like guidelines,
mostly in 3 meter increments, which
in plan informed the distribution of
the new program, the rhythm and
placement of the new structural
members, as well as a distinct
approach towards the interaction of the
buildings with the topography.
That interaction, the moments where
the grid meets a change in elevation,
became design opportunities, allowing
the structures to follow the change in
elevation, raising on top of them, or
carving inside the topography to create
new space.
The scale of the project remains at
one or two floors throughout, and each
moment is emphasized through its
materiality.

development of existing conditions

removal and replacement of steel & wood structures.
existing conditions become opportunities for connection between coffee processing and coffee consumption.vv

local materials

The concept of the project was
inspired by two prominent elements
in and of the site, its topography,
and the existing facilities. Since the
prompt provided by the client included
retaining the operational facilities,
turning the core of operations into the
core of the coffee tourism complex
provided unique opportunities to aid
in the tourist’s coffee processing
experience.
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N

guidelines

inspired by the existing conditions, the initial guidelines inform the entire project in plan and elevation.
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Due to the volcanic nature of Guatemala’s landscape, the site has a significant decline towards the river, located Northward
of the existing structures. The change of elevation of about 20 meters from the south of the site, ending at the river, along
with the imposition of a rigid grid, gave way to strategies such as carving, elevating, superimposing and nesting to give
form to the new structures.
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existing hydroelectric plant

re-use/ local materials
water collection
through green
roof/cystern

green roofs

pergolas
for shading

N

N

Due to its remote location, several sustainability strategies were thought of. The program will use the local hydroelectric plant,
which currently powers the residence and surrounding areas, to power the new facilities. In addition, elements such as cysterns
and green roofs will be used for water collection.
Pergolas are placed throughout the project’s outdoor areas to provide shading. Lastly, the project either re-uses existing buildings,
or will use locally sourced materials only, as previously mentioned.

The guidelines aided in the organization and master planning of the project in such a way that the new areas (administration
areas, cafes, wellness facilities, and accommodations) surround the operations core, and are connected to it through areas
pertaining to steps in coffee processing not present at the farm before, such as coffee roasting, tasting and selling.
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sustainability
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san rafael blend
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market

1. reception/administration
2. cafe
3. agricultural plantings
4. market
5. existing operational facilities
6. drying patio
7. parking
8. roasting bar
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operational facilities
Existing buildings now surrounded by the following steps in the coffee processing line. Roasting, tasting, and selling.
With this project I realized the potential that architecture has in industrial construction for it allows a variation of the usage of
means and methods in construction, providing the opportunity to design for site efficiency and save money, modernity and
progress to invite more visitors, and economic means to carry continue into future generations of coffee farmers, also creating
a positive impact in the local economy.
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tasting room

The transitions of materials can be best appreciated in
the pillars that allow for certain structures to be raised
throughout the irregular topography. The round concrete
pillars stop at a regular height and are met by custom steel
connections and flooring structure which receives wood,
either cedar or CLT, flooring and decking, to later raise wood
framing and glass structures.
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The existing grid-inspired layout allows the tourist to move through the coffee processing
line from several perspectives, changing the status of a coffee farm from the origin of a
commodity, to an industrial heritage site. Additionally, the physical and visual connections
from the new project to the existing facilities allows the tourists to experience mental
connections of understanding, appreciation and admiration towards the industry of coffee
farming; this project is a celebration of the coffee culture in Guatemala, being materialized
through architecture. This is true particularly in areas where unusual connections happen,
such as tasting a cup of coffee while watching coffee beans dry or walking through coffee
plantation patios on your way to your room.
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roasting bar - drying patio
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roasting bar

New possibility of offering just harvested, freshly-brewn coffee, while looking at it dry.
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overall plan

1. spa pool
2. yoga rooms
3. bathroom & temascal
4. cystern
5. storage room
6. staff accomodations
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food patio
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overall plan
1. pool
2. accomodations
3. bathrooms
4. outside bar
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accomodations
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accomodations
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