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Whenin 1984 Count

nlonio Bolza acquired a 3,000-acre estate in Umbora,
cne of the many buildings included in the sale was a Modernist tobacce

acessing plant, it now serves as the basc ol hisa ctsan. Bene
who, bil by bit, is converiing the family's 50-0¢d iumblecown farmhouses
and smoking out potential purchasers. Text and photography: Tirn Beddow
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THE IMPOSING vcacrmistbuiaing

that is still the Tabaccaia di Reschio sits — a little incongruously
—against a backdrop of rolling Umbrian hills at the entrance to
the Bolza family’s 3,000-acre estate, acquired by Count Antonio
and his wife, Angelika, in 1994. Originally bankers from Lake
Como, the family had moved to Hungary in the 18th century
following gifts of estates and a title from Empress Maria Theresa
asrepayment for loans, They left as refugees after the Soviet oc-
cupation in 1949, walking across the border with just the clothes
they were wearing. But having reinvented themselves in publish-
ing, in 1985 Antonio and Angelika, an architect, bought the for-
mer parish house San Martino from the diocese of Perugia. It
was an island within the estate of Castello di Reschio, set ina
magical valley, which had been neglected for generations. They
were captivated. There were 50 ruined farmhouses, a castle and
the tabaccaia. Their vision was to renovate each ruin in-house,
immaculately, and scll them on a selective basis to low-key,
wealthy buyers.

Enter Benedikt, number three of their five children, After
training as an architect at Westminster, he spent a year in the
USA and Austria before a stint with Piers Gough in London.
When his parents bought Reschio, ‘I was still a student,” he
says, ‘but L knew then there would be nothing more exciting
than joining this project. T was not at all a city person and could
not wait to live in this country.” When he did return in 1999
the first houses were being sold. “We needed to get organised,
draw things properly and set up a team,” he says, ‘but you are
never in control of your life and [ did not imagine it would take
on such a big and ever-challenging role. I am very lucky to be
in this situation.” To date he has masterminded the renovation
0f 25 of the houses, combining an elegant, sophisticated style
with each owner’s specific needs. Readers, you will have heard
this before, but Benedikt’s attention to detail - whether it be
in the use of traditional building materials, lighting, choice of
furniture and objets, paint colours or effects - and the way he
lets a house effortlessly ‘flow’, are rare gifts indeed.

The team of 14 used to work out of one of the cramped farm
buildings. ‘It wasall boxed inand confusing,” remembers Benedikt.
He was mindful of a potential new client’s negative opinion, and
thought the sel-up might not be doing them any favours. ‘Here
we are all about interior and garden design, lighting and resto-
ration, so I did feel we should have a working environment that
reflected us more accurately. But it came quite spontancously,
Lo convert the tabaceaia,” he says.

Atone time, all the local farmers were growing tobacco and
processing it at this factory. For the past 200 years the area has
been all about growing the plant, in part because the early-morn-
ing mists create humidity suitable for growing it. ‘But,” explains
Benedikt, ‘these hillside farms also needed water, and after
World War ITit became very labour-intensive and made no
sense Lo grow on the hills rather than the valley floor, so by the
1980s it had totally wound down. Huge lakes were created in the
1970s to irrigate the valley tobacco, and that still happens.” So this
iswhy there were so many small farmhouses empty on the estate.

The tabaccaia is simple fascist architecture built at the be-
ginning of 1940. It is symmetrical, monumental (thoughona
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sign. The unknown architect/builder put two massive stair
towers al cach end for the factory workers. The leaves would
be brought in to the ground floor where they were kiln-dried
and sent in a lift upstairs. On this upper storey, women would
stand at tables sorting and grading them before they were pack-
aged and dispatched.

By the 1960s the industry was becoming increasingly mech-
anised, so while some farmers struggled on, their days were
numbered. The factory doors quietly closed for the last time
towards the end of thal decade, and thereafter the building was
used for farm storage. When the Bolzas arrived at Reschio it
was leaking badly, so they repaired the roof to safeguard the
structure, which they then left alone.

Once Benedikt had chosen the tabaceain as their base, electri
cians, plumbers and painters - the main teams on all the other
projects - swung inlo action, working at cost to bring the new
HQtolife. The ground floor at one end contains furniture bought
at auctions or from dealers, which will be used to furnish a house
as and when appropriate, At the other end is Benedikt’s wife,
Nencia’s, workshop. An artist trained in trompe I'oeil who is
happiest when experimenting with pigments, she creates original
colours for the parchment lamps and furniture. With five young
children it is a small miracle she has any spare time. Her demean-
our is calm and unflappable. Nearby is a stone/statuary repos-
itory with new projects for clients to peruse.

And so to the first floor. Tabsolutely didn’t want it to look like
an office,” says Benedikt. To this end the reception area is more
like a ‘snug’ with comfy sofas, alow bronze coffee table stacked
with art books and lamps, all designed by Benedikt. In the cen-
trealog fire crackles. A metal staircase leads to his father’s office
above, For the internal partitions he sourced the wood - 400 scaf-
folding planks - from a local builder. The rough irregularity of
each board - in colour and grain, and with their various cement
and paint stains - provided, he thought, a subtle contrast with the
smooth, modern floor, walls and ceiling. There is nota wire in
sight. Dotted around are Benedikt’s reclaimed standard lamps.
‘I found these old vertebrae heaters in a heap below, so L came up
with the idea to use them as office lamps, with shades made from
stainless-steel mesh.”

Above, hanging at intervals down the room, are five ‘ring
chandeliers’. When dismantling the old vats of the castle cellar
‘these fantastic old rings stacked up, so this idea surfaced,” says
Bencdikt, who acknowledges that it is often Nencia who might
notice the beauty in the unexpected. ‘She always thinks outside
the box and sometimes off the wall! But that’s exactly what's
creative and rewarding,” he says. At the far end, beyond the large
space, which they intend to use for exhibitions, lectures and the
odd performance, is his office and meeting room.

The finished result has been a huge success. Aside from the
‘wow’ factor as new clients visit for the first time, ‘it is as though I
now havea totally new set of staff,” says Benedikt. ‘Everyone is
more productive, happier to know who’s in, and able to see
things happening - it has been a revelation,’ Let’s get to work! m
Tabaccaia di Reschio, 06060 Lisciano Niccone, Perugia, Italy (00 39
075 844 362; reschio.com)
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