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Sipping Tea with Fu-Tung Cheng
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PROJECT FoOcCuUsS

Concrete helps architect Fu-Tung Cheng make

A Perfect Cup of Tea

by John Strieder

s residential archirects po, Fu-Tung Cheng pets his
Ana me out there. He's won a myriad of awards,

written a stack of books and seen his name
published inan array of newspapers and magazines,

But despite Cheng’s accolades, few people get 1o see his
work. A well-designed home is, after all, still somebody's
home. The anly way his achievements can be enjoyd by
the general public is when they are phortographed.

S0 Cheng came up with a genteel solution — have the
public aver for rea.

Cheng is desigmer and pare owner of Celadon, a gourmet
tea shop that opened last sumimer in Albany, Calif, nesr
Berkeley. It was a chance tor me wo go premy full-our on my
own design in a public place,” he says.

When Cheng wanted a centerpiece for his establishmenr,
he tumed ta his specialey, concrete. The result: a eylindrical
tea bar char flares at the top to provide counter space for
eight patrons and a server. Customers' legs tuck cozily
undernearh the lip.

The distincrive sh ape of the bar was desigmied by Cheng
to suggest raditional Chinese teaware. Maolding the piece
was a challenge, he says. But as with tea from hand-picked
leaves, the extra work made for a finer finished product.

The project

Cheng intended the conerete bar to be the focal poine of his
tea shop. And as behits an anchor, it's massive and practically
immaohbile, cast and cured on the spot. It weighs close toa
ton and measures about eighr feet in diameter, with a 43-
inch hole in the center for wair staff.

He acknowledges that it would have been cheaper to cast
the har as, say, a cone shape. “Even my puys were saying, ‘Fu-
Tung, just make ir srraighe.”

But Cheng rhe shop owner gave the go-ahead ro Cheng
the designer. He says he's a firm believer in splurging ona
couple of ceniral design elements and keeping the rest low-
key. “1 do a lot of high-end design on those things that are
important to me,"

He was drawn ro the flared rop, which makes the bar lock
something like the top part of a golf tee, but with a more
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praceful curve, 1 just thoughe
it would be a more dynamic
shape,” he says.

To help hium create the tea
bar, he veed MeoMiy, a
conerete countertop kit
manufactured by Cheng Design for homeowners and
contractors. | he kit includes pigments, admictures, inishing
toals and decorative apgregates, Cheng selected a green
pigment called “jade” to color the piece.

For conerete, he obtained abour 25 bags of Quikrete
3000, @ commercial-grade blend that is commonly available
ar hardware stores across the country. |t costs mare than
other options, he says, but it’s known for providing an even
mix of cement powder and aggregate throughour each sack,
aquality essential for this job.

To build a mold for the piece, he started with a frame of
Famboo plywoad from China. His choice of wood in his
work has evolved, he says. He used to favor vertical grain
Douglas fir, but switched o hemlock w avoid putting any
more demands on dwindling old-growth forests. Bamboo,
he's since discovered, is even more environmentally friendly
— a mature forest grows in just five years, he says, and the
plywood made from the harvested plant suits his purpose
nicely.

After securing the cylindrical wood frame with wire, he
attached a piece of curved aluminum to an arm and
mounted it on a pipe in the middle of the frame. He applied
a layer of plaster on the inside of the wood frame and rotared
the center assemblape to smooth it. Then he shortened che
arm and put down another layer, then a third.

Finally, it was rime for the pour. To keep the center
haillow, he replaced the pipe with g length of Sonotube, o
torm for molding concrete columns.

Mot everything went perdectly. Cheng applicd a layer of
drywall mud onto the plaster to get an additional degree of
smoothness on the surface of the conerere. Bur the mud was
too soft, he says. When he pulled away the framework, some
of it stayed behind. “It never affected the concrere,” he says,

“But we had to do a little cleanup. It made it harder.”




He wenld have heen hetter off vetting the same effect
froun & frurth layer of plaster spiked with retardant, he says.

The bar cured for 10 days. Next came grinding, finishing,
and the apphication of penemating seles med wax. And that
was it “We wanred a poad finish,” Cheng savs.

Time for tea
With irs vaguely Basrern shape, the tea bar reflocts Cheng’s
design scheme for the whaole establishment. s concrere
that makes a smemenr about colmre. ] wanged w show
thiat Chinese design dossn't necessurily mean red and peld
and drapens all ever” Cheneg says. “Theres an cesence m
Eastern design that can come throngh in a modern contest.”
The exotie flair of the conerete piece complements
Celadoms mar, which features pourmet and whaole leaf reas
fromn Chin and Taiwan, with a few afferings from India,
Korea and Japan added tor flavor.

['hese are “connoisseur-level teas,” Cheng says. And
preparing them i, like decorarive concrere warls, a soence
of variahle control, Servers monitor und control the
remperature of the water, the termperature of the cups, the
nunnber of infusions the leaves have endured, even how the
brew is stirmd
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(Top) Plywood formwork with cast plaster
mold; (middle) eentral column of
formwork in place before pour; (bottom
above) Fu-Tung Cheng overseeing
concrete pour; and photographs of
completed counter,
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Tea's time has come, Cheng says. “Tea is where wine was
in the 1960s. People don’t know what good tea is yet. They
just don't have a clue.”

As for showcasing his design skills, the tea shop is proving
to be a ripping success. Since it opened, Cheng has found he
loves to just lay low and steep in customers’ aohs and ahs.

“1 sit at the tea bar like Norm in 'Cheers," watching people
come in and their jaws drop,” he says. ’

For more iformation abowt Cheng Design, call (510) 849-3272
aT visit wawiw.chengdesign.com. Other projects by Cheng are shown above.
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