Some might consider this an inopportune moment to
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these days?

4 Wl there's this: “] chink 2020 13 poing to ook very
ugly” savs Aron Harilela, chairman and CEO of Harilela
Group, the Hong Kong-hased hospitality company that
has owned hotels since it was established by his father,
Hari Harilela, and uncle Gearge in 1959 With occupancy
rales -:!n1|1irir|.g as loww as the a.in#e' |.|'ig|'|¢. 'irl-:!l,wl,r:p—wilh.'
this spring. no one could argue the year will be anything
bt a financial disaster for companices thar rely heavily on
tewarismm and travel, The big question is what comes next,
And certainty holds a grear deal of importance in the
windldv i("r'-'d:erfl:ll.ll."lH.. wih, l.‘|u|'i.|'|g his fi.'l:ll'l'll.l:r ooinclided
temure as chairman of the Hong Kong, General Chamber
of Commerce, was frequently vocal abour his belief thar
rrusch ol the city’s unrest was rooted in the disillusionment
of young people with their government and their future.

“I'vee said this recently, and T will ger my wrist slapped
o an}'irli:_‘ it ilg.a.in. bue | don't care” he SRS, “1 think that
people don't have security in Hong Kong, They don't”

Mevertheless, Harilela, 49, remains decidedly oprimis-
tic. 5o much so, be's poing ahead with plans to open a
new upscale hotel, The Hari, a ground-up construction
with 2000 fosiims, :|J.aEur|-:’tﬁ‘ restanrant and a chic outdooi
terrace within the commercial heare of ‘Wan Chai lager
this year, a move that could have been seen as considera-
bly risky even before the onslaught of a global pandemic.

“We've always wanted to reinvest in Hong Kong,”
says Harilela during an interview in the Harilela Group
offices, just a few blecks from the Holiday Inn Golden
Mile in Kowloon that his father opened in 1975, He
looks as relaxed and dapper as ever in his signature seyle
of 2 Milanese custom-tailored soie and open-collared
shirt, offset with bracelets of wooden beads and one
:.]1:LJ1|.-:! like a |1u||;:- maller, “We've gone Iram Thailand
o Mew York o London, but we've never really spent
our fime reinvesting in Hong Kong, and this is che place
that started us in the hotel business.”

Meither protests nor Covid-19, nor a trade war, nor
even the swilt passing of the Mational Security Law in
June has shaken his confidence,

“This one has to work,™ Harilela says, “If it works, and

(‘I an anyone really say anything with absolure cerrainty

a AR d N .
1w cpuite cereain it will, then this will be che direction of

the company.”

While the privaccly held Harilela Group ranks among
t]w hltr] 'iluiu:st'r}"':. st FI)IrrIi:IaI:!-]L‘ .;rl-:] Sy ]1|4:.-:'r;
when it comes to buying properties—its portfolio of 16
haotels includes five Holiday Inns throughour Asia, the
InterContinental Grand Stanford in Hong Kong, 50
Bowery in Mew York City and che Grand Coloane Resort
in Macau—it had never scually managed a hotel umil
Harilela, eager to venture in a new direction, opened his
first The Hari in London in 2006, That hotel replaced an
existing Harilela Growp property that was being managsd
bw Thompson Hotels and that had been known as the
Sheraton Belgravia when Harilela acquired the building
10 19T (this was pust few vears after he completed his stud
ies in law and poliical philosophy and joined the family
basinessh. But The Hari in Hong Kong, which is being
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huili fram seratch, is more :.:.':|:|||'||:;-'|il.'._ as the ]:l|1_'_r:.i-:'i|| rep-
resentation of the Hanbela family's importance to a cicy
where so many luxury borel brands are headguartersed,
including The Peninsula, Mandarin Chraental, Shangri-La,
Rosewood, Langham and Owolo, thar hotel rooms mighe
bz comsidered one of it MosE IMPOFLANT expors,

“Well, that's the plan for The Hari: to be recognised,
maybe not in the same space as the Mandarin or the
Shangri-La, but it will evoke what Hong Kong is all abouw:
dynamism, multiculvuralism, pust efficiency that comes
in 2 nice way, efficiency that’s nor charmless, “Charmed
e_-l:rn_'ir_-rn_':(.' 'il“}'l,ll.l can pu.t |-t t]1i|t wil}'._" AvE Harih:h.

I'he name—The Hari—is obviously a homage w his
Fathes, who died in 2014, but it also speaks wo the legacy of
an cxtraordinary Indian family that has long fascinared
Hongkongers with irs incredible spint of communiry.
The Harilelas live together in a distinctive green mosa
ic-tibed mansion in Kowloon Tong built in the 1970s that
fearures lavish spaces for entermaining, a emple, a movie
theatre and separate apartments bor the various branches
of the four-generation clan, housing more than 80 peo-
ple ar rimes. According to the family, Hari Haribela buile
the compound to fulfil a promise made long betore he
achieved his success: “As we were together in poveroy, we
should not separare in wealeh.”
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A Touch of Personality

s the Fimal pieces come into
'Y place at The Han, interior
1 M designer Tara Bernerd,
founder and CEO of Tara
Bernerd & Partners in London,
is aversesing a design project that
brimgzs her career full cirgle,
“There was a huge amount of
nostalgia Fear e when 1 fies visived
the site,” says Bernend, whe shares
many opinions and rastes with
."Lri i H Hi 'IIH.I A dr I':] Ilulﬂ II |r|.|__'. l'l'li'.:f_\'l.'\.l
the up-and-coming nature of the
Wan Chai neighbourhood, “My
younger years in design led me
constantly oo look to Lockhart Road
fior various projects and seeing the
change i the area over the vears
immediaeely ignited an excitement.”
As she did with The Har
London, Bernerd says she sought
insparacion from the architecoure
II' i III.' I“I.i II.I.I 1 It_'ﬂ ill L} h i"a LS T I:u
constructed, its location and all
the people arcund it “We have
dessgned the hotel to be something

'r.

|I'_HH“|| i H .'. ek

-
=
5
¥
=
-

; ] . S, ; of an escape from the hustle and
. P basstle of Wan Chai,” she says. A
i %) ] . mixture of mid-century and modern
Above: Ermanegiide contempaorary lobby furnioure was khaki velver. Lucciola, an Italian
several weeks amd delaying permits and licences. And yer, it as a curtain” When he was ar a loss for what 1o name a Zaegna suit, Brunaello chzen o offer different seating restaurant an the ficst floor, is
L H . k 5 e . Cucinelli T-shirt. Right: - - 0 : :
he reflected, The Hari thus far remains on track for s restaurant, she asked him the name of his favourite horse The inkarior designer TArs options, for inbimate encounters designed in a bold combination
20 opening. [Harilela is an avid polo playerl. 1l Fampeno it was, Bernard has deaigned or meetings and colebrarions. of amber and green, with a green
1 wras hav i"i: this conversation with a cousin of mine, A sense of ]wr,llruliq:. s the mark of a great hatel, a both The Han locatlons | hn:'.uglmuq' the |-u|:§||q' spaces anel white encaustie tile Floor

and 1 said, “You realise that on the one hand, U'm talking
o structural engineers about hew this butlding has w
be safe, I'm talking to the controller abowt numbers chat
we're taking to banks, And then on the other, 'm walking
about the colour of toothpicks that will be in the resta-
rant’,” Hankla says.

Harilela has an eye for derail. You can see it in his style,
whi

his very much reflected at The Hari Loadon as stwill
b in Hong Kong, Tara Bernerd, who designed the inten-
ors of borh, seemed o encapsulage the essence of Harilela
into the walls, the artwork, even the handsome, sporey.
open spirit of the space. She once remarked on a tweed
jecker he was wearing and said, “Yeah, we're going 1 do

place that gives a guest the fecling of comfort and belong-
ing in someone else’s home—something for which rhe
Harilelas, famous For entertaiming, are well known, That,
ared confidence. For Aron Harilela, who now has owo
vouing children al his own, Uma, 5, and Kiran, 30
riage o Laura Sellan cccasioned his last appearance on the
cover of Tatfer Hong Kong in February 2002), thar’s wiorth
[rassing on,

“People are obviously wornied,” Hartlela says. “But we'll
bre all right. My meochers excited abour The Hari opening,
Shame my father isn't here for it When | was four years
old, [ cur the ribbon at his hotel, My son keeps asking me

his mar-

every day, "|':|.|l:|, can | EO and cut the ribhon®™ |
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and guest rooms, the materials
II'ILILI.EjL' F 1 Illix '::ll.l'l'l |'IIII'L'. W Il:‘j.
bromee details and, behind the
receprion desk, “an eye-carching
slavted timber wall lined with deep,
rich, petrol blue suede mseres”,

Thie horel will include a new

Japanese restawrant concept, Aok,

where the cetling is made of angled
rirber slars in origami-like forms
that nod to the cuisine, while the
Intertors are more modern and
I.:'Iil.'}"’l]ll 'r'\.'i 1 II ol J:lil II.‘ ¢ 'ﬁl I.:"il:lk :Irl-:‘l

inspared by the ltalian countryside,
"Olur approach po |.|r.'sui+"l'|
is very much about the layers
and atrention oo detail, those
Ilillllghllflﬂ ouches that the guese
didn't realise they needed but are
s delighred ro have,” Bernerd says.
“Although design plays a large
part in this, a hotel 15 all about the
peaple working there, the warmeh,
the service, and ultimately for me,  Tasr
creating a home that our guests o ih
-;.Lﬁl'llil'l'.lil”:\' lli.'hilt' 00 Fetum |||.- —_— W3
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