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Mindelo, Cape Verde Islands, Africa

Eric Loiseau
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Casa Azul, Mountain Estate in
Atlantic Africa
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View of the house from rock formations behind it

Levels two and three of the front garden and main path

. Levels one and two of the front garden

. The lateral garden was created using the path and existing
boulders as limits s
The main patio spreads out to the pool yard

A panoramic view
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When the Loiseaus first traveled to Sdo Vicente
island from France, they had a simple holiday in
mind. However, Mindelo, a charming bohemian
city in West Africa for nearly 200 years, lured them
with its warm people, warm music and warm nights.
The family soon decided to relocate, not without
traveling widely throughout the archipelago, in
search of other potential locations. In October 2000,
Laurent Loiseau — the son — was the first to settle in.
One month later, a wrecked Casa Azul (Portuguese
for “blue house” ) had been purchased and plans
to revive it were underway.

The harbour city of Mindelo was raised from
scratch in the early 19th century as a re-stocking
pit stop for transatlantic ships. Despite integrated in
the Portuguese colonial empire, it were the British
who first successfully settled in the dry island,
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around 1863, and from then on dominated the
local economy, deeply dependent on their coal and
telegraph companies.

Casa Azul, in the outskirts of the city then as now,
was built in the 1870s as a weekend getaway for
the administrators of English companies and never
actually inhabited as principal residence, namely
because the travel to and from downtown Mindelo
had to be done on horse-drawn carriages, up the
bulky and dusty mountain trails. Its location at
164m ensured the most privileged view of the
Grand Harbour and the canal between Mindelo and
the nearest island. It also metaphorically underlined
the physical and social distance between the British
and the locals.

The landscape and cultural background of this
estate were what caught Eric, Laure and Laurent

Loiseau’ s attention. In 2001, the family had
concluded that the existing structure could not be
kept, and demolition work started. They would
finally move in in August 2004, although finishing
touches would only be closed in April 2006.
Nothing was left to chance in this project.
Construction economist by profession, and with
a strong architectural background, Eric Loiseau
— the father — applied his skills to the smallest
details, dubbed in this work by his son. The
original structure was modified to exclude obsolete
constructions in the property, and re-organize
internal space to permit multiple yards. The house
currently has two cloister-inspired courtyards
divided by an external wall creating two different
spaces, as well as a laddered front yard in the
typical style of the island.

Cement blocks for the walls were manufactured
on site, and local stonemasons brought in the
necessary know-how to create traditional external
walls made of ocher blocks extracted in the island
and kept together by smaller stones. Albeit rustic
looking, they hide modern cement structures using
refined techniques — like elsewhere in the property,
local raw materials and expertise were combined
with the best of modern processes, offering brilliant
aesthetic and structural results. The house and
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the gardens evolved naturally. Eric Loiseau did
not plan thoroughly, rather remained open to the
answers that the property itself offered in due time.
Each technique was thus inspired by the previous:
to cement he added iron oxide pigments, creating
the dark burgundy color that covers all the external
flooring; the same iron oxide was then added to
lime for the cloister’ s walls; cobalt blue pigments
with lime was used to paint the emblematic external
walls of the house; and all the wood in the yards
was dyed with a linseed oil and iron oxide mixture
invented by Laurent Loiseau himself. There is a
logical chain between each decision, a personal
touch put in to every detail, that makes it a work
of passion rather than a simple investment or
architectural and landscaping project.

The landscape of desolated, dry mountains where
the property is located matches its color palette.
Exposed to all the sunlight variations, the estate
at times evokes Luis Barragan’ s works or Frank
Lloyd Wright” s Taliesin, in Arizona.

Combining endemic species with bamboo, Indian
fig trees, alog, agaves, acacias, desert cactuses and
dry mountain flora, the choice of plants for the front
and inner yards also reflect this. Some small plants
cover part of the soil and help stabilize the slope,

whereas all the garden area has been layered with
sharp, shiny black volcanic sand extracted from
nearby Calhau volcano, and used to prevent wind
erosion. Wind was in fact the biggest challenge in
the garden planning, but not the single one. Subject
to strong, ever present east winds, only resilient
plants could be used in order to resist them, the
oppressing heat and poor watering. They were
planted with a frequency that mirrors that of the
mountain, although landscaping problems remain
unsolved.

Both the house and the landscaped areas respected
existing boulders, even when these seem to have
been specifically displaced for a dramatic effect.
The bottom of the swimming pool, for instance,
is one single, massive, impermeablized boulder,
where access steps were carved in. In one location
of the estate, just outside the house’ s walls, natural
stone formations gather in a distribution similar to
that of a Greek auditorium, having an inclined tree
as the centerpiece of this “stage” . Once again
inspired by natural conditions, the Loiseaus plan to
use this layout to sculpt a small but striking open
air auditorium for small events in the middle of the
mountain.

Set in a fascinating landscape, Casa Azul — locally

known as Englishman’ s House or White Sand

house — becomes the first boutique hotel in the
Cape Verdian archipelago, clearly and tastefully
influenced by the work of several contemporary
architects'and landscapers, as well as in local
wisdom and traditions, fittingly integrated in the
brown slopes and ocher sunsets on the bay.
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General view of the front garden and the city limits
. Afence divides the gardens and house from the rest of
the property
. Perspective over the pool yard and the inner patio
10. Inner patio with the elegant staircase
11. Lateral perspective during construction works
12. View of the pool yard: the pool was sculpted in
a massive rock
13. Perspective of the cactus garden
14. Main entrance access distinguishly dubbs a red carpet
15. The main patio was inspired by the cloister of
a monastery
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Casa Azul-Satellite

Only low-maintenance plants could be used in the
garden, including agaves, different aloés, local and
foreign cactuses and different types of palms

Fisrt level of the lateral garden

Path in the pool yard

Perspective of the cactus garden
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. Balcony of the pool yard
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. Detail of the tree stand
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Material constrast detail

Three different materials meet in the pool yard
Traditional dry stone walls disguise modern cement
structures

Front garden stair access swings around a massive
boulder

Many younger plants need to protected from strong east
winds

Catctus garden path dubbs the curves of the mountain
Walls and paths define theme divisions in different
gardens

Edge of the structural wall sustaining the slope gardens
The walls were built around all the existing boulders
Agave garden with view towards the mountains
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FANOLEKRITEHIF, BRELHHAILE, IEHTAOREZE
The red gate of the main entrance opens to reveal a red carpet illusion, clearly making the path.




