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It’s the classic kiwi DIY story. Two New Zealanders, working 
kickass jobs in London, eventually decide to return home for a 
decent flat white and the smell of a freshly mowed berm. They 
look around, realise there’s no one running the sort of agency they 
were at in London and decide they’ll just start one themselves.  
No biggie. 

That was back in 2007 – eight years on, TRA founding partners 
Andrew Lewis and Amber Coulter have been joined by two more 
partners and a staff of thirty. They’ve picked up a bunch of ‘fastest 
growing company’ and ‘research excellence’ awards, and built a 
blue-chip client list that’d make any marketer’s eyes water. Their 
latest accolades are just as impressive – the Architecture Now 
Interior Design Supreme Award for 2015 and two gold for spatial 
design at the Best Awards. 

But to understand just what has made this downtown office space 
so remarkable, we need to rewind a little. The Quay Building 
traces its history back to 1906. It was originally a three-storey 
structure designed by Auckland architect, Robert de Montalk, for 
the New Zealand Laundry Company. New owners added the top 
two storeys in 1922. For several decades, most of the building was 
a radio factory. 

In the late 1980s the Quay Building became something of a shabby-
chic art precinct, with contemporary art gallery Artspace as a tenant, 
along with 13 young artists in studios funded by James Wallace, 
founder of the Wallace Arts Trust.

The major renovation of the Quay Building in 2014 reinstated 
many of the original heritage features that had been destroyed in 
previous renovations. So when TRA briefed architect José Gutierrez 
on the new fit out, the challenge was to create a future-focused, 
highly modern working environment while respecting the character 
of the heritage building. 

It’s a challenge Gutierrez has clearly relished. There’s a playful 
drama in the juxtaposition of sheer slabs of shiny mirrored walls and 
the rough 100-year-old timber beams above. As the Architecture 
Now jury noted, ‘there is a delightful tension between history and 
the future at play here: between a client working in a forward-
looking industry and the 1906 building they chose to inhabit; the 
result is a seemingly effortless solution to a complex problem.’

This ‘seeming effortlessness’ creates a beautiful symmetry between 
architect and client. Despite the complexities of data gathering, 
applied analytics and strategic growth planning, TRA’s industry-
leading success has been in their ability to simplify complex 
problems into a meaningful ‘story’ for a client.

So, when it was time for me to go and check out the TRA offices 
for myself, it’s fair to say I was expecting to be impressed. Knowing 
they had just won the Architecture Now Workplace Under 1000m2’ 
Award, as well as the overall Supreme Award, I was prepared to be 
left feeling a touch inadequate about the ‘far end of the dining room 
table’ that I call my office. 

But, a visit to TRA on the fourth floor of the Quay Building turns out 
to be an exercise in scraping your jaw off the floor. Steel bars, electric 
blue neon, ancient white paint flakes on sawmilled timber beams 
and shiny walls of mirrored glass, easily steal the show from the 
tantalising glimpses of shimmering blue harbour out the window. 

It’s not just the wow factor. It’s also the small details. Waiting in 
the reception area, warmed by natural sunlight from the original 
skylights above, my eye was drawn to an elegant pendant light 
feature. I grinned when I realised what it was. The simple act of 
suspending a fluorescent tube sideways renders a ubiquitous and 
utilitarian object suddenly artful. It’s clear that this is an architect 
with a sense of humour as well as a sense of drama.

FINDING THE MAGIC
TRA is a boutique research and analytics agency firmly focused on the future as they 
hunt out growth opportunities for businesses. Their Britomart office has just been 
judged the Supreme winner in the Architecture Now Interior Design Awards and 
taken home two gold from The Designers Institutes Best Awards. 
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Your offices are obviously insanely cool. What do you guys 
actually do in here all day? (Besides gaze happily at your 
harbour view / elegant light fittings / shiny mirrored walls...) 
Well, lately we’ve been looking at how to motivate central city 
dwellers to ditch their cars and start walking to work. We’re 
researching the best ways to get more people interested in learning 
Te Reo Maori. And we’re figuring out how to get cat owners to put 
jellimeat back on their shopping lists. 

You were in High Street before. Why did you choose to move 
to Britomart? 
I really like what’s going on down here. There’s a good mix of 
creative and business types. There’s lots of cool stuff happening. I 
like the proximity of the water, the open spaces like Takutai Square 

and the interesting little pop-ups happening all the time. It feels 
like the vision of Britomart is being realised. And of course it’s cool 
being able to walk to a client meeting – Spark, IAG, and ASB are all 
just a short walk away. 

What was the best piece of career advice you were given when 
you started your own agency? 
There are always going to be business problems. So there will 
always be potential and ideas for improvement. I was told ‘your 
job is to keep hope alive’. I think that’s really true. 

Most importantly: where shall we go for lunch? 
It’s hard to go past the donburi at Fukuko. Or if it’s a posh lunch: 
Ostro.

FIVE MINUTES WITH ANDREW LEWIS  
MANAGING DIRECTOR AND FOUNDING PARTNER, TRA.
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