
Kitchen Life

An open-concept main floor has ceilings that rise 
to meet a loft and skylights that create a bright 
and airy space. Artwork supplied by Marina 
Randazzo. Staging by Mary Cath Altobelli of 
Alto Interiors. RIGHT: Tania Ganassini and John 
Vetere. Staub enamelled cast iron cookware from 
Nella Cutlery. 
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Chefs Tania Ganassini 
and John Vetere were 
set to become big city 
condo owners when 
Niagara beckoned.

It was late 2014 and the young couple had 
made a deposit on a unit stacked in a high-
rise on Toronto’s bustling Richmond Street. 
They were eager to leave behind their days as 
renters of a 600 sq. ft. space, equipped with 
a roommate, for a place not much bigger, but 
that they could call their own.

Enter Niagara. Well, actually, Tania’s 
father Marco, a home inspector fresh off 
a job in Niagara-on-the-Lake’s Garrison 
Village development. The neighbourhood 
featured new builds with a heritage air, 
including a cluster of bungalow and bungaloft 
townhomes by Brookfield Homes, tucked 
off Niagara Stone Road. Continued on page 47
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ABOVE: A collage wall in the great 
room pays tribute to the couple’s 
relationship. Painting by Marina 
Randazzo. Lamp from Sparkling Lights. 
RIGHT: A bar cart with all the tools fills 
a corner in the great room and makes 
entertaining a breeze. Lamp from 
Sparkling Lights. OPPOSITE: Tania and 
John spend most of their time in the 
kitchen but relax in the living area of 
the great room. Chair and side table 
from Creative Visions Furniture. 

Marco was so impressed by the quality 
of the homes – and their prices – that he 
suggested his daughter and son-in-law take a 
drive to wine country.

So they did. It wasn’t long afterward they 
pulled the plug on that Toronto condo, and 
their careers in the city. Instead, they chose 
1,600 square feet with a small patch of grass, 
and a world of opportunity in Niagara to 
prioritize their health, relationship and a 
slower lifestyle. 

“It was spacious, there was a walk-in 
closet. There were two (bathroom) sinks,” 
Tania says with a laugh. 

It might not have happened had they 
hesitated a moment on the move. The Niagara 
real estate market was poised to explode as 
more Torontonians clued into everything on 
offer across Lake Ontario. Tania’s parents 
eventually bought here as well, and her 
sister, Dani, is renting in St. Catharines as she 
considers where to settle in the region.

“If we waited even a year, we couldn’t have 
afforded it,” she says. “We honestly didn’t 
spend that much more to buy this house 
(instead of the condo).” 

Neither wanted anything big or 
ostentatious. But being chefs, the kitchen had 
to be the focal point of their open-concept 
bungaloft. The space is bright and airy thanks 
to soaring ceilings and generous skylights 
ushering in the day’s glow, which plays off 
walls in Twig by Benjamin Moore. It’s 
where they spend most of their time when 
they’re not at work – John helming Brushfire 
Smoke, his barbecue operation at nearby 
Niagara Oast House Brewers, and Tania 
running Staff Meal Niagara, a joint venture 
with business partner Amanda Ali that 
focuses on plant-based meals and workshops. 

Clean and functional were essential 
traits for their home galley by Barzotti 
Woodworking Ltd. They had three feet of 
counter space in Toronto, so an entire quartz-
capped island in addition to several feet of 
counter meant a kitchen in which they could 
really cook. They also required something else 
they wouldn’t have had in Toronto: a BlueStar 
professional-grade, six-burner gas range.

“That was non-negotiable,” Tania says. “We 
had to have a good-sized island and a big sink. 
Storage space was a bonus. Compared to what 
we had, we were grateful to have more than 
two cupboards.”   Continued on page 48
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 For the first while after moving here, the couple entertained weekly 
in their new home, cooking for family and friends. By themselves, they 
make dinner to the crooning of 60s soul legends Otis Redding and Sam 
Cooke on the sound system. “Our life is food, so we’re in this area all the 
time,” she says. “Even when we’re entertaining, we don’t leave the area. 
This is all we need.” 

As it turns out, so is Niagara. Both Tania and John worked in some of 
Canada’s top kitchens before pulling up stakes in Toronto. Tania, who 
had been drawn to cooking as a child watching her mom prepare the 
Romanian and Israeli foods of her heritage, logged time at Canoe, Café 
Boulud at the Four Seasons, and the Michelin-starred Arco Antico in 
Savona, Italy. John also cut his teeth overseas at Locanda Della Tamerici, 
a Michelin-starred restaurant in Liguria, Italy. In Toronto, he helped 
open Scarpetta, The Chef’s House, A-OK Foods and Yours Truly – 
named Best New Restaurant by Toronto Life magazine in 2012. 

LEFT: A den at the front of the home 
provides quiet space for reading and 
meditating, and features a china cabinet 
with a collection of antique teacups Tania 
was gifted at her wedding shower. ABOVE: 
Tyler Knott Gregson poems, read at the 
couple’s wedding, hang on a collage wall 
dedicated to their relationship. BELOW: 
A large sink, ample counter space and a 
six-burner professional range were essentials 
for these chefs.

Continued on page 50

Sparkling
LIGHTS

5 - 410 Lewis Road  
Stoney Creek, ON  L8E 5Y7 

905.643.7337 | www.sparklinglights.ca
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A tribute to their time in Europe hangs 
in the great room on a collage wall dedicated 
to their relationship. John’s train tickets 
from Liguria to Savona to visit Tania are 
framed amongst Tyler Knott Gregson poetry 
read at their wedding, and other keepsakes 
collected as a couple.

They arrived in Niagara at a sleepy time of 
year though, long after the throngs of tourists 

headed back to reality down the QEW. Tania 
recalls how they “walked in blind” to their 
job prospects here. They had no connections, 
no friends, and not much money. Restaurants 
were bracing for the grind of winter, shrinking 
their kitchens rather than expanding them, 
so the duo started The Norton Underground, 
a supper club that offered exclusive dining 
experiences once a month. “It enabled us to 

make connections very quickly,” Tania recalls. 
“I don’t think that would have happened if we 
holed up somewhere.”

Soon John was hired to work as chef de 
cuisine at Ravine Vineyard Estate Winery, 
and Tania, noticing a dearth of healthy 
eating options, set to work on Staff Meal 
after meeting Amanda while working 
at Oast House. Continued on page 52

The master bath is 
a relaxing oasis with 
separate tub and 
shower. Painting by 
Marina Randazzo.
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On a bit of a lark, Tania, who describes herself as more collaborative 
than competitive, applied to be on season seven of Top Chef Canada, 
which aired on Food Network Canada in April and May. Though she 
didn’t win, she was determined to use her time on a national stage to 
show that plant-based food, her specialty, could be haute cuisine and 
hold fast in competition against dishes with meat as the centrepiece. 

Attesting to her love for collaboration, she’s working with local chef 
Justin Pepe on a shared space set to open later this year.

 Moving here with no professional contacts or job prospects went 
against conventional wisdom, Tania notes.

 “But it was also the best (decision),” she says. “I consider myself 
from here now.”  OH

ABOVE: The master bedroom. Artwork by Paul Elia. Lamps from Sparkling Lights. 
Throw cushions from Mary Cath Altobelli. RIGHT: The couple make smart use of 
the space in the front hall with additional storage. Artwork by Paul Elia. 

905.577.2151  altointeriors.ca   marycath@altointeriors.ca

STANDING MEN
GRAND OPENING of the
PAUL ELIA GALLERY

1167 Cannon Street East, Hamilton, ON
www.paulelia.ca  •  905-296-8850
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