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When you can’t 
choose between 
a house and a 
tower, a smaller 
condo building 
makes sense
By Iris Benaroia

in 
praise 
of 
short 
storeys

t
he New York City brown-
stone, whose stairs Car-
rie Bradshaw famously 

scampered up and down in 
Louboutin heels, is not a resi-
dential style commonly asso-
ciated with Toronto. Nor are 
the sassy walk-up flats found 
in such cities as Paris and 
Montreal. Ah, the cinematic 
romance of transiting from 
urban street to home without 
the use of an elevator! 

The reality is, people tend 
to equate Toronto’s multi-unit 
housing stock with towering 
condominiums — that’s not 
entirely a bad thing, says Evan 
Johnsen, who runs the bou-
tique firm Circa (circabuilt.
com) together with his part-
ner Nick Spiegel, transforming 
dated rental apartment build-
ings into stylish, sustainable 
units that are built really well. 
Their raison d’être is to beauti-
fy buildings in established 
neighbourhoods, and while 
Mr. Johnsen lauds select sky-
high condos, he feels Toronto 
should shake things up with 
more small-scale projects. 

“[Smaller] developments 
create richer urban fabrics 
and much more interesting 
communities, and really that’s 
what makes places like Bar-

celona and Manhattan work,” 
Mr. Johnsen says. “In those 
cities, lots of people own a 
flat. And I don’t think the city 
makes it particularly difficult 
to turn a four-storey building 
into four apartments that four 
people can own.”

On the flipside, Mr. Johnsen 
likens the process of dealing 
with Toronto’s bureaucracy 
in Kafkaesque terms, where 
housing developers endure “a 
certain amount of suffering” 
to get a project started. (We’ll 
spare you the boring details.)

Evidently the red-tape or-
deal hasn’t been a detriment 
for Circa, which is on its third 
project: A construction team 
is in full swing at 1733 Bath-
urst St., at Eglinton, which is 
set for occupancy this sum-
mer. Priced from $649,000 
to $749,000, at 979 to 1,189 
square feet, three of the eight 
units sold in the first 48 hours. 
Past Circa projects include the 
six-unit Lytton Park and four-
unit High Park Boulevard. 
Both are green to the extreme. 

“High Park Boulevard is so 
super-insulated the people who 
live there, joke they heat the 
building by having their kids 
run around,” Mr. Johnsen says.

Purchaser samantha 
barone at Cedarvale ravine, 
near her soon-to-be-home.
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The bathurst site shares the same eco-
obsession: “We go hard in that direction,” 
mr. Johnsen says. (mr. Spiegel knows a 
thing or two about the subject, having 
run for the Green Party.) “We do what 
makes sense: grey-water recovery, drain-
heat recovery — water is a quite an un-
sung story,” he says of the interior rebuild 
by the sustainable architectural firm 
Solares. “A lot of it is also just building 
well and not with disposable materials.”

To wit: Feel free to really handle the 
kitchen cabinets at 1733, which won’t 
crumple if your kid dings her Tonka 
truck into it. They’re wood, not lamin-
ate. ditto wall trim and window cas-
ings instead of skimpy mdF, which only 
looks good for about the first month you 
live with it. 

Finessed by the excellent design firm 
mazen Studio, units feel timeless and 
modern, and have been kitted out in 
brands you’d expect to find from an upper 
village address: bosch, bertazzoni, Fisher 
& Paykel, Scavolini and Ginger’s/elte.

mr. Johnsen predicts the remaining 
apartments will be purchased by “some-
one who bought 624 sq. ft. at King and 
bathurst five years ago pre-construction 
and earned equity from that trans-
action.” Having outgrown single life, 
the person now needs bedrooms and a 
location in a good school zone. It’s the 
Goldilocks and the Three bears story 
of threes: This condo is too small, that 

single-family house is too expensive, but 
this one on bathurst feels just right.

Samantha barone followed that nar-
rative. The 30-year-old mortgage agent 
with the Lang Team had been looking 
for a home with her fiancé for quite some 
time. They started the search at a high-
rise at yonge and Front, “then realized we 
couldn’t grow into the space,” she says. 

They then turned to houses, becom-
ing frustrated after being outbid several 
times. Choosing lower-priced places also 
didn’t work: “We could get a decent home 
from $650,000 to $700,000 but then we 
would have to throw another $100,000 
to $200,000 to get it up to date.”

When the couple saw the salvaged 
redbrick exterior of 1733 bathurst, 
they were immediately interested. 
After reading about the finishes — “the 
heated concrete floors, top-notch appli-
ances, soundproofing, that it’s a smart 
home, things that don’t come standard 
in most projects” — they bought a three-
bedroom, two-bathroom 1,189-sq.-ft. 
unit with a 240-sq.-ft. terrace.

ms. barone says she’s thrilled with the 
outcome of her search. Her Goldilocks 
ending means she won’t have to bear the 
brunt of renovating an old house that 
would have likely come in over- budget 
(and she can focus on less stressful 
things like, er, planning a wedding). 

“We couldn’t be happier. I love the fact 
that it’s like having a house, but not having 
all of the upkeep of a house,” ms. barone 
says. “And we’re surrounded by million-
dollar homes — that’s always nice.”
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Renderings of 1733 Bathurst, where a full interior reconstruction created smart homes.
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If you haven’t communed with 
your socks lately, thanked 
your shoes for their hard work 
or bowed (at least mentally) 
to your home in appreciation, 
maybe it’s time to consider it.

“It is very natural for me to 
say thank you to the goods that 
support us,” says marie Kondo, 
whose method of lovingly con-
necting with belongings that 
“spark joy” and bidding a fond 
but firm farewell to the rest 
is popular in Japan and now 
catching on elsewhere.

Kondo’s book, The Life-
Changing Magic of Tidying 
Up: The Japanese Art of De-
cluttering and Organizing, 
is a bestseller in Japan, Ger-
many and britain. ms. Kon-
do has been the subject of a 
movie in Japan, and the wait-
ing list for her services, once 
three months long, is now so 
extensive she has temporarily 
stopped accepting clients.

Her “Konmarie method,” as 
she calls it in the diminutive 
and illustration-free volume, 
encourages a rapid, trans-
formative one-time organizing 
event — completed methodic-
ally and lovingly in no more 
than six months. It’s not an 
ongoing battle against clutter.

ms. Kondo sees “tidying” 
as a cheerful conversation in 
which anything that doesn’t 
“spark joy” is to be touched, 

thanked and ceremonially sent 
on its way toward a better life 
elsewhere, where it can discov-
er a more appreciative owner.

The result can be life-
changing, she says. Clients 
suddenly find themselves sur-
rounded entirely by things 
that provide clarity, unencum-
bered by belongings that carry 
past baggage (unwanted gifts, 
clothes that no longer fit) or 
anxieties about the future (does 
anyone need more cotton swabs 
than there are days of the year?). 
even her book, she says, should 
be quickly discarded when it’s 
no longer needed.

Part of what makes her 
method unusually speedy is 
that instead of decluttering 
room by room, she tackles a 
household by subject, start-
ing with what’s easiest to part 
with. So, clothes, then books, 
then documents, then miscel-
lany and, last and most diffi-
cult, photos and mementos.

Instead of deciding what to 
discard, the focus should be 
on what to keep: Those few 
things that spark sufficient joy 
or are truly necessary.

How to contend with family 
members unready to join in?

If possible, carry the bags 
out of the house yourself. 
“There’s no need to let your 
family know the details of 
what you throw out or donate,” 
she writes, although she advis-
es against secretly disposing 
of other people’s things. “you 
can leave communal spaces 
to the end. The first step is to 
confront your own stuff.”

She then turns to organ-
izing what’s left. The key, she 
says, is storing things mostly 
in drawers, arranged so that 
everything can be seen at a 
glance and nothing is stacked.

So T-shirts and socks (the 
ones you’ve kept because they 
make you happy) are rolled — 
no painfully balled-up socks 
with moaning elastic here — 
and beautifully arranged like 
sushi in a bento box.

Closets are meticulously ar-
ranged to fit everything from 
electric fans (at the bottom) 
and spare blankets (on top) to 
carefully arranged clear draw-
ers of beloved belongings and 
a shelf or two with a few joy-
sparking books.

Papers and documents — 
there won’t be many since few 
are truly necessary and they 
generally hold so little joy — are 
likewise filed and not stacked.

ms. Kondo says she has 
been obsessed with “tidying” 
since she was five. After years 
of work at a Shinto shrine, she 
realized her calling as a profes-
sional consultant on attaining 
the joy of minimalism.

“The inside of a house or 
apartment after decluttering 
has much in common with 
a Shinto shrine … a place 
where there are no unneces-
sary things, and our thoughts 
become clear. It is the place 
where we appreciate all the 
things that support us.”

The Associated Press

Say thanks to all your  
bric-a-brac, and toss it
tidying by topic

There’s no need 
to let your family 
know what you 

throw out

We couldn’t be happier. I love the fact that it’s like having a  
house, but not having all the upkeep of a house. And we’re  
surrounded by million-dollar homes — that’s always nice.   
— samantha Barone, purchaser
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mcdadi.ca/520a

$1,688,000

Spectacular custom dream home on 1 acre.
Indiana limestone exterior. Indoor pool.

Gorgeous lakefront home. 4+1 bedroom. Lakev-
iews from most rooms. Marine rail & boat lift.

Rattray Marsh. Approx one acre wooded mature
lot. 4 bedroom. 6 bath. Stunning features.

Magnificent southern styled mansion. One acre
next to the credit river & conservation lands.

Mineola. 5 bedroom. 7 bath. Gourmet kitchen.
In-ground pool. $300,000+ in landscaping.

Prestigious Mineola. Custom built. Gourmet kitch-
en. Hardwood throughout. Finished basement.

Modern home. Steps to the lake. Approx. 4,100
sq. ft. Italian Scavolini kitchen. Home theatre.

A custom masterpiece. Sherwood Forest. Gour-
met kitchen. Hardwood flooing. In-ground pool.

Muskoka in LornePark.Approx3acres.Ravine lotwith
awraparoundstream.Build your owndreamhome.

mcdadi.ca/946h

$1,299,000

mcdadi.ca/585l

$1,595,000

mcdadi.ca/4185m

$1,625,000

Mississauga Road. 4 bedroom. 5 bath. Gourmet
kitchen. Hardwood. Scarlett O’Hara staircase.

Muskoka in the city. Breathtaking views of Lake
Ontario. Gourmet kitchen. Finished basement.

Rattray Marsh beauty. 4 bedroom. 5 bath. Main floor
Master. Finished basement. In-ground pool.

Lorne Park. 4+1 bedroom. 5 bath. Hardwood.
California shutters. Indoor salt water pool.

Lorne Park. Renovated. 5+1 bedroom. In-
ground pool. Steps to the lake & Rattray Marsh.

Rattray Marsh. Steps to the lake. Mature½ acre
lot. Basement with bedroom. In-ground pool.

Open House Sat & Sunday 2-4pm
70 Maplewood Road, Mississauga

Open House Sunday 2-4pm
2355 Prince John Blvd., Mississauga

Open House Saturday 2-4pm
520 Arrowhead Road, Mississauga


