
FFor Isabelle and Norman Vartanian, a 
lakeside retreat is the ideal spot for both 
rest and play.

Norman Vartanian lights up a cigar, takes a sip of his afternoon 
coffee and leans forward in his leather chair, his back to a spectacular 
view of Lake Ontario. “When I turned 18, my father said to me, ‘I’m 
going to tell you something and don’t you ever forget it if you want to be 
successful in life.’ He said, ‘The day has 24 hours: You sleep eight hours, 
you play eight hours and you work hard for eight hours.’”

Norman took the advice and ran with it, starting his first business, 
Vartanian Rugs Ltd. when he was only 18. He and his brother 
launched a company with a bit of experience, very little money and a lot 
of ambition. This was just four years after the family landed in Canada 
in 1951, from Armenia, by way of Greece. 

“’The other thing he said: If you want to be very successful, don’t 
steal, don’t cheat, don’t lie,” says Norman. “That’s what I taught my son. 
He doesn’t know how to lie.” Norman’s son, Steve Vartanian, now runs 
nearly every aspect of the family business. “He’s very good. I’m very 
proud of him,” says Norman.  

While not officially retired, these days Norman and his wife Isabelle 
have a little more time for the “play” part of the day’s equation. By 
design, the Stoney Creek house they built in 1981, right on the edge of 
the bay, gives them ample ways to enjoy their free time. 

By any measure, they’ve earned it. The couple has been working 
hard (Isabelle, with raising their family; Norman, with launching and 
managing multiple companies) nearly from the time they met at a 
picnic in 1960. “My grandmother wanted me to meet him,” remembers 
Isabelle. “But he was in a band and had a different girl with him every 
time!” she laughs. “I said, ‘Grandma, what are you trying to do to me?!’” 
But she eventually decided to go out with him, assuming there would 
be a few dates and nothing more. “But I sort of liked him and he didn’t 

STORY  MELISSA CAMPEAU
PHOTOGRAPHY  KELLY HORKOFF
FLOWERS  FASCINATION FLOWERS

Timelessquality
LAKE

BY THE

This is the life! 
Pergolas, interlocking 
brick, flowers and 
ample spots for 
lounging set the stage 
for summer relaxation 
by Lake Ontario. 
Set behind the pool, 
although not visible 
in the photos, is their 
private beach and 
boat launch.
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do anything wrong,” she says. “He had no pretenses. He never opened 
a door for me or tried to be suave. He was just always who he is and I 
thought, well that’s not bad.”

They married in 1962 and bought a house just around the corner 
from their current home. “Even though we were only a block away, I 
always knew I wanted to be right on the lake,” says Isabelle. Norman, 
too, felt at home closer to the water. “In Athens where I was born, it was 
just about 100 feet from the water.”  

So when an opportunity finally came up to buy waterfront property 
from a friend and colleague, there was no debate necessary. The relaxed, 
open-concept ranch home was Isabelle’s design, inspired by décor 
magazines and images of houses she’d seen and liked. The pair were 
their own contractors for the build, managing each detail and rolling up 
their sleeves to get involved in nearly everything. In some areas – laying 
tile (Norm was a tile setter early in his career) and installing carpet 
and wood flooring – they were on familiar turf. In other areas, less so: 
“When the inspector came to take a look at our foundation, he asked, 
‘Why did you build a foundation that will hold seven stories?’” Isabelle 
laughs. “Because we didn’t know what we were doing!” 

 A year after building started, the couple and their three children 
moved in. Originally, the house was built in a C shape, with a casual 
eat-in area off the kitchen occupying one arm and the living room the 
other, separated by an outdoor patio in between. 

“When I designed this house, I wanted a living room that people 
actually lived in,” says Isabelle. “I imagined the kids and grandkids in 
there. I didn’t want any part of the house to be unused.” Instead, says 
Isabelle, family and guests were drawn to the casual dining spot by the 
kitchen. To solve the problem, they decided to enclose the patio and 
convert the space to a warm and functional family room, with plush 
seats, oak flooring and easy access to the kitchen. “Now we love this 

room. It’s where we spend most of our time when it’s just the two of us, 
or when family comes over.”

The other hotspot for family gatherings (there can be up to 18 people 
in the house when kids and grandchildren all gather) is the kitchen. 
An oversize island is crowned by a hanging rack full of appealing metal 
cookware. Mid-tone wood cabinetry adds warmth while granite floors 
give a little polish.  

From the kitchen, cooks and guests have a clear view of both the 
lake and the backyard. Several years ago, the Vartanians added the pool. 
“We weren’t going to at first, but then all the grandchildren… Well, 
Norm first, then all the grandchildren,” jokes Isabelle. 
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Back inside, the retro bar by the front door 
offers another party focus. While Isabelle and 
Norm don’t use it often, it’s a practical feature 
for entertaining and a spot to display prized 
bottles and even some awards. In fact, shelves 
above the bar (and in other rooms of the 
house) are filled with trophies earned by the 
Vartanians and their standardbred race horses. 
Part passion for the sport and part smart 
investment, Norm has owned up to 100 horses 
over the years.  

While their Stoney Creek location means 
they’re close to everything they might need, 
Isabelle and Norman both gravitate to the 
sense of escape their house provides. “When I 
come home and I look out there,” says Isabelle, 
pointing to the lake, “I’m up north, I’m on the 
ocean somewhere, it’s just peace and quiet.” 
She adds, “You come home from craziness and 
you sit and look out there for a few minutes. 
Then, everything is better.”   OH
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A Rare Find! Stunning 4+1 bedroom executive bungalow on a beautifully landscaped ravine lot. Over 
4000 sqft of living space featuring 4 baths, 20’ ceilings, granite countertops & hardwood. French doors lead off the master 
bedroom, kitchen & living room to the back deck where you can enjoy the beautiful views of the sunset. Wrought iron 
fencing surrounds the in-ground pool & hot-tub. This large home is tucked back on an expansive lot in a desirable Ancaster 
neighbourhood, making it  ideal for the discerning buyer looking for space to entertain and enjoy! $1,485,000
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