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In a past life, Ren Navarro worked a 
management gig at a life insurance 
call centre. “It was defi nitely a job 
that would drive you to drink!” she 
says. In her case, it literally did. 
Navarro brewed up a dream job 
that fi lls her stein with happiness: 
beer diversity consultant. “Not to 
knock call-centre management, 
but this current job brings all the 
joy, even when things are rough,” 
she says. “I get joy from interacting 
with communities that I’m able to 
work with and learn from [and 
from meeting] folks who want to 
learn and help make our industry 
better and more welcoming. 
Watching folks get that a-ha 
moment is absolutely fantastic.” 

Navarro’s career shift started 
with working as a beer sales rep, 
and she soon discovered that she 
was the only Black woman selling 
craft beer in Ontario. “A lot of 

people would ask how it felt to be 
a Black woman in beer — you only 
ask when it’s a rarity, y’know? Once 
that happened, it was all I could 
notice,” she says. “I have a United 
Nations of friends who are beer 
drinkers; why weren’t we being 
featured as consumers, workers 
and owners?” She started out doing 
a few talks about representation 
within the beer industry and then 
scored her Prud’homme and Cice-
rone certifi cations. 

Now, Navarro is leading the 
charge in Toronto to make the beer 
world a better place. She spends her 
days doing interactive sessions and 
consultations with alcohol-in-
dustry companies about inclusion 
and accessibility. She also helps 
local spots like Gusto 501 with 
their beer lists and staff training. 
“What I like most about my job is 
the sense of community that I feel,” 

she says. Navarro is passionate 
about inspiring the community 
to give back too: this week, she 
launched BIPOC youth mentorship 
organization Do Better. Be Better. 
And, after seeing a post about the 
costs of school supplies for Indig-
enous kids, she organized a drive 
to support two Indigenous schools 
(one in northern Ontario and one 
in Nunavut), spurring multiple 
breweries to donate.

Now, more than ever, beer is 
something that can bring us 
together. “You can share a beer 
virtually with your friends or 
from the driveway,” Navarro says. 
Local beer is also fairly easy to 
access these days, even during the 
pandemic. “Craft beer is made by 
people you would see in your neigh-
bourhood — they’re not nameless 
beings. COVID-19 has pushed us to 
support those we know.”

Ren Navarro is brewing up change 
in Toronto’s booming beer industry

D R I N K

A comprehensive compendium of Sunday living 
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CITY INDEX

Raise your glass
“What I like 
most about my 
job is the sense 
of community 
that I feel,” says 
Ren Navarro, a 
local beer diver-
sity consultant.

SCAN THIS 

CODE TO 

DISCOVER 

DELICIOUS 

LOCAL BREWS. 

TOGETHER   |   TO3
SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 7,  2021  TORONTO STAR 

L I S T E N

PHOTO BY THE OBGMS

The OBGMs make 
punk music with 
soul. These are the 
Toronto tracks on 
their playlist now

“I love being able to shout, sing 
or scream whatever is in my heart 
and connect with someone in a 
completely different part of the 
world,” says Densil McFarlane, 
guitarist and vocalist for Toronto 
punk band The OBGMs, which also 
features Colanthony Humphrey on 
drums and Joseph Brosnan on bass. 
They rock out alongside legends 
like Bad Brains and recently made 
it onto Green Day’s BLM playlist. 

“Millennial Music” 
by Ashlee Schatze
“Ashlee is new on the punk scene 
and I haven’t been as excited for 
a new artist in a long time. Take 
in ‘Millennial Music’: the rage, the 
lyrics. This is the soundtrack of a 
revolution.”

“Outsah” by The OBGMs
“This is the intro to our album ‘The 
Ends,’ which explores the feelings 
of being an outsider to the music 
industry. We talk about the lengths 
we are willing to go to get the 
recognition we, and our commu-
nity, deserve.”

“The Answer” by SATE
“SATE is a beacon of hope and the 
true queen of the Black alternative 
scene in Canada. When I was 
looking for help or inspiration, 
I would look to her voice. Her 
power and beauty despite obsta-
cles is inspirational.”

“Hands” by Clairmont The Second
“While not a punk artist, his 
energy has consistently gone 
against the grain of the main-
stream: songs like this talk about 
the power an individual has.”

“Libertador” by Joncro
“Lead singer and guitarist Daniel G. 
Wilson has gone to great lengths to 
connect and build on the alternative 
scene for BIPOC artists.”

E AT

SUPPER 
BOWL
Six champion-level 
snacks for football 
Sunday, sorted

As the mastermind behind the Dock 
Ellis’s menu of cosy classics,  chef 
Kip Hendry knows his game-day 
food. He also gets what makes 
a perfect Super Bowl gathering. 
“It’s about sharing the glory of the 
season’s end game with family and 
friends,” he says. The Dock Ellis 
also believes in community from 
a charity angle: The team collects 
items like boots and batteries for the 
Bellwoods encampment and raises 
money for the hot food they deliver 
twice a week. Says Hendry, “We 
have to take care of each other.” 

Patty Melt, The Dock 
Ellis (1280 Dundas 
St. W.) “We grind all 
our meat in-house, 
and this patty melt 
is served on rye 
bread with Amer-
ican cheese and 
caramelized onions. 
Is it a burger? Is it a 
grilled-cheese? It’s 
the perfect meeting 
point in-between.”
Blossy Burger, 
Tallboys Craft Beer 
House (838 Bloor St. 
W.) “Can’t beat this 
burger: it’s the best 

take on a Big Mac I’ve 
ever had.”
Ray’s Reuben Sand-
wich, The Emmet 
Ray (924 College St.) 
“This is their deli-
cious house take on a 
classic Reuben, with 
everything pickled 
and cured in-house..” 
Pizza, Brass Taps 
Pizza Pub (934 
College St.) “Incred-
ible pizza from a 
neighbourhood insti-
tution. Check out the 
Mystic, Vendetta and 
Trucker pies.”

Roast Duck, Le Phénix 
(1263 Queen St. W.) 
“Great people, plus 
their confi t leg with 
apple and hazelnut 
jus is fantastic. (And 
their butcher shop 
across the street is 
also incredible.)”
Korean Fried Chicken 
Sando, Uncle Mikey’s 
(1597 Dundas St. W.) 
“Their fried chicken 
with spicy gochu-
jang glaze is unreal, 
as is everything else 
on their creative 
fusion menu.”
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C h a n g e m a k e r

Since losing her husband to suicide, Mary Muir has 
dedicated her life to spreading messages of love. 
Lex Harvey shares her moving story 

Mary Muir kept every note she 
ever received from her husband, 
James, over the course of their 
22-year marriage. Almost nine 
years after James took his life on 
April 20, 2012, hundreds of Valen-
tine’s, birthday and Christmas 
cards and random love notes are 
precious memories of his love 
for Mary and their two children, 
Jennie and Kit, now 25 and 26.

Mary also treasures the notes 
she received after James died — 
especially the handwritten ones. 
“We never know when our last 
day, or the last day of someone we 
care about, might be,” says Mary. 
“It’s so important to let people 
know that we’re thinking of them, 
that we care about them and that 
we love them.”

Inspired by the meaningful-

TOGETHER   |   TO5
SUNDAY, febrUArY 7,  2021  TOrOnTO STar 

Treasured moments

‘‘I was learn-
ing how to 
cook as a 
kid, so I’ve 
been here 
for decades 
and I’ve seen 
folks who 
had kids and 
now those 
kids bring 
their kids 
here now.

MEET ME AT 
THE DINER

Celeb fans and regulars have 
sustained the beloved Avenue 
Diner for  77 years. David  
Silverberg pulls up a stool

l a n d m a r k

Nostalgia rules at the  
Avenue Diner, which  
counts Al Pacino,  
Jane Fonda, Harrison Ford  
and broadcast legend  
Peter Mansbridge  
among its famous fans.

On a Sunday in mid-2016, Tessa 
Rubenstein stepped through 
the doors of the Avenue Diner to 
enjoy her usual order of poached 
eggs and was delighted to see a 
recognizable NHL icon: Mike 
Babcock, the recently signed 
coach of the Toronto Maple Leafs. 
She approached him and they 
talked about how the Leafs were 
doing that year (short answer: not 
great). She happened to mention 
that ticket prices were getting 
so high she didn’t think young 
hockey fans could afford to see 
the Leafs in action. Babcock 
quietly listened to her complaint, 
paused, then offered Rubenstein 
four free tickets to an upcoming 
home game. “I was surprised, 
but then again, it’s really such a 
friendly place,” says Rubenstein, 
who’s been going to the Avenue 
Diner since 1975. “It feels like 
family there.”

Holding court at the northwest 
corner of Avenue and Davenport 

Roads since 1944, the Avenue 
Diner plays host to as many well-
known faces as it does familiar 
faces, but it’s the former that 
a casual visitor can’t help but 
notice. Blame it on the decor. 
Dotting the diner’s walls are 
signed photos of actors, broad-
casters and athletes who sat at 
one of the 22 seats or 13 barstools, 
squeezed into a space so intimate 
you can hear every conversation 
no matter where you sit.“Mike 
Myers likes coming to us for our 
peameal bacon because he doesn’t 
get that bacon in the States,” says 
owner Louis Klasios, who credits 
the wave of famous customers to 
nearby Yorkville hotels brimming 
with actors during festival season.

But the odd celebrity visit 
won’t sustain a small diner. 
Pre-pandemic, regulars made up 
two-thirds of business, Klasios 
estimates. “The sta f f joked 
around with the customers, 
and it was always a warm atmo-

sphere here,” he says of the diner’s 
enduring appeal. Its older clien-
tele appreciate the diner’s fond-
ness for nostalgia, so the speakers 
croon oldies and jazz. Klasios sells 
those tiny 237mL Coca-Cola 
bottles reminiscent of a bygone 
era. Staples like clubhouse sand-
wiches make for an inviting 
menu. But, Klasios says, the true 
draw for many regulars is how the 
diner has been a family business 
for decades. Longtime customers 
have practically grown up with 
Klasios and his uncle Bill Giamou, 
the diner’s previous owner. “I was 
learning how to cook as a kid, so 
I’ve been here for decades and I’ve 
seen folks who had kids and now 
those kids bring their kids here,” 
says Klasios, whose 25-year-old 
son Blake also works at the diner. 

A restaurant’s personality and 
family tree is one thing but the 
food has to still help convert a 
first-time visitor to a frequent 
diner. The Avenue Diner has its 

supporters, but the pandemic 
has cratered its business to all but 
a handful of takeout orders daily. 
Klasios says he’s lucky to take 10 
orders in a day. Still, they have at 
least emerged alive and cheerfully 
operating after a devastating year 
that shuttered legendary Toronto 
diners such as the A nnex ’s 
Universal Grill. What’s also on 
the mind of Klasios is a recent 
proposal to build condo develop-
ments on the corner block where 
the diner sits. He’s been talking 
to Greybrook Realty to figure out 
a way to keep the Avenue Diner 
where it is, but it’s still too early 
to confirm any details, he says. 
It’s a trying time, but it’s clear 
Klasios wants to continue to be 
a part of the Av and Dav commu-
nity that has brought him so much 
joy. “Right now, business in the 
diner is horrible because of the 
pandemic, but I definitely want to 
stay here,” Klasios says. “There’s 
so much history in this place.”

James so special is that he always 
showed up for the people he loved. 
He never missed one of his kids’ 
soccer games or dance recitals 
and would drive home from work 
to have lunch with his wife. 

“I still got butterflies when he 
walked through the door after 
22 years,” says Mary. “He always 
knew how to make you feel seen, 
heard and special.” Jennie adds, 
“Whenever someone was hurting, 
he felt their pain, too, and I think 
that was part of the reason he 
couldn’t speak about his own pain, 
because he was everyone’s rock.”

“We often don’t ask the right 
questions,” says Mary. “I think it’s 
just so important that we get the 
word out to people that any one of 
us can struggle.”

During such a challenging time 
— one in 10 Canadians reported 
contemplating su icide la st 
September, according to the Cana-
dian Mental Health Association 
— Mary says it’s more vital than 
ever to reach out to the people you 
love. “It could have a huge impact 
on someone who is struggling one 
day and realizes that someone in 
the world is thinking of them and 
cares about them.”

ness of a handwritten card, Mary 
recently launched a business, Love 
Notes by M. Each card features 
an image of a heart in ordinary 
settings, from a heart-shaped 
water droplet on the kitchen 
counter to a snowy heart on a pile 
of leaves. (The cards are blank on 
the inside for the author to write 
their own message.) Mary began 
selling her cards to friends and 
through a Thornbury second-
hand store called “Loved You 
Madly,” and then Jennie helped 
her put together a site where 
people can order them online. 

Love Notes is a continuation 
of the work that Mary, Kit and 
Jennie have been doing for years 
in the name of their beloved 
James. After he died, his wife and 
children founded James’ Journey, 
a fundraiser for Lumenus, a 
Toronto charity that raises money 
for mental-health initiatives. 
Since 2013, James’ Journey has 
raised more than $250,000 for 
walk-in clinics and counselling 
programs and services through 
community walks and events. The 
Muirs donate $1 from the sale of 
each card to Lumenus. 

Mary says that what made 
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The voice of Toronto
Wali Shah is part of a new generation using poetry to speak truth and spark joy.  
Luis Mora captures a portrait of the artist as a young man and Sadiya Ansari reports 

Two months into the pandemic, 
Wali Shah put a call-out on Twitter 
offering teachers a free poetry 
workshop for their students, and 
within a week the spoken-word 
star and former poet laureate of 
Mississauga had booked an entire 
month of sessions. Working with 
kids from grades seven to 12, he 
wanted to share that writing is 
more than just a tool for self-ex-
pression, that it can both bring joy 
and help one cope. “People spend 
thousands of dollars on counsel-
ling, and if you have the resources, 
that’s great — but these kids don’t,” 
Shah says. “What they do have are 
their phones or a pencil and a piece 
of paper. Anybody can sit down and 
write a poem or write a story.”

Poetry was a big part of Shah’s 
own transformation as a teen, 
after his grade 11 English teacher 
at Cawthra Park Secondary School 
handed him a copy of rapper 
Tupac Shakur’s “The Rose That 
Grew From Concrete.” He loved 
rap music and had played around 
with the form, but reading Shakur 
prompted him to write his first 
spoken-word poem. His teacher 
inv ited him to per form it in 
class. Shah still remembers how 
nervous he was: the paper shook 
in his trembling hands. Yet he got 
a standing ovation from his peers 
— and earned 100 per cent on the 

assignment. “That really changed 
me,” Shah says. “I realized that I 
had talent and I could do some-
thing with that talent.” A decade 
later, Shah is elated to have built 
the rarest of careers as a full-time 
poet and speaker with a debut 
novel on the way. 

Deciding to live a creative life 
wasn’t easy for Shah, however. 
Born in Lahore and raised in 
Mississauga, Shah and his family 
struggled financially as new immi-
grants. That meant his parents 
worked constantly, leaving Shah 
and his two younger siblings to 
their own devices. “I was always 
trying to keep myself busy with 
something, and that something 
often ended up leading me to a 
lot of trouble,” Shah says. Trouble 
meant getting into fights, school 
suspensions and a run-in with the 
cops that landed him in the back 
of a police car. He wasn’t engaged 
in class, and he didn’t feel like 
he could speak with his parents 
openly about the challenges he 
was facing. “Growing up in a 
Muslim and South Asian home, 
[we didn’t] talk about things like 
dating or masculinity or mental 
health,” Shah says.

Poetry became the tool Shah 
used to deal with feeling lost 
between two worlds. His first 
spoken-word poem was about the 

night he was arrested. In univer-
sity, he didn’t consider writing a 
career option at first, yet he started 
to stray from the heavy expecta-
tions on him, bucking the stereo-
typical pressure immigrant kids 
feel to become a doctor, lawyer or 
engineer. While completing his 
degree at the University of Toronto 
Mississauga, he thought he might 
become a teacher, so he contacted 
schools in his community and 
offered to share his story and his 
poetry. “The kids loved it because 
it sounded like rap music — they 
could relate to it,” he says. “This 
was before ‘culturally responsive 
pedagog y ’ was a mainstream 
term. I was 18 or 19 and doing the 
work and not getting paid. I did it 
because I was passionate about it.”

People started to notice. Shah 
was called in to talk at more and 
more schools, and, eventually, 
organizations like the United Way 
added him to their speaker roster. 
That led to even bigger opportuni-
ties, like becoming Mississauga’s 
poet laureate in 2017, performing 
a piece after a keynote speech by 
Barack Obama and touring the 
country as a WE Day performer. 
It was at a WE Day event that 
Shah met Pulitzer Prize-winning 
rapper Kendrick Lamar. “That was 
a really big source of positive rein-
forcement in my life, that someone 

s p ot l i g h t

like Kendrick Lamar would actu-
ally stop and talk with me and just 
kick a freestyle at the end of [our 
conversation],” Shah says. 

Shah also counts poets from 
Toronto as inspirations. Two 
years ago, he had the opportunity 
to perform with Rupi Kaur, who, he 
says, is a huge influence. “I really 
love and admire her work,” Shah 
says. “Seeing a young South Asian 
woman from Peel make it out gives 
me hope that I can make it out too.” 
Kaur, the bestselling writer and 
illustrator who was crowned the 
“Queen of Instapoets” by Rolling 
Stone, is one of many young people 
who fuelled a renewed interest in 
the form by posting short, acces-
sible pieces on Instagram. But the 
sustained interest in young poets 
has proven it isn’t just a social-
media trend: last month, Amanda 
Gorman was the latest poet to 
move millions as the youngest ever 
to share a piece at a presidential 
inauguration. 

For Shah, it’s an exciting moment 
to see someone like Gorman take 
the stage as part of a larger move-
ment of poets from different back-
grounds reaching the masses. For 
him, it means kids today have the 
chance to see themselves reflected 
in a way he couldn’t. “People are 
paying attention to diverse voices,” 
Shah says. “This is our time.” 
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‘‘People spend 
thousands 
of dollars on 
counselling 
and if you 
have the 
resources, 
that’s great 
— but not 
all kids do,” 
says poet 
Wali Shah. 
“What kids 
do have are 
their phones 
or a pencil 
and a piece 
of paper. 
Anybody can 
sit down or 
write a poem 
or write a 
story.” 



F R O M  T H E  A R C H I V E

Jessica Dee Humphreys delves into the 
sweet story of these ’80s punk doppelgangers
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This way up

It was hot July day in 1989 when 
Stephen Yetman and two-year-old 
Matthew O’Brien — the son of a 
friend of Stephen’s — attended 
an anti-drug concert at Bellevue 
Square Park in Kensing ton 
Market. The event, “No Go For 
Blow,” was intended to send a 
message to local youth about the 
dangers of cocaine.

Three weeks earlier, Brendon 
Caron, the chair of the Kensington 
Market Residents’ Association, 
had lost a friend to an overdose, 
which prompted him to organize 
the concert.

The punk-music movement, 
which started in the ’70s with 
bands like The Clash, would soon 
be overtaken by Seattle’s grunge 
movement. But when Star photog-
rapher Cindy Andrew snapped this 
photo, punk was still going strong 
in Kensington, largely due to local 

band BFG. BFG may have been 
“Dirty, Drunk and Punk” (as per 
the title of Jennifer Morton’s book 
about the band), but they were 
vocal about not being into drugs. 
Their focus was the anti-establish-
ment message of punk music.

That’s what Stephen Yetman 
loved about it too. “Steve still 
listens to punk music with so 
much passion,” says his sister 
Lori. Stephen is the oldest of fi ve 
children. (Lori is the youngest.) 
“When I was a little girl, he would 
pick me up from school, with his 
mohawk,” she recalls with a laugh. 

Over the years, Stephen lost 
touch with Matthew’s mom, 
though they remained friendly 
for years. Stephen still sports a 
mohawk from time to time, and he 
drives a Harley. As Lori says, “He 
always has the punk in him.” Kind 
of like Kensington Market.

In Toronto, some see her as the 
thinking person’s decorator. Not 
content to just weigh in on end 
tables and light fi xtures, Colette 
van den Thillart is most in her 
element when talking up, say, 
English interior-design legend 
John Fowler or Elsie de Wolfe, 
an iconoclast often considered 
America’s fi rst decorator. (When 
de Wolfe fi rst saw the Parthenon 
in Paris, she is reported to have 
said, “It’s beige — my colour!”)

For my part, I see van den Thil-
lart as someone who brightens 
any dinner party (or did, back 
when we had those!). We met 
several years ago when she moved 
back to Toronto after a lengthy 
stint in the U.K. Learned but 
down-to-earth, van den Thillart 
was fresh off a mentorship with 
Nicky Haslam — society designer 
and confidant to everyone from 
Princess Margaret to Cole Porter 
back in the day. (His Rolodex 
still runs from Mick Jagger to 
Paris Hilton.) “Nicky is so many 
people in one, but mostly I would 
describe him as erudite, opti-
mistic and fi ercely curious,” says 
van den Thillart.

In residence
Van den Thillart’s extensive 
resumé includes an 18th-cen-
tury estate in Denmark, a heri-
tage house in New Orleans and 
a 10,000-square-foot f lat in 
Monaco. Oh, and did you know 
that her boldface past clients 
include Charles Spencer, brother 
of Diana? “At the time he was 
living with the children in a 
manor house and he was great 

fun and really very casual,” says 
van den Thillart. “We had all the 
meetings in the dining room, 
wildly gossipy lunches, too, which 
I sadly cannot divulge. The best 
part was combing the attics: we 
had carte blanche. There was 
even a fan room full of antique 
fans. Can you imagine how fun? ”
Now that we’re all spending so 
much more time at home, van den 
Thillart says that even her cushier 
clients are rethinking their 
approach to home living. “We’re 
demanding a lot from our spaces,” 
says the tastemaker. “The next 
steps are going to involve enter-
taining at home in small groups, 
so I’ve got some dishy dining 
rooms underway.”  

These days, van den Thillart 
is busy with ongoing projects 
in Miami and Rome, among 
others, as well as a wallpaper 
she just launched with the L.A.-
based brand Work+Sea. The 
latter fl aunts her CanLit cred: its 
design inspiration pinged from 
“The Bear” by Canadian novelist 
Marian Engels. Van den Thillart 
discovered it shortly after she 
moved home: “As someone who 
grew up spending summers at 
the lake, I believe that our rela-
tionship to nature is so resonant.”

Eye of the beholder
As for which iconic homes she’s 
had a chance to personally visit 
and which still swirl in the goblet 
of her imagination, she says with 
a laugh, “This is a whole book — 
in fact, one I intend to write!” She 
cites several, including architect 
Ricardo Bofill’s cement-factory 

‘‘The best part 
was combing 
the attics [at 
Charles Spen-
cer’s home]: 
We had carte 
blanche. Can 
you imagine 
how fun?

C I T Y  L I V E S
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Shinan Govani meets Colette van den Thillart, 
the chic interior decorator with an A-plus client list 

Homes with heart

house in Catalonia (“an envi-
able lesson in scale and sublime 
beauty”) and Nicky Haslam’s 
hunting lodge (“one of the world’s 
most enchanting follies.” ) 

And where in Toronto is infused 
with style? She offers this: if she 
had to entertain the ghost of 
Diana Vreeland, “I would want 
to take her to the Winter Garden 

theatre. She would adore it!” 
Also: “I would take her to Little 
Portugal and Little Italy and dine 
at some ‘joints’ because to me 
these types of places are the best 
of Toronto. To me, it’s an attitude. 
We cannot always compete in 
terms of grandeur or history, but 
we have something really genuine 
in our city of villages.”
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K ayl a a nd Ta l i a Her shon- 
Diamond know their love story is 
unconventional: they met through 
a mutual ex-girlfriend. “My ex told 
me about this new girl that she was 
seeing [at the time] named Talia, a 
choreographer who owned a dance 
studio in Montreal,” explains 
Kayla, 28. “I thought, ‘Wow, she 
sounds like a catch.’” 

Months later, while in Montreal 
for a performance, Kayla, a Toron-
to-based singer-song writer, 
spotted Talia, 25, on JSwipe, a 
dating app for Jewish singles, and 
sent her an emoji of a monkey 
covering its eyes, embarrassed. 
Talia responded — and then 
couldn’t stop messaging.  The 
similarities between the women 
were uncanny, from their similar 
upbringings in Orthodox Jewish 
households to hav ing been 
accepted to Windsor Law school 
but deciding to pursue other paths. 

Kayla took a train back to 
Montreal that weekend to offi-
cially meet Talia. “I made Kayla 
run around the streets of Montreal 
until I found a restaurant I liked, 
which is so annoying to do to 
someone on a first date,” says 
Talia. “But she liked that part of 
me, which was different. She loved 
who I was right away — I didn’t 

have to fake anything. I didn’t have 
to make myself interesting. I was 
just what she was looking for.” 

The first time the couple spent 
the night together, Talia said an 
Orthodox Jewish prayer before 
bed. “I was so blown away, like, 
‘You say this, too?” remem-
bers Kayla. “I grew up thinking, 
‘There’s nobody that embraces 
Judaism and being gay at the same 
time.’ And then I found her.” 

Both Talia and Kayla consider 
themselves to be Or thodox 
Jews, “though if you told actual 
Orthodox Jews we call ourselves 
that, they would laugh,” says Talia. 
While Talia had an easier time 
coming out to her parents (“They 
were like, ‘Why didn’t you tell us 
earlier?’”), Kayla’s parents were 
concerned being gay would make 
life harder for their daughter. 

“My parents are a per fect 
example of loving your child 
unconditionally,” says Kayla. 
“They just associated [being out] 
with struggle, not knowing that 
I felt I needed to be a pioneer 
because there are so many other 
people like me.” 

Still, Kayla says she was reluctant 
to use “she” pronouns in her lyrics 
when she started out. Then she 
wrote her second single, “What 

You’re Made Of,” as a coming-out 
track to her dad. After that, she 
says, “I felt like a weight had been 
lifted. I gave myself the green light 
to be honest in my work.” 

K ayl a b ega n w r it i ng a nd 
producing “Say Yes,” the song 
she would propose to Talia with, 
a week after they met. “I had the 
advantage of knowing I was going 
to marry Talia when I met her, so 
I had time to plan the proposal,” 
she says with a laugh. On a Sunday 
afternoon in early 2019, just over a 
year after they met, Kayla assem-
bled a gospel choir, two violinists, 
a musical director and a videog-
rapher and performed the track 
at DC Music soundstage in Etobi-
coke. (If you have tissues nearby, 
we suggest watching the video on 
YouTube.) 

Because of the pandemic, the 
couple’s planned 450-person 
Montreal wedding turned into a 
family-only affair in a tent in the 
front yard of Kayla’s brother and 
sister-in-law’s North York home. 
(They also did a civil ceremony in 
Montreal with just Talia’s grand-
parents present.) 

“We took Jewish traditions of a 
heteronormative wedding and did 
them our way, without breaking 
any Jewish laws,” says Kayla. The 

couple, who have seven brothers 
and sisters between them, had 
each sibling recite one of the seven 
blessings at the wedding, rather 
than close male family members, 
as is typically done. Kayla’s father 
found a rabbi who runs a LGBTQ 
schul in New York to virtually 
perform the ceremony. 

Kayla walked down the aisle 
to Metallica’s “Fade to Black,” 
while Talia chose Train’s “Drops 
of Jupiter,” both played by a live 
string trio. Talia, who was shy 
about sharing vows publicly, 
surprised Kayla with a heart-
warming speech. Friends drove 
by and waved a distanced congrats. 
On Zoom, more than 1,000 people 
tuned in to watch the ceremony. 
(“Somehow, people we didn’t even 
know got the link!” says Talia.) 
The night ended with a surprise 
henna ceremony, complete with 
Moroccan pastries and music, to 
honour Talia’s Moroccan heritage.

Kayla plans to release a new 
single, “50/50,” an anthem about 
self-worth, in March. Her own 
self-worth has come a long way in 
recent years: “I met Talia at a time 
when everything in my life was 
falling apart. I realized that all 
those things didn’t matter as long 
as I could be around her.” 

Kayla and Talia Hershon-Diamond had 
an Orthodox Jewish wedding their way. 
(Think: a live string trio playing Metallica.) 
Victoria DiPlacido is charmed

Always 
been you

Clockwise 
from top left: 
The brides, 
Kayla (left) 
and Talia 
Hershon-
Diamond 
on their big 
day in North 
York; elegant 
table settings; 
sweet young 
relatives; 
cake time; 
scenes from 
the surprise 
Moroccan tea 
ceremony, 
a tribute 
to Talia’s 
Moroccan 
ancestry.

Photos by  

sean william 

o’neill

O u R  C E L E B R AT I O N

Meet the ‘puppy cats’
These Insta-famous Toronto cats embrace outdoor 
adventure. Samantha Edwards straps in

Growing up, Vivian Li always wanted a dog she could 
take on outdoorsy adventures. Instead, around two 
years ago, she adopted a playful grey and white stray 
kitten, whom she named Archer. But Archer isn’t your 
regular house cat; he’s been on road trips to Montreal 
and Niagara Falls, kayaked in Tobermory and hiked 
throughout the GTA. “When I’m hiking alone, I’m the 
type of person who focuses on the destination, but 
because cats like to sniff around and take their time, 
Archer helps me discover new things,” says Li. 

Li and her fiancé, Tony Yu, are part of a growing 
movement of Toronto cat owners who are finding 
happiness by bringing their feline friends on outdoor 
adventures, like trekking through snowy trails, back-
country camping and exploring new cities. 

Take Gibson, a spirited and nimble grey tabby with 
almost 10,000 Insta fans. Owner Sarah Olewski 
Klassen says the moment she got Gibson, she could 
tell he had an outgoing “puppy cat” personality. “The 
idea of being able to have my cat with me while hiking 
or running errands was the dream,” says Olewski 
Klassen. She says it just takes training to get cats used 
to a harness and leash — a must-wear for all outdoor 
excursions — and a whole lot of patience. 

Olewski Klassen and her husband, Peter, have 
taken Gibson for walks through Scarborough and 
the Toronto Music Garden. “People are starting to 
see that taking your cats out is beneficial for them. It’s 
good for their physical and mental health.” 

A N I m A L  k I N g d O m

‘‘Kayla loved 
who I was 
right away 
— I didn’t 
have to fake 
anything. I 
didn’t have to 
make myself 
interesting. 
I was just 
who she was 
looking for.

Sarah Olewski 
Klassen and 
her intrepid 
tabby Gibson.
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S u N dAy  S T R O l l P O P  TO R O N TO

TesT your ciTy 
knowledge  
Celebrate Black History 
Month with Toronto trivia, 
served up by quizmaster  
Jamie Bradburn

1. Which of the following 
Toronto professional 
sports teams was the  
first to racially integrate, 
in 1950?
a) Argonauts
b) Blue Jays
c) Maple Leafs (hockey 
team)
d) Maple Leafs (minor 
league baseball team)

2. William Peyton 
Hubbard was Toronto’s 
first Black elected official; 
he served several terms on 
City Council between 1894 
and 1913. While working 
as a baker, what appliance 
did he invent a portable 
version of?
a) Flour blender
b) Food processor
c) Oven
d) Stand mixer

3. Hubbard’s son, Fred-
erick Langdon Hubbard, 
was also involved in civic 
affairs. Which of the 
following posts did he hold 
between 1929 and 1930?
a) Chairman of the TTC
b) Chief Constable of the 
Toronto Police Department
c) Commissioner of 
Public Works
d) Deputy Mayor of 
Toronto

4. Which major east-
west road is Toronto’s 
Little Jamaica community 
located along?
a) Dundas Street
b) Eglinton Avenue
c) The Queensway
d) Sheppard Avenue

5. In what became 
known as the “Toronto 
Patty Wars,” why were 
several Jamaican patty 
vendors ordered to 
stop calling their snacks 
“patties” in 1985?
a) Federal food inspec-
tors ruled they did not fit 
the official definition of a 
meat patty
b) Provincial consumer 
officials thought they 
would cause confusion 
with peppermint patties
c) The patty originated 
in Guyana, not Jamaica
d) They were sued by 

a corporation who had 
trademarked the term

6. Lucie and Thornton 
Blackburn were escaped 
slaves who established 
Toronto’s first taxi service 
during the 1830s. Before 
coming to Toronto, which 
American city saw a race 
riot break out after a mob 
gathered to free the Black-
burns from jail?
a) Boston
b) Buffalo
c) Cleveland
d) Detroit

7. Which Toronto-born 
artist was the first Cana-
dian rapper to earn a gold 
record for their single 
“Let Your Backbone 
Slide” in 1989?
a) Choclair
b) Kardinal Offishall
c) Maestro Fresh Wes
d) Michie Mee

8. Albert Jackson Lane, 
located near Central Tech, 
is named after the first 
Black Torontonian to hold 
which of the following jobs, 
starting in the early 1880s?
a) Firefighter
b) Journalist
c) Mail carrier
d) Nurse

9. The first Black person 
to be elected to a provin-
cial legislature in Canada 
was Leonard Braithwaite, 
who became an MPP at 
Queen’s Park in 1963. 
Which electoral area did 
he represent?
a) Don Mills
b) Etobicoke
c) Parkdale
d) Scarborough East

10. When Nelson 
Mandela was released 
from prison in South 
Africa in February 1990, 
a street celebration was 
held outside the African 
National Congress’s 
Toronto office, which was 
located above a souvlaki 
restaurant on which street?
a) Coxwell Avenue
b) Victoria Park Avenue
c) Pape Avenue
d) Danforth Avenue

Answers to Pop Toronto: 1. A, 2. C, 3. A, 4. B, 5. A, 6. D, 7. C, 8. C, 9. B, 10. D

PHOTO BY PEXELS

The walk 
ends near 
Casa Loma 
(Spanish for 
“hill house”), 
which was 
constructed 
between 1911 
and 1914 by 
architect E.J. 
Lennox, who 
designed over 
70 buildings in 
Toronto.

Ashley McDonough’s audio walking tours are the 
most delightful way to experience a neighbourhood 
history lesson. Jenna Marie Wakani captures 
scenes from the Casa Loma/South Hill stroll

Walk, listen, learn (a lot)

1. Start at the Nordheimer Ravine. There’s 
an entrance off St. Clair Avenue West, east 
of West Hill Park. The ravine is named after 
Samuel Nordheimer, whose estate used to 
include the ravine as well as some of the 
land east of it. He named his estate Glen 
Edyth, after his wife, Edyth. He and his 
brother ran a successful piano-importing 
business, and he eventually branched out 
into music publishing. 

2. Walk eastward through the ravine, then 
up through Sir Winston Churchill Park 
toward the big building with the tall stair-
case close to St. Clair. Why is this here? It’s 
the portal building to the St. Clair Reser-
voir, which is right below this park. A path 
starts at the base of the staircase; follow it 
east until you get to Russel Hill Road, then 
walk south on Russel Hill and enjoy the 
pretty houses as you head downhill.

3. Turn right onto Poplar Plains Road, a 
historic Indigenous trail. Keep walking 
until you reach Poplar Plains Crescent 
and then consider a little detour through 
the Republic of Rathnelly. This tiny neigh-
bourhood tried to secede from Toronto 
(and Canada!) in protest against the 
Spadina Expressway proposal in the ’60s. 
They crowned their own queen and elected 
a poodle for mayor! The city honoured 
this history in 2012 by adding “Republic of 
Rathnelly” to the area’s street signs as well 
as renaming some of its streets after early 
members of the community. 

4. Head west on Cottingham Street and 
then take Cottingham Road until it meets 
Davenport Road, one of the oldest streets in 
the city. Prior to the arrival of settlers (who 
used the road to transport goods), it was 
used as a portage trail by the city’s Indig-
enous people, connecting the Don River to 
the Humber River. 

5. Keep walking east on Davenport until 
you get to Walmer Road. Turn right and 
walk up the hill until you get to the castle. 
You can’t go in right now, but you can see 
some of the gardens from the parking lot. 
Walk north on Walmer Road over to the 
stables and Casa Loma Parkette.  

6. Walk east on Castle View Avenue toward 
Spadina (pronounced Spa-deen-ah) House. 
This was the home of William Warren 
Baldwin, who named it after what he 
thought the Ojibwe were calling Spadina 
Road. (The actual word is “Ishpadinaa.”) 
The reason Spadina is such a straight line 
to the lake is that it used to be Baldwin’s 
driveway! There’s a little park between 
Spadina House and Casa Loma. At the 
southernmost point is the Baldwin Steps, 
where you have a beautiful view of the city. 

When Ashley Mcdonough started “Walking in Place,” last November, she realized two 
dreams: starting a podcast and becoming a weekend tour guide.  “I think people are paying 
more attention to things like why is this street named after this person, why is this statue 
here, etc.,” she says. “ I’m learning so much and, thankfully, people have told me they’re 
learning along with me.” The podcast has resonated: Mcdonough was selected as a partic-
ipant in the 2021 Hot docs Podcast Festival Accelerator program.

This Casa loma/South Hill walk takes about an hour. Mcdonough chose it because, she 
says, “I love the feeling that you’re in a completely different place even though you’re right 
in the city. you’re surrounded by trees in the Nordheimer Ravine, and the neighbourhood’s 
beautiful, old houses are on these quiet, winding, hilly roads, many following the original 
paths of walking trails that Indigenous people carved out way before the British got here.” 

Gordon “Butch” Stewart built an 
empire: Sandals Resorts Inter-
national, the vacation brand he 
founded in 1981, transformed 
the hotel industry and is now 
a multimillion-dollar business 
with more than 20 resorts and 
villas in the Caribbean. The word 
“Sandals” itself is embedded 
in the public imagination; it 
immediately conjures images 
of powder-soft beaches and 
palm trees silhouetted against 
turquoise waters. In other words: 
paradise.

Butch’s beginnings, however, 
were humble. He grew up in 
Kingston, Jamaica; his father 
was an engineer, and his mother 
worked in a small electronics 
store. At 12, Butch was already 
demonstrating his nascent entre-
preneurial skills by selling fresh 
fi sh to local hotels. “My dad came 
from the school of hard knocks,” 
says Adam, one of Butch’s seven 
children. “He always had a larg-
er-than-life personality, and he 
always did things his own way.”

That drive led Butch to spot 
possibility at every turn. In 1968, 
he started his own air-condi-
tioning business — a space rife 
with opportunity in Jamaica 

— and in 1981, he renovated his 
fi rst hotel, a rundown property 
in Montego Bay. Post-reno, it 
became the majestic fl agship of 
Sandals Resorts.

Success (and lots of it) followed, 
as Butch opened more resorts 
around the region. Throughout his 
storied career, he always sought to 
do things differently. He brought 
class and innovation to the “all-
inclusive” concept: Sandals resorts 
were the fi rst to offer restaurants 
with top-tier service and food, the 
fi rst to create swim-up pool bars 
and, in 2017, the fi rst to introduce 
“over-the-water” accommoda-
tion, with steps leading from villas 
directly into the cerulean seas.

“He was a hard negotiator 
and he would push and push for 
the business,” says Adam, who 
remembers coming to the offi ce 
as a seven-year-old with his dad. 
“But if anyone ever needed him, 
he would drop whatever he was 
doing and use all his resources 
— his people and contacts — to 
help. You don’t see that every 
day. He had a heart of gold. It was 
a huge privilege to watch him so 
closely.”

Butch’s thousands of employees 
felt similarly. Many of them have 

worked for the company for 
decades, moving up the ranks. 
Adam recalls visiting the sales 
and marketing office in Miami 
when he was at boarding school 
in Florida. “Even at 11 p.m., there 
was a rhy thm there, people 
working hard but laughing and 
joking too. It was a privilege to be 
around my elders — I call them 
uncles and aunties — and learn 
from them.” 

In 2012, Butch founded the 
Sandals Corporate University, 
which provides every employee 
— from server to executive — 
access to more than 230 training 
courses and partnerships with 
13 universities. Sandals was also 
the fi rst hospitality company in 
the Caribbean to offer a pension 
and health and medical benefi ts; 
it has employed — and educated 
— more Caribbean nationals 
than any other company. That 
commitment to education (and to 
people) started with Butch. “He 
believed in people,” says Adam. 
“He never wanted to be just ‘the 
guy.’ He wanted powerful minds 
all around him.” 

Butch believed in his mission 
and worked tirelessly to achieve 
his goals. (Adam lovingly recalls 

seeing his dad in a fishing boat 
juggling a fishing rod and work 
cellphones that kept ringing.) 
The lessons he taught his family, 
however, were his fi rst priority. 
“He never wanted to run with 
a crowd t h at w a sn’t  doi ng 
honourable things,” says Adam. 
“He didn’t believe in overnight 
success or shortcuts. He always 
looked long-range.” 

Since Butch’s passing, Adam 
h a s b e c ome t he e xe c ut ive 
chairman of the company his 
father built. He is honoured to 
carry on his legacy. “My dad 
wasn’t the kind of guy who sat 
down and gave you life lessons 
— he showed you how to live and 
how to treat people. He wrapped 
everything he did in a bow of 
integrity. More than anything, 
he taught us all to dream.” 

Gordon “Butch” Stewart is 
survived by his wife, Cheryl; 
his children, Bria n, Bobby, 
Adam, Jaime, Sabrina, Gordon 
and Kelly; his grandchildren, 
Aston, Sloane, Camden, Penelo-
pe-Sky, Isla, Finley, Max, Ben, 
Zak, Sophie, Annie and Emma; 
and his great-grandchildren, 
Jac k son , R i ley,  Em my a nd 
Willow. —Jennifer Lee

He was among the kindest of souls. 
He often ‘marched to the beat of his 
own drummer,’ but he provided good 
music for everyone he met.

LARGER 
THAN 
LIFE
Butch Stewart, 
an unstoppable 
force with 
a heart of gold, 
revolutionized 
how we go 
on vacation

‘‘He wrapped 
everything he 
did in a bow 
of integrity. 
More than 
anything,  he 
taught us all 
to dream.

G O R D O N  “ B U T C H ”  S T E WA R T
July 6, 1941 — Jan. 4, 2021

ALL AN
B. YEATES 
Born 1926 — Jan. 3, 2021
“Allan met the love of his life, Charlotte Farley, 
whom he fi rst spotted on a ladder decorating 
the high school gym for a dance. Allan deftly 
talked her out of the date she had planned, 
taking Char to the dance himself and their lives 
were changed forever....Beyond all his accom-
plishments, it was Allan’s character, loyalty, 
integrity and brilliance that set him apart.”

MARGARET 
AUDREY YOUNG
Born 1929 — Jan. 21, 2021
“Marg’s keen intelligence, irrepressible sense 
of humour, and light-up-the-room smile will 
be sadly missed by her friends and numerous 
nieces and nephews. As hard as it will be for 
us to bear her loss, it is worth remembering 
Marg’s own words of late: that she had a full and 
happy life. She felt grateful to have achieved all 
she wanted to do and was at peace with  God.”

JEFFREY 
MELVILLE WHITE
Born 1953 — Nov. 19, 2020
“Jeff was a kind, considerate and humorous 
man who was tireless in caring for his family.... 
Given his PSW training, Jeff acted as a live-in 
caregiver to his mother, Margaret, giving her 
unfailing support....He was among the most 
kind-hearted of souls. He often ‘marched to 
the beat of his own drummer,’ but he provided 
good music for everyone he met.”

M OV I N G  E XC E R P T S  F R O M  TO R O N TO  S TA R  M E M O R I A L S
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