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HOME IMPROVEMENT

Inspiration
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The Craftsman’s Kitchen
A kitchen that strikes the perfect balance
between form and function   BY DON ROSS

Craftsmanship, in 

the mind of John Le 

Blancq, is a blend 

of philosophy, tradition and 

dialogue. And so, when Lewis 

and Judy Samuel called upon 

the Normand J. Le Blancq Inc. 

shop in Lansdowne, Ont.,  to 

talk over the possibilities for 

new kitchen cabinetry in their 

island home, it was anything 

but a straightforward renova-

tion discussion.

It’s the kind of kitchen in which   
you find yourself opening doors 
and drawers to see how the  
pieces work. Craftsmanship is  
not just art—it’s also clever
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The Samuels had gathered 
a notable collection of antique 
furniture and art, ranging from a 
hand-carved wooden English merry-
go-round horse to cupboards, tables 
and chairs. Their philosophy—that 
craftsmanship is timeless and 
enduring—was in sync with that 
of Le Blancq, whose family history 
of art in wood and boat-building 
traces back to at least 1156 on Jersey 
Island in the Channel Islands off the 
Normandy Coast. 

The dialogue about the Samuels’ 
kitchen developed as they visited Le 
Blancq’s home and shop, viewing 
examples of his furniture and 
carvings. 

“There is fashion,” Le Blancq 
says, “and there are styles. Some 
styles are timeless and are always 
in fashion. There are many things, 
though, that are only in fashion for 
a very short time, and are dated as 
they fall from fashion. I work with 
clients who build for a century or 
more of life.” To underscore the 
point, he quotes from an old sign 
from the family’s Jersey Island 
shop: “Upon your decisions rest the 
lives and properties of men.”

Among those timeless styles are 
Georgian, Hepplewhite, Victorian 
and Canadiana. Will Mission 
become one of the enduring styles? 
“Too soon to tell,” Le Blancq says. 

The wonderful results of the 
detailed dialogue between builder 
and clients unfold in the resulting 
charm found in the Samuels’ 
kitchen. The Georgian style, rich 
and intricate in details of columns, 
pediments and cornices, are at the 
same time a mellow reflection of 
the warmth and hand-rubbed finish 
of the Samuels’ antiques. Within 
the kitchen, each piece is the result 
of considered debate over form 
and function. “We wanted all the 
qualities of handcrafted furniture,” 
Judy Samuel says, “but we also 
wanted the kitchen to be very 
functional.” Working and cutting 
surfaces, then, are made from 
modern and durable synthetics. 

THIS WAS not your 
average kitchen reno 
project. Every detail 
was reviewed with 
great attention by 
the homeowners and 
craftsman to make sure 
it matched their  
vision. Even the 
refrigerator was given 
an elegant Georgian-
style makeover,  
making it fit seamlessly 
into the design
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The wood used in the 
Samuels’ remarkable 

kitchen is white pine. The 
colour, mood, texture and 
finish that matched their 
vision for the kitchen was 
supplied by that basic but 
traditional wood. But Le 
Blancq’s personal favourites 
for both texture and 
working are mahogany and 
walnut. Mahogany has a 
chatoyance—a reflectance 
seen in gems, from the French 
“œil de chat,” meaning “cat’s 
eye,” arising from the fibrous 
twists of the wood’s grain. 
While mahogany is tricky to 
carve because of the very 
twists of grain that give 
character, walnut is more 
forgiving yet deep, rich and 
lustrous.

MATERIAL
MATTERS
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EVERY CORNER, nook and cranny of 
this kitchen is rich with details. You 
can find hand-carved elements on 
almost every surface, and antiques 
enhance the decor. But the ornate 
style does not take away from the 
functionality of this family kitchen



It’s the kind of kitchen in which 
you find yourself opening doors 
and drawers to see how the pieces 
work. An opened panel reveals 
more drawers or pullout surface 
extensions. Hardware is hidden; 
fasteners are invisible. Craftsmanship 
is not just art—it’s clever.

The tradition of workmanship is 
deeper than design. It’s ingrained in 
the hand-carved scrollwork, hand-
planed door and drawer panels, 
and intricate figures. The time 
spent on each piece of the kitchen 
becomes more and more apparent 
the closer one looks. Texture is 
very much a part of the fabric of 
the furniture. Light and shadow 
play into the presentation subtly, 
whether from the fine irregularities 
of the block-plane work on door 
panels or in the contours of the 
meticulous figures and scrolls 
throughout the cabinetry. 

In his shop, Le Blancq points 
out one of the ornate emblems 
currently on his bench and says, 
“Oh, that’s about 40 hours so far.”

There is a room off to one side of 
his large and well-equipped shop 
that is lined with patterns and racks 
of chisels and bits, where he can go 
“shut the door and concentrate.”

You can’t help but run a hand 
over the surface of the furniture. It 
glows, but very softly. “Finishes are 
part of tradition,” Le Blancq says. “I 
mix my own varnishes and stains, 
from old family recipes.” 

While Le Blancq has the benefit 
of generations of knowledge, 
and had apprenticed with his 
father from age 15, he notes that 
craftsmanship is not something 
that you inherit. “You either have 
it or you don’t,” he says. “You 
shouldn’t feel bad if you can’t. 
But that shouldn’t discourage you 
from trying.” 

The key, he says, is to know 
the styles that endure, and that 
research and education are 
constants in craftsmanship. 
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