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Condo Living

O’Brien says people get stuck in
habits and often revert to beige
because they are too over-
whelmed by all the choices. But
she says homeowners do seem
to be getting braver about their
colour selections.

“I’ve come to the conclusion
that all those pale neutrals that
were so common in the ’90s —
and believe me, I had them too
— were colours that gave us in-
tellectual satisfaction, but not
the emotional fulfillment we
want now.”

In choosing a colour scheme,
O’Brien says the first selection is
always the hardest. “But it flows
from there,” she says. “You can
have several different colours,
but each must flow with the
next.”

She says colour has taken on
increasing importance since the
late 1990s, because of the co-
cooning trend. People have be-
come more aware of how their
environment makes them feel.

Paint colour provides a dra-
matic change to a room and the
mood of the people who live in
it, without a huge cost. She
charges $150 an hour and says
most jobs can be completed in
about two hours.

O’Brien says lofts provide a
greater challenge because of the
absence of walls. She usually
suggests painting the entry hall,
stairwell and possibly one main
area with a central, neutral col-
our. 

For Younes and Needham, that
central colour is a warm al-
mond. From there, O’Brien sug-
gested several contrasting, but
complementary hues. She chose
terra cotta for the wall with the
windows, salmon for the kitch-
en, gray-green for the bath-
room, dark green for the wall
above the fireplace and a blue, at
Matt’s request, for his room.

The window frames were
painted black, which echoes the
black iron railing on the mez-

zanine’s circular staircase and
the new black Corian kitchen
countertop.

“Wendy and I have widely di-
vergent tastes and when Sylvia
put these colours together, it
amazed us because the colours
weren’t ones we would have
thought about,” says Needham.
“But in retrospect, it seems nat-
ural. It’s awesome.”

Younes loves it, too.
“It’s really striking,” she says.

“Sylvia picked up the dark green
from a photograph that hangs
over the fireplace and the terra
cotta from a rose in my Chinese
screen. When you look out the
windows now and see the bricks
of the surrounding buildings,
you feel more integrated into
the community because the ter-
ra cotta blends with the bricks.
And I was surprised she could
find a colour that could comple-
ment Rick’s red motorcycle and
his red guitar. 

“It was shocking that it took
such a short time. The painting
was done in just a couple of days.
My son walked in after being
away and said it’s like living in a
whole new house. It’s warm but
uplifting,” says Younes.

For information on O’Brien’s ser-
vices, call 416-995-9111 or e-mail
sylviaobrien@colourtheory.net
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Sylvia O’Brien chose a warm almond colour for the central area
around the stairway leading to the mezzanine in the downtown
Toronto condo of Wendy Younes and Rick Needham.

Finding a happy
colour medium
‰ Colour From P1

Is it hot today — or suddenly cool
again?

Yo-yo weather seems to be the
“new normal” in southern Ontar-
io — and that’s rough on our
plants. Most of them don’t take
kindly to enduring sizzling heat
for a few days, then an abrupt
drop in temperature overnight.

Whatever Mother Nature
throws at us this summer, keep
your container-grown plants
moist (but not waterlogged) and
they’ll have a better chance of sur-
vival. Don’t let them get droopy
and parched during a heat wave. 

Conversely, if there’s been a cool
patch with lots of rain, avoid leav-
ing containers sitting in saucers of
water for days at a stretch. (It rots
the roots and encourages mosqui-
toes). Some tips on watering:
. Check if plants are thirsty by
doing the finger test. Stick your
index finger into the pot to a
depth of an inch. If it’s dry down
there, water. If it’s damp, don’t.
.Watering in the early morning
is best. Late at night is the worst.
(Plants that stay damp overnight
are much more likely to get mil-
dew and other diseases.)
. Give plants a deep drink, rather
than little dribbles from a water-
ing can.
.Make watering easy on your-
self; otherwise you’ll keep putting
it off. A self-coiling hose, which
looks like a telephone cord, is a
marvellous gadget if the water
source in your condo is a long way
from the balcony (and it invari-
ably is). Just attach this hose to
the kitchen or bathroom tap,
stretch it out to water, then stash
in a cupboard after use. (You can
find these hoses at Gardenscape

Tools, 2010A Queen St. E., at
www.gardenscape.com and at Lee
Valley stores around Toronto:
www.leevalley.com)
. Be extra careful to thoroughly
water anything you’ve just plant-
ed. (Growing mixes that contain
lots of peat moss can be dry as a
bone.) And don’t forget to keep on
watering once the fun of planting
wears off.
. If the rest of the summer turns
out to be torrid, add a mulch
around the base of your plants.
This will conserve moisture and
mean less watering. Buy a bag of
something organic — like com-
posted tree bark or peat moss —
and tuck a layer over the top of the
pot. Penny pinchers can use bits
of cardboard or newspaper, cut to
fit the pot’s shape. (But make sure
your greenery and flowers hide
this recycled mulch, or your pot-
ted creations won’t exactly look
elegant.)

Sonia Day is Condo Living’s gar-
dening correspondent. You can
contact her at www.soniaday.com.
For information on purchasing your
copy of Day’s new book The Urban
Gardener, call Starphone at (416)
350-3000, extension 6432.

Container plants
need moisture
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Use the finger test to tell if a
plant has is thirsty.

Sonia Day
Condo Gardens

Here are paint colour tips of-
fered by Sylvia O’Brien, cre-
ative director of the Toronto
firm Colour Theory:
.Don’t base your choice on ti-
ny chips or paint store lighting.
See if larger chips are available
and move them around your
home at different times of the
day to see how they look and re-
act to different lighting condi-
tions. A vivid colour on a small
chip may be too intense when
painted on a wall. 
. Select colours that make you

feel good. How a colour makes
you feel depends on your per-
sonal association with it.
. Pick colours that work well
together to create overall har-
mony.
. Choose colours that relate to
your existing furnishings and
accessories, as they will
strengthen the look of co-ordi-
nation.
. One central colour, usually a
neutral, works best for the en-
tranceway, stairwell and per-
haps one main area of the

house. Use contrasting colours
for each area of the home or for
accent walls.
. To create an accent wall,
walk into the room and note
which wall you see first. It’s
usually the one with the fire-
place or artwork. That’s the
wall to emphasize with colour.
.Never paint a bedroom yel-
low. Its energizing qualities
don’t make for restfulness. For
offices, deep blue aids in con-
centration and focus.
TRACY HANES

Opt for colours that make you feel good


