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I
n February 1998, Sigrid Wolm was at
a crossroads in her career. Eight
months earlier she had left her job
running a corporate fleet. She had
taken the summer off and visited Eu-

rope. That fall, she had taken an entrepre-
neur class that required its students to do a
variety of tasks including a self-analysis to
determine strengths, skills and weaknesses. The classwork revealed that she had strong sales and entre-

preneurial skills. But it was a major report she wrote for the
class on To Set A Table, a tabletop and housewares store in
Oakville, Ontario, owned by her good friend Marianne Svarke,
that opened her eyes to what she really wanted to do. “I realized
that I liked to cook and set the table but often had to get things
from Europe because Orangeville [Ontario] didn’t have a store
like To Set A Table,” she explains. That December she also had
a dream in which she was standing in a store. “I could actually
see what it was like. It had a door in the middle with windows
on each side.” It was, she says, a proverbial enlightenment.

But life is never simple. In February a friend called to let her
know that there was a vacant store on Broadway, Orangeville’s
main street. At the same time, a former business associate con-
tacted her with news of a great job with a pharmaceutical com-
pany in nearby Mississauga, Ontario, ideally suited to her skills
and experience. She investigated both, tracking down the own-
er of the property and going through multiple interviews with
the pharmaceutical company. In a short time, she was faced

Sigrid Wolm would seem an
unlikely maverick but in the seven
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she’s learned that for every retail
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adhered to there’s another that
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Wolm says that the fun in retailing rests in meeting and
connecting with customers.
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the retail dice. And in the seven years that
she has run From the Kitchen to the Table
she has never regretted the road she chose.

***
Like many small towns with reasonable
proximity to large cities, Orangeville is a
mix of the old and the new. Incorporated
in 1863, it has always served as a com-
mercial center for the region and today
boasts a well-maintained, historic down-
town district, where Wolm’s store is locat-
ed. It also has the ubiquitous mall and

power center on its ever-expanding periphery. With an annu-
al population growth of approximately 3.49 percent, it serves
as a bedroom community for people working in Toronto,
Brampton and Mississauga as well as being home to families
whose ancestors settled in the region in the 1800s. Most re-
markably, the median age of residents is 33.3 years and the av-
erage household income (two or more persons) is a solid
$69,805 per year. It is a relatively young, affluent, family-ori-
ented community that was more than ready for its own house-
wares and tabletop store when Wolm opened the doors to her
store on the Thursday before Mother’s Day, 1998.

Wolm’s first retail challenges centered on language and
time. Born in Hamburg, Germany, she was unfamiliar with the
English vernacular of the housewares industry. A copy of Web-
ster’s Culinary Dictionary solved that problem. But she also
had to meet the challenge of stocking the store and preparing

with making a decision between the two.
The property on Broadway would be
available on April 1st; the pharmaceutical
company had faxed her a dream job offer
that included a big salary, company car
and the kind of perquisites most people
strive to attain. 

She discussed her dilemma with her
husband, Uwe, who pointed out that she
had already proven herself in the corporate
realm, that she had always wanted to be on
her own and opening the store on Broad-
way was her “grand opportunity.” With
that endorsement, she made her decision.
While most of us would have gone for the
big job and sure money, she decided to roll

A combination of slatwall, tables, hutches,
wire and wood shelving units and three
antique stoves are used to display the
store’s products.

From the Kitchen to
the Table is easy to

navigate and logically
organized. Wolm

explains that many of
her customers stop

in on their way home
from work and don’t
want to have to look

around to find things.
“They feel like I do.
They need to be in

and out.”
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Wolm is a warm person with a gra-
cious, efficient manner and From the
Kitchen to the Table reflects her personal-
ity. Walking up Broadway, customers are
greeted by a big picture window that fea-
tures product perched on and around an
antique stove — one of three in the store
that Wolm says are good luck charms. In-
side the store is airy and open. It is easy to

navigate and logically organized. Wolm
explains that despite the fact that she’s
been told many times that it’s important
to move around product and displays —
to reinvent one’s retail space — she has
found that her customers are better served
when they know exactly where to find
things, quickly. “Many of my customers
stop in on their way home from work in
Mississauga, Brampton or Toronto. They
don’t want to look around to find things.
They feel like I do. They need to be in and
out,” she explains. In fact, she says, she’s
found that moving product sections
around irritates her customers. However,
they did welcome the store’s move in Au-
gust 2002 from its original 1,200 square
foot site to its present 2,200 square foot,
two-level location across the street. “We
had outgrown the space and needed to ex-
pand,” she says. “Customers were saying
that there was no space to walk around
and they didn’t want to break anything.” 

Moving through the store today, cus-
tomers are presented with a wide array of
products. Wolm’s tabletop selection in-
cludes Love plates, Denby, and Pfaltzgraff’s
Pistoulet. She also offers a large selection of
Riedel glassware, Emile Henry, Danica
aprons and oven mitts, Danesco, Trudeau,
Henckels, Wuesthoff, KitchenAid, Cuise-
nart, Cuisipro, Lodge cast iron cookware,
copper pots from France, Art Glass and a
range of specialty gourmet food products
from The Garlic Box and Gourmet du Vil-
lage as well as local suppliers. In total, she
works with approximately 80 suppliers. 

The product is arranged in specific ar-
eas. The specialty foods are at the rear of

Wolm offers a selection of upscale glasses
and barware, which differentiates her mix
from the products available at the local
power center.

the space in just one month. Fortunately, the
report she had done for the entrepreneur class
gave her a business plan of sorts, and she had
attended the Canadian Gift and Tableware As-
sociation’s (CGTA) gift show in January so she
had some ideas which suppliers to contact.
However, she credits her success to the help of
many people. Her husband helped her clean
the space on Broadway, and set up the store.
Supplier representatives helped her select and
display stock and directed her to other suppli-
ers to fill out the store’s product mix. Another
friend set up the business’ computer system.
And, she received welcome advice from other
retailers including Marianne Svarke at To Set a
Table and Lois Gilbert of The Well Tooled
Kitchen in Newmarket, Ontario. 

However, Wolm points out that she knew
from the outset that she didn’t want to ride on
the success of others, nor did she wish to du-
plicate To Set a Table. In fact, the process of
opening and the seven years since have taught
her that what works for one retailer doesn’t al-
ways work for another, and that everyone has
different perspectives and reasons for opening
a store. She also learned that for every retail
rule that absolutely must be adhered to there is
another that must be broken. And most im-
portantly, she learned that an independent
store is like a fingerprint, absolutely unique to
its owner. 
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the store. Gadgets are neatly displayed in
the rear aisles and the bar section lines the
east wall. At the front of the store are dis-
plays of Art Glass, Denby, Pistoulet and
Love Plates. Downstairs there is a “coffee”
section, cookware, KitchenAid and Cuise-
nart products and a display of aprons.
Also at the rear of the store is a television
set, which is tuned to either the Food Net-
work or children’s programs depending
on what’s needed — inspiration or diver-
sion — to make the shopping experience
comfortable for customers. 

“Know Thy Customers” is one retail
rule Wolm has strictly obeyed. She’s found
that some funky, upbeat products that are
all the rage elsewhere do not sell well in
Orangeville, which leans more to tradi-
tional and country than contemporary.
She’s also found that function and conve-
nience rule. “For the most part my cus-
tomers don’t want anything that has to be
hand-washed so a lot of dishwasher-safe
[products] are necessary for the area. My
customers commute to jobs and have kids
to look after so things have to be function-
al and that’s what sells better than cute
looking or handmade,” she explains.

Wolm says her typical customer is in his
or her 30s or 40s, is employed and has an
enjoyment of being in the kitchen and set-
ting a nice table. “What was surprising for
me, and even more surprising for my hus-
band, was how many men like to cook.
That was a tremendous learning experience
[for me] because when I did my business
plan I thought my target market would be
women but I had to revise that,” she says. 

Wolm promotes her business with oc-
casional advertisements in the communi-
ty newspaper, flyers in key selling seasons
such as Christmas, online through the
store’s web site (www.kitchentotable.com),
and via involvement in Orangeville’s busi-
ness improvement association. She also
holds the occasional in-store cooking
demonstrations and recently held a suc-
cessful fund-raising event for the local
hospital. But, she says that knowing her
customers and positive word-of-mouth
have proven to be the most effective pro-
motional tools. She explains that she used
to have a little black book where she
would jot down the names of customers
and distinguishing information such as
what they looked like, whether they had a
pet, number of children, etc. “In terms of
remembering customers’ names that was
my crutch. And it worked very well for me
because customers would ask ‘How can
you remember that?’”

You don’t have to spend long in From
the Kitchen to the Table to notice that cus-
tomers are treated with great care and re-
spect. Wolm says that products are brought

upstairs to handicapped visitors and moth-
ers with babies in strollers who can’t go
downstairs. The store’s sales staff are
knowledgeable and ready to assist but not
overbearing. Customers are free to browse
at their leisure but are not ignored. “The
fun part of all of this is how you connect
with people and the kind of people you
meet,” says Wolm. “There are some very
well-known people living in the area:
[Toronto TV personality] Dini Petty,
George Cohon from McDonald’s Canada,
Ernie Eves [former Ontario premier], and
David Tilson, who’s the federal Member of
Parliament for the region, come in and
shop. And, we have customers who are
handicapped or challenged. One gentle-
man is autistic. He doesn’t look you in the
eyes and he’s not always well-dressed but
he’s very good with numbers and he likes to
cook and bake. He also knows when to buy
and when he wants good quality. And, he
loves to talk to me but only when I’m alone.
So, you deal with famous people and you
deal with people who have challenges and
they all come back. Everybody is treated the
same. They’re all important to us.”

The “us” at From the Kitchen to the
Table is Wolm and two part-time staff
with a third part-time person added to
the mix from October through Decem-
ber. But like many independent retailers,
in the beginning, she worked alone and
wore all the hats — accountant, stockist,
buyer, salesperson, merchandiser, janitor,
etc. “It was all consuming,” she says. “My
husband used to help out and work in the
store when I was at trade shows. Then
some of my fellow students from the en-
trepreneur class came and helped out.
And people would come in, say they liked
the store and ask if I needed help.” Her
present staff has been with her for more
than three and a half years, giving her an
enviably low turnover rate. Their training
is on the job but all of them have attend-
ed seminars, met with suppliers and ac-
company Wolm to trade shows. Two of
her staff are responsible for changing the
main window display every two weeks.
Collectively they plan the themes and
products that they wish to feature. “I feel
very strongly about them knowing as
much as I do,” she says. “And yes there’s a
risk to that but so far it has worked well
for me. They all enjoy working here.”

A final key to the store’s success is
Wolm’s dedication to coming back to ba-
sics, asking what the store is and making
sure its product mix fulfills the needs of its
customers in that area. From the Kitchen
to the Table is a kitchen store, she says. It’s
exactly what she intended it to be when
she made the decision to head down the
retail road in February 1998. ■■


