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Success in the ultra-competitive culinary arts is often 

characterized by a rare blend of perseverance, creativity, 

experimentation and dedication—all of which are integral 

qualities instilled in every student who has come to call 

Ridley home. It’s perhaps fitting, then, that so many of our 

alumni have experienced such a high level of success in the  

food and drink industry to date.

In the first edition of our Alumni at Work, we’re focusing on some of our 

most flavourful alumni—those who have truly embraced what it means to be 

a Ridleian and who have translated these core characteristics into a myriad 

of undeniably tasty triumphs. At the core of each of their stories lies one 

simple ingredient—hands-on experience. In each of their own ways, these 

kitchen connoisseurs have embraced the unique perspective that a Ridley 

education has offered them: they understand the inherent value in adapting 

to and overcoming challenges, identifying and pursuing passions and 

embracing the opportunities that our diverse world offers. They exemplify all 

that it means to lead flourishing lives that can invigorate and inspire us all. 

Read on to learn more about their endeavours, their insight and their advice 

as they continue to forge ahead on the foodie scene. Once your appetite is 

whetted, be sure to stop by campus and scout out some of the impressive 

food and drink options available right here in Ridley’s own backyard. The 

Niagara region is home to dozens of award-winning restaurants and wineries 

that are sure to impress you.

BY JENNA WALLACE ’07

@alumniwork
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With his propensity for reinventing traditional 

dishes, his passion for innovative mixology 

techniques, and his fearless pursuit of what he 

is passionate about, it comes as no surprise that 

Nicholas’ best advice for those entering a new 

phase is to continue to try different things. At 

Ridley, the day-to-day is defined by an ability to 

welcome new experiences, and, for Nicholas, 

it is these new experiences, no matter how 

seemingly insignificant, that are the key to 

uncovering true interests.

“Even if you’re just carrying boxes from a 

catering truck into the facility, you’re getting 

your hands in there, and getting to see if this 

is really what you want.”

Whether it was learning 
to barbecue with his 
grandfather by his 
side, sitting around 
the dinner table 
enjoying his dad’s 
tomato seafood stew, 
or sneaking a peek 
through the Great 
Hall’s kitchen doors as 
he accompanied his 
friends to a table, most 
of Nicholas Antunes ’14 
fondest memories are 
defined by two things: 
food and family.

It came as no surprise that, when 

his parents encouraged him to 

pursue a career that was rooted 

in passion, Nicholas knew what 

to do. “They suggested I choose 

something that I would want 

to wake up to every morning,” 

he recalls. For him, that was 

exploring the culinary arts.

After graduating from Ridley in 

2014, Nicholas completed a one-

year Chef Training programme at 

Niagara College while he worked 

part-time in the kitchen at a 

local restaurant. His hands-on 

experience only further solidified 

his interest in the culinary arts 

and, eager to learn more, he 

enrolled in the Culinary Institute 

of America’s ultra-competitive 

two-year programme in New York 

City. “It was nerve-wracking,” he 

admits, “but I loved every minute 

of it. From the moment you 

start until the moment you end, 

your whole life is food, and it’s 

cooking. It’s all you think about.”

But it wasn’t just the food 

that stood out for Nicholas 

throughout his two-year stay in 

NYC. It was the friendship, too. 

He remembers developing a 

deep appreciation for the sense 

of community that is so integral 

to culinary success. Nicholas 

describes it as a “family-feel.”

“You will be working 12 to 13 

hours a day in a kitchen with the 

same people and you need to 

get along,” he goes on to explain, 

“You need to understand how 

each person works, and what 

their strengths are, and you need 

to know that do not want to let 

these people down.” 

Working together, relating to 

others, and learning to rely on 

each other’s strengths to achieve 

a common goal are all crucial 

qualities that Nicholas can 

connect back to his time spent 

at Ridley. Living alongside his 

fellow housemates in residence, 

competing in team sports, and collaborating in the 

classroom all helped to instill in him the importance 

of integrity, inclusivity, and teamwork: “This is where 

it started,” he insists, “this idea in the back of my mind 

that you don’t want to let someone down, no matter 

what it is you’re doing.”

Nicholas hopes to carry forward this link between 

cooking and community in his future endeavours. 

When asked what the future might hold for him, he 

is quick to admit that he would like to open his own 

restaurant one day, right here in the heart of Niagara, 

albeit with a bit of a twist.

“ I want to open a place where everybody 

can come together,” he says, “a place 

where people want to come work, and a 

place where people can share their ideas 

and we can try new things.” 

One new thing on the culinary scene that has caught 

his eye is the growing trend toward merging the 

art of chemistry and cocktail making. It started with 

gastronomy, he says, and now it’s moving to mixology 

as more and more bartenders experiment with things 

like liquid nitrogen. He applies this same forward-

thinking to his own favourite dish. Fish is his favourite, 

he admits, not only because it’s tied to his family 

traditions and his Portuguese roots, but also because 

it’s refreshingly adaptable, too. “Fish is a fun dish to 

play around with,” he says, “you can change how it 

looks and how it tastes so quickly.”

@alumniwork
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• Beef, ground, very cold  1 lb.

• Ginger, minced  2 tsp.

• Scallion, finely sliced  2 ea.

• Oyster sauce  4 tbsp.

• Soy sauce, light  2 tbsp.

• Sesame oil, dark  1 tsp.

• Cornstarch  1/4 c.

• Eggs, large  1/2 ea.

• Rice wine, Shao Xing  1 tbsp.

• Salt, sea or kosher  1/2  tsp.

• Black pepper, ground  ¼ tsp.

• Shrimp, peeled, de-veined, chopped  ¼ lb. 
(pieces no larger than ¼”)

• Water chestnuts, fresh, finely chopped  2 tbsp.

• Carrot, brunoise  2 tbsp.

• Cilantro (with stem), chopped ¼” 1 tbsp.

• Shao mai wrappers 20 ea.

(Parchment paper as needed)

MISE EN PLACE

NOTE:
Before beginning all ingredients and equipment should 
be well chilled to ensure proper consistency and avoid 
fat from melting during processing.

1. Place pork, ginger, scallion, oyster sauce, soy sauce, 
sesame oil, cornstarch, eggs, wine, salt and pepper into 
a CHILLED food processor. Pulse mixture until well 
combined. Mixture will begin to pull together into one 
mass. Transfer to chilled mixing bowl.

2. Add chilled shrimp, water chestnuts, carrots and 
cilantro. Mix until incorporated, chill. The dumplings will 
be easier to shape if filling is VERY cold.

3. Using a teaspoon, place a mound of mixture in centre 
of wrapper. Gather outer edges to form cylinder so filling is 

exposed at the top. Wrap pointer finger and thumb around 
the centre “waist.” Dip thumb from opposite hand in water 

(to prevent sticking) and use to compact filling in dumpling.

Gently press bottom of dumpling on table to ensure it stays 
upright in the steamer.

AT SERVICE
1. Bring water in steamer to vigorous boil. Oil steamer with sesame 

oil or line steamer with cabbage leaves or parchment paper to prevent  
dumplings from sticking.

2. Add dumplings to steamer. Cover, steam for approximately 8–10 minutes 
until cooked through and firm. Dumpling wrappers should be tender.

3. Turn off heat and let dumplings rest for a few minutes before removing.

JOIN US 
Saturday, the 5th of May

two thouSand and eighteen

TICKETS AVAILABLE NOW 
ridleycollege.com/gala

ARCADIAN COURT
401 Bay Street, 8th Floor, Toronto, Ontario  M5H 2Y4

$425 per person | Tables of 10 | Black Tie Optional

Cocktail Reception • Silent Auction • Gourmet Dinner • Live Auction • 
• Live Entertainment by Parkside Drive • Dancing •
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GINGER-SOY DIPPING SAUCE 

Ginger, minced  ¼ c.
Soy sauce, light  ¼ c.
Vinegar, rice, light  ½ c.
Water or stock  ¼ c.
Sesame oil, dark  1 tbsp.
Sugar  2 tbsp.

Yield: 1 c. for dim sum

METHOD
1. Whisk together  

all ingredients until 
sugar is dissolved.

2. Transfer into 2 oz. ramekins.

A GALA TO BENEFIT RIDLEY COLLEGE

steamed dumplings (SHAO MAI) 
WITH GINGER-SOY DIPPING SAUCE

Yield: 10 portions – 2 pieces/portion for dim sum

A
rcad

ian
 C

o
u

rt



52    flourishing

Margaret was in search of 

a part-time job in London, 

Ontario when she began 

work at the popular vegan 

restaurant Veg Out where 

she quickly worked her way 

through the ranks, eventually 

landing herself a role as chef 

and restaurant manager. 

Inspired by the restaurant’s 

vegan roots, she began to 

study the art of fromology 

and quickly turned her 

attention to creating vegan 

alternatives to traditional 

dairy cheeses, which she 

began to incorporate into 

the Veg Out menu.

When the restaurant 

closed its doors in 2016, 

Margaret was faced with 

an opportunity to decide 

what came next. Daunted 

by her long-time dream of 

opening her own restaurant, 

she thought she would 

start small, opting to open 

a booth at a local farmer’s 

market instead. But her small 

booth didn’t stay so for very 

long. Shortly after opening, 

she began to receive 

requests from independent 

retailers asking to stock her 

products and, not long after, 

she was unable to keep up 

with the steadily-increasing 

demand. Nuts For Cheese 

was born.

Today, the business has 

grown to include its own 

manufacturing plant, where 

all five varieties of Nuts 

For Cheese are produced 

and packaged before they 

are shipped to nearly fifty 

retail locations across the 

country including cities in 

Ontario, Quebec and the 

Maritime provinces. Despite 

its success, Margaret has her 

sights set on more: “I hope 

to grow the Nuts For Cheese 

brand into a company that 

is available nationwide 

in specialty food shops,” 

she says, “Making cheese 

products available to people 

who can’t or don’t eat dairy 

for whatever reason is very 

exciting for us.”

For Margaret, her motivation 

stems from her genuine love 

for great vegan substitutes. 

“Consumers of products 

like ours have long been 

faced with the decision 

to purchase low quality 

alternatives,” she says, which 

oftentimes discourages 

those who would like to 

forego a certain food group 

for a variety of cultural 

reasons. Nuts For Cheese 

bridges that gap by showing 

everyone just how delicious 

vegan cheeses can be. “I 

wanted to provide a viable 

alternative for Canadian 

consumers,” she says.

It comes as no surprise, 

then, that she is especially 

inspired by the growing 

trend toward vegetarian-

centric cuisine: “I love the 

shifting focus to unique 

and creative vegetable 

preparation as a gourmet 

category in its own right,” 

she says, “Many talented 

chefs are showcasing 

vegetables and skilled 

vegetable preparation in 

dishes now.”

She attributes her own 

success, in part, to the 

discipline and focus that she 

developed during her time 

at Ridley. “The skills that 

running my own business 

requires are backed up by an 

ability to be dedicated to my 

work and passionate about 

what I put my time into,” she 

notes. “Working with food 

and creating new recipes 

are some of my biggest 

passions…I feel very lucky to 

be able to do both of those 

things on a daily basis.”

So, what is Margaret’s best 

advice to Ridleians entering 

the next phase of their 

academic or professional 

careers? Much like Nick 

Antunes, she is also quick to 

praise the value of hands-on 

experience. 

“ Throw yourself 

at whatever 

you’re doing with 

everything you’ve 

got,” she says. “Don’t 

overthink it.”

As a long-time vegetarian with 
a keen interest in cooking, 
Margaret Coons’ ’08 decision to 
pursue a career in the culinary 
arts may not have come as a 
surprise to many, except herself. 
In fact, The University of Western 
Ontario alumna, who holds an 
Honours Bachelor degree in 
English Language and Literature, 
often describes her role as 
founder of an artisan dairy-free 
cheese company, as happening 
“almost by accident.”

•  1 wedge Nuts for Cheese Un-"Brie”-Lievable

•  1 bulb roasted garlic

•  3 charred leeks or 5 green onions

•  ½ package silken soft tofu (150–200 grams)

•  Juice of 1 large lemon

•  8 c. spinach

•  1 c. artichoke hearts in oil

•  ¼ c. tahini

•  1 c. unsweetened soy milk

•  1½ tbsp. Earth Balance butter 
  (or any other vegan butter of your choice)

•  1 tsp. cracked black pepper

•  1 tsp. salt

INSTRUCTIONS

Bring a large skillet to medium heat and add the Earth Balance butter.

Add the spinach, roasted garlic, artichoke hearts, salt and pepper 
and cook for 3–5 minutes (or until spinach is just wilted).

Bring a medium saucepan to medium heat. Add the soy milk, brie, tahini,  
and tofu and cook for 7–9 minutes, stirring frequently. 

In a blender or large food processor combine the cooked spinach mixture 
with the lemon juice. Blend on high for 20 second intervals until spinach 

is roughly chopped.

Add this mixture to a large bowl.

Add the soy milk, brie and tofu mixture to a blender or food processor. 
Blend on high for 3–4 minutes, until smooth. 

Add this mixture to the spinach mixture in the bowl and stir thoroughly.

Taste for seasoning.

Serve with your favourite chips, crackers or bread!

EASIEST cheesiest SPINACH 
AND ARTICHOKE DIP

@alumniwork
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After graduating from Ridley 

in 2006, Cait completed 

an intensive hands-on 

culinary programme through 

nearby Niagara College 

before deciding she would 

head west to explore new 

horizons. But when she 

found herself struggling 

to make ends meet, she 

decided to head back home 

and save up to travel abroad 

instead. “I called around to 

all of the top restaurants in 

Niagara,” she remembers, 

“and then, one morning, 

former Ridley-parent Erik 

Peacock called to see if I 

was interested in running 

the Coach House Café at 

Henry of Pelham Winery in 

St. Catharines. It was my first 

time being the only chef in 

the kitchen, so it was a really 

exciting opportunity for me 

at that age.”

Flash forward almost eight 

years, and Cait has achieved 

all that she had set out 

to accomplish when she 

moved back to the Niagara 

region. She travelled for 

several years, exploring 

the culinary scenes of 

Australia, England and New 

Zealand before returning 

to St. Catharines in 2015, 

when she accepted the 

job of Chef de Cuisine at 

Erik Peacock’s prestigious 

Wellington Court restaurant. 

There is never a dull 

moment for Cait these days. 

She begins each morning 

by chatting with suppliers, 

wandering the market, and 

compiling the night’s dinner 

menu. She also touches 

base with Erik about the 

often jam-packed catering 

and special events schedule 

for the week before heading 

into the kitchen to prepare 

for service. When not 

needed on the line, she is 

managing the ordering, 

creating special menus, 

tending to the restaurant’s 

rooftop garden and 

experimenting with 

new dishes.

She attributes her success 

to the time management 

skills she developed during 

her eight-year stint at Ridley. 

“Looking back there were a 

few times where I remember 

being stressed, or struggling 

to find time to get my 

homework done after sports 

and activities. But that’s life,” 

she shares. “There’s never 

enough time in the day, 

especially in the kitchen, 

but it all has to happen.”

When she does have a 

minute to spare, Cait loves 

making fresh pasta. “It’s 

incredibly therapeutic,” 

she admits, “shaping each 

individual piece by hand, 

and trying to make sure 

each one is identical to the 

last. It’s really fun to take 

such simple ingredients and 

turn them into something 

really special.”

That idea of taking simple 

ingredients and turning them 

into something everyone 

loves is integral to Cait’s 

work as a chef. For her, the 

recent trend toward “Farm 

to Table” cuisine is so much 

more than a temporary 

movement—it’s a way of 

life. “We are surrounded by 

this insanely vibrant farming 

community where you can 

get everything from eggs 

to fruit to a whole pig just a 

short drive away” she gushes, 

“Why would you ever want 

to look anywhere else?”

So, what will Cait take on 

next? “I’m really interested 

in opening a restaurant,” 

she admits, “not necessarily 

on my own, but just to 

experience the actual set-up 

and to obsess over every 

little detail. I think that would 

be an amazing learning 

experience for me.”

It’s learning experiences 

like these that are so very 

valuable to Cait, and, in 

many ways, it’s another 

thing for which she has 

Ridley to thank.

From the moment Cait Bermuhler ’06 
began her first part-time job washing 
dishes during the summer following 
her Grade nine year at Ridley, she 
knew that a career in the culinary arts 
was the right fit for her. “The chefs 
who worked in the restaurant were 
just so passionate,” she recalls, “and it 
didn’t take long before I had decided 
that I wanted to go to culinary school.” 

ROMESCO SAUCE

• 6 red bell peppers, grilled

• 1/4 c. almonds

• 1 clove garlic

• 1 red finger chili

• 1/4 c. olive oil

• 3 tbsp. red wine vinegar

• 1 tbsp. smoked paprika

• Big pinch of salt

Gather all ingredients, place in a blender with just the flesh of the grilled 
peppers and emulsify until smooth. Taste for seasoning.

GRILLED CAULIFLOWER MARINADE (or steak, or lamb, or…)

• garlic

• chili

• parsley

• lemon

• olive oil

Cut a head of cauliflower into rough steaks and grill until tender.

DUKKAH

• 1 c. pistachios

• 1/2 c. hazelnuts

• 1/4 c. black sesame seeds

• 1/4 c. white sesame seeds

• Big pinch of salt

• Big pinch garlic powder

• Big pinch dry chili

Toast all nuts and seeds together for approximately 5–10 minutes in a 300ºF degree oven, or until 
just golden. Season immediately with remaining ingredients; the heat will release natural oils, which 

will aid in adhering the seasoning. Let cool completely, then pulse in a food processor or hand chop 
until the mix looks like it’s somewhere between breadcrumbs and granola. Sprinkle on everything, forever.

CHARGRILLED CAULIFLOWER 
WITH romesco and dukkah

@alumniwork
“What I appreciate most is the way that Ridley 

opened my mind from a very young age,” she 

shared, “without it, my world would have been 

smaller, I might never have thought to travel, 

and I might never have known that a lot of the 

world existed.”

So, what’s her best piece of advice for Ridleians 

looking to take their next steps outside Ridley’s 

gates? Travel, she says.

“Meet different types of people,  

see strange and wonderful places, 

and get out of your comfort zone. 

As a Ridleian, you have this massive 

opportunity to seize—to be able 

to keep learning and growing and 

experiencing everything this big 

world has to offer.”
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Lee (Embree) ’90 and 
Mike Stanfield’s advice 
for the next generation 
of Ridleians is simple:  
“Just engage in 
whatever gets 
you excited and 
invigorated,” Mike says 
simply, as he thinks 
back to a recent speech 
given by Headmaster Ed 
Kidd during a Calgary 
event. “The answer 
won’t be the same for 
any two people—but 
don’t chase money 
and don’t chase titles, 
find out what makes 
you flourish and 
pursue that.” 

As a long-time cocktail 

enthusiast, Mike had been mixing 

up creative concoctions in the 

basement of their family home 

for quite some time. First inspired 

by Lee’s own father, Norm 

Embree ’62, he started taking 

fresh fruit and infusing it in vodka 

to impart the flavour. So, when 

he realized he had finally had 

enough of his corporate nine-to-

five, he jumped at the opportunity 

to turn his fascination with drink-

making into a full-time job.

The couple created Starr 

Distilling—a premium, small-

batch distilling company 

dedicated to bottling the best 

that Canadian summers have 

to offer. “We kind of have a love 

affair with summer, as I think a 

lot of Canadians do,” says Lee. 

“So, we started experimenting 

with different types of flavours 

or infused drinks with the aim of 

having that feeling of summer last 

a little bit longer than just July 

and August,” she laughs, before 

adding: “We often suggest our 

vodka pairs well with flip-flops.” 

When asked about whether they 

keep up with the latest food and 

drink trends, both Lee and Mike 

pointed to the emerging trend 

of prioritizing local first. Their 

first concoction, Starr Distilling’s 

Raspberry Summer Love Vodka, 

and their soon to be released 

Spiced Pear edition have both 

been crafted to honour the real 

Canadian fruit flavours inherent 

to local, Canadian roots and the 

couple hopes to expand their 

repertoire to include flavours like 

strawberry, peach, blackberry 

and plum. “We want to play on 

that truly Canadian experience 

of picking fruit out in a field or 

off of a tree,” Mike adds, “when 

you know exactly what the real 

flavour is, and you know when 

you taste it.” 

So, what’s the secret to their success so far? “It’s the 

quality of the ingredients,” Mike insists. “It really is. 

Real berries, picked at the height of the season, make 

the biggest difference.” He adds, “It’s not really rocket 

science at the end of the day, but the berries that you 

can get at the grocery store in February that have been 

trucked in from Mexico—they’re not a substitute.”

Even after they’ve sourced the freshest ingredients,  

the process itself isn’t as simple as many might 

think. Each concoction also comes with its fair share 

of research. In fact, Mike has completed several 

educational courses and has spent time with Alberta 

distillers to learn more about the craft. At times, he 

has even engaged with food scientists when they get 

stuck. “It’s not all magic in a mason jar,” Lee insists.

In fact, one of the most challenging parts, the couple 

admits, is often not the drink-making itself, but rather 

the process of developing the brand and gaining new 

customers, one at a time: “There are some pretty big 

brands in this business that are pretty good at what 

they do,” Mike admits, “so, it takes a while to get your 

name out there.” But Starr Distilling continues to do 

just that.

Lee admits that her favourite moments are often ones 

in which she sees the brand gain genuine reviews and 

authentic recognition from the community: “I love 

those little connections that seem to happen again 

and again for us,” she says, “Those moments when 

somebody tries it or is referred to it and then they put 

it back together to share with us.”

Lee is also quick to praise the value of Ridley’s 

community and the connections that it yields. “It 

seems like everywhere we go I either manufacture 

an OR meet up or we happen to have one that just 

sort of happens,” she explains, “so Mike has seen the 

far-reaching scope of the Ridley network.” Not only 

has the couple dined with Ridleians in Bangkok, they 

also recently met up with a few in Mexico City and 

even ran into a few by accident while on a tour bus 

in Costa Rica years ago. “We’ve had some restaurant 

connections that proved invaluable, too,” says Lee, 

“so, for me, it all comes back to the Ridley network 

and knowing what’s possible.”

HANK’S SUMMER CUP 

1.5 oz. Summer Love Raspberry Vodka
2 oz. lemonade
1.5 oz. champagne (or bubbly of choice)
Ice (optional)
Garnish with lemon wheel
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