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Bank Street, so-named because it 
begins at the bank of the Ottawa 
River, points south from Parliament 
Hill as it draws a straight line to the 
Queensway freeway overpass. It’s 
along this Centretown stretch of 
Bank that not only streets, but also 
communities intersect.

I start my tour shortly after 7am 
at Ada’s Diner 1  (510 Bank St). 
Thanks to Ada’s table manners 
and Wilf’s cooking, Ottawa has an 
insatiable appetite for this mom-
and-pop shop, which has been 
attracting loyal customers for 20 
years and counting. Ada’s has been 
the subject of a false rumour of late: 
a new condo that’s slated to be built 
will replace their business. In fact, a 
development is planned — but for 
the next block. “We are not going to 
be knocked down,” Ada insists. “We 
are staying.” 

Next door is Black Squirrel Books 
& Tea 2  (508 Bank St), under the 
watchful eye of Snowbell, a fluffy 
feline. I follow the photogenic but 
evasive cat with my camera for a 
while. The staff kindly informs me 
they have a wide range of photogra-
phy books in-store. 

Back outside (without the cat) and 
venturing off Bank Street, I head into 
Ragtime Vintage Clothing 3  (43 
Flora St), a haven of colourful clothes, 
costumes, jewellery and accessories. 
I’m told that a lot of the inventory is 
available for rent, but it’s best to ask 

John, at the cash register, for the final 
say. Ragtime is a favourite spot to 
prep for ’80s nights, Halloween, pho-
tography shoots, theatre productions, 
and public and private parties. 

Continuing north on Bank, I’m 
lured by a sign in the front window 
of Wicked Wanda’s Adult Empo-
rium 4  (382 Bank St) that reads 

“All Vegan Tattoo Service.” Artist by 
day and drag king by night, Crystal 
Balser has her own section in the 
back stocked with ink that’s free of 
crushed bug pigments, animal fats 
and oils. “No one caters to vegans 
the way I do,” she laughs, adding 
that she also uses “soaps, applica-
tors and tape that don’t contain 
animal components.” 

Bicycle bells chime against the 
grumble of morning traffic as I step 
back on the street. I’m reminded 
that it’s time to buy a new bike, 
and there’s a beacon from across 
the street: multiple red sale signs 
outside Foster’s Sports Centre 
5  (305 Bank St). Hundreds of 

gleaming bicycles adorn the walls, 
while others rest patiently on the 
showroom floor. “We’re the oldest 
bike shop in the city and one of the 
few that is dedicated all year round,” 
says Cheryl Aroosi, co-owner, ex-
plaining that the company has been 
in her family for 47 years.

At The Comic Book Shoppe 6  
(228 Bank St), part of the fun is ob-
serving the other clientele and over-
hearing spontaneous bursts of “This 
is awesome!” — frequently. Near the 
back of the room, I peak through a 
bookshelf and witness a grown man 
wearing an Adventure Time house-
coat twirling around with glee. “This 
is fucking fantastic,” he says. 

I admit that the Batman, Super-
man and Alien ice-cube trays are 
pretty cool, too. There’s even a green 
gelatin mould of Slimer from Ghost-
busters. Board games have evolved 
since I was a kid, and the diverse 
selection is staggering. I learn there’s 
a dedicated crowd of board-game 
enthusiasts who meet at the shop 
on Wednesdays and also down the 
street on Monday evenings at The 
Royal Oak Pub 7  (188 Bank St), 
located on the corner of Gloucester 
(not to be confused with either of the 
other two Oaks in the area). One of 
the founders, Jordan Richer, explains 

that you can bring your own board 
game (BYOBG) or join in with others. 
A large portion of the dining area is 
reserved for gaming from about 6 to 
11pm, and this may be the only place 
in Ottawa where it’s socially accept-
able to stand in close proximity to a 
group of strangers and say, “Hi. I’m 
just watching.” Wear a fun T-shirt 
and have a mobile phone handy: the 
latter helps as a flashlight for rescue 
missions when game pieces fall 
under the tables.

I cross the street to Bread & Sons 
Bakery 8  (195 Bank St), my last 
stop of the day, to catch the aroma 
of baked treats, fresh bread and 
coffee. I scoop up a warm raspberry 
oatcake, which doesn’t last long — 
packing a few hearty, lip-smacking 
bites. Gourmet pizza rolls out by 
noon, and the owner, Yoav D’Vaja, 
eagerly encourages me to try the 
tosto. “It’s basically a grilled cheese 
sandwich,” he says modestly, then 
counters with, “I think it’s the best in 
the world, and I challenge anybody 
who may doubt that!” On the wall 
you’ll notice a bulletin board covered 
with pin-up sketches that resemble 
most of his 20 staff members, ex-
cluding his new barista, John.  
“He needs to prove himself first,” 
D’Vaja laughs.
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Below left, Ragtime Vintage Clothing 
allows a peek into the past; left, 
Snowbell rules the roost at Black 
Squirrel Books & Tea; above, tattoo 
artist Crystal Balser at Wicked 
Wanda’s Adult Emporium. 


