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By Maria Da Silva

When Lambert Love 
first had visions of 

building a hotel for sum-
mer vacationers, he could 
never imagine that it 
would become one of the 
most successful and long-
lived resorts in Muskoka. 
For over 100 years, gen-
erations of children grew 
up at the famous Elgin 
House as families returned 
year after year to enjoy its 
northern hospitality.

Love married his wife, 
Maggie, in 1879 and a 
year later they moved to 
Gravenhurst where Love 
practised his trade as a 
blacksmith. He had great-
er ambitions for his fam-
ily and so in 1886, he 
purchased a piece of lake-
front property from Enoch 
Cox on Lake Joseph near 
Port Sandfield. Here he 
tried farming, which was 
unrewarding, and with 
more success, also operated 
a sawmill.

In 1893, Love visited 
the Chicago World’s Fair 
and was inspired by the 
exhibits he saw there show-
casing summer resorts 
across North America. He 
decided to open his own. 

Because his property was 
located on a beautiful and 
scenic spot on the waters of 
Lake Joseph, it was ideally 
suited to his dream. 

And it wasn’t as if Love 
was new to hosting sum-
mer guests; for many years 
he had allowed tourists into 
his home. “Our own home 
was spacious and we soon 
had all the guests for the 
summer that we could care 
for properly,” remembered 
Love’s son, Bert, many 
years later. “We were soon 
bulging at the seams.”

One day, Love came 
into his home and found a 
guest sitting in his favour-
ite chair, and while he was 
upset, he realized he could 

not ask a paying guest 
to move. Perhaps this 
inconvenience and lack of 
privacy helped him make 
the decision to build a true 
hotel.

In 1895, Love sold off 
part of his property to pay 
for the construction of the 
hotel. The building took 
several years to complete 
and it wasn’t opened until 
1900, but in the meantime, 
five cottages were built and 
rented out. Love was not a 
man of half measures and 
he spent a great deal of 

effort and care in build-
ing the foundations of a 
very successful operation, 
one that was unique to the 
larger existing resorts on 
the lakes. 

Elgin House was strictly 
a teetotalling resort, one of 
the few that didn’t serve 
alcohol, and was a very 
“proper” place, allowing 
neither dancing nor card 
playing. The strict code of 
behaviour did not stop the 
guests from coming, how-
ever, and soon the resort 
was a well-established place 

with regular visitors who 
returned year after year. 

In those early days, life 
in the hotel was, by today’s 
embellished standards of 
comfort, quite simple and 
plain. A hotel back then 
was distinguished for its 
“good plain tables” and the 
accommodations as “good 
and quiet.” For guests, a 
stay at Elgin House was 
about the peace and tran-
quility they found in the 
north, a place to get away 
and experience all the won-
ders of nature.

Love was full of plans 
and ambition, so each year 
he made improvements to 
keep Elgin House on top 
of the hospitality indus-
try. These included a new 
wharf where steamers 
disembarked passengers, 
groomed lawns, beautiful 
gardens, a golf course and, 
in 1910, a new four-storey 
building with 22 addi-
tional rooms. In 1912, a 
new wing with two dining 
rooms was added.

By this time, Elgin 
House, along with a few 
other resorts, were in a 
class of their own and a far 
cry from the accommoda-
tions offered by the smaller 
guest houses. By the 1920s, 
it could accomodate 300 
guests at a time, more then 
any other resort on the 
Muskoka lakes, except for 
the Royal Muskoka. Rates 
were $2.50 per day or $16 
a week.

The glue that held these 
summer hotels together was 
the continued patronage, 
year after year, of return-
ing guests. Love took good 
care of his guests and they 

rewarded him with loyal-
ty, which allowed Elgin 
House to survive through 
rough periods — such 
as the Depression of the 
1930s — that caused other 
resorts to perish.

As a result, whereas most 
of the other old tourist 
hotels had disappeared by 
the 1950s, Elgin House 

was still going and stronger 
then ever. It retained a 
reputation for fine hospi-
tality and warmth.

John Bird, who worked 
at Elgin House throughout 
this period, remembered 
what it was like to be a part 
of this tradition.

“In 1947, I first came 
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Elgin House is gone, but its memory lives on

AFTER ELGIN HOUSE had undergone its first round of 
alterations, the resort was decidedly more elegant with 
the addition of towers on the flanks and an impressive 
addition to the front. (Photos courtesy of the Muskoka 
Boat and Heritage Place)
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boats will co-operate. It is 
the 30th anniversary of the 
forming of the DOA, and 
the boats will have some-
thing to celebrate.

As many know, Port 
Carling was the centre of 
the universe for the Dispro, 
and the Muskoka Lakes 
Association will be cele-
brating the boat builders of 
Port Carling at their boat 
show on Aug. 9.

Taking centre stage  
will be the likes of W.J. 
Johnston, Disappearing 
Propeller, Sea Bird and 
Duke. Each of these manu-
facturers made several mod-
els and Dunc Hawkins, 
boat show chairman, will 
be making every effort to 
have many of them repre-
sented.

While Duke and Sea 
Bird are best known for 
their 18- to 22-foot util-
ity runabouts, there will 
be a few unusual and rare 
launch-style boats and 
perhaps some very distin-
guished skiffs built by the 
Disappearing Propeller 
Boat Company. One of 
the most dramatic of these 
is Osprey II, a 1931 long-
deck launch built by Duke 
Boats. She was chosen to 
be the poster boat for this 
year.

The show will also fea-
ture the usual assortment 
of exquisite launches from 
nearby that enjoy partici-
pating in the show. The 
date is Aug. 9 in Port 
Carling. Posters are avail-
able for sale from the MLA 
for $15.

Boat show Aug. 9 —
Cont. from page 7


