
LITTLE SILVER AND RAINBOW LAKES: A LANARK COMMUNITY – AN OVERVIEW 

 

Introduction 

The rationale for developing a history of Little Silver and Rainbow Lakes evolved over time.  Initially, it 

was to be written to provide some background information for the development of the Lake 

Stewardship Plan being developed on behalf of the LSRLPOA.  However, very much as what had been a 

group of cottages has evolved into a Lanark community, so too did the history change to reflect this 

evolution in the context of the larger community.  This overview, meant for inclusion in the LSP, is a 

quick snapshot of the main history itself, which was completed in time to celebrate Canada’s 150th 

anniversary; it will be located on the LSRLPOA website.  The intent is to supplement the history over the 

years as more information becomes available. 

What’s in a name? 

The surrounding area.  The area surrounding the lakes is remarkable for the consistency of its Anglo-

Scottish nomenclature over the years, with little having changed significantly since the Perth Settlement 

after 1816.  Thus, the lakes nestle in Lanark County, named after the Scottish county, with Perth (again, 

named after Perth, Scotland), as one of its principal seats.  The three townships that now make up Tay 

Valley Township, Bathurst, North Burgess and South Sherbrooke Townships reflect this continuity.    

Bathurst was named for Henry Bathurst, 3rd Earl of Bathurst, who served as Secretary of State for War 

and the Colonies in the British Cabinet from 1812-27.  North Burgess was named for The Rt Rev Thomas 

Burgess, a contemporary English theologian and Bishop of Salisbury.  South Sherbrooke was named for 

Sir John Sherbrooke, a British Army officer and Governor-in-Chief of British North America.  When the 

three townships were amalgamated in 1998 as part of a government cost-cutting initiative, the new 

township was named Burgess Bathurst Sherbrooke Township, until 2002, when it was re-named Tay 

Valley Township.  The Tay River itself is named after its namesake in Scotland, its longest river, again, 

passing by Perth.  The origin of other local names – Bolingbroke, Feldspar and others – are reviewed in 

more detail in the main history. 

The lake names.  The use of ‘Silver’ in Little Silver Lake has a long, if convoluted, history.  The lake was 

identified in maps and local documents as Silver Lake from at least the mid-19th Century onwards.  

Although there are several theories as to why the name Silver was chosen, there is little documentary 

evidence as to the rationale.  Unfortunately our Silver Lake shared its name with its larger cousin further 

to the west along Highway 7, home to Silver Lake Provincial Park.  Provincial geographic naming 

conventions required this anomaly to be resolved, and our lake was renamed Silvery Lake from the 

1940s onwards.  Again, for reasons not entirely known, Silvery Lake was officially renamed Little Silver 

Lake in 1968.  The naming of the second of our lakes, Rainbow Lake, has engendered much speculation 

over the years.  It was known as Mud Lake by some locals, sharing this unofficial title with at least half a 

dozen other Mud Lakes in Lanark County.  However, as it was at best a seasonal body of water, it was 

not assigned an official name until 1980 at the time of its development.  The name was chosen by the 

Noel family, developers of much of the land in the area.  Both lakes received their French titles in 1995. 

  



A brief overview of the area 

A community of cottagers did not suddenly appear on the shores of Little Silver and Rainbow Lakes.  

Although there had been indigenous and some French activity in the areas around the lakes, sustained 

western settlement of the area did not begin until the Perth Settlement beginning after the War of 1812 

ended, that of South Sherbrooke beginning in 1819.  Thereafter, a number of themes are apparent that 

establish the context in which the Little Silver and Rainbow Lakes community evolved.  The first theme 

has already been noted, the settlement of the area by Scottish and Irish settlers, many veterans of the 

war, from disbanded British Army regiments, following the near run (for the British) War of 1812.  As 

noted earlier, this settlement resulted in the area largely assuming its present structure, names and 

unique character.  The second theme was the geography of the land itself.  Much of the land was still 

covered in forest when the first settlers arrived and when cleared, proved to be of limited value for large 

scale agriculture.  Much of South Sherbrooke, for example, comprised typical Canadian Shield 

geography: rocky outcrops, extensive wetlands, thin layers of soil over bedrock.  Many of the settlers 

who arrived here, did so knowing that much of the best farmland in the county had been scooped up by 

previous waves of settlers.  They and their successors had to be tough to earn a living from the soil and 

farming, logging and mining experienced mixed success.   

The third theme was the difficulty in travelling around Lanark County.  South Sherbrooke was at the 

western extremity of the county and travel was initially restricted to bush roads.  While communication 

links grew more extensive and sophisticated in the following decades with the coming of the canals, 

railways and highways, they ultimately proved a double-edged sword.  They simultaneously made travel 

much easier – allowing local residents of South Sherbrooke to travel outside the area and outsiders, 

including cottagers and other recreational users, access to a hitherto isolated county – but hollowed out 

existing small communities, including Maberly and Bolingbroke, as local residents were drawn to larger 

urban centres.  The final theme is an extension of the previous themes, that there was uneven economic 

and population growth around Lanark County.  South Sherbrooke reflected this, with its population 

stalling and even declining after initial settlement; large areas of the township, including around the 

lakes, were only sporadically populated.  Similarly, South Sherbrooke was mainly rural, with little but the 

(often poor) land to fall upon.  While both Maberly and Bolingbroke proved to be South Sherbrooke’s 

19th century ‘industrial centres’, their dependence on primary industry was to ultimately lead to their 

decline.  The Sherbrooke portion of Tay Valley Township remains largely rural. 

What all of this meant, is that starting in the early 20th Century and accelerating after the end of the 

Second World War, is that as traditional uses of the land declined or failed, recreational use of the land 

grew dramatically.  As such, for the area around Little Silver and Rainbow Lakes, as in so much of the 

surrounding area, the focus was no longer on what could be harvested or extracted from the land, but 

the inherent beauty of the land itself and what it could offer: clean water, rugged beauty and solitude. 

The development of the lakes 

The modern history of the area around Little Silver and Rainbow Lakes really begins around the First 

World War.  Smaller pockets of land around the lakes were gradually consolidated by local families and 

then sold on to entrepreneurs, such as the Lanark County Peat Fuel Ltd and later Orser Kraft Feldspar 

Ltd, the first hoping to extract peat as a fuel source, the latter a mining company.  While both ultimately 

failed (fortunately for present-day residents of the lakes) and the land sold to the Strong family, the 

amalgamation of much of the land surrounding the lakes was instrumental in its later development. 



The majority of this land was to stay in the Strong family until the 1960s, although there was a name 

change with Wilf Newton marrying into the Strong family and ultimately inheriting, and adding to, the 

property.  Wilf introduced recreational use of Little Silver Lake in the 1950s, renting out boats to visiting 

American fishermen.  In 1957 he sold the first plots on Little Silver, building the first three cottages at 

the western end of the lake near County Road 36.  The original cottagers were to pretty well have the 

run of the lake for the next decade.  This rather idyllic approach to cottaging was to end in 1960 when 

Wilf Newton sold most of his land holdings to the Noel family.  The Noel family were property 

developers and brought a new vision of systematic development of the lakes as recreational properties 

affordable to middle class families in Ottawa, Kingston, Toronto and as far away as the US.   

In very simple terms, development was to occur in three waves, starting in the 1960s along what is now 

Silvery Lane, followed by development in the mid-1970s along the south shore of Little Silver Lake, on 

what is now Little Silver Lake Road.  The final phase was to involve the damming of Rainbow Lake and 

the development of properties in the 1980s along what is now Rainbow Lane and Rainbow Lanes A and 

B.  Of course, it wasn’t as simple as it appears, as discussed in the main history on the LSRLPOA website.  

There was significant concern by the original cottagers along Silvery Lane about the township-approved 

‘sub-division’ approach to the development of cottages along Little Silver Lake Road, that was to result 

in legal action and considerable ill-feeling for many years.  Similarly, the damming of Rainbow Lake and 

its subsequent development caused significant disquiet and concern that there was just too much 

development for two very small lakes.   

While this brief summary does not allow any detailed discussion, suffice to say that the community 

around Little Silver and Rainbow Lakes has evolved significantly since the first cottages were built in the 

late 1950s.  What started out as a tight-knit group of cottagers now includes two lakes, three access 

roads and residents with access to the lakes along County Road 36.  It can be argued that a cottage 

community has evolved into being part of the larger community around the lakes.  While there remains 

a very strong feeling of a cottage community, in fact many of the original cottages have been converted 

to year-round use and some of the later development saw purpose-built houses introduced from the 

beginning.  Year-round residents of Little Silver and Rainbow Lakes are members of the ABC Hall, 

Maberly Agricultural Society and the Tay Valley Singers and contribute to the political, social and 

economic life of the area.   

Looking to the future, where do Little Silver and rainbow Lakes go from here, at this deeply symbolic 

time in Canada’s history?  There can be no sure answer to that question.  However, if the past is any 

guide, the lakes’ future will likely look much like their past – continuing evolution and increasing 

integration into the local community, guided by the newest wave of ‘settlers’ who have come to cherish 

this area as much as previous generations did. 

 


