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The Androscoggin River Toll  Bridge  

A brief story of Bethel’s infamous 

“toll bridge” that knitted together two 

halves of Oxford County 
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Bethel’s Golden Gate 

Crossing the River 

From 1780 to 1803 settlers living on the North side of the Androscog-

gin River almost certainly used boats to cross or travel along the river.  

In times of low water individuals could cross on horseback  or by horse 

drawn wagon.   

By 1803, there may have been as many as 40 families and single set-

tlers living along Sunday River and in north-of-the-river section of Be-

thel—Chapmans, Twitchells, Barkers, Masons, Swans, Lockes, etc.  

Church, food and supplies were the main reasons to cross the river 

into the main or southern part of Bethel.  Church services could have 

been held in Middle Intervale or near the location where the Androscog-

gin River bridge is today.  Although it might seem incredible today, 

some early residents traveled all the way to Brunswick for “shopping” 

and the Twitchell brothers, Eleazer and Eli, traded in goods from Bruns-

wick from their homes—one north and one south of the river. 

Bethel’s First Ferries 

At Bethel’s 1798 town meeting – A committee consisting of Eli 

Twitchell, Josiah Bean and Jonathan Clark was chosen to locate ferries 

and the prices of ferriage. Then, 1803 at a special meeting on April 4th, 

voters granted ferry privileges to Jesse Dustin’s place, to John Russell’s 

place and to Samuel Barker’s place.  

Samuel Barker had come to Bethel in 1803 from Rowley, Mass.  He 

was a Revolutionary War officer who had served with George Washing-

ton at Valley Forge; Barker had come with the distinction of having per-

sonally tailored a waistcoat for the General.  His house still stands next 

to today’s Androscoggin River bridge.  He began “Barker’s Ferry” in 

1803 and was also Deacon of the [Congregational] Church in Bethel 

which was built in 1806 near Barker’s home. Possibly more than any 

other issue, “ a bridge to church” was the catalyst for action. 
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Covered Bridge  

1869-1927 

Toll House 

Bethel Fairgrounds 

Congo Church est. 1848 

 2nd Congo Church  

GTR Depot 

Corn Canning Factory 

Bethel Chair Factory 

Bethel Dairying Co. 

Gould Academy 

Barker House 

Toll Bridge location with nearby facilities relying on the bridge 

for trade and social intercourse 

The toll bridge/covered bridge 1869 to 1927 was the first permanent bridge to connect North 

and Central Bethel.   It was a toll bridge from 1869 to 1889.   

Historical footnote—Bethel selectmen apparently did not want to be bothered searching 

for someone to collect bridge tolls so they rented the whole bridge.   1888 Town Report: 

The Bethel Toll Bridge was rented to A. S. Chapman for one year, March 7, 1887, for 

the sum of $900.00 to be paid in installments to the treasurer . 

1807 Congo Church  
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Lack of a reliable bridge across the Androscoggin River had been a ma-

jor bottleneck to economic and social development of Bethel. The river 

had a well known history of unpredictable, powerful freshets.  The river 

was too wide to be bridged with a standard covered bridge. Bridges sup-

ported by a number of bents, having sloping sides of framework or piling, 

for supporting the deck or stringers of a bridge had been built but were 

unable to withstand river floods.  An earlier bridge of this latter type had 

been built and washed away in 1839.  When the 1869 bridge was first laid 

out, Bethel planners knew from experience that only very substantial 

granite and concrete piers would reliably support the bridge’s span of 

about 400 feet.  

Rail service had come to Bethel in 1851. Access to the railroad was es-

sential for virtually every one such as farmers, loggers, mill owners. Con-

necting Bethel Hill with residents living north of the river was important 

as well as for shopping, seeing doctors, and going to church. North of the 

river included, the area known as Mayville, Northwest Bethel, North Be-

thel, Sunday River, Newry Corner, North Newry and Grafton plus east-

ward to Hanover and Rumford communities.  

The 1858 County map showed 24 families in Sunday River, 16  in 

North Bethel, 16 in Mayville and 17 in Northwest Bethel, a total of 73 resi-

dences. A toll house stood across the road from the Barker house. These 

figures do not reflect the growing amount of logging and mill traffic re-

quired to cross the Androscoggin River by ferry to get to the rail depot.  

In 1861 at the Bethel town meeting* “it was voted to accept the act of 

the Legislature authorizing the town to take (issue) stock in the Andro-

scoggin Bridge Company at Barker’s Ferry. However with all attention 

and dollars focused on the Civil War, the bridge was put off. 

The Bridge Meeting:   On December 8, 1867, a special town meeting 

was held in Bethel.* The meeting became known as the Bridge Meeting; it 

was voted that the town build a bridge across the Androscoggin River at 

or near Barker’s Ferry, and that fifteen thousand dollars be raised for that 

purpose for which town bonds should be issued. A committee was also 

voted to petition the Legislature for a charter for said bridge, establishing 
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rates of toll to be charged and the right to charge toll for a period not ex-

ceeding twenty years.  Robert A Chapman (town treasurer), Richard A. 

Frye (lawyer) and Charles R. Locke (influential farmer) were chosen as 

such committee.  The building committee chosen consisted of Samuel B. 

Twitchell, Pinckney Burnham and Eber Clough; “they are thorough going, 

irrepressible men as full of pluck, perseverance and courage as Yankees 

generally are, and the people have confidence in them; they will build a 

bridge that will stand.” 

The stone work for the bridge at Barker’s Ferry has been let out to 

Piper and Larry; they are to build a pier in the river of split stones, ce-

mented, eighty feet long by twelve feet wide on the base and twenty feet by 

ten on the top. 

At a June 1868 meeting the treasurer was authorized to obtain money 

by loan or otherwise to be spent on building the bridge. In October an-

other vote authorized raising an additional fifteen hundred dollars for 

building the bridge. In February 1869 the Bridge Company reported the 

Toll bridge’s long roof identifies the structure in center of photo.  Camera was located on the north slope of 

Lover’s Lane and the hill crest behind the Mayville 2d Congregational Church is probably the Capen farm 

on the Middle Interval Road.  In the foreground, the  railroad girder bridge spans Mill Brook.  Photo was 

taken prior to 1909, the year when the Mayville church was taken down. 
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total cost to date at $16,496. A committee was appointed to purchase the 

buildings of the old Bridge Company for use as a toll house. 

In 1871 the selectmen were authorized to furnish the treasurer with 

bridge tickets to be sold by the quantity for parties desiring them. 

Opposition to a toll bridge: At the 1873 town meeting the town 

voted to oppose repeal of the act for the establishment of a toll bridge in 

Bethel and the right to demand toll; a committee was chosen to go before 

the Legislative committee for that purpose. Alphin Twitchell (1804-1886), 

a grandson of Ezra Twitchell who had been one of the earliest settlers in 

Mayville, seemed to be leading the opposition to the toll bridge. 

In the 1874 minutes, a January entry read, “ A meeting January twenty 

nine (1875), voted to resist the petition of Alphin Twitchell and others, to 

the Legislature, asking for the repeal of the act permitting the town of Be-

thel to collect toll on the bridge across the Androscoggin River at Barker’s 

Ferry.” 

As we now know opposition to making the bridge a toll bridge failed. 

Skipping ahead to 1887, the town reported bridge income of $473 in per-

mits sold and $450 in other rental. 

Renting the bridge: 1888’s town meeting warrant contained this arti-

cle: “To see what method should be adopted for collecting bridge tolls.” The 

toll bridge was rented to A.S. Chapman for one year for the sum of $900 to 

be paid in installments to the treasurer.  

The charter for the toll bridge expired Dec 31, 1888. A correspondent 

writing for the Oxford County Democrat sent this item-  

“The first day of January (in Bethel) the outside world rejoiced in the 

privilege of coming to Bethel Hill without being compelled to pay tribute.” 

In 1891, the town meeting voted to spend $500 on shingling the toll 

bridge. Nahum Mason and son of West Bethel got the job. In 1894 Bearce 

and Wilson’s big log drive had their headquarters at the toll bridge. In 1897 

E.W. Barker bought the old toll bridge buildings which he removed from 

bridge property and planned to sell the materials after the buildings were 
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dismantled. 

Fire in Bethel Toll Bridge Sunday    

About noon Sunday (June 20, 1920) a fire was discovered in the toll 

bridge across the Androscoggin River at Bethel. Fire was gaining headway 

when discovered but was put out after water had been carried in pails from 

the house of M. J. Marshall (former Barker house). 

It is not known how the fire started but it is supposed that someone 

while passing through the bridge had carelessly thrown out a lighted cigar, 

cigarette or match.  This shows that the smoker should be careful. 

This bridge is the only crossing place on the Androscoggin River be-

tween West Bethel and Hanover where ferries are used and it should have 

some protection for such an emergency 

March 10, 1910: town meeting voted to install electric lights in the toll 

bridge 

By the 1920’s it had become apparent that the “toll” bridge should be re-

placed. In 1926 plans were in the mill to replace the covered bridge with a 

steel truss bridge. Bethel’s share of the total bridge cost was $10,000.   

Replacement of three Bethel bridges 

March 7, 1927, Bethel’s town meeting had bridge items in the warrant. 

The two bridges in the warrant were the ones over Sunday River and Pleas-

ant River. Frank A. Brown, who had just completed serving eleven years as 

a selectman, read a report from the State Highway Commission which ex-

plained in detail the cost of constructing two Bethel bridges, the one over 

Sunday River at North Bethel and one over Pleasant River and also the cost 

of a new bridge over the Androscoggin River. As the situation stood at that 

time, the town would stand to save $13,000 by building all three bridges at 

the same time. As there was no article in the warrant concerning the Andro-

scoggin River Bridge, the town voted to pass over the bridge articles and 

schedule a special meeting at a later date after the Legislative session had 

ended. 
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An August edition of the Citizen reported on bids on two Bethel bridges 

which had been opened in Augusta by the Highway Commission.  Kennebec 

Construction Corp. had the lowest bid for the concrete portion of the Toll 

Bridge, Bethel at $24,336.32. There were six bidders in all and the highest 

bid was $40,460.50.  Low bid for the Sunday River Bridge, Bethel was from 

Ulrich Metevier of Rumford for $26,241.20. 

From other 1927 news summaries, Bethel did receive a grant of $10,000 

from the Legislature to cover the local share of replacing the Toll Bridge 

over the Androscoggin. Mr. Brown was recognized as the person responsi-

ble for Bethel’s success in this regard. 

As the summer progressed, temporary bridges were built at Sunday 

River, the Androscoggin and Pleasant River. The big covered bridge was 

closed to traffic on October 21, 1927. Mr. and Mrs. Philip Chapman, who 

lived in Mayville, were the last people to drive over the old Toll Bridge be-

fore it was closed. Dismantling of the big bridge began immediately. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo of the Toll Bridge being taken down shows the Paddleford truss 

framing of the old bridge and how the temporary bridge was carrying motor 

vehicle traffic.  Photo taken between October 21,1927 and November 4, 

1927, is a Bethel Historical Society photo from the collection of Rosalind 

Rowe Chapman. 

The 1927 Flood 
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On November 4, 1927, a cloudburst type of thunderstorm hit the upper 

reaches of the Androscoggin River in New Hampshire and the northern 

counties of Vermont. A flash flood of water came down the Androscoggin 

River with almost unprecedented sudden force.  The temporary bridge 

over the Androscoggin which was supported on trestles or bents (big saw-

horses) was wiped out in the flood.  The consequence of losing the tempo-

rary bridge was that for weeks a temporary ferry boat was used to carry 

traffic across the river. One of the county papers remarked that today's 

residence got a taste of how their forefathers had crossed the river.  One of 

those residents involved using the ferry would have been my grandfather, 

Edward Bennett, who peddled milk in Bethel village from his farm in May-

ville. 

The flood also wiped out the temporary bridges over Sunday River and 

Pleasant River; five inches of rain fell in Berlin, NH. Besides the three tem-

porary bridges swept away in Bethel, eleven families fled their homes; 

there were no trains through Bethel for five days. The 1927 flood was pos-

sibly the worst flood since 1785. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*  Town (bridge) meetings in 1861 and 1867 were held at Bethel’s town 

hall (1842-1870) on the Middle Interval Road. This meeting house was 

unique in Bethel history as it was the only time when Bethel voters ap-

proved building a town hall. From 1871 to 1893  town meetings used 

rental halls in Pattee’s Hall, Ideal Hall or The Rialto (Skating Rink).  Dur-

ing the Odeon Hall years, 1893-1969, rent was paid to the Bethel Savings 

Bank. 

A standard steel truss bridge replaced the grand old toll bridge.  
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Sources:  Extracts of town meeting minutes were compiled by William 

Lapham and published in the History of Bethel Maine. Bridge news after 

1900 comes from The Oxford County Citizen published in Bethel.  Photo-

graphs in this document are courtesy of Bethel Historical Society. 
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