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BETHEL’S COMMON  
 FROM 1790’S POTATOES AND WHEAT TO TODAY’S  GAZEBO 

 

Land for the Bethel Common was given to Bethel’s 

West Parish by Eleazer Twitchell in 1797. (One year 
after Sudbury Canada was incorporated as the Town of 
Bethel in Massachusetts.) The same year Twitchell built 

the first house in what would become Bethel Hill 
Village. Eva Bean has placed the house’s location at 

about where the Bethel Inn tennis courts are today.  
His new house was dubbed “The Castle” because of its 

size.  

Seventeen years earlier, in 1780, Captain Eleazer 
Twitchell and his family of his wife, his wife’s sister, 
Betsy Mason, five children and six hired men reached 

Sudbury Canada (later Bethel) coming from Dublin, 
New Hampshire, via Fryeburg where Eleazer would 

take charge of his father’s extensive property holds in 
the new town. The family would live in the town’s first 
frame house built 1779 on an island in Mill Brook just 

downstream from today’s Mill Hill Road bridge. The 
house had been built to accommodate a crew of men 

hired to care for the Twitchell mills—this according to 
the text of a Bethel Centennial celebration address 
delivered by Dr. Nathaniel T. True. Capt. Twitchell was 

the founder of Bethel Village.  

Twitchell had intended that his gift of land to the 
parish be on the condition that “they” would clear the 

land of trees and build a church on it. Since that did 
not happen, according to Eva Bean Capt. Twitchell 

fenced the land and raised wheat and potatoes there. 

 Eva Bean wrote of what is now Broad Street, “In 

1812 and 1813 the road to Norway was opened. It led 
out over Paradise Hill and all the other hills in the 20-
odd miles. Post riders came in that way” to  Doctor 

Mason’s post office, although the earliest mail riders 

came to Bethel from Waterford. 

In 1823, after the Captain’s death, his heirs, Joseph 

Twitchell and Jacob Ellingwood deeded the land to the 
town. See: Deed transferring Common property. Said 
Dr. True in his 1874 public address, “It is hoped that 

the ladies of the village will devise means to have the 

rocks removed and the surface graded”. 

Dr. True went on to say that Jedediah Burbank 

bought Twitchell’s castle in 1833 and built the first 
hotel in 1834 which was afterwards enlarged and 

known as the   Lovejoy House. The hotel pictured 
above right is a later Lovejoy House as the first one 

burned down along with the castle.  

Capt. Twitchell promoted settlement and 

development of the area surrounding his Common. He 
built a road from the Mill Brook grist mill to his 

common property. The buildings one sees today were 

built between 1813 and 1860.  

Not much is written about soldier training on the 

Common. Local militia units mustered and probably 
initial training for troops headed South for Civil War 
duty took place on the Common. In those days training 

involved close formation marching, maneuvering and 

rifle drills, for which the Common was suitable.  

For the 1874 Bethel Centennial each school district 

was tasked to furnish tables (and chairs) for the 
Common. “On Wednesday, August 26,, 1874, a large 
national flag floated across the street between the 

Bethel House and the residence of Major Gideon A. 
Hastings.” The procession marched down Broad Street 

to the common. “On entering the grove through an 
arch inscribed ‘1774, Bethel, 1874,’ there were 

arranged on the right, tables to accommodate four 
thousand people, and on the left, seats and 

conveniences for as many more.” 

In the April 9, 1902 , Bethel News it was reported 

that Bethel’s Columbian Club, a society of public 
spirited ladies, had the idea of improving the 

appearance of Bethel by beautifying the Common, their 

plan included adding a fountain  within the grounds. 

The Columbian Club ladies worked quickly. In the 

News of November 19, 1902, notice of the fountain’s 
completion read The fountain is set on the Common 

and is sending forth its spray from Chapman Brook 
to the admiration of all. It is very pretty indeed and 

adds much to the beauty of the village. 

Besides the fountain the Columbian Club began 
raising money through subscriptions for a Common 

Improvement Fund. At the end of the month $645 had 
been raised. In addition to the fountain the club 
embarked on an extensive landscaping project with 

architecturally planned shrubbery placed along the 
entrances and corners of the grounds. A photo of the 

Bethel Common taken from the “Hastings Block” 
around 1910 shows how the previously bare lawn 

became a beautiful park.  

1931’s celebration of the 150th anniversary of the 
last Indian raid featured a huge parade which passed 
along Broad Street and turned down Main Street. 

Probably the largest crowd to ever attend a Bethel 
event, reported to have been 10,000 people, came for 

the August 3rd, 1931, program which besides the large 
parade included, parachute jumping, airplane stunting, 
a greased pig and pole race and most of all a pageant 

that featured re-enactment of an Indian attack and 
burning of a white settler’s log cabin.  Fun for 

everyone. (Who cared that the real Indians never 
burned a cabin during their 1781 raid.) All this 
entertainment was staged, not on the Common, but on 

a field near Mill Brook below the new Gehring Hall for 

girls at Gould Academy.  

In 1949, the Bethel Bazaar moved the center of its 

activities to the Common where in 1957 the annual 
bazaar was named Mollyockett Day to honor and 

celebrate the legendary Indian healer and midwife for 
early Bethel families. The 50th Anniversary Mollyockett 

Day was held in 2010.  

In 1964, conceived, scripted and directed by Sue 

Farrar, Bethel’s Living Nativity Scene drew pre 
Christmas crowds to the Common and as of 2011 the 

annual performance continues.  

In the mid 1960’s Dutch Elm disease infestation 
struck the elm trees all over Bethel and surrounding 

areas. As the elm trees lining the Common showed 
signs of the disease the diseased branches removed in 
an attempt to save the trees but eventually all the 

elms had to be taken down.  

In Bethel’s 1980 Town Report, Town Manager 
Norman Ness wrote “Also, in 1980 the fountain on the 

common was removed due to its unsafe condition and 
a committee was formed to recommend future directs 

(directions) for the common”. 

In 1981 the Bethel Historical Society sponsored, 

arranged and directed the 200th anniversary of the last 
Indian raid with a weekend program much of which 

was held on the Common with Revolutionary War era 
re-enactors who camped on the Common and 

participated in a skit where a resident was dragged 
from his house (Chapman Inn) and done-in by the 

attacking savages. 

 In the 1984 Town Report: The town began the 

task of replacing the old fountain at the Bethel 
Common, which had been removed, with a new 

fountain. At the March 1984 Town Meeting, the concept 
of having a new fountain at the Common was 
endorsed. Following the meeting, the members of the 

Bethel Common Fountain Committee were appointed 
by the Board of Selectman. The committee set about 

the task of studying the design for the fountain and 
establishing a fund to be raised by private donations 
for the construction of the fountain. By the end of 

June, over $4,600 had been raised and a contractor 
had been hired. The town report also has a photograph 

of the new fountain installed in 1984. Pictured right. 

Ice skating on the Common came about in the 
1980’s. (I believe the town’s recreation committee was 

responsible for its setup and maintenance.) For Bethel 
village residents anyway a number of different skating 
areas had been used including the Mill Brook pond 

behind the upper dam, a 1937 rink on lower Paradise 
Street and next to Crescent Park School in the late 

70’s. In 2009, the Chamber and Jim Sysko set up 

skating rinks on the “Snowman” field on Cross Street. 

During the last decade (2000 to the present 2012) 
Bethel’s Memorial Day ceremony has moved to the 

Common. Previously the Memorial Day observance 
program was held by the Civil War Soldier monument 

near the corner of Main and Mechanic Streets. In the 
1880s and 1890s the Memorial Day ceremonies were 
day long affairs with special guest speakers, special 

church services at the Congregational and Methodist 
churches and a parade of citizens to Evergreen now 

Woodland Cemetery. In those years Brown Post of the 
G.A.R. performed services now performed by the 

American Legion but the Common did not come into 

use in those times.  

Besides the new fountain in 1984, three other 

additions to the Common’s grounds have risen.  

First was the veteran’s monument and bronze 

plaque—Erected in Memory of Those Who Served  
From Bethel World War I, World War II and Korean 

Conflict—Gold Star Veterans are named on the plaque. 
Two from World War I, fifteen from World War II and 

two from the Korean Conflict. 

The Bethel Common Gazebo came second, erected 
in 1995 on the south end of the Common. It’s 
dedicating plaque reads “The Bethel Common Gazebo 

was built by the people of Bethel and stands as a 
tribute to community spirit. Ten contributors are 

named on the plaque.  The Bethel Citizen, The 
Betterment Fund, Boise Cascade Paper Division, 
Richard and Barbara Bryant and Family, The Otten 

Family, Dick Rasor—The Bethel Inn & Country Club, 
Charles and Edith Seashore, Sunday River Brewing 

Company, The Murray W. Thurston Family, and In 

memory of Philip H. Chadbourne. 

Two years after the Gazebo, Bethel’s historic 1896 

fire bell received its memorial place on the north end of 
the Common mounted within an open structure.  Its 
plaque reads—Bethel’s Historic 1896 Fire Bell Re-

Dedicated by the Bethel Fire Department and The 
Bethel Bicentennial Committee on the 201st 

Anniversary of the Town’s Incorporation.  10 June 

1997. 

In the 21st Century, events on the Common have 
largely oriented on the Gazebo which has become the 

focus of performing arts and weddings that for the 
most part had been held elsewhere.  At the same time, 

Memorial Day services have centered on the north end 

of the Common near the veteran’s monument.  

Pictured below are three photos taken at recent 

Memorial Day programs. Then a photo of the crowd 
attending a regular annual Mollyockett Day festival, 
followed by the crowd lined up for Harvest Fest’s 

Chowdah tasting, a wedding, a summer music concert 
and a performance of Shakespeare's “The Tempest “ 

by a traveling troupe of actors. Missing at this point is 
a photo the Christmas time Living Nativity Scene and 

ice skating on the Common.  

As of 2012 the annual schedule seems to have 

held to the following: In May, Memorial Day, in July the  
Bethel Art Fair and Mollyockett Day, in September, 

Harvest Fest and December, the Living Nativity Scene. 

Indian and militia re-enactors 1881 centennial of the last Indian raid in Maine. 

The Bethel House—Lovejoy Hotel from a photo view in Lapham’s History of Bethel 

A view of the Common about 1890 also published in William Lapham’s Bethel History 

Above, circa 1910 view  from  the  G.P. Bean store; below, a view of the landscaping seen 

from a path though the Common—buildings are the Rowe/Carver store and Kimball Block 

in its circa 1908 configuration. 

Common in 1962 with a Mollyockett Day parade in progress, 1902 fountain 

in place, no vendor tents and awnings. 
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Summer Concert—Blue Willow Band 
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Bethel Art Fair 2010 
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Photo published in the 1984 Bethel Town Report showing the newly 

installed fountain 

Veterans monument— Gold Star veterans from WW I, WWII and 

the Korean Conflict. 

http://www.thebetheljournals.info/Bethel/TransferofCommon.pdf

