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The Skillings Steam Mill Manufacturing Plant in Bethel 

   

    Bookmarks  1880 Map   Photo page 

 In the early 1860’s Bethel’s most advanced industrial mill of the area was 

planned and built under the supervision of David Skillings of Winchester, Massa-

chusetts. This article was compiled from county news paper articles and from 

special articles that appeared in The Bethel News in 1904 and again in the Spe-

cial Edition of the Oxford County Bethel Citizen of 1931.  The Bethel Journals also 

contains weekly news items starting in 1886 that were printed by the Oxford 

County’s two week newspapers, the Oxford County Democrat and the Oxford 

County Advertiser. 

     In a 1904 Bethel News account of the Steam Mill the editor wrote, “the 

large spool plant of Julius P. Skillings, located about one-half mile above the vil-

lage proper, is and has been for many years, a considerable factor of the manu-

facturing in Bethel. Mr. Skillings is the son of the late Hon. David N. Skillings of 

Medford and Winchester, Mass., an experienced member of the lumber manufac-

turing fraternity of New England, who transmitted to his sons, William. E and 

Julius P. Skillings the business sagacity, enterprise, and progressiveness which 

has enabled them to bring to the fore a business which is of incalculable value to 

the town and surrounding country.”  David Skillings had previously established 

his reputation for innovative building techniques by producing “prefab” or manu-

factured housing units for the Union Army to be used for field hospitals. 

    In the winter of 1863 and early 1864, the steam mill was constructed.  At 

a special Bethel town meeting on December 12, 1863, voters approved an article 

to exempt the Bethel Steam Mill Company from taxation for a term of ten years.  

(Lapham, History of Bethel, abstract of town meeting minutes, p 671) 

November 1864 from a visiting correspondent: “In taking a look about Be-

thel last week, we called at the splendid steam-mill, erected last winter, by the 

Bethel Steam Mill Company, which has been in successful, operation during the 

past summer.  The building is of sufficient capacity to accommodate one gang, 

an upright saw, and a circular saw for cutting long lumber, with edgers, saws for 

sawing off stubshots, and for cutting the edgings into proper length for market 

for fuel. In fitting up the mill many modern appliances have been added, which 

tell in the amount of labor performed daily. One little affair, by which the men 

tending the edger, are carried forward by the machinery instead of going on foot, 
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1880 Map of Steam Mill Area 

In the map section above, the Bethel Steam Mill 
area is shown within the red outline. Employee 
houses and the boarding house and offices stand to 
the left of the road and manufacturing facilities , store 
and club stands on the right along with the Grand 
Trunk  rail siding and water tower. (In 1880 this spot 
was the only water tank in the Bethel depot area. One 
reason may have been its proximity to the river.  

This 1880 map of the Bethel and Steam Mill area 
does not exactly match written descriptions of the 
Bethel Steam Mill Company buildings and operations 
that appeared in newspaper accounts of 1864 and 
1904.  

The location of the L. A. Sanborn  homestead is of 
interest because later it was the second Bethel Inn 
farm along with the adjoining Burbank farm. In the 
1940s and 50s the Stan Lord family lived there and  in  
1959, Harold “Babe” Carver lived at this site while he 
was manager of the Bethel Dowel Corporation mill—
last company to operate from the mill building before 
it was lost in a fire. 

Approximate location of the 1850’s steam saw 
mill of Albert and William Gerrish is marked by a red 
arrow. 

 

Bethel Depot 
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saves them about fifteen miles travel in the course of each day. There are also, 

shingle, clapboard, lath and box machines, cutting up lumber with astonishing 

rapidity.  

The works are driven by two steam engines, with six large boilers, all heated 

by fire fed with sawdust, and waste wood.  Branch tracks have been constructed 

so that cars are being constantly loaded in front of the mills with sawed lumber, 

and back, with edgings, etc. for fuel, directly from the building, saving a great 

amount of labor.  

The Company has also added this season (1864) six neat dwellings to the lit-

tle village about the mill, where dwell the large number of workmen employed. 

They have also a large store in process of building, nearly opposite the mill. The 

establishment presents a scene of industry and activity that will well repay a 

visit. Large piles of logs have been taken out of water for winter use, enough, it 

is hoped to last until the river opens in the spring.” (The Oxford Democrat, No-

vember 11, 1864) 

May 7, 1878. Mr. (W.E.) Skillings has started to build an addition to his mill in 

Skillingston, just West of Bethel village.  It will be a 90 by 70 foot building with 

machinery to manufacture headings, shovel and fork handles. The furnace is fed 

wholly with shavings and sawdust brought on endless belts from all parts of the 

mill dumping their contents in front of the furnace. The debris is used up and the 

sawdust of one log is used to saw the next log. 

     The 1904 editor of The Bethel News continues, “prior to 1869*, at which 

time  William  E. Skillings  had assumed control, the present spool factory, and a 

smaller structure utilized as a box shop, were the property of the Bethel Steam 

Mills Company, manufacturers of lumber and dowel stock. The business re-

mained intact under Mr. Skillings' management until 1880, when the saw mill oc-

cupying the larger of the two buildings was fitted up as a spool factory.”   

* Other sources indicate William Skillings was in Europe as a correspondent 

covering the Franco-Prussian War and did not return until sometime in 1971. 

     In 1873, Mr. Skillings installed a saw mill supply plant at Gilead. This was 

purchased by Julius P. Skillings in 1883, and operated by him until 1885, when 

the brothers formed a co-partnership, the two properties being amalgamated un-

der the title of W. E. and J. P. Skillings. (Also about 1878, William and Kate Skill-

ings purchased the former Ira Kimball house which faced the Common from the 

corner of Church Street known later as the Chapman Inn.)  
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In 1886, the Steam Mill community included its own school, District School 

#16 in the Bethel School System. It had a population of 16 students that year.  

In December 1889 news told that W. E. and J. P. Skillings had installed a tele-

phone line between their mill and the Bethel depot.  (This is the first news of a 

telephone service in Bethel). 

William E. Skillings, the senior partner in the Skillings Company, was 

an active participant in town affairs. He was frequently Moderator of Beth-

els annual and special town meetings, a trustee of Gould Academy, mem-

ber of the Bethel Masonic Lodge and Master of the Lodge in 1880 and 

1881. Yet his possibly most important contribution to the town was inves-

tigating a public water supply and initiating the steps to organize a water 

company for Bethel Hill village. He was first a corporator and then director 

in the Bethel Water Company. He was also a corporator and active mem-

ber of the Bethel Village Corporation.  William Skillings was much more 

involved in town affairs than his brother and partner, Julius.  Throughout 

his life in Bethel Julius seems to have devoted most of his time and atten-

tion to the mill’s business as well as looking after his employees. 

     In 1890, the entire business was absorbed by the American Bobbin, 

Spool and Shuttle Company, the junior member (J.P. Skillings, who was 

then 35 years old) of the former Bethel Steam Mill Co., retiring, and the 

senior partner, William E. Skillings, left Bethel to become Secretary of the 

new Boston based firm. A year later, the American Company having be-

come hopelessly involved (it was in receivership), Julius P. Skillings re-

turned to Bethel, and acquired possession of the Bethel Steam Mill proper

ty, which under his management has grown to its present (1904) propor-

tions. 

The plant occupied some twenty-two acres of land through which the 

Grand Trunk Railway runs, and from which emanate convenient sidings. 

Here are located, north of the railway, a spool factory 140 x 40 feet, with 

an adjoining structure devoted to general utility purposes, and a steam 

operating plant equipped with a 250 h. p. and a 75 h. p. engine, the latter 

sufficing for present purposes. The factory is equipped with all the latest 

devices including improved automatic spool machines, installed by W. E. 

Skillings who is also the patentee of a head locking bull spool which is 
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unique and convenient.  

     “To the novice, the process of spool making is novel and interesting. 

The birch bolts which are about four feet in length are first sawed into 

bars, which in turn are cut into rounded blocks, and then dumped into 

large hoppers attached to the finishing machines from which the spools 

are turned out with astonishing rapidity.  

     The output of the Bethel plant approximates 25,000 gross ( or 

3,600,000 spools) per month, the spools varying in dimension from 200 to 

12,000 yards silk or cotton thread winding, requiring the consumption of 

from 500,000 to 700,-ooo feet of white birch annually. The spool stock is 

largely supplied by a saw mill plant installed at Redding in Sumner about a 

year since, and operated by a 60 h. p. engine. These two plants (in 1904) 

furnish employment to some fifty hands, the larger percentage being em-

ployed in Bethel. In addition thereto Mr. Skillings manufactures and deals 

in lumber and dowel stock, this and the spool product being largely se-

cured from his own timber lands, furnishing additional employment to a 

large number of men and teams during the winter months.  

     Connected with the Bethel Manufacturing plant are four dry kilns of 

an aggregate capacity of 80,000 feet of spool stock and a dye house for 

the coloring of spools, this being one of three similar plants thus 

equipped. South of the railway and skirting the highway, are several stor-

age sheds, a commodious stable, a general store, eight cottages and a 

boarding house in which are the general offices. The exterior of these sev-

eral structures, with a semblance of uniformity is attractive, and the sur-

rounding grounds are kept scrupulously tidy thus imparting to the settle-

ment an air of general thriftiness.” 

In May 1906, (reported as Wednesday, either May 2 or May 9) the 

news about a major fire at the Skillings spool mill was reported as follows:  

At 6:15 Wednesday evening an alarm was sounded for a fire discovered 

around the boiler and flames soon spread through the mill.  It was soon 

evident that the mill must go.  The loss was estimated at $25,000 with in-

surance only $5,000. It is hoped Mr. (J.P.) Skillings will rebuild as it will be 

a great loss to the town and the people who are employed there. 
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Clockwise from top:   [1] composite of a 1920s and 1930 photo of (L to R) warehouses; stable; 

boarding house and offices, employee homes, store and club building, the mill; [2] mill engine room 

and drive pulley; [3] former store and club room in 2011; [4] former boarding house and company 

offices in 2011 and [5] mill interior with bagged spools , pulleys, shafts and belt drives for running 

spool turning machinery. 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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In the January 22, 1920 edition of The Oxford County Citizen (Bethel 

Paper) under the heading of “Skillingston” the paper reported that Dr. Ge-

hring had suggested that name not only be considered as recognition of 

the service of two persons whose gracious, unostentatious spirit of friend-

liness has so made for the happiness and well being of a neighborhood but 

also as a perpetuation of the name of the founder of the industry about 

which the little colony has clustered. Mr. David N. Skillings the father of 

our Mr. (Julius P) Skillings. 

This brief account of the Steam Mill was included in the 1931 Special 

Edition of the Oxford County Bethel Citizen.   

“The mill of Julius P. Skillings in this town which produces annually mil-

lions of spools was established during the Civil War by David N. Skillings 

of Winchester, Mass., and is one of the oldest in the country. 

The late J.P. Skillings managed this mill for many years and was much 

loved by is employees. Around the mill has grown a prosperous little vil-

lage, every resident loyal to the Skillings family and their forebears. A 

large store is managed here for the convenience of the mill workers and 

within recent years a Club Room for recreational purposes has been 

added.  

The importance of the Bethel Steam Mill company store should not be 

overlooked. In William Lapham’s history of Bethel he listed William and 

Julius Skillings among the principal storekeepers in the town.  Whether or 

not others living in the “Skillingston” village area used the store is not 

known.  

Since the death of Mr. Skillings in 1925, his widow, Mrs. Alice Skillings 

Robinson, now owner of the business has directed her late husband’s af-

fairs at the mills and among the people. 

This mill was the first of its kind (turning wood) to be run by steam, as 

in those days all wood turning mills were on streams and run by water 

power. At the time it was an innovation and the curious drove for miles by 

horse and buggy and ox carts to view the steam mill. Hence the former 

name of the village, Steam Mill village, but now known as Skillingston in 
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honor of its founders.”  

The manufacture of spools will be in charge of Elias Robinson who has 

had many years experience in this work. Arnold Chiles, who has been in 

the sales department of the Anderson Engineering Company, will be the 

manager of the business here assisted by Russell Davis of Bridgewater, 

Mass. Mr. and Mrs. Childs will move to Bethel as soon as arrangements 

can be made. 

Julius P. Skillings died in 1925 and his widow, Mrs. Alice Stowell Skill-

ings being sole owner of the business took charge and continued the 

business, with the assistance of Nahum P. Moore (husband of Dorothy 

Moore) as Sales Manager and Elias S. Robinson as Superintendent of the 

mill. 

In 1931, Mrs. Skillings married Mr. Robinson, and on the death of Mr. 

Moore in 1932, continued the business. In spite of vicissitudes, two dis-

astrous floods in which the business lost a great deal of money, and the 

depression of 1929, Mrs. Robinson continued the business, being actu-

ated by the fact that some 50 people depended on the mill for their liveli-

hood. The Skillingston mill community and the men and their families 

were always the first consideration of Julius Skillings, and since his death 

Mrs. Robinson has assumed this attitude.   

Bethel Fire Department pumped water from the Androscoggin onto the 

blaze; had the fire under control at 9 o’clock. The fire is believed to have 

started around the heating plant. 

In August 1937 this news about Steam Mill affairs was in the Citizen. 

Skillingston Mill will operate under new ownership of Massa-

chusetts men August 26, 1937 A transaction of vital interest to the 

townspeople took place the first of this week when the buildings, plant 

and good will of the Skillingston mill were bought by Edwin W. Childs of 

Needham and his son, Arnold C. Childs, of Quincy, Mass. The mill has 

been closed for the past four months and orders have been filled from 

another plant, but the new owners expect to resume operations of the 

mill here within two weeks. While the present output of the mill is con-

fined to spools it is expected that the manufacture of hardwood novelties 
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may be taken up later and a birch mill to supply material for the mill es-

tablished. It is understood that the business will be continued under the 

Skillings name as it has been for over 70 years. 

Another fire struck the mill in 1938 destroying most of the machinery 

and damaging the mill’s interior.  The group of homes on the mill prop-

erty was not damaged. The fire was discovered at 8 o’clock by Charles 

Wheeler, an employee at the mill who with Julius Robinson was opening 

the plant in readiness for the partial crew which was working there. Mr. 

Childs had been at work installing new machinery and electric engines, 

preparatory to employing a full time crew.  

In 1946, Ralph Young re-opened the former Skillings spool mill as a 

dowel mill.   Bethel, Maine An Illustrated History. 

April 1959 Bethel Citizen news:  Fire at the Skillingston plant of the 

Bethel Dowel Corporation Sunday afternoon was confined to the boiler 

room where it started, and the machine shop. Water was pumped from 

the Androscoggin River nearby and from a tank truck. 

Operations on the site were resumed last August (1958) which totally 

destroyed the company’s former mill in October 1957. The owner is Jo-

seph MacGowan, Jr., of New York and the local manager is Harold Carver, 

who had entered the Rumford Hospital Sunday morning. 

Arnol K. Brown and Blake MacKay, fireman, suffered minor burns 

when a drum of oil exploded. 
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Remains of the factory site of the old Bethel Steam Mill Co.  seen from the 
entrance to the Carver Road from U.S. Route 2 

Sources: County and Bethel newspapers; William Lapham’s History of Bethel, 

Maine; photos: Bethel Historical Society and Google Street Views plus Google Earth. 
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