
The Bethel Journals—Bethel Inn History 

1 

THE BETHEL INN: 

ITS ROOTS AND BRANCHES (1833-1976)  
By Donald G. Bennett 

The roots of The Bethel Inn clearly have three origins: Eleazer Twitchell’s incentives to develop 

the Bethel Hill around the Common and Mill Brook; Dr. John Gehring's need for an inn to ac-

commodate his practice; and thirdly, the fact that the location of an inn or hotel on the Common 

had proven to be an asset to the village businesses, its social activities and the aesthetic composi-

tion of the general setting on the Hill. 

Bethel's heritage of an inn on the Common began with the first Bethel House built in 1833. 

Eleazer Twitchell had constructed mills on Mill Brook to induce more settlers into this area of 

the township: besides owning the "mill lot*', Eleazer also owned the lot encompassing the Com-

mon and village area around it. To profit from his investment he needed to sell parcels of these 

lots. Among others, Edmund Merrill a builder from East Bethel bought a lot on the west side of 

the Common. In 1833, he designed and constructed the first Bethel House, which was then pur-

chased by Jedediah Burbank, son-in-law of Lt. Jonathan Clark, also one of Bethel's earliest set-

tlers. At this time the number of homes and stores around the Common was growing and Bethel 

House catered to the new community's growing social needs as well as accommodating travelers 

who were coming to and from the White Mountains. 

Although the old Bethel House (located about where the Opera House/Carver's Store is to-

day), burned in Bethel's great fire of 1865, it had established the fact that Innkeeping on the 

Common was a profitable venture. Also, in 1851 the Atlantic and St. Lawrence Railroad had 

reached Bethel, easing travel from Boston, New York and Portland into the mountains. 

The second Bethel House, c. 1863, renamed the Prospect Hotel after 1904, started on Broad 

Street located opposite the Gideon Hastings (Alger) residence. Along with it, smaller boarding 

homes were operated by Bethel Hill residents and this continued right up to the 1950's.  

The Elms, also called The 

Chapman House, located behind 

Bethel House approximately 

where the Bethel Inn is now, was 

probably the best known of the 

boarding houses. Eventually it 

was joined to the Bethel House/

Prospect Hotel by an ell.  

In October 1894, a boiler and 

steam heating apparatus were be-

ing installed in the Elms Hotel and 

Prospect Hotel showing how the hotel was made up of 
the former Bethel House (left) and The Elms (right) 
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W.F. Lovejoy & Sons, of the Bethel House, would occupy the Elms, and close the Bethel House 

during the winter.  

A 1905 brochure records that the Prospect Hotel (Bethel House renamed) was leased and op-

erated by Shafer and Green Company, 18 Tremont Street, Boston. It was open year-round and 

could accommodate about 200 guests; it was steam heated, had porcelain baths, an automobile 

garage, and a garden and farm of twenty-two acres situated on Paradise Hill where the hotel 

raised all the country produce for its tables. 

On Saturday, July 22, 1911 at 4:00 p.m., a fire which started near one of the chimneys had 

burned beyond the point of stopping it when discovered. The fire fighters were successful, how-

ever, in saving the wing of the Prospect called The Elms. At that time, the hotel was owned by 

Mrs. Charles F. Ford of Worcester, Massachusetts, who declared that she had no intention of re-

building the hotel. It had been leased and operated by the Frank R. Greene Company with Harry 

King as the manager, according to the Citizen account. 

A Magnificent New Hotel Promised 

By August 10, one of Bethel's most prominent personalities, William Rogers Chapman 

(1855-1935), Director of the Maine Music Festival and New York's Rubenstein Club, and a de-

scendant of the man who had suggested "Bethel" as the town's name, announced that he intended 

to build a magnificent new hotel and that he had already purchased the Prospect Hotel property. 

A special town meeting was held on August 19, 1911 so 

that Bethel voters could decide on an article to exempt the new 

hotel from property taxes for ten years. The article passed 

with the proviso that a hotel of not less than $25,000 value be 

constructed. Dr. Gehring was present and argued in favor of 

the article. 

(As a footnote, the next spring's regular town meeting 

contained an article in the warrant to reconsider the tax exemp-

tion , passed the previous August. But, according to the Citi-

zen, the mechanics of rewording an amendment proposed from 

the floor tripped up the process so that the motion was a self 

cancelling one and the earlier tax exemption stood.) 

At this stage of development though, Dr. John George Gehring (1857-1932) probably al-

ready had other ideas about who should build the new hotel. Dr. Gehring had lived in Bethel 

approximately twenty years; his patients who had come for treatment of their nervous disor-

ders and exhaustion were from the uppermost ranks of the professional and business world. 

Gehring's home and the special dormitory behind his home were inadequate to house all of his 

William Rogers Chapman 



The Bethel Journals—Bethel Inn History 

3 

patients. He needed a hotel appropriate to the life-style of these men and he had five potential 

partners at hand who had come to Bethel as patients. During 1912, Gehring encouraged his pa-

tients/partners to incorporate and start construction of the Bethel Inn on the Prospect Hotel lot, 

which had been purchased from William Rogers Chapman. 

On October 24, 1912, their act of incorporation was filed. 

Its name was "The Bethel Inn." Its purpose was to erect and 

operate buildings for a hotel and private club. There was 

$100,000 in capital stock; $100,000 in Common Stock; $47,500 

in paid up capital stock. Par value of a share was $100. William 

Bingham 2nd, of Cleveland, Charles Hubbard and Robert Winsor 

of Boston each owned 100 shares. Horace Sears of Boston owned 

90, Dr. Gehring owned 65, William Upson of Cleveland and 

Ellery Park, Bethel, 10 each. Park was the clerk of the corpora-

tion. Five hundred twenty-five shares of Common Stock re-

mained in the Treasury. Gehring was president of the corporation. 

In the architecture of the Bethel Inn one could see its real purpose subtly revealed; the 

Inn's front rooms over the lobby were arranged en suite for the comfort of Gehring's pa-

tients, while the back rooms were single rooms designed primarily for nurses and attendants. 

Also the new inn's golf course was only just started and in a novel way. Only a few holes had 

been roughed out by Gehring's patients during their work therapy sessions west of the doctor's 

house. 

The Bethel Inn opened to the public on July 12, 1913. The Oxford County Citizen reported: 

"There was never anything quite like it in Bethel before." But as early as opening day, the inn 

corporation had in reality become a co-partnership of William Bingham and William Upson. Dur-

ing 1914, a number of property transfers to these partners were recorded as they purchased land 

around the inn, along Mill Brook and the area which is now the golf course. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. John G. Gehring 

The Bethel Inn about the time it opened in 1913. 

http://www.thebetheljournals.info/Inns/Bethel_Inn_Opens.htm
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Bethel Inn Manager Mr. Sam Blackwood and 
his golfing partners Gould Academy Head-
master Philip Sayles and Dr. R. R. Tibbetts—

Bethel Inn photos from 

1915 to 1939  

Bethel Historical Society 

collection 
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In January, 1914, the school house lot in District 15 of Bethel was sold by Eben S. Kilborn to 

Bingham. The school house was used for years as a barn, then a garage and workshop before even-

tually becoming a guest cottage in the late 1940's called first "The Park," after Ellery Park, 

and then "The Pines." 

In September, 1914, Mary C. Rowe sold the Broad Street home of David Hammons 

(Member of Congress 1847-1849) to Bingham and Upson. This house was a guest cottage called 

"The Elms" for a time in the 1920's before it finally became the Upson residence.   The barn on the 

premises was converted to a theatre by Gehring's patients and they presented plays there. 

Also during this time the former Dr. John Grover (1783-1866) 

house on Mill Hill was purchased and named "The Willows." This 

house was probably built in the late 1850's for Dr. Grover's retire-

ment. He was considered to be Bethel's most eminent physician of 

the nineteenth century. His father was one of the earliest settlers 

and Grover was for many years president of the Board of Trus-

tees of Gould's (now Gould) Academy. He had, prior to moving 

into this home, lived in the house next to it further up Mill Hill, 

which later became "The Elms" and then part of the Prospect Ho-

tel. 

A third area of land purchased by Messrs. Bingham and Upson was on the Songo Pond shore 

where a log cabin lake house was built. 

By 1920, the Bethel Inn had two guest cottages, the "Elms" and the "Willows" plus the main 

inn which in all could accommodate about 80 guests, as well as the Songo Pond log cabin which 

had boats and canoes with an excellent swimming beach nearby. In 1922 a radio was installed in 

the Music Room. 

In November, 1923, after the death of Agnes Hastings Straw, Bingham and Upson purchased 

the former William 0. Straw House on Broad Street, built c. I860. (In the 1820's Broad Street 

had been called "Straw Street" because three young women whose maiden name was Straw had 

married O'Neil Robinson, Moses Mason and John Hastings; all lived next to one another on Broad 

Street.) This house, after 1960 known as "The Elms", was converted to a guest cottage appropri-

ately called "The Straw House" until 1956. A characteristic sight on summer mornings was to see 

a uniformed bus boy, serving tray carefully balanced on his shoulder, stepping quickly across the 

Common from the main inn with breakfast for "Straw House" guests. 

Until 1940, the Inn stayed open in the winter although only the main building was used. 

During the twenties a toboggan slide about one-third mile in length with an elevated take-off 

ramp was located behind the Inn facing Mill Brook. At the foot of the toboggan run, the Inn 

had an ice skating rink and wood trails were kept open for snowshoeing and skiing. The tobog-

William Bingham 2nd about 
the time Bethel Inn opened 



The Bethel Journals—Bethel Inn History 

6 

gan ramp was torn down in the 1930's when there were no 

guests although the Inn remained open. 

In the winter of 1928-1929 several major improve-

ments were made in and about the Inn. The dining room 

was greatly enlarged and directly over the dining room 

new suites with fire-places were added. A new electric 

elevator was installed.  

A central heating plant was built away from the main 

house and the golf course was improved. Also, a new “cottage” was added by converting a 

barn behind the old school house for guest accommodations.  

The cottage had sixteen rooms, nine tiled baths, eight fireplaces and a lounging room. Har-

riette "Ma" Cilley was the Inn's manager at the time, so the new guest cottage was named "The 

Harriette" (later "The Oaks"). 

In 1930, Sam Blackwood came from the Copley Plaza Hotel in Boston to become The Bethel 

Inn's Manager. All through the 1930’s the Inn remained open in the winter, but with few if any 

paying guests. However, the Inn was fully staffed, and as a consequence was losing about 

$100,000 annually. Blackwood, who was an enthusiastic, well-liked innkeeper, suffered a heart 

attack which forced him to retire.  

After a succession of two less than satisfactory managers, Peter Schutt arrived from Christmas 

Cove to become the new manager in 1940. He remained the Inn's manager until 1956. Since Mr. 

Bingham had another summer place in Christmas Cove (near Boothbay Harbor), his inner circle 

of advisors had been able to inquire about the new manager before offering him the Bethel posi-

tion. Schutt, however, had an inn to manage in Florida during the winter season. So from 1940 

until 1961 the Inn closed for the winter. Bingham only approved this change in policy as long as all 

employees were to be paid a full year's salary unless they got other jobs. Closing in the winter cut 

the Inn's annual deficit down to about $45,000. 

Also in 1930, the Bethel Inn built two garages on Spring Street. Until the 1960’s both buildings 

Toboggan  Run 

The Park                                          Straw House                                The Willows 
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were used by the Inn to garage guest vehicles and their  chauffeurs 

as well as some of the Inn employees. The living quarters were on 

the second floor of the two buildings.  

Source: Sue Farrar article about Spring Street in the Bethel Historical Society publication, The 

Bethel Courier. 

During the 1928-1929 expansion of the Inn, Mr. Bingham for 

the Inn acquired the property known as the Jedediah Burbank 

farm for the purpose of raising vegetables, hay, housing horses 

and garaging carriages. From census records it seems that some 

of the Inn “teamster” employees also lived there—probably as 

caretakers. 

In August 1936, the firm of architectures employed by Mr. 

Bingham, Coolidge and Carlson, State Street, Boston, for all 

new building where he had financial interest submitted a set of 

Inn improvement, expansion plans for consideration.   

Probably the poor economy of the times influenced the decision not to go ahead with more 

expansion of the Inn, the plans are very interesting to see. A covered pavilion connecting the 

main inn with the Harriette  (Oaks) is one feature still needed today. The most dramatic proposal 

however is a much larger inn building incorporating the Harriette into one very large 

“Williamsburg” style inn. Blueprints of the plans were found during a cleaning out of the main 

inn attic and are now in the Bethel Historical Society collections. 

 

In this plan which was the most ambitious proposal, the main inn was kept, its entrance re-

modeled and new additions to both the north and south ends would be constructed—the south 

end would connect to the Harriette (Oaks). 

Bethel Citizen news March 15, 1928, reported Bethel Inn Employees Enjoy Picnic which 

listed a large number of Bethel folks in attendance. Many were still at the Inn in the 1940’s. Mrs. 

One of the Bethel Inn ga-
rages—recent photo 

Bethel Inn Farm 

Harriette New Main Entrance 
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Cilley gave the employees of the Bethel Inn at Broadview Camp on Peter Grover Hill, Saturday 

afternoon. Most of them enjoyed a straw [sleigh] ride to the camp but a few went on skiis.  

On arrival a delicious hot dinner was served and was greatly enjoyed by all. After dinner 

three rousing cheers were given for Mrs. Cilley, and then three more cheers for the employees 

who served the dinner so ably. It was one of the most enjoyable outings ever giving the Inn force.  

Following is a list of those present:  Mr. and Mrs. Ralph Moore, Robert Moore, Milo 

McAllister, Glendon McAllister, Mr. and Mrs. Roy Bennett, Roy Bennett, Jr., Mr. and Mrs. Pat-

rick O’Brien, Patricia O’Brien, Mr. and Mrs. Howard Coburn, Florence Coburn, Robert Blake, 

Mrs. May McCrea and son, Robert, Carrie Philbrick, Margaret Davies, Mary Caller, Marie 

Chapman, Gertrude Johnson, Maud Beckler, Maxine Clough, Genevieve Estes,  Mrs. Cora 

Chapman, Mrs. M. Bailey, Miss Beatrice Cragg, Mrs. Bess Sloane, Edith Ripley, Elizabeth 

Killian,  Mrs. Mildred McPhee, Mrs. Ula Parsons , Lillian Wood, W. F. Coolidge, O. B. George 

and Clyde Estes. 

The management of the Inn under manager Peter Schutt remained basically unchanged until 

Mr. Bingham's death on February 17, 1955. Among the many provisions in Mr. Bingham's 

will, two related directly to the Bethel Inn. 

      The third clause bequeathed to each full-time Bethel Inn employee $100 for each year of 

employment whether the Inn was actually open year-round or not. 

The eighth clause authorized his trustees their absolute discretion in either operating, improv-

ing or reconstructing the Inn whether or not the Inn yielded a profit; to discontinue its opera-

tion and wind up its affairs and to demolish in whole or in part any and all buildings used in con-

nection therewith. 

The trustees chose to find a suitable buyer. For the first time in the Inn's forty two years, own-

ership would be in the hands of someone other than William Bingham II. By June 27, 1955, a 

suitable prospect was found in Mr. Guy P. Butler, a career hotel operator and President of the 

Maine Publicity Bureau, who had formed a corporation with his wife called Bethel Inn, Inc. 

Ownership of the Bethel Inn was transferred but a twenty year reservation on selling the Inn 

was contained in the sale to Butler. Peter Schutt was talked into remaining as manager one more 

year. 

Now the owner, Butler decided on an extensive renovation project for the winter of 1955-

1956. To help finance this work he issued $35,000 in preferred stock. Many guests' rooms had 

no private baths, rooms in the "Straw House" and "Willows" needed much reconditioning as 

well as "The Harriette." During that winter thirty new bathrooms were installed in the "Straw 

House" and "Willows." In the winter of 1959-60, "The Harriette" was given similar treatment, 

receiving eight new bathrooms which were installed without losing a great amount of guest living 

space by creating new single rooms with baths. The swimming pool by "The Oaks" was put in 
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COPY OF A MEMORANDUM TO BETHEL INN EMPLOYEES—1940 
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for the 1959 season; it paid off its $100,000 cost the first year. 

Although the Butlers did not intend to keep the Inn open in the winter, they needed a winter 

office as well as a place to live. In 1938, Mr. Bingham had purchased Fred Merrill's house. The 

seller's grandfather was Edmund Merrill, Sr. who had designed and built the old Bethel House 

in 1833. The house Mr. Bingham had purchased was built c. 1874 and is the only one on Broad 

Street with a mansard roof. The Merrill house was not included in the June, 1955 sale of the 

Inn, so the Butlers had to buy it separately which they did in December, 1955. Since then it has 

been considered part of the Inn's buildings. 

After the first set of renovations were completed in 1956, the new owner renamed three cot-

tages;" "The Harriette" became "The Oaks"; "The Park" became "The Pines" and "The Straw 

House" became "The Elms". The owner's residence was named "The Maples." 

Overall from 1955-56 until the fall of 1961, the Butlers had spent about $135,000 in physical 

improvements, including improving the heat system and winterization. 

During the winter of 1961-62, Bell Telephone Company was constructing the Telstar Satellite 

Communication Station in Andover so it contracted with the Bethel Inn for housing their engi-

neers and supervisory crew, Also, the Sunday River Ski area would be in its third season so the 

Butlers decided to test the Inn's ability to attract skiers with the Bell contract backing them up. 

This would be the first winter that the Inn would be open since 1940. 

The advertising outlay to attract ski business was $6,000. Another $10,000 was spent get-

ting ready for winter business. That winter the Inn ran a full scale operation with the same 

meal schedule and staff that was used in the summer. At the end of the season the proceeds 

from winter guests (skiers) other than the Bell people was $6,000, or the amount spent in adver-

tising, so the Butlers decided against any future winter operations. 

Instead of the Inn's past history of annual deficits, business grew each year so that all rooms 

were filled from July until Labor Day and the months of June and September were increasingly 

near full capacity due to convention and group business. However, Mrs. Butler's death in 1966 

forced an unexpected change in Guy Butler's plans. 

In December, 1966, the Bethel Inn was sold back to the Bingham Trustees who formed a sub-

sidiary corporation called "Bethel Holding Co." to run the Inn. Guy Butler stayed on as Executive 

Director and Assistant Treasurer of the Company. Blaine Moores was hired in June, 1967, as resi-

dent manager until June, 1968, when he became general manager and Butler stepped aside en-

tirely. This management scheme continued until about 1970. 

Back under "Bingham group" management a strange thing happened. For some years Butler 

had sought to purchase more land from the Bingham estate in order to lengthen the golf course to a 

regulation size; however, he considered the asking price of $10,000 too steep for the value of 
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the project. At the first directors' meeting of the Bethel Holding Company the subject of a 

regulation course came up again because one director was a keen golfer. At that meeting the ex-

tra land was added to Bethel Inn property. Price? One dollar. 

During the year before Davidson Hall (construction began in 1970) at Gould Academy was 

completed, The Elms at the Bethel Inn was used as overflow boarding student housing for girls.  

The Inn was sold to the Alliance Corporation in 1976 and later purchased by Bethel Commo-

dore Corporation which operates it today. 

 

This article was first written for The Bethel Courier of The Bethel Historical Society .  A number 

of additions have been inserted to the original article. 

 

A number of sources were used most of which came from Bethel Historical Society collections 

and from the Oxford County (East) Registry of Deeds.  

 

My first visits to the Bethel Inn came about in 1941 during the summer when I rode with my 

Grandfather Bennett to the Inn when he delivered milk. His milk truck was a Model A Ford pickup.  

In 2012 the Inn’s kitchen layout is not much changed from 1941. 

 

 

 


