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In the History of Bethel Maine, William Lapham wrote the little hamlet now 
known as South Bethel was begun in 1803 by David Blake, who built mills there.  
He also built a little house east of the house known as Walker’s house. It was 
taken down soon after the Walker house was built.  The mills passed from the 
Blake family to Jonathan Abbot and from him to James Walker. Mr. Walker built 
the carding and fulling and cloth dressing mill and dug the canal which conveys 
water to it.  This building was later used as a bedstead factory.  

From the 1858 county map of Bethel, the buildings were listed as follows start-
ing on the south side of the road at the Jonathan Abbot place, R.P. Chapman, H. 
Ripley, Threshing Mill, Grist Mill, Shingle Mill, L. (Lawson)  & L. (Lyman) W. 
Russell, and Saw Mill (built by Samuel B Locke). 

The following was written in 1896. 

South Bethel is the name applied to this part of the town as a whole, and is 
also the name of the post-office, but the place is better known as Walker’s Mills; 
but I think the energy and enterprise of the present owner of these mills entitles 
him the credit of a new name, and I suggest that "Virgin's Mills" would be entirely 
proper; little or nothing is left of the original Walker's Mills. Mr. Rufus J. Virgin 
has rebuilt and enlarged them until they are among the best in this part of the 
county. Mr. Virgin was a native of Hanover [Rumford], and came to this place 
and opened a grain store in 1880.  

  In 1882, he was joined in the business by Chas. Hutchins, who remained with 
him two years, when the partnership was dissolved. About this time the mill was 
refitted for sawing birch; since that time he has paid thousands of dollars to the 
farmers in this vicinity. In '88 he bought the old saw-mill of W. H. Goddard, and 
for five years has run this in connection with his with his birch mill. His birch 
business has been steadily increasing since the start, and he now buys thousands 
of squares yearly, besides what he saws, to supply his large dowel trade.  

In 1894 he entered into the manufacture of ironing tables, clothes horses, 
wash benches, step ladders and wooden novelties too numerous to mention. 
Since then he has kept several men steadily employed on this work. In 1892, he 
decided to have his mills and shafting all under one roof, and accordingly built a 
birch mill joined on the west to the dowel mill and on the south-east built a large 

South Bethel & 

 Walkers Mills 



Bethel Maine History—The Bethel Journals—Walkers Mills 

2 

mill for long timber, fitted up 
the basement for shingle and 
clap-board sawing. At the 
present time from fifteen to 
twenty-five men are em-
ployed. He is ably assisted in 
his business by his wife, who 
has always kept his books and 
attended to his corre-
spondence.  

His residence is the Walker 
homestead, but this has been 
entirely renovated outside 
and in. One of the recent im-
provements in the grounds is 
an artificial pond which he 
has stocked with trout. In ad-
dition to much other real es-
tate he owns one of the finest 
farms in town, where he 
makes a. specialty of dairy-
ing.  

In January 1889  Lyman Rus-
sell, Jessie Wentworth and 
Gayton Abbott  organized a 
company known as the Rus-
sell Manufacturing Co. for the 

making of cribs, cradles, bedsteads and croquet sets at Walkers Mills. 
  
Thus the large furniture shop in this place is owned by L. W. Russell, is well 

supplied with machinery and possesses good 
water power. In years past Mr. Russell has 
done a large business, but owing to poor 
health does little except custom work. The 
blacksmith shop built and occupied by V. A. 
Dunn is now occupied by Mr. Virgin in his 
business. The house on the hill, built by Lewis 
Bryant, is now owned by William Clark. Mr. 
Clark is engaged in the poultry business and 
his small farm shows the result of his energy.  

Gilman and Perry Blake occupy the house 
once owned by Hiram Hodson. They formerly 

Abial Chandler Jr., took summer boarders 
at his farm’s Waterspout Mountain House.  
Chandler then sold part interest in the 
place to Ira Bean and moved to Bethel Hill 
to open his Alpine House. 
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owned five farms on Blake hill, one of which is now in the hands of Emery 
Young.  

One of the old land marks is the house once owned by Hosea Ripley, and sold 
at his death to (Rufus) Virgin; this has also been rebuilt and improved.  

The farm formerly owned by Jonathan Abbott and now the property of his son 
Gayton, is rented by Albert Copeland. The family of six children is scattered over 
the country; the eldest son, Stephen, was well known in the town as a promising 
young man, and his capabilities and energy have won him a good place among 
the business men of Denver. The present owner of the place is also a resident of 
Colorado, but has recently bought a ranch and again tries his hand at farming.  

Among the best herds in this section is one of Jerseys owned by Edgar Chase, 
who lives at home with his father, John Chase on the place cleared and built by 
John Cushman in Bethel's early history.   This place, afterward owned by his son 
Ira, was exchanged by him with John Chase, for the one below the school house 
now occupied by I. A. Cushman, who has 
a good herd of cows and keeps a great 
many swine.  

The farms on Chandler Hill, formerly 
owned by Perry Chandler, Elijah Brown, 
Maxwell, and Abial Chandler, have all ex-
changed hands, in most cases the original 
buildings have been destroyed by fire. 

 The last farm on the Greenwood road 
is owned by Mrs. Lydia Stevens, whose 
untiring energy and business capacity are 
worthy of mention. Her well kept 
grounds are kept beautiful by the work of 
her own hands. Her father, Clark Robin-
son, was once one of the prominent men 
of the place. 

 Note: Rufus J. Virgin was born Janu-
ary 13, 1857 in Rumford, son of Jonathan 
and Nancy Whitman Virgin of Rumford. 
R.J. Virgin married Marcella Putnam, 
daughter of Prentiss M. Putnam of Rum-
ford. (Lapham, Pg 661. History of Bethel, 
Maine) 

South Bethel Post Office  Hiram 
Hodgdon was postmaster from 1875 to 
1884. He was followed by Lyman W. Rus-
sell.  

Top photo, 1896 Walker house , 

lower photo is same house in 2008.  

This is the Walker, Burnham, Virgin, 

Cummings house originally owned by 

James Walker.  In 1959 the house 

was owned by Agnes Walker. (Eva 

Bean, East Bethel Road)  
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Jonathan Abbot, Jr., born June 11, 1776, in Andover, Mass., first moved to Al-
bany and then came to  Bethel in 1803 and settled on the farm near Walker’s 
Mills.  He married Betsey Batchelder, born in Wilton, N.H., August 4, 1777.  He 
was a one time proprietor of the mills at South Bethel.  

His son, Jonathan Abbot, Jr., (1808)-1887) lived and died at the Abbot home-
stead. He married Eliza Chase who was born in Paris, December 14, 1821.   Their 
son, Stephen Spurgeon  Abbot, born February 17, 1859 married Katie Locke and 
they moved to Denver, Colorado. 

The Walkers of Bethel are from Concord, New Hampshire.  

 John Walker (1763-1830) was born May 8, 1763 and married Eliza Calef. He 
was a tailor and (Lapham wrote) came to Bethel Hill quite early. Their second 
child was James Walker. 

James Walker, son of John Walker the tailor,  married Hannah Barker.  He 
was the proprietor of Walker’s Mills. They had eight children.  

After World War II Philip Chadbourne moved his company’s mill located on 
the Songo Pond Road to the general Walker’s Mills area.  Phil Chadbourne pur-
chased the Jonathan Abbot house in the late 1940’s and converted the building 
into an apartment house for mill employees.   

The Chadbourne’s mill complex continued to expand until  2000 when the 
company sold its mill property in South Bethel to Hancock Lumber Company.  
Hancock started operating the mill in May of 2000. Closing on the sale of the 
property occurred later that year. A division of the P.H. Chadbourne Company, 
Chadbourne Tree Farms, retained a large portion of the mill yard for its opera-
tions.  Philip Chadbourne died July 8, 1994.  It is quite likely that his sawmill’s 
annual output exceeded the previous annual combined output of all Bethel’s saw-
mills of an earlier age.  

The Chadbourne sawmill was remodeled in 1993. It was a mix of new machin-
ery: edger, trimmer, and sorter, and the best of the existing machinery: debarker, 
headsaw, resaw, and bull edger some that dated back to the 1960s; a new de-
barker came in 1998. 

The old planer mill, with a 50 yr. old Woods machine, stayed and a completely 
new planer mill was built in 1996. Machinery and efforts were in motion to pro-
duce 100,000 board feet in a 9 hr. day. More machinery - saw carriage, horizontal 
resaw, large sash gang - was added by Hancock between 2001 and 2007 which 
has brought the hourly production to between 14,000 and 16,000 board feet per 
hour. The old planer mill was abandoned by the Hancock Company at the time of 
the purchase and a new Weinig moulder was added in 2010 to the 1996 planer 
mill to run along with the Coastal planer.  

The Chadbourne/Hancock facility started on its exciting electronic journey in 
1993; today, the mill complex is (in 2010) a state of the art electronic world. You 
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can open your laptop computer any place in the world and monitor the individual 
machine production as it is being made in Bethel or at the other Hancock mills in 
Casco or Pittsfield. 

In the early 1940’s saw mills produced huge cone shaped piles of sawdust.  
When the Chadbourne mill moved from the Songo Pond road, huge sawdust piles 
remained for many years.  Wood waste from the Hancock mill goes in two direc-
tions:  chips and sawdust are being continually hauled to Rumford Falls for paper 
making.  Shavings from the planer mill are bailed and wrapped for retail sale.  
During the 1980’s and 90’s, the Chadbournes also installed a electric generating 
plant which burned wood waste.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources:  William Lapham’s History of Bethel, Maine; publisher of the Bethel 
News; Eva Bean’s East Bethel Road; George Nickerson, Bethel, Maine.   Oxford 
County Democrat. 

   

  

  

  

 

Walkers Mills today. Google Earth image showing some of the key 1880 places.  

Chadbourne Tree Farms occupies an area left of the mill property shown above. 


