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Who We Are – Our History 

Wilkerson Mill – Now & Then 

Tucked away behind leafy vegetation just past a bridge on Wilkerson Mill 

Road is a whisper of a sign and a gravel path that leads to one of my 

favorite places in Chatt Hills – Wilkerson Mill Gardens.  

Both home and business to Elizabeth Dean and Gene Griffith,  Wilkerson 

Mill Gardens is “the place to go” for hydrangea enthusiasts. But while 

those with a green thumb may appreciate the fine selection of flowery 

shrubs, for me the heady rush comes from other treasures in the garden. 

Among a circle of native ferns, a pitted millstone weathered with age sits 

like an old man on a porch with a story to tell. Elizabeth happens by and 

lights up when she sees my interest in the millstone. “Come with me,” she 

says. “Have I got something to show you.” 

Down a path we come to a landing of moss covered stairs gated by 

overgrown volunteer shrubs. We brush by the leafy sentinels and behold 

something more magnificent than a secret garden. Before us stands the 

three story Wilkerson Mill. Circa 1860, this beauty is the last remaining 

water grist mill in Fulton County.  

The mill is largely intact and still houses many of its operating parts, 

thanks to the efforts of Elizabeth and Gene. “When we bought the 

property in the 80s, the integrity of the structure was at risk,” Elizabeth 

said.  “While we couldn’t afford to completely restore the mill, we hired 

an Amish family to at least stabilize the structure.”  

Touring the inside of the mill and listening to Elizabeth share stories of its 

past gave a rare glimpse into what life must have been like in the early 

days of Chatt Hills.  

With no electric power, no phones, no paved roads, and no neighbors for 

miles around, families were isolated and fairly self-sufficient. Back when 

the mill was owned and operated by Virgil William Denton he used his 

ingenuity and the power of the mill to rig up a printing press and planing 

mill. He’d print the bags for corn meal with their weights – 6lbs and 12 lbs 

– and he’d finish the seasoned wood customers brought in from time to 

time. He even had his own gas tank and pump, which still stands beside 

the mill, where he or customers could get a quick gallon without making 

the five-mile trip to Palmetto.  Neighbors would come from miles around 

by foot or wagon to have their corn milled into meal, swap or barter 

family goods and services, and catch up on the latest news.  

Elizabeth Dean shows 

Juliet Cutler the historic 

Wilkerson Mill 

Wilkerson Mill circa 1870 

as it appears in 2017 
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The mill was the bread & butter for the Denton family, providing a modest income and a much needed service to the 

surrounding community. But what thrills me about the mill and this historic property on the banks of Little Bear Creek is 

the lineage of owners that reads like a who’s who in the history of Chatt Hills. Beginning with the titles in 1827, the four 

land lots have been owned by Ben J. Cook, Robert Jackson, William Wilkerson, William Mosely, Cheadle Cochran, and 

Owen Cochran to name a few.  To walk on the same land as our early pioneers gives me a strong connection to our past. 

Elizabeth and Gene feel this same connection, as well as a strong sense of duty to protect this important part of our 

heritage.  “We’re not mill owners,” Elizabeth said. “We are stewards of the past.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Hydrangeas 

Dragoons, I tell you the white hydrangeas turn rust and go so soon. 

Already mid September a line of brown runs over them. 

One sunset after another tracks the faces, the petals. 

Waiting, they look over the fence for what way they go. 

~ Carl Sandburg 

Wilkerson Mill . . . Now 
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Wilkerson Mill – Lineage of Owners 

1. William S. Mosley  

(Died 1870)  

2. W.R. Wilkerson  

(1871-1899) 

3. W.F. Bearden (1899-1915) 

4. Samuel G. Howard (1915-1925) 

5. B.A. Creel (1925-1938) 

6. J.W. Denton (1930-1939) 

7. Jack F. Thompson (1939-1941) 

8. Mary McD Walraven (1941-1948) 

9. Jack E. Thompson (1948-1979) 

10. J.L. Dedbetter, Jr. (1979-1893) 

11. Elizabeth Dean & Gene Griffith * 

(1983-present owner) 

* Lineage provided by Elizabeth and Gene 

Wilkerson Mill – Now & Then 

From the diary of Virgil William Denton Jr. (Written in 1993) 

I was born in 1925. My father ran a Grist Mill, a water mill pulled by 

water power only. Out in the country file miles from Palmetto, Georgia, 

everything was pretty quiet. The nearest paved road was Highway 29 that 

ran through Palmetto, also called Roosevelt Highway because Pres. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt traveled it going to Warm Springs.  Even the 

president in those days didn’t have a big jet airplane to fly in. Roads 

between Palmetto and our place were rough dirt roads and very muddy 

in wet weather.  I remember so many times my daddy would get stuck in 

the mud going back and forth between the old mill and Palmetto. I would 

help him push and sometimes he would have me steer the truck and give 

it a little gas while he pushed, but we always got where we were going. 

My father, which I was named after, his name Virgil William Denton Sr. 

and I as Virgil William Denton Jr., was a very gifted and talented man. He 

was very mechanical mined and could do nearly anything he set out to 

do. Before our house burned we had kerosene lamps to see by and 

everyone else as there was no electricity except in Palmetto, which was 

five miles away. No water except from the well, no telephone, and Daddy 

was away from home. I still see in my mind the flames all over the house 

and Mama getting this out of the house. She gave me a quilt (note: a feather mattress) I think and told me to pull it way 

from the house. I think it was to get us away from the house more than anything else. Mother didn’t get to save much 

but she was thankful she had saved us children. I don’t know how old I was but not very old, cause I could hardly pull 

that quilt (mattress). We lived in a barn not far from the house that Daddy stored corn in. I slept in the loft on shucks 

and I can still hear the rain and the noise it made on that tin roof. I can’t remember how long we lived in the barn until 

Daddy could build the house back. Neighbors came from miles around to help Dad get the house started, framed up, 

and the roof started. We moved back into the house with it just framed up. You could see through the whole house into 

ever room and talk to anyone from anywhere in the house.   

Times were very hard then and we always had someone living with us. Grandma, Uncle Frank, Uncle John, Uncle Bill, and 

Aunt Janie or someone. Because times were so hard and they didn’t have anywhere else to go. I can remember at night 

everyone going to bed and then laughing because you could see and talk to everyone in the house. Daddy did get their 

bedroom partitioned off and plastered where we could have one room that we could close up and keep warm as that 

was where the fireplace was. It seemed everyone liked to come to our house as we always had someone there. 

Everyone helped Mama and Daddy with work around the house and at the mill. Uncle John lived with us the most, and 

Grandma. Uncle John could run the mill and help Dad a lot. Everyone worked to help out when they were staying with 

us, except Grandma. She was too old and health too bad. I can still remember all of us sitting in the bedroom by the 

fireplace and Grandma reading from the Bible. As a small boy I would get scared when she would read from Revelations 

about hell and how hot it was. She had a loud voice and put so much emphasis on hell and how you would burn if you 

were bad. I’d go to bed scared and I knew then that was one place I didn’t want to go.  

As I have said my dad was very talented and smart. As time went on he got the rooms partitioned off so we could have 

our own rooms. The bathroom was never completed so we always had to use the outhouse.  

Wilkerson Mill. . . Then 
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My dad had electric lights put in the house. He had batteries under the mill and he charged the batteries with water 

power when he was grinding corn. My daddy did this himself and were the only people in the country with electric 

lights. 

He installed a telephone from the house to the mill. You could turn the crank on the phone in the house and it would 

ring at the mill. Mamma could call Daddy at dinnertime so she didn’t have to go down the steep path to the mill.  

There was a natural spring close to the mill that my dad built a big cement 

box around. It was always full of good, clear, cold water.  He laid pipe to the 

house and he had a ram pump that would pump the water to the house. He 

installed a water spigot at the mill and bought a 50 ft. water hose, and it 

had lots of pressure so we could squirt a long way. When people brought 

their corn to the mill to be ground into cornmeal, they would marvel at the 

running water, electric lights, and different things we had.  

Dad even had his own gas pump in the mill yard. It had a big glass tank that 

held five gallon of gas. You could pump it full of gas and if someone needed 

a gallon, you just let the tank go down to four. It had big letters on the tank 

1 gallon, 2 gallon, 3 gallon, 4 gallon, 5 gallon. Dad didn’t have the gas so 

much to sell as for his own use. More people came to the mill in horse and 

wagon than in an automobile. I can’t remember how much gas was then, it 

seem like it was 14 or 15 cents, maybe less.  

Dad always had at least one 1 ½ ton truck and a car. Salesmen would bring a new car (demonstrator) out and want Dad 

to keep it a week or two. If he didn’t buy when they came back they would say keep it another week. He usually ended 

up buying the car. 

We also had a planing mill in the mill yard that was run by water power. People would bring lumber to the mill to be 

dressed. Daddy would feed the lumber into the mill and my job was to get it coming out and stack it. I will never forget 

one time it go dark before we got through dressing an order for someone that Dad said we needed to finish that night. 

Well I was tired and coming back to the plainer to get another piece of lumber, I ran into it and hurt so bad I cried, but I 

kept stacking the lumber until we got through.  

My dad also ran a saw mill when I was very young, too 

young to help him. He pulled it from a big steam engine and 

I can still see that big round glass gauge that was on top of 

the engine to measure the steam pressure. My friend Leon 

and myself were trying to hit a bird with our flips but we 

couldn’t hit anything. I told Leon to see if you could hit that 

gauge on the steam engine as it was so far away. I didn’t 

think he could shoot that far, but Leon put a rock in his flip 

and shot it way up in the air and that rock went way over 

yonder and it hit that glass gauge and broke it. My dad 

asked me if I broke it and I told him no. The next he saw 

Leon he asked him if he broke it and he said but V.W. told 

me to, and I got my butt tore up for that.  

The old gas pump still stands in the Mill yard. 

The millwheel is an icon of our past, here in Chattahoochee Hills. 

Wilkerson Mill . . . Then 
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