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Crossing the Border 
By Emily Cary 
 
A solitary candle flickers in the topmost window of the stone tower. The distant ridge is outlined by a 
faint red glow silhouetting a bank of horsemen against the sky. They thunder closer, intent on 
plunder…even murder. 
 
My husband, Boyd, and I are at the Tullie House museum in Carlisle, England viewing a sound and light 
show depicting a typical border raid by the Scottish reivers, or plunderers, the type of nighttime guerrilla 
action that occurred from the 12th through the mid-17th centuries as Scottish clans, usually bitter 
enemies, joined forces to repel English occupation. 
 
The theater lights rise, illuminating the rapt audience. Glancing through the sign-in book on our way out, 
we notice that it is dominated by the signatures of visitors whose surnames are identical to many of the 
major players in those Anglo-Scottish border feuds that transformed law-abiding citizens by day into 
terrorists by night. Clearly, we are not the only ones on a foray into the past. 
 
Our destination is the area referred to as the Borders, the chunk of much-fought-over land defined 
loosely by Carlisle on the south, Berwick, England on the northeast and Dalkeith, Scotland (just south of 
Edinburgh) on the north. It is countryside once roamed by my forefathers, the Bells and the Maxwells, 
two of the Riding Clans that made up the Devil‘s Dozen. Not atypical border families, they were ruffians 
and cattle rustlers who in the 17th century were exiled by the British government to Northern Ireland. 
Among their partners in crime were the clans of Armstrong, Elliot, Graham, Johnstone, Nixon and Scott. 
A generation or so later, these tough and resolute people with strong clan loyalties sought their fortunes 
in North America; in my case, in western Pennsylvania. As they wended their way from the port of 
Philadelphia across the Allegheny mountains to lands where Native Americans still dwelled, they 
constructed Presbyterian meeting houses at ten mile intervals. Fittingly, one of their kin, Neil Armstrong, 
was the first man on the moon. 
 
Uda Bell Stuart, my maternal grandmother, was a font of tales, both factual and faux, about the trials 
and tribulations her forefathers suffered before and during their exile in Ireland. She pronounced the 
name of Richard Bell with a tinge of fear. The one-time owner of Blacket House, the Bell family seat in 
Dumfriesshire, Scotland, he committed what she deemed as “dastardly deeds.” Even after exchanging 
their reiver identities for more genteel lives in Ireland and America, his descendants were haunted by his 
ghostly presence and potential acts of treachery hovering nearby. 
 
While exiled in Ireland, my Bell ancestors appropriated local folk tales and the creatures that inhabited 
them.  Listening to Grandmother’s accounts, I always envisioned them boarding sailing vessels bound 
for America accompanied by cunning brownies whose chore was to keep them safe from Williams’ 
curses and whatever evils might materialize far into the future. The brownie we inherited resided in the 
coal bin of our Pittsburgh basement, so claimed Grandmother. 
 
She was born and raised in Washington County, Pennsylvania where her neighbors boasted riding clan 
surnames. Her immigrant ancestor, William Bell, was born in Antrim, Northern Ireland in 1705, but he 



 

 

was living in Paxton, then Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, by October 1736 when he was listed as a 
“road viewer.” The stone Paxton Presbyterian Church was built on his land in 1740.  
Determined to avoid British authority, as were his fellow clansmen, he sought freedom in the 
unpopulated wilderness of Pennsylvania. As more settlers appeared, they (and their brownies) moved 
further to the fertile forests of western Pennsylvania. 
 
In a short memoir, Grandmother wrote: “My people were among the first white settlers near what is 
now Burgettstown. They staked a tomahawk claim by nicking trees for their clearing. As far as the trees 
were nicked was the white man’s land.” 
 
Now, in quest of facts about the Bells as Scottish reivers and the status of the Bell ghost in the 21st 
century, I am retracing the path her forefathers took.  From Carlisle, our train rockets north past 
Gretna and a foretaste of the Borders scenery.  The countryside is a quilt of grassy mounds speckled 
with grazing sheep, accented by rough hedges, meandering streams, stone fences and whitewashed 
cottages of bygone ages. Upon reaching the Scottish Border country, I enter a storybook world of 
Roman ruins, castles, abbeys and enchanting villages.  
 
We alight in Lockerbie, alone except for the stationmaster. The late afternoon solitude is heightened by 
the adjacent barren hillock, site of the 1988 Pan Am explosion. Momentarily, a Renault station wagon 
pulls up, the driver clad in trousers of the McKerrill clan’s unmistakable blue tartan. Introductions aside, 
Sir Charles loads us and our luggage into his car for the ten-minute ride west to Lochmaben.  
Taking a cue from other Borders aristocrats bent on weathering a depressed economy, he and his wife, 
May, a Bell family genealogist, welcome guests into Magdalene House, their solid brick dwelling named 
for the village’s patron saint. The cellars of the house date back to the 14th century. First occupied by 
priests serving the now-deserted adjacent Roman Catholic church, it became a Presbyterian manse after 
the Reformation. 
 
Genealogy is taken seriously here. Residents of ancestral farmhouses and towers throughout the area 
can recite their clan lineage by heart. Voluminous church records confirm their accuracy. May has 
studied the history of each clan and easily recites facts, figures and lore. She says that my Bells are 
among the most visible of the Border families with their shield of three bells etched on gravestones and 
above doorways throughout the area. 
 
The next morning, our Bell country encounter takes to the road. From the back seat of May's station 
wagon, we glimpse frequent traces of early Roman settlements and thick forests as we motor past tiny 
settlements at Nithsdale and Annandale to an ancient church dominating the village of Middlebie. 
Now the rain gear we packed proves its worth as we slog through tall grass to inspect the cemetery thick 
with Bell gravestones. Although many are eroded and chipped, the etchings of three bells are distinct on 
each. 
 
The cold, steady rain slackens to a drizzle as we press on to two Bell homes dating to the 14th century. A 
direct view of one, the prosperous horse farm at Bankshill, is blocked by a high knoll.  The second is 
secluded beyond a narrow lane and a wobbly plank bridge spanning a deep gorge and waterfall. 
Our camera clicks steadily and I quickly fill the pages of my notebook as May chauffeurs us over the 
scenic hills and dales, once vast battlefields on which my ancestors fought to defend their lands. 
As we drive, May recounts tales of local intrigue, none more stirring than that of fair Helen Irving of 
Kirkconnel, whose brief life was bitterly entwined with my Bell line in the early 16th century. Helen was 
hailed as the loveliest girl in the land. When her parents offered her hand to handsome, wealthy Richard 



 

 

Bell, heir to Blacket House, everyone declared it a perfect match. 
 
Helen, however, had a secret love, Adam Fleming. Aided by an understanding servant, the sweethearts 
met secretly until the fateful evening when Bell appeared from the shadows bearing a crossbow. At the 
moment he aimed, Helen threw herself between the two men. 
 
As Helen lay dying, Fleming chased his rival to the banks of the River Kirtle and pierced him with a 
sword. Fleming fled to France, but could not dismiss Helen’s ghostly cry. Heartbroken, he returned to die 
draped across her grave and was buried beside her. The tragic event was later recounted in a poem by 
Sir Walter Scott. Its final verse: 
 “I wish I were where Helen lies 
 Night and day on me she cries, 
 And I am weary of the skies, 
 For her sake that died for me.”  
  
After Bell’s death, Blacket House was passed down to subsequent generations, but not without angst. 
Every resident since, May tells us, has reported the presence of Richard’s evil ghost, which is generally 
credited with orchestrating family misfortune, from lost love to financial failure. Today, Blacket House is 
recognized as the Bell family seat because it was the home of the clan’s last recognized chief, William 
Redcloak Bell, another family member to whom ghostly revenge is often credited. 
 
Near the village of Eaglesfield, the tower is all that remains of the original L-shaped Blacket House. 
Situated on thirteen acres of lawn, garden and woodland bounded on the east by the River Kirtle, the 
surviving tower stretches to four floors, its walls and stairs intact, its topmost window an ideal lookout. 
May cautions us that the owners of the adjacent manor house, constructed during the 19th century, 
dislike cameras and prying eyes. But even as she speaks, she eases off the road onto the Blacket House 
driveway. She parks directly in front of the tower and speaks softly. “While I’m chatting with the family, 
photograph everything you can. The pictures you snap could be the last taken here by a Bell descendant 
for many years.” 
 
Heeding her advice, I slip out of the car to photograph the tower and surrounding grounds while she 
converses animatedly with the owner of the house. I am sitting serenely in my seat when she slips in 
from the driver’s side and fires the engine. 
 
That confirms it,” she announces. “Bells are banned from the property except by advance appointment.: 
She winks broadly. “Of course, I didn’t say a word about your Bell connection.” 
 
Later, warmed by May’s dinner of local roast lamb, herbed vegetables and lemon pudding, we anticipate 
a restful sleep. Because Scottish nights are notably damp and brisk, we close our bedroom windows to 
avoid lighting the gas heater. Snuggled beneath the down quilt, I nod off, unaware that Boyd’s fresh-air 
fanaticism is at work. 
 
Halfway into a dream, I hear a crash. Then a faint cry for help. Still groggy, I follow the voice into the 
bathroom. Boyd is standing spread-eagle on the sill of a window that could be no less than six feet tall. 
How did he get there, I wonder, and why is he gripping the upper half of the window?  Only after I 
climb up beside him do I grasp the true picture. In search of fresh air, he rose to open the window. 
Without warning, the upper half of the casement fell parallel to the lower, wedging his fingers between. 
Help arrives in the form of our vigilant hosts who pry the heavy frame off Boyd’s fingers. 



 

 

 
Sir Charles surveys the window, shaking his head. “I can’t imagine why the cable broke,” he mutters, jaw 
clenched. There is a long pause before May speaks. “It’s the Bell ghost! He was watching from the 
tower. He does mischief because we dared to invade his privacy.” 
 
Boyd and I exchange glances. Who are we to dispute Scottish ken? 


