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The First Evening







ONE




THE SCENE is the smoking room of an exclusive mens club, familiar through film and fiction even to those who have been denied admittance to such precincts because of deficiencies of sex or social status. The lamplight glows on the rich rubbed leather of deep, high-backed chairs. Grave, deferential servants glide to and fro, their footsteps muffled by the thick carpet. The tall windows are draped in plum-red plush, shutting out the night air and the sounds of traffic on the street withoutthe traffic, perhaps, of hansom cabs and horse-drawn carriages. For this is no real establishment; it exists outside time and space, in the realm of the imaginationone of the worlds that might have been.


A small group of men enters the room. They have the sleek, satisfied look of gentlemen who have dined well, and who are looking forward to brandy and a fine Havana and another pleasure equally as greatconversation with their peers on a subject deeply engrossing to all of them.

One man leads the way, striding impatiently. His high forehead is wrinkled, his eyes narrowed. Mr. Frank Podmore calls himself skeptic-in-chief of the Society for Psychical Research. The spiritualist tricksters he has exposed, and many of his own colleagues in the SPR, consider him unreasonable and unfair. Those colleagues would recognize the expression on his face this evening. Podmore is on the trail again, ready to pour the ice-water of his doubt on another questionable case.

Behind him comes a man whose voice still retains the accents of his native ViennaNandor Fodor, formerly director of the International Institute for Psychical Research, who resigned in disgust when his colleagues objected to his filthy-minded explanations of certain cases. A practicing psychiatrist for many years, he has investigated almost as many purported ghosts as has Podmore.

The third member of the group is stocky and clean-shaven, with keen blue-gray eyes. Born Erik Weisz, son of a Hungarian rabbi, he is better known as Harry Houdini. Many of the spiritualists he ridiculed claimed that he himself must have had psychic powers in order to accomplish his amazing feats.

One of his old antagonists, a burly man with a bristling mustache and soft blue eyes, walks with him. Conan Doyle and Houdini broke off their friendship when Houdini attacked Doyles faith in the survival of the dead. It would be pleasant to believe that in some other time and place these two good men have at last made up their quarrel.

A fifth person follows modestly behind the others. From his hesitant manner and the formal way in which the others address him, one might deduce that he is a guest, rather than a regular member of the group. He is taller and heavier than the others; his evening suit is a trifle old-fashioned and more than a trifle too small. He has very large feet.

They settle into their chairs. Topaz liquid swirls in the bell-shaped glasses and a fragrant fog of smoke surrounds them.

Well, gentlemen, says Podmore, are we ready to begin? Typically, he does not wait for a reply, but continues, Tonights case

Doyle raises a big hand. Always impatient, Podmore. Dont you think we owe our guest a word of explanation first? He knows our purpose, but cannot be familiar with our methods.

Ohcertainly. Podmore turns to the stranger. I beg your pardon, sir. All of us have investigated many cases of presumed supernatural activity, some as agents of the SPR and some, like Houdini, in a private capacity. During our evenings together we enjoy a busmans holiday, applying our combined expertise to the investigation of famous cases that have never been satisfactorily explained. Sometimes we agree on a solution; more often we agree to disagree.

More often? Fodor repeats, smiling. I cannot remember an occasion when the verdict was unanimous, and I know none of you are going to agree with my solution to this case. The Bell Witch, is it not?

Correct, says Podmore. And, as is fitting, we have selected our American member to describe this American ghost. No more interruptions, gentlemen, if you please; pray, silence for Mr. Harry Houdini.

Houdini has his notes ready. He gives the others a rueful smile. This is worse than escaping from a sealed coffin, gentlemen. Book research isnt my style, and this is the first case Ive investigated where all the suspects have been dead for over a century. But as Podmore would say, that just makes it more challenging. And what a tale it is! Dr. Fodor here has called it the greatest American ghost story. I would go further; I would call it the greatest of all ghost stories. There is nothing to equal it on either side of the Atlantic.

Over the years the true facts have become so encrusted with layers of exaggeration, misinterpretation, false memories and plain out-and-out lies that the result sounds like one of Sir Arthurs wilder fictions. Our greatest difficulty will be to figure out what really happened. I wont presume to do that; I will just give you the story as I have worked it out and let you decide what is important and what isnt. Ready? Then here we go.








TWO




BETSY BELL was twelve years old when the witch came.

It sounds like the beginning of one of the fairy tales beloved by juvenile readers, a tale in the great tradition of the Brothers Grimm. Even the name of the heroine conjures up the image of a smiling, dimpled child with bows on her pigtails, skipping merrily through the woods with a basket on her arm!

But Betsys witch was no Halloween hobgoblin with a pointed hat and a broomstick, and by the time it finally left the Bell household, Betsy was a young woman of seventeen who had seen her lover driven away and her father tormented into his grave. Betsy is certainly the heroine of our talea tale of horror so fantastic no writer of fiction would dare invent it. But she is not the chief protagonist. That distinction belongs to another character.

In the early part of the nineteenth century, Robertson County, Tennessee, was being settled by easterners looking for new land. It was not wild frontier country; the only Indians in the region were those whose dry bones lay buried in the grassy mounds scattered about the countryside. Most of the settlers were well-to-do farmers and slaveowners. The little community was civilized enough to possess a school, presided over by a handsome young master, and several churches. The oldest of these houses of worship, the Red River Baptist Church, had been founded in 1791. Some of the settlers belonged to this church, some to that of the Methodists, but petty sectarian differences did not divide them; an admirable spirit of Christian tolerance prevailed.

The country these men and women discovered was a lovely land of rolling hills and stately forests, of fertile meadows and rippling streamsan abundant land, giving freely of its riches. Game abounded in the woods, the virgin soil provided grain and vegetables, maple syrup flowed from the trees, and fish fairly leaped out of the river to snatch the anglers hook.

Into this earthly paradise, in the year 1804, came Mr. John Bell and his family. John and his wife, Lucy, were from North Carolina. Mrs. Bell, a good Christian woman, had obeyed the Biblical injunction to be fruitful and multiply. By 1804 she had given birth to six children.


The size of their growing family and the urgent invitations of friends who had already settled in the west convinced Mr. Bell to emigrate. He sold his farm in North Carolina for such a good price that he was able to buy a thousand acres of land in Tennessee, along the Red River.

There was a house on the property, built of logs and covered with clapboard. It was one of the finest homes in the county, with six large rooms and a parlor, called a reception room in those days. An ell, or wing, contained several more rooms and a passageway. A wide porch stretched across the front of the house, looking out over a vista of green lawns shaded by fine old pear trees. It must have been a pleasant place to sit on spring afternoons, when the trees were masses of snowy blooms, and the Bells welcomed visitors hospitably. John Bell made his own whiskey of pure spring water, and I assure those of you who have not tried it that there is no finer beverage. Drunkenness was a sin, of course, but there was nothing wrong with an occasional nip, to sharpen ones ideas.

With the help of his neighbors the industrious Mr. Bell cleared more land and built barns and slave quarters. Soon after they arrived Mrs. Bell had another childa daughter, who was named Elizabeth. Two more children followed in due course. By the fateful spring of 1817 only one of the Bells offspring slept in the family cemetery on the gravelly ridge behind the house, his grave shaded by cedar and walnut trees. One out of nine is an amazing survival record for that time; perhaps the healthy life and the clean country air had something to do with it. Cynics might claim that the absence of medical attention also helped, but this would not be entirely accurate. The community possessed several doctors, one of whom, Dr. George Hopson, attended the Bells in cases of severe illness. We will meet Dr. Hopson in due course, when he was confronted with a case that would try the skill of any physician.

Though we have been formally introduced to Mr. and Mrs. Bell, we do not know them well. In attempting to sketch their portraits we suffer from the commendable yet frustrating refusal of survivors to speak ill of the dead. No candid comments have come down to us, no faded photographs survive; we can only sketch verbal portraits, vague and incomplete. Yet by piecing together a fact here and a casual comment there, we can derive some notion of what the actors in this eerie drama were like.

Simple arithmetic tells us that if John Bell was born in 1750 (which he was), he was sixty-seven years of age in 1817, when the trouble began. Despite his age, he was as hale and hearty as many a man twenty years his junior. (Bear in mind, my friends, that his last child had been born when he was sixty-two.) Unlike the aristocratic planters of the southeastern states, the Washingtons and Jeffersons and Lees, Mr. Bell was no gentleman of leisure, but a farmer who worked with his own hands. His children praised him as God-fearing and industrious, sober and devout. We need not take these epitaphs too literally, but we must admit we know nothing to his discredit. If his children fail to mention laughing and romping with their father, they are equally silent about harsh punishments. He was certainly a devout Christian; his was one of the homes in which weekly prayer meetings were held. Yet it would be a mistake to picture this patriarch as a dour Puritan. He had at least one amiable human qualityhe was not stingy with his whiskey.

Lucy Bell, affectionately known to her friends as Luce, was approximately fifteen years younger than her husband. Her children had not acquired the now-fashionable habit of blaming all their troubles on their parents; they spoke of Lucy with the highest praise. She was, simply, the best woman living. Many years later Richard Williams Bell wrote of his mother that she was greatly devoted to the moral training of her children, keeping a restless watch over every one, making sacrifices for their pleasure and well-being. A curious word to chooserestless. But perhaps Richard only meant untiring.

We may be sure her duties were unceasing and tiring. Modern ladies who complain of their hard lives would take to their beds after a few days of Lucy Bells routine. The settlers imported few luxuries. Almost everything they required was produced on their farmsthe food they ate, the clothing that covered their bodies, the furniture and farm equipment they used. Cobblers and carpenters and coopers, seamstresses and spinners and cooks were, most of them, slaves, but these workers required constant supervision. Besides, the religion followed by the Bells and their neighbors taught that idleness was a sin. Even their social pleasures, such as barn raisings and corn huskings, involved hard laborand the women worked as hard as the men, cooking vast quantities of food for the workers and occupying their spare time with sewing and mending. Lucy Bells hands were never idle except when they were folded in prayer.

At the time of the witchs persecution only five of the Bell children were living at home. The youngest was little Joel, just four years old. Richard was six, golden-haired Betsy, the only remaining daughter, was twelve going on thirteen. Drewry was sixteen, and John Junior a grown man of twenty-two.

A dashing young fellow, six feet two inches tall and powerfully built, John Junior had qualitiesimagination, daring, restlessnessthe others lacked. Finding himself one day in the nearby town of Springfield, he had seen a recruiting poster and enlisted in the army. The United States was at warone of our minor wars, a little spat with England over the question of impressing sailors from American ships. You British did well in the east, burning the half-built capital and sending Dolley Madison scampering for safety with Washingtons portrait under her arm. But Britain lost that war, thanks in part to the military skill of a fiery Tennessean, Andrew Jackson, who was to become the nations seventh president.

John Bell Junior served under Andy Jackson in the campaign that ended in the Battle of New Orleans, where a rabble of backwoods hunters thumped the British regulars. John was among these riflemen; he could bark a squirrel from a tall tree, shooting its perch out from under it without touching it. No doubt he celebrated the victory in the genial taverns of New Orleans. It was a charming city even then; small wonder that after being mustered out John Junior refused to stay down on the farm, but found excuses to return to the bright lights and the charming Creole ladies.

Being a discreet and ingenious young man, he discovered a practical excuse for traveling. Before the advent of the steamboat, goods were transported from the interior of the country by means of flatboatsan exceedingly economical method of transportation, requiring only strong muscles and a few crudely hewn planks. The boats were built on the banks of the river during the late summer and fall and cabled to trees until the spring thaw caused the water to rise high enough to float them. From the Red River, which flowed by the Bells farm, to the Cumberland and into the Ohio, the swift current led finally onto the broad bosom of the Father of Waters, all the way south to New Orleans. Hams and whiskey, tobacco and corn, and other native products brought a handsome profit in the markets of the city. His brother Drewry was one of Johns partners in this enterprise, and he had no trouble finding other young men anxious to share in the profit and the fun. Once the boats were unloaded in New Orleans they were abandoned or sold for scrap lumber, and the daring boatmen set out for home, on horseback or shanks mare. The uncertainties of such forms of travel gave them plenty of time to amuse themselves in the city and on the return tripwith no embarrassing questions asked when they arrived home.

John must have started this business almost as soon as he was discharged from the army. His last trip took place in the spring of 1818. An invoice dated April of that year indicated that fifty hogsheads of tobacco brought eighteen hundred dollars in cash, two hundred dollars worth of sugar and coffee, plus two hundred pair of boots.

Why, we might ask, did John abandon this lucrative trade? For one thing, steamboats were rapidly replacing the slower, clumsier rafts. There may have been another reason. When John returned to Tennessee in May 1818, he found a desperate situation at home.








THREE




THE TROUBLE had actually begun a year earlier, in the spring of 1817. The first of the family to see something strange was John Bell Senior, but he attached no significance to the incident at the time, only thought it mildly curious. He had left the house after breakfast in order to give his instructions to the overseers. As he strode briskly toward the north end of the farm, where the men were to work that day, he carried his rifle over his shoulder in the hope of getting a shot at a rabbit or some other tasty addition to the menu. Instead of a rabbit he saw, between two rows of corn, a peculiar-looking animal that resembled a large dog.

The creature must have been very peculiar indeed, for John Bell fired at it. He would not have done this if he had thought it was a domestic animal belonging to one of his neighbors. The creature promptly vanished. Mr. Bell assumed he had missed and that the animal had taken to its heels. He thought no more about the matterthen.

A few days later Betsy and Drewry reported seeing strange creatures about the place. Betsy also saw a woman strolling in the orchard. When she spoke to it, the apparition disappeared.

No doubt Mr. Bell dismissed these tales as the products of youthful imagination. He had no reason then to connect them with another bewildering set of phenomena that began about this timeknocks and raps on the doors, and scratching sounds on the outer walls of the house. These could also be rationally explained. Wild animals may approach quite close to a dwelling to forage for scraps. Raccoons have been known to gnaw at wooden door frames; rats and mice invade even a well-run house. Gradually, however, the knocking at the door became so distinct as to suggest that someone was demanding entry. But when the door was flung open, no one was there.

All through that summer and into the following fall and winter the unseen trickster continued its odd pranks. Mr. Bell decided neighborhood children must be responsible. The disturbances were mild and caused the Bells only minor inconvenience. The younger members of the family were not even aware of them at first, since they usually occurred after dark when Betsy and Joel and Richard had gone to bed.


Then, almost a year after they had begun, the sounds found a way into the house. Richard Bell never forgot that night.

The day was Sunday, sometime in the month of May 1818. The family had gone to bed. The boys shared a single bedroom, John and Drewry occupying one of the big double beds and Joel and Richard the other. Betsys room was across the hall. The parents slept on the ground floor, in a chamber directly under Betsys.

The candles had been put out and the boys were settling down to sleep when Richard heard a sound like a rat gnawing on the bedpost, not far from his head. The others heard it, too. The older boys jumped up and lit a candle, ready to kill the offensive intruder, but as soon as they got out of bed the sounds stopped. Examination of the post, and the rest of the bedstead, showed no marks of gnawing.

The boys went back to bed. As soon as they lay down, the noises resumed, only to cease when they arose. This went on for hours, till long after midnight. The exasperated boys searched the room again and again, finding no sign of a rodent or even a hole by which one might have entered.

This procedure continued night after night, week after week. Betsys room was also affected; the sounds moved to her chamber while the boys were searching theirs. No one could sleep, particularly after the sounds increased in intensity. Now they resembled the scratching of a dog instead of a smaller animal such as a rat. The Bells extended their search to other rooms of the house, stripping the beds and moving the furniture, but found no evidence of an animals presence, or any means by which it could have found its way in.

Before long the invisible creature began to vary its performance. One new sound was a bizarre gulping and smacking. The bedcovers started to slip off the beds. Noises like heavy rocks falling and massive chains being dragged across the floor kept the bewildered Bells up until one or two in the morning.

It is said that familiarity breeds contempt. It also breeds indifference. The family got used to the mysterious noises. They were only noises, after all, and had not harmed anyone except by depriving them of sleep. The Bells took to snatching naps during the daytime. As if annoyed at being ignored, the intruder moved to direct action. It is no wonder that many years later Richard retained the most vivid memories of this first physical attack.

I had just fallen into a sweet doze when I felt my hair beginning to twistthen a sudden jerk, which raised me. It felt like the top of my head had been taken off.

Richard let out a yell. His little brother Joel began to scream. An invisible hand was tugging at his hair, too. Then came a shriek from Betsy, across the hall. She continued to scream until her parents rushed upstairs to see what was the matter.

They found Betsy sitting up in bed, shaking from head to foot. Her luxuriant golden hair hung tangled and twisted around her shoulders. The child was so upset that her parents had to take her to their room for the remainder of the night.

From then on, the disturbances were impossible to ignore. The children were constantly tormented, the coverings ripped from their beds, their hair pulled ruthlessly. At times the house fairly shook with raps and rumblings. John Bell clung stoutly to rational explanations. Remembering a minor earthquake that had struck the area a few years earlier, he wondered if a similar natural cause might not be responsible for the reverberations that rattled the house. But an earthquake could not tug at a childs hair, or cause the strange illness that began to affect Mr. Bell. It felt like a stick laid crosswise in his mouth, with the ends jabbing into his cheeks, and caused his tongue and jaws to swell so badly that while the effect lasted he could scarcely eat or speak.

One source of Mr. Bells bewilderment was that he had no convenient label for what was happening. Witchcraft? Superstition dies hard; the family slaves whispered of haunts and witches around their cabin fires, and the children had probably listened to their tales in delighted horror. Betsys reports of apparitions and strange animals were undoubtedly derived from such sources. As everyone knew, witches could transform themselves into cats, dogs, and hares. They also nurtured familiars, demons in animal shape who assisted them in their evil tricks. But Mr. and Mrs. Bell were not superstitious. Not then or ever did Mr. Bell yield to the temptation to ascribe his sufferings to a malevolent witch. Disembodied spirits, then? The year was 1818; it would be another twenty years before the merry little Fox sisters of Hydesville, New York, learned how to crack their knee joints and produce the rappings that heralded the birth of modern spiritualism. The Bells were unacquainted with seances and spirit guides. They had never heard the word poltergeist.

Being more experienced, we know that this German term means noisy spirit, and we are familiar with hundreds of such cases, from the earliest times to the present day. If the Society for Psychical Research had been in existence in 1818, and if John Bell had consulted its experts, the verdict would have been unanimous, for mysterious raps and scratching sounds, unexplained movements of objects such as bedclothes, and even slaps and pinches are typical of the tricks in the poltergeists repertoire.

Let us then clarify our terminology. The Bell Witch was no witch. We may as well give it the name the Bells used when referring to ita Spiritand we will grant it a capital letter, like a given name, for the entity had its own distinct personalityone more vivid in some ways than the living persons it persecuted. Like a human child, it grew and developed with the passage of time.

Of course the word poltergeist is not an explanation, it is only a description, and John Bell would not have been comforted by the knowledge that the strange force could be classified. And indeed, in this case the experts would have been in for a shock, for after a relatively tame beginning the Bell Spirit would prove to be unique in the annals of poltergeistery.









FOUR




FOR A LONG TIME the Bells kept silent about their trouble, as they called it. It is hard to believe that none of the neighbors knew what was going on; surely the slaves must have whispered among themselves, or the younger children complained to playmates. Little Joel was only five; he could hardly be expected to understand why he shouldnt tell his friends about the horrid thing that tugged at his curls and jerked the covers off his bed. Be that as it may, no one outside the family was officially informed about what was happening until matters got so bad that Mr. Bell decided to confide in his best friend.

James Johnson was the Bells nearest neighbor, as devout a Methodist as they were Baptists. The denominational differences did not prevent the families from being close. Mr. Johnson took turns with the Bells in holding weekly prayer meetings that members of both churches attended. Johnsons two sons, John and Calvin, were also on excellent terms with the Bells, and his adopted daughter, Theny, was Betsys chum.

We can readily imagine Mr. Johnsons consternation and concern on hearing his friends amazing story. He immediately agreed to come and spend the night, to observe the phenomena at first hand and see what, if anything, could be done.

Mr. and Mrs. Johnson duly arrived and were entertained by the Bells with their usual hospitality. John and Lucy must have found it an enormous relief to talk about their experiences. Evening drew on, and as the shadows gathered, the Bells and their visitors adjourned to the reception room for prayers. Mr. Johnson was a noted lay preacher, admired for his fluent tongue. On this occasion he outdid himself, leading the group in a hymn and praying for the deliverance of his friends from their affliction. When it was time to retire the Johnsons were given the room next to Betsys.

No sooner had the visitors climbed into bed than the fun beganscratching, knocking, growls, and the uncanny gulping and smacking. Mr. Johnson got out of bed and struck a light. As usual, this put an end to the activity in his room, but the sounds only moved elsewhere. Accompanied by the Bells, Johnson followed the sounds from room to room, increasingly awed and amazed. He was particularly struck by one set of noisesthe smacking as of invisible lips and the impression of air being sucked between the teeth. Was it possible, he wondered, that the unseen entity had a mouth capable of speech?

In the name of the Lord, he cried. Who are you? What do you want? Why are you here?

The sounds stopped. The Bells stared at one another. It had not occurred to them that their tormentor might be able to hear and understand. Alas, though Mr. Johnsons questions received a response, it was not the one he had hoped for. The raps and rattles broke out again, louder than before. Betsy shrieked and clutched at her head as something tugged viciously at her golden locks, bringing them tumbling down her back.

A badly shaken Mr. Johnson threw up his hands. It is beyond my comprehension, he confessed. It is evidently preternatural or supernatural, but clearly of an intelligent character. Did it not cease action when spoken to? I advise you, my poor friend, to invite other friends into the investigation and try all means to detect the mystery.

Mr. Bell took Johnsons advice. The Bell Spirit ceased to be a private family trouble and turned into a neighborhood circus or sideshow. Scarcely an evening passed without a group of spectators sitting around the fire in the reception room hoping for a demonstration of mysterious powers.

Not all the visitors were moved by idle curiosity. Mr. and Mrs. Johnson and their sons were constant in their attentions, and the ministers of the local churches lent spiritual comfort. The Bells pastor was Reverend Fort, of the Drakees Pond Baptist Church. The Methodist ministers, James and Thomas Gunn, were closely connected with the family by ties of kinship as well as affection. Jesse Bell, John and Lucys oldest son, had married Martha Gunn, the daughter of Reverend Thomas, and in due course three more of the Gunn girls would marry into the Bell family.

In the presence of these pious and intelligent gentlemen the demonstrations not only continued but increased. Strange lights were seen around the fields and farmyard; sticks and pieces of wood pelted the boys when they came in from work in the evening. Mr. Johnson insisted that the manifestations were produced by a guiding intelligence, and he continued to question it: How many fingers am I holding up? How many people are present? Eventually answers came, by means of raps or scratches. It never occurred to this innocent gentleman, untrained in the techniques of the spiritualist seance, to demand that the Spirit reply to more complex enquiries by spelling out its responses alphabetically. He exhorted the Spirit to speakand it did.








FIVE




PICTURE THE SCENE, gentlemen, in all its antique charm: the women in their prim print dresses and aprons, the sober, bearded faces of the men, eerily shadowed by the glow of the fire. A few candles and lamps added to the illumination, but by modern standards the room was dark and the furnishings were of Spartan simplicitystraight wooden chairs, braided rugs made by Mrs. Bell and her servants, a cupboard holding the glasses in which Mr. Bell was accustomed to serve his excellent whiskey; on the wall, perhaps, a sampler embroidered by Betsy, with pious Biblical verses worked in colored wools. Picture, as well, the looks of surprise and horror and morbid fascination as that first faint whispering reply is heard.

At first the Spirit had trouble speaking, as if it were experimenting with a type of apparatus unfamiliar to it, or in poor repair. The initial sounds were faint and broken, interspersed with whistling breaths; but as the audience continued to question it the voice gained strength and distinctness. Its first coherent utterance seems to have been a repetition of Mr. Johnsons prayer and hymn delivered on the night he first encountered the Spirit. The voice sounded exactly like his.

The response to this performance must have gratified the Spirit. On succeeding occasions it demonstrated an astonishing knowledge of Scripture and a talent for debate. Its own voice was exceedingly sweet; it enjoyed singing and knew every hymn in the book.

Intrigued as they were by this insane parlor game, some of the visitors never lost sight of their main interestto discover what the entity was and why it had come. If they could learn its origin and purpose, they might find out how to get rid of it. After hours of interrogation the voice finally answered the oft-repeated question.

I am a spirit who was once very happy, but have been disturbed and made unhappy.

A thrill ran through the assembled group when this faltering explanation was heard. Excited questions followed. Why was it unhappy? What had happened to disturb it?

Solemnly the mysterious voice explained that it was the spirit of a person who had been buried in the nearby woods. My grave has been disturbed, my bones disinterred and scattered. One of my teeth was lost under this house and I am here looking for that tooth.

Ridiculous, of course! But we can hardly blame the beleaguered Bells for grasping at any straw. One of the family recalled a half-forgotten event of three or four years earlier, when some of the farmhands, clearing land, found a group of graves. Old Indian cemeteries were common in the region. Mr. Bell ordered his men to work carefully around it without disturbing the dead.

However, his son Drewry mentioned the discovery to a friend and this young man, Hall by name, suggested that they dig up the graves in order to look for relics.

Hoping for tomahawks and arrowheads, they were disappointed to find only scattered bones. Idly, young
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