
Childe Rowland and his brothers twa 
Were playing at the ba’. 
And there was their sister, Burd Ellen, 
In the midst among them a’. 
 
Childe Rowland kicked it wi’ his foot, 
He keppit wi’ his knee; 
At last he plunged out among them a’ 
O’er the kirck he gar’d it flee. 
 
Burd Ellen round about the isle 
To seek the ba’ is gone; 
But lang they wait and langer yet, 
And she is nae gae’d hame. 

They sought her east, they sought her west, 
They sought her up and down. 
And wae were the hearts of the brethren 
For she was nae gae’d found. 

The ballad tells how the four children of the Queen (by some accounts Guinevere), Childe Rowland, 
his two older brothers, and his sister, Burd Ellen, were playing ball near a church. Rowland kicked the 
ball over the church and Burd Ellen went to retrieve it, inadvertently circling the church "widdershins", 
or opposite the way of the sun, and disappeared. Rowland went to Merlin to ask what became of his 
sister and was told that she was taken to the Dark Tower by the King of Elfland, and only the boldest 
knight in Christendom could retrieve her. 

The eldest brother decided he would make the journey, and was told what to do by Merlin. He did not 
return, and the middle brother followed, only to meet the same fate. Finally Childe Rowland went 
forth, having been given his father's sword, which never struck in vain, for protection.  

Merlin gave him his orders: he must chop off the head of anyone in Elfland who speaks to him until he 
sees his sister, and he must not eat or drink anything while in that realm. Rowland obeyed the orders, 
dispatching a horseherd, a cowherd, and a henwife, who would not tell him where his sister was. The 
henwife would only say he had to circle a hill three times widdershins, and say each time "Open, door! 
open, door! And let me come in."  

Following the instructions, a door opened in the hill and Rowland entered a great hall, where sat Burd 
Ellen, under the spell of the King of Elfland. She told him he should not have entered Elfland, for 
misfortune befell all who did, including their brothers, who were prisoners in the Dark Tower, nearly 
dead.  

Rowland, forgetting Merlin's words, was overcome with hunger and asked his sister for food. Unable 
to warn him, she complied. At the last moment, Merlin's words returned to Rowland and he threw 
down the food, upon which the King of Elfland burst into the hall. Rowland fought with the King, and 
with the aid of his father's sword beat him into submission.  

The King begged for mercy, and Rowland granted it, provided his siblings were released. They 
returned home together, and Burd Ellen never circled the church widdershins again. 

 

  

	  


