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INTRODUCTION





  THE HISTORY OF THE OLD WEST IS FILLED WITH STORIES OF HARDSHIP, courage, and perseverance as well as treachery, cowardice, and failure. Most stories have more than one side to them. In our previous book, Old West Showdown, we told the stories of ten controversial Old West events and characters from two opposing points of view: who started the gunfight near the O.K. Corral, were Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane lovers, did Pat Garrett really kill Billy the Kid, and more. Readers must have liked Old West Showdown so much (or maybe loved to hate it) because we were asked to write a sequel with ten more controversial Old West stories. So here it is, Standoff at High Noon. We will again explore ten stories from two opposite viewpoints.




  We kick off the first chapter with a real barnburner. How did Davy Crockett die at the Alamo? There are two opposing positions—the first is he was killed fighting and the second is he either surrendered or was captured and then executed. After covering this story, we might not be allowed to cross the border into Texas.




  The second chapter is about Sacagawea, the Shoshone woman who traveled with Meriwether Lewis and William Clark’s Corps of Discovery to the Pacific Ocean and back. Where and when did she die? Many historians believe she died in 1812 at Fort Manuel in present-day South Dakota, while the Shoshone people believe she returned to the tribe and lived to a ripe old age on the Wind River Reservation in Wyoming.




  The third chapter delves into the horrors of the snowbound Donner Party. In 1846, a wagon train bound for California became stranded in the Sierra Nevada Mountains and ran out of food. Horror stories of cannibalism swept the country. However, did they all resort to consuming human flesh?




  Next, Wild Bill Hickok made his way to the gold camp of Deadwood in Dakota Territory’s Black Hills. On August 2, 1876, Hickok was playing cards in Number 10 Saloon when Jack McCall approached him from behind and shot him in the back of the head. Was McCall a disgruntled gambler as most believe or a paid assassin?




  Everyone knows Lakota and Cheyenne warriors wiped out Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer and the men of the Seventh Cavalry in his immediate command at the Little Big Horn on June 25, 1876, in present-day Montana. However, could there have been a different outcome if General George Crook had continued his advance after the Battle of the Rosebud—instead of taking a break hunting and trout fishing in the Big Horn Mountains?




  Robert Ford shot and killed the outlaw Jesse James in his St. Joseph, Missouri, home on April 3, 1882. Or did he? There are those who believe it was all a hoax.




  Tragically, the Hunkpapa Lakota leader Sitting Bull was killed by Indian police at his Grand River home on the Standing Rock Reservation in South Dakota on the morning of December 15, 1890. There was controversy right from the start as to the disposition of his body that was buried at Fort Yates, North Dakota. Years later, Sitting Bull’s nephew Grey Eagle was angry that Sitting Bull’s grave was in bad shape and no one was caring for it. On the night of April 8, 1953, he and a group of South Dakotans disinterred Sitting Bull’s bones, took them to the South Dakota side of the reservation, and reinterred them in a new grave. North Dakotans were outraged and then claimed the South Dakota contingent removed the wrong bones.




  Everyone loves a good lost treasure/lost mine story with a dash of murder and mayhem. We will wrangle over the existence of America’s most infamous lost treasure—Arizona’s Lost Dutchman Mine.




  Wyoming ranchers were concerned about cattle rustling and the introduction of sheep. Stock detectives were hired to look out for the big ranchers’ interests. One of the most well-known stock detectives was Tom Horn. Kels Nickell had introduced sheep into Wyoming’s Iron Mountains, which was cattle country. On July 18, 1901, his son, fourteen-year-old Willie Nickell, was shot and killed. Tom Horn became the number one suspect in the case and paid the ultimate price. Did Horn really commit the cold-blooded murder or was it someone else?




  Finally, we all know Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid died on November 6, 1908, in South America during a shootout with the Bolivian army, or at least that’s the way it has been portrayed by Paul Newman and Robert Redford in the popular movie of the same name. However, maybe it was not them. Maybe it was another two guys.




  So, there’s the rundown of the ten chapters. We will each take an opposing point of view on every story. Each chapter is a stand-alone story divided into three parts. The first part sets the stage and relates the facts as most historians agree upon. The second part will be one of us taking one side of the story, and the third part is the other of us taking an opposing view to the story. We’ll let you know who takes what position. For instance, in the case of the death of Davy Crockett, Bill takes the position Davy went down swinging, and Kellen takes the position Davy was executed after the Alamo had been taken.




  Our hope is that by telling two sides to these stories, it will expand your interest in the history of the Old West. If you do not like our conclusions, we hope you’ll conduct your own research and come to your own conclusions.




  Are you ready? Then go ahead. Enter our world of Standoff at High Noon.




  —Bill and Kellen




  







  



  CHAPTER 1




  THE MANY DEATHS OF DAVY CROCKETT




  JUST THE FACTS




  From February 23 to March 6, 1836, a thirteen-day siege took place at the Alamo Mission near what is today San Antonio, Texas. Nearly 1,400 Mexican soldiers eventually attacked around 260 Texian, Tejano, and immigrant defenders of the Alamo. The defenders fought against overwhelming odds and were eventually overrun by the larger Mexican force. President General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna had given orders to leave no survivors, and many of the occupants of the Alamo were put to death. It is considered by most historians one of the most pivotal battles during the Texas Revolution.1




  Among the men killed at the Battle of the Alamo were Americans William Travis, James Bowie, and Davy Crockett. The battle began because Texian immigrants and revolutionaries had, through some small skirmishes, driven most of the Mexican military and authorities out of what is present-day Texas. With Santa Anna in power, he mercilessly taxed Mexicans and Texians alike. Receiving no benefits from the taxation, they revolted. Santa Anna was determined to establish control in Mexico and retake Texas while dealing swift justice to the Texians that he saw as pirates attempting to secede Texas territory from Mexico.2




  Between February and March 1836, Santa Anna launched an offensive against the Texian soldiers and Texian-controlled facilities. Two of the largest engagements that occurred during this offensive were the Goliad Campaign and the Battle of the Alamo. In the early days of the Texas Revolution, Texian troops had laid siege to San Antonio de Béxar, where the Alamo Mission stood. Most of the Texians involved in the siege were volunteers. After defeating the Mexican soldiers in several minor skirmishes, the Mexicans retreated to Béxar and eventually into the Alamo. After an assault by the Texians they surrendered. After capturing Béxar, Sam Houston, who had helped organize Texas’s provisional government, had become a top-ranking official in the Texian Army. He instructed Jim Bowie, along with thirty men, to take out all the artillery from the mission and destroy the complex.3




  However, Bowie felt that after pushing out the Mexican forces and occupying Béxar, the only way to save Texas and the revolution was to hold Béxar and keep Santa Anna from retaking it. Santa Anna believed he could use Béxar strategically as a stronghold to command troops against the Texians.4 Initially, there were about one hundred Texians garrisoned at the Alamo. When Bowie and William B. Travis arrived at the mission, they brought reinforcements, swelling the troop totals to around 250 men.5




  Many of the men who arrived at the Alamo as reinforcements were recruits who loved Bowie for his fighting prowess and voted him to be their leader. At the time, the US government had a treaty with Mexico. Supplying troops and munitions to the Texians at the Alamo or during the revolution would have been an act of war, so the established American government tried extremely hard to not become involved in the Texas revolt, though many congressmen supported it.6




  As Bowie arrived at the Alamo with his men, Santa Anna marched his troops inland through Texas. Most of Santa Anna’s men were raw and could not properly fire their weapons. They received much of their training on the march to Béxar. The Mexicans also did not have enough mules to carry all their supplies. These hardships were made even more taxing with some of the Mexican soldiers suffering from dysentery and Indian attacks from hostile Texas tribes. These complications slowed their march, causing Santa Anna to take an extremely long time to reach the Rio Grande River. Even with these issues, the Mexicans’ numbers were still about two thousand strong when they reached the outskirts of San Antonio de Béxar.7




  Before the Mexican troops arrived at the Alamo, however, the Texian soldiers joined the residents of Béxar in a fiesta celebrating George Washington’s birthday. The men and women in the town partied the night away. Aware of the festivities, Santa Anna meant to launch his attack during the distraction, but heavy rains halted this attempt.8 Following the fiesta on February 23, Santa Anna’s troops made their way into San Antonio de Béxar and began to surround the Texians, who, alerted to the Mexican Army’s presence, hurriedly huddled into the Alamo.9




  It soon became apparent to the Texian occupants of the Alamo that Santa Anna was going to show no mercy to them. Accompanying William Travis and Jim Bowie inside the mission was Davy Crockett, a former Tennessee frontiersman and congressman in the US House of Representatives. Known to many as the “Gentleman from the Cane,” Crockett was well known for opposing many of President Andrew Jackson’s policies, which eventually led to his defeat at the polls in 1831. He had been reelected to represent the state of Tennessee in Congress in 1833, only to lose again in 1835. Following his defeat, Crockett famously said, “You all can go to Hell and I shall go to Texas.” Crockett had arrived in the Mexican state of Tejas in early 1836 and soon joined the Texas Revolution.10




  During the first week of Santa Anna’s siege, the Mexican troops fired cannonballs into the Alamo’s plaza. The Texian forces inside, for a time, returned fire. Jim Bowie, who had fallen gravely ill and required bed rest, left William Travis in sole command of the Texian resistance. Travis quickly realized that the Alamo defenders needed to conserve their ammunition and ordered his men to cease firing. In the ensuing days, small skirmishes broke out between Mexican scouts and Texian troops. As the Mexican scouts tried to station themselves in small shacks near the Alamo, the defenders ventured out to burn the shacks. Several shots were exchanged, and the first casualties of the battle were recorded.11




  Santa Anna eventually received multiple reinforcements at the beginning of the siege, which swelled his troop numbers to nearly thirty-one hundred. Seeing the growing number of Mexicans outside their walls, Travis ordered three men, including Davy Crockett, to leave the sanctuary of Alamo. Crockett and his compatriots were sent to find Colonel James Fannin’s three hundred troops, who were supposed to be heading their way from the nearby town of Gonzales. Unfortunately for the Alamo defenders, those reinforcements never arrived. Fannin’s contingent of troops had disbanded after marching only a mile outside Gonzales with no word being sent to the Alamo defenders. Fannin blamed the retreat on his officers, while those officers, in turn, blamed Fannin for aborting their mission.12




  Whatever the case, Crockett and the other scouts discovered only a small group of about fifty Texians who had come from the town of Goliad after detaching themselves from Fannin’s aborted reinforcement contingent. On March 4, Crockett and the new group of Texians entered the Alamo and took up defensive positions inside the mission.13 Late the following evening, the Mexicans ceased their bombardment of the Alamo Mission and began making final preparations for an all-out assault. Santa Anna strategically sent five hundred Mexican cavalry troops to positions around the Alamo to prevent the escape of any of the mission’s defenders.14




  Santa Anna then positioned fourteen hundred Mexican troops into four separate columns with experienced soldiers on the outside of each column to ensure the inexperienced recruits were kept in line. Early on the morning of March 6, the Mexican columns quietly advanced on the Alamo. Three Texian sentinels sleeping outside the walls were immediately killed by the advancing Mexican troops. After this action, the Mexican buglers sounded off, waking the sleeping Texians within the Alamo and signaling the attack had begun.15




  As the shooting commenced, the tightly packed Mexican columns did not allow for troops in the back rows to fire easily. Many of the raw recruits fired into the backs of their own comrades, injuring and, in some cases, killing the men in front of them. When the Texian troops saw the compact columns of Mexicans below them, they loaded their cannons with scraps of metal and blasted the attacking troops, wiping out whole portions of their contingent. Though the Mexicans suffered heavy losses during this initial phase, their overwhelming numbers pushed up against the Alamo’s walls and forced the Texians to lean over the walls to fire down upon the invaders. This action exposed many of the Texians to return fire. William Travis, who had leaned over the wall to fire his shotgun, was mortally wounded.16




  As the Mexican troops pressed up against the Alamo’s walls, they found them to be soft and they began to dig in footholds to scale the mission’s north wall. Seeing the bulk of his army amassing there, Santa Anna sent multiple troops to the area in hope of breeching their defense. The Mexicans stormed into the Alamo as most of the Texian forces fell back toward the barracks and church. The fighting intensified with shots exchanged at close range, and hand-to-hand combat broke out. The Texians who fell back from the walls had their own cannons turned against them. As some of the Alamo defenders tried to escape toward an open prairie, they were cut down by the awaiting Mexican cavalry.17




  Reportedly, the last Texians to die during the assault were eleven men manning two twelve-pounder cannons in the Alamo’s chapel. At the end of this fierce fighting, 257 of the 260 Alamo occupants had been killed. These casualties included such famous men as William Travis, James Bowie, and Davy Crockett. In the years following the battle, much speculation and controversy has swirled around exactly how these men met their fate, especially Crockett.




  DAVY CROCKETT DIED FIGHTING AT THE ALAMO—BILL MARKLEY




  I do have a bias. I am one of those baby boomers who grew up idolizing Davy Crockett. I loved Walt Disney’s Davy Crockett miniseries (1954–1955) with Fess Parker playing Davy along with his sidekick Georgie Russell played by Buddy Ebsen. I proudly wore my Davy Crockett coon-skin cap as I sang Davy Crockett’s theme song. I passed on the coonskin cap to my son, but I still have my Davy Crockett mug prominently displayed in my office. When John Wayne’s movie, The Alamo, was released in 1960, my parents took my brother and me to the drive-in theater where I was awed by the battle scenes. To be honest, I liked Fess Parker’s version of Davy better than I did John Wayne’s—not to say I don’t like John Wayne. So, with that out of the way, let’s look into the accounts of Davy Crockett’s death and why I believe he went down fighting.




  Davy Crockett was a nationally known personality at the time of his death. He was well liked by many but was also disliked by Jacksonian Democrats as he had opposed some of President Andrew Jackson’s policies such as the forced removal of Indian tribes to Indian Territory. Whether people liked or disliked Crockett, they followed accounts of his actions and what he said just like pop culture stars today.




  I take the position there are no verified first-hand accounts of how Davy Crockett died at the Alamo. There are two schools of thought on how he died. The first is he was killed during the fight. The second is he surrendered or was captured and executed shortly after the fight. Most of the information I use in this analysis was developed by historian Bill Groneman and others. I am merely passing along what they have researched before me. So, let’s go ahead and examine the sources for Davy Crockett’s death and their claims of how he died.




  First, did Davy Crockett really die at the Alamo? Soon after the fight, newspapers proclaimed he was still alive. The March 26, 1836, edition of the Morning Courier and New York Enquirer stated, “Colonel Crockett . . . is not dead, but still alive and grinning.” Additional newspapers reported the same, saying he would soon return from hunting in the Rocky Mountains.18




  Other newspapers reported Crockett was at the Alamo but survived. The May 12, 1836, edition of the Bellows Falls Vermont Chronicle repeated, “Col. Crockett. The Cincinnati Whig publishes a statement showing that the Col. was not dead—that after the Mexicans had left St. Antonio, he was found alive among heaps of slain and conveyed to comfortable lodgings and was said to be doing well.”19




  When Crockett failed to return, it was obvious these reports were wrong.




  On February 6, 1840, William C. White, an American living in Mexico, wrote a letter to the Austin City Gazette claiming Davy Crockett was alive and being held captive in Mexico. White had visited Guadalajara where he heard about an American prisoner of war working in the Salinas mine. White received permission to meet with the American. White offered to deliver a message for the prisoner, who responded, “I know that, so let us go about it: My name is David Crockett. I am from Tennessee and I have a family there. They think I am dead and so does everyone else; but they are mistaken. I should have written to them, as the overseer told me I might write, if I could get any person to take a letter for me . . . and thanks be to God, I have got one at last.” The newspaper did print a disclaimer: “The letter comes from an unknown source, and may or may not be true.” Congressman John Wesley Crockett, Davy’s oldest son, learned of White’s letter and asked the US ambassador to Mexico to investigate whether his father was being held prisoner. The ambassador wrote back that he had discussed the matter with a Mexican officer “of high rank” who turned out to be Colonel Juan Nepomuceno Almonte, who had been at the battle of the Alamo. Almonte believed Crockett had been killed at the Alamo. His cook, a black American, Ben Harris, had identified Crockett’s body after the battle.20




  Two American survivors from inside the Alamo as well as a resident of San Antonio de Béxar stated they had seen Davy Crockett’s body. They did not witness how he had died but did see his body.




  Joe, Colonel William Travis’s black slave, had fought alongside Travis at the Alamo’s north wall until Travis was killed. Joe retreated along with other defenders as Mexican soldiers scaled and captured the wall. He took shelter in a room from where he continued to fight until the battle was over. Mexican officers were attempting to spare the lives of black slaves, and Joe was fortunate Captain Manuel Barragán saved him along with a white man named Warner or Warnell. When Barragán brought them to Santa Anna, he ordered Warner shot. Santa Anna told Joe to show them the bodies of Travis and Crockett. Bowie had already been identified. He showed the Mexican officers Travis’s body and then found Crockett’s. Joe later reported Crockett’s body and the bodies of some of his friends lay together surrounded by over twenty dead Mexican soldiers.21




  Santa Anna wanted additional confirmation of the Texan rebel leaders’ bodies and had Francisco Antonio Ruíz, San Antonio’s acting alcalde (mayor), brought into the Alamo. Santa Anna told Ruíz to show them Travis, Bowie, and Crockett’s bodies. He identified them, including Crockett’s, later saying, “Toward the west in a small fort opposite the city, we found the body of Col. Crockett.” Ruíz’s statement, translated by J. A. Quintero, appeared in the 1860 Texas Almanac. Some historians believe Ruíz’s statement meant the location of Crockett’s body was between the Alamo’s western wall and west of the Alamo’s church building.22




  Susanna Dickinson and her fifteen-month-old daughter, Angelina, took shelter in the Alamo church’s sacristy. Toward the end of the fight, her husband, Captain Almeron Dickinson, an artillery officer, ran into the church and said, “Great God, Sue, the Mexicans are inside our walls! All is lost! If they spare you, save my child!” He kissed her, drew his sword, and ran out into the fight. Mexican soldiers chased three unarmed gunners into the church and shot them down in front of Susanna. Soldiers bayoneted one of them named Walker, lifting his body in the air on their bayonets until an officer stopped them. Susanna and Angelina were spared. After leaving the church, she later recalled, “I recognized Colonel Crockett lying dead and mutilated between the church and the two-story barrack building, and even remember seeing his peculiar cap lying by his side.”23




  Counting Ben Harris mentioned earlier, four witnesses who knew Davy Crockett identified his body at the Alamo. However, none of them saw how he died.




  Six accounts tell of Crockett dying in battle. Two of them are by Andrea Castañon de Villanueva, one by Sergeant Felix Nuñez, another by Captain Rafael Soldana, one by an unidentified Mexican captain, and one by Enrique Esparza, who was an eight-year-old boy in the Alamo at the time of the attack.24




  Andrea Castañon de Villanueva said she was at the Alamo; however, Susanna Dickinson disputed her claim. Other survivors said they did not see her but would not challenge her claim. Villanueva said she was caring for the ill Jim Bowie when Mexican soldiers burst into the room. She tried to protect Bowie, but they bayonetted him.25




  Villanueva told varying accounts as to what had happened during the attack on the Alamo. She recounted two different versions of Davy Crockett’s death. In her 1889 account, she said, “He looked grand and terrible standing in the door and fighting a whole column of Mexican infantry.” He fired his last shot, then swung something at the oncoming Mexicans. “A heap of dead was piled at his feet and the Mexicans were lunging at him with bayonets.” Finally, they were able to kill him. In her 1890 account, Villanueva told a completely different story, saying Crockett was one of the first to be killed. Unarmed, he was running from the church to the wall when he was shot and killed.26




  Sergeant Felix Nuñez was the next to describe the death of Crockett. There is no information on Nuñez other than from his account. Nuñez told his story to Professor George W. Noel, who then gave the story to an unidentified reporter for the San Antonio Express, which published it in 1889. Nuñez did not name Crockett but described a man who most agree must have been him—a tall man wearing a buckskin coat and “a round cap without any bill, and made of fox skin, with the long tail hanging down his back.” Mexican soldiers took aim at him but could not hit him. The man was an expert shot, killing at least eight Mexicans before a lieutenant “dealt him a deadly blow with his sword, just above the right eye.” The man, who was the last to be killed, fell to the ground and was stabbed by twenty bayonets.27




  Captain Rafael Soldana was in Corpus Christi at the end of the Mexican War when he gave his account to Creed Taylor, who then told it to James T. DeShields. Soldana described the final assault on the walls and then into the Alamo. Speaking of a man he called Kwockey, whom most agree was Crockett, he said, “Kwockey was killed in a room of the mission.” As soldiers tried to enter the room, he knifed them. They could not shoot him because of how he had positioned himself in the room behind the door; they could not bring their guns to bear on him. Finally, someone was able to shoot him in the right arm, making it useless. “He then seized his long gun with his left hand and leaped toward the center of the room where he could wield the weapon without obstruction, felling every man that came through the doorway. A corporal ordered the passage cleared of those who were being pressed forward, a volley was fired almost point blank and the last defender of the Alamo fell forward—dead.”28




  Enrique Esparza was an eight-year-old boy in the Alamo at the time of the attack. In 1907, Charles Merritt Barnes interviewed Esparza about the fight at the Alamo, and it appeared in the May 19 issue of the San Antonio Express. Esparza said:




 

    [Crockett] was everywhere during the siege and personally slew many of the enemy with his rifle, his pistol and his knife. He fought hand to hand. He clubbed his rifle when they closed in on him and knocked them down with its stock until he was overwhelmed by numbers and slain. He fought to his last breath. He fell immediately in front of the large double doors which he defended with the force that was by his side. Crockett was one of the few who were wide awake when the final crisis and crash came. When he died there was a heap of slain in front and on each side of him. These he had all killed before he finally fell on top of the heap.29







  There are those who hold an alternate position on the death of Davy Crockett—that he surrendered to Mexican troops or they captured him and then they immediately executed him. Santa Anna had ordered all Alamo defenders to be killed. Early newspaper reports in the United States stated all had been killed at the Alamo and those taken prisoner had been executed. There are seven accounts stating Davy Crockett, or a man taken to be him, was executed. The first account was by an unidentified witness, the second alleged to be by Colonel Juan N. Almonte, the third by Colonel Fernando Urriza, the fourth by Sergeant Francisco Becerra, the fifth by General Martín Perfecto de Cós, the sixth by Colonel José Juan Sanchez-Navarro, and the seventh by Lieutenant José Enrique de la Peña.30




  The first account of Crockett’s execution was told by an unidentified witness to an unnamed reporter, possibly William H. Attree. It was published in the July 9, 1836, issue of the Morning Courier and New York Enquirer, the same newspaper that reported Crockett “still alive and grinning” back on March 26.31




  The newspaper story related that “after the Mexicans had got possession of the Alamo, the fighting had ceased, and it was clear daylight, six Americans were discovered near the wall yet unconquered.” The Mexican troops had them surrounded. General Castrillón ordered them to surrender and promised them his protection. Castrillón took the six men to Santa Anna. The story continues:




 

    “His Excellency” [was] surrounded by his murderous crew, his sycophantic officers. DAVID CROCKETT was one of the six [prisoners]. . . . Nothing daunted, he marched up boldly in front of Santa Anna, looked him steadfastly in the face, while Castrillón addressed “His Excellency,” “Sir here are six prisoners I have taken alive; how shall I dispose of them?” Santa Anna looked at Castrillón fiercely, flew into a most violent rage, and replied, “Have I not told you before how to dispose of them? Why do you bring them to me?” At the same time his brave officers drew and plunged their swords into the bosoms of their defenseless prisoners!! . . . This was the fate of poor Crockett, and in which there can be no mistake. Who the five others were, I have not been able to learn. . . . There are certain reasons why the name of the narrator of these events should not be made known. I will only repeat that he was an eye-witness.32







  The editor of the Morning Courier and New York Enquirer was James Watson Webb. When US Congressman David Crockett visited New York City in 1834, Webb escorted him to the city’s Five Points neighborhood. Webb was a charter member of the New Washington Association.33




  The New Washington Association’s members were New York investors who had established the town of New Washington on the east side of Galveston Bay in Texas. After the fall of the Alamo, the Mexican army confiscated the association’s goods and burned New Washington to the ground.34




  On April 21, 1836, Sam Houston’s Texans defeated the Mexican Army at the Battle of San Jacinto and captured Santa Anna. At the time of the Morning Courier and New York Enquirer story on Crockett’s execution, Santa Anna was still in the hands of the Texans. He would not be returned to Mexico until November 1836.35




  The Morning Courier and New York Enquirer execution story of Crockett and the others was reprinted by newspapers across the country, fueling indignation and anger at Santa Anna. It was in the best interest of the New Washington Association that Santa Anna not regain power and that Texas become independent of Mexico.36 Was it possible the Morning Courier and New York Enquirer made up the story of Crockett’s execution to further its own agenda? I believe this Crockett execution story was fiction and created to use as propaganda.




  The second account of Crockett’s execution was a letter published in the September 7, 1836, issue of the Detroit Democratic Free Press. The letter was written by George M. Dolson, an orderly sergeant from Cincinnati, Ohio, in the Texan army to his brother. It was dated July 19, 1836, and sent from Galveston Island, Texas. In his letter, Dolson said he was employed as an English and Spanish interpreter for Colonel James Morgan, who was in charge of that area. He said he acted as translator in a private meeting between Colonel Morgan and Colonel Juan Nepomuceno Almonte.37




  Dolson’s letter printed in the newspaper stated:




 

    The Mexican was then requested to proceed with the statement according to promise; and he said he could give a true and correct account of the proceedings of Santa Anna towards the prisoners who remained alive at the taking of the Alamo. This shows the fate of Colonel Crockett and his five brave companions.







  The letter went on to state Crockett and the five men surrendered to General Castrillón, who promised them protection and led them to the tent of Santa Anna. Dolson’s letter continued:




 

    Colonel Crockett was in the rear, had his arms folded, and appeared bold as the lion as he passed my informant (Almonte.) Santa Anna’s interpreter knew Colonel Crockett, and said to my informant, “the one behind is the famous Crockett.” When brought to the presence of Santa Anna, Castrillón said to him, “Santa Anna, the august, I deliver up to you six brave prisoners of war.” Santa Anna replied, “Who has given you orders to take prisoners, I do not want to see these men living—shoot them.” As the monster uttered these words each officer turned his face the other way, and the hell-hounds of the tyrant dispatched the six in his presence, and within six feet of his person. Such an act I consider murder of the blackest kind. Do you think that he [Santa Anna] can be released?38







  The letter went on to state that all the money in Mexico and Europe could not ransom Santa Anna before “Texas will have released him out of his existence.” In the end, the Dolson letter stated Santa Anna should be tried as a felon.39




  Several things were going on here. Colonel James Morgan was a charter member of the New Washington Association and was its agent and manager in Texas. Colonel Almonte had led the pillaging and burning of New Washington. General Castrillón had been killed at the Battle of San Jacinto and could not be asked to provide an account if Crockett had been captured and executed. Santa Anna never mentioned in any of his writings capturing and executing Crockett. It’s interesting that Orderly Sergeant Dolson recently of Cincinnati, Ohio, would have been proficient enough in Spanish to be used as an interpreter instead of other Americans who had been in Texas long term and would have a better knowledge of Spanish. Finally, Almonte was not being held at Galveston Island. He and Santa Anna had first been held on board the ship Independence, then at Velasco, after that at Bell’s Landing in Columbia, Texas.40




  One final thought—Almonte did not see Crockett executed. When the US ambassador to Mexico had asked about Crockett being held captive in Mexico, Almonte had to refer to his cook, Ben Harris, who had identified Crockett’s body after the battle. The Dolson letter has the appearance of being fabricated to stir up resentment against Santa Anna. I believe this Crockett execution story was fiction and created to use as propaganda.




  The third account some believe refers to the execution of Davy Crockett is Nicholas Labadie’s memoir published in the 1859 Texas Almanac. Labadie wrote that in a private interview Colonel Fernando Urriza told him, “I was then acting as Santa Anna’s secretary, and ranked as Colonel.” Urriza told Labadie of an execution after the Alamo had been taken. Labadie recorded Urriza saying, “I observed Castrion [sic] coming out of one of the quarters, leading a venerable-looking old man by the hand; he was tall, his face was red, and he stooped forward as he walked. . . . [Castrillón] said: ‘My General, I have spared the life of this venerable old man and taken him prisoner.’ Raising his head, Santa Anna replied, ‘What right have you to disobey my orders? I want no prisoners,’ and waving his hand to a file of soldiers he said, ‘Soldiers, shoot that man,’ and almost instantly he fell, pierced with a volley of balls.”41




  Later in the interview Labadie asked Urriza, “What was that old man’s name?”




  “I believe they called him Coket,” Urriza responded.42




  Bill Groneman and other historians have called Labadie’s account questionable. Written twenty-three years after the fall of the Alamo, it was controversial at the time of publication over another story. John Forbes, who was Commissary General of the Texas Army at the time of the Battle of San Jacinto, sued Labadie over his allegation Forbes murdered a Mexican woman. Years later the suit was dismissed. There is no collaborative information that this interview ever took place or that Urriza was a witness to any executions. Urriza never mentioned this account in his writings or to anyone else. Labadie writes that Urriza said, “I believe they called him Coket.” There is no identification as to who “they” were.43




  At the time of his death at the Alamo, Davy Crockett was forty-nine years old. Accounts portray him in good health before the fall of the Alamo. I am not sure a healthy forty-nine-year-old man would be considered a venerable old man. Would Davy Crockett be the type of stooped-forward man to be led by the hand? By the time Labadie wrote his memoir, the Crockett execution story had been floated in all the newspapers. I believe this Crockett execution story was fiction, or at best, embellished to identify Crockett as the venerable old man executed.




  The fourth account is by Sergeant Francisco Becerra. His account was given in a speech by John S. Ford at the Austin Public Library in 1875. The Becerra account states when the Mexican troops entered the Alamo he found two men. General Martín Perfecto de Cós knew one man, who was William Travis. Travis identified his companion as Colonel Crockett. Becerra accompanied General Cós and Generals Almonte and Tolza, who took Travis and Crockett to Santa Anna to ask that they be spared:




 

    Santa Anna was very much enraged. He said:—“Gentleman generals, my order was to kill every man in the Alamo.” He turned, and said:— “Soldiers, kill them.” A soldier was standing near Travis, and presented his gun at him. Travis seized the bayonet, and depressed the muzzle of the piece to the floor, and it was not fired. While this was taking place the soldiers standing around opened fire. A shot struck Travis in the back. He then stood erect, folding his arms, and looked calmly, unflinchingly, upon his assailants. He was finally killed by a ball passing through his neck. Crockett stood in a similar position. They died undaunted like heroes.44







  According to Becerra, eight Mexican soldiers were killed and wounded by their fellow soldiers firing at Travis and Crockett. Becerra said, “I did not know the names of two Texans, only as given by Gen Cos. The gentleman he called Crockett had a coat with capes to it.”45




  Becerra’s account was published in the April 1882 edition of the Texas Mute Ranger. There are problems with this account. Becerra said the Mexican Army lost over two thousand men killed, but that was more men than attacked the Alamo. Becerra has both Travis and Crockett executed, but Joe, Travis’s slave, said Travis was killed in the fight on the Alamo’s north wall. According to John S. Ford, someone prepared Becerra’s account from notes, read them to him in English, which he understood, and again in Spanish. Becerra then “endorsed them as a true version of the affair.” However, Becerra told Ford, “He did not know them [Travis and Crockett] personally and might be mistaken as to their identity.”46




  I believe Becerra’s account, at best, was an embellishment adding in Travis and Crockett’s names.




  The next account is allegedly by General Martín Perfecto de Cós given to Doctor George M. Patrick when Cós was being held prisoner by the Texans at Anahuac. According to this account, Cós found “a fine looking and well-dressed man” who had been locked up alone. The man told him he was David Crockett, a representative to the US Congress. He had been exploring Texas and had been in San Antonio when the fighting broke out and took shelter in the Alamo. Crockett said he did not take part in any of the fighting. Cós took Crockett to Santa Anna. Cós gave a lengthy introduction of Crockett to Santa Anna and asked that he be spared. “Then he [Santa Anna] replied sharply, ‘You know your orders’; turned his back upon us and walked away. But as he turned, Crockett drew from his bosom a dagger, with which he smote at him with a thrust, which, if not arrested, would surely have killed him; but was met by a bayonet-thrust by the hand of a soldier through the heart; he fell and soon expired.”47




  Cós allegedly gave this account to George Patrick in 1836. Patrick then told it to William P. Zuber, who did not write it down until in a 1904 letter to Charlie Jeffries, which was later published in the 1939 book In the Shadow of History. Zuber himself did not believe the story, writing in his letter, “This story by Cos, though a gross falsehood, shows what Santa Anna would have done if it were true.” Neither Cós nor Patrick left any separate record of this account.48




  I believe the Cós story is nothing more than fiction.




  The sixth account is allegedly by Colonel José Juan Sanchez-Navarro. It first came to light in 1936 and was published in 1938. In Navarro’s journal, he writes about the Mexican troops swiftly taking the Alamo and then, “By six thirty in the morning none of the enemy existed. I saw actions that I envied, of heroic valor. Some cruelties horrified me, among others the death of an old man they called ‘Cocran’ and of a boy approximately fourteen years old.”49




  Some historians use this as additional proof of Crockett’s execution. Again, does “Cocran” really mean “Crockett”? Would Crockett at age forty-nine be considered an old man? The narrative does not say Cocran was executed, but that could be inferred. “They” who identify Cocran are not named.50




  Navarro’s journal is written in two ledger books that record government information during the years 1831–1839. The records do not pertain to the Mexican Army while in Texas. The journal is written on portions of pages that had been left blank between data entries. Navarro was well off and could have afforded to buy his own journal book instead of using a government book that could have been taken away at any time for government purposes.51




  Bill Groneman believes the Navarro journal is a twentieth-century forgery. Someone could have acquired the ledger books and then wrote their version of events in the blank spaces. On April 5, 1836, an anonymous Mexican soldier published an account of the capture of the Alamo in the newspaper El Mosquito Mexicano. Groneman believes portions of the newspaper account are so similar to what was written in the ledger books that the forger had used the newspaper account to write the Navarro journal. The letter published in the newspaper made no mention of the death of old man Cocran.52




  Carlos Sanchez-Navarro published the journal in 1938, but he did not state where or how he had obtained the ledger books. The University of Texas eventually acquired the ledger book journal. As of 1999, Bill Groneman was unaware of any forensics testing conducted on the books to determine the authenticity of the journal.53




  Based on the information I have read, I believe the Navarro journal is not real.




  Many historians believe Lieutenant José Enrique de la Peña wrote the seventh account of Crockett’s death. After the Mexican troops captured the Alamo, the Peña memoir relates,




  

     Some seven men had survived the general massacre and guided by General Castrillón, who sponsored them, were presented to Santa Anna. Among them was one of great stature, well-formed and regular features.







  The text goes on to describe “the naturalist David Crocket [sic]” and stated that he had been traveling through the country when the fighting broke out and he took refuge in the Alamo. Santa Anna directed troops to shoot the seven men. The officers of the troops hesitated to give the order. Then, other officers who wanted to flatter Santa Anna positioned themselves in front of the prisoners,




 

    And sword in hand they threw themselves upon these unfortunate defenseless ones, in the same way that a tiger throws itself upon its prey. They tormented them before they were made to die, and those unfortunate ones died moaning, but without humiliating themselves to their executioners.54







  Most historians who ascribe to the theory that Davy Crockett was executed after the capture of the Alamo use Peña’s account as proof. Bill Groneman and a few others believe it is a modern-day forgery. Let’s look at the facts that Groneman has documented.55




  There is no record of the Peña account before 1955. Jesús Sanchez Garza edited and self-published Peña’s documents in Spanish. Its title in English is The Rebellion of Texas: Unpublished 1836 Manuscript by an Officer of Santa Anna. It was first published in Mexico in March 1955. Garza made his living buying and selling old books, documents, coins, and currency. He did not say from whom or how he had obtained the Peña documents. The original documents were purchased and are now housed at the University of Texas at Austin. In 1975, Carmen Perry translated the Peña documents into English, and Texas A&M published them in the United States.56




  Peña’s account has factual errors such as the manner of Travis’s death. Peña has Travis retreating, firing, retreating and firing before he was killed. Joe, Travis’s slave, said Travis died in the first fight along the Alamo’s north wall. It appears some of the information in Peña’s account may have been pieced together from other accounts. There is no information that anyone has ever tried to determine if the Peña documents are authentic.57




  I agree that, as James Donovan pointed out in his book, The Blood of Heroes, the biggest problem with the document is that it is not an original holograph, an original journal written in Peña’s hand. It was written by at least three different people.58




  The account of Crockett’s execution was written in a different hand and on a different piece of paper. James Donovan states,






   The brief account of Crockett’s execution is contained on a single slip of paper—the verso of folio 35—and was not only written on a different kind of paper from the rest of the manuscript (consisting of 105 folded “quartos” of four pages each) but was also written in a different hand. Folio 35 was tucked into the manuscript just as several other slips of paper were—suggesting that it was one of many accounts, rumors, and stories obtained from other sources and inserted where it belonged chronologically, rather than with accounts of episodes witnessed by de la Peña himself.59







  Bill Groneman has written, “At worst the Peña document is a twentieth-century fake . . . at best it is now a memoir padded with researched material. If that is so, we do not know if the references to Crockett and the executions were researched from newspaper articles circulating at the time. What it is not is a firsthand eyewitness diary—the quality for which it received all of the attention in the first place.”60




  Based on the information at hand, I believe the Peña memoir account of the execution of Davy Crockett was collected from one of the early newspaper stories previously mentioned, embellished, and inserted into the Peña document.




  In 1956, the pulp magazine Man’s Illustrated printed a story by Jackson Burke, “The Untold Secret of the Alamo,” purporting to be based upon Santa Anna’s handwritten account of the capture of the Alamo. According to this story, just before Crockett was executed, he told Santa Anna that thirty Alamo defenders had mutinied. No evidence of this has ever been found. There is no documentation of this particular account. The story was again reprinted in the April 1960 issue of Man’s Conquest, another pulp magazine, as “The Secret of the Alamo.” The story appears to be fiction.61




  No official Mexican Army document mentions the execution of Crockett. Santa Anna, Colonel Almonte, and Santa Anna’s secretary, Ramón Caro, all wrote accounts of the Battle of the Alamo after their return to Mexico. None of them mention the execution of Davy Crockett. General Vicente Filisola, who was second in command to Santa Anna, collected verbal and written information from soldiers and officers who were at the Alamo and wrote a detailed account of the siege and capture. There is no mention of Crockett’s execution. Santa Anna wrote a report of the battle for the Alamo on the same day of its capture, March 6, 1836. He did not mention the execution of Davy Crockett, but he did say Crockett was “among the corpses.” After Santa Anna’s capture, he was questioned for two hours and never said anything about a Crockett execution. During the seven months Santa Anna was in Texas and the United States there was never any mention of the execution of Crockett. In his later memoirs, Santa Anna wrote concerning the defenders of the Alamo, “Not one soldier showed signs of desiring to surrender.”62




  I do not believe there is any clear-cut evidence to prove Davy Crockett was executed after the Alamo’s capture. I’ll go ahead and state for the record I like Enrique Esparza’s account that Davy Crockett died swinging his rifle like a club, fighting off his attackers to the last.




  I think if Davy could know about all the hoopla made over how he died, he would be rightly amused. However he died, and however all the other people on both sides died, their deaths were tragic. They should all be considered honorable.




  It’s fitting to end with Davy’s favorite saying, “I leave this rule for others when I’m dead, ‘Be always sure you’re right—THEN GO AHEAD!’”63




  A HERO DEFINED—KELLEN CUTSFORTH




  “Davy! Davy Crockett! King of the Wild Frontier!” Or so the old Disney theme song goes from the popular 1950s television program Davy Crockett. Fess Parker’s portrayal as Crockett helped transform Davy into a larger-than-life folk hero for generations of Americans. However, Crockett, without the help of modern entertainment television, had built quite the reputation as a frontiersman, soldier, and politician. Because of his exploits, he was celebrated in stage plays and other print media during his lifetime.




  Crockett had been a member of the Tennessee militia in 1813. As a Tennessee backwoodsman, he made a quality scout and knew how to handle a musket. He participated in the Creek War until December 1814. Andrew Jackson, in control of the US military during the War of 1812, which was taking place at the same time the Creek War was raging, asked for the help of the Tennessee militia. So, Crockett reenlisted but saw little action in this campaign.64




  Following his military service in the Tennessee militia, he began his political career. He was appointed justice of the peace, then was elected lieutenant colonel of the Fifty-seventh Regiment of the Tennessee militia. By the 1820s, Crockett won a seat in the Tennessee General Assembly, where he honed his skills as an orator, and, by the early 1830s, he was elected to represent Tennessee in the halls of the US Congress in the House of Representatives.65




  During his terms in the Tennessee General Assembly, Crockett fought to lower taxes on poorer settlers. When he eventually won a seat in the US Congress, Crockett challenged President Andrew Jackson’s policies, especially the Indian Removal Act. Because of his vociferous dissent against the legislation and against President Jackson himself, Crockett became a target of the president’s proponents, which made it difficult for him to win reelection. Eventually in 1835, Crockett lost his final reelection attempt to represent Tennessee in the US Congress and decided that he would pull up stakes and head to the Mexican state of Coahuila y Tejas, which was becoming embroiled in what would be known as the Texas Revolution.66




  After Crockett left the Volunteer State, he made his way to Texas, where he hunted buffalo during December of 1835. Many Texians believed Crockett had only come to Texas to hunt and not join the revolution. After spending time in the country and hunting game, however, David decided to join up with the Texas volunteers for six months. Crockett was soon joined by several other Tennesseans. The former frontiersman arrived in San Antonio de Béxar in early February 1836.67




  Supposedly, Crockett was asked to take an officer’s role amongst the Texian troops posted at the Alamo, but he declined. Davy, instead, would enlist as a “high private.” Crockett threw himself into the Texas revolutionary cause. He would celebrate George Washington’s birthday with the rest of the Béxar residents on February 22 and would also be surprised by Santa Anna’s arriving Mexican forces.68




  Crockett hunkered down alongside the defenders inside the Alamo as Mexican troops besieged the small mission for nearly two weeks. The former Tennessee frontiersman also did his duty when he sneaked out of Béxar in search of Fannin’s reinforcements that never fully arrived.




  As the fight for the Alamo raged on that fateful day in early March, it is impossible to follow all the movements of the mission defenders and the Mexican attackers. David Crockett certainly participated in the heavy action as most of the Alamo inhabitants were forced into fighting as the Mexicans breeched the Alamo walls and poured into the interior of the mission. There is no supporting evidence that definitively states David Crockett did not participate in the fighting. In fact, Crockett most likely fought as hard as any of the men inside the Alamo. The defenders, which included Crockett, were able to fight and repel the Mexican forces on two separate occasions.69




  When the Mexicans breached the walls of the Alamo, complete havoc was unleashed. The Texians had to fall back toward the center of the complex to continue to defend and to not be overrun. When the defenders were completely engulfed by the Mexican soldiers streaming into the mission, they had to make a split decision to either drop their arms and throw themselves on the mercy of the invading army or fight knowing their deaths were inevitable.




  It does not take a brain surgeon to realize the inhabitants of the Alamo were beaten when the Mexicans breached the walls. The Texian defenders knew the odds, too, and they knew they were not in their favor. Seeing thousands of Mexican troops with sharpened bayonets and firing their rifles, Crockett and sixteen of his Tennessean compatriots repelled many of the attacks on the Alamo’s west wall but had to eventually fall back to the center of the mission.70




  By most accounts, this is where David Crockett and his Tennessee boys met their end. For years, stories of his final moments circulated in newspapers and amongst the public. Crockett’s bloody body was identified by William Travis’s slave, Joe, who fought during the battle, was captured, and then was released by the Mexican forces. Joe was told by Santa Anna to identify the bodies of Bowie, Travis, and Crockett.71




  In early accepted accounts, Joe walked through the mass of bodies and identified Jim Bowie, whom most of the Mexicans knew by reputation. He was found in his bed where he took down a couple of Mexican troopers before he was overwhelmed. Joe also identified William Travis’s corpse near the Alamo wall where he had been killed trying to fire down upon invading Mexican forces. Finally, Joe supposedly identified Crockett, whose body was alongside those of some of his friends.72




  Eulalia Yorba, a Tejana woman who survived the battle, said she saw Davy covered in blood, having “died of some ball in the chest or a bayonet thrust.” Crockett was supposedly surrounded by several dead Mexican troops.73 This version of Crockett’s death was the accepted history for several decades following the outcome of the Texas Revolution.




  Then, in 1955, a diary was uncovered by researcher J. Sánchez Garza and published in Mexico. This document told a different story of Davy’s demise. The “diary” apparently belonged to José Enrique de la Peña, who was a lieutenant in the Mexican Army during the Texas Revolution and served in the Battle of the Alamo. Within the pages of the diary, Peña described the engagement at the Alamo and how the Texians were able to wipe out entire companies of Mexicans with their cannons at the beginning of the battle.74 More stunningly, he alleged that David Crockett did not die taking several Mexicans with him but was one of a few Texians captured and eventually executed on Santa Anna’s orders. Peña said Crockett and the other captured men were executed with swords.75




  When the Mexican assault on the Alamo began on March 4, one of Santa Anna’s generals, Manuel Fernández Castrillón disagreed with the attack feeling heavy artillery should be brought up to the front to support their advancing troops. But Santa Anna was in a hurry to have a glorious victory. Castrillón also disagreed with Santa Anna’s earlier “red flag declaration” that stated no mercy be given to their Texian opponents. When the fighting ended at the Alamo, Santa Anna entered the fort at 6:30 a.m. He was soon approached by General Castrillón towing seven bloody prisoners behind him. One of these men was Davy Crockett.76




  In Pena’s diary, the Mexican lieutenant gave a solid accounting of Crockett writing he was, “one of great stature, well proportioned, with regular features, in whose face there was the imprint of adversity, but in whom one also noticed a degree of resignation and nobility that did him honor.” When Santa Anna saw the prisoners, he was furious. He ordered Castrillón to execute them, but the general balked at the order. After Castrillón’s defiance, Mexican officers fell upon the defenseless Texians and slaughtered them with their swords.77




  Originally, Lieutenant José Enrique de la Peña did not know who Crockett was when he was executed. When the Mexican soldier realized who Davy was, he wrote, “[the man] was the naturalist David Crockett, well known in North America for his unusual adventures.”78




  Interestingly in 1934, before the discovery of the Peña diary, artist John W. Thomason Jr. painted an illustration featuring Crockett. In the image, he portrayed a large group of Mexican soldiers leading a shirtless, captured Davy Crockett with bandaged head to his execution. This is just more evidence that supports the common knowledge that Crockett was captured and later executed.




  The validity of Peña’s diary has been challenged by a few historians over the decades. Questions have been raised about the diary’s provenance because there is no reference to it until 1955. Coincidentally, this also happened to be the height of Crockett’s popularity because of Disney’s, Davy Crockett: King of the Wild Frontier television program which was airing at the time.




  There are also some quality questions revolving around the handwriting in the Peña’s diary. It is believed by some historians that the known samples of the Mexican lieutenant’s handwriting do not match any of the diary entries. Along these lines, the diary pages are also believed to be comprised of several different types of paper.79 These are certainly good points, however most historians believe in the validity of the Peña diary and refute these various points. They do so because José Enrique de la Peña’s accounts of the battle have been found to be historically accurate and corroborated by various eyewitnesses.80




  The fact remains that the entries in the José Enrique de la Peña’s diary are quite believable. His description of the intense fighting during the battle remain consistent with descriptions from separate survivor accounts that have been authenticated. His descriptions are often quoted by multiple authors and historians and are believed to be solid firsthand accounts of the Alamo Battle. These aspects alone give credence to the Crockett capture story being true81




  Amongst all this controversy, however, is perhaps the one question that is rarely if ever approached. What does it matter if Davy was captured and executed or not? Does it make him any less of a patriot and symbol of the Texas Revolution? Does it make him any less a defender of the Alamo than Travis, Bowie, or any of the other men who perished in the face of those insurmountable odds?




  By all accounts, Crockett fought just as fiercely as any man who met his end that fateful day, and according to José Enrique de la Peña he died with his honor intact. More than likely, when Crockett was captured, he was surrounded by an overwhelming enemy and realized there was no chance of escape and no chance of winning a fight. His only real option was to surrender. So, that begs another question. Are any of the soldiers who faced similar odds during the Civil War, World Wars, or other similar conflicts cowards because they threw up their hands for mercy? Most would say no.




  At the conclusion of the Battle of the Alamo, Davy Crockett had zero quit in him. He was defiant when interrogated by Santa Anna, and, when he was run through with a Mexican saber he accepted his death and met his end like a man. Because David Crockett died after being captured at the Alamo his reputation and legacy should not be tarnished. He fought and ultimately died at one of the most remembered and inspiring battles in American history.
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