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THE ALAMO






Introduction


“What’s your name?”


“I can’t remember.”


“Where are you from?”


“I can’t remember.”


“What do you remember?”


“I remember . . . the Alamo.”


Pee-wee Herman


Pee-wee’s Big Adventure


Just a few weeks before completing this book I was showing my family, visiting from South Carolina, around Los Angeles. My nephew Michael is a high school football coach and obsessed with all things athletic. He was particularly keen on visiting Dodger Stadium and, even though there wasn’t a game that day, we went there. We were able to walk around the arena, taking snapshots and soaking in the atmosphere—which, from my point of view, suffers greatly when there are no Dodger Dogs around. We finished our visit by browsing through the gift shop. Now, all who know me will tell you that I am no sports fan. In fact, I seem to be missing the sports gene altogether, much to my family’s dismay. Nevertheless, I walked out of the gift shop with a new baseball cap on my head. On the front of the cap were sewn the letters “S.A.” for San Antonio, and a picture of the Alamo. My wife Claire took one look and smirked. She said, “Leave it to you to walk into a sports shop in California and find something with the Alamo on it.”


My mother didn’t seem surprised. She shrugged and said, “The Alamo is everywhere.”


Sometimes it seems that this is true. The Alamo stands in the heart of San Antonio, both literally and figuratively. Texans, and people from everywhere else, approach the place with a kind of awe. The Alamo is called the Shrine of Texas Liberty and is treated as such; upon entering the serene building, many feel the same sense of reverence experienced at Lourdes or the Sistine Chapel. The ancient structure is an eternal, melancholy symbol of everything the Texas heart holds dear: sacrifice, heroism, fearlessness. It is a window to the past, and a finger pointing to the future.


But San Antonio isn’t the only place that remembers the Alamo. The old limestone church—with its serene face of columns and icon niches that frame a large wooden door, topped by the familiar rounded gable (“the hump”)—is one of the most instantly recognized images in the world. It appears in history books, travel guides, and encyclopedias, of course; but it is also routinely reproduced in advertisements, on billboards, on toys, in comic books, and on television. Any tourist who visits San Antonio feels obligated to go there, and have photos snapped while standing in front of it, even if they’re a little unsure as to why.


Similarly, virtually every motion picture produced in San Antonio, no matter what the plot or time period, is also compelled to include the Alamo, even when it has little to do with the story. As Selena (1997), Jennifer Lopez gives a concert in Alamo Plaza, with the old church looming in the background. Young Henry Thomas becomes involved with spies in the Alamo in Cloak and Dagger (1984). Sean Connery thwarts an assassination attempt in front of the Alamo in Wrong is Right (1982). Gus McCrae (Robert Duvall) and Woodrow Call (Tommy Lee Jones) saunter past the Alamo, while wondering if they themselves will be remembered, in Lonesome Dove (1989). The South Park folks briefly visit the Alamo in South Park: Bigger, Longer and Uncut (1999). A beautiful sunrise shot of the Alamo appears under the credits of the romantic comedy Still Breathing (1998). And, perhaps most memorably, Pee-wee Herman, desperately searching for his stolen bicycle, finds to his dismay that the Alamo has no basement in Pee-wee’s Big Adventure (1985).


A webcam broadcasts live pictures of the Alamo on the Internet twenty-four hours a day, and the huge sports arena in San Antonio is called the Alamodome. San Antonio’s nickname is, in fact, “The Alamo City.” Images of the old mission’s remains are everywhere—on police patches; at bus stops; on tee shirts and coffee mugs; on posters, pennants, and postcards.
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To lure tourists to San Antonio, this 1910 postcard offered two kinds of lovely sights. From the author’s collection.


All of which, of course, is only marginally related to the reason that the Alamo was supposed to be remembered in the first place. Certainly, there are plenty of references around San Antonio to the battle of the Alamo, but the building itself seems only barely connected to that bloody event. In the almost 170 years since the Alamo defenders, in John Wayne’s words, “lost the battle that won the war for Texas independence,” the ancient limestone building has slowly become something else, an icon with a meaning and resonance all its own.


But precisely what that meaning is remains up for grabs, as Alamo authority Paul Andrew Hutton wrote:




There have always been two Alamos—the Alamo of historical fact and the Alamo of our collective imagination. One was a mission and a fortress, and is now a shrine. The other has become a cultural and political symbol. But symbols have many uses and can be portrayed in many ways. Thus a name enshrined in historical memory has also been used to sell dog food and rental cars, banking services and real estate, history and propaganda.1
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A snapshot from 1915. From the earliest days of photography, tourists have wanted their pictures taken at the Alamo. From the author’s collection.


A perusal of the San Antonio phone book reveals scores of businesses with “Alamo” somewhere in the name. Plumbers, acupuncturists, massage therapists, caterers, insurance firms, undertakers, bail bondsmen, architects, karate instructors, and gardeners—even cheerleaders. They all use the name and, in many cases, the image of the Alamo on their signs, advertisements, and business cards. Businesses—not only in San Antonio, but all over Texas—are even housed in replicas of the Alamo, some impressively realistic, others cartoonishly absurd. (See Chapter Nine for a more thorough discussion of these Alamo replicas.) Questioned about the history of the Alamo, or its meaning in history, how many of those businesspeople would display any but the most rudimentary knowledge of the subject? Yet they have chosen the Alamo not, presumably, because of its connection to slaughter, but because the image is so potent a symbol of the city in which they live.
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Satan remembers the Alamo in Ramsey Yelvington’s play, A Cloud of Witnesses. From the author’s collection.


Ramsey Yelvington’s evocative and poetic play, A Cloud of Witnesses (1954), makes its own point about the difference between Alamo the place and Alamo the historical event. As the play begins, the ghosts of the Alamo defenders (the “cloud of witnesses”) are confronted by Satan. They believe that they still have a message of sacrifice, heroism, and patriotism to give to the world, but Satan isn’t so sure:




Satan: It seems that today the term [freedom] is become confused. The meaning is now everywhere debated. It is not clear-cut, as in your time. And your deed, your deaths, though generally revered, are . . . oh, something in a niche; something cloudy in a baroque picture frame. Great, of course; but so . . . remote. People and times were so different then!


Oh, you have done a fair job of keeping your memory alive, with your general pressures. Politicians wouldn’t miss speaking there. Why, that interesting addition they made to the front of the Alamo chapel is one of the most readily identified façades in the world!


(pauses, then ironically:)


Though of course it wasn’t there in your day.


Don’t you see? The place takes precedence over the ideal! The place is hallowed! The place is a thousand times more photographed than the lesson learned!





Yelvington’s point is that the modern world is slowly losing touch with the ideals for which the Alamo heroes are supposed to have died, and it is up to his “witnesses” to reaffirm the principles those heroes stood for. The sentiment is certainly a sound one—the world is inarguably even farther from those ideals today than when Yelvington wrote his play in the early fifties—but the separation of idea and deed regarding the Alamo is perhaps not nearly so ominous as Yelvington’s Satan suggests. It simply means that the Alamo has come to have more than one meaning. The famous image of the Alamo has indeed been used for trivial purposes, but it remains one of America’s most profound symbols. One could, in fact, argue that as the meaning of the Alamo changes and develops from generation to generation, its image becomes more profound. Though nearly everyone can easily identify the building itself, the meaning of the place is not so instantly accessible. The Alamo, which started out as a symbol, has gradually become a trademark—but of what?


Tourists visiting the Alamo today are confronted with a site that would barely be recognized by the men who died there on March 6, 1836. Most of the mission compound has been dismantled over the years. Bookstores, tourist shops, and fast-food businesses occupy the area where the west wall once stood. To the north, the place where Alamo commander William Barret Travis was killed is located behind the service counter of the main post office. The palisade, constructed of wood and earth and said to be the spot defended by David Crockett and his “Tennessee Boys,” is long since gone, though a boundary line in the pavement marks its general location. The site of the mission’s main gate to the south, and the “low barracks” where historians believe that Jim Bowie died, is now a grassy park that extends all the way to the historic Menger Hotel.
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This 1960 ad underscores the deeply cherished idea that the men of the Alamo died for fine groceries at bargain prices. From the author’s collection.


The only parts of the original mission/fortress still standing are the church itself and a select few pieces of the long barracks. But even these only barely resemble their appearance during the battle. In 1836, the long barracks was a two-story building, probably the strongest structure in the fort and certainly the place where the deadliest, most savage fighting took place. The building was virtually demolished when the army “remodeled” it in the 1850s. In 1913, to better emphasize the building that was already commonly called “the Alamo,” the tattered remains of the top story were removed (see Chapter Four for a more thorough discussion of this event). The long barracks today is almost entirely a reconstructed building, with very, very few traces of the original structure.


In 1836, “the Alamo” referred to a vast mission compound. Today, it essentially refers to one building. And in the imaginations of most visitors, it is in this single structure where the battle took place. It is said that the most common response by tourists, upon seeing the Alamo for the first time, is, “It’s so small.” Models, dioramas, and other historical and educational exhibits around the grounds are getting better at explaining the discrepancy between the Alamo today and the fort of long ago. But few visitors leave with an understanding that the Alamo fell, in part, because it was too big—not too small. The massive mission compound covered nearly three acres. Even if recent revisions in the number of Alamo defenders are true—historians now believe that there may have been as many as 250 men in the fort, as opposed to the legendary 182 or 189—the garrison was still woefully inadequate to the task of defending that great expanse of walls, some 440 yards in all. Dispersed evenly, each man would have to defend about ten feet of wall. But the Alamo defenders weren’t dispersed evenly. Stephen L. Hardin writes:




Prevailing doctrine allotted a six-man crew to each piece of ordnance. Travis began the siege with about 150 men; if he had followed that rule and manned all available cannon, 114 of his men would have been assigned as gunners. Travis, of course, did no such thing. Fewer men could fire a cannon if necessary, just not so quickly. In fact, it is unlikely that more than three gunners manned any piece of Alamo artillery.2





There were also wounded men in the hospital, and many others engaged in different duties, all of which left long stretches of undefended wall to become vast and deadly entrances into the fort. The church building, roofless and ruined, contained a cannon ramp with a handful of guns and a few men to fire them. The women and children of the Alamo huddled in one of the rooms, and the fort’s powder magazine, such as it was, was located in another. But little of the battle took place inside the building. The cannon crew, which may have included Almeron Dickinson,3 James Butler Bonham, and Gregoria Esparza (whose family trembled just a few yards away), was probably finished off very quickly by Mexican soldiers firing from the doorway. If, as legend has it, Robert Evans was killed while trying to blow up the powder, he would be among the very few defenders to actually die in the Alamo church.


But it is this building that has always captured the imagination, probably because of its beautiful and haunting face; and this structure alone is now considered “the Alamo.” This notion, of course, has been supported by countless artists over the years. Illustrations in encyclopedias, history books, comic books, and fiction of all kinds often depict the Alamo church standing alone, under attack from swarms of Mexicans. In many of these pictures, the Texan defenders are shown firing from the anachronistic upper windows—and sometimes even from the icon niches, which artists sometimes have confused for openings.


Many early articles about the Alamo, even interviews with survivors of the battle, quite often paint a picture of the battle as if it took place in this building alone. Felix Nuñez claimed to be a soldier under Santa Anna during the siege. His highly suspect account of the battle has contributed many questionable notions to Alamo history.4 In his interview, published in 1889, Nuñez describes the assault on March 6 (“the fourth day of the siege”):




At this time our cannon had battered down nearly all the walls that enclosed the church, consequently all the Americans had taken refuge inside the church, and the front door of the main entrance fronting to the west was open.5





Survivor Enrique Esparza, who claimed to have witnessed the death of his own father in the Alamo, was interviewed by what seems to have been a very careless San Antonio Daily Express reporter in 1907, when Esparza was 84. When Esparza describes his family’s arrival at the Alamo, he seems to be talking about the fort in strictly modern-day terms:




It was twilight when we got into the Alamo and it grew pitch dark soon afterward. All of the doors were closed and barred. The sentinels that had been on duty without were first called inside and then the openings closed. Some sentinels were posted up on the roof, but those were protected by the walls of the Alamo church and the old convent building. We went into the church portion. It was shut up when we arrived. We were admitted through a small window. . . . I distinctly remember that I climbed through the window and over a cannon that was placed inside of the church immediately behind the window . . . the window was opened to permit us to enter and it was closed immediately after we got inside.6





Of course, at that time the Alamo church had no windows on the sides—only two on the face. Therefore, if the Esparza family was admitted “through a small window,” they must have already been inside the mission compound. And if they were, why would they have to climb through any window? There seem to be two possibilities. First, Enrique Esparza may simply have forgotten many of the details of what happened some seventy years earlier—which is quite understandable. Or, perhaps Esparza’s memory was better than this interview suggests. It was common practice at the time for reporters to interview their subjects and then paraphrase them in print. In this case, if Esparza had actually described the Alamo as he remembered it, the picture probably made little sense to the reporter, who simply bent the old man’s words to fit the Alamo as it stood in 1907. In either case, most contemporary readers of the interview would picture the modern-day Alamo, not the sprawling compound of 1836.


Another article in the San Antonio Daily Express from August 23, 1897, describes a visit to the Alamo by a “typical touring party.” They peek into “the little cell near the entrance where the sick Crockett [sic] was slaughtered on his cot” and “the spot where Bowie [sic] drew the death line over which the patriots unhesitatingly crossed and thereby became the priests of their own sacrifice.” The tourists obviously don’t know anything about the Alamo and its heroes, and their tour guide (who seems more than slightly inadequate to the task) knows even less. But “the portly gentleman at the head of the party” nervously attempts a little historical revisionism:




“Do you know, I have heard it questioned if this dramatic episode [the drawing of the line] really occurred. It is pointed out that . . .”


His daughter interrupts impatiently, “Oh, you mustn’t question anything here. It spoils all the romance. Do hush, papa.”





Clara Driscoll, the so-called Savior of the Alamo, would have firmly supported that little girl’s viewpoint. Driscoll believed that the church, if not the entire fort, was at least the focal point of the battle. And, as evidenced by her story, “The Custodian of the Alamo” (from her book, In the Shadow of the Alamo), Driscoll, like that young tourist, believed in romance.


In the story, a pretty young Alamo tour guide tells a rich and handsome young railroad executive the story of the siege and fall of the Alamo: “ ‘This room,’ indicating with a graceful gesture the interior, ‘is where the last stand of the heroes of the Alamo was made.’ ” It is also, according to this daughter of Texas, where Travis drew his line of decision. “ ‘He then took his sword and drew a line with it across the dirt floor of the chapel, and called upon those who were willing to die with him for the sake of their country to step across.’ ” And finally, the tour guide tells about the last battle: “ ‘The Texans desperately contested every inch of ground until by the overwhelming force of numbers they were forced back into the chapel, where the last stand was made.’ ”7


In this vapid little romantic story, by the way, Driscoll does offer us a rather precious example of the difference in visiting the Alamo in 1906 and going there today. The young tycoon is the Alamo’s only visitor on that particular day. As he makes small talk with the lovely young daughter, she checks her watch and says, “I am sorry to turn you out, but I close the chapel at twelve, to go home for lunch.”8


Author Maurice Elfer, not the world’s most diligent historical researcher, only added to the confusion. He described the interior of the Alamo this way:




Entering the Alamo, one sees a large hall running from the front wall to the rear one. Therein occurred the bloodiest fighting, and it is in the middle of this large room that Travis drew the heroic line. To the left as one enters there is a small room in which Bowie was sick and was nursed during the siege by Madam [sic] Candelaria, a Mexican woman.


On the other side of the building there is only one room, near the entrance. In that room Bowie was killed, and just outside of its threshold Davy Crockett fell. Travis died in the large room, or hall, and between the entrance of the Alamo and the door last described.9





After hogwash like this—and so much more in the same vein—it is easy, in one way, to understand why first-time visitors may be slightly disappointed at the sight of the Alamo. They expect to see a fort, with battlements and guns—a place where they can imagine the thunder and horror of battle, where they can visualize the attacking hordes and pretend to be an Alamo defender, swinging an empty rifle like Fess Parker. But the remains of the Alamo don’t look like a fort. As author William Zinsser said, in describing his first visit, “I had the feeling I was in a small Romanesque church in Spain or southern France; stone walls, cool interior, pale light.”10


This building—restored, remodeled, beautified—has virtually no physical connection to its bloody moment. Visitors want a battleground; instead, they find a shrine. The Alamo as it now stands is, in a very real sense, no longer itself, but a monument to itself.


I remember being slightly confused during my own first visit to the Alamo in 1963. At the age of eleven, I had virtually memorized Walter Lord’s A Time to Stand (still one of, if not the, best general histories of the Alamo) and came to San Antonio bursting with questions, ideas, and enthusiasm. I was not disappointed in the least and certainly did not find the Alamo too “small.” Completely entranced by the place, I went around touching the limestone walls lovingly, as if trying to conjure up some traumatic memory embedded in the stone.


Nevertheless, I found it a little hard to reconcile the park-like setting of 1963 with the battle plan described by Lord. I went to the information desk and proceeded to bombard the poor woman sitting there with question after question, until my father came to drag me away—and rescue her. She said to him, “You ought to take this child down to Brackettville to see the set that John Wayne used for his movie. I think he’ll get a much better idea of what the Alamo used to look like.” My father, for some reason, agreed that this was a good idea. The next day, he drove my family nearly three hours west from San Antonio to Brackettville, Texas, to the ranch of James T. “Happy” Shahan to see the remains of the Wayne set.


At first sight, I was mesmerized. Just as the lady at the information desk had suggested, at Happy Shahan’s “Alamo Village,” I got a perspective that was impossible to experience at the actual site in San Antonio. I could imagine the vastness, the sense of desolation and ruin. The set had been blasted to pieces during the epic battle scenes that climaxed Wayne’s film, and its ruined walls, black with smoke, only made the experience more evocative to me. Here, away from the clutter and clamor of the city, the imagination could run wild. You could pretend that you really had stumbled upon the ruins of the Alamo, forgotten in the wilderness. You really could run around the walls, firing imaginary guns, clutching at phantom wounds. I had always treasured my Marx “Alamo” playset but Alamo Village was like being in a playset. It was the ultimate Alamo toy.


I think, in essence, what I wanted and expected from the real Alamo was the experience as described in Dimitri Tiomkin and Paul Francis Webster’s song, “The Ballad of the Alamo”:


In the southern part of Texas


Near the town of San Antone


Lies a fortress all in ruins


That the weeds have overgrown.


You may look in vain for crosses


But you’ll never see a one


But sometime between the setting


And the rising of the sun


You can hear a ghostly bugle


As the men go marching by


You can hear them as they answer


To that roll call in the sky.


Probably, truth be told, that’s what everyone who visits the Alamo expects to experience. But most people have a hard time finding that peephole through time. In the middle of a huge urban center, filled with traffic noise and the din of thousands of tourists and residents, it’s virtually impossible to “hear a ghostly bugle.”


The irony is that the Alamo described in that song existed only briefly, in the aftermath of the battle. And John Wayne’s film—for which “The Ballad of the Alamo” was written—is largely responsible for our image of the fort as remote, an island in a vast sea of prairie. In fact, the mission San Antonio de Valero was always just on the outskirts of town. Even at the time of the battle, the town was barely half a mile away; and several houses, huts, and other buildings came right up to the walls of the mission compound. It was not a thing apart from San Antonio, but a part of San Antonio. The Alamo did indeed lie in ruins for about a decade after the battle, but during that time, San Antonio continued to creep steadily toward it. Local families routinely took stone and lumber from the mission remains to build or repair their own homes. And some of the structures along the Alamo’s west wall were inhabited again within months of the battle. By the time the U.S. Army occupied the site in the 1840s—and eventually added a roof and the familiar “hump” to the Alamo church—it was already in San Antonio, not merely near it. Hermann Lungkwitz’s painting of 1857 (sketched five years earlier) shows a rear view of an Alamo that is surrounded by a thriving neighborhood. Theoretically, visitors of 150 years ago may have had the very same thoughts as visitors of today: “It’s so small” and “I expected it to be more remote.”


But even so, I have never quite understood how anyone could be disappointed in a visit to the Alamo. There is no aura of thunder, blood, and death; but the beautiful simplicity of its face, the serenity of the grounds, and the cool quiet of the interior make it seem precisely what its caretakers insist that it is—a shrine. A sign on the door admonishes the visitor:


Be silent, friend


Here heroes died


To pave the way


For other men


Inside, men are asked to remove their hats. Except for one day a year, on March 6, no photography—flash or otherwise—is allowed inside the Alamo. Visitors who talk too loudly are asked, politely but firmly, to bring it down to a whisper.


It is difficult to think of another American historical monument—especially on a former battleground—where such reverence is expected, even monitored. Tourists, who may view their visit to the Alamo as only one component of their vacation or business trip, are sometimes puzzled or put out at being told how to conduct themselves—as if they were naughty children being reprimanded by Teacher. But to the Daughters of the Republic of Texas, who take care of the site, and for all those who are truly moved and inspired by the saga of the Alamo, reverence is a natural response to its dignity as a building and to its bloody, inspiring story. And even if that reverence has to be enforced, the men who died in the Alamo deserve it.


Or do they?


The more we learn about the Alamo, the less simple the story becomes. Passed down from generation to generation as a shining example of heroism, patriotism, and self-sacrifice, the legend of the Alamo is at odds—sometimes significant odds—with the historical event, which was inevitably a far more complex, more human event. It has traditionally been seen as a battle in which a vastly outnumbered band of virtuous white men was overwhelmed by a cruel and pitiless gothic, brown-skinned enemy. The Alamo defenders (read: Texans, read: Americans) were fighting for their rights just as their ancestors did at Bunker Hill, and the vicious dictator Santa Anna wanted to squash those rights, even if he had to stoop to massacre and torture and other atrocities to do it.


But gradually, the story has evened out. Research has led to more understanding not only of the people involved in the conflict, but of their motives. The defenders of the Alamo were not simply Texans, but citizens of all parts of the United States, and several countries of the world. The only native Texans among the defenders were the Tejanos—Mexicans who opposed Santa Anna’s despotic rules and policies. Just as obviously, the Mexican army did not consist of evil, murderous devils but of men, good and bad, doing their highly unpleasant duty for their country.


Nor were the motivations that led to the fight quite so clear-cut as the myth suggests. While some of the Alamo’s defenders genuinely saw their defense of the fort as a fight for freedom, and some even saw it as a stepping stone to independence for Texas, others were actually what Santa Anna thought they were: pirates, renegades, roughnecks, and scofflaws. Many of those who came to Texas from the United States became Mexican citizens only grudgingly and almost immediately began to resent the differences between the way they were governed by Mexico and the way they remembered being governed in the United States. Revisionists have tended to paint all of the Alamo’s defenders with these colors. But the truth is always an unruly thing; the assumption that all of the rebels in the Texas Revolution were bad is just as wrongheaded as the unwavering belief in their holy goodness.


“Historians,” writes William H. McNeill, “by helping us to define ‘us’ and ‘them,’ play a considerable part in focusing love and hate, the two principal cements of collective behavior known to humanity. But myth making for rival groups has become a dangerous game in the atomic age . . .”11


The men of the Alamo were, in reality, a cross section of types. There were scoundrels and lowlifes among the garrison, without a doubt, as there are in nearly any congregation. But there were also idealists and fighters, brave, thoughtful men who wanted a better life not only for themselves, but for all people. In short, the men of the Alamo were only human, with all the failings attendant to humanity; but some of them—maybe most of them—were genuinely great and good men.


The Mexican army was also made up of men of all stripes. Though even the most revisionist of historians can rarely find much good to say about Santa Anna, his officers are generally contended to be gentlemen warriors, cultured and brave. They believed, as did the Army of the Republic in the American Civil War, that they were acting to preserve their country. There is not much evidence that any of them wanted to suppress the freedoms of new Texans—many were quite vocal in their opposition to Santa Anna’s barbarism—but they were honor-bound to follow their leader and fight for their beloved Mexico.


Nor were the odds quite as daunting as legend would have it. The legend of the Alamo always turns the Mexican army into a multitude. John Wayne’s The Alamo, for instance, makes frequent reference to “Santa Anna’s 7,000 battle-hard troops.” In fact, a force of about 1,500 attacked the fort that March morning. And a great many of that number were raw recruits who had never fired a gun before, much less had any battle training. The men in the Alamo were fewer—although in Alamo research, their number keeps growing as the Mexican army’s number keeps shrinking—but they had strong walls to stand behind and plenty of cannon to aim at the attacking soldiers. At best, it was never a fair fight—the end was inevitable—though it was not quite the overwhelming massacre that legend claims.


But just because we learn more about the event that in some ways makes it less pristine as a myth, it doesn’t mean that the myth has to die—or that the historical reality has to be denied. To recall Paul Andrew Hutton’s earlier quote, the Alamo of history and the Alamo of our collective imagination are two very different things. What we take for history can be as fanciful as any work of fiction. And sometimes the fictions about the Alamo offer their own profound truths. The poems, novels, plays, films, and songs about the Alamo are important ways for us to consider, reevaluate, and celebrate what happened there—and to ponder what the Alamo has meant and continues to mean.


In this book I want to examine the Alamo not simply as an event that took place over thirteen days in 1836, but as an ongoing saga that began in 1718 and shows no signs of ending. Over those three centuries, the Alamo has been church and fort, inspiration and joke, a hearth of patriotic virtue and a hotbed of racial conflict. Its famous façade has been linked with presidents and kings, with the famous and the infamous. And it has spawned an entire cottage industry of toys and games, movies and books, cheap souvenirs and priceless works of art.


The entire amazing adventure of the Alamo involves more than simply that bloody moment so long ago. Its incredible cast of characters—from Davy Crockett to Pee-wee Herman—acts out a pageant of history and horror, tomfoolery and profundity, inspiration and silliness that sometimes reveals more about ourselves than about the Alamo.


The myth of the Alamo is in an almost constant state of revision. We now see the battle with different eyes than we did only a few decades ago. We now question everything, argue every interpretation, fight to establish—or discredit—every new detail or idea. But the Alamo itself remains both a part of, and apart from, its bloody past. The Alamo’s benign but mesmerizing face has looked upon horror and triumph, and gazes back at us with all the enigmatic, holy power of the Sphinx. It is a shrine and a tomb, a source of ethnic bitterness and a wellspring of patriotic pride. It is an icon of popular culture as well as a continuing inspiration to poets, playwrights, composers, filmmakers, and writers.


Everyone remembers the Alamo. But everyone remembers it in different ways.


Because it is the only original building standing today, many people believe that the Alamo church was where the entire battle was fought. Artists have frequently supported this idea, as these images illustrate.
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George E. Richards’s illustration from The History of the American People (1918). From the author’s collection.
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C. Richard Schaare’s rather comic-book-like frame from The Life of Davy Crockett in Picture and Story (1935). From the author’s collection.
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An unsigned portrait of Crockett from the 1950s. From the author’s collection.
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A panel from “The American Adventure,” a newspaper comic strip (December 11, 1949). From the collection of Craig R. Covner.
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The set for John Wayne’s The Alamo just prior to production in 1959. From the author’s collection.
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The story of the Alamo inspires reactions that range from reverential to silly. From the author’s collection.
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Sunday Comic Strip - Ad for Viva Max © 1970 Commonwealth United
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A page from the 1961 MAD Magazine satire of John Wayne’s film. This hilarious piece turned out to be one of the most perceptive reviews of the film ever written. Courtesy of William Gaines, MAD Magazine.
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An Alamo scene from The Wax Museum in Miami, Florida. From the author’s collection.
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“Davy Crockett at the Alamo,” a tableau from the National Historical War Museum in Washington, D.C. From the author’s collection.
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The Mission


The Alamo, for much of its history, has been a bad-luck place. This is not news to Davy Crockett, Jim Bowie, or Bill Travis, all of whom found terrible fortune there. But even from the beginning, almost a hundred years before Santa Anna attacked the mission fortress, the Alamo was the scene of one misfortune after another. Its very appearance today is the result of a progression of events, many of them disastrous.


The keystone above the Alamo’s doors bears the date 1758, but the mission was actually born some forty years earlier. The first Spanish expedition to what would later become San Antonio de Béxar came in 1690. Governor Don Domingo Teran de los Rios wrote in his journal that the area around the Medina River was “the most beautiful in New Spain” and the local Indians, the Payaya, proved friendly and helpful to the Spanish explorers. The priest of the expedition, Father Mazanet, suggested that the site would be perfect for a new mission.


But it was Father Antonio de San Buenaventura y Olivares who worked to make the mission a reality. Fr. Olivares first visited the place in 1709 and soon began lobbying the viceroy of New Spain for permission to found the mission and urging him to send families as settlers to the region. But even though Fr. Olivares went to Spain and to Mexico City in his quest to get his mission started, it was not until 1718 that the governor awarded Fr. Olivares with possession “of the mission site at the Indian village on the banks of the San Antonio River.”1 Fr. Olivares named his new mission San Antonio de Valero in honor of Saint Anthony de Padua and the Spanish viceroy, the Duke of Valero. San Antonio de Valero was officially established on May 1, 1718. Within days, a new presidio, San Antonio de Béxar, and a civil settlement, Villa de Béxar, were established nearby.
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Artist Craig R. Covner’s meticulous rendering of the Alamo church in the years just after the battle. It probably looked much like this for decades before the battle, as well. The church was never completed, standing roofless and filled with debris for years. Courtesy of Craig R. Covner.


Fr. Olivares placed Mission San Antonio de Valero on the banks of San Pedro Creek that flowed south of the presidio at San Pedro Springs. But about a year later, he shifted the mission’s location to the west side of San Pedro Creek, presumably because the land better lent itself to irrigation.


The first Mission San Antonio de Valero building was a two-story tower structure, made of stone. It housed both a chapel and priests’ quarters. The stone building was surrounded by several thatched huts (called jacals), where the Indian residents of the mission lived. It was located on the east bank of the San Antonio River, where Alamo Street and Commerce Street intersect in modern San Antonio.


San Antonio de Valero might have flourished at this spot; but in 1724, a fierce hurricane leveled most of the mission buildings, so Fr. Olivares moved it once again, this time to the present location of the Alamo. Once there, the mission suffered a series of disasters, including an epidemic that killed almost half of the Indians who lived there. Nevertheless, plans continued to build a permanent mission. Most of the other buildings of the compound were built first, beginning in about 1727, and construction on the new stone church was begun on May 8, 1744. For several years, the little chapel at the former mission site (which had not been destroyed with the rest of the mission) was still equipped to celebrate mass.
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The top drawing is archeologist Jack D. Eaton’s conjectural view of how the Alamo church might have been intended to look. At the bottom is the church as it appears today, and in the center is the Alamo as it looked during the battle of 1836.
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Mission de la Purisima Concepcion, San Antonio’s second mission. From the author’s collection.


Adina de Zavala claimed that the “pretty [new] church with its twin towers, arched roof, and graceful dome was entirely finished about 1757,” but there seems to be no clear proof that it was ever really completed. It’s something of a moot point anyway, because in about 1757 the church began to cave in, and by 1762 it had completely collapsed—due, says de Zavala, to “the stupidity of the builder.”2
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