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Figure  1.
Alamo s e t from Errol Flynn's  San Antonio. Courte s y of Film Archive

The bat t le of  t he Alamo is a myt hic event .

One might  be forgiven for t hinking t hat  it  is a myt hical event  as well. As
far as t he movies have been concerned, it  may as well have been.

Back when schoolchildren act ually knew anyt hing about  hist ory, t he
st irring and heroic saga of  t he siege and fall of  t he Alamo was as well
known as Washingt on's crossing of  t he Delaware or Teddy Roosevelt 's
charge up San Juan Hill. To t ell t he st ory was t o sing a hymn t o gleaming,
unassailable pat riot ism and, as Alamo Commander William Barret  Travis
wrot e in his most  famous let t er, "everyt hing dear t o t he American
charact er."

The st ory t hat  t hose schoolchildren knew was roughly t his: in February
1836 a small but  det ermined band of Americans holed up in t he Alamo, a
crumbling old mission-t urned-fort  just  out side San Ant onio, Texas. Texas
was at  t he t ime st ill a part  of  Mexico, and t he cruel and despot ic Mexican
dict at or, General Ant onio Lopez de Sant a Anna, felt  t hat  t hese
Americans were int erlopers and revolut ionaries. He and his army of
t housands lay siege t o t he Alamo. There were not  t hat  many defenders
inside t he walls of  t he Alamo, but  what  t hey lacked in numbers t hey
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made up for in ferocit y, bravery, and st erling goodness. Young William
Barret  Travis, a f irebrand lawyer and revolut ionary, was in command. His
co-commander, Jim Bowie, was t oo ill t o t ake an act ive role in t he
defense of  t he fort , but  his legendary knife and excit ing exploit s were
such t hat  his presence was more import ant  t han his act ions.

But  even Bowie's fame paled beside t hat  of  a recent  arrival—Davy
Crocket t  of  Tennessee. Crocket t 's fellow fight ers in t he Alamo were
inspired by his colorful hist ory as a bear hunt er and Indian f ight er. He was
possibly t he great est  living front iersman, and he had cast  his lot  wit h t he
out numbered Texans in San Ant onio.

Sant a Anna's cannon pounded t he walls of  t he Alamo for t hirt een days.
Despit e Travis' repeat ed pleas for assist ance, only one group of t hirt y-
t wo men arrived as reinforcement s. Finally, knowing all was lost , Travis
gave a st irring speech t o his men, t elling t hem t hat  t hey would surely die
if  t hey cont inued t o defend t he Alamo. He drew a line in t he dirt  wit h his
saber and invit ed every man who would volunt eer t o st ay and fight  t o
t he deat h t o cross over t he line. Wit hout  hesit at ion, t hey all crossed
over.

In t he early morning hours of  March 6, 1836, t he Mexican army
at t acked. By sunrise t he bat t le was over and every defender of  t he
Alamo lay dead. But  each Texan had t aken scores of  Mexicans wit h him
int o deat h. As Travis had promised in his let t er of  February 24, Sant a
Anna's vict ory was "worse t han a defeat ."

A few weeks lat er a vengeful Texan army under Sam Houst on surprised
Sant a Anna at  San Jacint o and defeat ed him in a bat t le t hat  last ed a
mere f i een minut es. Sant a Anna was capt ured and, in exchange for his
life, gave Texas t o Houst on. Now t he t errit ory was an independent
republic t hanks t o t he mart yrdom of t he heroes of  t he Alamo.

Of course, as in all "t rue" st ories, t he act ual event  was far more chaot ic
and complicat ed t han t hat  prist ine myt h of  pat riot ic sacrif ice. Scholars
and hist orians have spent  decades uncovering new det ails, and, every



t ime t hey do, it  seems t hat  t he legend of t he Alamo is chipped away just
a lit t le more.

James Bowie was cert ainly an advent urer—but  he was also a slave
t rader, land swindler, and a somet ime part ner of  t he pirat e Jean Lafit t e.
And it  appears t hat  t he famed Bowie knife was creat ed by James'
brot her Rezin Bowie. William Barret  Travis abandoned his pregnant  wife
t o t ake up wit h a mist ress and arrived in Texas under suspicion of  having
murdered a man back in Alabama. And David Crocket t , while admit t edly a
fine hunt er, did not  have much of a career as a f ight er of  Indians or
anybody...
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