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“Play That Song Again”

Minutes after I walked into Alamo Plaza, I saw my first Davy Crockett ghost. He took the form of a solidly built man in an outsized coonskin cap—the kind with a cute little raccoon face as well as a bushy tail—who handed me a business card.

“He’s my great-great-great-grandfather,” David Preston Crockett said. “Yeah, I’m a grandson of the famous Davy Crockett.”

David had put on his Crockett finery for the occasion, which was the 175th anniversary of his ancestor’s death at the Alamo, most likely within a few yards of where we stood. In addition to the cap, he wore a long fringed jacket and matching pants that looked as if they were made of buckskin but weren’t.

“Would you believe this stuff came from Walmart?” he asked. Then he told me how he’d bought some chamois cloth, maybe ten years before, and learned to sew.

San Antonio, Texas, was my last stop on a search for traces of the historical and mythical Crockett—for the “ghosts,” as I’d come to think of them, of an extraordinary American life. Colorful threads of Davy’s story had been spun into legend while the man himself was still alive, and that story’s epic ending on the morning of March 6, 1836, had rendered him immortal. If you were hunting Crockett ghosts, on this anniversary weekend, the Alamo was the place to be.

For starters, there were all the other guys decked out in raccoon caps and brown fringed garments.

At one point, I saw two Davys in full regalia—both associated with a production company that specialized in historical films—shake each other’s hands in front of the Alamo church. Up walked a tourist who’d heard that the real Crockett might have carved his name on the church’s iconic facade. One of the Davys set her straight.

“Mr. Crockett was a gentleman. Mr. Crockett would not do that,” he said. “I’ll take that to the bank.”

A few hours later, waiting for a reenactment of the siege and battle to begin, I found myself standing next to two more Davys. Mike and Mark Chenault of Dallas were identical sixtyish twins wearing identical Crockett outfits. I asked one of them—I’m pretty sure it was Mark—what made them fans.

“Just Crockett’s devotion, his patriotism to America,” he told me. “He came all the way from Tennessee, you know, and the timing was just so perfect.”

I don’t think Davy would have agreed about the timing. The former congressman hadn’t planned on coming to Texas just to die. Still, dying was what the Crockett we’d all come to see was about to do.

Doug Davenport was a craggy-faced reenactor from the San Antonio Living History Association; he wore the usual cap and fringed coat, but his legwear set him apart. I had no idea whether the real Crockett ever wore white pants, but the unusual look, oddly enough, made Davenport seem more authentic, less like a Hollywood clone. This was a good thing, because the thirteen-day siege and battle about to be re-created were desperately serious. General Antonio López de Santa Anna had just marched into town to quash the Texas Revolution, taking Crockett and the rest of the vastly outnumbered garrison by surprise.

“Get everyone into the Alamo!” someone yelled.

“Give us a position, and me and the Tennessee boys will protect it for you,” Davy told his commanding officer, William Barret Travis, who assigned him to defend a wooden palisade that filled a gap in the south wall.

Then it was hurry up and wait.

It is not easy to evoke twelve tense days in which little actual fighting occurred, but in the short time allotted to them, Davenport and his colleagues did their best. Defiant cannon shots were fired. Messengers rode out and back. Longed-for help failed to arrive. “I would just as soon march out there and die in the open,” Crockett confessed at one point, just as the real Crockett is said to have done.

He didn’t get his wish. On the thirteenth day, shortly before dawn, Santa Anna finally ordered his men to storm the walls.

I lost track of Davenport during the booming, smoky chaos of the assault, then spotted him slumped against the palisade. There he stayed, cap twitching occasionally, until the words “Remember the Alamo!” came over the loudspeaker and the defenders sprang back to life. All available Davys were soon posing for photographs. Adults and children crowded around, and as I watched, I heard a young ponytailed mom try to convey to her son the seriousness of the moment he was experiencing.

“You are walking where Davy Crockett walked around,” she told him. “That is really cool!”
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Decades before that mom was born, Walt Disney made Davy Crockett the coolest guy in American history—and walking where he walked can still give people chills.

Davy’s 1950s apotheosis came about through a wildly unpredictable combination of circumstances. Among them were the emergence of television as an irresistible cultural force; Disney’s drive to fund his innovative new Anaheim theme park; Fess Parker’s bit part in a film about giant mutant ants; and possibly the stickiest song ever written, with lyrics thrown together by a man who had never tried writing a song before. (All together now: “Davy, DAY-VEE Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier!”) Disney hadn’t planned to spark a Crockett craze any more than Crockett had planned to get killed at the Alamo—Walt just thought he was making a three-part TV series—which goes to show that even a marketing genius needs a helping hand from fate now and then.

Americans’ obsession with Davy Crockett also showed—and not for the first time—how powerfully his story resonated with that of the nation itself.

For anyone who loves U.S. history, Crockett is a wonderful point of entry, because he intersects with so much of it. You’ll find him in the middle of the bitter struggle between settlers and Indians, for example, taking different sides at different times. He personifies the radical expansion of democracy in the age of Andrew Jackson—far better, in fact, than the patrician, plantation-owning Old Hickory himself—as well as the unstoppable migration westward that drew ambitious, adventurous men and women to places such as San Antonio. Crockett was constantly pulling up stakes. He spent a lifetime striving to escape the “have-not” side of a class divide that Americans like to pretend doesn’t exist. A fierce resentment of the “haves” sparked his political career; getting too cozy with them helped end it.

There is far more to the Crockett story, however, than a fascinating man’s real life.

To start with, there’s Legendary Davy, a character who took shape long before the real David—the version of his name he preferred—left Tennessee for Texas. Created by the image-conscious politician himself, Crockett’s exaggerated backwoods persona was magnified and distorted, especially after he arrived in Washington, by the political and media culture of his time. The rapid spread of Crockett’s fame may come as a revelation to those who think of celebrity politics as a recent phenomenon. Here was a nineteenth-century John F. Kennedy whose PT-109 equivalent, fighting Indians, became grist for a campaign biography. Here was a Ronald Reagan–Sarah Palin blend whose common touch and theatrical persona inspired a play called The Lion of the West, with an unmistakably Crockettesque figure playing the title role.

David Crockett went to check out his alter ego at a Washington theater in December 1833. Congressman and actor exchanged bows.

Twenty-seven months later, the real man would be dead and Mythic Davy would take his place. Over the next 175 years, this Crockett would shift his shape from Texas martyr to tall-tale superhero, from silent-movie star to icon of the TV generation—and, more recently, to symbolic flash point of the culture wars. Elusive and immortal, an Everyman who is also larger than life, Mythic Davy has always reflected Americans’ evolving sense of who we are.

Why did fate cast David Crockett in this role? Crockett himself is said to have offered the beginning of an explanation. “Fame is like a shaved pig with a greased tail,” he has been quoted as explaining, “and it is only after it has slipped through the hand of some thousands that some fellow, by mere chance, holds onto it!” As with many sayings attributed to Crockett, unfortunately, this one has been disputed, but it has a nice, self-deprecating ring and it suggests part of the answer.

Not all of it, though.

Something besides luck drew people to David when he was alive, and something besides commercial mythmaking—though there was plenty of that—drew them to his story after he was dead. Understanding his attraction and its staying power was one of my chief goals when I set out in pursuit of Crockett ghosts.

I had a more personal reason, too.

It’s not what you’re thinking. Unlike so many members of my generation, I had no fond childhood memories of Disney Davy, mostly because I never saw those Crockett shows. My father didn’t want a TV in the house, and as a New England kid, growing up just a few miles from Lexington and Concord, I was more attached to Paul Revere and Johnny Tremain anyway.

All of which meant that I was hopelessly unprepared when—forty years after his Disney debut—history’s most charismatic frontiersman took over my family’s life.
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The car music was doing what car music is supposed to do. It was an old Burl Ives collection, folksy and melodic, and it was keeping the girls quiet while their mother drove. Burl sang “Shoo Fly,” Mona’s favorite, his opulent voice caressing each line (“I feel … I feel … I feel like a morning star …”). He sang “Big Rock Candy Mountain,” “What Kind of Animal Are You?,” and “Polly Wolly Doodle,” then broke into a bouncy number that Mona and her older sister, Lizzie, had never heard before.

“Born on a mountaintop in Tennessee,” Burl Ives sang. “Greenest state in the land of the free …”

When the music stopped, there was a moment of silence from the back seat. Lizzie broke it.

“Play that song again,” she said.

She’d hit her fourth birthday not long before, and her sister was two and a half. There’s no way she could have known what she was getting us into. Deborah and I didn’t know either. We were new parents, just beginning to understand that children rarely learn anything in exactly the way, or at precisely the time, adults expect them to. Kids see the universe as an endless web available for browsing. Click on Burl Ives. Click on Davy Crockett. Hmm, that’s interesting: let’s go to the next level, and the next, and now let’s follow that line over there. Before you can say “Remember the Alamo,” your firstborn is trying to make sense of the brutality of nineteenth-century Indian wars, the gender gap in frontier legends, and the complex relationship between heroic narratives and historical truth.

All before you’ve had time to research essential facts, such as: Where was Davy Crockett born, anyway?

Not on any mountaintop, it turns out.

After that first replay request, Lizzie began to ask for “The Ballad of Davy Crockett” again and again, and her mother started having flashbacks. Deborah, unlike me, could summon fond images of the little yellow record with the song in its grooves and of the hunky, buckskinned Parker playing Crockett on TV. So she fielded the girls’ initial questions as best she could, and we set out to supplement our knowledge.

One part of the task was to separate fact from fiction. Another was to explain the difference.

As it happens, there was quite a lot on Davy in the children’s section of our local library, most of it divisible into two categories. There were works of the Davy Crocket: Young Rifleman variety, which were either fact-based junior biographies or fictionalized versions of the historical Davy’s life. And there were tall tales, books with titles such as The Narrow Escapes of Davy Crockett, in which Davy appeared as a wholly legendary, Paul Bunyan–like figure who hitched rides on lighting bolts, climbed Niagara Falls on the backs of alligators, and walked across the Mississippi on stilts. One of the most helpful books—Robert Quackenbush’s Quit Pulling My Leg!—bridged the genres; the main text narrated the real history, while in the margins, a skeptical cartoon raccoon debunked assorted Crockett myths.

For weeks, Lizzie’s bedtime reading was all Crockett, all the time. When we hit the library, she’d head straight for the Crockett bios and start pulling them off the shelf. By now both she and Mona had memorized the Davy song. Was it true, they asked, that he “kilt him a b’ar when he was only three”? Probably not, we explained; that was a “tall tale.” Was it real that, as the Burl Ives version has it, he “fought and died at the Alamo”? Yes. Was he, in fact, born on that Tennessee mountaintop? Well, no, he was born on a riverbank near where Big Limestone Creek flows into the Nolichucky River, but yes, it was in what we now call Tennessee, except that Tennessee wasn’t quite a state yet, and …

There are a number of concepts in that Crockett ballad that require explanation when you’re talking to a preschooler. There’s statehood, for example, which gets you into the federal system, and there’s Congress, as in “He went off to Congress an’ served a spell,” which gets you into the whole notion of politics and representative government. Still, I’d never have predicted that we’d get so far into Davy’s historical context that we’d end up reading Lizzie, at her insistence, a 150-page American Heritage Junior Library biography of Andrew Jackson.

The real Crockett’s career was closely linked to Jackson’s. Davy did not fight “single-handed” in the Indian wars, as the song has it, but as a volunteer under General Jackson. After Jackson became president, Representative Crockett’s outspoken opposition to his fellow Tennessean became an irritant. Tennessee’s Jackson-dominated Democratic machine turned Crockett out of office and sent him on his fateful way to Texas.

But those are facts, and we weren’t confining ourselves to facts. To the girls, at that stage, “Andy” was essentially a mythic figure, just like “Davy.” What’s more—according to one of our favorite tall-tale books, Irwin Shapiro’s Yankee Thunder—they formed a two-person mutual admiration society.

“You’re the best man I ever clapped eyes on,” Shapiro’s Davy tells Andy, “and o’ course I’m Davy Crockett.”

“Then by the great horn spoon,” Andy roars in reply, “let’s find out which one o’ us is the best o’ the two! And that man will run for president!”

Bragging, roaring, battling: alert readers will have noticed that, while our children are both girls, Davy is as stereotypically guylike as they come. We noticed, too, and were glad to see that Crockett never got rejected as a “boy thing.” At the same time, we found it impossible to view him as anything other than what he was: the exceptionally likable hero of an exceptionally male narrative.

Neither of Davy’s real-life wives, we learned, gets much play in the biographies, although their stories, if they were better known, would shed light on both Crockett’s character and the American frontier experience. The legendary Davy comes with a legendary wife named Sally Ann Thunder Ann Whirlwind, a rough-and-ready charmer who grins the skins off bears and wins Davy’s heart by knotting six rattlesnakes together to form a rope. Lizzie and Mona liked Sally Ann Thunder Ann well enough, but there was never any question of divided loyalty. There is, after all, no Queen of the Wild Frontier.

We worried about this some, but not too much. That’s because we had a far more troubling part of the Crockett saga to deal with.

More than a year after Lizzie discovered Davy, we got her a plastic Alamo set, complete with bayonet-wielding blue plastic Mexicans and rifle-toting brown plastic Texans. She and her sister took to it immediately, arranging Crockett, Travis, Santa Anna, and the rest in a variety of warlike configurations. Yet Deborah and I couldn’t help but notice, at least until a neighbor boy joined the game, that their favorite activity was tucking in the troops for the night.

This was fine by us. Serendipity had blessed us with the Davy Crockett story, which had opened some wonderful historical windows. Precisely what happened at the end of the Alamo fight was one window we didn’t mind keeping shut for a while.

When Lizzie was first memorizing the Crockett ballad, she asked to hear the penultimate verse, the one with Burl Ives’s “fought and died at the Alamo” line, a few extra times. Beyond that, the girls didn’t actively pursue the idea of Davy’s death. They didn’t ignore it but seemed to be giving it time to sink in. The children’s books and audio tales we got them handled it gently. “We lost the battle, but we won the war” is how the CD from the Rabbit Ears Treasury of Tall Tales wraps things up, with narrator Nicolas Cage evoking Davy-the-Legend’s continued blissful existence in “the celestial vapors from where I speak.”

We did learn, well into our Crockett phase, that a historical death scene could produce obsessive interest. Looking for a “favorite president” to complement her sister’s beloved Andy, Mona settled on Abraham Lincoln. When we checked out picture books about Abe, she would stare at the inevitable assassination illustrations and ask us to read the relevant text over and over. A bit later, she asked her mother, “Is dying real?”

None of this, however, prepared us for what happened when we got to the end of that American Heritage biography of Jackson. Lizzie was curled up in bed, with Deborah reading. Davy’s sparring partner had retired to his Tennessee home, where “as spring drifted into summer along the Cumberland,” he wrote a last letter to President James K. Polk, advising him on some incomprehensible financial matter. Deborah read on as the old man bade farewell to servants and friends and expired quietly on June 8, 1845, “long before the late-setting June sun had sunk behind the western hills.” Then she turned to Lizzie, and saw that tears were flooding down her face.

Lizzie loved Andy Jackson. His location in time was confusing. And it had never once occurred to her that he was dead.
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I have to admit that I got choked up, too.

Not by Jackson’s death, though I was moved—as any parent would be—by my daughter’s grief. The more I had read about the real Andy, the less lovable he had seemed. And not by any Disney-implanted worship of his coonskin-capped adversary. By now, researching Davy’s story during our family recapitulation of the Crockett craze, I was fully aware that there was a flawed human being behind the irresistible Fess Parker reinvention.

And yet …

There’s a great scene in that Rabbit Ears narration in which Davy, to raise the spirits of the embattled Alamo defenders, climbs up on the ramparts one night, flaps his arms, crows like a rooster, and hurls “a good round of brag” into the menacing darkness. “I am half alligator, half horse and half snapping turtle with a touch of earthquake thrown in!” he roars as David Bromberg’s fiddle picks up the tempo in the background. “I can grin a hurricane out o’ countenance, recite the Bible from Genosee to Christmas, blow the wind of liberty through squash vine, tote a steamboat on my back, frighten the old folks, suck forty rattlesnake eggs at one sittin’ and swallow General Santy Anna whole without chokin’ if you butter his head and pin his ears back.… I shall never surrender or retreat.”

Listening to this for the first time, I was astonished to find that my eyes were moist.

Why had I found that fictionalized brag so moving?

I didn’t know.

The question would become one I set out to answer—years later, long after Lizzie and Mona had moved on from Davy, Andy, and Abe—as I marched deeper and deeper into Crockett territory.

The alchemization of history into myth has always fascinated me, and I wanted to explore the way the transformation got made in Davy’s case. Yet at the same time, no matter how many legends and myths I encountered, the real David’s story continued to move me.

Here was a man who started life as anonymous as you could get and almost as poor. He struggled, failed, pulled himself together, and struggled some more. He turned out to be better at politics than anything else, bear hunting excepted, and his feel for his frontier audience, along with a gift for humorous gab, earned him a high-profile job in Washington. There, like a lot of other politicians, he got in over his head. His “friends” built him up, then let him down when he stopped being useful. The road to Texas looked like the road to redemption, and when he got there, he thought he’d found the Promised Land.

“I am in hopes of making a fortune yet for myself and family bad as my prospect has been,” he wrote in his last letter home.

That letter was written in San Augustine, in east Texas, not far from where Crockett volunteered to fight for Texas independence. I wanted to go there. I wanted to check out the landscape farther north, near present-day Honey Grove, that Crockett called “the richest country in the world.” I wanted to visit Crockett’s birthplace on that east Tennessee riverbank, from which I was hoping you could at least see a mountaintop, and to look for traces of him in nearby Morristown, where he grew up in conflict with his father, a debt-ridden tavern keeper who liked to drink. I wanted to go to Alabama, where he and Jackson fought the Creeks; to the site of Mrs. Ball’s Boarding House, a few blocks from the White House, where Congressman Crockett bedded down; to Lowell, Massachusetts, one of the most revealing stops on his epic political book tour; and to more Crockett sites in middle and west Tennessee than I could keep track of, among them Lynchburg, Bean’s Creek, Lawrenceburg, Rutherford, and Memphis. I wanted to dig up rare Crockett almanacs, poke around the Disney location where Fess Parker thought he might get fired before his Davy could even get to the Alamo, and, of course, make a pilgrimage to the Shrine of Texas Liberty itself. Along the way, I figured, I would seek out historians, museum curators, park rangers, fellow pilgrims, and Crockett obsessives of all stripes—anyone who might help me get a feel for the real, legendary, and mythical character I was pursuing.

At some point, before my travel plans were complete, Deborah introduced me to a familiar-sounding children’s song by family favorites They Might Be Giants. It seemed, in its own weird way, to sum things up:


Davy, Davy Crockett

The buckskin astronaut

Davy, Davy Crockett

There’s more than we were taught



Yes, there is. The ghosts of David Crockett haunt the American psychic landscape. I couldn’t wait to start tracking them down.
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Remember Kings Mountain!

Not long after hitting the Crockett trail, I found myself on Interstate 85 near Durham, North Carolina, trying to identify a tough-looking frontiersman whose giant statue advertised a shopping mall.

“Davy?” I thought. “Is that you?”

Nope. The thick beard was one giveaway. Paintings of Crockett (there are no photographs) all show him clean-shaven. The sign underneath the statue—barely glimpsed as I zoomed by—was another.

THE SHOPS AT DANIEL BOONE, it read.

It seemed appropriate, somehow. The fabled pioneer of the Cumberland Gap and Kentucky, Boone was the original King of the Wild Frontier—though no one actually called him that—and he held the title for close to five decades before anyone outside of Tennessee had heard of Crockett. Then Alamo Davy knocked poor Dan’l out of first place. A martyr’s death will trump a peaceful old age every time.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

The Boone sighting came five hours south of my starting point in Washington, D.C. I had spent most of those hours fighting highway traffic that sometimes, especially around Richmond, Virginia, slowed to the pace of an ox-drawn Conestoga. Still, I would end up 420 miles from home that night, a distance that would have taken a traveler several weary weeks in 1786, the year David Crockett was born. I would bed down in a bug-free motel room with a TV, an Internet connection, a flush toilet, a shower, and enough surplus bed space, by David’s standards, to share with most of his eight siblings.

At one point en route, seeking distraction, I turned on a classical radio station and was startled to realize that the symphony it was playing was composed by a contemporary of Crockett’s. You don’t usually think of Ludwig van Beethoven in the same breath with David, despite the 1955 “Peanuts” cartoon in which Schroeder and Charlie Brown angrily debate their merits.

A bit later, trying to get into the spirit of things, I imagined Crockett hunkered down in the shotgun seat of my rented subcompact, entertaining me with stories from his life. How cramped would he have been? I didn’t know. (In the reading I’d done, people couldn’t seem to agree on David’s height; sometimes he’s five-eight and sometimes he’s over six feet, though no one disputes that he had a muscular build.) What yarns would he have been spinning? Well, maybe the one about how he almost drowned in a flatboat on the Mississippi, emerging naked and “literally skin’d like a rabbit.” Or the one about how he followed a bear into an earthquake crack, “made a lunge with my long knife, and fortunately stuck him right through the heart.” Or any of a number of tales in which he outsmarts snooty political foes with the aid of a quick wit and free drinks all around.

They’re all true, according to A Narrative of the Life of David Crockett, of the State of Tennessee, the autobiography Crockett published in 1834. He claimed it was “written by himself”—though he had considerable help from a friend and fellow congressman—and he hoped it would do three things: debunk some “false notions” being spread about him, produce enough cash to get him out of debt, and help him win his next election.

Alas, it failed on all three counts.

Like most political self-presentations, it is marred by occasional fabrications and frequent distortions. The Crockett scholar Joseph Arpad, in an introduction to the version he edited in 1972, called it “an imaginative story told by Crockett to satisfy America’s desire for a romantic frontier hero,” adding that it “exaggerates, understates, dissembles, or omits other facts of his life that would give an accurate indication of his character and behavior.” Nonetheless, the Narrative has been widely praised as a literary gem (a “classic in the native tradition of American humor,” as the back cover of Arpad’s edition has it), and it remains the best guide we have to Crockett’s early years.

It’s also what made me want to start my tour at Kings Mountain National Military Park, the relatively obscure South Carolina battlefield to which I was now headed.

The Battle of Kings Mountain is one of the great stories of the Revolutionary War. It took place on October 7, 1780, nearly six years before Crockett was born, but he tells us a few pages into the Narrative that his father, John Crockett, fought there. David seems proud of this; indeed, it’s one of the rare positive things he says about the old man. And why not? The more I learned about Kings Mountain, the more it looked like a perfect distillation of the frontier ethos in which David Crockett grew up.

Short version: The voice of authority—in this case, a cocksure British major named Patrick Ferguson with a thousand or so loyalists under his command—warns the American settlers west of the Appalachians that he’ll destroy their homes and hang their leaders if they don’t support the Crown. For good measure, he calls them “the dregs of mankind.”

Not smart. The dregs of mankind schlep their hunting rifles across the mountains and wipe him out.

Kings Mountain is really a modest-sized hill in the far northwest corner of South Carolina. A park brochure describes it as “a rocky spur of the Blue Ridge that rises 150 feet above the surrounding area,” but as I approached the visitor center on Battlefield Drive, I couldn’t see the rocks for the trees. Pulling into the parking lot, I saw the flash of a red coat in the morning sunlight and a cluster of white tents. I headed over to investigate.

“We’re the Backcountry Militia,” the red-coated man informed me when I caught up with him. “We do an event here once a month.” Rick Stuck turned out to be a local history teacher decked out as a loyalist physician, but his costume was a bit of an anomaly: all but about 120 loyalists at Kings Mountain wore everyday clothes, Stuck said, as did their rebel counterparts. All around me, mingling with park visitors, I saw men in fringed cloth shirts and wide-brimmed hats or head scarves. Long-skirted women discussed midwifery and prepared to cook. Pretty soon it was time for the main event.

“Come on—follow those guys with guns!” I heard a twenty-first-century dad urge his son.

In an open area near the tents, seven militiamen lined up for a shooting demonstration. But first two of the guys with guns talked about the very different weapons used here by the loyalists and rebels in 1780—because without knowing that, you can’t begin to understand the battle.

“This is a Brown Bess musket,” said John Soule as he stepped forward, .75-caliber smoothbore in hand. The standard weapon of a British or loyalist infantryman wasn’t very accurate—“I could pick you out of a crowd and probably hit you at sixty yards,” Soule said, “but beyond that I could not”—yet the Brown Bess could be loaded and fired “conservatively speaking, three times a minute, so it was the rapid-fire weapon of the age.” A multifaceted people killer, it was sturdy enough to be used as a club if necessary. More important, it came with a seventeen-inch steel bayonet, the triangular blade of which made gruesome wounds no eighteenth-century surgeon could heal.

“This was not made for hunting,” Soule said. “It’s purely a weapon of war.”

Now it was Paul Desrosiers’s turn. “This is the other alternative for a weapon at the time,” Desrosiers said, showing off a sleeker, lighter gun he identified as an American long rifle. Unlike the smoothbore musket’s, the rifle’s barrel was grooved, putting a spiral on the bullet and making the gun far more accurate: “It’s like a football. You throw a football, if you get a good spiral on it, it goes and goes and goes.” At just .45 caliber, the long rifle also used “a lot less powder. That’s what I want out here in the backcountry, because I’m a hunter, I’m a farmer—I’m not trying to kill people, I’m trying to kill animals. And if I can do it with a smaller caliber and less powder, that’s more money in my pocket. Because I don’t have a lot of money. Okay?”

He also doesn’t have a bayonet. Why would a hunter need one? “But I’ve got sights. That means I hit what I’m aiming at”—maybe even from two hundred yards away.

It was long rifles that John Crockett and his fellow volunteers brought to the mustering grounds at places such as Sycamore Shoals, near what is now Elizabethton, Tennessee, after getting word of Patrick Ferguson’s threats. (Rick Stuck summed up the frontiersmen’s reaction in five words: “Who are you talkin’ to?”) It was long rifles that those “over-mountain men” carried as they rode through the snowy, 4,682-foot Yellow Mountain Gap and down the eastern slope of the Appalachians, looking to confront Ferguson before he could attack them. And it was long rifles they used to utterly destroy the loyalist army on the slopes of Kings Mountain.

The victory was as lopsided as Santa Anna’s at the Alamo, but way more impressive, not just because at Kings Mountain the opposing forces were roughly even in number, but because the victors there lost fewer men than the Mexicans (only around thirty rebels died). There was some less-than-heroic unpleasantness at the end, part of the brutality of what was, to both sides, more a bitter civil war than a “civilized” military campaign. It took the over-mountain men quite a while to stop shooting after Ferguson’s troops surrendered. A few days after the battle, they strung up nine captured loyalists before their leaders could calm them down. Then they rode back over the mountains and went home.

They had no way of knowing how significant their effort would prove. Ferguson’s command had been the left wing of a major offensive by Lord Cornwallis, a British general who’d been waging a successful campaign in the Carolinas as part of the new British “southern strategy.” Kings Mountain stopped Cornwallis in his tracks and made it a lot harder to recruit loyalist troops. Thomas Jefferson, perhaps exaggerating just a bit, called the battle “the turn of the tide of success” in the Revolution, and on its 150th anniversary, President Herbert Hoover came to South Carolina to help commemorate it. “History has done scant justice to its significance,” Hoover told tens of thousands of people assembled on the hillside, “which rightly should place it beside Lexington and Bunker Hill, Trenton and Yorktown.”

Walking up the park’s Battlefield Trail, I stopped to read the numerous historical markers. By the time I got to the spot where John Sevier, an over-mountain leader from Crockett’s neck of the woods, most likely launched his attack, I had begun to understand that the battle could have gone either way.

CHARGING COLD STEEL—THREE TIMES read the title on the Sevier marker. As I gazed uphill at Ferguson’s position, the principal disadvantage of the long rifle—the fact that it took at least a minute to load—became frighteningly clear. “Just think about this,” Paul Desrosiers had said, describing a line of loyalists with bayonets charging down the slope. “A minute to load, right? Well, my goodness. If they get within fifty yards of me and I shoot at them and take one out, what do you think’s going to happen to me?”

“You’re going to get killed!” came the response.

Yes, indeed. So what Sevier’s men had to do, once they’d crept up the slope, stepped from behind the shelter of the trees and fired their highly accurate but cursedly slow-loading rifles, was turn tail and run downhill again. They were good at loading on the move, but still, it would have been awfully easy to keep on running.

They didn’t, though. Three times they turned and headed back up. It was those men—hot-tempered individualists, crack shots, veterans of a brutal battle they had won by refusing to give in—among whom David Crockett would be raised.

Including his own father. Except … there’s a complicating footnote here.

Beyond what David asserted in his autobiography, I had not found hard evidence that John Crockett was actually at Kings Mountain. The most authoritative source I would come across later, when I tried to pin this down, put him on a list of men who “possibly” participated—and it seemed likely he was on that list because of what David wrote.

Still, in the relevant passage of his Narrative, David described his information as coming not just from his father but from “many others” with memories of the Revolutionary War.

And think about it: If you had neighbors like John Crockett’s neighbors, wouldn’t you expect them to call you out, pretty damn fast, if you lied about being at a fight like Kings Mountain when you’d really stayed home?
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“The past is a foreign country,” as the novelist L. P. Hartley wrote, but I think Hartley badly understated the problem. The past is a foreign country that’s impossible to visit. You can’t just skip across the border, hire yourself a translator, and ask old John Crockett where he was on the afternoon of October 7, 1780—let alone get up close and personal with his celebrity son.

When I think about the frustration this causes historians and biographers—not to mention Davy Crockett tourists—I’m reminded of a passage in Footsteps, a wonderful meditation on the art of biography by Richard Holmes. In 1964, when he was eighteen, Holmes set out to trace the route through south-central France that Robert Louis Stevenson had followed in Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes. Reaching the town of Langogne, Holmes crossed a bridge over the Allier River, just as Stevenson had done, and suddenly, strangely, began to sense the presence of the man he was shadowing.

“The feeling that Stevenson was actually waiting for me, in person, grew overwhelmingly strong,” Holmes wrote.


I began to look for him in the crowds, in the faces at the cafe doors, at hotel windows. I went back to the bridge, took off my hat rather formally as if to meet a friend, and paced up and down, waiting for some sort of sign. People glanced at me: I felt an oddity, not knowing quite what I was doing, or looking for. The twilight thickened; bats began to dart over the river. I watched their flickering flight over the gleaming surface, from one bank to the other.

And then I saw it, quite clearly against the western sky, the old bridge of Langogne. It was about fifty yards downstream, and it was broken, crumbling, and covered with ivy. So Stevenson had crossed there, not on this modern bridge. There was no way of following him, no way of meeting him. His bridge was down. It was beyond my reach over time, and this was the true sad sign.



But Holmes went on to become a biographer anyway, writing the lives of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Percy Bysshe Shelley, among others, and he developed a biographical method based on the literal pursuit of his subjects. He described it as “a tracking of the physical trail of someone’s path through the past, a following of footsteps. You would never catch them; no, you would never quite catch them. But maybe, if you were lucky, you might write about the pursuit of that fleeting figure in such a way as to bring it alive in the present.”

Davy—is that you?

I was thinking about Holmes’s unbridgeable chasm as I wound north and west up U.S. 441 on my way from Kings Mountain to David Crockett’s Tennessee birthplace. Pulling into the Newfound Gap overlook at the crest of the Smokies, I gazed down at valleys that can’t have looked too different from the ones the over-mountain men saw, a hundred miles or so farther north, on their trek home. “Great Smoky Mountain National Park is a sanctuary,” a marker informed me. “This is one of the few places in the Eastern United States where animal populations can live, propagate and die with relatively little influence from humans.” And a good thing, too, I thought, considering the camera-wielding hordes clogging the parking lot and the clueless folks herding a terrified small boy up the rocky slope behind the CLIMBING PROHIBITED sign.

I didn’t try to gaze into the eighteenth century for too long, though. It was late in the afternoon, and I wanted to get in a round at Ripley’s Davy Crockett Mini-Golf.

Gatlinburg, Tennessee, comes as a shock when you descend from the Smokies on 441. One minute you’re surrounded by greenery; the next you’re running the gauntlet of the Hollywood Wax Museum, the Bubba Gump Shrimp Co., Ranger Bob’s Trading Post, and the Hard Rock Cafe—and yes, right next to the Marriott Fairfield Inn & Suites, a goofy-looking, rifle-waving Crockett astride a grinning brown bear. Mini-Golf Davy has a bag of clubs strapped to his back; an unskinned raccoon perches on his head.

I played eighteen holes. My score was better than it should have been, given that I was putting with one hand. I had a camera and a notebook in the other, which must have made me look plenty ridiculous as I scrambled to keep ahead of the nine-year-olds behind me. Cutesy statues of possums, coons, turtles, bears, and beavers jabbered loudly at us from all sides. There was a stockade called Fort Crockett that came with a sound track of Indian war chants, and at one point I heard a talking crow say, “Wasn’t it nice of Davy to give us our own course?” But there were no bridges to the past, even broken ones, unless you count the cheerful rendition of “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad” by what sounded like Alvin and the Chipmunks.
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The Davy Crockett Birthplace State Park turned out to be a beautiful spot—far more so than I had imagined.

Perhaps I’d been swayed by the bad press about the absent mountaintop, though as I approached the park, I could see a hazy line of Appalachians behind some newly plowed red-dirt fields. Perhaps I was still hungover from Gatlinburg and its sister city in hideously unchecked commercialism, Pigeon Forge. In any case, I wasn’t expecting the low-key loveliness that engulfed me as soon as I got out of the car: the family birthday celebration beside the Nolichucky, complete with pink tablecloth and blue balloon; the cows grazing in the slanting sunlight across the river; the well-proportioned replica of the Crockett cabin blending naturally into the scene.

Nor was I expecting to meet a relative of one of Crockett’s Alamo comrades five minutes after I arrived.

David and Joyce Lindley were visiting from Virginia Beach. Dave, who had spent much of his career doing quality control on defense and aerospace work, said he had long been interested in history. He hadn’t known he had an Alamo connection, however, until a friend had come back from San Antonio and said, “Hey, there’s a Lindley on the wall!” Jonathan Lindley turned out to be a cousin of Dave’s “third or fourth ‘great’ grandfather,” Joyce said, a young man from the midwestern branch of the family who’d gone to Texas in search of the same things most Anglo immigrants sought: opportunity and land. He was manning a cannon in the back of the Alamo church, the Lindleys believe, when the Mexicans broke through.

Dave said he’d done some reading on Crockett—“the real man as opposed to the Disney character”—and he wasn’t inclined to overglorify him: “The real man made a lot of mistakes, like most humans do, so putting him on a pedestal, to me, is not a proper place.” Yes, he did some extraordinary things. But if he’d died in bed, instead of at the Alamo, “he would be a footnote.”

We talked a bit more about the hazards of studying the past and how the more you dig, the more uncertain a story you thought you knew can become. History is messy, Dave said, “not pie in the sky and cosmetically perfect. It’s a mosaic—and the pieces don’t always fit.”

There’s a colorful information kiosk outside the cabin, near where I’d run into the Lindleys, and there’s a one-room park museum nearby. Both do a nice job of condensing an eventful life into a small space. Still, after saying good-bye to Joyce and Dave, I found myself noticing pieces of the Crockett mosaic that didn’t fit.

Take the Davy versus David question, for example. The two state parks in Tennessee named after Crockett—the other is David Crockett State Park in Lawrence County, where he began his political career—can’t agree on which version of his name to use. Or take his reputation as a musician. “Crockett was a fiddler,” a birthplace museum headline states unequivocally, but the word “allegedly” pops up right away in the smaller type, which goes on to credit only “tradition” for the story that he amused the men of the Alamo with his fiddle playing.

Did David really wear a coonskin cap? Some historians don’t think so, but I wasn’t prepared to pass judgment on that yet. Still, the museum’s stash of coonskinned, buckskinned Disney Davy memorabilia reminded me what the Backcountry Militia guys had told me about frontier outerwear.

“You always think of Davy Crockett with the buckskins and all that,” Paul Desrosiers had said. “Well, you try walking around out here with buckskins on and get ’em wet one time. It will freeze you to death. And they get slimy, and they’re just—they’re terrible.”

“They wore linen. Or wool,” John Soule had agreed.

Really? No buckskins?

“That’s Hollywood.”

“Yeah—a lot of Hollywood going on there.”

Meanwhile, I kept adding to my list of uncertainties about Crockett. It’s uncertain—in fact, it’s highly unlikely—that the reconstructed cabin sits on the right spot. (David wrote only that it was “at the mouth of Lime Stone, on the Nola-chucky river.”) It’s uncertain when the Crocketts arrived in the vicinity or how old David was when they left. The fact is that we know very little about how the Crockett family came to be in the area commemorated by the Davy Crockett Birthplace State Park.

Crockett wrote that his father was “of Irish descent,” though historians more often describe the family as Scots-Irish and at least one, William C. Davis, drops the Irish part entirely as misleading. But never mind the ethnic technicalities: their story, as Davis puts it, “was the story of a whole population of the poor who started moving from the British Isles in the 1700s and simply never stopped.”

The quotation is from Three Roads to the Alamo, Davis’s 1998 book on Crockett, James Bowie, and William Barret Travis, the most illuminating recent study of Crockett’s life. Three Roads described the likely path of Crockett’s immigrant grandfather, for whom David was named. The first David Crockett “probably landed in Pennsylvania and migrated west to the Susquehanna,” Davis wrote, “before turning southwest through the Cumberland Valley along with the rest of the tide of Scottish immigrants, reaching Virginia’s lower Shenandoah Valley by 1755.” A couple of decades later, he and his family had crossed the Appalachians and were settled in what is now Rogersville, Tennessee, thirty or so miles northwest of the birthplace park. Grandfather David and his wife were killed there by Indians in 1777, and you can visit the small, well-kept cemetery where they are buried.

“Happily for our story,” as another biographer put it, John Crockett wasn’t home at the time. Not long afterward, he married Rebecca Hawkins, with whom he would go on to have nine children: six boys and three girls.

David was the fifth son. He was too young to remember much that happened at or near his birthplace, but he retained a vivid memory of his older brothers taking a canoe out one day and nearly going over a waterfall that “went slap-right straight down.” If a neighbor hadn’t waded into the Nolichucky to rescue them, they might have drowned. I walked over to look at the falls, which are past the park’s RV camping area, a couple hundred yards downstream from the cabin. They evoked David’s presence—a small boy on the riverbank, blind with fury at having been left behind—as nothing else had. Still, they seemed at bit tame. They couldn’t have been much more than two feet high.

Hey, he was a little kid, I thought.

Then I went back to the kiosk and learned that what I’d seen was “all that remains of the once impressive falls of the river,” which had been “eroded by time.”

A few days later, I stopped at the birthplace again to talk with park manager Mark Halback, who hadn’t been around on my first visit. Halback’s previous job had been at a park that was all about recreation, not history, and he had been delighted when the birthplace assignment came along. In his office he displays a photograph, framed for him by his aunt, of his barefoot, four-year-old self in Crockett attire: “Got the toy rifle and the suit with the fringes, the coonskin cap. Looking off to the distance into the setting sun.”

His task now was to change that image. “What we’re doing here is trying to separate Crockett the myth from Crockett the man,” he said. “A lot of people think of Davy Crockett as being the great Indian fighter; they think of him as, you know, the buckskins; they think of him as the trailblazer going out and opening up the frontier. That was Daniel Boone.” He then gestured at a museum wall filled with portraits of a rosy-cheeked gentleman dressed for nineteenth-century success.

“This is Davy Crockett,” he said. “Davy Crockett was a politician.”

There are no surviving images of the prepolitical David, unfortunately. You didn’t get your portrait painted, in those days, unless you were famous or rich. But there was a modern attempt to reconstruct him, in the form of a framed poster near the museum entrance. It showed a ramrod-straight young man, in profile, wearing buckskins and gripping a rifle almost as tall as he was. Dark brown hair hung past his shoulders; a thick sideburn curved well past his ear. His face glowed as if catching the light of an unseen fire.

From the neck down, this handsome Davy was just an artist’s rendering, Halback said. But the face was something else. “What they did was this computer generation thing,” he explained, “where they can take the corner of the eyes, the nose, the mouth, the ears, and everything” from the existing Crockett portraits, average them out, and then—like policemen putting together the image of a crime suspect—ask the computer to approximate “what he looked like when he was a young man.”

Later I would learn that the poster, titled “David Crockett 1810,” was a relic from an unmade Hollywood film project. The Direct Descendants and Kin of David Crockett had donated it to the birthplace, which had hosted the 2008 family reunion. But I didn’t ask more about its origins at this point. I was too distracted by a resemblance I couldn’t place.

Halback nailed it. “Doesn’t that look suspiciously like Elvis Presley?” he asked.

From the museum we walked down to the one-room cabin. It is the second reconstruction on the site; local enthusiasts built the first one in response to the 1950s Crockett craze, Halback said, and it wasn’t quite as authentic in its period detail (“from what I’ve heard, there were some telephone poles in there”). He paused at a corner to point out the half-dovetail-notch construction, then took me through the back door—normally, visitors just peer through the metal grate on the front one. Pretty soon a few people followed us in and Halback launched into an impromptu frontier-living seminar.

Why was the cradle kept under the bed? So Frontier Mom could reach down easily and rock it when the baby cried in the middle of the night. Why were those baskets hanging from the ceiling? To hold needlework or gun parts or whatever the grown-ups were working on that they didn’t want kids messing with. What did you do when your broom wore out? Well, you just replaced the corn husks.

“Huh. So they made brooms out of corn husks?” a woman said.

The boy with her, who looked to be about twelve, didn’t miss a beat. “Now we just go to Walmart,” he said.
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When my elder daughter was twelve, she had barely begun riding the Washington subway by herself. When David Crockett was twelve, as he recalled in his autobiography, his father hired him out to go hundreds of miles “on foot with a perfect stranger.” He helped that stranger, Jacob Siler, drive a herd of cattle from east Tennessee to near Natural Bridge, Virginia—a trip that, on today’s maps, looks like 250 miles one way, much of it on what was then known as the Wilderness Road. When they arrived, Siler wanted David to keep working for him, and David, having been taught “many lessons of obedience by my father,” at first thought he was obligated to do so. Then he changed his mind, got up three hours before dawn, and walked seven miles through deepening snow to join some wagoners who had promised to help him get home.

He encountered no Walmarts along the way.

What he almost certainly did encounter was a stream of ragged poor people bound for the frontier. Consider the observations of a journal-keeping traveler on the Wilderness Road in 1796, two years before David set out. “I cannot omitt Noticeing the many Distress.d families I pass.d in the Wilderness,” Moses Austin wrote, “nor can any thing be more distressing to a man of feeling than to see woman and Children in the Month of Decemb’ Travelling a Wilderness Through Ice and Snow passing large rivers and Creeks with out Shoe or Stocking, and barely as maney raggs as covers their Nakedness, with out money or provisions except what the Wilderness affords.”

Austin—whose son Stephen would pioneer the American settlement of Texas—went on to record a back-and-forth between himself and the Kentucky-bound poor he called “these Pilgrims.” What did they expect to find at the end of their journey? “Land.” Did they have anything to buy it with? “No.” Had they ever seen Kentucky? “No but Every Body says its good land.” The pilgrims were right, Austin conceded: Kentucky was “a goodly land.” Yet when they reached it, they would find that it was “to them forbiden Land,” beyond their economic reach. And in the end, “worn down with distress and disappointment,” they would become mere “hewers of wood and Drawers of water.”

The Crocketts were poor, but not quite that poor. By 1798, they were living in what is now Morristown, Tennessee. Since their days on the Nolichucky, they had moved at least twice: once within Greene County, where John Crockett and a partner started a gristmill that was promptly wiped out by a flood, and then west to Jefferson County, where he went into the tavern business. The word “tavern” might convey a bit of a false impression. As David wrote, his father’s enterprise “was on a small scale,” and you’ll have a better idea of it if you imagine a family-sized cabin on a muck-filled track with a sleeping loft upstairs and corrals outside for the cattle, sheep, and pigs being driven between Knoxville, Tennessee, and Abingdon, Virginia. Lodging cost pennies a night; travelers who stayed with the Crocketts couldn’t afford the gentlemen’s accommodations a few miles up the road.

“It was a third-rate tavern,” Jim Claborn told me. “Like a third-rate truck stop today.”

Claborn is the Morristown area’s premier Crockettologist. A high school history teacher, newspaper columnist, and historical storyteller who has played Davy in area celebrations and made numerous TV appearances, he had agreed to meet me in front of the Crockett Tavern Museum on Morningside Drive.

This two-story 1950s replica, tucked into an otherwise unmemorable neighborhood, is considerably larger than the original. Its weather-beaten walls reminded me of the abandoned houses you see returning to nature all over rural America, though that was an illusion created by the absence of paint and the fact that, on this April evening, the place hadn’t yet opened for the season. Claborn, meanwhile, reminded me of the history obsessives I’ve met on Civil War battlefield tours. He showed up wearing a camouflage hat and a PROUD TO BE AN AMERICAN T-shirt, and he immediately corrected another false impression the reconstructed tavern conveys: the Crockett place would have faced in the other direction, he said, fronting the road now known as Morris Boulevard. Years before, the man who had bought the road-front property had asked him to do a historical survey on it, “and so I did, and then he poured six or eight feet of red clay on it and built a gas station there. It’s a real historical site, but now it’s for all purposes been ruined.”

“Jump in the car, and I’ll show you some places,” he said a minute later. So I folded myself into his Camry, and we set out to follow the route thirteen-year-old David Crockett took when he left home a second time.

This time, he stayed away for two and a half years.

In the fall of 1799, David’s father scraped up enough money to send him to “a little country school” in the neighborhood. Four days into his education, as Crockett tells the tale, he had “an unfortunate falling out with one of the scholars” and—afraid the schoolmaster would whip him for the fight that ensued—stopped going to class. Inevitably, his father found out. John Crockett, who had been drinking, threatened David with a hickory branch, and father and son lit out running “at the top of our speed.” Soon John was “puffing and blowing, as tho’ his steam was high enough to burst his boilers,” and David gave him the slip.

Where did he go next?

“This is the road,” Claborn said.

We had pulled past the offending Shell station onto Morris Boulevard and were cruising east, past the Sagebrush Steakhouse, over the Davy Crockett Parkway, and past the Holiday Inn Express Hotel & Suites and the Davy Crockett Restaurant (EGGS WITH BACON OR SAUSAGE BISCUIT AND GRAVY 2.99). Angling off Morris, which has been straightened a bit since Crockett’s time, we stopped in front of a lovely white house with a parklike lawn on Barton Springs Drive. “This house is a log cabin with white wood on it,” Claborn said, explaining that, as with many such old houses, clapboards now covered the original logs. “The strong tradition is that Crockett stayed in that. That’s called the Crockett Room, top left-hand corner right there.”

Not when he was running away, surely?

No, the tradition says it was while he was going to that neighborhood school. But Claborn wasn’t buying this: “He only went four days, you know.” It seemed more likely that David sometimes “worked for old Preacher Barton and spent the night with him.”

Tradition. Oy. There are endless local traditions about Crockett, as I would soon discover, especially in Tennessee and Texas. The trick is to be skeptical without dismissing them too quickly—because some of them might be true.

From Barton Springs we kept as close as we could to the eighteenth-century roadbed, which involved a jog back across Morris and onto U.S. Highway 11E. We were headed for the site of an old store at Cheek’s Crossroads, four miles or so from the tavern, now occupied by a Mahle Industries plant (“German company. Makes pistons for bulldozers and stuff”). It was here, as Claborn reminded me, that the runaway David hired himself out to Jesse Cheek, who had some cattle to drive to northern Virginia.

Remember, he was only thirteen.

Off they went, through Abingdon and Charlottesville and on to Front Royal, roughly four hundred miles away. Cheek sold his cattle there and Crockett headed home—or at least started to. But he soon met a wagoner named Adam Myers, a “jolly good fellow,” and decided to reverse course and tag along with him to Gerrardstown, West Virginia. He worked some months for a farmer there, then hooked up again with Myers, who was now heading for Baltimore, because he wanted to “see what sort of a place that was, and what sort of folks lived there.” On the Baltimore wharves, he was “much delighted to see the big ships, and their sails all flying; for I had never seen any such things before, and, indeed, I didn’t believe there were any such things in all nature.” A captain told him he was looking for a boy willing to ship out to England. And David would have done just that—perhaps to make his fortune, more likely never to be heard from again—except that when he went back to get his clothes and the few dollars he’d given Myers for safekeeping, the wagoner refused to let him go.

It took him another couple of years to get home. Out of money, he apprenticed himself to a hatter, who went bust after eighteen months and didn’t pay him a dime. Needing to cross the New River near present-day Radford, Virginia, he found that “the white caps were flying so” that no one would ferry him across. He ended up in a borrowed canoe, half filled with water, two miles from where he’d intended to land. When he finally got back to the Crockett Tavern, his family didn’t recognize him—he was almost sixteen now, after all—and it wasn’t till he’d sat down to supper that one of his sisters took a longer look, “seized me around the neck, and exclaimed, ‘Here is my lost brother.’ ”

Not your average teenage road trip, even then.

“I’d love to retrace that trip to Baltimore,” Claborn said when I mentioned I was going to hit at least part of it on my way back to D.C.

We were in front of the tavern again, sitting in the car and talking. Before it had gotten dark, Claborn had taken me out to see “another one of those log houses that have been covered over with boards,” the oldest in the area, which has “been in three different states.” The Coffman house, he explained, was built when North Carolina still owned the over-mountain territory. It ended up in Tennessee. And for a few years in between—including the year Crockett was born—it was part of an attempt by the east Tennessee settlers to secede from North Carolina. They named their isolated chunk of the frontier after Benjamin Franklin and tried to join the Union on their own.

You can’t really blame the author of “The Ballad of Davy Crockett” for leaving that out, though. “Born on the banks of a river in the state of Franklin” doesn’t quite scan.

By now Claborn was calling me “Bobby,” in what I took to be a friendly southern way. Still, he was wary of my inner Yankee and wanted to steer me away from a clueless mistake about the rich local dialect I’d been hearing. “Here’s something just for a piece of information,” he said. “What we talk here is not southern. It’s an Appalachian accent,” and it comes from “the Scots-Irish who came and stayed in these mountains.”

When it came to Crockett, meanwhile, there was a far more important misperception to clear up. “One year more than half his life, he lived here in east Tennessee,” Claborn said—which is true, if you include the road trips—but biographers skim over those twenty-five years too quickly. “My theory is, this is where he developed his character and his soul.”

He was talking about the David Crockett who would take “Be always sure you’re right—then go ahead!” as his motto and about the congressman who would vote against Jackson’s Indian Removal bill because he thought it “a wicked, unjust measure,” and damn the political consequences. His mother, Claborn thinks, must have helped shape this David, though we know almost nothing about her except that she attended Bethel Church, a mile and a half or so west of the tavern. “John Crockett never went, Davy never joined up—but you see that influence from his mother, who was the only churchgoer in the family.” Another who helped him build his inner strength was an old Quaker, John Canaday, on whose farm David went to work six months after returning from Baltimore. (He’d been working off his father’s debts, and he worked off one owed to Canaday.) The Quaker, whose name is sometimes given as “Kennedy,” was a different kind of father figure than John Crockett had been. “A big, big effect on his life was spending the time with Canaday,” Claborn said.

I didn’t know enough yet to judge this theory one way or another
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