
"The Keeper" 

 There is an old story that comes from the Appalachian Mountains. It has been passed 

down for over a hundred years. Whether or not it is true is for you to decide. This is no ordinary 

legend, myth, or fairytale. This is a story about something that many have experienced. It is a 

story about the strangeness of the woods. It contains no fantasy or magic. Is it a story? Is it a 

theory? Personally, I believe it wholeheartedly.  

 This story begins in 1902 in the town of Newton, North Carolina. Life was simple in 

those days. Everyone trusted each other. Men led strong families. Women raised strong children. 

Children carried on strong legacies. All families tried to live by one code. Play your part and do 

whatever you have to do to support your family. However, as with all areas of reality, not 

everything was perfect. 

 There was one particular family, the Howards, who failed to live by this unwritten moral 

law. The father, Louis, was not a good man by societal standards. He was almost always drunk, 

he never kept his word, and he had a lousy job on a farm. The mother, Karen, was in poor 

physical condition after giving birth to her only son, David. She could hardly work, much less try 

to take care of her duties within the home. 

 By some miracle, David turned out to be a highly capable and intelligent young man. In 

1902, David was fifteen years old, and he was basically the breadwinner of the family. He 

worked at the local grocery store for eight hours a day, seven days a week. David had been 

forced to mature very quickly. David loved each of his parents very much. . He knew that his 

father had made some costly mistakes, and he knew that his mother was poor in health. Because 

of these things, he did all that he could to ensure his family’s wellbeing.  



 David’s father was almost always drunk when he came home from work, and his mother 

was usually sleeping. Therefore, David never got to spend much quality time with his family. 

Instead, he went into the forest. The woods became like a second home for him. The trees were 

his shelter. Nature was his only friend. He told the animals about his problems and sought the 

guidance of Mother Nature herself. 

 David spent all of his teenage years in the forest, then he had to grow up even more. By 

1907, David was twenty years old. His trips out into nature became less frequent. He seldom got 

any time to himself as his father’s actions increased in severity and his mother’s condition 

worsened. David could not marry or have children because he still had to live with his parents. 

He knew what he had to do, and he accepted that role. However, he knew that there was much 

more to life, and he longed to live. 

 In 1910, David’s mother passed away. It came as no surprise to Louis or David. Karen 

had been sick since she had given birth to David twenty years previously. Her sickness got 

progressively worse. She and her family each knew that her time was near. Neither Louis nor 

David shed a tear. Louis was probably too drunk to understand the full magnitude of what had 

happened. As for David, he had been mourning for years and years. He had no more tears to cry. 

The very next day, Louis died of a sudden heart attack. As had been the case with David’s 

mother, David could not bring himself to cry. He would not have showed it, but on the inside, 

David was sad and full of regrets. 

 David moved out on his own after the tragedy of his parents’ death. However, he did not 

find his own house though. Rather than living in a home, David wanted to live in nature. It was 

the only place he truly felt a sense of freedom. He had no worries or fears. He could do what he 

wanted to do. He could finally truly live. He set up a multitude of shelters, animal traps, and 



water stations to sustain himself. He got plenty of sustenance, and he was truly comfortable. He 

felt more at home than ever before. David knew that he was finally happy. 

 David lived under the protection of the forest for nearly thirty years. He had traveled all 

over the woods of North Carolina. He knew nature better than nature knew itself. In 1938, David 

was fifty-one years old. His body was wearing down from countless hours of hiking the 

Appalachian Mountains. On a rainy day in April, David began to feel an intense pain in his chest. 

He had seen these symptoms before. David knew he was having a heart attack. After all that 

David had done for his family, why must he receive the same fate as his poor father? 

 David could have possibly made it back to town to ask for some help, but he refused to 

do so. The world had offered him nothing in return for his loyalty. He did not belong out in the 

world. He belonged just where he was at. He lived the biggest part of his life out in nature. 

Mother Nature was his only love. He would not die in the part of the world that caused his 

sorrow. Conversely, he would die in the only part of the world that gave him joy. 

 So David Howard died on a hill deep in Appalachia. His body was never found. Only a 

journal of his life was found and verified. There are many who have different opinions about 

what happened to David’s body. Some people say his body drifted down a river and decomposed 

somewhere, but David’s journal was found nowhere near a river. Others say that he was eaten by 

carnivorous predators, but there was no sign of blood or bones found in the area where he died. 

However, there are those who are willing to take this story a step farther. They say that, because 

of his deep connection to nature, David’s spirit became a part of the forest in which he died. 

 The historical view of this story is believable of course. It takes a little imagination to 

believe that he is still out there in the woods somewhere. If you ever travel through the forest and 



you feel a gentle breeze or hear an unexpected noise, think of where it might have come from. If 

you feel safe and watched over in the woods, remember the story of David Howard. Feel the 

sweet presence of Mother Nature and the calmness of it all. Now tell me you do not believe in 

David, the keeper of the forest. 


