New West Book Review & Interview
“Colter’s Run” by Stephen T. Gough
Historical novel sizes up the character of frontiersman John Colter.
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If the story of the American West and western exploration starts with the Lewis & Clark expedition, then surely one of its seminal heroes must be John Colter. This frontiersman’s legend, however, has perhaps never sufficiently been elevated far beyond the mystical narrative imbued in the story of his dramatic “run” from warlike southern clans of Blackfeet Indians – a harbinger of the tone and tension between white and red men to last generations. 
Contemptuous of danger, John Colter set out into the unknown, and, quite miraculously, he always safely returned. In the end, Colter left this world barely a footnote in American history. Stephen T. Gough’s new historical novel Colter’s Run embellishes the multi-dimensional life and exploits of a man oft equated with the epic early days of Montana, bringing a new level of speculation – and perhaps sagacity – to an all-too-frequently caricatured figure. 
Gough, a McAllister, Montana resident, lives in the Tobacco Root Mountains – an area overlooking the fabled Three Forks of the Missouri River where much of the action in the book takes place, and in Colter’s Run he has written a 392-page triumph. The author captures the essence of an uncharted landscape and a pioneer who very knowingly played a significant role in the coming of the early-day fur trappers and adventurers driven west in the wake of the Lewis and Clark Expedition.   In addition to his affiliation with Lewis & Clark, John Colter was an explorer and trapper par excellence, as well as the first recorded white man to “discover” the beauties now known as Yellowstone National Park, which came to be known as ‘Colter’s Hell’ after word of his “find” reached civilization. He also was the lead guide for a number of American fur trapping brigades that penetrated the remote wilderness at the headwaters of the Missouri River. The fact that he survived numerous encounters with dreaded Blackfeet warriors, however, is what has made his legacy most endurable. 
Gough’s book begins with John Colter’s life in 1807, the year following the conclusion of the Lewis & Clark Expedition. Twelve years in the making, Colter’s Run not only fleshes out our understanding of the known elements of John Colter’s heroic role in the story of the days of the American West following the Corps of Discovery, it also offers deeper insight into Colter’s true personality. 
The book benefits greatly thanks to the author’s exhaustive research in Colter’s home county in Virginia, where Gough also grew up. His research also took him to the archival records of William Clark in St. Louis, Missouri, where Clark and Colter met and discussed the travels of Mr. Colter; and in Montana and Wyoming where Colter “ran” through an energetic, action-packed life. 
Throughout the novel, Gough emphasizes little-known facts about Colter, such as that he had grown up in a family in which education was emphatically important, and that he was both a schooled and intellectually disciplined observer and thinker. Building on innumerable tidbits of information and memorabilia, Gough creates a story that literally takes us into the annals of Colter’s mind, and the deeper shades of his spirit. The frontiersman persistently struggled with the trappings of his own ambivalent conscience, which kept him in dangerous Three Forks country, even after his near-fatal encounters with the Blackfeet that immortalized his famous run and escape. 
“Colter refused to lead a life dictated by fear,” says Gough. “A theme I tried to pursue stridently in this novel.” 
Indeed, Colter’s Run gives readers minute by minute insight into not only the physiological gravitation that made Colter return, time after time, to this dangerous country, but perception as to the historical and sociological context of his temptations. Colter was often quoted as saying he had to leave the infernal Three Forks country before the Blackfeet claimed his scalp, but, even with that apprehension, he always returned. 
“He knew he should leave, but couldn’t force himself to go,” says Gough. “Thus, Colter’s life on the run wasn’t limited to a single episode in his life.” 
From the first step Colter embarks upon his return to the Three Forks country – where the Gallatin, Madison, and Jefferson Rivers combine to form the mighty Missouri River – readers are absorbed into magical, dangerous circumstances of war and wonder. It was a time of brutal contentiousness among warring Indian nations attracted to the region’s abundant buffalo, as well as to the pleasantness of its summer climate. 
In vibrant text, keen detail and non-stop movement, Colter’s Run spreads across a wilderness tableau that pits the wile, hardiness and passions of a man whose soul was fed by the very land that mysteriously encased him, in one dangerous encounter after another, facing the possibility, even the strong likelihood, of death. 
John Colter’s snow-clad footsteps left an indelible impression on early American western lore and the intrepid mountain men who followed in his path. A backwoodsman, hunter, guide, explorer, trapper and patriot, he disavowed the comforts and companionships of civilization, striding through the vast unexplored wilderness like a giant of legend. During his life, Colter was aware that an interest was developing regarding his exploits in the American West. 
Gough’s admiration for Colter’s bravery and stoutheartedness was the impetus for the development of Colter’s Run. A proud descendant of colonial Jamestown’s earliest inhabitants, Gough served as a United States Marine from 1966-67, an angst-ridden and fear-stricken experiences which, he says, engendered feelings of kinship and admiration toward the “adventures and legacy of fellow Virginian, John Colter.” 
“This fellow-warrior camaraderie,” says Gough, “compelled me to write and bring to life Colter’s story, albeit through historical fiction.” 
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