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“Shhhh! There it is again.” John Colter’s head snapped over his shoulder. His blue eyes 
pierced the surrounding foliage for the source of the sound. His gut told him something was 
amiss among the cottonwoods and willows that skirted the creek he and John Potts were 
trapping. Experience had taught him to listen to his gut. This far west of St. Louis, it was the one 
thing that kept a man alive. 
 For a moment the duo sat bobbing in their canoe, ears strained for the sound. After a 
moment Potts whispered, “What did ya hear?” 
 “Not sure,” Colter replied, his eyes never leaving the creek’s edge. “Coulda been 
anything. Might have been Injuns. I think we ought ta run this canoe ashore and have a look 
around.” 

Though the man’s back was to him, Colter could sense the irritation of his trapping 
partner. It was true they hadn’t seen another living soul in the two weeks since they separated 
to trap this tributary of the Jefferson. It was also true the trapping had been spectacular. He and 
Potts both stood to gain a small fortune with the plews they had accumulated to this point. Well, 
at least a fortune for a few rough and tumble mountaineers. Now, he was trying to hold up the 
show, and he could tell Potts wanted none of it. 

Then, off to the west, they heard the low rumble again. 
Both men turned their head to the source. “Blackfoot,” came the whispered warning from 

Colter. 
 “Blackfoot?” Potts questioned as he shot a scornful look over his shoulder. “Sounded ta 
me more like buffalo. Been plenty of them grazing here abouts. Colter, you got a reputation as a 
tough man, but sure seem mighty jumpy when it comes to injuns.” The contempt in the man’s 
voice was thick and rubbed Colter raw. 
 “Listen here, Potts,” he growled. “You an’ I both know them Blackfoot are running about. 
After what Captain Lewis did up on the Marias, they’ve been hunting us whites ever since. While 
I was livin’ with the Crow they said them Blackfeet are terrible. Skin a man alive. Bury him in a 
anthill then stake his guts to the plains so he can watch the coyotes eat ‘em. They got more 
ways to kill a man than you or I can imagine. Far as I can tell, we’re well within their hunting 
grounds. Hell, there could be a whole village moving in.” 

“A village of Blackfeet huh?” Potts now turned fully to mock the man. “I swear, Colter, 
you’re a greenhorn who would fare better back in the settlements. A cold footed greenhorn no 
less. Ain’t no village of them Blackfoot anywhere near here. Now, wet that paddle and let’s get 
moving. I got traps to check.” 
 Just then Colter’s eyes caught movement on the ridge to the west. At the same time a 
branch snapped on the ridge to the east. Through the undergrowth he thought he could see 
figures moving in. His mind raced. 

Here they were, stranded on the open pool of water each with only one shot in their 
flintlocks. Colter had a pistol, but Potts had left his back at camp on account of the extra weight. 
As far as Colter could tell, whoever was slithering along the banks would be on them in an 
instant. It seemed that just then Potts too detected the movement. His low crown hat swiveled 
against the blue prairie sky as his attention darted alternately to each bank.  

Just then, Colter noticed an Indian standing on the edge of the stream in front of them. It 
was like he just appeared from thin air. He was tall and wide at the shoulders. His black hair 
was loose in the breeze and it fell to the middle of his back. Clad only in a breechclout, Colter 



could see every muscle was tensed in his lean but powerful frame. In his hand he clutched a 
bow loaded with an obsidian tipped arrow that glinted in the sun. By the design of the arrow, 
Colter knew the man was Blackfeet. The look in his eyes was fierce, and John Colter could tell 
he had bad medicine in his heart. 

“Sokai’piiyi,” came the forcefull command from the Indian. 
Just then at least two dozen more Blackfeet similarly armed stepped from the brush on 

both sides. On the ridgeline several hundred warriors rose to skyline themselves. The trappers 
were surrounded. 

XXXXX 
That they were in a bad spot was obvious. Everything was in the Blackfeet’s favor. Sure, 

they could touch off their smoothbores, but that course of action was pure suicide. The creek 
was only 20 yards wide, an easy shot for warriors on either bank. They also couldn’t hope to 
outrun anyone in their shabby boat and slow moving current. They had nowhere to go. Nowhere 
to hide. No way to fight. 

The first man gave another command to the boat. By his actions, it was plain to see he 
wanted the canoe brought to shore. Warily, Colter paddled toward him. 

“What are you doing!” hissed Potts in a venomous whisper. “They’ll kill us if you take us 
over there.” 

“They’ll kill us if we don’t” Colter responded in kind. “Best way I can figure, we have to 
play by their rules if we want any chance at surviving. Meybbe we can trade these guns, traps, 
and our horses for our lives.” 
 “And meybee my hair will be hangin’ on his lodge tonight!” came the abrupt reply. 
 Colter continued to paddle slowly until the dugout canoe came along side the bank. 
Meeting the warrior’s gaze, Colter stepped out of the canoe, his hardsole moccasins pressing 
into the muddy bank. When Colter stood erect his powerful frame came into full view from 
beneath his buckskin hunting coat. John Colter was a living legend among those who first 
traveled west. His strength and power were told in stories around campfires from the Three 
Forks to St. Louis and along rivers without names. At this point he was hoping to convey some 
sort of respect from his shere physical eminence.  
 The sharp eyes of the war chief showed no reaction. He only studied Colter for a 
moment then turned his attention to Potts who was still sitting in the dugout. Suddenly, the 
warrior reached in and snatched away Potts’ flintlock that lay across his lap. Instinctively, Colter 
reached out and seized the gun. Although the Blackfeet warrior was strong, Colter’s superior 
strength allowed him to tear it away with relative ease. All was silent along the bank as the two 
men stared each other down. 
 Slowly, Colter returned the flintlock to Potts who was now visibly shaken. Once the gun 
was returned, Potts immediately used his paddle to shove out to deeper water. “Sorry, Colter,” 
he feverishly exclaimed, “you’re on your own.” 
 Just then an arrow went sailing through the air and disappeared beneath the gunwale of 
the canoe. Potts let out a howl that could have called in every wolf in the territory. “Colter! 
Colter, they got me!” He shouted hysterically. 
 Without taking his eyes from the war chief Colter replied, “Well, you got what you had 
comin’! If I was you, I’d settle down right soon and get myself collected. Bring that dugout back 
this o’ way and we can see if they want to talk.” 



 “Talk?” Potts shouted exasperatingly. “You still think they want ta’ talk! You might want 
to let the coyotes eat your guts, but not me. I’ll shoot my way out!” With that he brought the butt 
of the flintlock to his shoulder and squeezed off a shot into the brush. Immediately, a flurry of 
arrows pierced the cloud of gunsmoke that surrounded him. Potts’ scream cut through the cloud 
and a dull thud in the bottom of the canoe was all Colter could hear. As the black powder smoke 
dissipated Colter could see Potts lying dead in the bottom of the dugout, his body riddled with at 
least 100 arrows. 
 When he looked back to the warrior chief, he saw a smug expression of victory on his 
face. Colter met his gaze without faltering. During his time spent on the frontier he had learned 
many things about the ways of Indians. Although each tribe was peculiar in their own right, there 
was a universal loathing of fear. The instant you showed fear they would descend on you and 
devour you in an instant. Understanding the rules of their game, he subdued his fear as well as 
he could. He slowly realized he was already dead. The best he could hope for was it to come 
quickly. 

XXXXX 
 After a brief moment, the chief snapped an order and Colter was seized by the 
surrounding warriors. They instantly stripped him of his knife, his gun, his possibles bag. Feeling 
the strong hands gripping him ignited his instinctive response to fight. He did his best to subdue 
the reaction and let the warriors tear his buckskin coat over his head, his leggings from his legs, 
and cut his flannel shirt away from his body. In mere seconds, Colter was standing in front of the 
entire mass of warriors naked and unarmed. What happened next would be out of his control. 
 As the group grew larger, a hum of energy buzzed through it. Braves were shouting and 
cutting the air with their shrill war yips. Many were talking earnestly in small groups as they 
studied Colter up and down. They were shaking their stone war axes or hoisting their sinew 
backed short bows into the air. He noticed one man with a war club pointed in his direction. The 
club was nothing more than an ash limb the size of his arm with a smooth river rock hafted onto 
one end. Colter had see the remains of a man’s head after being killed with a similar weapon. 
Bits and pieces everywhere. Inside he shuddered, imagining his own head after such an 
encounter. Fear welled up inside him and he fought it in a silent battle within himself. It was his 
one chance for an honorable death. 

 He let his gaze wander the group, then he returned his attention to the war chief in front 
of him. The man appeared to be in earnest conversation with several other respected men. As 
they talked he could see the war chief motioning to the warriors surrounding them, and then he 
motioned toward Colter. The idea seemed to gather some consensus in the group of headmen. 
After another round of affirmation, the war chief approached Colter and spoke in Blackfeet. 

“Waanisttsi kiisto ikkaayi?” 
 The words were unfamiliar. Colter stared back, his blue eyes hard and showing his 
courage. 
 “Waanisttsi kiisto ikkaayi?” The man said again. This time he pointed at Colter and made 
a running motion with his fingers. 
 Running? He wondered to himself. Although unfamiliar with Blackfeet language, Colter 
did know some Crow. It was likely they would know some language of their bitter enemies. 
 “Ílitche?,” he asked, using the Crow word for running a race. The man nodded in reply. 
Then the chief pointed at Colter and mixed more Blackfeet with the motions of fast running, and 



with slow running. Slowly the question formed in his head, am I a fast runner or a slow runner? 
The truth was Colter was the fastest man he had ever known. Since his boyhood days in 
Virginia he had never lost a race whether short or long distance. Since entering the mountains 
his ability to travel had only increased. His legendary trip into the Stinking Water country had 
only solidified his legend as the toughest man to kill in the Rockies. His legs were strong and his 
lungs well adapted to the mountainous terrain. Colter was perhaps the only man who could run 
down a deer if he had to.  
 In the bottom of his gut, something was gnawing at him though. Something about the 
question seemed out of place. Maybe they were considering letting him join the tribe? That was 
always a possibility. A good hunter was always a valuable asset in nomadic life. Maybe they 
thought he might run away?  
 Just then it hit him. 
 He had heard stories of a challenge where the captive gets the opportunity to run for his 
life while pursued by his enemies. If this was the case, Colter had a chance of survival. Perhaps 
the courage he had shown had made him a worthy opponent. Hope flared up inside him.  
 As Colter began his response to the question, he honored the feeling in his gut. It has 
saved his scalp before. 
 “Me, slow runner,” Colter stated in monotone. He first pointed at himself then made slow 
finger movements through the air. 
 The headsmen seemed satisfied as the answer and after a brief council the shout was 
given to the drove of warriors. A deafening response of war cries filled the air and energy filled 
the space. Forcefully, he was kicked in the back and then seized by those closest to him. In 
front of him the throng of warriors was making their way to the rim of the draw. As he was swept 
away John Colter knew these could well be the final few steps of his life. 

XXXXX 
 Once upon the prairie above Colter took in his surroundings. Before him stretched out a 
seemingly endless expanse of short grass prairie. The immense blue sky sprawled overhead, 
dotted with occasional soft white clouds. Hawks soared high up near the clouds, circling for their 
mid-day meal. Gently, the ever-present wind flowed across the land, caressing the grasses into 
a light dance. For a brief moment he enjoyed the vastness of the expanse around him. He loved 
the west ever since he first explored it with Captains Lewis and Clark. It was why he had never 
returned to St. Louis with the rest of the expedition. Once you tasted water flowing from the high 
peaks and let the clean air fill your lungs you couldn’t go back east. It was true, Colter was 
entranced by the land. 
 After enjoying a few breaths he turned to face his enemies. They had formed a long line 
along the rim of the break and were now stripping down to their breechclouts. Some were 
prancing back and forth, while others were chatting low gutteral songs to the Creator asking for 
strong medicine. The man who would kill this white skinned intruder would surely gain prestige 
among his village. His sandy blonde scalp would be the central ornament to a lodge or war shirt 
for many years to come. In a tribe of warriors, this was the moment the young men needed in 
order to prove themselves.  
 After a few minutes the first chief stepped out and approached Colter. He grabbed him 
by the arm and led him away from the earnest warriors into the prairie the stretched in front of 
him. After they had proceeded several hundred yards the chief released him and motioned for 



Colter to continue. Colter took several steps and then turned once more to face the leader. The 
chief motioned him to continue then said something in Crow that Colter took for “save yourself.” 
Just then he raised his hand above his head and a war whoop erupted as the line of warriors 
burst forth with their weapons raised. 
 Instantly, adrenaline flooded Colter’s veins. Like a spooked deer he turned and sprinted 
away from his aggressors, letting his body instinctively take over. Frantically he pushed the 
natural rhythm of his legs to a pace they had never known. His legs stretched out in front of him 
as he dashed through the grass, his naked feet feeling the sharp rocks that lay scattered about. 
Sagebrush, yucca, and short stem grasses flashed by in a blur. Air filled his lungs as he took 
deep and ragged breaths. His arms pumped in time with his legs, each working together as they 
always had. Careening over the land, he felt as if his feet were barely contacting the earth. He 
was running like he had never run before, like the jackrabbit from the hungry wolf. He was 
running for life itself. 
 In his mind, Colter only focused on maintaining the suicidal pace and reaching a point on 
the horizon he had set for himself. Running was as natural for Colter as breathing, but at this 
pace it took concentration to push his body to its limits. Even though his lungs screamed for air, 
and his legs were trying to slow the pace, he pushed harder and harder toward the horizon. 
Careening ahead, Colter refused to look back. All his attention was intent on moving forward, 
moving forward, moving forward. Pushing through the pain, Colter descended into a small vale 
that lay in the expanse of grass. As he did, sharp pains shot from his feet into his legs. Each 
step brought more intense pain and a command from his brain to stop running. The intensity of 
the pain was unbearable. All he could do was cast a quick glance to the ground to see it was 
cloaked in prickly pear cactus. Each step sent and intense flooding of pain through his entire 
body. His feet were on fire, his legs were deadening, his brain was wailing to stop, but still he 
kept up his wild sprint toward the horizon. 
 After what felt like an eternity, Colter could see the edge of the horizon beginning to 
change. Several miles in front of him he could see cottonwood limbs projecting above the 
skyline. Cottonwoods meant water, and Colter knew the Jefferson Fork of the Missouri lay 
somewhere in this direction. If he could just make the cottonwoods, he would make the river. If 
he could make the river, he could find some cover and just might stand a chance at survival.  
 By now, the exertion was taking its toll on his body. Blood vessels in his nose had burst 
and now hot blood was flowing freely down his face and covering his chest. His lungs could take 
no more and they felt like they would explode at any moment. The pain in his legs and feet was 
so intolerable they had turned numb and he was only able to keep upright on some blind trust 
between his failing brain and his numbed body. Knowing the pace would eventually kill him, 
Colter cast a glance over his shoulder to determine where his pursuers were. To his excitement, 
nearly all of the runners had dropped from the race. Over the five miles of prairie they had 
covered Colter could see gasping men strung out over the entire length of their course. In his 
desperation he had managed to outpace these children of the plains. All except one. 
 One man had closed the gap to within 100 yards, and was still gaining. He was a tall and 
sinewy man with his black hair streaming in the wind as he ran. In one hand he carried a lance 
tipped with a long obsidian point. The weapon was fringed with black scalp locks and eagle 
feathers signifying this brave was an accomplished warrior. Even from this distance, he could 
see a wild look in his eyes, the look a mountain lion has as it chases the young elk calf through 



the coulees. Although the hope of escape had blossomed in his mind, the fierce look of the 
warrior and the gleaming lance point reminded Colter his survival was not yet secure. 
 Turning his attention back to the tract of land in front of him, Colter pushed hard for the 
rim of the riverbottom. It was less than a mile away, but the strength was sapped from his body. 
His vision was shutting down and his legs were giving out. He had used up every grain of 
energy his body had to get to this point, and now it was telling him it would go no further. Blindly, 
he tried to push through the unbearable pain, but it was no use. His knees buckled with the next 
step and he about collapsed to the ground. Desperately, he tried to push one step at a time. 
Each step took him closer to his sole chance at survival, but each was a gamble, possibly 
spilling him to the ground.  

In the fog of fatigue that clouded his thinking Colter realized if he collapsed he may not 
have the strength rise and fight the oncoming warrior. He hazarded another glance over his 
shoulder and saw the brave had cut the distance down dramatically. Now less than 50 yards 
away, the triumph was showing on his face. Although he had run the race of a lifetime, Colter 
was about to be beaten by this one man. One out of 500, but one was all it would take. 

 Defeated, Colter began to slow. He was less than a half a mile to the river now. If he 
was rested he could cover that distance without any trouble at all. At this point of fatigue, it was 
not going to happen. He must stop. 
 Delirious, he slowed. His dead legs barely keeping him propped up. His eyes had glazed 
over and were only half open. His large chest heaved as he gulped air to fill his insatiable lungs. 
He turned as quickly as he could to face his enemy. It was time for death. 
 Surprise flashed in the warriors eyes. He had not expected the white man to stop, and 
the bright red blood that streamed down his chest confused him. The unexpected turn of events 
had caught the man off guard. Bewilderedly, he hurriedly raised his lance and prepared to throw 
it into Colter’s chest. Like the white man he pursued though, his body was fatigued beyond point 
of functioning. As he raised the lance he tripped on some sagebrush and fell face down into the 
short grass. He released his lance and it pierced the ground about halfway between the fallen 
brave and Colter.  
 It took a moment for the unexpected turn of events to register in Colter’s mind. 
Facedown, not 20 yards away, lay the man who Colter had expected would kill him and his 
weapon now up for grabs. Sensing the need for urgency, Colter demanded from his body just a 
little bit more. He stumbled to the lance and picked it up out of the dirt. Clumsily, he handled the 
weapon and continued toward the enemy who was struggling to pick himself off the ground. 
Colter’s vision had narrowed to a single point in the world. Everything was black except for the 
red man in front of him. It took every ounce of strength left in him to stumble the last few steps. 
Kill him and you live. Kill him and you live. The single thought of survival circled through his 
mind.  
 As he approached, the brave was just getting ready to rise off the ground. From the very 
pit of his soul Colter felt something well up inside of him. A brief burst of energy shot through his 
body and he surged the last few yards. Just as the brave had reached a kneeling position, 
Colter focused on the depression where the man’s rib cage met and plunged the spear point 
through the soft flesh. The two spilled over together onto the prairie, Colter laying on top of the 
man. The blood on their chests mixed and they both gasped for breath. Mere inches away, their 
eyes locked. Colter could see the shock still present in the dying man’s eyes. Colter blue eyes 



yielded no emotion. Eye to eye they stared at each other for several moments. Slowly, the life 
began to fade from the warrior until he shuddered and drew his final breath. Exhausted, Colter 
rolled off his foe and stared into the blue sky above. He drew a deep breath and felt the dullness 
that engulfed his entire body. He was beaten, bloody, and dead-tired, but he was alive. 

XXXXX 
After several minutes of lying on the ground, John Colter slowly began to rise. He looked 

back over the prairie from where he had came and saw a stream of warriors slowly working their 
way towards him. If he stayed there much longer they would certainly catch him and kill him like 
he killed their comrade. Begrudgingly, he pulled himself from the ground and once again began 
his staggering run toward the river.   
 Ever so slowly, he closed in on the edge of the coulee in front of him. As he broke the 
rim, it was like another world opened up. Lush green vegetation covered the river bottom as it 
meandered through the lowlands. It would afford him the cover he still needed if he were to 
evade the oncoming warriors. Letting gravity help him down the sloping hillside, he lengthened 
his stride and ate up ground with each step. He worked through the thick underbrush toward the 
river and within just a few minutes he was at the water’s edge.  
 Realizing he wasn’t yet free he looked for a way out, somewhere to hide. He cast a 
glance to an island in the middle of the river and spied what looked like a beaver dam on the 
furthest point. Without a second thought, he dove into the frigid water and swam across the flow 
of the current. The coolness of the water was welcomed and helped to cool his overheated 
body. More than anything his bloodied feet appreciated the enveloping cold and they began to 
pulse with feeling once again. 
 As Colter approached the dam, he groped beneath the surface of the water searching 
for an entrance. Luckily, he found it quickly. With no other options, and the hunting Blackfeet 
approaching the rim, Colter took a deep breath and submerged himself into the river. Blindly, he 
followed the entrance tunnel into the dam itself. Although it was small, Colter managed to 
squeeze through the opening and into the dam itself. Once inside, he was able to get his head 
above water level. Although the interior of the dam wasn’t big enough to allow him to get out of 
the water, it did afford him the luxury of keeping his head out of water. Sapped of all strength, he 
sat there in the frigid water like a spotted fawn in the grass waiting for the coyote to pass. 

After several minutes, Colter heard sounds on the river bank as warriors crashed 
through the underbrush. Before long, their voices were shouting back and forth. By the sounds 
of things, there were dozens of braves now combing every square inch of the riverbank looking 
for sign he left. At times the voices worked further down the bank to the point they were almost 
imperceptible. After a short period of time they would return. Several men ventured out to the 
island and Colter could hear them thrashing the brush in hopes of finding him. At one point, a 
few of the men actually climbed on the dam Cotler was hiding in. Hearing them jump up and 
down and then chatter excitedly he thought they had found him. They were shrieking like devils 
and striking the top of the dam with clubs. Fortunately, after several minutes the fortress had 
held and they gave up to continue their search somewhere else.  

At this point, the frigid water was drawing strength from his body. He was convulsing 
with cold and his teeth popped in his head. Still he sat tight. Over the course of several hours he 
eventually heard the last of the voices die away, until there was nothing left but the drone of the 
wind and the gurgling of the river. 



Figuring night had fallen, Colter exited the dam and cautiously emerged from his 
fortress. Like the beaver he had trapped, at first he just let he eyes break the surface as they 
scanned for danger. The night was black as clouds blotted out what light the crescent moon was 
emitting. In the darkness he saw no movement and no glowing campfires. Alert for any sign of 
danger, he allowed the current to sweep him downriver. He traveled this way for several miles, 
thankful he had the strength to keep his head above the water. Eventually, he had covered 
enough distance he was sure that if the Blackfeet resumed their search they would not come far 
enough to find his trail. Soaked to the bone, he drug himself from the cold water of the 
Jefferson.  

Dog tired, he lay anchored to the muddy bank panting from the exertion. He half opened 
his eyes and stared into the empty blackness of space above. Gray clouds wisped by overhead 
with pockets of stars revealing themselves every so often. Although the mud on the river was 
cold, he let it press around his body. He knew there were still many miles between him and Fort 
Lisa. If he could make it there he could get resupplied. Although he had no clothes, no gun, no 
knife, and no possibles, he was alive. He had kept his cool and shown courage in the canoe. He 
had outran and entire village of Blackfeet warriors and somehow managed to kill one of their 
finest warriors. By sheer luck he had found a beaver house and evaded death once again. Here 
is was soaked, tired, devoid of strength, but alive. The simple satisfaction of the thought began 
to warm him. Uncharacteristically, he began to chuckle to himself. The chuckle grew into 
laughter and the laughter burst into near hysteria. He was alive! He wondered how the chief 
would receive the news that this slow white man had outfoxed his entire band of warriors. 
Seeting that, he thought, would be the only way he would allow his hair in a Blackfoot lodge on 
this night. 

 
The preceding is based on the true events in the life of John Colter in the year 1809. Colter had 
first taken west on the Lewis and Clark expedition in 1804. Near the end of the journey home he 
asked, and received, permission to leave the expedition to begin trapping. Over the course of 
the next several years Colter would have many harrowing adventures and dodge death on 
numerous occasions. This particular event has gone down as one of the West’s greatest tales of 
adventure and is commonly known as “Colter’s Run”. Eventually Colter covered the distance 
between the Jefferson and Fort Lisa while subsisting on a root known as Breadroot. When he 
arrived at the fort it was later noted by Thomas James that: "His beard was long, his face and 
whole body were thin and emaciated by hunger, and his limbs and feet swollen and sore. The 
company at the Fort did not recognize him in this dismal plight until he had made himself 
known." Colter would eventually leave the mountains and settle on a farm in Missouri until his 
early death in 1812.  
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