










Praise for The Legend of Colton H. Bryant


‘If you ever doubted that there are still heroic, big-hearted men in the world, look no further than Colton H. Bryant’ The Times


‘With the force of an emotional novel, this dramatised biography is a polemic against the energy industry’s spoilation of the high plains of Wyoming and the dangerous exploitation of the men who drill there for oil and gas…Having got to know Colton so well in this colourfully written case history, the reader will deplore any industrial attempt to dismiss him as a mere statistic’ The Spectator


‘I found this book in some ways hard to read, because I had a lump in my throat almost the entire way through. It is very effectively written and it reminds me, in terms of the polemic, of Mark Twain and Huckleberry Finn, which is a polemic against slavery but it doesn’t ever say that up front: it tells the story of someone with whom you feel such intense sympathy’ Start the Week, Phillip Bobbit, author of Terror and Consent: The Wars for the Twenty-First Century


‘The life story of this soulful, blue-eyed boy with a gentle heart inspired this moving, poignant tale that explores big themes such as hardship, friendship, prejudice and the sad lot of the misfit. If you fancy a change from your usual holiday reads, this will lend some much-needed colour’ Glamour


‘The Legend of Colton H. Bryant tells of the life and death of Colton, a sweet-natured kid from Wyoming whose inherent goodness overcomes the withering taunts thrown at him because of his learning difficulties. He lives a short, kind life, and dies a preventable death on one of the oil rigs that are disfiguring Wyoming’s pristine wilderness. It reads like a brilliant novel but it’s all true’ Herald


‘This modern Western is a true story…But The Legend of Colton H. Bryant must be read as fiction. The pain of this story–and especially of its beautifully executed ending–is best told as a traditional Western, where it and its landscape can be given some sort of reassuring order’ Times Literary Supplement


‘Fuller makes us feel as if at first hand the fragility of bodies pitched against Wyoming’s fearful winters and the hellish drills and derricks of the oil fields’ Evening Standard


‘Through long interviews with Colton’s family and friends, Fuller has created a version of his life. It’s tough but lyrical, personal but anthropological, in the tradition of Truman Capote’s  In Cold Blood’ Daily Telegraph


‘Alexandra Fuller’s wonderful biography The Legend of Colton H. Bryant tells how Colton started work as a drill on a rig, despite his young wife begging him to quit–but all the big heart in the world can’t save him from the new unkind greed that has possessed Wyoming during this latest mineral boom…A poignant tribute to one of the world’s good people’ Belfast Telegraph
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Feed Jake







I’m standing at the crossroads in life, and I don’t know where to go.


You know you’ve got my heart babe, but my music’s got my soul.


Let me play it one more time, I’ll tell the truth and make it rhyme,


And hope they understand me.







Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep.


If I die before I wake, feed Jake, he’s been a good dog,


My best friend right through it all, if I die before I wake,


Feed Jake.







Now Broadway’s like a sewer, bums and hookers everywhere.


Winos passed out on the sidewalk, doesn’t anybody care?


Some say he’s worthless, just let him be.


But I for one would have to disagree.


And so would his mama.







Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep.


If I die before I wake, feed Jake, he’s been a good dog,


My best friend right through it all, if I die before I wake,


Feed Jake.







If you get an ear pierced, some will call you gay.


But if you drive a pickup, they’ll say “No, he must be straight.”


What we are and what we ain’t, what we can and what we can’t,


Does it really matter?







Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep.


If I die before I wake, feed Jake, he’s been a good dog,


My best friend right through it all, if I die before I wake,


Feed Jake.







If I die before I wake, feed Jake.
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1


A WESTERN







This is the story of Colton H. Bryant and of the land that grew him. And since this is Wyoming, this story is a Western with a full cast of gun-toting boy heroes from the outskirts of town and city-shoddy villains from head office. There is a runaway mustang and crafty broncos. There are men worn as driftwood and salted women and broken-hearted oil rigs. And in this story, the wind is more or less incessant and the light is distilled to its final brightness because of all the hundreds of miles it must cross to hit the great high plains. And the great high plains themselves, dry as the grave in these drought years, give more of an impression of open sea than of anything you could dig a spade into. A beautiful drowning dryness of oil.


But like all Westerns, this story is a tragedy before it even starts because there was never a way for anyone to win against all the odds out here. There’s no denying that like the high seas, the high plains of Wyoming make for a hungry place, meanly guarding life, carelessly taking it back. No crosses count. Ground blizzards in the winter and dust storms and wildfire smoke in the summer, everything turning into a sameness of grey so that between the edge of the road and the rest of Wyoming, between earth and sky—there are times a person has no way to tell the difference.


And in this story…Well, someone is always dying to make room for the next wave of people who are trying to find a way to get rich on all this impression of endlessness out here. Therefore, in this story there is death. Which is nothing new or old in Wyoming and eventually we too—the storytellers and storytold—will go the way of the Indians, the buffalo, the cowboys, and the oil men. We too will make room for someone or something new. An unpeopled silence, perhaps.
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COLTON AND THE KMART COWBOYS


Evanston, Wyoming







Here is Colton H. Bryant at eight years old pedaling so pitiful fast through the streets of Evanston, Wyoming, that his legs look like eggbeaters. He has white-blond hair and he’s tanned the color of stained pine and even at this speed—even at a distance—you can see the color of those eyes. They’re such a stunning shade of blue that they register as an absence, like a washed, empty sky. But right now there are tears flooding from those eyes and streaking down Colton’s cheeks as he leaps curbs and ducks into side streets, his heart going like a piston, like it would keep beating even if it were torn out of his chest and left alone in all these wide, high plains.


“Retard!”


Colton rides with more sense of panic than direction. He is sawing back and forth across town, past the Dairy Queen and the Taco Bell, up Sage Street, down Summit, over the patch of sunburned grass behind the old railway station. But everywhere he goes is cluttered with its quota of bored little Kmart cowboys, so called because maybe they docked a lamb’s tail for 4-H once a year and maybe they’ll grow up to wreck a groin muscle riding the odd bull at a small-time rodeo, but these boys aren’t cowboys now and they won’t grow up to be cowboys either. You have to have a heart for that, and these boys are bred heartless and made more heartless by the poverty of their imaginations.


“Retard!” they call him because Colton’s in special ed and that’s on account of the way his brain works, like a saddle bronc, fired up for eight seconds maximum and then bolting around the rails looking for a way out of the arena. Even on Ritalin, Colton has a way of tearing out of the chute, firing with all hooves at once. Colton doesn’t have the gear between flat out and stopped. He doesn’t have speed perception—the way other people feel alarmed when they’re going too fast, Colton feels alarmed when he isn’t moving fast enough.


Colton puts his hand up in class one day.


“Yes, Colton?” says his teacher. “You have a question?”


“No, ma’am,” says Colton. “It’s more of a suggestion.”


“Yes?”


“Well, ma’am, I was just wondering if you could talk twice as fast and then we’ll get ’er done twice as quick and then we can get out of here in half the time.”


And all the other kids start laughing and Colton looks around. “What? What’d I say?”


And the teacher says, “Colton H. Bryant, would you take a deep breath and count to ten and hold your horses?”


 


Colton keeps pedaling.


“You’re a retard!” comes the shout from a lookout post near the laundry where Colton’s dad takes his greasers when he comes back every other week off the rigs so he doesn’t clog up the machine at home with all the mud and oil from work. And for a moment Colton pictures Bill at the door of the laundry, all immovable in his broad black cowboy hat, and a lump hurts the front of Colton’s throat, but then the light shifts and the image of Bill shifts too, taking with it all that rough Wyoming justice.


“Retard!”




Colton takes one hand off the handlebars long enough to wipe his nose. Evanston is getting kind of blurry. He starts to weave his way recklessly in and out of the streetlights like they were barrels to clear, leaping the curb right in front of cars. Horns blow and in an hour Kaylee will get another phone call from a neighbor telling her that Colton was seen riding recklessly through town. But Colton doesn’t care.


“What a freakin’ retard!” is what he hears.


Colton’s chest fills up with something—he’s not sure what it is—because he isn’t angry and he’s beyond feeling sad and he’s too young to know what forgiveness feels like. Then suddenly, “It’s okay,” he shouts over his shoulder, his voice all high and broken with tears. “Mind over matter. I don’t mind so it don’t matter.” Colton heard that somewhere once, on television maybe, and he likes the magical ring of it. It’s like an invisible cloak, the power of not minding anything. Colton’s legs whip around and around, “Mind-over-matter; mind-over-matter; mind-over-matter” is the rhythm.


He soars below the underpass and up into the part of town where the hooty-tooty-almighty folk live. His pockets are full of knuckle-sized rocks painted by Merinda and Tabby. Colton is supposed to be selling them for a quarter each, fifty cents if the folk look rich enough. A buck if they seem really stinkin’, rollin’, filthy. But now his sisters are gonna give him a hard time for not selling rocks and his brother, Preston, is probably just gonna plain give him a beating with no good excuse. “I’m dead,” thinks Colton and when he thinks about being dead that makes him think of cowboys and when he thinks of cowboys his mind skips straight to mustangs, which is part of the beauty of Colton’s mind. It hardly ever sticks around in one place long enough to get too sad or stay too mad.


“Whee-haw,” says Colton, letting his bike have her head. “The Injuns are coming! The Injuns are coming!” he yells, scaring himself for real a little bit at the thought of all those bloodthirsty braves on his tail. And now, under his very seat, the bike transforms itself into a mustang, barely broke, stretching her head across the prairie faster than any other horse in the whole wide West and no one can catch Colton now, not Injuns, not Kmart cowboys, not Merinda and Tabby, not Preston, not anybody. “Come on girl,” Colton tells his bike, “let’s get outta here.”
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PRESTON AND COLTON, HUNTING







So when they were young—Preston was five years older than Colton—Preston could do any amount of damage to Colton and Colton just smiled right on through it. For example, Preston threw Colton down the stairs with a cushion tied to his waist and Colton laughed all the way down and came running back up for more. Another time, a couple of years later, Preston roped Colton and dragged him all over the yard until the seat of his pants was worn clear through to his boxers and all the time Colton giggling, “He-he-he!” And he was still laughing after Kaylee came home and gave them both a whupping for ruining new clothes. “I got two tons of trouble,” she used to say. “Prest-ton and Colt-ton.” And every year after Christmas lunch, Bill would pull his boys with ropes behind the pickup on an icy road so that they could ski on the heels of their cowboy boots, and that was always funny, although Preston was trying to trip up his brother. And even when a fight would get out of control and result in a broken nose, Colton’s reaction was always the same. “Mind over matter,” he said, his eyes swollen shut and his nose all wrapped in gauze.


But then Preston left home and started working out on the rigs and he missed his kid brother and he started to feel bad about all the beatings he’d given him, so that fall, a few months after Colton’s fourteenth birthday, Preston announced he was going to take his brother hunting—and by hunting he meant deer and elk, which is entirely different from shooting jackrabbits and geese. And of course Colton said, “Holy cow,” and was packed and ready to go for about three weeks ahead of time. He cleaned his gun so hard it’s a miracle he didn’t rub the metal right off the barrel, he sharpened his hunting knife until it sang, he wore his orange wool hat all day and night, and he lay awake visualizing himself in front of a nice five-pointer, calmly taking it down with one shot.


The night before the hunt, the men stayed up around the table after supper—Bill, Preston, Grandpa, and Colton—and they told Colton their hunting stories and Colton got so excited and nervous he just about hopped out of his own skin. There isn’t a decent way to translate to most people the importance of a boy’s first hunt, because it’s all life’s lessons rolled into one day: endurance and tolerance; having the heart to kill and the soul to feel awed by another creature’s death; containing yourself and learning to be still; silence and companionship.


“We’ll go get you a nice little buck,” promised Preston.


“Elk,” said Colton. “I want to hunt an elk.”


Preston spat. “Let’s begin at the beginning, kid.”


Bill laughed. “That’s right son, one step at a time.”


But then Grandpa interjected about the time a fella he knew was out hunting a deer only to find a lion had been trailing him the entire day, and that reminded Preston about the bears up there on the pass, and so it went until Kaylee came into the kitchen and said, “Now you men have put just about enough stories into his head,” and packed them all off to bed.


 


Colton and Preston left Evanston for Togwotee Pass after breakfast the next day, Colton hanging out of the window of Preston’s pickup truck, “Whee-haw!” waving at his father and grandpa until Preston said, “Get your head back in here and wind up the window before we both die of cold.” They drove most of the day and set up camp on about eight or nine inches of fresh snow in the late afternoon, Colton built a fire and Preston set up the tent. The boys ate quickly, cupping their hands around their bowls for warmth. Then they set their food and plates in a bag up over a bear pole and contemplated their sleeping quarters. All they had was a little nylon two-man and Preston was six foot four by then, even without his boots on. “Let me get in first and get settled,” he said, disappearing into it with some difficulty.


“Holy cow, Preston,” said Colton, crouching down and poking his head into his side of the tent, “there ain’t no room for nothin’ in here ’cept you.”


“Lucky enough you’re a runt.”


“I ain’t a runt.” Colton squeezed in next to Preston, head to toe.


“Well, you ain’t full grown yet, by any means,” said Preston. “Least I hope not.”


Colton put his hands behind his head and streched out as far as he could.


“Look kid,” said Preston, “get your elbows out of my space, would ya?”


Colton kicked around in his sleeping bag.


“You sleeping with your boots on?”


“Dang right I am.”


Preston sighed, “Watch your language, kid.”


There was a long silence, Colton breathing hard into his hands and rubbing his legs together. “Holy cow,” he said at last, “I’m freezing.”


“That’s life for you,” said Preston. “Better get used to it.”


 


Before dawn the boys were up and tracking through the freezing crust of snow but they didn’t see much and it wasn’t until nearly evening that they got close enough to a three-pointer they’d been following since early afternoon to do anything about it. Preston crouched low. “Shoot now, kid,” he said. “Get a clean shot and shoot.”


“Now?” said Colton. He was like an aspen leaf, shaking.


“Kid, you got to get calm and shoot. Shoot it now!”


Colton brought the gun to his shoulder, the buck raised his head, Colton breathed out the way Bill had taught him and squeezed the trigger, and the buck tipped forward onto his knees and then slumped sideways.


Preston stood up to his full height, nodded, and spat.


“Holy cow,” said Colton. “Holy cow! I did it! I did it.”


“Yep.”


“I did it!” yelled Colton, dancing around in the snow.


“Now we got to get him dressed before dark or the grizzlies are gonna be having a teddy bears’ picnic.”


“Holy cow,” said Colton, running behind Preston, but his hand was over his mouth and he was already puking before they got to the buck.


“C’mon kid, better give me your knife,” said Preston. He pulled a piece of rope out of his pocket and tied the deer’s front legs to a tree, then he propped open its back legs with a branch. He jabbed the point of the knife into the deer’s breastbone and ran two fingers in front of the blade to the animal’s pelvis, moving its entrails to the side as the knife slid down.


Colton leaned with one arm against the tree and hollered up more of the contents of his stomach. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Holy cow,” he said. “I never could stand the sight of blood.”


“I spilled enough of yours over the years. You think you’d be used to it.”


“That’s different. I don’t mind so bad if it’s my own.”


By now Preston was sawing through the ribs.


“Man,” said Colton, sinking to his knees and puking some more.


“You got anything left to puke up there?”




Colton waved one hand at Preston. “I’ll be okay in a minute.”


“We don’t have a minute,” said Preston. He cut out the deer’s genitals and then he cut around the deer’s anus and tied it off with a piece of string.


“Holy cow,” said Colton.


“It’s okay,” said Preston. “It takes everyone a little differently.”


“Holy cow,” said Colton again, rubbing his eyes, “I guess so.”


 


By the time they got back to the tent with the deer slung between them the boys were exhausted. They hung the deer up out of reach of bears and washed the blood off their shoulders, arms, hands, and faces. Preston built a fire and heated up some water for coffee and made Colton eat some crackers. Then they piled into the tent and zipped it shut on themselves.


“Oh man,” said Preston.


“What?”


“This whole tent smells like your puke.”


Colton hiccupped miserably.


“It’s alright,” said Preston. “Just so the grizzlies don’t get wind of it.”


“Holy cow,” said Colton. “What bear’s gonna want puke-covered cowboy for supper?”


And then there was a long silence until Preston said, “Colt?”


“Yep.”


“That’s a nice little three-pointer you got.”


“Thanks,” said Colton.


“Now next thing you need to do is break a mustang.”


“Holy cow,” said Colton.


“That’ll teach you about everything you need to know,” said Preston.


“Everything about what?” said Colton.


“Everything about everything,” said Preston.
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BILL’S PHILOSOPHY OF HORSE BREAKING


Evanston, Wyoming







They fetched the wild mare home from the Bureau of Land Management auction at Rock Springs for Colton’s sixteenth birthday. She was desert-tough and sandstone colored, with a touch of Arabian evident in the dish of her face. Maybe a few generations back a rancher or, more likely, a ranch hand had gotten tired of an Arabian’s uptight tail-twisting ways and turned it loose on the BLM to fend for itself. “Go tell it to the mustangs,” says the ranch hand, opening the gate, and the Arab, tossing its head in serpentines of willfulness, making for all the high-dry land it could pace between it and the boredom of confinement.


But a handful of generations later, any refinement of sentiment that may have made its way through the bloodline and into her face had not stayed in this mare’s spirit or her general physicality. She had the sort of no-nonsense stride that indicated she planned to make miles before dark. She had hooves of iron, the shaggy remains of a winter coat on her like a moose, the startle reflex of a jackrabbit. And because of her very first introduction to the hands of mankind, she’d never be easy to catch.


She had been herd-torn in late spring by a helicopter. Rivers of horses flat-out panicked over the sage and baked red earth until fences funneled them into smaller and smaller corrals. The shouting humans, the sting of fuel in the air, the prods and ropes hot in the air, the great clanging metal that surrounded her were a terror beyond all instinct—an unknowable enemy—the way the ground picked and moved off from under her feet, rumbling at terrific speed with all the horses crammed flank to flank trying to stay upright against the tug of gravity as the truck banked corners. And then, after the shapelessness of freedom, the deadening dust and distinction of captivity. There was no moving away from it, no matter how much she flattened her ears and backed up into the sky.


 


They paid a hundred and seventy-five dollars for her and she would have been cheaper if Colton and Kaylee had sat on their hands and let Bill do the bidding. “You’re bidding against one another,” Bill told Kaylee. “What are you hoping to pay for the thing? We ain’t buying a racehorse here.” But now the horse was his and Colton was so excited that Bill made him sit on his hands the whole way home. “So help me, you’ll have us all off the road, you hopping about like that,” he said.


“He-he-he,” said Colton.


And the next morning before the sun burned the frost off the spring-sharp grass, Colton was out of bed, tugging on his Levi’s and his cowboy boots. He pulled a T-shirt over his head and covered his hair with a ball cap and let himself out into the paddock, the old black cat at his heels. “Don’t want to get kicked,” he told her, nudging her with the toe of his boot back onto the porch. He roped the horse then and got her into the round pen with some difficulty, the mare plunging backwards and Colton tall and skinny and whipped about as a cornstalk in a high wind on the end of her rope.


An hour into it, Bill came out of the cabin, a plug of tobacco in his lip, a tin of Copenhagen where it had sun-bleached a pale circle in his jean pocket, the old black cat tripping around his feet. “Move yourself,” Bill told her, “you make a man’s boots itch just to look at you.” He pulled his cowboy hat down over his eyes and propped his boot on the bottom rail. Colton was coming at the mare with his arms outstretched, like he was trying to direct an airplane on a landing strip.


“I’m gonna touch this mare in half an hour,” he told Bill.


Bill said, “Sure you will, son.” He watched their feet, Colton’s dusty boots stepping toward her, the mare’s black hooves pacing away from him. The boy making advances, the mare’s feet tense, ready to bolt.


“I got her under control,” said Colton.


“Sure you do,” said Bill.


Colton said, “Whoa now girl, steady,” and took a step forward.


The mare almost flipped over the rail.


“Crap,” said Colton.


The old black cat settled in a dusty nest, yawned, and closed her eyes.


The mare did a couple of laps of the round pen, checking the rails for a gap. She stopped at the gate, haunches bunched to the boy. Colton set a second lasso above his head then, eight beats in a circle like an eddy of silver water before he let it out and the rope went spilling over her neck. The mare felt the rope tightening and she startled back, her eyes walling white and her feet pounding, the rope pulling and pulling and running hot over Colton’s hands until she burned right out of his grasp.


“Stupid horse!” said Colton, throwing his ball cap on the ground so that the mare startled like he’d just thrown down a coiled rattlesnake.


Bill said nothing.


“Okay.” Colton picked his cap up and put it back on his head. “Have it your way.”


The mare sighed and stretched her neck out, sniffing the ground where the cap had been. Colton took a step forward. The mare’s head shot up and she snorted. “Don’t make me rope you again,” Colton warned, shaking his arms out loose by his sides. The mare took three bouncing steps away from him and stopped opposite the boy, her flanks pumping. When she stepped forward again, she caught her front hoof on the end of the lasso and her neck jerked up short. Her eyes went wide but she kept her nose level, the better to see, front, back, up, down—she was having a hard time figuring out where the danger was coming from.


“The boy’ll get wore out doing that,” Bill told the cat.


“You’ll get wore out doing that,” Colton told the horse. He lifted his hands up and came at her that way. The horse sawed back and forth against the rails, watching the boy out of the corner of her eye. At the last minute she blew up and belted past him before he could get a finger on her, spraying him with sand. “If I had a gun right now, I’d shoot you,” said Colton. “Stupid horse.”


That’s when Bill said, “Try giving her a name. You gotta call her something more than ‘stupid horse.’”


By now Kaylee was out at the round pen. She’s pretty in a delicate Farrah Fawcett kind of way with flipped strawberry blonde hair and pale blue eyes a little worn at the edges by four kids and life in a high, dry climate. She put her arm over Bill’s and he put his hand over hers. “How’s it going?” she asked.


Bill said, “About right.”


Kaylee smiled. She raised her voice and said, “Why don’t you call her Cocoa?”


“What?”


“Cocoa,” shouted Kaylee. “Let’s call her Cocoa.”


Colton said, “You can call her any way you like, but she’s still a stupid horse.”


“Watch your language, son,” said Kaylee. She went back into the cabin.


“Dang horse,” said Colton, spitting.




By now a pale layer of kicked-up dust reached waist deep in the round pen. Cocoa had soaked through the remains of her winter coat. She gave off a smell of ammonia and sweat. “If you’d just let me near you,” said Colton, “this would all be over.” He took a step forward.


Cocoa spat another lap around the rails, breathing hard.


“Stupid horse,” said Colton.


So it went all the rest of that afternoon and Bill watched, saying nothing, until it was too dark to see. Bill figured maybe tomorrow or the day after, or maybe the day after that, Colton would get to touch her. And maybe a day after that, he’d get to throw a blanket on her back. And maybe a month or so after that he’d have her well enough under his skin to know that he was better with her than he was apart from her.


There are, Bill figured, some things best learned the hard way.
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