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Book Overview

In  1960,  the  frozen  wilderness  of  Chicken,  Alaska,  becomes  a
deadly battleground when drifting cowboy Wyatt Peoples stumbles
into a web of murder and greed. Fresh from the Korean War and
seeking refuge in the goldfields near the Canadian border, Wyatt
finds  unexpected  purpose  working  for  the  captivating  Amy
Crockett and her mining family. But when Amy's brother is found
murdered and Wyatt becomes the prime suspect, he must use his
law enforcement  background  to  clear  his  name  and  protect  the
woman who's  stolen his  heart.  As winter  closes in and violence
escalates in the tight-knit mining community, Wyatt discovers that
in Alaska's last frontier, everyone carries a gun, and justice often
comes with the pull of a trigger.



About the Author

Rick  Steeby  brings  authentic  frontier  experience  to  his  debut
mystery  novel.  Raised  in  Alaska,  he  spent  his  youth  hunting,
fishing,  and  flying  planes  across  the  Last  Frontier's  vast
wilderness. After military police service (1972-1975), he worked
security  during Trans-Alaska Pipeline construction and in  North
Slope oil  fields,  experiencing Alaska's  rough resource extraction
world firsthand. His Anchorage Police Department career saw him
rise from patrol  officer  to  detective and crime scene technician,
providing deep insight into investigative procedures and criminal
psychology.

Earning his BS Degree at  fifty,  Steeby transitioned to IT before
spending  his  final  working  years  as  a  building  contractor.  This
diverse background—from Alaska's frontier culture to modern law
enforcement—infuses  his  writing  with  gritty  authenticity  and
procedural  accuracy.  Now  retired  and  writing  full-time,  Steeby
draws  on  decades  of  Alaskan  experience  to  craft  mysteries
capturing  both  the  breathtaking  beauty  and  deadly  dangers  of
America's last frontier.

Gold Miner's Daughter was inspired by a trip to Chicken, Alaska,
and a  visit  to  a  friend's  Poker  Creek Mine.  The author  and his
friend  attended  school  together,  where  her  father  served  as  his
basketball  coach and geology teacher.  The family played music,
and  she  went  on  to  pursue  a  career  in  Nashville.  Their
conversations  about  the  similarities  between  writing  music  and
novels sparked the idea for a series set in early 1960s Alaska.



Major Themes & Discussion Topics

Identity and Belonging

Wyatt, the narrator and lead character, came to Alaska like nearly
everyone in 1960—from somewhere else, with no intention to stay.
This theme repeats throughout the cast of characters who arrived
from  everywhere  and  stayed  for  their  own  reasons.  Robert
Service's "The Spell of the Yukon" appears in the book because it
captures the diversity and emotions connected to why people come
to the north country and ultimately remain.

Service and Community Responsibility

Many Alaskans  arrived  after  military  deployments,  while  others
like Wyatt served and then came to Alaska afterward. The sense of
community and duty to serve that Wyatt lost when he left Texas
gradually restores itself once he finds his place and his purpose.
The  sheriff's  badge—made  from  solid,  locally  mined  gold—
represents the weight of responsibility thrust upon him, growing
from his  previous  failures.  His  concerns  about  living up to  this
responsibility follow him to the book's end.

Growth and Transformation

Alaska transitioned from territory to state in 1959, and gold was
rumored  to  become  deregulated  (which  eventually  happened  in
1975).  Dottie,  Amy,  Wyatt,  Boyd,  and  even  the  villains  are  all
caught up in change and growth—an epidemic feeling around the
time of statehood for Alaska.

Small Community Dynamics

Everyone in Chicken has a unique background, some mysterious
and  others  simply  quirky,  but  generally  accepted  as  who  they
presented themselves to be. Dottie is a moving force with reach
well beyond Chicken or even Alaska, yet no one knows why she's
there. Gail has money, creativity, and exceptional marksmanship,
but her background remains a total mystery. Boyd is the only Black
person within a hundred miles of Chicken and the best mechanic
around, connected to Dottie but with origins rooted in his Army
service building the Alcan Highway. Gene has been there from the
beginning,  the  earliest  arrival  among  the  town's  permanent
residents.



Race Relations in Alaska

Alaska at this time was a place where racism was simultaneously
present—people arrived with their prejudices—and also challenged
out of necessity. Residents learned that reliance on each other was
worth far more valuable than maintaining discriminatory attitudes,
even  if  prejudice  persisted.  Boyd  Harrison  demonstrates  this
dynamic  on  both  community  and  personal  levels.  Gene's
adaptation from a racist upbringing to becoming Boyd's best friend
is one of the clearest examples of this transformation.

Entertainment and Isolation

In Chicken, entertainment came from reading and sharing talents.
With no radio or TV, musical jam sessions, poetry readings, and
storytelling were shared to combat the feeling of isolation. Wyatt
recites poetry—some learned in Texas, but most favored he picked
up during a  stay in  Dawson City,  Canada,  from reading Robert
Service. Amy's family is musical, and Dottie harnesses the need for
entertainment as a draw to her establishment.
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Discussion Questions
1. Gold Miner's  Daughter was  written  as  a  compilation  of  the

author's memories growing up in Alaska. The story contains no
horses,  takes  place  in  very  recent  history  but  isn't  quite
contemporary, and is set in the extreme Northwest of the USA.
It  hit  #1 as Contemporary Western Fiction, #14 as Romance
Literary Fiction, and #19 as Mystery Thriller Literary Fiction.
How do you categorize it?

2. Change at the time of statehood in America's last frontier is an
unintentional but inevitable theme for Wyatt, Amy, Dottie, and
the  others.  Some  embrace  and  take  advantage  of  it,  others
resist, and some only see profits. What changes do you see in
the characters as most compelling?

3. The  idea  of  Manifest  Destiny,  the  Gold  Rush  that  brought
Wyatt Earp and Robert Service, Soapy Smith's influences the
story.  The  construction  of  the  Alcan  Highway  connecting
Alaska to  the  rest  of  the  US are  all  part  of  the  history that
brings  the  cast  of  characters  to  Alaska.  Who  in  the  story
demonstrates awareness that they are part of a unique historical
moment?

4. Wyatt files on an abandoned claim, though prosperity isn't his
motivation. Early on, he discovers an old school bus converted
into what we would call a motorhome on his claim—yet there
is no road into the claim, and no one knows how it got there.
The story contains many such enigmas. What things or people
remain unresolved in your mind at the end of the book?

5. Wyatt  comes  from  a  background  of  lawmen  and  cowboy
culture. He embraces the cowboy identity but tries to avoid the
lawman role. How do you see the symbolism of the Chicken
Sheriff's Badge?

6. Law enforcement in Alaska's backcountry (called "the bush")
presented  many  obstacles  similar  to  those  faced  by  US
Marshals of the Old West, but in more modern times. Robbie
Robertson embodies the law in the Forty-Mile area, covering a
region  the  size  of  New  Hampshire  and  Vermont  combined.
What is your impression of Robbie and how he handles his job,
as well as his evolving relationship with Wyatt?

7. The author wanted humor to appear organically in the story,
reflecting the unique circumstances created by life on the last
frontier. What parts of the story made you laugh or smile?



8. Weather and geography function as characters in any story set
in the Alaskan wilderness. Much of the survival knowledge in
the book comes from advice given by survivors—and lessons
learned  from  those  who  didn't  survive.  What  did  you  learn
about wilderness survival from Gold Miner's Daughter?

9. Wyatt  is not unique in Alaska at this time as a war veteran.
Nearly  everyone  served  in  some  capacity  during  WWII  or
Korea, and they all brought part of it home. How well is Wyatt
coping with his memories of war?

10. How do Wyatt's  war experiences affect  his  relationship with
Amy?

11. Amy is in a contentious position when the book starts, and it
only becomes more complicated as the story progresses. How
would you describe Amy's character?

12. Is there room for Amy to grow as a character?
13. Does the first-person narrative help the story, or does it limit

the  suspense because we only know what  Wyatt  knows and
when he knows it?

14. Chet,  Wyatt's  persistent  antagonist,  is  essentially  the  same
person at the end of the story as he was at the beginning, but
our perspective changes. How differently do you see Chet from
beginning to end?

15. Who  is  your  favorite  secondary  character?  (Exclude  Wyatt,
Amy, Gail, Boyd, Gene, and Robbie.)

16. In  summer,  mosquitoes  are  constant  outdoor  companions—
persistent  and  everywhere  unless  wind  forces  them to  land.
They don't impact the story but are as much a part of Alaskan
summers as sun and rain. Were they too distracting or just part
of the backdrop?

17. Wyatt spends considerable time not knowing who the bad guy
is or why he commits murder. From a first-person perspective,
is this delay in learning the villain's identity good or bad for the
story?

18. Would you like to see more of Wyatt and Amy in future books?
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Character Guide

Wyatt Peoples – A drifting war veteran from Texas with nothing to
lose and nothing to  gain until  he meets  Amy.  Suddenly his  life
derives meaning, though he has no idea what that relationship has
to do with his redemption.

Amy Crockett –  The gold miner's  daughter  caught  managing a
mine, caring for an ailing father, and grieving a dead brother. She
is  strong,  motivated,  and  not  looking  for  love—certainly  didn't
expect it to find her in Chicken, Alaska.

Robbie  Robertson –  Alaska  State  Policeman  in  charge  of  the
Chicken district, investigating the disappearance and death of Tim
Crockett.

Gene – Just Gene. The unofficial mayor of Chicken and the hub
for information. He collects the mail as the unofficial postmaster,
operates the HAM radio (their only direct connection to the outside
world), serves as the community historian, and owns the Chicken
General Store.

Tim Crockett – Wyatt's friend and Amy's older brother who goes
missing, then turns up dead near Wyatt's new claim, making Wyatt
Robbie's chief suspect.

Dottie –  Like  Gene,  a  longtime  but  seasonal  resident.  Her  bar
opens when the road opens and closes in time to get out before the
snow. A snowbird who spends winters in Florida, she is a mystery
that Robbie and Boyd seem to know something about, though both
remain  tight-lipped.  She  has  political  ties  and  investment
connections. Her business and appearance belie her actual wealth
and influence.

Gail Richner – Chicken's eldest member, the only full-time female
resident, and acknowledged as the wealthiest. She is artistic, and
no one knows the source of her wealth or how she became such a
crack shot. Always ladylike but willing to stand up for herself, she
sides with Wyatt early on.

Boyd Harrison – A Black man, son of a former slave, who grew
up in the Louisiana delta swamps. He joined the Army in WWII
and arrived in Alaska via the Alcan Highway construction. After
returning home post-war, he came back to Chicken. Though largely
illiterate, he knows math and is considered a mechanical genius, in



demand  all  over  the  Forty-Mile  District.  In  winter  he  whittles
diamond willow canes, and Dottie helps him with investments and
sales of his carving. He befriends Wyatt early on.

Ricky Crockett – Amy's brother,  a year younger than her,  with
practical mining experience in the area around Chicken. He works
as a  school  maintenance man and janitor  over  the winter,  plays
guitar, and sings. He considers Wyatt a friend and is amused by
Wyatt's relationship with Amy.

Doug Crockett – Amy's youngest brother who also plays guitar
and sings in the family band.

Chet Robarts – Foreman on the Barnes mine located on Poker
Creek at the confluence of Davis Creek, downstream from both the
Crockett  and  Wyatt  mines.  A  giant,  muscular  man  and  natural
bully, though not the brightest. He is Wyatt's constant thorn in the
side.

Byron Lovell – Works for a new up-and-coming hardware store as
an outside salesman with a romantic interest in Amy Crockett.

Dr. Rogers – State-appointed coroner who is lobbying to establish
a State Medical Examiner position and a Crime Lab.

Detective Stuart – Alaska State Police Officer/Detective from the
Fairbanks station.

Skinny and Shorty – Two thugs working for the Barnes mine.

Frick and Frack –  Two brothers  who work the  F&F Mine on
Arkansas Creek.

Darrell Johnson – Private investigator and ex-mentor to Robbie
when he joined the Territorial Police. He also knows Dottie from
the WWII era when he worked as an Army Criminal Investigator at
CID.

Barnes –  Absentee  owner  of  the  Barnes  mine  and  a  general
contractor in Anchorage. Successful and well-off.

Bilko –  Attorney  and  socialite  in  Anchorage,  also  a  property
speculator  with  shady  business  practices,  making  cash  offers  to
buy mines in the Forty-Mile District.

Officer Tandeske – ASP in Palmer.

Officer Tew – ASP in Glennallen.
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Royal Mounted Police Officer Carter – Robbie's friend across
the border in Canada.

Nola and Dale Crockett – Amy's mother and father.
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Historical Context & Background

In  1959,  Alaska  became  the  49th  state—the  largest  and  least
populated in the Union. Remote locations like Chicken received
their mail by bush pilots on a regular but not daily basis. Chicken
served as a hub because it sat on the highway. It was the oldest
incorporated town in Alaska but lost that status after the gold rush
moved on to Fairbanks. The HAM radio became one of the chief
means of fast communication between the Bush and the population
centers of Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau.

Mines  operating  in  the  Forty-Mile  area  were  mostly  family
operations, all seasonally open. During the Depression, FDR made
it  illegal to own gold privately,  and the government became the
only  buyer,  setting  prices  artificially  low.  By  the  time  Alaska
became a state, possession of gold jewelry was permitted, and the
sale of jewelry-quality gold nuggets to qualified jewelry stores was
allowed. This caused a boom in gold nugget jewelry because store
owners could offer prices above the government's. Barnes and the
Walker  Creek  mines  represent  the  larger  commercially  run
operations.

Rumors that gold would be deregulated were always circulating,
but the election of JFK increased speculation. Illegal hoarding of
gold was widespread, with miners claiming only enough mined to
keep their claims active.

Alaska, thanks to statehood and oil discovered in Cook Inlet, was
experiencing a boom of growth. Many names that would become
well-known  Alaskan  millionaires  were  still  unknowns,  but  men
like Hickel and Sheffield would soon become household names.

Alaska was ground zero for the Cold War. The state's proximity to
Russia was significant—Governor Palin famously referred to being
able to see Russia from Alaska's backyard, specifically Russian Big
Diomede Island, only twelve miles from Alaskan Little Diomede.
Above Anchorage sat a Nike Missile launch site. Fighters were on
standby alert 24/7 at all Alaskan Air Force bases. Early Warning
Radar  sites  ringed  the  north  and  western  coasts,  and  Air  Force
crews flew near-daily intercepts of Russian bombers.

State government was poor and inefficient while rapidly growing.
Alaska Natives were not included in the reservation system and



had villages scattered across the state but with no secured land they
could call  their own. Under statehood, the state was promised a
percentage  of  unincorporated  lands,  which  Native  Claims
contested, leaving both in limbo.

Alaska also had the distinction of having the only federally owned
railroad in the nation—a detail that becomes important in the final
chapter.
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Further Exploration

For readers interested in the historical backdrop of  Gold Miner's
Daughter, the author recommends:

STAMPEDE: Saints,  Successes,  Suckers & Scoundrels of the
Yukon Gold Rush by Lee Jordan

Non-fiction, 392 pages with many photos, Foreword by Michael
Hawfield.  This  book  examines  more  than  500  individuals  and
institutions of the Gold Rush at the turn of the 20th century. One
hundred thousand people headed north; only 40% overcame huge
obstacles to reach the land of dreams. Of those, about one-tenth
came out ahead, while more than 100 lost their lives violently.

Lee Jordan was the author's neighbor, baseball coach, and owner/
editor of the Alaska Star newspaper. His work ethic, values, and
knowledge  of  civics  left  a  strong  impression  that  remains
influential more than fifty years later.


