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R E A D I N G   G R O U P   G U I D E 

Coyote Moon 

How a Pioneer Woman Survived a Religious Cult, Personal Heartbreak, and 
Denied Justice 

by Rick Just 

 

A shoemaker’s daughter survives a massacre, a false prophet, a faithless husband, and 
the raw edges of the Utah, Montana, and Idaho territories—and keeps surviving. 
Coyote Moon is based on the journals and remembered life of Emma Thompson Just, a 
real pioneer woman, and on the little-known Morrisite War of 1862. 

 

About the Book 
In June 1862, thirteen-year-old Emma Thompson watches a territorial militia open fire on the followers 
of a self-declared prophet at Kington Fort, Utah Territory. The bloodshed of the Morrisite War becomes 
the wound at the center of her life: she witnesses the killing of the prophet Joseph Morris and Isabella 
Bowman, and the men responsible are never brought to justice. Coyote Moon follows Emma from that 
violent morning through a childhood of poverty and faith, a theater-mad courtship in Salt Lake City, a 
first marriage to the charming, unreliable George Waldron Bennett, a hard second start with rancher 
Nels Just in the new settlements around Eagle Rock and Blackfoot in Idaho Territory, and finally to a 
courtroom confrontation, decades later, where she tries once more to see justice done. 

Author Rick Just is Emma’s descendant. He built the novel from Emma’s own journals and from Letters 
of Long Ago, a memoir her daughter Agnes Just Reid published from Emma’s recollections. Where the 
historical record goes quiet, Just says so directly in an author’s note at the end of the book, explaining 
exactly which scenes, characters, and motives he invented to fill the gaps—and which moments, 
however unbelievable they seem, are taken straight from Emma’s own account. 

 

Kirkus Reviews 
“An engaging but twistingly tangent-prone narrative of an overlooked corner of 
American frontier history. Where Just excels is in portraying the minutiae of daily life 
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in the West during this era… He skillfully renders Emma’s relationship with George; 
her naïveté and youthful eagerness to be seduced by a man of low character may 
remind readers of the title character in Sigrid Undset’s Kristin Lavransdatter (1929).” 
— Kirkus Reviews 

 

About the Author 
Rick Just is a native Idahoan who grew up on a ranch along the Blackfoot River—the same ground where 
much of Coyote Moon takes place. He is the author of four young adult novels, two adult novels, and 
several books on Idaho history, including A Kid’s Guide to Boise, Fearless: The Story of Farris Lind, the 
Man Behind the Skunk, and a history of Idaho’s state parks. He writes the long-running blog "Speaking of 
Idaho History" at rickjust.com. 

 

Themes for Discussion 
These broad themes run through Coyote Moon and can help frame your group’s conversation before 
diving into specific chapters or scenes. 

Faith, doubt, and manipulation. Emma is raised to equate faith with obedience, and that training is 
exploited first by Joseph Morris and later, in a different way, by George Waldron Bennett. The novel asks 
what it costs a person to keep believing—and what it costs to stop. 

Justice denied. The killing of Joseph Morris and Isabella Bowman by territorial forces is never punished. 
Emma spends much of her life waiting for a reckoning that keeps not arriving, in courts, in marriages, 
and in her own family. 

Survival as identity. The title comes from Emma’s own self-description: "the coyote of her story, flighty 
and ready to run." Coyotes appear at nearly every turning point in her life. Consider what it means that 
her descendants remembered her this way. 

Women’s labor and women’s knowledge. Butter, soap, candles, buckskin gloves, shoe repair, 
midwifery, nursing—the novel is built from the physical, often invisible work of frontier women, and 
from the skill and judgment that work required. 

Deception and reinvention. George Waldron Bennett may not even be his real name. The book 
repeatedly asks how well anyone can truly know another person—and how a place with no records, no 
telegraph, and no easy way to check a story becomes fertile ground for reinvention. 
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Fear and isolation on the frontier. Real threats (disease, flood, betrayal) mix with imagined ones (the 
panic that leads Emma to nearly drown her own sons). The novel treats frontier terror as psychologically 
real, whether or not the danger turns out to be. 

History remembered by whom. As the publisher’s description puts it: "History remembers the prophets, 
generals, and vigilantes of the American West; Coyote Moon remembers the woman caught in their 
crossfire." 

 

Discussion Questions 

Opening: The Morrisite War 
1. The novel opens with the massacre at Kington Fort. Why do you think Rick Just chose to begin 

Emma’s story at this violent, disorienting moment rather than earlier in her childhood? 

2. Joseph Morris convinces his followers that he is the "Lord of the Earth" and that Christ’s return is 
imminent. What made the Morrisites vulnerable to this belief? Do you see parallels to how people 
are drawn into similar movements today? 

3. Emma never sees justice for the deaths of Joseph Morris and Isabella Bowman. How does that 
early, unresolved injustice shape the rest of her life and the choices she makes? 

Family, Faith, and Growing Up 
4. Emma’s father, George Thompson, teaches her that faith is "trusting what you know to be true, 

even if you’ve not laid eyes on it." How does this lesson play out—for better and worse—across 
the rest of the book? 

5. The cricket infestation, near-starvation, and the family’s poverty in Ogden are described in vivid 
physical detail. What did these passages teach you about daily survival in a 19th-century pioneer 
household that you hadn’t considered before? 

6. Emma is confused, even ashamed, by the word "Mormon" as a child. How does her relationship 
with the church and her own faith evolve from the Morrisite War through the end of the novel? 

George Waldron Bennett 
7. Kirkus compares Emma’s naivety with George to Kristin Lavransdatter’s. What draws Emma to 

George, and what does it cost her to see him clearly? 

8. The real George was arrested for horse theft, but no record explains how he escaped jail. Rick Just 
invents an answer that "lends the fictional Emma some much-needed agency." Did that invented 
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resolution feel earned to you? What does it say about how historical fiction can restore agency to 
figures history left voiceless? 

9. George is never proven to be a Confederate sympathizer, an arsonist, or even to be using his real 
name—yet suspicion follows him throughout. How does the novel use uncertainty and rumor as 
storytelling tools? 

10. Emma ultimately divorces George and marries Nels Just "for reasons more pragmatic than 
romantic." What do you make of a marriage built on practicality rather than love? Did your 
feelings about that choice change by the end of the book? 

Idaho and Montana Territories 
11. The novel moves from Utah to Eagle Rock and Blackfoot in Idaho Territory, and to Deer Lodge, 

Montana. How does each new setting change Emma, and how does Just use landscape and place-
naming (Deseret vs. Utah, Eagle Rock, Coyote and Badger) to deepen the story? 

12. Nels Just spends years pursuing the Idaho Canal, an irrigation project that eventually waters more 
than 36,000 acres. What does his drive to reshape the land reveal about him, and how does it 
compare with Emma’s own kind of endurance? 

13. Beaver Dick Leigh and his Shoshone family appear throughout the novel as neighbors and friends, 
and the book does not shy away from the tragedy that befalls them. What did this relationship 
add to your understanding of frontier Idaho? 

The River Scene 
14. In "A Verging Menace," gripped by fear of a Nez Perce raid, Emma nearly drowns her four sons in 

the river to spare them what she believes will be a worse fate. Rick Just notes in his afterword that 
this scene, "so unlikely to be true," is one of the few taken directly from Emma’s own diaries. Why 
do you think he chose to keep it in the novel largely unembellished? 

15. What does this scene reveal about the psychological toll of chronic fear and isolation on frontier 
women? Did it change how you understood Emma, even after everything she had already 
survived? 

Loss and Endurance 
16. Emma buries several infant children over the course of the novel, including twins in a single 

month. How does the book handle grief, and what coping mechanisms does Emma develop (her 
confidences to the horse Scout, her letters to her father, her work)? 
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17. The epilogue reveals that Emma’s daughter Agnes would go on to write "the longest-running 
newspaper column in Idaho history" and publish a book about her mother’s life in 1922. What 
does it mean that Emma’s story survived because a daughter chose to preserve it? 

History, Memory, and Craft 
18. In his closing "Author’s Notes on History and Speculation," Rick Just lists exactly which characters 

and scenes he invented—Sara Ransohoff, the mischief blamed on the Higham boys, the manner of 
George’s jailbreak—and which came straight from the record. Did knowing this change how you 
read the novel? Would you have wanted this note at the beginning instead of the end? 

19. Just writes that Sara Ransohoff, a fictional Jewish freighter’s daughter, was invented partly "to 
show that the community was more diverse in religion and ethnicity than is usually assumed." 
What did you learn from the novel about the diversity of the 19th-century American West that 
popular Western stories often leave out? 

20. The title, Coyote Moon, comes from coyotes appearing at pivotal moments—the massacre, the 
moonrise over Wolverine Canyon, Emma’s own self-description as "the coyote of her story." Why 
is the coyote, rather than a more conventionally heroic animal, the right symbol for Emma? 

21. If Emma Thompson Just were alive today, what do you imagine she would want readers to take 
from her story? 

 

Enhance Your Discussion 

Activities and Pairings 
– Read the author’s closing note ("Author’s Notes on History and Speculation") as a group before 

your discussion, and go back through the novel identifying scenes you suspect were invented 
versus drawn from the historical record. Compare notes—were you right? 

– Look up the Morrisite War and Joseph Morris online or at a local library. Discuss how the novel’s 
account compares with the historical summaries you find, and what historical fiction can capture 
that a textbook entry cannot. 

– Trace Emma’s route on a map: Utah Territory, to Salt Lake City, to Eagle Rock and Blackfoot in 
Idaho Territory, to Deer Lodge, Montana, and back to Idaho. Discuss how the physical distances 
and terrain would have shaped her choices. 

– Pair this novel with Sigrid Undset’s Kristin Lavransdatter, which Kirkus Reviews cites as a 
touchstone, or with Agnes Just Reid’s own Letters of Long Ago, the primary source that inspired 
much of the book. 



COYOTE MOON — Reading Group Guide 

Page 6 of 6 

– Invite members to share a story from their own family’s oral history or old letters, and discuss 
what gets preserved, what gets lost, and what a descendant might have to speculate about, the 
way Rick Just did for Emma. 

 

A Note for Book Clubs 
Rick Just is happy to hear from reading groups discussing Coyote Moon. Readers can find more of his 
work, including his "Speaking of Idaho History" blog, at rickjust.com. 


