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d the LADY NOVELIST

“Don’t you think there could be romance and tragedy in Butte?” the heroine
of Gertrude Atherton’s novel, Perch of the Devil, asks another young Montana woman.
The two have been traveling in Europe for several months and have just visited a
fine, old Italian palace. Does their hometown contain the romantic possibilities sug-
gested by a European palace? The heroine’s companion doesn’t think so — and
certainly there were American writers of the period and later who would have
agreed with her. For them Europe provided the most evocative background for
fiction. Mrs. Atherton was attracted to Europe, too, but she was still able to find
“romance and tragedy” closer to home — in Butte, Montana. Her novel, Perch of
the Devil, published in 1914, was the result.

From the 1890’s onward, American fiction had been moving westward, but
Montana had remained relatively untouched. The state had produced Mary Mac-
Lane, the nineteen-year-old poet and “peripatetic philosopher” whose book, The
Story of Mary MacLane, had created a stir in the East around the turn of the century.
But by 1913, when Gertrude Atherton visited Montana, Mary MacLane was pretty
much forgotten. So were other Montanans, like Marcus Daly, W. A. Clark, and F.
Augustus Heinze, who had earlier made a name for the state, and varying fortunes
for themselves. Montana was neither firing the national imagination or doing very
well in claiming the allegiance of many who had lived and prospered there. Increas-
ingly, it seemed as though as soon as Montanans made their million, they left the
state for either Southern California or New York. Indeed, so doubtful was Mrs.
Atherton of the reading public’s acquaintance with the town of Butte, Montana that
she felt it necessary to indicate the correct pronunciation as “Bute” on the first page
of her novel. What intrigues us today is why Gertrude Atherton, a writer who
moved in the most sophisticated circles of society and who had traveled extensively
and lived periodically in Europe, chose a rough and ready mining town, which she
herself described as the ugliest in the country, as the locale of one of the more than

forty novels she was to write.
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