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ABSTRACT 

 
              This dissertation explores the various parts of one woman’s life, chronologically but also 
thematically. Mary Meigs Atwater, known among a group of artisans as the Dean of American 
Hand-Weaving, was a New Woman, born in 1878 in a time when Victorian American ideals of 
the Cult of Domesticity dominated society’s conscripted gender roles. However, throughout her 
life, she proved herself to be a pioneer in many fields, regardless of societal norms. Through 
study and utilization of primary documents – letters and memoirs serving as the dominant 
sources – I have divided this dissertation, and her life, into six chapters: “The Six Little Meigs 
Girls (1878-1893),” “The Fin de Siècle Artist (1894-1902),” “The Mining Engineer’s Wife (1903-
1916),” “The Weaver Emerges (1916-1922),” “The Pioneering Businesswoman (1923-1947),” and 
“The Dean of American Hand-Weaving (1947-1956).” Throughout the dissertation are the stories 
of Mary’s five sisters, who also led extraordinary lives. The three takeaways from this 
dissertation are: 1) Mary Meigs Atwater was more than just a weaving pioneer – she was a 
pioneer in every occupation and task she pursued; 2) the symmetries between events of the 
past and present are incredibly evident through analysis; and 3) just as Mary Meigs Atwater 
resurrected weaving during a time of machine-made textiles, humans of the 21st century must 
continue to create beauty with their hands as technology advances and the Artificial Intelligence 
automation of professions threatens to make the Humanities obsolete. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

American Studies Reflexive Bricoleur 
 

  American Studies is a conversational discipline that connects dialogue between various 

fields, such as history, literature, art and architecture, philosophy, gender studies, education, 

material culture, science, government, communications, anthropology, folklore, religion, music, 

ethnic studies, popular culture, museum studies, and library science, etc. According to the 

American Studies Association (ASA), American Studies scholars “approach American culture 

from many directions but have in common the desire to view America as a whole rather than 

from the perspective of a single discipline.”1   

              In recent years, the American Studies scholarship has widened to include Canada and 

Latin America and this “transnational, global perspective on American culture has become one 

of the leading currents in the field as we begin the 21st century. Where, after all, do the borders 

of America stop, when its influence was, throughout the twentieth century, so pervasive on 

world cultures?”2  The internationalization of the field acknowledges America’s influence on 

other nations, and vice versa, as well as the good deal of critical scholarship about the United 

States and its relations to the wider global community being produced outside the country. 

American Studies is young, and even the ASA’s definition of the field is not all that specific; 

nonetheless, this constant metamorphic ambiguity allows for American Studies to serve as a 

sort of trickster bricoleur within/out academia. Like the trickster figure of folk literature and 

myth, American Studies is many-tongued, changeable, without gender, fundamentally 

ambiguous and anomalous, shape-shifting, a situation-inverter, and messenger.  

 
1 American Studies Association, www.theasa.net 
2 Ibid. 
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 French theorists Claude Levi-Strauss and Jacque Derrida popularized the term bricolage, 

which stems from the French word “bricoleur,” meaning “jack of all trades” who puts things 

together out of bits and pieces. A bricoleur uses the means and instruments at hand, those 

which are already there, “which had not been especially conceived with an eye to the operation 

for which they are to be used and to which one tries by trial and error to adapt them, not 

hesitating to change them whenever it appears necessary, or to try several of them at once, 

even if their origin and form are heterogeneous.”3 To take this idea further, Foucault suggests in 

The Archaeology of Knowledge that we scholars can use our experience as interdisciplinary 

bricoleurs to critique hegemonic historiography and deconstruct predominantly white elitist 

Euro-centered historicism.4  

 With these characteristics, the American Studies scholar can be a mediator between 

disciplines, countries, and time periods by having a conversation. A style of writing that suits 

American Studies’ dialogic focus is reflexive writing, which is a learning and/or research 

technique through which the author integrates her “own personal experience with critical 

thought and observation in order to develop a more complete and engaging analysis of an 

experience.”5  Reflexive writing is atypical among academic writing varieties because of its 

emphasis on authorial personal experience as well as the first person, both considered to be less 

than academic in voice. However, reflexivity allows the writer to claim authority on a subject 

and to further illustrate a key point through personal experience. Whereas other disciplines 

would say not to use first person experience, reflexivity suits American Studies’ boundary-

crossing methods, as does the utilization of images as text. 

 
3 Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond, 17. 
4  Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 186-187. 
5 “Strategies for Reflexive Writing,” Student Learning Commons, http://learningcommons.sfu.ca 
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In American Studies, images, particularly photographs, are vital to the field because they 

“have an impact on the human mind similar to what our eyes would have done, had we been 

present. They produce ‘flashbulb memories’ for us, turning us into various witnesses, 

irrespective of distance and time.”6 The same could be said for any photograph, even those not 

considered to be iconic because of the impact that visuals have on a viewer. In this dissertation, 

supplemental images can be found in Appendix A, and I note Figure numbers throughout the 

footnotes. 

Herstories 

 “Speaking out about women’s lives, we break silence. Silence is that powerful and 

restrictive protection, particularly enforced by our patriarchal society, that hides so many truths, 

so many ‘herstories.’”7 Many recent biographies by feminist historians “establish the ways in 

which particular women experienced the girlhood and womanhood of their time, attempting to 

demonstrate both what was typical and what was exceptional about their individual 

experience.”8 One way feminist biographers investigate this notion is to “explore exceptional 

women through the framework of ‘ordinary’ female experience – and to see how and in what 

particular ways exceptional women were constrained, or assisted, by the conventions of 

femininity in their society.”9  

               Susan Ware claims that “[s]uccessful biographies are marked by two outstanding 

qualities: they have a fresh and compelling story to tell, and they exude a demonstrable 

engagement between the biographer and the subject […] the connection has to be there to 

 
6 Kroes, Photographic Memories: Private Pictures, Public Images, and American History, 68. 
7  Iles, ed., All Sides of the Subject, 14.   
8  Ibid., 252. 
9  Ibid., 253. 
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propel the biographer through the years of research necessary to do justice to the life, and then 

to capture the interest of the readers, either general or academic, who are the intended 

audience of the work.  This spark or connection is one of the great mysteries of the craft of 

biography […] it makes for something akin to a great marriage.”10 

               Jeanne Boydston argues that by using gender as a category of analysis, ”We would 

require ourselves to ground the concept, as we are defining it, in place and time. Of course that 

would make us better historians…[and] would also encourage us to regard our sources more 

critically and creatively – and more respectfully.”11 

               Joan Scott postulates that gender involves four interrelated elements, “culturally 

available symbols that evoke multiple (and often contradictory) representations,” “normative 

concepts that set forth interpretations of the meanings of the symbols, that attempt to limit and 

contain their metaphoric possibilities;” “a notion of politics as well as reference to social 

institutions and organizations;’ and subjective identity. For Scott, historical research must help 

determine the relationships between these four aspects of gender. “Historians need […] to 

examine the ways in which gendered identities are substantively constructed and relate their 

findings to a range of activities, social organizations, and historically specific cultural 

representations. The best efforts in this area so far have been, not surprisingly, biographies.”12  

               So how can a biography of an exceptional yet ordinary woman be part of American 

Studies scholarship? American Studies is interdisciplinary, meaning its scholarship occurs in 

areas of overlap between academic fields. For the purposes of my project, I have chosen to 

write a biography using methods commonly used in the fields of Social and Cultural American 

 
10  Ware, “The Book I Couldn’t Write: Alice Paul and the Challenge of Feminist Biography,”13. 
11   Boydston, “Gender as a Question of Historical Analysis,” 258.  
12  Scott, "Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis," 1068. 
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History, Women’s Studies, and Literature. My academic training has been mostly in English 

literature, as both my Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees are in that discipline. As an 

undergraduate, I began my study of History as it fulfilled requirements for my Museum Studies 

minor. Having worked in the Heinz History Center in Pittsburgh, PA, and the Madison Valley 

History Association in Ennis, MT as a curator and cataloger, I also know the value of interpreting 

material culture artifacts as if they themselves are texts. When I entered the American Studies 

doctoral program, I chose to make my primary research field American History and my 

secondary field Women’s Studies. What this training allows me to do is chronologically tell the 

story of one woman’s life by reflecting upon the importance her gender played throughout her 

life as well as contributing my own interpretation of life writings she composed. 

            Some may argue that studying white women’s history of the turn of the 20th century 

celebrates only heteronormative white female culture and ignores the experiences of women of 

color thereby continuing to sweep marginalized and silenced voices under the metaphorical rug 

of history; however, this dissertation’s purpose is not to silence or conversely put any woman on 

a pedestal, but attempts to acknowledge both the strengths and flaws of the women’s rights, 

progressive, and social justice movements between the specific time period of 1878 and 1956 as 

shown through the lives of a specific sisterhood. The reasoning for this date range primarily 

surrounds the motivating research question that began this project, which is: Who was Mary 

Meigs Atwater, as she portrayed herself in her family letters, published documents, and 

memoirs? What I discovered is that the process of writing one woman’s life story is complicated, 

particularly when approaching the task as a woman American Studies researcher with training in 

both literary studies and women’s history, as well as being a descendant of the woman in 
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question.13  

 That she was a white woman of privilege cannot be denied. Having been born into a 

prestigious military family on her father’s side (The Meigs Family) and a wealthy banking family 

on her mother’s (The Lynde Family), she and her five sisters were afforded choices and 

opportunities the majority of women at the time simply didn’t possess. What she and her sisters 

chose to accomplish with their lives, because of their privilege and in some cases hardships, is 

what this multi-faceted story is about. I’ve discovered many remarkable Meigs women stories in 

hundreds of primary source documents across a country of libraries, archives, and personal 

collections, and I highlight their voices and work when they otherwise would have stayed in 

their respective file folders had I not stumbled upon their existence. Meigs family letters 

between 1878-1956 are the dominant primary source for this dissertation, though newspaper 

announcements and articles, obituaries, magazine and journal articles, memoirs, census records, 

birth and death certificates, coroner reports, government publications, courthouse records, 

yearbooks, directories, photographs/postcard images, stereographs, artwork, maps, 

memorabilia, examples from popular culture, and books (both fiction and non-fiction) from that 

time period have also provided invaluable insight into these women’s lives. 

 I began my research into Meigs women history when in 2007 I discovered a fairly large 

collection of Cornelia Meigs’ papers at Dartmouth, having been housed in the Rauner Special 

Collections Library since they were catalogued in 1980. When I traveled to Dartmouth, I learned 

that I was the first person to research the collection. I went through each of the 30 boxes of 

materials that had been in the possession of Cornelia Lynde Meigs, one of Mary’s younger 

sisters. Cornelia spent her adult life writing books and teaching literature courses at Bryn Mawr 

 
13 Mary Meigs Atwater is my paternal great-grandmother. 
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College. She reached a certain level of celebrity when she won the Newberry Medal in 1934 for 

her biography of Louisa May Alcott, Invincible Louisa: the Story of the Author of Little Women, 

and her children’s books Clearing Weather (1929) and Swift Rivers (1933) were Newberry Honor 

Books. In 1931, upon the death of Montgomery Meigs, the six sisters’ father, all of his 

documents and personal letters went into Cornelia’s collection as she was the only daughter 

who never married and who spent several years tending to his affairs prior to his death.  One 

family ritual that began when the Meigs girls were small and continued until their father’s 

death, and even beyond 1931 but not as regularly, was writing letters, and more specifically 

doing so on Sunday. Most of the documents in this collection at Dartmouth consist of family 

correspondence, which had never been read by anyone other than family members since they 

were received. There are thousands of letters in this collection. Though the women took their 

own paths which led them away from the family home in Keokuk, where Major Meigs remained 

until his death in 1931, it was a mission of his to keep the sisters connected through their letters 

to him. Almost every letter that he received from one of his daughters shows his own notes at 

the top addressed to another sister, saying to read it and return to him. A letter from Grace 

about her work in Hull House in Chicago may say “Mary, please return upon reading,” or a letter 

from Mary while in Bolivia may say, “Alice, please send back to me.” In a time when connection 

was not as easy to maintain is as it is today with the ease of internet, email communication, and 

texting via smartphone, they used the methods they had to remain a cohesive family unit, which 

was mainly secured through letters and especially through letters to their father. Montgomery 

referred to his collection of letters as “the family archives.”14 

 
14 Montgomery wrote this at the top of one of letters Mary had written to him from Helena, 
Montana on 23 September 1928, when asking that Louisa return that letter and the others he had sent to 
her. See The Papers of Cornelia Lynde Meigs, Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, ML 
41, Box 21, Folder 10. 
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           What is most known about Mary Meigs Atwater is that she was important in the weaving 

world. Her obituary in the New York Times described her as “one of the nation’s most prominent 

art weavers and author of text-books on hand weaving […] known here and abroad for her work 

in reviving the art of hand weaving […] includ[ing the] rediscovery of Colonial weaving 

techniques, the establishment of a system of notation somewhat akin to a musical scale and 

appreciation of Indian weaving. She served as an occupational therapist in the Army Hospital 

Service during World War I and was instrumental in establishing therapeutic techniques widely 

used today.”15 This life summary is succinct and brief, though the fact that it appears in the New 

York Times does reflect her significance to a particular community of artists that was flourishing 

at the time of her death.  However, this is just the metaphorical tip of the iceberg when it comes 

to the life events of Mary Meigs Atwater that contributed to her being so important, such as her 

artist training in Paris and Chicago as an adolescent and young woman, her fight for women’s 

suffrage as the wife of a mining engineer, how she taught herself to weave in Basin, Montana, 

and created weaving businesses to make a living after becoming a widow and to help other 

women do the same.  This brief piece also only touches on her most prominent successes, as 

obituaries seldom state the recently deceased’s failures in life, but for Mary there were certainly 

moments of hardship and disappointment, especially regarding some financial schemes that 

buckled under. 

           For those interested in Mary’s influence on weaving, there is a biography about her by 

Mary Jo Reiter and Veronica Patterson, Weaving a Life, which weavers have read and shared 

with others interested in the timeless craft since its publication in 1992. The biography by Reiter 

 
15  “Mary M. Atwater, Expert on Weaving,” The New York Times, September 8, 1956. 
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and Patterson contains excerpts from Atwater’s memoirs she composed later in life, between 

1950 and 1953, while living in Salt Lake City, in the house next door to her son, Monty. These 

memoirs in their entirety came to the Biehl family’s possession recently upon the condition that 

once research is complete, they be donated to an archive. What is interesting about these life 

writings is that there are multiple drafts of different sketches, which give a certain glimpse into 

Mary’s personality and writing style, even as a woman later in years reflecting upon her youth 

and life. Reiter and Patterson took excerpts from some of these sketches and letters, but for this 

biographical project, I have chosen to put in some of the passages that were previously edited 

out because there is more to the story than what one biographer may choose to use in her or 

his narrative of someone’s life. In these passages, I let Mary tell the story of her own life’s 

important events with little editing.    

           It has also been an aim of mine to investigate how this woman experienced privilege 

because of her race, class, and gender which provided certain opportunities that others, both 

male and female, did not have access to. She was able to live quite an adventurous and 

comfortable life for a white woman of a certain socioeconomic background which provided her 

the ability to make choices, though these choices hinged upon her father’s approval until she 

became a married woman. Once married, she spoke with her husband about certain causes that 

were important to her, but she never had to ask his permission to act upon them. She chose 

adventure over fulfilling gender and class stereotypes of the time. Having wanted to be an 

engineer, she settled for studying art when she discovered that women were not allowed into 

that field. Whereas most women married or became teachers or nurses if they pursued 

education at all, Mary studied art in Paris and Chicago and worked for a time as a decorative 

designer, the only woman in such a position at the wrought-iron factory, in the latter city before 
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returning to Paris for what was to be a two-year long education in the city’s prestigious ateliers.  

Rather than stay the course in Paris for the expected amount of time, she followed her heart 

and agreed to marry the mining engineer, Maxwell Atwater, the brother of her childhood friend, 

Dorothea. Upon their marriage on May 14, 1903 at her father’s home in Keokuk, Iowa, she 

followed Max wherever he traveled for work, the first place being the rough and tumble 

Telluride, Colorado where she taught herself to cook and clean for the first time in her life.  She 

then found herself accompanying Max to Bolivia, where she suffered through the death of a 

newborn, and Mexico on mining-related excursions, as well as to other wild mining towns of the 

West, including Butte and Basin, Montana, where she began teaching herself and the other 

mining wives of the town to weave beginning in 1916. While serving in the United States Army 

as a Reconstruction Aide of WWI, and at the relatively young age of thirty, with two children – 

Monty being twelve and Betty just almost two – she most certainly did not choose to suddenly 

become a widow in 1919 with little financial means to support herself and children as a single 

parent. From that moment on, she struggled with financial matters until she “retired” in 1947.  

She created businesses, some successful while others struggled and ended in bankruptcy or by 

being taken over by her more affluent sister, Alice Meigs Orr. 

           Considering her financial troubles, Mary could have found herself another husband after 

Max died, but she didn’t. She chose to support herself and her children on her own means, with 

a little bit of help from her family and by her son when he became old enough to make a living.  

She chose to be a pioneer and move back to Basin, Montana in 1928 after living on both coasts - 

and various places in between - for a decade – and to remain, work, and write in Montana for 

twenty years. 

           Though Weaving a Life is an important text and one that I have looked to consistently 
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throughout my research of Mary Meigs Atwater, it does not give a full picture of her. In reality, 

she did not live just one life, but many; she wrote for different audiences, creating different 

narrating “I”s.   

           Mary wrote her memoirs at different parts of her life. In one sketch she titled “Me and 

Life,” written in 1950 at the age of 72, living in a log home next to her son, Monty, in Salt Lake 

City, “Why does anyone in his – or her – senses sit down to writing of ‘memoirs’? I have always 

considered it a symptom of senility, and perhaps it is and that is why I am doing it. After all, I am 

seventy-two years old and though still apparantly [sic] more or less in posession [sic] of my 

supposed faculties, it must be admitted that I am no longer young. But naturally a young person 

has no memoirs to write, being too busy living and doing the things that may later be written 

about.”16 

           What I have discovered over the past decade, in addition to these priceless 

autobiographical sketches, is that there is a rich catalog of letters and other first person 

accounts at various archival institutions across the country, written by her or family members, 

that previously have gone untapped as primary resources, including those housed in collections 

at Dartmouth, the Hagley Museum, the Haverford Museum, and the University of Washington.  

Letters not only give historians insight into the important life events and personality of the 

writer; they also give us glimpses into what life was like in the past. Mary’s voice is so unique 

that it could not belong to anyone other than herself, and the multiple facets of her identity can 

be witnessed by her own pen or typewriter, as well as in letters and other life writings written 

about her. In addition to memoirs and these thousands of letters, I will also utilize newspaper 

notices; US Census records; public documents unearthed at courthouses including land records; 

 
16 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Me and Life,” 1950-1953, in the author’s possession.   
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death certificates and coroner reports; magazine articles, pamphlets, and books Mary Meigs 

Atwater published; the Shuttle-Craft Weaving Guild’s bulletins; memoirs and letters of other 

family members; and remembrances of her grandchildren to weave my own multi-faceted tale 

of this woman’s fascinating life. In regards to Meigs family history, which will be expounded 

upon in Chapter One, I have consulted genealogical data as well as microfilm reels of the 

Montgomery C. Meigs collection at the Library of Congress to include information that may have 

not before been discussed in relation to this particular military family.   

 The highlight of my primary sources are the family letters and Mary’s own 

autobiographical sketches, some of which have been used in Weaving a Life, but not all of 

them.17 In her early 70s, Mary acknowledged that her life was not so simple or stream-lined to 

be described as just one. “I seem to have lived not one life but half a dozen quite different lives 

– all interesting, at least to me, and though I have not consorted with the great of the world I 

have known a great many fascinating people up and down the way.” She referred to these 

different lives as “chunks of life strung on a string” with “faulty continuity to be sure, but – as a 

life – not without its moments.”18 Because of these different lives, I’ve divided this project into 

different chapters to correspond to a different period in her life. The title of each chapter 

reflects the theme and motivations she lived by during that “chunk” of time. The chapters are 

divided thus: “Six Little Meigs Girls” (1878-1894); “The Fin de Siècle Artist” (1894-1902); “The 

Mining Engineer’s Wife” (1903-1916); “The Weaver Emerges” (1916-1922); “The Pioneering 

Businesswoman” (1923-1946); and “The Dean of American Weaving” (1947-1956).  In the 

Conclusion, I will describe Mary’s legacy, as her work continues to be relevant in the lives of 

 
17  When transcribing family letters, I left all original spelling and punctuation that the author used. 
When the word was misspelled, I noted this with: [sic]. 
18 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Untitled,” 1950-1953, 2-3, in the author’s possession.  
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contemporary weavers, and the three main points of this project. 

 The three takeaways from writing this dissertation are: 1) Mary Meigs Atwater was 

more than just a weaving pioneer – she was a pioneer in every occupation and task she pursued; 

2) the symmetries between events of the past and present are incredibly evident through 

analysis; and 3) just as Mary Meigs Atwater resurrected weaving during a time of machine-made 

textiles, humans of the 21st century must continue to create beauty with their hands as 

technology advances and the Artificial Intelligence automation of professions threatens to make 

the Humanities obsolete.  

 Historical and Cultural Context. During the Victorian American period in the United 

States (roughly 1837 until 1901), the common ideology regarding women’s roles among the 

upper and middle American social classes prescribed to the Cult of Domesticity (or Cult of True 

Womanhood), which stressed the importance of the woman being the focal point – “the light” – 

of the home, rather than being part of the public sphere. “True Women” were to possess the 

four cardinal virtues: piety, purity, domesticity, and submissiveness. These cardinal virtues were 

described in sermons, in popular books of the day, and in popular women’s magazines, such as 

Godey’s Lady’s Book. Women who argued for women’s right to vote were considered 

“unfeminine,” as were women who did not marry or those who chose not to make their 

domestic duties the priority in their lives. Many began to chafe at the notion that women were 

to be kept inside due to their delicate nature, which one can see in literature from the time, 

such as “The Yellow Wallpaper,” written in January 1892 by Charlotte Perkins Gilman. This early 

feminist text shows how shutting women inside, rather than letting them be free to go about 

the public world, doesn’t protect them, but causes more damage by “trapping” them to only 

stare at the wallpaper of a room. 
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 “The Yellow Wallpaper” of 1892 is just one such literary example from the 1890s, which 

“ushered in the era of the New Woman.”19 “New Woman” was a term first published in The 

North American Review in March 1894 by the British feminist Sarah Grand (b. 1854; d. 1943) in 

her article “The New Aspect of the Woman Question”: 

Both the cow-woman and the scum-woman are well within range of the 
comprehension of the Bawling Brotherhood, but the new woman is a little above 
him, and he never even thought of looking up to where she has been sitting apart 
in silent contemplation all these years, thinking and thinking, until at last she 
solved the problem and proclaimed for herself what was wrong with Home-is-
the-Woman’s-Sphere, and prescribed the remedy. 

 In response to Sarah Grand’s claim that the remedy to this Woman Question was for 

women to leave the domestic sphere, an author by the name of “Ouida” wrote an article for the 

May 1894 issue of The North American Review titled “The New Woman” and utilized the phrase 

a total of twenty-four times throughout the essay in her argument against the New Woman.20 

This intellectual debate between Sarah Grand and Ouida was just a part of the New Woman 

discussion. Ibsen supported greater freedom for women and expressed his belief in his plays. In 

his notes for A Doll's House, he asserted, "A woman cannot be herself in contemporary society, 

it is an exclusively male society with laws drafted by men, and with counsel and judges who 

judge feminine conduct from the male point of view."21 Ibsen's contemporaries associated him 

 
19  Showalter, A Jury of Her Peers, 210. 
20  Ouida (1 January 1839 – 25 January 1908) was the pseudonym of the English novelist Maria 
Louise Ramé. In the article, Ouida addresses the Woman Question: “Woman, whether new or old, has 
immense fields of culture untilled, immense areas of influence wholly neglected. She does almost nothing 
with the resources she possesses, because her whole energy is concentrated on desiring and demanding 
those she has not. She can write and print anything she chooses; and she scarcely ever takes the pains to 
acquire correct grammar or elegance of style before wasting ink and paper. She can paint and model any 
subjects she chooses, but she imprisons herself in men’s ateliers to endeavor to steal their technique and 
their methods, and thus loses any originality she might possess.”  See: Ouida, “The New Woman,” The 
North American Review (May 1894), 213. 

21  “The New Woman in Fiction,” The New Woman Womanhood and Literature at the Turn of the 
19th Century. 
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with the New Woman and women's rights. On May 26, 1898, the Norwegian Women's Rights 

League gave a banquet to honor Ibsen for his support of women's rights, and Ibsen delivered a 

speech, disclaiming that he worked consciously for women’s rights but that he knew women 

would solve “the human problem” as mothers, and only as mothers.22 Though Ibsen denied 

consciously supporting women’s rights, Max Beerbohm, the essayist, caricaturist, critic, and 

short story writer who endures as one of Edwardian England’s leading satirists, claimed that 

"The New Woman sprang fully armed from Ibsen's brain."23  

 Gail Finney, in her book Women in Modern Drama, provides a detailed description of her: 

One of the primary factors motivating the typical New Woman is rebellion against 
the 'old woman,' described by one member of an 1890s women's club as 
'bounded on the north by servants, on the south by children, on the east by 
ailments and on the west by clothes.' The conventional Victorian woman is 
accustomed to self-sacrifice; the New Woman pursues self-fulfillment and 
independence, often choosing to work for a living. She typically strives for 
equality in her relationships with men, seeking to eliminate the double standard 
that shaped the sexual mores of the time, and is in general much more frank 
about sexuality than the old woman. Dismayed by male attitudes or by the 
difficulty of combining marriage and a career, she often chooses to remain single; 
concomitantly, she comes to place increasing value on relationships with other 
women (This new literary emphasis on female solidarity paralleled the actual 
growth of women's clubs.) Furthermore, the New Woman tends to be well-
educated and to read a great deal. Although not necessarily a woman suffragist, 
she is likely to be more interested in politics than the conventional woman. 
Finally, the New Woman is physically vigorous and energetic, preferring 
comfortable clothes to the restrictive garb usually worn by women of the era. She 
often has short hair, rides a bicycle, and smokes cigarettes--all considered quite 
daring for women at the turn of the century. Significantly, however, the ultimate 
fate of the fictional New Woman is frequently hysteria or some other nervous 
disorder, physical illness, or even death, often by suicide, her unhappy end 
reflecting the fact that society was simply not yet ready to accommodate her new 
ways.24             

 
22  Ibsen, Speech at the Banquet of the Norwegian League for Women’s Rights, May 26, 1898. 
23  “The New Woman in Fiction,” The New Woman Womanhood and Literature at the Turn of the 
19th Century. 
24  Finney, Women in Modern Drama, 195-196. 
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 The first generation of New Women consisted of those who had attended the newly 

formed women’s colleges of the 1870s and 1880s25, and those women of the second generation 

were educated in the 1890s. Mary Meigs Atwater was a part of this second generation of New 

Women, who “wished to be as successful [and] as political” as men.”26 Between 1897 and 1902, 

Mary lived with extended family members in order to study at the Chicago Art Institute School 

of Design and participated in night life-drawing classes at the Chicago Art Academy rather than 

attend any of the prestigious all-women’s colleges; however, her sisters, Grace, Alice, and 

Cornelia attended Bryn Mawr for four years and graduated, respectively, in 1903, 1905, and 

1908. Frances, Mary’s youngest sister, graduated from the University of Chicago in 1912 in the 

then-new field of Kindergarten Education. Bryn Mawr was known as the most pro-suffrage of 

the women's colleges. President M. Carey Thomas, her friend and member of the board Mary 

Garrett, and Dean Marion Reilly all held leadership positions in the National College Equal 

Suffrage League, and the campus boasted one of the League's first student chapters. “Bryn 

Mawr regularly sponsored talks by the most important leaders of the suffrage movement, 

including Susan B. Anthony, and Bryn Mawr alumnae held critical positions in both the moderate 

National American Woman Suffrage Association and the more radical National Woman's 

 
25            The Seven Sisters was a name given to seven liberal arts colleges in the Northeastern United 
States that are historically women's colleges. Five of the seven institutions continue to offer all-female 
undergraduate programs: Barnard College, Bryn Mawr College, Mount Holyoke College, Smith College, 
and Wellesley College. Vassar College has been co-educational since 1969. Radcliffe College shared 
common and overlapping history with Harvard College from the time it was founded as "the Harvard 
Annex" in 1879. Harvard and Radcliffe effectively merged in 1977, but Radcliffe continued to be the 
sponsoring college for women at Harvard until its dissolution in 1999. Barnard College was Columbia 
University's women's liberal arts undergraduate college until its all-male coordinate school Columbia 
College went co-ed in 1983; to this day, Barnard continues to be an all-women's undergraduate college 
affiliated with Columbia. 
26  Smith-Rosenberg, Disorderly Conduct: Visions of Gender in Victorian America, 177. 
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Party.”27 

 The New Woman was often deprecatingly illustrated in popular publications of the time 

period. Figure 1 (located in Appendix A) is an image from the May 1890 issue of Life28 portraying 

a young woman falling asleep while studying, and unbeknownst to her, she is being assaulted by 

an army of domestic paraphernalia come to life. A common critique of the time was that women 

shouldn’t attend institutions of higher education because it would throw off the balance of a 

woman’s inherent duties towards the domestic sphere, where her focus should lie. (See Figures 

2, 3, and 4 in Appendix A for more caricatures depicting the New Woman in Puck (June 1895), 

Life Magazine (January 1896), and a popular stereoscope by the Underwood and Underwood 

Company (1901)). In addition to illustrations mocking the New Woman in popular magazines, 

showing how “she” took on masculine physical traits and roles leaving men to do domestic 

tasks, articles such as “’Don’ts’ For the New Woman” (8 December 1895) surfaced in 

newspapers across the country. This article, appearing on the women’s interest-themed page of 

the Washington Post, provided a list of facetious “rules” the New Woman should abide by:  

Don’t neglect your husband. Don’t crease your bloomers. Don’t discuss private 
affairs. Don’t grumble about your meals. Don’t sit while men are standing. Don’t 
scold when dinner is late. Don’t wear ready-made neckties. Don’t swear at a 
polite salesman. Don’t pull your husband’s whiskers. Don’t use a cigarette for a 
door key. Don’t think it is manly to be dissipated. Don’t wear a high hat with a 
sack coat. Don’t smoke on the front seats on open cars. Don’t forget that the new 
woman must grow old. Don’t carry the morning paper downtown with you. Don’t 
smoke in a room where there are lace curtains. Don’t object to your husband 
attending the matinees. Don’t swear when you find a button off your bloomers. 
Don’t make things disagreeable for your husband’s mother. Don’t leave stale 
cigar and cigarette butts about your rooms. Don’t neglect to tip the waiter. It is 
womanly not to do so. Don’t tell your husband about “the biscuits your father 

 
27 “Dedicated to the Cause: Bryn Mawr Women and the Right to Vote.” 
http://www.brynmawr.edu/library/exhibits/suffrage/welcome.html 
28 “For the Benefit of the Girl Who is About to Graduate,” Life, May 1890. 
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used to bake.” Don’t get up at daylight and kindle the fire. That is man’s work. 
Don’t work off a lot of stale jokes when he makes his first cake.29 

            In contrast, there were authors that encouraged women to flourish outside of marriage 

and the home. In The New Womanhood (1904), Winnifred Harper Cooley asserted that  

[t]he finest achievement of the new woman has been personal liberty. This is the 
foundation of civilization; and as long as any one class is watched suspiciously, 
even fondly guarded, and protected, so long will that class not only be weak, and 
treacherous, individually, but parasitic, and a collective danger to the community. 
Who has not heard wives commended for wheedling their husbands out of 
money, or joked because they are hopelessly extravagant? As long as caprice and 
scheming are considered feminine virtues, as long as man is the only wage-
earner, doling out sums of money, or scattering lavishly, so long all women be 
degraded, even if they are perfectly contented, and men are willing to labor to 
keep them in idleness!30 

 One of the New Woman’s goals on her journey into the public sphere of wage earning, 

autonomy, and independence was to acquire the right to vote. Women in the United States 

legally gaining the right to vote nationally in 1920, a hundred years ago, is a significant event 

that also surrounds this project. A hundred years may seem like a large amount of time, but in 

the large well of history, it is but a drop of water. Men in the United States have had the right to 

vote since the country’s inception in 1776; prior, in the Colonial Period, men were the leaders of 

the home and community while women were essentially the property of their fathers and then 

their husbands. Their duties were domestic and maternal, well into the Victorian period of the 

19th century. 

 In 1848, a group of abolitionist activists—mostly women, but some men—gathered in 

Seneca Falls, New York to discuss the problem of women’s rights. They were invited there by the 

reformers Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott. Most of the delegates to the Seneca Falls 

Convention agreed: American women were autonomous individuals who deserved their own 

 
29  “’Don’ts’ For the New Woman,” The Washington Post, December 8, 1895. 
30 Cooley, The New Womanhood, 31.  
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political identities.  

 The 14th Amendment, ratified in 1868, extended the Constitution’s protection to all 

citizens—and defined “citizens” as “male”; the 15th, ratified in 1870, guaranteed black men the 

right to vote. Starting in 1910, some states in the West began to extend the vote to women for 

the first time in almost twenty years. Idaho, Colorado, and Utah had given women the right to 

vote at the end of the 19th century.  World War I slowed the suffragists’ campaign but helped 

them advance their argument nonetheless: Women’s work on behalf of the war effort, activists 

pointed out, proved that they were just as patriotic and deserving of citizenship as men. 

 The idea that women should be given the right to vote had been laughed at by anti-

suffragists for decades, in similar ways that women desiring to enter the workforce, engage in 

sport, participate in politics, and further their educations alongside men at prestigious 

institutions were also initially laughed at, and forbidden. Many women of the day opposed the 

New Woman and her desire for suffrage, one being Mrs. Humphrey Ward, who wrote “An 

Appeal Against Female Suffrage” (1889): “We are convinced that the pursuit of mere outward 

equality with men is for women not only vain but demoralizing. It leads to a total misconception 

of women's true dignity and special mission. It tends to personal struggle and rivalry, where the 

only effort of both the great divisions of the human family should be to contribute the 

characteristic labor and the best gifts of each to the common stock.”31  

 In 2015, Montana celebrated the 100th anniversary of women being given the vote for 

local and state elections. A century ago, politics was as divisive as it appears to be as the US 

went into the 2016 and is now heading into the 2020 Presidential election. Arguably, modern 

technological advances including smart phones and social media have impacted the way the 

 
31 Ward, “An Appeal Against Female Suffrage,” The Nineteenth Century, 1889.  
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American people encounter and interpret news; however, newspapers appear to have kept the 

concerned population of the country informed and did not hinder them from forming their own 

opinions. In a letter to her father from February 1917, Mary reflected upon the election of 1916 

which put Woodrow Wilson in the White House for another term: 

            In a letter to her father-in-law, who appeared to be pro-Wilson, about the election of 

1916, she wrote,  

That we are so divided in opinion on this big simple matter is to me the tragedy 
of this election. I am ashamed to be an American. It hurts me like a brand that is 
not to be washed off. Even if the California contests should be decided in Mr. 
Hughes’ favor this hideous feeling of divided opinion would still remain. Nothing 
can help that. […] He is not my president and this is not my country as long as it 
chooses him. I should like to go away to the South Seas – and never come back! 
Which I supposed you will think mere raving! Well we will have four more years 
apparently to learn to this ‘second Lincoln,’ our ‘Prince of Peace’ etc. as the 
papers call Woodrow Wilson. It makes me ill. I supposed I shouldn’t send you this 
letter. I won’t send another on this subject.32 

            Mary’s life-long interest in politics – particularly Republican politics – is evident from her 

memoirs and letters. Her vehement dislike of Woodrow Wilson was partly to do with him being 

a Democrat, but mostly to do with his lack of support for women’s suffrage. However, Wilson 

eventually came to the side of women’s suffrage, teaming up with his suffragette daughter, 

Jessie Woodrow Wilson Sayre. In a 1918 speech before Congress, Wilson, referencing how 

women had become partners with men during the Great War, gave his first public endorsement 

for women’s rights to vote and reached out to members of Congress to put their support behind 

the 19th Amendment. On August 26, 1920, the 19th Amendment to the Constitution was 

ratified, and on November 2 of that year, more than 8 million women across the United States 

voted in elections for the first time. The timeline that crosses through the Cult of Domesticity, 

 
32 Mary Meigs Atwater to Richard M. Atwater, 15 November 1916, in the author’s possession. 
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New Womanhood, and the passing of the 19th Amendment are all themes of women’s history 

that inform this project, as Mary Meigs Atwater was born into the late Victorian American 

period, came of age during the era of the New Woman, and helped fight for women’s right to 

vote in the United States. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
THE SIX LITTLE MEIGS GIRLS (1878-1893) 

 
 

“My life came to me in chunks, as though it had been the lives of several quite 
different people clumsily hitched together. There hasn’t been anything orderly 
about it. It hasn’t been particularly restful, till now, and has not all been 
agreeable. But at least very little of it has been tiresome or dull.”33 

 When Mary Adams Meigs came into the world on February 28, 1878, it was evident   
 
from the beginning, much to her mother Grace’s despair, that she would not be a timid or  
 
complacent child. She was dark and lively with her mother’s chocolate hair and her father’s  
 
coffee eyes – and her Grandmother Lynde’s indomitable spirit for doing what she wanted, when  
 
she wanted.  Mary was the eldest daughter of Montgomery Meigs and Grace Lynde, who had  
 
five additional daughters – Louisa, Grace, Alice, Cornelia, and Emily Frances.34 Mary was born in  

the “blue room of the house-of-pride” her Grandfather Lynde had built in Rock Island, Illinois,  

“after he made his pile.”35 All six of the Meigs girls were born in “the blue room,” and Mary  

described it upon remembering meeting sister “number three,” seeing her “pretty little mother  

in the big walnut bed […] holding a squalling bit of something smothered in soft white wool.”36 

Mary Meigs was born into an upper middle-class American family touting an impressive military 

lineage. On her father’s side, a great-grandfather was Commodore John Rodgers (1772-1838), a 

U.S. naval officer during the conception of the U.S. Navy in the 1790s who served during the 

Quasi-War with France and the War of 1812. 

 

 
33 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Me and Life,” 1950-1953, in the author’s possession.  
34  See Appendix A, Figure 5 for a photograph of Grace Lynde Meigs with her six daughters, c. 1889.  
35 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Beginnings,” 1950-1953, in the author’s possession. 
36 Ibid. 
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General Montgomery C. Meigs and Louisa Rodgers Meigs37 
 
 

 Mary’s paternal grandfather was Brigadier General Montgomery C. Meigs (b. May 3, 

1816; d. January 2, 1892), Quartermaster General of the U.S. Army during and after the Civil War 

and close friend to President Abraham Lincoln. The General, as Mary called him later in life and 

as I have come to refer him for simplification purposes, was a key player for the North during 

the Civil War and was in charge of dispersing supplies to soldiers stationed at various military 

forts. Meigs did so in such an efficient manner that it has been said that without his supervision 

of this important task, the North may not have won the Civil War. During the war, “[he] became 

active in the outfitting of ambulance trains, the supervision of temporary barracks construction, 

coal purchases, and special refitting and re-supplying of exhausted veteran forces” as well as 

supervising the “employment of many women workers, a landmark in American history”38.  

Meigs, though a standout at West Point in other forms of performance, was also a brilliant 

engineer by trade and contributed to the design and construction of the Capital building’s dome 

prior to his promotion to Captain in 1852, designed the aqueduct system of Washington D.C., 

designed and oversaw construction of the Pension Building after the Civil War, and also was the 

diplomat who suggested that Arlington cemetery be created in its current location. As for 

battles, General Meigs was present at the Battle of Bull Run in July of 1861 and personally 

oversaw the supplies coming into the Union camps at Chattanooga in 1863 and 1864, and was 

present for the battle there in November of 1863.39  

 Prior to his involvement in the Civil War, Meigs offered advice to leaders that wasn’t 

 
37  See Figures 6 and 7 in Appendix A for photographs of General Montgomery C. and Louisa Rodg-
ers Meigs. 
38 Hattaway and Jones, How the North Won, 139 
39  “Montgomery Cunningham Meigs,” Obituary. New York Times, January 3, 1892. 



24 

 

necessarily received positively. In October of 1859, a “negro insurrection” at a United States 

arsenal in Harpers Ferry in western Virginia, just a few hours away from Washington, hit the 

afternoon newspapers.  “The reports from Harpers Ferry triggered jubilation among many in the 

North, furor and terror in the South, and panic in the White House.40 An abolitionist by the name 

of John Brown led the armed siege of 8 white men, 12 free black men, 1 freed slave, and 1 

fugitive slave against the arsenal, and Meigs, along with many other military officials, was not 

pleased with his methods. In retrospect, Harpers Ferry is considered a pivotal pre-Civil War 

conflict that raised fear in the South that more armed slaves would revolt.  

 John Buchanan Floyd was the 31st governor of Virginia before becoming the U.S. 

Secretary of War under President James Buchanan in March of 1857 and eventually a 

Confederate general who lost the battle of Fort Donelson. Floyd and Meigs did not see eye to 

eye; in fact, to get Meigs out of Washington, where he openly rebuked Floyd, the Secretary 

began to relieve Meigs of his duties, claiming “flagrant insubordination.” “On November 2, 1859, 

Meigs received formal orders relieving him as engineer in charge of work on the Capital, its 

dome, and the Post Office.”41 Meigs continued to work on the Aqueduct project, which he 

began overseeing on March 29, 1853 as a Captain. 

 Meigs went through a period of revelation about slavery beginning in January of 1860. 

Though not a supporter of slavery, he had never labeled himself an abolitionist prior to some 

events that called him to question his beliefs on the “eternal blot” that “defiles all” (i.e. slavery). 

Meigs considered those who supported the southern rebellion to be traitors and that they 

should be hung, but when it became obvious his younger brother, Henry, the owner of a mill in 

 
40 O’Harrow, Jr., The Quartermaster, 78. 
41 Ibid., 80. 
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Columbus, Georgia, had decided to support the rebellion, he grew alarmed that his own kin had 

become seduced by the profitability of slavery, rather than standing for freedom with the Union. 

The Harpers Ferry incident, the growing tensions between the South and North, and also 

questionable actions by acting Secretary of War, John B. Floyd, the former governor of Virginia, 

contributed to Meigs’ internal conflict in reconciling slavery and justice. 

 On September 20, 1860, Secretary Floyd sent him new orders, relieving him from duty 

and indicating that he was to assume command of construction at Fort Jefferson in the Dry 

Tortugas, seventy nautical miles west of Key West, Florida.42 However, after Meigs was recalled 

back to Washington in February of 1861 to resume control of the aqueduct project, it became 

apparent that Floyd had sent large amounts of government arms to Federal arsenals in the 

South in anticipation of the Civil War. After the Harpers Ferry incident in October 1859, Floyd 

sent 115,000 muskets to the Southern states’ Federal arsenals. On December 29, 1860, Floyd 

resigned; on January 27, 1861, he was indicted by the District of Columbia grand jury for 

conspiracy and fraud. On March 7, 1861, the indictments were thrown out due to lack of 

evidence of fraud. On May 23, 1861, Floyd was appointed a brigadier general in the Confederate 

States Army.  

 In his Diary, Meigs wrote about his anger at secessionists, “Is slavery stronger than 

freedom? My heart grows sick as I think of this prospect, & yet I believe that even in the 

greatest political trouble there is peace & happiness for those & those only who each hour & 

minute endeavor to do their duty & I hope to be able to do mine.”43  

 On May 15, 1861, one day after Meigs was promoted to Colonel of the Eleventh 

 
42  O’Harrow, Jr., The Quartermaster, 86. 
43 Weigley, Quartermaster General, 123-124. 
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Infantry, Abraham Lincoln had decided to appoint Meigs as Quartermaster General for the U.S. 

Army, though he did receive some opposition. In a letter dated June 5, 1861 to General Scott, 

Lincoln wrote, “I very much wish to appoint Col. Meigs Quartermaster General, and yet Sec. 

Cameron does not quite consent. I have come to know Col. Meigs quite well for a short 

acquaintance, and so far as I am capable of judging, I do not know one who combines the 

qualities of masculine intellect, learning, and experience of the right sort, and physical power of 

labor and endurance so well as he.”44 Lincoln had hoped Scott would use his influence with 

Secretary Cameron to throw out the objection for Meigs to be promoted, and stressed that he 

had “nothing personal in this, having never seen or heard of Col. Meigs until the end of [the 

previous] March” of 1860.   

                In 1841, the General married Louisa Rodgers (b. August 16, 1816 ; d. November 21, 

1879), a daughter of Commodore John Rodgers45, and together they had four children who 

survived infancy, Montgomery being the second oldest, John Rodgers Meigs being the oldest, a 

First Lieutenant shot and killed by Confederate forces while scouting a wooded area near 

Dayton, Virginia in October 1863. Montgomery’s other siblings were sisters, Mary and Louisa. 

The General, as well as Major General Sheridan, considered the death of Lt. Meigs an act of 

murder rather than an act of war. Upon knowledge of Lt. Meigs’ death by supposed civilians, 

Sheridan ordered all barns and houses, about thirty such structures, within a five-mile radius of 

the ambush be burned to the ground, as the supposed guerillas were housed there. This, in 

combination with the agricultural fields already in flames under Sheridan’s orders, was referred 

to as “the Burning” by Shenandoah Valley residents, which did limit the resources for nearby 

 
44 Lincoln papers at the Library of Congress, General Correspondence, http://memory.loc.gov 
45 Commodore John Rodgers (1772-1838) – served in the U.S. Navy from its organization through 
the late 1830s.  His service included the War of 1812 and the naval Quasi-War with France from 1798-
1800.   
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Confederate troops, but also led to dismal living conditions for civilians that coming winter. 

Sheridan ordered the burning of houses stopped just before the town of Dayton, VA when he 

heard that Confederate soldiers, rather than civilians, were those responsible for Lt. Meigs’s 

death. General Meigs considered his son’s death a murder until his own death.46 He offered a 

$1,000 reward to any information regarding who had killed his son, vowing to find them and 

“hold them responsible.”47 

 In the spring and summer of 1861, as quartermaster general, Meigs’s main duties were 

to prove “material, movement, and maintenance” for the more than three thousand volunteer 

troops across Northern camps, which would require “improvisation, bold schemes, and perhaps 

most of all, imagination.”48 By the end of June, he was part of the White House’s war council. 

The Quartermaster Department was tasked with providing transportation for all men, food, 

weapons, material, horses to haul artillery, cavalry, and wagon trains. The department built 

barracks and hospitals; furnished uniforms, socks, shoes, needles, thread, pots, canteens; 

constructed and repaired roads, bridges, railroads, and military telegraph lines; chartered ships 

and steamers; and paid all military operation expenses.49  

 On April 14, 1865, near the end of the war, President Lincoln was shot while attending a 

play at Ford’s Theater in Washington D.C., dying the next day. Meigs was in the room when 

Lincoln died, along with Cabinet members, friends, and family. The only time he broke his stay 

by Lincoln’s deathbed was to “order the army to go on high alert, turn out in the capital, and 

double the number of guards at government facilities.”50 He served as part of the funeral 

 
46 Wheeler, “Anniversary of the Death of Lt. John Meigs,” The Washington Post, October 3, 2014.  
47 O’Harrow, Jr., The Quartermaster, 217. 
48 Ibid., 117. 
49 Ibid., 133. 
50 Ibid., 224. 
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procession from the White House to the railroad depot, where he helped place Lincoln’s body in 

the funeral car that would take him, and the accompanying body of his son Willie, who had died 

in 1862 at the age of 11, to Springfield, Illinois for burial.   

 After the North won the war, the next task of the Quartermaster Department was 

demobilization. “The men of the army had to be discharged, paid, and transported home. […] In 

forty days, some 233,000 men, 12,800 horses, and 4 million pounds of baggage traveled across 

the border between war and civilian life.”51 The General also took personal interest in locating, 

identifying, and burying northern soldiers’ bodies, all while still silently grieving the loss of his 

own son. He insisted that every soldier’s grave be adorned by a headstone, which cemetery 

crews did not fully accomplish until 1881. By the end of 1866, the strains of war began to show 

in his health, and his doctor advised him to take a break. In late May 1867, the War Department 

gave Meigs extended leave, and he and his wife, Louisa, went to Europe.52 They traveled abroad 

for a year. Upon his return to Washington, he was put in charge of the “military peace 

establishment.”53 This involved sending soldiers west to protect settlers from Native Americans 

and “settling claims relating to confiscations of property from border state residents during the 

war.”54 

              During his retirement, Meigs also had the itch to design and build, so he designed a new 

fire-proof family home that sat on Vermont Avenue and was the chief architect and engineer for 

the new Pension building, which “is still considered to be the least expensive permanent 

building ever erected by the federal government.”55 Meigs considered his finest achievement 

 
51 O’Harrow, Jr., The Quartermaster, 227. 
52 Ibid., 233. 
53 Ibid., 234. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid., 237. 
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the design and construction of the Pension Building, to house the U.S. Pension Bureau, a Federal 

agency created to award pensions to Union veterans. He designed the fire-proof, Renaissance-

inspired brick building in 1881, and it was built between 1882 and 1887. “One hundred forty-

four columns form the perimeter on the first and second floors. Behind them are offices. Eight 

colossal columns rise seventy-five feet from the courtyard. They remain among the tallest in the 

world.”56 Upon completion, the building accommodated around 1,500 clerks and officers who 

serviced 324,968 Civil War pensioners.57 It is now the National Building Museum, which it has 

been since 1985. General Meigs retired from the Army on February 6, 1882, passed away on 

January 2, 1892, and is buried at Arlington National Cemetery.  

 Mary wrote later in life about meeting her Grandfather Meigs.  

When I was three years old or so my father and mother took me on a visit to my 
Meigs grandfather in Washington. […] My young mother was much in awe of the 
General as may be imagined. Staying in Washington house was Admiral John 
Rodgers, brother of the General’s charming wife, my paternal grandmother 
[Louisa Rodgers Meigs.] One day the General and the Admiral stepped out into 
the garden to find me busily engaged with a small pail and shovel scooping up 
gravel from the path and dumping it in the flower beds. The General exclaimed 
with some indignation, ‘Look what that child is doing!’ My poor mother who 
heard his booming voice felt very unhappy. But the Admiral was saying, ‘That isn’t 
a child, Mont, that’s a baby.’ Needless to say that my mother adored the admiral 
from that time on. As far as I know, this visit was the only meeting between the 
General, the Admiral and me. The General died of pneumonia some years later 
[January 2, 1892]. Or perhaps it should be said he died of stubbornness. In the 
absence of a nurse he took himself to the bathroom and took a bath, behind a 
firmly locked door and in spite of impotent protests. It finished him.58  

 
56 O’Harrow, Jr., The Quartermaster, 241. 
57  “Our Historic Home,” The National Building Museum, www.nbm.org/about/historic-home. 
58 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Beginnings,” 1950-1953, 6-7, in the author’s possession.   
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              She described some of the General’s peculiarities that may not be well-known, such as 

his “liking for snakes,” keeping a pair that “lived pleasantly coiled around the dangling 

chandelier in his office.”59 

Montgomery Meigs and Grace Cornelia Lynde60 
 
 

 The only surviving son of the General, Montgomery Meigs (b. February 27, 1847; d. 

December 9, 1931), met Grace Lynde (b. November 15, 1858; d. September 2, 1894) in 1875 in a  

Rock Island reading club, most probably around the time of February 27th (Montgomery’s  

birthday), as he later makes reference to the night of his birthday being early on in their  

friendship: 

That night at Mrs. Hoffman’s which you speak of was my birthday night, as you 
recollect perhaps, and who knows that that little circumstance and the 
conversation we had on the subject may not have been the key to the whole of 
our future happiness.61     

Also, his correspondence to her began in May of 1875, when his address to her was the 

somewhat formal, “Miss Lynde,” which would eventually transition into the more familiar, “My 

Dear Grace” as the epistolary relationship progressed. Grace was the daughter of Cornelius 

Lynde, a prosperous bank owner in Rock Island, Illinois and was socially acquainted with the 

Macomb family, which consisted of Montgomery’s Aunt Minerva “Nannie” Rodgers Macomb (his 

mother’s sister) and her children. They married on January 3, 1877. 

  Mary described her father, Monty, as having “sandy hair, a vigorous sandy moustache, 

the smallish brown eyes of his Rodgers ancestry that could be piercing or twinkling, an alert and 

somewhat impractical mind and the sweetest, kindest disposition on earth.”62 Due to a childhood 

 
59 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Beginnings,” 1950-1953, 8, in the author’s possession.  
60 See Figures 8 and 9 in Appendix A for photographs of Grace Lynde and Montgomery Meigs. 
61 Montgomery Meigs to Grace Lynde, 1876, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 30, Rauner Special Collections 
Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
62 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Parents,” 1950-1953, 1, in the author’s possession. 
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bout of inflammatory rheumatism, Montgomery’s left arm was significantly smaller and weaker 

than his right, which kept him from studying at West Point and serving in the military as his 

brother and father had. Instead, he went to college to be trained as a civil engineer, and when he 

was a young man of 22 years, he used his skill to contribute to the expansion of the Northern 

Pacific Railroad through the territories that are now known as North Dakota and Montana. 

Montgomery wrote several letters to his family during his stint with the railroad between 1870-

1873. Unbeknownst to me until very recently, these particular letters were the subject matter for 

a Master’s Thesis in History my grandmother (and Montgomery’s granddaughter), Betty Atwater 

Biehl, wrote for the University of Montana in completion of her 1937 Master’s degree in History.  

In her thesis Preface, she stated that she “ha[d] been told that [her grandfather] was handsome, 

though a little stout, and was quite the ladies’ man.  He was also well grounded in engineering, 

and possessed of qualities of leadership, an excellent brain, and an agile comprehension.  Of his 

vices, if any, I have heard nothing”. She had also noted that in Montgomery’s older years, when 

she knew him, he was a “portly old gentleman with a bald head, rosy cheeks, twinkling eyes and 

a walrus moustache. His sense of humor was magnificent, and his temper, except for a ‘before-

breakfast grouch,’ admirable. He was the most vigorous and alive man for his age I have ever 

seen.”63  

   Montgomery studied for two years at Lawrence Scientific School at Harvard and then 

two years at the Polytechnic School in Stuttgart, Germany, from which he returned to the U.S. in 

1869.  From 1870-1873, he worked as a Surveyor for the Northern Pacific Railroad on a crew 

personally escorted through “Indian Territory” by General Custer’s cavalry64. Upon completion of 

 
63  Elizabeth Joan Atwater, Letters of Montgomery Meigs Written While Engaged in the Survey of the 
Northern Pacific Railroad, 1872-1873, 1937. 
64  In a letter to his father, General Meigs, dated 28 June 1873, Montgomery wrote, “Custer’s Cav-
alry joined us last night. They present a fine appearance on the march and the seven hundred looks like 
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his tasks for the railroad, Montgomery returned to Washington D.C., where he was born and 

where his family lived. Between 1874 and when he retired in 1926, Montgomery served as an 

engineer for the improvement of the Mississippi River from St. Paul to the mouth of the Missouri.  

  Later in her life, Mary wrote that her mother, Grace, “had dark chestnut hair with 

reddish high-light, the whitest skin I have ever seen on a human being, and big soft grey eyes. 

She had been ‘raised a pet’ and I fancy that I – born when she was barely eighteen – was a 

terrible trial to her.”65 In the Victorian-American time period, women were commodified – 

understood in terms of their monetary or useful wealth. What census records give us is a sense 

of how women may have lived through the recorded financial information of the male 

households to which they belonged, professions of their fathers or husbands, personal estate 

values, and a listing of servants, if the family was wealthy enough to employ hired help. 

According to the 1860 census, Cornelius Lynde, Grace’s father, was a Book-keeper and had the 

personal estate value of $2,500,66 which today translates into $77,250 (prices in 2020 are 

2,989.02% higher than average prices in 1860 based on historical inflation records); between 

1860 and 1870, however, Lynde made his fortune by investing wisely in real estate, the railroad, 

and by starting the Mitchell-Lynde bank with an associate. By 1870, Lynde’s personal estate value 

jumped to $116,000, which today is the equivalent of nearly $2.5 million. Because of the wealth 

and status of her father in the Rock Island community, Grace lived very comfortably and was 

accustomed to the presence of no less than four servants attending to the family’s needs on a 

live-in basis.  The Lyndes’ servants in 1870: 

 
ten thousand.” Taken from: Elizabeth Joan Atwater, “Letters of Montgomery Meigs Written While En-
gaged in the Survey of the Northern Pacific Railroad, 1872-1873,” 1937, n.p., University of Montana. 
65 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Beginnings,” 1950-1953, 5-6, in the author’s possession. 
66  U.S. Federal Census, 1860. 
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Jesse Winston, 25 – Black.  Groom from Tennessee. [he could read but could not 
write] 

Ellen Gamble, 24 – White.  Family servant from Ireland. 

Louisa Wallburg, 17 – White.  Family servant from Sweden. 

Virginia Ldya, 30 – White.  Lady’s maid  - Native.67 

Mary reflected on her maternal grandparents, Mary Adams (b. 1830; d. 1904) and  
 
Cornelius Lynde68 (b. March 6, 1825; d. September 13, 1888), in her memoirs (1950- 
 
1953):  

 
My grandfather and grandmother came to Rock Island in the early days, in a 
covered wagon. They were Vermonters, he from a small town upstate and she 
from a farm on Grand Isle – sometimes called Middle Hero – in Lake Champlain. 
Her sister, our great-aunt Fay, lived on the farm and as children we spent many 
happy summers there. My grandfather with a partner set up a bank in the raw 
new community on the Mississippi River and prospered. He was a gentle, silent 
man, with a beard and the bluest eyes imaginable. My grandmother was the 
dynamic member of the family, given to the strongest possible opinions about 
everything, expressed in the strongest possible – polite – language. When it was 
once pointed out to her that her opinions of today were frequently the direct 
opposite of the opinions of yesterday she remarked that she had no reputation 
for consistency to support and was free to hold any opinion she chose, and that 
being consistent was rather dull.69 

 The Meigs family of Washington D.C., on the other hand, was not as wealthy as the  

Lynde family in 1870. The census records show that in that year, Quarter-Master General Meigs  

had a real estate value of $25,000 and a personal estate value of $5,000, which in 2020 would 

be valued at $489,292 and $97,858. Also, the house was full of family members and no servants.  

During 1870, the General’s eldest child, Mary Meigs Taylor, and her children, John Taylor (6), her  

twin daughters, Eva and Louisa (4), sons Joseph (2), and Montgomery (6 months) resided with  

 
67   U.S. Federal Census, 1870. 
68   See Figures 10 and 11 in Appendix A for photographs of Cornelius and Mary Adams Lynde.   
69  Meigs Atwater, “Beginnings,” 1950-1953, 4-5, in the author’s possession. 
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the Meigses in addition to Montgomery (23), his sister Louisa (15), and his parents.70 The social  

atmosphere of this household would have been quite different from that of the Lyndes’ because  

of the different financial and class situations between the two.     
 
 No doubt some of Montgomery’s insecurities as a suitor would have stemmed from  

Grace’s familial status; however, at the time, women of wealthy families were not necessarily  

wealthy themselves. Grace could have had her choice of suitors, since several gentlemen were  

interested in courting her (according to Montgomery’s letters), but she instead chose to marry  

Montgomery, which encourages the belief that this marriage was a love-match rather than one  

based on financial stability and societal standing. 
 
 Based upon assumptions we can make from reading these letters, the marriage of  

Montgomery and Grace was one of love and adoration, but was short-lived due to her untimely  

death after only seventeen years of marriage. Montgomery would live until 1931, and passed  

away at the age of 84. The success of their epistolary courtship than ended in marriage in 1877 

led to the birth of six privileged daughters who grew into well-educated women – Mary, Louisa, 

Grace, Alice, Cornelia, and Emily Frances – each having remarkable stories all their own.  

 Grace appears to have been a devout Episcopalian young woman of the Rock Island  

community, and is described in their wedding announcement of January 3, 1877 as being,  

“supreme in youth and loveliness” and that “[h]er virtues and accomplishments are such that all  

who have the good fortune to know her think of her with respect and affection.”71  

My mother had a delicate beauty that was more of coloring and expression than 
of form. […] It has always seemed to me that my mother embodied more closely 
than anyone I have known, Rosetti’s ‘True Woman,’ in the beautiful sonnet that 
begins: ‘To be a sweetness more desired than spring.’ I do not find much of my 
mother in myself, except an early tendency toward mysticism which has been 
strongly repressed and for which I am not perhaps ‘overly-corrected,’ to use one 
of the terms of psychology. I am more like my father – without, alas! his sunny 

 
70  U.S. Federal Census, 1870.  
71  Meigs Atwater, “Beginnings,” 1950-1953, 4-5, in the author’s possession. 
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disposition – with certain traits of my redoubtable grandmother Lynde – though 
not, also alas! her marvellous [sic] memory.72 

   
  Mary, Louisa, Grace, Alice, Cornelia, and Frances 

 
After their marriage in early 1877, they set up “housekeeping” at 1309 N. Street  

in Washington, D.C. nearly directly opposite the residence of General Meigs and his wife, Louisa  
 
Rodgers Meigs. Eventually, the couple would settle in Keokuk, Iowa, where Montgomery would  
 
be employed in the construction of the bridge to cross the Mississippi River in that area. It  
 
wasn’t long before they started having children, their first, Mary, being born in 1878.  
 
 In her autobiographical prose piece, The Six Little Meigs Girls, Louisa wrote  

about the childhood of the daughters of Montgomery Meigs and Grace Lynde:  

First comes Mary. Imagine a very resolute girl, with magnificent eyes, fine mane 
of tawny hair, and a back like a poker. She never hesitates for an answer. She 
never hangs back. When she was a tiny baby her first word at the lisping age, 
came out hard and distinct, ‘N-n-n-o!’ […] She was a beautiful child, full of fire and 
talent and energy, the hardest to manage of all six. Her tempers were the despair 
of our gentle Mamma. She prayed over them. Mary, I believe, was her favorite 
because she was so naughty. Mary was the “boss.”73 

 Louisa described herself as:  

a pale little girl with thin legs, supposed to be delicate and much petted in 
consequence. Considered very good. I can see now that this ‘goodness’ was all a 
fraud. Probably it was lack of energy. I never suffered from Mary’s frightful 
attacks of temper. I used to compose what I called poems, which were generally 
sad. Later I became the story-teller for the family and held a high place on that 
account. I was nick-named Weezy.74 

Louisa continued: 

Next came Grace, or Dicky as we called her. She had freckles on her slightly 
crooked nose. She was fat, hence her name ‘die Dicke.’75 Not considered pretty, 
her position, poor darling thing, was an unenviable one. The middle ones in a 

 
72 Meigs Atwater, “Beginnings,” 1950-1953, 4, in the author’s possession. 
73  Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family Annals of the Six Little Meigs Girls, 1931, 90. 
74  Ibid., 90-91.  
75  Translates from German as “the fat.” 
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family generally suffer from that. Poor little Grace wore the outgrown dresses of 
her elder sisters which by the time they got to thirdly must have been pretty 
shabby. She loved clothes and used to bellow with broken-hearted rage when not 
allowed to wear her ‘party-dress.’ She was, as it turned out, the  cleverest and 
most able member of the family. As a child she was just ‘Dicky’ and slightly looked 
down on by us older ones. However, I always realized that I loved her best of all.76 

Next came Alice. A baby lioness with fierce blazing brown eyes and yellow curls. 
She was the beauty of the family. Marie Hertlein, her nurse, used to scheme to 
get her best cap and coat on a week-day and take her out so that she could be 
admired. She always attracted attention. Her temper was so fierce that she was 
generally handled ‘with kid gloves,’ as Father expressed it. Posy [or Po] was her 
nickname. 

Next came little Cornelia, or Nina as she was always called. A dark-haired child 
among all the blonde heads she seemed like one of a different race. She played 
alone even in that horde. She was an imaginative little girl, full of fancies and 
stories, her feelings easily – and often – hurt by her rougher sisters. Tinky we 
called her, I hardly know why. 

Frances closes the list. For a very long time she was the baby, even after she grew 
tall. Poor baby! She had to grow up without a mother. She was a lovely little child 
with ringlets all over her   head, and great hazel eyes, and a round sweet face. We 
all petted her but she was number six. If   she had any peculiarities nobody noticed 
them. Everyone was far too busy. Timmy we called her. So there are the six 
sisters.77  

About their home in Keokuk, Iowa, which as children they called the “new house” when 

they moved there when Cornelia was a new baby, Louisa wrote, “Dignified, roomy and 

inconvenient. It was to be our home for many years and a delightful center for a great many 

charming people. It had an atmosphere diffused of course by our lovely mother. I feel that 

somewhere that big old house, with its troops of six little girls, its cheerful handsome Papa and 

charming Mamma, its governess and its servants, its birds, its dogs, its cow in the back yard 

must be existing unchanged. I feel as if I could walk back into it and those days would be today 

again.”78 

 
76  Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family Annals of the Six Little Meigs Girls, 1931, 91. 
77  Ibid., 91-92. 
78  Ibid., 95-96. 
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 In a letter she wrote her husband, Mont, as she called him, Grace wrote from the Eagle 

Mountain House and Hall, a summer boarding house, in Jackson, New Hampshire on Sunday, 

September 17th, 1893. She and her six daughters were summering in Jackson with Grace’s 

mother, Mary Lynde, or “Manka” as the family called her. “We have terrible weather ever since 

coming here and the hopelessness of keeping the children quiet and amused in this small house 

is so discouraging that my efforts leave me little time or energy for writing.”79 Based on the 

letters she wrote from New Hampshire, Monty was considering a job offer in St. Louis, and 

Grace viewed it favorable for them to move, as she didn’t want to think about raising their girls 

in Keokuk, Iowa. She also commented that if they moved to St. Louis, then they wouldn’t be 

required to send Mary to Miss Wheeler’s prep school in Providence, Rhode Island. It seems that 

one of the reasons that they went to New Hampshire was to get away from the general area of 

Keokuk. She seems to think that if they had stayed, they would have all contracted typhoid fever 

as the drinking water was contaminated. In the letter, Grace frequently compelled her husband 

not to drink the water unless it had been boiled.  

 Despite Grace’s misgivings about raising her daughters in Keokuk, that is where the six 

Meigs girls grew up. Mary wrote about the “little river town” later (1950-1953) in life, in a sketch 

called “The River,” as being “the purest ‘hick’” town. They lived in a “tall, ugly, narrow house 

overlooking the River,” that opposite the town was about half a mile wide.” Her father, a civil 

engineer, oversaw the river where the government had constructed seven miles of a canal to 

provide safe passage for boats around the rapids. Her father had a “kick-up behind” named The 

Lucy, manned by an engineer and a “pilot,” who took him around “his domain.” Mary wrote, 

 
79  Grace Lynde Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 17 September 1893, ML 41, Box 22, Folder 19, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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“He often took me with him on his trips and I spent many enchanted hours in the little pilot 

house. The pilot even let me take the wheel sometimes, and let me blow the whistle when we 

were about to pass another boat – one blast for starboard and one for port.”80 She remembered 

the River fondly, saying that they often went for picnics, “elaborate affairs involving dishes and 

silver and table-cloths as well as a freezer of ice-cream, quantities of fried chicken, salads, cakes 

and other delectables.”81   

 In her memoirs (1950-1953), Mary described visiting her Grandmother Lynde, also 

named Mary but they all called her “Manka,” in Rock, Island, and that talk at the dining room 

table “was always lively and what would in our slang be called ‘high-brow.’ There was rarely a 

meal without a literary discussion with one or another jumping up to pull a book off a library 

shelf to look up a citation. My grandmother, though often disputed, never failed to be correct 

on these occasions. […] We lived a good deal of our early lives in this house, due to the stay 

before and after the periodic additions to the family.”82 

 As to their childhoods, Mary said she and her sisters were “brought up British style,” 

their education “entrusted to a series of governesses” up to the time she was thirteen, when 

they reverted to the public school system. “The governesses were several, chiefly German. The 

ones I remember best were a gentle English girl who was quite unable to cope with our 

exuberance and who left us to become a Sister of one the teaching orders, and a German 

woman who was with us longer than any of the others.”83 Besides learning German, they 

“learned to knit and crochet, to do fine needlework and to mend stockings.”84 They also studied 

 
80 Mary Meigs Atwater, “The River,” 1950-1953, 2, in the author’s possession.  
81 Ibid., 5. 
82 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Beginnings,” 1950-1953, 3-4, in the author’s possession.  
83 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Education,” 1950-1953, 1, in the author’s possession.  
84 Ibid. 
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some history and geography, “but very little spelling and arithmetic.”85 She claimed that she 

never learned to add and subtract, to multiply or divide, until she found it necessary to use for 

weaving. Mary attended high school for a time, but because of how painfully shy she was, she 

claims because of how she had been cloistered her whole life up until that point, speaking with 

strangers was agonizing for her.86 Thus, her parents took her out of public school and sent her to 

a finishing school, Miss Wheeler’s in Providence, Rhode Island, which had been selected for her 

because of its specific focus in art. At school, she resisted Latin and Greek but chose to spend 

most of her time “in the studio, drawing plaster casts and painting flowers and still-lifes.”87 

 Mary later wrote about her parents. “From what I have seen of other parents I know 

that ours were remarkable. Of course as youngsters we took them for granted.” From her 

memory, her mother “was one of those sweet, gentle, undemanding women who always and 

without question has her own way about everything.”88 Of course, she had more time with her 

father, and described him as having “the sweetest, kindest disposition on earth. Though he 

could get angry on occasion.” She observed him swearing once when one of the babies took a 

nasty fall and saw him drunk once when he decided to have a troublesome wisdom tooth 

extracted, in a time before Novocain.89 She remembered her father adoring her mother and 

“thought her decisions the perfection of wisdom.”90 

 About her parents’ marriage, she said that “they were devoted to each other, and my 

mother once said this to me, – quite solemnly and as though she wanted me to remember it 

always – that it was untrue as some people would have had one know, that marriage grew stale 

 
85 Ibid. 
86 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Education,” 1950-1953, 2, in the author’s possession.  
87 Ibid., 3. 
88 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Untitled,” 1950-1953, 5, in the author’s possession. 
89 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Parents,” 1950-1953, 1, in the author’s possession.  
90 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Untitled,” 1950-1953, 5, in the author’s possession. 
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in middle age. She said that instead it became a closer and dearer relation with each passing 

year. In the case of my father and mother I believe that to be true.”91 

 About her father, she described him living completely surrounded by females. “At one 

time he and his red setter hunting dog were the only masculine beings in a household that 

included, – counting wife, flock of daughters, nurse and governess, cook, maids, cat and donkey, 

Betsy Trotwood, fifteen females. But he remained very definitely the head of the house.”92 Her 

father read to the children every evening, an hour before bed-time, with the youngest curled up 

in his lap, often asleep, and the rest of us clustered around on the floor or on footstools. He read 

well – most of Scot, much of Dickens, Ivanhoe, The Talisman, Roby Roy till we thrilled to our toes 

with romance and the derring-do of fabulous heroes and heroines; Oliver Twist, and his favorite, 

The Pickwick Papers. Sometimes he could hardly read for the chuckles over Mr. Pickwick’s 

exploits, and I have known him to laugh till the tears rolled down his cheeks. There was Mark 

Twain, too, who knew his Mississippi River so well. […] Scot should be a part of one’s 

experience, but it should be read, with omissions, by a beloved father with a warm, beautiful 

voice."93 Her mother, Grace, had read to them, too, but mostly martial poetry, which contrasted 

with her gentle personality. Mary remembered being read Grimm, Hans Christian Anderson, 

Heidi, and Little Women, as well. In regards to play, her father played with the children while her 

mother never did.  

We never felt any favoritism, though looking back I think my father rather liked 
me best – though he once told me I was the most exasperating person he had 
ever known – but I think he loved my sister Louisa best. She was most like my 
mother, though she had the delightful humor of his own mother, our 
grandmother Meigs, who was a Rodgers. Louisa had the true feminine touch and 
always managed to get her own way – especially later, with me, – through purely 

 
91 Ibid., 2. 
92 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Untitled,” 1950-1953, 2, in the author’s possession. 
93 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Parents,” 1950-1953, 3, in the author’s possession.  
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feminine techniques. I always enjoyed watching her work, somewhat enviously, 
as I could never do things that way. Grace, the third in line, was almost pure 
Rodgers, in looks as well as temperament. My husband always said that she was 
the best one of us, and I think he was correct. She was very intelligent and 
graduated from Bryn Mawr, studied medicine and was for years a physician for 
the Children’s Bureau at Washington. She married and had a family, and died 
before her time through a hideous accident. Once when we were asked what we 
intended to do and be when we grew up I said of course that I would be a painter. 
That seems to have been assumed from my earliest scribblings and color 
smearings. Louisa was to be a writer. When Grace’s turn came she said she 
thought she’d ‘just be a person.’ None of us came out exactly according to plan. I 
the closest, perhaps, as I am I suppose an artist of sorts. Louisa never wrote a 
book. It was Cornelia – number five – and I who have done that, and Grace was 
something more than ‘just a person,’ though she was a very fine person along 
with her professional achievements.94 

 Throughout her life, Mary loved to fish, which she attributed to her mother’s father, 

Cornelius Lynde. “Since the time I was an infant and fished contentedly in a pail with a bent pin 

on a string, like Simple Simon, I have always felt it necessary to drop a line into any water that 

happened to cross my path. I have fished for hours in the Mississippi, with no result other than 

watching some gar-pike come along and blandly eat the bait off my hook and go undamaged 

away.”95  She claimed that her education in the “textile art” began on a river trip one summer on 

the Quincy, when she was about nine years old. The steward of the boat had been a salt water 

sailor who knew the Seven Seas, and he told Mary “many wonderful yarns” and also taught her 

dozens of sailor knots – the bowline, the figure-of-eight, crown knot, stopper knot, splicing 

bowline in the bight, the diamond knot, the barrel sling, and many sennet braids. “I never forgot 

them.”96 

 An impactful event on the lives of Mary, her father, and her sisters was Grace’s death at 

the age of 35 from “extreme exhaustion due to nervous prostration,” after suffering through 

 
94 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Parents,” 1950-1953, 4-5, in the author’s possession.  
95 Mary Meigs Atwater, “The River,” 1950-1953, 13, in the author’s possession. 
96 Mary Meigs Atwater, “The River,” 1950-1953, 15, in the author’s possession. 
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two weeks of “extreme heat of the summer” on September 2, 1894, while Mary, just 16 years 

old, was studying abroad in Europe.97 One may also assume that having six daughters took its 

toll on her body and health. According to my Grandmother Elizabeth “Betty” Atwater Biehl, in 

her History thesis of 1936, after Grace’s death, Montgomery was left the powerful responsibility 

of raising six young girls as the only parent; however, he had quite a bit of help from female 

governesses, servants, family, and friends.  In some instances, there were no less “than twenty 

females under one roof” which, according to Betty in 1937, signified that “he must have been a 

fairly good-natured and patient man.”98     

 Montgomery, though in need of female familial support (whether it was requested by or 

offered to him), had specific ideas about how his daughters would be educated. All but two 

daughters – Mary, who chose to continue her education by studying art in Chicago and Paris, 

France, and Louisa, who chose marriage over education – were educated at the private 

women’s college, Bryn Mawr of Pennsylvania or the University of Chicago. After Grace’s death, 

Montgomery instilled in his daughters the power of letter-writing and taught them to carry on 

the tradition to sit down with pen and paper every Sunday evening and write a letter home to 

let whomever there know someone far away was sending their love. Montgomery saved all of 

the letters his daughters and grand-children wrote to him until his death in 1931 at the age of 

84, going so far as to circulate letters among the daughters, proving that his views on the 

importance of epistolary communication among families passed down through the generations. 

He referred to this collection of letters as the “family archive” on more than one occasion. 

 As to her inheritance of traits, she remarked, “I like the Meigs inheritance – it runs to 

 
97 “Mrs. Meigs’ Death,” The Daily Gate City, September 9, 1894. 
98  Betty Atwater, Letters of Montgomery Meigs Written While Engaged in the Survey of the North-
ern Pacific Railroad, 1872-1873 , 1937. 
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soldiers, engineers, doctors, good solid stuff. Somewhat humorless to be sure, and lacking in 

business acumen, but one can’t have everything. When irradiated with Rodgers, as in our case, 

an entirely satisfactory background. I certainly chose my parents well.”99 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
99 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Parents,” 1950-1953, 6, in the author’s possession. 
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                                            CHAPTER TWO 
 
 

THE FIN DE SIÈCLE ARTIST (1894-1902) 

 

 Though prestigious, the Meigs family was one of modest means.  In contrast, her 

mother’s family, the Lyndes, were quite wealthy. According to the 1870 U.S. Census, Cornelius 

Lynde, part owner of a Rock Island, Illinois bank and Mary’s maternal grandfather, had a 

personal estate valued at $116,000100 which in 2020 terms is equal to around 2.27 million 

dollars. The Lynde family contributed financially to the education of all six Meigs girls and 

continued to provide allowances for the sisters throughout their lives. 

 The Lyndes’ financial support made it possible for Mary to attend the Wheeler School 

led by Mary Coleman Wheeler (b. 1846 in Concord, MA; d. 1920 in Providence, RI)101 in 

Providence, Rhode Island in 1894 and 1895 and also to study art abroad during the summers of 

1894, 1895, and 1896 with Miss Wheeler, as Mary referred to her in family correspondence. 

 Miss Wheeler began her school, which centered on art instruction, in 1889.  “The idea to 

found a school for women exclusively came from Miss Wheeler’s practice of instructing girls in 

the art of painting. However, she turned to a more classical format of a holistic system of 

teaching. Wheeler founded her private school in 1889, after a rich experience in France and 

Germany. She was trained as an artist and studied in Paris for six years, before she to 

Providence in 1882.”102  Mary was part of one of the first groups of students that Wheeler took 

 
100  U.S. Federal Census, 1870.   
101 Wheeler was an enthusiastic artist and took drawing lessons with her friend May Alcott 
beginning in 1858. Notably, May was youngest sister of writer Louisa May Alcott and inspired the 
character of Amy March in her novel Little Women. Wheeler graduated from Concord High School in 1864 
and Abbot Academy in Andover, Massachusetts in 1866. 
102  Buzila, “A Shell for Knowledge at Mary C. Wheeler School,” Rhode Tour, https://rhode-
tour.org/items/show/263. 
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to Europe for the purpose of touring art galleries and studying painting techniques. Even with a 

busy schedule, Mary found time to write letters home to her mother, Grace. 

 In a letter from Providence in 1894 (no specific date, but it has been narrowed down to 

either January or February of 1894 based on particulars in the letter), Mary wrote to her mother 

expressing distress that her mother had been in an accident:  

Oh Dear! I wish I were at home to be with you! I am sure I could be some help. 
You poor dear Mamma! One would think you had enough to endure without 
hurting yourself. I wish I could do something for you! It is horrid to be so far away; 
even the letters take an age to go and come! […] Oh dear Mamma I feel so 
dreadfully sorry that you have hurt yourself and that I have perhaps added to 
your cares. As if you did not have enough without that. 

You are the very best Mother. I wish I could be with you and read to you or do 
something to help you. Miss Wheeler thinks it would be a good plan for me to 
send you a telegram this evening. I want to very much but a telegram does not 
allow me to say very much. […] I will write to you again tomorrow if I can find a 
single second. If I can’t find I shall make one.103 

 Her anxiety at her mother’s accident and her love for her mother are very clear in this  
 
letter. The constraints of only being able to write letters or send telegrams when  
 
traveling away from home add to the stress evident in her tone. To someone reading these  
 
letters in the 21st century, it may seem a completely foreign concept to not be able to instantly  
 
communicate with a loved one while being in a different location. But for Mary and her mother,  
 
they expressed their love and emotions through words, and in most cases, had to wait  
 
significant amounts of time to receive those tender words from one another.  
 
 In June of 1894, Mary went from Providence, Rhode Island, where she was studying  
 
with Miss Wheeler, to her home for a while before setting sail for Europe with Wheeler and a  
 
group of girl art students of her same age out of New York.  In a letter from aboard the U.S.M.S  
 
“Chester,” Mary wrote again to her mother, giving us a glimpse into the life a young woman  

 
103 Mary Meigs to Grace Lynde Meigs, Jan/Feb 1894, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10/11, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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traveler aboard a transatlantic passenger steamer:  

  
This is our fifth day out104 and we are having such a beautiful time that we have 
agreed it would not matter to us at all if the ship were to be delayed a day or two. 
[…] All you and Papa’s talk about my being seasick was unnecessary. I have turned 
out the best sailor of the party. […] All of our party succumbed [to sea sickness on 
the third day] except me. I had never felt better in my life. The rest of the people 
thought me most unfeeling because I went down to all meals and enjoyed them 
too while they were suffering. […] I sat in solitary grandure [sic] at our table with 
the twelve empty places staring at me. […]   
  
I think a voyage even on an old tub like the “Chester” is great fun. There are about 
115 passengers and some of them are most entertaining. We sketch all the time, 
faces, peculiar attitudes and all the funny things one sees. I think my sketch book 
will amuse the children. I find I can do much better than I had any idea of. Miss 
Wheeler says I get the proportions and pose very well in the sketches and of 
course that is what I aim for so I feel highly delighted. 

The steerage105 is an unfailing source of amusement. We sketch the poor victims 
unmercifully. They did look very unhappy during the rough weather but now they 
seem much better. We saw a pretty sight there one evening. There is a poor little 
baby in the steerage whose mother must be sick or something for a man takes 
care of it all the while. One night it was screaming very violently and the poor 
man was having a very hard time with it. Later in the evening we saw a number 
of people looking over the rail down into the steerage. So we sauntered to see 
what was going on. We saw a large crowd of men gathered around the man and 
the baby singing the child to sleep. It was very pretty indeed. […] 

I have tried to find out as much as possible about the workings of a ship but I have 
not seen the engines. The purser who was to take me down said that it was a 
horrid dirty place on this boat and that he would take me to see the engines on 

 
104           A Transatlantic sea voyage by steam-powered passenger ship would have taken, on average, six 
days from New York to Southampton, England, depending on weather. 
105 Steerage is the lower deck of a ship, where the cargo is stored above the closed hold. In the late 
19th and early 20th century, steamship steerage decks were used to provide the lowest cost and lowest 
class of travel. With limited privacy and security, passengers wouldn’t have cabins to sleep in, but would 
be out in the open, exposed to the elements and dangers posed by other passengers. A Steerage ticket in 
1894-1895 would have cost around $30; a 2nd class ticket, around $60; and a 1st class ticket, around $80. 
(In 2019, these rates would be $900, $1800, and $2450 respectively). The S.S. “Chester,” a smaller 
steamer, would have probably only had 2 classes: 1st Class and Steerage, with the majority of travelers 
being housed in the far dirtier and cramped section of the ship. The guests that Mary describes being part 
of her traveling group, or class, included professors from Brown and Bryn Mawr as well as actors, not 
millionaires as one may assume would be part of the 1st Class. The “Chester” was a newer ship, first in use 
in 1894, but was not one of the biggest and grandest ships of the time. 
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the Berlin when we came home. He belongs on the Berlin. He is a very 
disagreeable personage with a waxed moustache. 

Well the girls want me to play cards and I must stop. I am going to put in some 
sketches I made out of the windows of the Hotel in New York.    

 Miss Wheeler wrote a note at the bottom of the letter saying, “Dear Grace, I  
 
think Mary’s sketches on board ship are quite remarkable. We have all enjoyed them. I  
 
wish you a good summer. With love, M. C. Wheeler.”106 

 In the next letter of the same archive folder, dated June 20th (see Appendix B for the  

full letter), Mary started the lengthy missive to her mother while on board a train between 

Calais and Paris, after having spent some time in England upon disembarking the S.S. Chester in 

Southampton. She described how they had done some sight-seeing in England, going to see the 

Elgin marbles, Westminster, St. Paul’s Cathedral, Stonehenge, and Hampton Court, even getting 

a glimpse of Queen Victoria riding by in a carriage on her way to see her new grandson, along 

with her granddaughter, Princess Alix, the future Tsarina of Russia. After all the sights they had 

seen, the most spectacular from her first trip abroad that summer as a sixteen-year old girl, was 

Paris. “Pure magic,” she called the city of “that happy day.”107 She later said about that summer, 

“In everybody’s life, I suppose, there are periods of high importance, that mean more in after 

life than any similar stretch of time. That magic summer was for me one such period.”108 

 She described how they spent days at the Luxembourg gallery, where she saw Whistler’s 

Mother (c. 1871), and spent “days and days at the Louvre.” One day, she decided to spend a  

whole day with Venus de Milo (c. 100 BC) “in her little square room with benches all around.”  

She wrote, “It was a wonderful and inspiring day, with highlights of humor supplied by the  

 
106 Mary Meigs to Grace Lynde Meigs, June 1894, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 7, Rauner Special Collections 
Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
107 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Education,” 1950-1953, 5, in the author’s possession.  
108 Ibid., 6. 
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straggle of visitors that ebbed in and out. […] At least one in each group would remark with  

surprise, ‘I wonder why she hasn’t any arms?’ or, perhaps, ‘Look, she ain’t got no arms.’ And the 

benign white figure stood there, looking out over their heads with her calm, serious face that  

seems to see and understand everything in the world.”109   

 The artists she admired most from all of the galleries she surveyed that summer were 

Titian’s Man with the Torn Glove (c. 1520); Taddeo Gaddi’s The Presentation of the Virgin at the 

Temple (c. 1332-1338); and works by Sandro Botticelli (b. 1445; d. 1510) and Domenico 

Ghirlandaio (b. 1449; d. 1494), both part of the Third Generation of the Florentine Renaissance.   

 As was commonplace at the time, particularly when many miles separated writer and 

recipient, it was entirely possible for letters to cross one another, or for tragic events to take 

place in one letter writer’s life, unbeknownst to someone who was writing that person a letter. 

From Milan, on September, 9, 1894, Mary wrote on Hotel de la Milan stationary: 

I am going to write you a flying letter from Milan. You must excuse this horrible 
paper but mine is in the trunk and I can’t get at it. […] In half an hour or so we are 
going to see Leonardo da Vinci’s ‘Last Supper’ and from there to the B___ Gallery 
which does not open till twelve o clock. Then on the train once more. We shall 
reach Venice tonight. Miss Wheeler says we shall take gondolas from the station 
to our pension. Won’t it seem very strange! We are to be a week in Venice, a day 
in Padua, a few hours at Milan again on the way back, two days in Paris, a day at 
R___, then to Southampton on the steamer and then to New York.  

I don’t yet know what is to become of me after that. Miss Wheeler seems to take 
it for granted that I am going back to school but I am not sure what you have 
decided. I think I shall probably get a letter from you in answer to mine from ___ 
before I leave Venice. The uncertainty is rather amusing to me and I don’t worry 
my head over it a particle, it will be all right either way and I shall be contented 
with any arrangement.  

I think I shall see my relations in Paris. Oh dear there will be so much to do in 
those two days! Now I am rich there are lots of things I must buy including some 
more photographs and a few  more gloves and some “things” of various kinds. 
[…] If I stay at school I must send everything home in a box. I can’t send my 

 
109 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Education,” 1950-1953, 7-8, in the author’s possession.  
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sketches because Miss Wheeler is going to have a little exhibition for the parents 
of the girls’ summer work and she says she wants my things. I think it will be 
rather fun to have one’s sketches hung on the walls in nice little gilt frames. One 
will feel quite like an artist. Each one will have all her things hung together so we 
can pretend it is the Champs de Mars Exhibition.  

I wonder how things are going at home. I do hope you are well by this time. It 
takes so long for the letters to come. I shall not be able to get an answer to this 
before I reach America once more. It seems so strange to think of going back 
again. […] I am rather curious to know what you think of my idea of trying to be 
an artist. I am afraid you will think it too audacious.  I am surprised at myself for 
my courage. […] I have not spoken to Miss Wheeler because I would rather find 
out first what you and Papa think. I have quite given over the college plan. It 
seemed distasteful to me even last winter. I held on to it as long as I could but 
now I don’t want to hold out any longer.110 

  Mary’s letter of September 9th, full of questions about her future plans on becoming an 

artist, never reached Grace as she had died unexpectedly, only 35 years old, at home on 

September 2, 1894 of “extreme exhaustion due to nervous prostration,” after suffering through 

two weeks “of extreme heat of the summer.”111 In another notice, her death was said to be the 

result from “three weeks with congestion of the brain.”112 Grace’s funeral was on Wednesday, 

September 5th, at her mother’s home. Mary, aged sixteen, was in Venice with Miss Wheeler 

when she received the wire that was waiting at their lodging, a full week after the death of her 

mother. 

 Mary Wheeler wrote to Montgomery on September 20, 1894: “The news was like a 

sudden falling away of my most ardent hopes – it was not simply my love for Mary that filled my 

mind – a dear friend was lost to me and my heart ached for you beyond all power of telling. 

There is no comfort to give – only this to aim at – that the children grow to be what she wanted 

them to be. Mary may grow better through suffering. God only knows. I hardly know how you  

 
110  Mary Meigs to Grace Lynde Meigs, 9 September 1894, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
111  “Mrs. Meigs’ Death.” Daily Gate City, September 9, 1894. 
112  Moline Review Dispatch, September 9, 1894.  
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can face your sorrow and live, but you must live for so many now depend on you.”113 

                Mary, along with Miss Wheeler and the other eleven students, sailed to New York from 

Southampton aboard the USS Berlin on October 1st. The group of Miss Wheeler and the art 

students were part of the 1st cabin passengers with their occupations listed as “ladies.” Mary 

was listed as twenty years old – when, in fact, she was sixteen – and along with her she listed 

two baggages. Their intended destination was Rhode Island. One can only imagine how 

devastated Mary was to be so far away from home at the time of her mother’s unexpected 

death and to mourn such a loss away from family, perhaps feeling much alone in an 

unsympathetic and foreign world. An entire month transpired between the death of Grace and 

the beginning of Mary’s ocean travels toward home. At that time, there was no boarding an 

airplane to fly home immediately, or cell phones to FaceTime loved ones, or be able to see her 

mother’s funeral via Skype. She only had letters, and unfortunately, any letter she wrote during 

this mourning period did not make it into the archive collections where I found most of the 

family letters over a hundred years later. 

 After her summer abroad and the passing of her mother, as one may expect based  
 
on her distaste for college study, Mary did not attend Bryn Mawr, which she had been  
 
considering throughout her last year of study with Miss Wheeler, but rather chose to pursue a 

career as an artist. At the beginning of 1895, Mary found herself in Providence, Rhode Island, at 

26 Cabot Street, once again studying with Miss Wheeler. She wrote her maternal grandmother, 

“Manka,” a letter on the 3rd of March: 

Thank you very much for your letters and for the presents you sent me on my 
birthday. It is very good of you to write to me and I thank you for doing so. I wish 
I could write to you oftener. But it really is almost impossible for me to find time 

 
113  Mary C. Wheeler to Montgomery Meigs, 20 September 1894, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 39, 
Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. 
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to write more than my weekly letter home. I work very hard during the week and 
even Saturdays filled up with school work and painting. By Sunday I am usually 
completely exhausted and as we are supposed to go to Church I try to get a little 
rest or a little fresh air in the afternoon and my day is gone. I have the choice on 
Sunday of between resting and relaxing a little or else being absolutely good for 
nothing all the next week. I hope you will therefore forgive me if I do not write 
often.   
  
Your presents pleased me very much indeed. I have always wanted to read the 
book. In fact Mama and I began reading it together when I was at home last spring 
but there was not time for me to finish. I have always wanted to read the rest. I 
don’t have much time for reading these days but I think I can make time to read 
at least some of this book. I was also delighted to get the handkerchiefs so 
beautifully marked by you. I was getting very low in the direction and it is lovely 
to feel rich once more. […] Our vacation comes in three weeks. I am glad of this 
for it will give me a chance to brace up again. If we waited till Easter I hardly think 
I could hold out. I am so fearfully tired. I am the kind that gets tired easily but 
picks up easily afterwards so that the result is about the same in the long run. 
[…]114 

In Grace’s will, which she had written and signed on June 30, 1892, she wrote, “I have 

not mentioned my Mother not supposing that she will survive me, but should she do so I 

commend my children to her tender love as my last legacy.”115 Since Mary’s mother’s death, it 

seems that “Manka” stepped in to assist the six motherless Meigs sisters with matters that their 

father would be embarrassed to undertake, including supplying them with clothes and 

undergarments. In a letter to “Manka,” dated 10th of March, Mary wrote to her grandmother 

from Providence:  

Miss Wheeler said you asked her what I needed in the way of underclothes. I 
don’t need much except in the way of stockings and undershirts which I shall get 
for myself here. I would like some chemises. My corset covers are all worn out 
and the other day I bought with some of my Christmas money two dear little 
chemises in which I take great delight. If I could have two or three more I should 
be set up in that line. I have almost enough drawers but perhaps it would be 
better if I had two or three more. Miss Wheeler seemed to think it would be 
better for me to have all these things made at home instead of having them made 

 
114  Mary Meigs to Mary Adams Lynde, 3 March 1895, Ml 41, Box 21, Folder 7, Rauner Special Collec-
tions Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
115  Last will and testament of Grace Lynde Meigs [copy], 1892, ML 41, Box 22, Folder 15, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  



52 

 

here. You know I am not wearing black all the time any more. Papa said when he 
was here that he did not care to have me [wear black].  I don’t like it and only 
wore it in the time beginning because I thought people might think it strange if I 
didn’t. It is no comfort to wear black and I think it is depressing on the spirits of 
those about one. 

 The death of her beloved mother, combined with a heavy workload at Miss  

Wheeler’s school, contributed to Mary suffering from bouts of exhaustion. She wrote in  

this same letter, “While Miss Wheeler was gone I managed to get very tired and she put  
 
a stop to my doing much of anything. I hope to get rested during the vacation and shall  
 
be able to take up my work with a will once more. I hate to get so tired, it is an  
 
uncomfortable sensation.”116 
 
 She returned to Europe with Miss Wheeler during the summer of 1895. On June  

9th, while aboard the U.S.M.S. St Louis117, Mary wrote to her sister, Grace, to whom she  

felt a distinct closeness: 

I spend most of my valuable time looking over the rail and watching the water as 
it splashes up against the side of the ship and rolls back in sheets of white foam. 
Sometimes a naughty gust of wind catches the top of a wave and sends it flying 
towards the ship in which case your venerable sister gets a most undignified bath. 
But all such little incidents vary the monotony of ship existance [sic]. I am sure 
you will look on me with greater veneration than ever when I tell you that I have 
seen a ice berg, a real live one and not only one but two! Just think of it! Isn’t it 
grand? The icebergs were nicer than I expected them to be. At first glance they 
were a little disappointing being a long way off when they came nearer they took 
all sorts of fantastic shapes and colors. It was quite a sight. We have seen very 
few ships hardly any but we saw some whales and plenty of other charming 
things. I have not made a single sketch for the people on board are the reverse of 
being pretty. They haven’t even the grace to strike interesting attitudes on the 
railing […] they just sit all day long in their chairs packed in together like sardines 
so that one can’t get two and a half times away from any of them, even if one 
wanted to. […]  

We have very nice things to eat. Dinner is a remarkable affair […] with seven 
courses. Dinner takes just an hour and they give you something new to eat every 

 
116 Mary Meigs to Mary Adams Lynde, 10 March 1895, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
117 The USMS St Louis was built in 1894 and entered merchant service in 1895. 
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ten minutes. The time when each thing is to be served is marked on the menu so 
that one would go out between times if  one wanted. Thus at six o clock soup is 
served, at 6:10 some kind of fish. They have three kinds  of meat beside the fish, 
interspersed with all sorts of vegetables, salads, and potatoes cooked  twenty 
different ways. Then they have pudding, ice cream and cake, and after that nuts, 
coffee  and all kinds of crazy _____ which are included in the little dessert. I am 
afraid I shall get terribly fat before I reach Paris. Eating is after all the chief 
business of life on a ship. I hope to be in Paris Thursday or the latest Friday. I 
should not mind if the voyage were to be longer. It is very pleasant and lazy. I 
think I shall be beautifully rested by the time it is over. If I can find a passenger 
list I will send it to Louisa. It has some remarkable names in it that may be of use 
to her. I am sorry that the people are not as interesting as their names but I must 
confess they are a stupid looking set.”118 

 Once in Paris, she enrolled in private lessons with the renowned instructor Louis Joseph 

Raphael Collin (1850-1916), who gave Mary individual criticism and encouragement about a 

potential career in art. In a letter to her father dated September 8th, 1895, Mary wrote: 

Miss Wheeler asked Collin119 to talk to me a little yesterday and tell me what he 
thought I should do during the winter. […] He said that I need not be discouraged, 
that I had made very good progress this summer. He said he thought I had talent. 
He said I had the sentiment of construction and drawing and he advised me to 
spend the winter on drawing, mostly.120 

 Mary thrived in the Bohemian atmosphere of the Parisian suburb, Fontenay-aux-Roses, 

a neighborhood in which Raphael Collin and his wife lived and instructed young female art 

students. Collin had studied art at prestigious art académies in France, and during the late 19th 

century, implemented elements of the Impressionist style into his own academic painting style, 

meaning he introduced a lighter palette to his works, which primarily were female nudes. Collin, 

in his early career, had displayed his works at the Salon (his first presentation being Sommeil in 

1873) and the Exposition Universelle of 1899. He was also associated with the Académies 

 
118 Mary Meigs to Grace Meigs, 9 June 1895, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner Special Collections 
Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
119 See Figure 20 in Appendix A for a photograph of Raphael Collin.  
120  Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 8 September 1895, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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Colorossi and Julien, at which Mary would study when she returned to Paris in 1902. Mary wrote 

later that Collin was a “leading member of the ‘plein air’ school. We painted in the garden from 

a model posed against the background of the garden wall […] and we painted. Every day and all 

day long. Miss Wheeler painted too, in a little grove away from the rest of us.”121 

 Mary described the area of the Parisian suburb in a letter to her father on June 20th, 

1895:  

The Collins have several green houses besides the ones we enjoy so much in rainy 
weather. In these they have they most wonderful orchids I ever saw. Collin says I 
can come up there sometime and draw them. I am anxious to try. […] Miss 
Wheeler has the painting craze worse than anyone else. She is a person who has 
a great deal too much energy. She works every day and all day long continuously. 
The other day she went off at 8 o’clock, took her lunch with her, and did not get 
back till seven that night. […] It is a pity that Miss Wheeler who has so much love 
of painting and capacity for work should not have the spark of genius that would 
make her a great painter. I think she has given up all hope of painting a great 
picture herself. In fact she told me so last winter. She said her ambition was to 
have one of her girls paint a great picture. She hopes I know that I will be the one 
but I am afraid her hopes are once more doomed to disappointment.122 

 After a breakfast of “a large bowl of coffee and two nice French rolls with nice French 

butter and jam”123 at a half past seven, Mary spent the majority of her time working on her art 

in the garden or in the Collins’ gardens, studio, and greenhouses if it was raining, but she also 

wrote about sometimes getting to travel the six miles from their rented chalet by taking the 

hour-long train ride into Paris to tour city by carriage, visit the Louvre, and study the old 

masters. When she couldn’t go into Paris to tour museums and galleries, or in some cases to 

shop, she looked out her window and could see Tour Eiffel, the Champ de Mars, and the gilded 

dome of the Invalides, tempting her while she thought her time would be better spent there 

 
121 Mary Meigs Atwater, “BS,” 1950-1953, 6-7, in the author’s possession. 
122 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 20 June 1895, ML 41 Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
123 Ibid. 



55 

 

studying rather than “ineffectually daubing paint on canvases.”124 In the evenings after dinner, 

she wrote that the girls tried to work more on their drawing if their energy would allow, as on 

evening one of her fellow art students drew Miss Wheeler’s hands, but Mary would rather play 

cards. “We go to bed very early for we are usually dead tired.”125 

 Mary later wrote, “Raphael Collin, whose delicate out door paintings were the sensation 

of that time in France, though little known in the United States, was an odd personality. He was 

a big man for a Frenchman, with a moustache and full black beard. He and a manservant lived in 

a tiny whitewashed house at one end of a huge garden full of the most amazing irises in 

captivity, while his old mother and homely old-maid sister lived in another little whitewashed 

house at the other end of the garden, and did their own work. Twelve gardeners attended the 

irises. Collin lived alone in this fashion because he could not endure sounds – any kind of 

sounds. […] He was pale and he twitched. […] He was very gentle and mild with his criticisms.”126 

 In a letter dated July 31st, 1895, Mary wrote to her father about a particular painting 

that Mr. Collin had started, but was having difficulty in finding the right model to sit for one of 

the girls. She wrote,  

I have seen Collin’s picture. We all went up to his garden last Saturday – we are 
to go every Saturday and take him our week’s sketches to correct – and he 
showed them to us. First we saw a large picture of three girls in thin low-necked 
summer dresses sitting on the grass under the trees. The picture is far from 
finished, but it is very beautiful. It seems to me I like it more than anything else I 
have seen of his. There seems, somehow, more force and struggle in it. Collin told 
Miss Wheeler he was having a terrible time finding a model for one of these girls 
in the picture, he could find no one who was just right. Miss Wheeler, half in joke, 
offered him any of her girls. He took her at her word and Mary Fay and I are to go 
up there some day soon to see if either of us will do. I don’t think he will find that 
we fit at all, but at any rate it will be fun to go up and see the picture again. If he 
does ask one of us to pose it will not interfere with our work, for it is only a small 

 
124 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 20 June 1895, ML 41 Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
125 Ibid. 
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head and two or three sittings will be enough, he says. Mary and I think it is quite 
a joke. I really wonder if he will want either of us. I wish you could see the picture. 
It is very very beautiful. It does not seem possible that one mortal can paint like 
that and another mortal paint the way I do.127   

 There is a painting titled Three Beauties in the Green Field, completed by Raphael Collin 

in 1895. It is unknown if one of the girls in the painting was modeled by Mary, but the dark-

haired girl, though we only see a profile, bears a resemblance.128  

 By the end of that summer of 1895, Mary wrote to her father that she felt quite grown 

up because of her cosmopolitan experience in Paris, saying she felt "centuries older" than when 

she had arrived in Paris in June. A physical characteristic she adopted from that particular 

summer -- which would continue throughout her life -- was constantly holding a cigarette at a 

time when smoking was unthinkable for women, particularly those who were only seventeen 

years old of a certain social class. In a letter to her father dated September 1st, nearly one year 

since her mother's death, she wrote, 

I can’t realize that a whole year has gone by since this time last year. Every thing 
is changed but how much changed I can’t yet bring myself to know. Even now I 
can’t realize it all. It seems as if it could not be true, must not be true. I can’t 
believe it any more than I could then. Oh dear, I wish I could ever hope to be 
enough to you to make up a little but I never can. Still I can do my best and that 
is something at any rate. Dear Papa, it is very hard. My poor little children, poor 
little Nina129 and Tim. Things will be so much harder for them.130 

  
 In her letter, Mary couldn’t write the words that she missed her mother or that  

her life was changed because of it, but the reader can sense how difficult a thought it was  

 
127 Mary Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 31 July 1895, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 12, Hagley 
Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. 
128  See Figure 21 in Appendix A for a scan of the Raphael Collin painting, Three Beauties in the Green 
Field (1895).  
129 Cornelia, born in Dec. 1884, and Emily Frances, born in Nov. 1888, would have been nine and five 
years old at the time of their mother’s death. When Mary is writing this particular letter about her “poor 
little children,” “Nina” and “Tim,” they would have been ten and six years old respectively. 
130  Mary Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 1 September 1895, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 7, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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for her to consider, even one year later. Even in her sadness, her thoughts were about  

her younger sisters who would spend most of their lives without a mother, and for her  

father who must have missed his wife, particularly when considering the daunting task of  

being the only parent for his six young daughters. Mary’s words that she could in some  

way make up for the loss of Grace for her father by doing her best show how she felt a  

certain responsibility to fill her mother’s shoes, which makes the loss all the more  

poignant, especially when considering that Mary was just seventeen years old and  

feeling such pressure. 

On Sunday, September 15th, 1895, she wrote to her father,  

In a few days we start for America. You don’t know how nice it all seems. It is 
pleasant to be able to look back on such a summer and to look forward on such 
an autumn as I soon to begin on. We had our last lesson yesterday. Our term is 
up and the last few days [… shall be spent] in town. I feel relieved that the work 
is over for it has really been quite a strain and I am a little tired.131  

 The group of young artists and Miss Wheeler set sail out of Southampton on Saturday, 

September 21st, as she had said they would in her September 8th letter. When Mary returned to 

her family home in Keokuk, Iowa at the end of her summer art studies, she smoked in the attic 

and hid her stash of supplies behind a row of children’s books. “I didn’t smoke as a gesture of 

defiance but because I enjoyed smoking.”132 In the fall, she went back to Providence to study at 

Miss Wheeler’s school. I only have a handful of letters that Mary wrote to her father between 

January and May of 1896, probably because she spent much of her time at home. In her January 

18th letter from Providence, she talked about starting fencing lessons, which she found to be a  

 “rather difficult and very violent exercise.” She also talked about going on a sleigh ride and then  

 
131 Mary Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 15 September 1895, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 7, Rauner Special 
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afterwards going to the Hunt Club for dinner and dancing with some of the older girls at Miss 

Wheeler’s school. She described that outing as “miserable” though they “managed to have a 

very nice time.”133  

 Her sisters, Louisa and Grace, were also at the school in Providence, and Mary wrote to 

her father that Louisa “and one or two other girls stayed at home. Louisa had a slight sore throat 

and they did not think it prudent for her to go out sleighing I think the truth of the matter was 

she did not especially care about going. The boy who went there were all the younger set so it 

was not so interesting for us older girls but the whole performance was a good deal of fun for 

the night was perfect and it is pleasant to be out of doors under almost any conditions.” She 

also wrote that “Dick,” the family nickname for Grace, appeared to enjoy herself “very much 

indeed.” An interesting aspect of the letter pertains to what Mary hoped for her future. She had 

plans to study Design at the Art Institute of Chicago at this point in her life, and she wrote that 

Miss Wheeler “seemed to quite […] approve” of the idea. In the letter, she was wondering if her 

father had had the chance to speak with Miss Wheeler about these plans. She also talked about 

a friend of hers who had come to Providence to study art but went home after one week due to 

exhaustion. Mary voiced her opinion that this friend planned to study architecture at the Drexel 

Institute, but Mary was afraid she wouldn’t “be able to stand it.” Another interesting tidbit in 

this letter is when she talks about her roommate, Dorothy Atwater (unbeknownst to her at the 

time, her future sister-in-law). Mary laments that Miss Wheeler’s school has become more of a 

“boarding school” which was a “great pity.” She also wrote about not being a very “public 

spirited person,” saying she preferred to spend her time in the studio or her room rather than 

 
133  Mary Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 18 January 1896, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 7, Rauner Special Col-
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socializing with the other girls.134 Mary learned how to ride side-saddle, in a “proper habit with a 

stiff white collar hatted with a stiff derby, holding crop and reins just so, and posting decorously 

along the bridle paths of the Providence park.”135 

 In a letter dated May 19th, 1896, from Providence, she wrote to her father:  

Only a little over two weeks and we shall be on the ocean again. This winter seems 
to have gone very quickly […] I really don’t know what I shall do if I can’t get 
rested. I want to get to work directly when I reach Paris but now I am fearfully 
tired and am absolutely good for nothing. I don’t know why I should be so worn 
out but I have no energy or power of doing anything left in me. The last part of 
time I have been feeling miserable anyway. It makes me so angry not to be well. 
It is so foolish and such a waste of time. I think the voyage will be a great rest. If I 
can only be well next summer. I want to work and I have got to work like a slave 
and I don’t want to waste the precious time over there. I managed to pull through 
last summer and I hope I can this. […] Two years is a long time to be away. Do you 
realize that I haven’t been home but one week for two whole years? We came 
East for the summer in June the year I went to school. Just think how little I have 
seen of you in all that time! I think it is perfectly terrible.136 

In the memoirs she wrote after her retirement, she described her summers in Paris with 

Miss Wheeler. During her first trip to Paris in the summer of 1894, she wrote that they lived at a 

pension called the Villa des Dames, which had been the residence of the ladies in waiting when 

the Luexembourg was the King’s palace, in the Rue Notre Dame des Champs. “It was a rambling 

old house with a paved fore-court and a big iron gate on the street, and with narrow dark 

passages that went up and down a few steps from time to time and little cell-like rooms that 

looked out on a damp garden all ivy and bits of statuary….We had little curleycues [sic]of 

unsalted butter, croissants and bowls of caffe-au-lait served to us in our rooms, and an 

elaborate ‘de jeuner-a-la-fourchette’ in the big spangled dining room at eleven, tea and 

 
134  Mary Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 18 January 1896, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 7, Rauner Special Col-
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patisseries in some delightful little shop in midafternoon, where one went about with a plate 

and a spoon, selecting babas or what-have you of the most delectable kind. Dinner at eight.”137 

When she returned to Paris the following summer, again with Miss Wheeler, she wrote that it 

was all about serious art study. “Miss Wheeler rented a house garden in one of the Paris 

suburbs, called Fontenay aux Roses, to be close to the teacher she had chosen for us, the 

celebrated Raphael Collin, a leading member of the ‘plein air’ school.”138 

 She wrote later that she had made up her mind that she was not an artistic genius and 

proposed to her father that she go to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, which had just 

recently allowed women students. “A large fight ensued. If my grandmother had been alive I 

might have won the battle, as she was usually on the side of revolution – except in the manner 

of red flannel petticoats – but she had died the year before and I lost the fight.”139

 Between 1897 and 1902, Mary lived with extended family members at times yet mostly 

stayed at the YWCA in order to study at the Chicago Art Institute School of Design140 and 

participated in night life-drawing classes at the Chicago Art Academy. In a letter to her sister, 

Louisa, Mary wrote from Chicago, January 1897, after securing herself at her Great-Aunt 

Nannie’s house. Her father had taken her to Chicago to get her settled, but to also attend 

the bicycle show. On February 9th, she wrote Louisa,  

I have not been plunging into any wild gayeties [sic] yet, that is to say no teas or 
receptions for me as I am at work all afternoon. [...] I began [at the Art Institute] 
on Thursday and go every afternoon but Saturday and Sunday from one to five or 
thereabouts. The school is a very amusing place, different from anything I ever 
saw before. It is entirely free and easy, the pupils come and go as they please. 
There is always a great deal of conversation, but still somehow, the work is done. 
They seem to go on the principle that anyone who comes comes to work and it is 
simply taken for granted that they do work. 

 
137 Mary Meigs Atwater, “A1,” 1950-1953, in the author’s possession. 
138 Mary Meigs Atwater, “BS,” 1950-1953, in the author’s possession.  
139 Ibid. 
140  See Figure 22 in Appendix A for a photograph of the Chicago Art Institute as it appeared in 1900. 
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The Teacher comes around at his own good time and examines the work of each. 
There is no class-work at all. The Teacher, Mr. Millet, is very nice and seems to 
know what he is about, which is a comfort.  […] They have at the Institute a very 
remarkable library. […] I have spent most of my time in the Library looking up 
classical designs, drawing the capitals and shafts of columns and getting their 
proportions, etc. My design is going to be severely classic. I have not told you yet 
what  we are doing. We are making a design for a magazine cover, to be done 
in black and red. We are given the size and sundry lettering otherwise we do as 
we think most suitable. Some of the designs I see growing up around me are 
amusingly preposterous and some are very nice. I am in the first year class, of 
course, and a good many of the pupils are nearly as new to the work as I am. I am 
very much interested and like it all much better than I had imagined. I always 
thought of the designing as simply the means to an end, never as anything very 
worthy in itself, but I see I am going to get much more out of it than I had 
foreseen.141  
 

 Mr. Millet had been the head of the school of design at the Chicago Art Institute. Mary 

later wrote that he was “a remarkable man and a wonderful teacher. All those who had the 

privilege of working under him came away with a spark of the eternal fire in their hearts and lot 

of solid knowledge of drawing.”142 From Millet, she learned something important about color. 

He told his students, standing around him with their notebooks and pencils, “If you wish to find 

out whether or not certain colors will make a good color-combination for a particular design, […] 

try it. If the combination is pleasing it is correct; if it is displeasing it is incorrect. That is all you 

need to know about color.”143 

 Mary studied design at the Institute from January through the first part of March and 

then traveled to Washington D.C. to stay with her aunt, Mary Meigs Alger. In a letter she wrote 

to her father, still in Chicago, she said, “I think I got a great deal out of my work at the Institute, 

and I am very glad I had the chance. […] I got a letter this morning [from Aunt Mary] telling me 

 
141 Mary Meigs to Louisa Meigs, 9 February 1897, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10/11, Rauner Special 
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to come as soon as I could, so I hope I can get off tomorrow. I don’t like this lingering along after 

everyone expects me to be gone. Besides, if I wait, the trains will be disagreeably crowded. […] I 

have had a beautiful time here and everyone has been most kind to me, but I don’t want to stay 

any longer now. You can understand.”144 

 While in Washington D.C., Mary went on walks with her aunt, who showed her all the 

important buildings. Mary admired the city’s “great white buildings,” saying they gave “one 

more of an impression of majesty” to the government and calling the capitol, for which her 

grandfather General Meigs designed the dome, “splendid.” They also walked around the 

Pension Building, which General Meigs had designed in 1881, and she complimented the 

building as “fine” though she didn’t find the roof all too pretty. When she walked by the old 

brick and stucco home of her grandparents, she noted it was “a delightful looking house. It has a 

very distinguished and individual air. It gave me a tremendous thrill to see it. How fine it is to 

have a fine family! I always felt it, but now more strongly than ever. It makes one feel as if one 

had a real place in the world and as if one really were somebody.”145 The fire-proof home of 

General Meigs was built in 1870 for large scale entertaining with a significant servants’ quarters. 

 When she returned to Chicago for further art study, she continued at the School of  

Design but also attended day and night classes at the Chicago Art Academy (John Francis Smith’s  

Art Academy).  

I visited the school one night and found it up a long flight of grimy stairs over a 
group of closed stores on one of the less admired streets of the Chicago loop. […] 
[Mr. Smith], the director of the school […] conducted me through the door into a 
huge room lighted only by a big light in the center of the ceiling. Under the light 
a nude model posed on a high stand and around the stand rose a young forest of 
easels, the first row right against the side of the stand, with the students sitting 

 
144  Mary Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, undated [narrowed to early March 1897], ML 41, Box 21, 
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on low stools and the back row tall easels at which the students stood. There must 
have been fifty or more students – mostly men with a sprinkling of women. […] 
The tenseness of effort filled the air. How different from the chattering, restless 
girls’ life class at the Institute. For the next few years I spent every evening of 
every weekday at Smith’s.146 

   Those considered the best of the week, numbered one through 15, got to choose where  
 
they would set up their easel, and most of the "aristocracy" of the class chose the front row,  
 
because it was right next to the model. While she studied at Smith's, Mary was in the front row  
 
every week after the first week or two and was the only woman in that position. She noted  
 
later in life that most of the men in the class treated her well, but she adopted a “no nonsense”  
 
attitude and wore a “self-imposed uniform of Oxford gray suit with a blue shirt-waist.”147 She  
 
also had little trouble in making it home at night, though she had to make it through “the less  
 
savory districts of Chicago.”148 
  
 Mary also worked while continuing her study of art in Chicago. In a time when  
 
most professional women pursued teaching, clerical work, or nursing149 – by 1900  
 
nearly three fourths of the teachers in the United States were women – Mary chose a different  
 
professional path for herself. According to Who’s Who in America (1940-1941), Mary was a  
 
decorative designer for the Winslow Brothers, Co., a wrought-iron factory, in Chicago in 1902.150  
 
However, according to my research, Mary began working for the well- known iron works factory  
 
a few years earlier. In a letter to her father, dated September 9, 1899, she wrote that she had 

met with Mr. Winslow, who had agreed to give her a chance for a week as “an experiment,” 

with no guarantee that she’d continue to work for the company after said week. She noted that 

 
146 Mary Meigs Atwater, “A1,” 1950-1953, 4, in the author’s possession. 
147 Ibid., 6. 
148 Ibid., 7.  
149 Blackwelder, Now Hiring: The Feminization of Work in the United States, 1900-1995, 15. 
150  Leonard, “Mary Meigs Atwater,” Who’s Who in America (1940-1941), 211. 
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they were probably going to have her work on “part of the detail for the Paris Exposition.” 

Though she said she didn’t think they would keep her as a designer after the week, she still left 

the meeting feeling like she was “walking on air.”151 What she had been learning at the School of 

Design, combined with her years of sketching, provided her knowledge and experience for the 

modern world of design in the Art Nouveau style, popular between 1890 and 1910, and Mr.  

Winslow took notice. 

 The Winslow Brothers company designed and produced ornamental iron for major 

buildings, including The Plaza Hotel and Macy’s Department store in New York, as well as banks, 

opera houses, telegram and telephone buildings, and other public buildings in San Francisco, Los 

Angeles, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Detroit, and Baltimore, amongst many more cities, even Butte, 

Montana. Most of their iron and bronze designs were for buildings and residences in and around 

Chicago. Projects ranged from elevator enclosures to elaborate hotel entranceways to 

lampposts to ornamental staircases. In 1905, the Winslow Brothers worked with Frank Lloyd 

Wright on a remodeling project of the Rookery Building (c. 1888) in Chicago, producing some 

remarkable metal designs.152   

 Excited to begin work as a designer that next week, Mary went to work at the factory in 

the decorative design department and wrote to her father about sketching a bronze door, a 

directory of 243 name plates for the Fine Arts Building, an elevator enclosure, screens for 

radiators, lampposts, and she contributed some drawings for the Winslow Brothers’ exhibitions 

for the Paris Exposition’s (Exposition Universelle of 1900) American Pavilion. She noted in a 

letter after her week-long trial that no one had discussed her not coming back, and that the lead 

 
151   Mary Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 9 September 1899, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 17, Hagley 
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designer said he would talk to her about something on Monday morning, so she assumed she 

had a job. “I shook in my shoes all afternoon for fear I would be called into the office and told it 

would be unnecessary for me to come back, and every time someone came into the room it 

gave me a start.”153 In her letters to her father over the next few weeks through October 1899, 

she wrote about having a new room-mate, a singer, in the dorm where she was staying, various 

scenes from the factory, attending sociables at the YWCA, attending the opera with six of her 

female friends, and her night classes at the Art Academy. She wrote, “I never felt so well in my 

life as I do now. When I come home from work instead of feeling tired as I aught after nine 

hours or so of pretty steady work, I feel gay as a lark and can hardly keep from dancing the 

whole length of Michigan Avenue. There is nothing like work and the work one likes!”154   

 Not only was she sketching her designs, she also was able to watch them come to life. In 

an October 17th letter to her father, she wrote about such a scene: 

 I went upstairs yesterday to see how they were getting along with my brass grille 
and it was very interesting. They had the frame put together and a good many of 
the scrolls made and filled in place but not riveted yet. It was so interesting to see 
how the scrolls were made, and how the different parts are all put together. And 
then it looks so much prettier than it did on the drawing. I am going to spend 
more time upstairs if I can. I felt at first as if I ought not to take the time but Mr. 
Winslow says it is a good thing for me to do and it is certainly a help to see how 
it is done – next best to hammering for one’s self, and that I am afraid I won’t be 
able to do.155  

She also gave humorous descriptions of some of the men designers, some she liked and others 

she did not. One particular designer who was given the task of detailing her radiator screen 

sketch told her he didn’t approve of her design, and as she wrote to her father about the 
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incident, her feeling in response was “Too bad! I wish him luck with the curves for they were not 

nice one’s to draw. I don’t like that man – you need not think it was because he ‘sassed my 

sketch,’ as Mr. Fisher put it, I disliked him before.”156 

 She wrote her father about her first payday from the factory in a letter dated November 

14, 1899.  She started out being paid $8 a week, and though it may have seemed very little, she 

was quite content with her work and felt fortunate in having the job. She wrote that her 

supervisor, Mr. Fisher, told her that they turned “away fifteen or sixteen men, some without 

giving them a trial even, and some after trying them. I am very fortunate. I don’t know why they 

let me stay.”157 Having an exact weekly wage for the entry-level work she undertook at the 

Winslow Brothers’ factory in 1899 allowed me to make a comparison between her earnings and 

what the average male worker with similar responsibilities would have earned. The Bureau of 

Labor Bulletin, published in July of 1904, “presented the results of an extensive investigation 

into the wages and hours of labor in the leading manufacturing and mechanical industries of the 

United States during the period from 1890 to 1903, inclusive.”158 Said Bulletin states that male 

Pattern Makers who designed for Foundry and Machine Shops earned $.2568 an hour, working 

an average of 59 hours per week, averaging around $15/week.159  No statistics for female 

Pattern Makers were provided. However, Mary’s hourly wage, with earnings of $8/week while 

working around 45 hours a week, as she stated in a letter that she worked 9-hour days, would 

equal $.1778 per hour. One could infer that one of the reasons that Winslow kept Mary on as a 
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Decorative Designer, while turning away many male applicants, was due to her lower wage. 

When considering her class status and family’s financial status, Mary did not need to work to 

support herself; in fact, she received monthly checks from her father, as did all of her sisters, 

which she thanked him for in her responses. It seems that Mary sought to experience an 

adventure, and rather than attending college as many expected of her, she created an exciting 

life in Chicago, boarding in the city’s YWCA, working as the only woman in a factory’s design 

department, going to the opera, sketching on the weekends, earning her own wage, and taking 

night classes at the Art Academy, at most times being the only woman in the class. As an 

unmarried woman at the age of 21, this life was the closest resemblance to independence and 

freedom that women of certain means and abilities were afforded at the time.  

 It is important to consider that a gender pay gap still exists today. It is commonly 

thought that women, who work full-time year-round, earn eighty-two cents for every dollar that 

a man makes. However, this statistical analysis is inaccurate because many women workers are 

not documented into the calculation. According to the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 

“Women today earn just 49 cents to the typical men’s dollar, much less than the 80 cents 

usually reported. When measured by total earnings across the most recent 15 years for all 

workers who worked in at least one year, women workers’ earnings were 49 percent—less than 

half—of men’s earnings, a wage gap of 51 percent in 2015. Progress has slowed in the last 15 

years relative to the preceding 30 years in the study.”160 So, based on this one example of Mary 

working as a Pattern Designer in 1899, showing that she made about half (53%) of what her 

male counterparts made for the same work, one could surmise that not much has happened to 
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close the wage gap over the past 121 years. 

 Mary left her boarding arrangement at the YWCA to stay with her Aunt Nannie Rodgers 

Macomb (her great-aunt, the sister of her paternal grandmother, Louisa Rodgers Meigs) in 

Chicago in April of 1900, and remarked in a letter to her father dated April 24th that she got 

much more rest there than at the boarding house, though she missed “the girls” she came to 

know and with which she had much fun. She wrote about how the factory was a close walk to 

Aunt Nannie’s house, whereas the walk from the YWCA was ten miles when she chose to get the 

exercise rather than take the cable car (she noted in her letter dated April 1st).  

 Still working at the factory – in a letter dated October 28, 1900 – she wrote her father 

saying, “I can learn to be a third or fourth-rate designer if I keep at it faithfully and that is a thing 

more worth doing than being a fifteenth-rate painter, don’t you think? But sometimes the 

painting fever gets hold of me so that it positively beats and I would give anything to be at it. I 

am afraid I shall never as long as I live, be able to stifle it entirely.”161 

 Her design instructor at the Art Institute, Mr. Millet, inspected her drawings from the 

life classes at Smith’s and told her, “It is apparent […] that you can draw. In fact you draw as well 

as many of the masters. What of it? What are you going to do with it? You can’t just go on 

drawing studio nudes – it isn’t worth while.”162 Though initially dashed by his comment, she 

thought about what he’d said over the next few weeks. Upon reflection, she realized what she 

really wanted to be was a painter of murals, and if that was the case, she would need to return 

to Paris. She cashed in part of her inheritance from her mother and went back to Paris to further 

her study. In 1902, this time completely on her own, she went there to study in the Académies 
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Julian163 and Colorossi in the heart of Paris, France.  

 At the age of twenty-one, “slim and willowy, with a tremendous burden of braided hair 

wound” around her head, with her earnestness, and painful shyness, the feeling of being 

completely grown up and in charge of her own affairs, plus a pair of “large and lusterous [sic] 

hazel eyes,” she set forth on her next adventure.164 “When I arrived at the Gare du Nord in Paris, 

on a blustery day in autumn, I was met by a delegation – Dorothy [Atwater]165, who had been 

my room-mate at [Miss Wheeler’s school], a tall young man I had never seen before who turned 

out to be her brother, and my faithful Harold, the song-bird who was very ‘Latin Quarter’ in a 

beret and a new little smudge of moustache that did very little for him. Dorothy’s father, a 

distinguished industrial chemist, was in Paris for his company and the family – or parts of it – 

were living at Passy in a pleasant house with a garden and a glass enclosed room off the 

garden.”166  

Dorothy’s father and mother were charming people, – Quakers. Father Atwater, 
with a magnificent head and lot of beautiful white hair and a resonant deep voice, 
was a noted Quaker preacher. If he had not been a Quaker I fancy he would have 
been an actor. Mother Atwater was plump and comfortable in appearance, but 
extremely keen and possessed the sharpest wit I have ever had the pleasure to 
meet. She managed her household in a manner entirely bewildering to the French 
servants, who adored her, as did everyone who met her for that matter, unless 
someone with a guilty secret.167 

 Richard Mead Atwater (b. August 10, 1844 in New Haven, CT; d. 1923 in Chadds Ford, 

PA married Abby Sophia Greene (b. December 12, 1844 in Providence, RI; d. June 17, 1935 in 

 
163 Rudolphe Julian (1839-1907) founded the Académie Julian in 1868, and it was open until 1939. 
From its beginning, the academy admitted women. Men and women trained separately, and women had 
their own anatomical studios; however, women participated in the same studios as men, including 
drawing and painting nude models.  See: Catherine Fehrer, “Women at the Académie Julian in Paris,” The 
Burlington Magazine (Nov. 1994), 752. 
164 Mary Meigs Atwater, “A1,” 1950-1953, 10-11, in the author’s possession. 
165  See Figure 24 in Appendix A for a photograph of the Atwater Family.  
166 Mary Meigs Atwater, “P,” 1950-1953, 1, in the author’s possession.  
167 Ibid. 
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Chadds Ford, PA) in 1867 in Providence, Island. The Atwaters settled first in Millville, New jersey 

before moving to Germantown, Pennsylvania where Richard worked for a glassworks company. 

Then, they moved to Syracuse, New York. In August 1900, then an industrial chemist, Richard 

Meade Atwater) attended the Paris Exposition with his wife, Abby Sophia While there, he was 

offered the position of Director of the European office for the Johnson Harvester Company, 

which he accepted. After a few months acclimating to the Parisian culture, he sent for his wife 

and nine children. The Atwaters would live in Paris for six years. Richard’s work involved general 

retail and wholesale operation in France and throughout Europe into Russia. During their time in 

Paris, Richard and Abby Sophia were fairly active, on occasion taking tandem bike rides 

throughout the Parisian countryside. The Johnson Harvester Company also thrived during this 

time period. At the end of Atwater’s six-year term, the Johnson Harvester Company hoped to 

extend his contract, but by then, all of the Atwater children had returned to America, and 

Richard decided he had the sufficient savings required to retire in 1906. “In 1906, Abby and 

Richard purchased an interest in Lafayette Farm168, and brought with them 109 packing cases 

containing furniture, books, clothing, and household items they had amassed during their six-

year European sojourn.”169 The Atwaters already had one beachfront house at Sea Isle City, New 

Jersey, which they built in 1881. 

 In 1902, though Mary spent much of her time at the Atwaters’ home in Paris, regularly 

attending Sunday dinners there to escape the “arty” Latin Quarter, Mary rented an apartment 

on the first floor of an “ancient building on the rue de la Grande Chaumiere” that had a large 

couch she used as a bed at night, a “pleasant fireplace,” used furniture, and a dressing room 

 
168  Their home at Chadds Ford, PA was called Lafayette Hall and was built in 1857. The Atwaters pur-
chased the house and the surrounding 48 acres. 
169  Furst, Around Chadds Ford, 69.  
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that offered only cold water.170 But it had an art studio “with one wall of glass looking out over 

the usual dank Paris garden, full of broken statuary and tangled ivy. In the studio there was a 

‘cloche’ stove that ate charcoal at a frightful rate and did not make things too warm on the chilly 

winter days.”171  

 For a group of several Chicago art students in Paris at the same time – two girls she had 

known at the YWCA, “a big Danish girl” she liked so much who she referred to as “Copenhagen” 

in her letters home, and her “song-bird” friend, Harold – Mary’s studio became a meeting place 

where they would talk about “art and life.”172  Mary wrote to her father on November 9th, “I am 

never lonely unless I want to be, I have so many friends here and they are all so good to me. My 

little place here is really pretty and comfortable, and they seem to enjoy coming.”173  

 While in Paris, her aim was to find herself an apprenticeship in the studio of a decorator, 

but first she had to get a standing in the Paris ateliers, so she went back to drawing. Supported 

by her network of American art student friends in Paris and intent upon strengthening her 

drawing skills, Mary enrolled in one of the Académie Julian174 schools instructed by the 

renowned figure painter, Jules-Joseph Lefevre (1836-1911), for which he had been a professor 

since 1870. In contrast to Impressionist painters of the time, Lefevre painted and taught in the 

classical style and preferred to paint portraits of women, most of them being nudes.  

 Rodolphe Julian was born in La Palud (Provence) in 1839. He traveled to Paris in the 

early 1860s to pursue an education in art after supporting himself as a wrestler and circus 

manager. He opened the Académie Julian in 1868; it was “a place where students could draw or 

 
170 Mary Meigs Atwater, “P,” 1950-1953, 3, in the author’s possession. 
171 Ibid., 4.    
172 Mary Meigs Atwater, “P,” 1950-1953, 5, in the author’s possession.  
173  Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 9 November 1902, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 11, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
174  See Figure 25 in Appendix A for a photograph of the women’s atelier at Académie Julian. 
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paint from the living model without formal instruction and thus prepare themselves for 

acceptance into established Parisian studios or into the Ècole des Beaux-Arts.” What made this 

academy ground-breaking was that it was the first professional art school to admit women on 

an equal basis with men and in fact prepared women artists to compete professionally with men 

within the aggressive art world.175  

 Académie Julian accepted both male and female students from around the world, but, 

like other Parisian académies, charged women more for instruction than male students. For 

example, in 1887, the Académie charged women 60 francs for a month of half-days and charged 

men only 25 francs for the same amount of time. This was because the private académies kept 

competitive fees for male students in order to lure them away from the government-sponsored 

Ècole des Beaux-Arts.176  

 Julian had a world-wide reputation and produced a student body particularly diverse in 

regards to social background and artistic skill because admission was based solely on the 

student’s ability to pay, regardless of gender, nationality, or talent. For male and female 

students alike, Julian offered only technical instruction at his art academy. He offered many 

hours of life study to attract male students who wanted to supplement their hours at the Ècole 

des Beaux-Arts, and there were also life drawing classes for women. To increase his student 

body further, he offered evening courses for those students who worked during the day and 

instituted courses for aspiring illustrators, watercolorists, and miniaturists.177 But what did the 

women students learn at the Académie Julian, and did they get their tuition’s worth? 

 
175 Weinberg, The Lure of Paris: Nineteenth Century American Painters and Their French Teachers, 
226. 
176 Weinberg, The Lure of Paris: Nineteenth Century American Painters and Their French Teachers, 
226. 
177 Ibid. 



73 

 

 In her autobiographical sketches, Mary described the segregated studios of Académie 

Julian and noted that the women received the “poorest studios and paid twice as much as the 

men.” However, she claimed that she studied in “a good studio.” She did not seem to have had a 

particularly enlightening experience at the Académie Julian, but she did at the Académie 

Colorossi, a school located on the street where she lived in the Latin Quarter. She enrolled for 

night classes at Colorossi’s in which men and women worked alongside one another in the same 

class, drawing the same nude models. Most of the women in Mary’s class stayed on the 

outskirts of the room, except for Mary. She wrote, “I, being bent on doing something, thrust 

myself down in front. The fellows on either side made it as uncomfortable for me as they were 

able, ignoring me as though I were not there, and talking and fighting across and behind me. 

However, when they discovered they could not dislodge me, they let me alone and I had a grand 

time.” She later said that she “got a good deal from these night classes” at Colorossi’s though 

the “criticisms were few and did not mean much.”178 

 Founded by the Italian sculptor Filippo Colorossi, the Académie Colorossi179 was 

established in 1870 as an alternative to the official Ècole des Beaux Arts in much the same way 

as the Académie Julian came into being two years before in 1868. The Colorossi School, along 

with Académie Julian, admitted female students to its courses and allowed them to draw from 

the nude male model. These were the first mixed-gender art schools. A number of female artists 

from all over the world attended with success. 

 For many years after Mary left, she had “a longing for Paris” that would sweep over her 

at times – when she “was busy in the kitchen or nursing the baby, or riding a mule over a rocky 

 
178 Mary Meigs Atwater, “P,” 1950-1953, 10, in the author’s possession.  
179  See Figure 26 in Appendix A for a photograph of women painters at Académie Colorossi.  



74 

 

mountain trail,” but she never went back. She remarked later in life that after the war, the Paris 

she knew was gone and would “never be again. The world is the poorer by so many beautiful 

things.”180 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
180 Mary Meigs Atwater, “P,” 1950-1953, 12, in the author’s possession. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
 

           THE MINING ENGINEER’S WIFE (1903-1916)  

 In 1897, Maxwell W. Atwater attended the Colorado School of Mines in Golden181, a 

college established in 1870. In a September 19th letter (1897), he wrote his sister, Betty, he 

talked of being in school until 4:15, then off to play football and tennis until 6, followed by a 

bath and supper, with the evening for studying. He was the Vice President of his class.182 In a 

December 10, 1899 letter, he declared being glad to finally be 21 years old: 

Football is over and we have not got the championship, over which I have lost 
much money and sleep, likewise skin – but that’s cheap. I took my best girl to a 
dance last night and after the dance we returned to Denver […] I have been doing 
great in the lady line – several invites to Christmas dinners and all sorts of things. 
[…] Yesterday morning the Juniors and Seniors played or rather did battle on the 
gridiron for school supremacy. All first team men barred so I didn’t get action. But 
I was head coach and taught the boys the game as it should be played. 
Considering ours was the lightest team and all new men, and the seniors had two 
old varsity men in the game, the score of 0-0 resounds to our credit. It was awfully 
cold and towards the end of the last half the boys began to get pretty groggy and 
knocked out all around. So whenever a man didn’t get up, I would tear out and 
pour copious drafts of hot whiskey into them which seemed to brace them 
remarkably. I believe if the game had been 3 minutes longer I would have had 
half the team paralyzed. Betting was against us and we were expected to stand 
no show, so the outcome of the game was as good as a victory, almost.183 

 In his letters to his sister throughout his schooling at the School of Mines, Max’s 

personality shines through his stories. Charming, good-natured, one of “the guys,” social, taking 

“girls” on dates, going to dances, being active physically – football and tennis. A very typical 21-

year-old college man.   

 Max graduated from the Colorado School of Mines in 1901, his 1898 thesis having been 

 
181  See Figure 27 in Appendix A for a Colorado School of Mines class photograph of Maxwell W. At-
water, from 1898-1999 (Class of 1901).  
182 Maxwell W. Atwater to Elizabeth Atwater, 19 September 1897, in the author’s possession. 
183 Maxwell W. Atwater to Elizabeth Atwater, 10 December 1899, in the author’s possession. 
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titled “Hydraulic Salt Mining.” Upon graduation in 1901, Max moved to Telluride to work in the 

Liberty Bell Gold Mine. On February 28, 1902, there was a “terrible accident”184 at the Liberty 

Bell, a mile and three quarters north of Telluride, where Max worked with around 200 other 

men. At the time, the manager of the mining company was Mr. Chase. Initial newspaper articles 

estimated that between 30 and 75 men were “swept away to Eternity and not a moment’s 

warning.” The slides, as there were three, took out the boarding house, tram house, and one 

corner of the new bunkhouse, as well as broke the telephone circuit. He had sent his parents a 

cable to let them know he was unhurt, but they didn’t hear from him again until April 10th. In his 

letter, his “gay manner was missing,” and said he couldn’t describe his own narrow escape.  

Richard M. Atwater had conveyed what Max had said in that letter to his own mother-in-law, 

S.A. Greene of Providence:  

The accumulation of snow from the opposite side of the valley loosened from its 
hold on the mountain side and sliding down filled up the valley and rolled up the 
other side overwhelming the camp. Many were killed at this time including two 
of Max’s classmates at Golden who had followed him [to Telluride]. Then they 
tried to get the bodies and the injured down to the village and another slide came 
and killed many more, including Max’s other classmate and best friend, Powell of 
Denver at whose house Max had made his home holidays his whole course at 
Golden. Their bodies are under an avalanche of snow and it may be many months 
before they are uncovered and Max is waiting there to do all that can be done 
there. He wants to come away as the place is a horror to him.185  

 In an April 11th letter, Max described his narrow escape, which was summarized in notes 

by his father. “He was in the mine when the first slide came down at 7 A.M. All came out and 

began to try to pull out the poor fellows who were buried when suddenly they heard the roar of 

another slide […] Something struck Max in the back of the head and he rolled over in the snow 

 
184 “Telluride Colorado Avalanche,” The Boston Daily Globe, March 1, 1902.   
185  Richard M. Atwater, “Summary of Liberty Bell Mine Avalanches,” 1901, in the author’s posses-
sion. 
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and felt himself being buried and struggled along blinded until he was overwhelmed and unable 

to go further. When he could see he found his head and arms clear of the avalanche. He was  

badly bruised and had a very black eye. That was all.”186  

 There was a third slide about a mile from the mine and swept away the men’s trail. In a 

March 16th letter to his brother-in-law, Arthur Cleveland (husband of Max’s sister, Ethelwyn), he 

noted that had found twelve of the seventeen men lost and were still hunting for the other five.  

He wrote, “I must stay here till we get the rest of the bodies. Then I may take a lay off for a 

while. They offered me one after the first few days. But there were men in that slide that would 

still be looking for me if things were reversed. Men with whom I have been living for over four 

years. So you can understand how I feel about it.”187 In a letter to his parents, he sadly lamented 

that he was the only one left of “us four,” who had gone to Golden together.  

I came to Telluride because Jack Powell was here and I knew we would always 
enjoy the time spent together no matter how hard my work was during the day. 
And Ray Bishop and Wade Crow came because Jack and I were here and could 
get them work with us. We were all together at Stilwell Tunnel and afterward up 
at the mine. We worked and played and scrapped and went to town together and 
now I am the only one left. Jack was caught in the third slide and we got him out 
in a day or two but Bush and Wade were in the first and it may be months yet 
before we will come across them. […] I told them I would do all that was necessary 
and ship their bodies to their homes when found and I will.188  

 In a July 29th letter to his father, he said he had turned in his resignation to the Liberty 

Bell Gold Mining Company to take effect near August 1st and that he would head to the East 

coast after stopping in Denver. His brother, Dick, had offered him to be an assistant 

superintendent in his own mining company, and Max wanted out of Telluride. Max arrived in 

 
186 Richard M. Atwater, “Summary of Liberty Bell Mine Avalanches,” 1901, in the author’s 
possession. 
187 Maxwell W.  Atwater to Arthur Cleveland, 16 March 1902, in the author’s possession. 
188 Maxwell W. Atwater to Richard M. and Abby Sophia Atwater, 23 March 1902, in the author’s 
possession. 
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Paris in mid-August and left in late November, having gone several times to London with his 

brother, Dick, to see about future jobs. During that time, he made the acquaintance of Mary 

Meigs, close friend and former room-mate of his sister, Doro (Dorothea). 

 What Mary did not expect during her 1902 trip to Paris was to fall in love with the 

mining engineer, who was very much still mourning the friends he lost in the Telluride  

avalanches. Mary reflected later that during their brief “few weeks” Parisian courtship, they 

“went to the Louvre together and to vespers at Notre Dame…and took little trips on the Seine in 

the bateaux mouches189 and picnicked in the Bois de Meudon.190 There could be no more 

wonderful place in which to be young and in love.”191  

 Max wrote to his mother from Denver on December 15th that he had written to Mary 

and asked her to marry him upon securing a job at the Stilwell Tunnel in Telluride as an air 

compressor and to learn mill work. “I have just written to Mary Meigs and asked her to marry 

me. I asked her before I left but I just wrote and asked her again to make sure. I haven’t got the 

ring in my pocket. Goodness knows I couldn’t get more than a penny prize pocket one at the 

present sitting, and as the best is none too good, I think I’d better wait, especially until the 

leading lady says what She thinks about it. You dust around and see her, mother, and if she 

looks negative, just you be as sweet as you can be and tell her how nice I am. You know best 

because you’ve known me the longest. If Mary says yes, you can print this in the papers if you 

want to. But if she says no, don’t you say a word. But anyhow, you must make her well.”192  

 The same day Max wrote to his mother about asking Mary to marry him for the second 

 
189 Bateaux mouches are open excursion boats that allow visitors to Paris, France to take in the 
sights of Paris via the Seine. This popular activity began with the Exhibition of 1867.  
190 Translates to “wood” of Meudon.   
191 Mary Meigs Atwater, “P,” 1950-1953, 10, in the author’s possession.  
192 Maxwell W. Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 15 December 1902, in the author’s possession. 
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time, Mary wrote her father about being quite discouraged about becoming an artist and 

wanting to come home. She wrote, 

Truth to tell things are not going in the best possible way for me. I keep on doing 
nothing in the hopes of feeling better, but it does not seem to do me much good 
[…] and am beginning to feel pretty run down. […] It is not that there is anything 
particular the matter, some days I feel perfectly well and wonder if my bad 
feelings of the day before were not all imagination. That puzzles me. But one fact 
is certain I can’t work, not at all, and the smallest exertion tires me! […] I am 
convinced that I shall never be much of a success, from lack of physical strength 
if for no other reason. […] What is the matter with me. On the outside my life 
looks so easy and well-arranged. I wonder what I do to it to make it so 
unsatisfactory. Do you think you will ever be able to put any confidence in me 
again?193 
 

 By the time of this letter, Max had asked Mary to marry him the first time and had left 

Paris to attend to work matters in Telluride. There is no mention of Max in the letter to her 

father, but one can surmise that Mary was feeling somewhat lovesick which interfered with her 

art study. Later in life, Mary reflected that she lost interest in art after unexpectedly falling in 

love with Max over a short amount of time while he was in Paris. 

 Because of this new romantic development, Mary halted her art study and instead put 

most of her energies and her money into acquiring a modest trousseau – Russian linen table-

cloths with little red and blue patterns running through them” and “dainty under things and 

hats, and a number of dresses.”194 One such dress she had made was blue, to match Max’s eyes, 

with a blue toque to match, “ornamented by a spray of white egret.”195 She didn’t have her 

wedding gown made in Paris, because she wanted to have it made at home. 

 On May 2, 1903, Max wrote his sister, Elizabeth, whom he called Betty and sometimes 

Betsey, on Liberty Bell Gold Mining Company letterhead, expressing his pride at becoming a 

 
193 Mary Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 15 December 1902, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 11, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
194 Mary Meigs Atwater, “P,” 1950-1953, 10, in the author’s possession. 
195 Ibid., 11. 
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godfather and uncle with the birth of her new son with Norman Bardeen. He wrote, “I leave 

here for Keokuk on the ninth or tenth. I’m sorry none of you will be there, but I know you would 

like to be and of course I don’t feel hurt the least bit. Honest, I’m so proud of you having named 

young Maxwell after his onery [sic] uncle that I can’t see anyone lower down than the first story 

windows as I walk along the streets.”196  

 Mary agreed to Max’s proposal, the first and second time, and the two married in 

Keokuk at the home of Mary’s father on May 14, 1903. Mr. Meigs wrote to Max’s parents – who 

were in Paris and unable to attend – after the nuptials and said, 

Our two young people are united for better or worse and went off together […] I 
wish you could have been there to see how happy the couple looked. Max 
behaved splendidly and won all hearts. He is a fine strong […] earnest fellow who 
I feel has the element of success in him. […] Max and Mary were absurdly 
oblivious to everything but each other. […] I do not know how a wedding could 
be prettier or more natural. They made the responses in a way that filled people’s 
eyes with tears, they evidently meant what they said with all their hearts. They in 
fact seem madly in love with each other. So shamelessly and naturally in love that 
everybody laughed and enjoyed I think the exhibition of natural feeling which 
they took no pains at all to conceal. Max’s voice faltered in one place. He was 
evidently deeply moved but his best man punched him and he came out strong 
at the last. Mary in her wedding dress was really a vision. Any man might be proud 
of such a bride if I do say it. Her face was transfigured with love and emotion and 
I thought I never saw a more refined intellectual brilliant type of beauty than she 
looked. […] I am in great hopes this wedding will be a happy one for your boy and 
my girl and all of us. They made a fine pair. They are both of good stock and I have 
no fears for them.197 

A New Life in the West 
 

Telluride, Colorado 

 Mary and Max then headed west, and a life began for her that was so different from 

anything she had experienced prior that it felt like the life of somebody else and that she was a 

 
196 Maxwell W. Atwater to Elizabeth Atwater Bardeen, 2 May 1903, in the author’s possession. 
197 Montgomery Meigs to Richard M. and Abby Sophia Atwater, May 1903, in the author’s 
possession. 
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completely different person. All that remained of her past were her “silly Paris clothes” and her 

“educated eyes.”198 They had a week-long honeymoon in a summer cabin in Platte Canyon, lent 

to them by some of Max’s Denver friends. They got there on a “little bob-tailed train on a 

narrow-gauged railroad, which puffed away without bothering to drop off my trunk which 

thereafter rode back and forth up and down the line and I spent the week in my embroidered 

brown cloth dress that was a good six inches longer than I was. As a costume for camping in the 

Rockies it was not very practical.”199 The gown she had to wear for a week was her “going-away” 

dress, “the Latest Parisian effect” and laid on the ground for a foot in all directions when she 

stood up straight.200 Max slept between 18 and 20 hours a day, as he had been working hard to 

get the time off for the wedding. Mary couldn’t walk around in her dress shoes and long dress in 

the rustic environment. She remembered feeling like she would have gotten on a ship and gone 

right back to Paris and the ateliers if it wouldn’t have been so humiliating, but noted that 

“probably every bride has this sickening feeling some time during the first weeks of 

marriage.”201 She also learned during her honeymoon that her new husband talked in his sleep, 

and because he spoke so coherently rather than mumbling, she had wondered if he might have 

gone insane. She began to realize that there was a lot about her new husband that she didn’t 

know.202  The week was one of the most “lonesome and tiresome” in her life, upon reflection 

many years later, and she was glad when they set for Telluride. In 1903, from Mary’s203 eyes, 

Telluride204 was a:  

 
198 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 22, in the author’s possession.  
199 Ibid., 22-23.  
200 Ibid., 38.  
201 Ibid., 23.  
202 Ibid., 39. 
203  See Figure 28 for a photograph of Mary in Telluride, Colorado, c. 1903. 
204  See Figures 29 and 30 for photographs of Telluride, Colorado and the Liberty Bell Gold Mine as 
Mary would have seen them when she arrived in 1903. 
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straggle of board shacks along the bottom of a narrow gulch, with the mountains 
going up abruptly on either side. At the upper end of the gulch stood the two big 
mills – the Smuggler-Union highest up the gulch and our mill, the Liberty Bell, a 
little below. The mines were high above near the mountain tops and the ore came 
down to the mills in iron buckets strung along spider-webs of tramway. The Main 
street had a row of false-front stores and boarding houses for two blocks or so on 
each side. The shops on the left hand side of the street many of them had cards 
in the window saying ‘Fair Store’ and I was warned not to trade in these places or 
even to walk on that side of the street. […] the left side of the street belonged to 
the miners’ union people.205 

 
 There had been much unrest in Telluride between the miners’ union, miners not in the  
 
union, and those in charge. Strikes often resulted in violence, as had occurred the previous year,  
 
which Mary wrote about in her letters after she had been in the mining town for a while.  
 
However, right after she arrived in Telluride, Mary didn’t have much to say regarding mining  
 
town politics.  
  
 Mary wrote a letter to her new sister-in-law, Doro, on June 2nd 1903 about the  
 
wedding and journey to Telluride: 
 
 This letter is being written in the bath tub scrubbing hour! Oh dear! There are so 
 many things I don’t do! […] Max was perfect. Everyone lost his or her heart to 
 him and told me he was all the good things I saw about him and more. […] My 
 dress was simple and pretty and becoming and if feeling happy makes people 
 handsome, I must have been good looking. There were no tears shed that is 
 certain. My father laughed at times and said it was positively disgraceful for a 
 bride to be so happy. […] My dress suit case was full of rice – thanks to my 
 young sisters – which gave us away but we didn’t care. Max says if we ever 
 travel and are not taken for bride and groom he won’t like it. […]  

It is a long journey from Denver to Telluride about twenty-two hours with several 
changes. Max told me it was a hard disagreeable journey but I found it very 
wonderful. We went through a strange country up and down over mountains 
through gorges and canyons. Such rocks are impossible. I say it though I saw 
them. And great heavens! What colors! […] We have been here a little over a 
week now. It is a beautiful place here. I don’t mean the town of course which is 
sufficiently ramshackle but the mountains are marvelous [sic]. They are still 
covered with snow almost as far down as the town in some places. […]  

 
205 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 42, in the author’s possession.  
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My house-keeping takes about all my time. Cooking three square meals a day for 
a hungry man and keeping my five rooms in order and passably clean. Then I have 
had a lot of unpacking and putting things away. Max, of course, is busy and 
couldn’t help me much with that. He works as he used to that is sure. He was not 
looking at all well when he came out to Keokuk – horribly thin and pale. But I 
flatter myself that he looks better now. […]  

You ought to see Max’s regular costume up here, he looks like an adorable tramp. 
He has the worst old felt hat I ever saw so covered with mud and dirt and grease 
that it makes you laugh but it was a good hat in its day, it still insists on that. Then 
a blue flannel shirt open at the neck and a clay covered canvas coat and a pair of 
the worst looking corduroy trousers I ever beheld they have holes and patches of 
a different color and are streaked and spotted, you never imagined such affairs 
as they are. They go into tan boots. Then he wears beige tan gauntlets. Really he 
looks fine. All the men here wear wild-looking clothes. Mr. Chase is just as much 
of a tramp as Max and much less picturesque. […] Max and I are quite idiotically 
happy. It would have made me weary in the old days to see anyone so happy. You 
know how nice he is, but I don’t believe you know as well as I. He is dearer and 
better by far than I used to think him.206 

 She signed the letter as Mary Meigs Atwater, the first time she may have signed her 

name that way. These words from the pen of a newlywed Mary, nearly 118 years ago, could be 

those of a newly wedded person today with all the excitement of a blossoming relationship, 

traveling together to a place that only one of them had been to, a woman in love seeing the 

Western landscape for the first time. She wrote to Doro, mentioning that she was her old friend 

and new sister, and the happiness at her new life fairly jumps from the pages.    

 Though she expressed her incredible happiness with her choice in new husband, Mary 

felt quite out of her element in her first days in Telluride, with her Parisian trousseau, a lot of 

beautiful China, silver, and linen given to her as wedding gifts – all “unsuitable” for her new life 

in “the wild west” mining camp. She reflected later, that it was quite a shock to adapt to her 

new life.207  

 Their first house in Telluride a “little frame house” but more like a “three-bedroom box” 

 
206 Mary Meigs Atwater to Dorothea Atwater, 2 June 1903, in the author’s possession. 
207 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 38, in the author’s possession.  
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with a living room, bedroom and kitchen. There was no bathroom, but an “outhouse at the end 

of a plank walk at the back.” The only modernity in the house was cold running water in the 

kitchen sink. Mary wrote later that “the idea of living in such a place had never entered [her] 

mind.” She said, “My Paris clothes208 looked very pathetic hanging on nails behind the torn 

calico curtain of the corner of the bedroom, my French linen sheets looked odd on the scaly iron 

bed with the sagging mattress, and my fine linens and handsome silver hardly fitted the scarred 

table in the living-room. But it was all new and in a way exciting. As it happened I was to live in 

many less convenient dwellings as time passed. Perhaps it was as well I did not know that at the 

time.”209  

 “Our shack lay on the upper edge of town against the mountain, – a great bare slope at 

this place, with a palisade of white cliffs at the top against the sky and the trail to the Liberty Bell  

mine zig-zagging back and forth till it disappeared far above into a dark gulch.”210  Despite her 

learning curve with housewifely tasks, she admired the location of her first home as a mining 

engineer’s wife. 

 On June 17th, Mary wrote to her mother-in-law about her enchantment with the scenery  

of her new home: 

This is a marvelous [sic] country and I love it better and better as time goes on. 
My favorite of the mountains is Ajax. It is in that photograph of the town that you 
have, the one with the two cone shaped peaks. It is a wonderful mass of rock and 
beautiful in color. […] I am never tired of admiring him and my only trial is that he 
can’t be seen from the house because there are several houses in the way. […] I 
like being alone pretty well when Max has to be away.  

I have enough to do to keep me occupied and the time does not drag though I do 
wish Max didn’t have to work so hard and could spend a little more time at home. 
He is very busy now and does not get home much before seven in the evening 

 
208  See Image 31 in Appendix A for a photograph of Mary Meigs in Paris, c. 1903 (before her May 
14th wedding to Maxwell W. Atwater in Keokuk, Iowa), wearing her Parisian clothes.  
209 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 40-41, in the author’s possession.  
210 Ibid., 43. 
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and that with the early start in the morning makes a very long day. He comes 
home to lunch which is a comfort every day except the days he goes to the mine. 
I am improving in cooking and Max says he gets enough to eat and really begins 
to weigh a little more than he did but he is outrageously thin still and I don’t like 
it a bit. […]  

I feel very well myself. This climate seems to agree with me perfectly and I have 
not begun to feel any of the bad effects people told me the altitude would have. 
Our little house leaves something to be desired in the way of wall papers and 
carpets but on the whole we are very comfortable and contented. The house is 
part way up the side of the mountain and we have a great hill to climb to reach 
it. The trail to the mine goes up the mountain behind the house and I can see 
about half a mile of it. Max and I are very happy. It seems good to us to be 
together and we keep on liking each other better as time goes on. It was just five 
weeks ago yesterday that we were married. I can hardly believe the time is really 
so short. I feel as if I had been here a long time and it is not quite a month.211  
  

 They had a new house soon after they arrived in Telluride. In a letter, Mary sketched the 

floor plan of their small house, which included a porch, parlor, dining room, bedroom, kitchen, 

pantry with stairs to the cellar, and a bathroom. In a letter to Doro on June 30th, she sent ten 

dollars and asked her new sister to send some pictures so that she could decorate the bare walls 

of her new home. One of her requests was a series of nine paintings, The Triumphs of Caesar (c. 

1484-1492), by Andrea Mantegna, which she had seen at Hampton Court Palace when she 

visited there in 1894. But if she couldn’t find prints of that particular series, she asked for two 

Botticelli frescoes from the Louvre as well as The Seasons. She also asked for a carbon print of 

the Sorbonne in Paris. She mentioned going on some “fine rides,” climbing up the hill to meet 

Max when he was at the Tunnel all day, and that her cooking had improved, except for 

gingerbread (she thought something was sadly wrong with her molasses), though the 

housekeeping was “not quite on greased wheels yet but pretty well on the whole.”212 As for her 

new task of preparing meals, she wrote, “The cooking is good fun. I don’t love dish washing and 

 
211 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 17 June 1903, in the author’s possession. 
212 Mary Meigs Atwater to Dorothea Atwater, 30 June 1903, in the author’s possession.  
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the everlasting sweeping and cleaning quite as much but even that has its good points. […] I 

don’t believe you could find two people much happier than Max and I. We are quite ridiculously 

pleased with each other.”213 

 Things were progressing nicely for Max at work, as well, as Mary enclosed a notice 

regarding Max’s promotion to Assistant Superintendent of the Liberty Bell Mine in her letter to 

her mother-in-law on July 19th. Max referred to the title as “general roustabout,” and his tasks 

involved making the assays, running the gold-bricks, and attending to any emergencies that 

came up, “of which there were many – chiefly wrecks on the four-mile stretch of tram-way that 

brought the ore down to the mill.”214 The Superintendent, Charles Chase, noted in the notice 

that when the General Manager was absent, Max would be in charge. Mary wrote, “We feel 

quite set up.” Mary noted that Max had remarked, “from roustabout to assistant 

superintendent is quite a jump.” In her letter, she described the weather as “beautiful” and the 

scenery as “green and the days are perfect.” In addition to housekeeping and cooking, she went 

riding, took walks, and overall had “a beautiful time.” She had a carpenter make her a sideboard 

and a book case, which she was pleased with. In this particular letter, Mary makes some racial 

slurs regarding the washerwomen of Telluride, who were either African American (she referred 

to them as “darkies”) or “Finns and Swedes,” and that one paid them twenty-five cents an hour, 

which to Mary, seemed absurd. In 2020, twenty-five cents would be the equivalent of $7.33; at 

the time, this would have seemed like a lot of money to pay someone to wash, as servants, 

particularly those of color or immigrants, would have been commonly deemed as lesser 

individuals. It seems that Mary implied that servants exploited the miners and their wives in the  

 
213 Mary Meigs Atwater to Dorothea Atwater, 30 June 1903, in the author’s possession. 
214 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 43, in the author’s possession.  
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town because the demand for domestic workers was high and supply was small. In 1901, the 

average annual salary of an African American laundress was $180, which would be $5276.68 in 

2020, and an unskilled woman made $120 a year. “It is rather wearing to have to search the 

town every week for someone to wash and when they vanish, they never send word! You just 

find out by them not turning up. Servants in this place are paid thirty dollars a month215 and 

even then it is impossible to keep one but a few weeks they say! Very few people try.”216  

 Here it seems that Mary was of the belief that servants, predominantly immigrants or 

people of color, should have been more reliable and not have goals and hopes of their own, 

given that their ability to work was limited to servitude. The quality of life for servants in a rough 

mining town would have been significantly more rustic and difficult than her own, and the 

constant discrimination they experienced because of their race would have made life extremely 

challenging. It is not hard to imagine that servants would have worked a while in a mining town, 

made some money, and moved on to another town and opportunity. It is in these moments of 

research that I cannot deny the privilege that Mary experienced during her life, even when there 

was hardship.  

 On July 26th, Max wrote his mother while waiting for “maimicita” [sic] to finish dressing 

before they went to dine with Mr. Winslow and Mrs. Chase.  

You did wonders with the kid while you had her in Paris but she lost it all in 
America and when I first saw her she looked almost as bad as when I left her, only 
happy but thin and tired. Telluride seems to do her nothing but good. She goes 
tearing over the hills on foot or horseback and is getting so fat that she has to 
shimmy to get into her clothes. Our house is really nice and comfortable. In spite 
of callers and mountains, me [sic] wife has ruined my taste for any food but hers 
in the camp. When I am working on the hill, I prefer to starve till I get home again. 
We have one of the lads into dinner any time at all and have twice had swell 

 
215 Equivalent to $879.45 in 2020. 
216 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 19 July 1903, in the author’s possession. 
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dinners with my sad dress suit to make me look decorous and vin217 on the side 
to boost things along.218 

 As for housekeeping, Mary had no experience. Years later, she reflected: 
  

It was all new to me. Up to that time I had never cooked a meal or swept a floor 
or washed a dish, and I made an incredible bother about these simple 
undertakings. Scrubbing floors and washing clothes were arts quite beyond me, 
but fortunately I was able to find a woman who ‘came in’ once a week to do these 
things for me. The height of luxury in Telluride. My acquaintances with cookery 
had so far been limited to the concoction of chocolate fudges. I didn’t even know 
enough to realize that the cast-iron monstrosity in the kitchen was an 
impossibility. I soon discovered that I had to stoke the thing intensively for at least 
an hour before it became warm and for two hours if I hoped to put anything into 
the oven. However I liked to cook and sooner or later had a try at almost 
everything in my cook-books. At first with sorry results, to be sure, till my kindly 
neighbor on the left told me that a ‘high altitude’ cook-book was necessary for 
such things as cakes. My early efforts, no matter how carefully I measured the 
ingredients, simply liquefied in the oven and ran over the pan and out on the 
floor.219 
   

 On August 13, 1903, Max wrote to his sister, Betsy, that he and Mary were “having just a  
 
lovely time.” He said, “We are living in a rather nice little house, and she is such a wizard of a  
 
cook that I bring people home to dinner quite often. Sundays when I don’t have to work we take  
 
horseback rides up into the mountains. This really is the most beautiful country in the world in  
 
summer.”220 Often, Max brought one or two miners home with him for dinner. Mary discovered 

that since she never knew when an emergency at the mine would occur, she never knew when 

to expect Max home for dinner. So she prepared dinner, and would keep the stove fires burning 

so that when she heard him walking up towards the house, she could reheat the meal so that it 

wouldn’t get overdone, but would be nice and hot for him to eat after he got home and washed 

 
217 “Vin” is “wine” in French. 
218 Maxwell W. Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 26 July 1903, in the author’s possession.  
219 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 41-42, in the author’s possession.  
220 Maxwell W. Atwater to Elizabeth Atwater Bardeen, 13 August 1903, in the author’s possession.  
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up, “even if the hour happened to be midnight.”221 

 In her memoirs (1950-1953) , Mary showed a different side of her husband than the  

glowing remarks found in letters to family from the early days of their marriage. She  
 
wrote,  
 

I soon realized that the man I had married was not in any respect or quality the 
man I had fallen in love with in Paris. I found that we did not care for any of the 
same things or hold the same opinions on any subject. My idea of married life had 
been based on the relation existing between my parents and what I had seen of 
the delightful association of Max’s parents. But to Max the idea of a partnership 
in marriage was highly distasteful. His idea of a wife was a courtesan plus an 
efficient cook, bottle-washer and general servitor. […] He simply was not built for 
marriage, and for that matter perhaps neither was I. The strange thing was that 
we remained through everything quite desperately in love with each other.222 
  

 By November, the Atwaters had moved into a new home that was closer to the mining  
 
tunnel where Max was working. Mary, tired of waiting for others to move her household items,  
 
took on the task herself via pack horse and mule, claiming it was the first time she had taken on  
 
such a task. In her memoirs, she described her move:  
 

The packer was a humorist. He draped a wash-tub on each side of the main pack 
and set my broom upright like a standard at the center. A lot of people came out 
and stood in the street to watch my zig-zag progress up the trail. I was riding 
Monon, the company horse, a wicked but intelligent animal. The mule came along 
behind on the end of the lead rope and for the most part gave me little trouble. 
We zig-zagged sedately back and forth along the trail but when we left the open 
slopes and entered the gulch the going was a bit more difficult. My mule was, like 
the packer, a humorist and made a point of banging a wash-tub against a tree 
whenever possible – first on one side of the trail and then on the other. I sounded 
like a boiler-factory and anything with ears for miles around could have followed 
my progress. Max was waiting for me at the cabin. He had been able to hear me 
coming for some time.223 

Though the kind of life she came to have in Telluride was rougher than what she had  

previously experienced, she spoke glowingly of the change:  
 

 
221 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 44, in the author’s possession.  
222 Ibid., 32. 
223 Ibid., 52. 
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Primitive existence like this makes people grow stronger and simpler, I think. It is 
a good life. It’s  rough and there is some hardships about it and not enough 
leisure but it is a real kind of life and does one good. I feel much different from 
my old self – I don’t know which has done it, living with Max or living with this 
huge landscape. I guess it is mostly Max on the whole. He is such a dear! We have 
very good times together. Don’t you think it is fun to have to scramble down two 
miles or so of the mountain to do one’s marketing and then ride home by 
moonlight through these wonderful woods? I do. It would be so tame to take a 
street car every morning through the same old tiresome streets passing the same 
old foolish houses.224 

 By December 2nd, the Atwaters had moved yet again, but this time into town because  

the miner’s union called out all the men, which in turn shut down the mills. While waiting for a  

house in town, they stayed at a boarding house and dined at the hotel. Soldiers came to  

Telluride because of a miner’s strike, but the week before, Max was “Captain of the Night  

watch.” 
  
 During Max’s watch of the mine, he only had four men on whom he could depend for  
 
help. On the first day of the strike, with the mine superintendent in Denver and the militia on  
 
the way,  
 

He stationed two of the men, quite inadequately, at the mill and two at the mine 
while he himself patrolled the tram-line and kept in touch. I volunteered to stand 
watch in the mill office. If anything was to happen in the way of violence and 
sabotage that was the night it would probably come off. Along toward two o’clock 
in the morning I heard furtive footsteps outside and the door-knob on the office 
door began to turn. The door opened a crack and a man slid in. When he found 
himself looking down the barrel of my gun, leveled at him from behind the high 
desk, he staggered and seemed likely to collapse. He proved to be one of the 
guards at the mill coming in to warm himself at the office heater. The night was 
somewhat more than crisp. Nothing else happened. In the morning we went 
down to the station to see the militia come in.225 

 Because laborers came into town every day via train, one of the mills started running 

and the Atwaters moved into the Chase’s house at the mill by December 11th. Mary talked about 

 
224 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 2 November 1903, in the author’s possession. 
225 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 49-50, in the author’s possession.  
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the new “Finn” maid she had acquired by staying there and noted her “method is vigorous to 

judge by the sound.”226 

 She wrote,  

We have moved so often lately that I feel like a bird of passage. […] I dare say we 
will stay till Mrs. Chase comes home then we will be adrift once more. They have 
promised to give us a house out here but at present there are soldiers quartered 
in it and it may be a good while before they can make the necessary 
improvements. I like living out here. It is really much pleasanter than town. The 
Chases keep a maid, so I am not so busy as I was. The present incumbent is a very 
inexperienced Finn girl whom I am teaching to cook! Imagine! The strike is ending 
very peaceably. So far there have been no riots, and the prospects are that there 
won’t be any. St. John227, the man who was responsible for Mr. Collins’ murder, 
and the atrocities at the Smuggler, had to depart most ___ in order to save his 
precious neck, and the present leaders, though a bad lot, are not quite of his 
stamp, fortunately. Most of the disaffected are safe in the lock-up, anyway […] 
This strike was such a complete defeat for the union that the managers hope the 
‘Western Federation of Miners’228 will not consider Telluride a strong-hold any 
longer. It is really a bad organization, made up of foreigners, mostly, and very 
anarchistic. An organization that stands for murder, like the atrocities in Cripple 
Creek, certainly deserve to be stamped out. […]  

Mr. Chase tells me that the Mine Managers Association had been discussing a 
place for putting the mills on an eight hour basis long before the strike was 
declared, and had agreed on a schedule practically identical with the strikers’ 
demands. They would have had it in operation long ago if the men had kept quiet. 

 
226 Mary Meigs Atwater to Dorothea Atwater, 2 December 1903, in the author’s possession.  
227 Vincent St. John was the President of the Telluride Miners’ Union of the Western Federation of 
Miners. The union declared a strike on May 1, 1901 when Mr. Arthur L. Collins, manager of the Smuggler-
Union mine, refused their demands to abolish the “fathom” system of work. On July 3rd, 250 Federation 
miners, armed with rifles, shotguns, and revolvers, began shooting at the mine buildings while non-union 
miners were changing shifts. Two men were killed in the gun fire, and the non-union miners surrendered. 
St. John took over the mine, and the union men roughly marched the non-union miners out of the 
Smuggler-Union and into Telluride. After the incident, the union drove non-union mine workers out of 
town. On November 19, 1902, Manager Collins was killed by a shot fired through a window while he was 
sitting at his fireside with his friends. When the grand jury indicted St. John and others for Collins’ murder, 
Judge Theron Stevens quashed the indictments. A new warrant was sworn and St. John became a fugitive. 
Information retrieved from Criminal record of the Western Federation of Miners, Coeur d'Alene to Cripple 
Creek. 1894-1904, Mine Owners’ Association of Colorado, published 1904, p. 14-16. 
https://archive.org/details/criminalrecordof00mineiala/page/16/mode/2up 
228 The Western Federation of Miners (WFM) was a radical labor union that gained a reputation for 
militancy in the mines of the western United States and British Columbia. Its efforts to organize both hard 
rock miners and smelter workers brought it into sharp conflicts – and often pitched battles – with both 
employers and governmental authorities. One of the most dramatic of these struggles occurred in the 
Cripple Creek district in 1903–04, and has been called the Colorado Labor Wars. 
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But they broke their contract made at the time of the last strike, made threats, 
and behaved in such an insufferable way that the managers decided to make the 
fight and put an end, as far as this camp is concerned, to the ‘Western 
Federation.’ […] They are trying to bring in a better class of men. The Italians are 
barred, I believe- they want to make an English-speaking camp of it if possible. 
They sent us a lot of militia. We hoped for regulars, but that didn’t work. The 
militia seems to be doing very well, though. They can’t shoot straight, but to have 
them walking up and down before the mills and patrolling all the streets and 
roads is rather impressive, anyway.”229 

 With the help of a maid, Mary noted that she loved cooking more than ever, without 

having to wash dishes or any other “troubles of a cleaning up variety.”230 Mary wrote later, 

“[Telluride] existed in what would be called today a state of ‘cold war’ following a murderous 

strike the year before during which many people had been killed. I was warned never to turn on 

the lights in the house before drawing down the shades beyond the sill. The manager of the 

Smuggler had been shot and killed as he sat in his house playing cards with three friends, the 

shade being up an inch or two through some carelessness.”231  

 Twelve men, all members of the union, attempted to destroy the Vindicator Mine in the 

Cripple Creek District. They used dynamite to create an explosion, which caused the deaths of 

two men. As a result, the governor of Colorado ordered soldiers from Denver to the Cripple 

Creek and Telluride mining areas.232   

 In a letter dated Nov. 25th, 1903, Mary took time to start a letter to her father while the 

water boiled, which she claimed was her only spare time. She described riding a pack horse, 

Fanny, for the first time into town to retrieve a week’s worth of provisions and mail packages 

and said she “got on famously, nothing fell off.” She also talked of Max taking her out to shoot 

his Colt six-shooter. “[Max] said I was remarkable. He set up a board for me, about eighteen 

 
229 Mary Meigs Atwater to Richard M. Atwater, 11 December 1903, in the author’s possession. 
230 Ibid. 
231 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 43, in the author’s possession.  
232 “Telluride Miner Strike,” Ogden Standard, November 23, 1903.  
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inches square at a distance of eighteen yards, and the fourth time I tried at it I put all six bullets 

into it. Don’t you think that was pretty good? I always had an idea I could shoot straight if I 

tried.”233 Throughout the rest of her life, from the time Max taught her to shoot, Mary would 

always have a gun on her person, and she made it known that she wasn’t afraid to use it if the 

need presented itself. 

Baker City, Oregon 

 On December 19th, 1903, Mary wrote a letter to her father about moving to Oregon and 

how it would be better for Max as there would be career advancement, and he hated Telluride – 

the climate, the altitude, and the people he worked for. They were planning to leave on 

Christmas morning for Denver and to stay a week for fun and rest before heading to Baker City, 

which they were to be on January 1st.234 

  Mary wrote later in life about Telluride, saying that “Max have never got over his tragic 

memories of the snow-slide. Every time he went up or down the trail he passed the places 

where one or another body of a friend had been released from the snow. And as time went on 

he got no better. He had a feeling he could not overcome that anyone dear to him was certain 

to meet disaster, that he was a carrier of misfortune and that association with him was 

dangerous. […] Max was anxious to leave Telluride and the Liberty Bell and when a chance 

offered itself he took it.”235 

I often longed so acutely for a white sheet of Michelet paper pinned to a drawing 
board and a box of sharpened charcoal sticks that it made the everlasting 
dishwashing, sweeping and dusting very hard to take. However on the whole I 
liked marriage and found the West amusing and exciting. When Max came home 

 
233 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 25 November 1903, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 13, 
Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE.  
234  Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 19 December 1903, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 13, 
Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. 
235 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Untitled,” 1950-1953, 9, in the author’s possession.  
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one day that winter and said we were leaving Telluride for a new job I was not 
greatly upset. I had no ties in Telluride that it would be hard to break, except with 
the magnificent mountain at the head of the gulch.236 

  
 Given the tumultuous environment and violence in the Telluride mining strict, Mary 

expressed that she was glad to be out of Telluride in a letter to another sister-in-law, Betty  

Atwater, on January 13, 1903. “[The United Elkhorn Mine of Baker City, Oregon] is a very  

civilized mine, like a nice well-educated little village.”237  After Telluride, Mary and Max moved  

to Baker City, Oregon as Max became the superintendent of the Baisley-Elkhorn mine located 

roughly 12.5 miles from the town (a 4-hour long stagecoach ride.) 

 In a letter to her father, written from Baker City238, dated February 21st, 1904, Mary  
 
discussed her new life in the mining camp:  
  

The things have come, as I guess I wrote you in my last letter, but the barrels of 
china are still lying out in the snow bank. Till Max has time to put some shelves 
up for me I have no where to put it. Housekeeping is a trifle difficult. I have a good 
stove and nice kitchen but no cellar, no pantry, no sink and no running water. I 
aim to have all of those things someday, but the snow is too deep to think about 
it now. It snows almost all of the time. […] I get quite home-sick for Telluride, 
sometimes. It is really so very beautiful there. I don’t believe there is another such 
a heavenly place in this country. It is beautiful here, but very tame and insipid 
compared to those wildly impossible red cliffs and huge mountains. The change 
seems to be a good thing in every way, and we are glad we came away, but I, for 
one, regret that marvellous [sic] scenery. It really makes a great deal of difference 
to me. I had no idea I should miss it so much.239 

 In her memoirs, she described the mining camp240. “On the slope where the mine 

buildings were clustered the snow lay almost twenty feet deep and nothing was to be seen of 

 
236 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 55, in the author’s possession.  
237 Mary Meigs Atwater to Elizabeth Atwater Bardeen, 13 January 1904, in the author’s possession. 
238  For a photograph of Baker City, Oregon, as it would have looked through Mary's eyes in 1904, 
see Figure 32 in Appendix A. 
239 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 21 February 1904, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 13, 
Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. 
240  See Figure 33 in Appendix A for photograph of the Baisley-Elkhorn Mine as Mary would have ex-
perienced it in 1904. 
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the places where people lived except the smoking chimney and bits of roof where the snow had 

melted off.”241 

 On February 21, 1904, Mary wrote, 

We have a little house with three rooms which is going to be cozy and 
comfortable and pretty when we get all our things arranged and have a few 
necessary shelves put up. Our belongings from Telluride reached us only about a 
week ago. For some time after we first came we took our meals at the mine 
boarding-house. But that got pretty tiresome and I borrowed some china and we 
pic-nicked at home for a while. It isn’t much better than pic-nic style yet, for it is 
rather difficult to manage up here when one’s resources are decidedly limited. 
But we get along somehow. The mine is a good long hard sixteen miles from town 
so we don’t go often. Max hasn’t been to town once since we came up. I had to 
go twice with a troublesome tooth, but I suppose now it will be some time before 
either of us goes again. There is a stage twice a week on Mondays and Thursdays 
that brings letters and milk, eggs, supplies for the boarding house, and such 
unfortunate human beings as have to travel with it. It is nothing but a farm wagon 
on runners, pulled by four horses.[…] There is not much incident or variety about 
life up here, we are so far away from everything. Even papers rarely penetrate.242 

 She later reflected that it was difficult to get fresh meat, lettuce, and cream,  

as these items had to travel from Baker City by stagecoach, which came only twice a week. On 

several occasions, the cream she ordered became butter by the time it reached the mining 

camp. 

 On March 16th, Mary wrote,  
  

It was good to get your letter the other day. This place is so remarkably ‘far away’ 
that letters seem particularly precious. Today I feel very much deserted. Max has 
gone to town to be gone till tomorrow night, which seems quite unbearable but 
I daresay I shall live through all that long time. It makes me feel something like 
some of my days in Paris after he went away.  

We had breakfast at quarter past five to give him an early start, which seemed 
like Telluride. I loved Telluride dearly but am glad we left there. […] It is every so 
much better for [Max] here in every way. I sometimes long for those adorable San 
Juan mountains, but when I get letters from there telling of the twenty below 
zero weather and the breaks in the train line which would have meant days and 
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nights out of doors for Max if we had been there, I listen to the drip drip of the 
roof and am glad we left. […]  

I have a great struggle up here getting any variety out of the few materials at 
hand, but we get along pretty well. I made ice-cream a few days ago and 
considered myself very clever. In order to get ice, I had to destroy the fringe of 
icycles [sic] on the edge of the roof, but they worked very well indeed. They were 
no frivolous little icycles [sic]. Some of them were about four feet long and bigger 
round than my arm. […] Everything is pretty much shut down here just now. The 
power has given out and they will have to wait till spring for a chance to rebuild 
the pipeline and to get a greater flow of water. We are likely to get spring by the 
middle of next month, they say. […] As soon as Spring comes, they are going to 
do a lot of development work. New water power electric plant and all sorts of 
things. Max is going to begin making a survey of the mine in a few days. […]  

I have a joy of a little range that works like a charm. Our heater is a big ugly air-
tight affair but it keeps us delightfully warm. Of course there is no coal. We have 
nothing but wood up here. […] It is really much better than a coal stove and very 
economical, too.243 

 My favorite part of this letter is her description of adapting her cookery while living in a 

high-altitude mining town with little conveniences by using icicles to make ice cream. The 

creativity she displayed in her concoction becomes more apparent when considering just about 

everything she pursued throughout the remainder of her life. Her desire to make ice cream may 

have had something to do with pregnancy cravings, as she wrote to her sister, Cornelia, of a 

“secret” she wanted to share with the family: 

[S]ome time nextfall you will be Aunt Cornelia to someone. That is, of course, if 
everything turns out as it should. How will you like that! And Pa will be a 
grandfather! […] Max insists he wants a girl, but I believe he won’t mind if it turns 
out the other way. I have set my heart on having a fancy little blue-eyed, long-
nosed boy, just like what Max must have been when he started in. Imagine having 
a father as young and foolish as Max! But then perhaps responsibility will have a 
sobering effect on him.244  
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 On March 27th, Mary wrote to her mother-in-law that “there is a likelihood of an 

addition to the Atwater family sometime about the end of October or so. Max and I are very 

much pleased, and I am sure you and Father will be, too. I did want a baby. Max will be such a 

darling of a father!”245 

 Max wrote his mother on the same day, not mentioning anything about the news of a 

baby, but described winning a rifle in a raffle and noted that he might shoot a bear. He said they 

were quite happy in their house near the mine. “As soon as the snow goes off, we will have all 

the modern conveniences put into the house and live in a more civilized manner. I left Telluride 

for the sole reason that I thought I could do better here and am perfectly satisfied with the 

change.”246 

 Though her letters to her mother-in-law exuded matrimonial happiness, she had some 

real fears about their financial security, especially during her pregnancy. It became dauntingly 

clear to Mary early on in their marriage that Max was not smart about money, which caused her 

some stress. She wanted to save money, and he wanted to spend. He spent “his,” as he referred 

to his earnings, money frivolously and loved to gamble. Reflecting on her marriage later in life, 

Mary wrote,  

I recall one occasion, when we were living at a mining camp high in the mountains 
of eastern Oregon, not long before my son was born. I had been scrimping and 
saving for months, against the coming event [of having a baby], and one evening 
Max went down to the company store and played stud with the boys to the tune 
of fifty precious dollars. We had words. When the next night he left for the store 
again – of course he had to do that to uphold his sense of being ‘boss,’ – I felt very 
unhappy. So unhappy that I took to the hills. I was always able to find serenity by 
going away by myself up into the hills and simply watching the stars and smelling 
the sage, listening to the wind flow over the earth and the threads of water trickle 
down among the rocks. When I got home hours later I was perfectly happy and 
the world was again all good and beautiful around me. I had had no intention of 
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punishing Max as I had no idea his poker session would be over for hours, but I 
had been away longer than I realized and I found him in a lather of anxiety. He 
had no idea what had happened to me or where to look for me, for the world up 
there was pretty big. Nothing was ever said about the affair […] but he realized I 
had needed those hours up in the hills and though he never admitted wrongdoing 
in the matter of the lost fifty dollars he stayed away from stud, at least till the 
baby was born.”247 

 Though they had a joint banking account, Mary took care of their finances, which caused  
 
her distress, receiving Max’s club bills and statements of poker losses, but never receiving  
 
any of his poker winnings when he achieved them. Because money seemed to be leaving their  
 
account faster than coming in, she began a savings account at another bank by “milking” their  
 
checking account. When she got the fund up to $300, she began to feel like a thief and  
 
explained to Max what she had done. “He was angry and demanded a check for the amount  
 
which he simply ‘blew in’ during the next week. I have wondered since if I didn’t cheat my  
  
children by giving it up. But one can’t steal from one’s husband and preserve self-respect.”248  

 Mary never regretted telling Max about the secret savings account because she 

wouldn’t have been able to live with herself otherwise: 

 It was no use trying to tell him that marriage was a sort of partnership and that 
the money was to some extent mine and that I had a moral right to at least a little 
of it kept in the bank for my security and comfort. The money, Max said, was his. 
He was making it; he expected to make a great deal more. And he’d spend it any 
way he liked. The idea of the partnership he refused to accept. I was his wife and 
not his partner, and that was that. I never thought it fair, but he was my man and 
I was living with him, so I accepted it as well as I was able and gave up any hopes 
of solid security.249 

 Despite the money stress, Mary had a normal pregnancy with her first child, and she 

wrote to her mother-in-law about her experience on May 10th:  

I seem to be getting along beautifully. I feel very well and am not worried at all. I 
have not been to town yet but shall go before long and find out what kind of 
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hospital they have and what kind of doctors. If the conditions are not satisfactory, 
I shall probably go home toward the end of the summer. I hope, though, that it 
will not be necessary. I dread the journey and the long separation from Max, but 
it may seem the wisest thing to do. Max is delightfully well. I never saw him 
better. He is quite different from the thin pale Max in Telluride.250  

She wrote that she was planning to plant a garden, putting seeds in the next day. She 

wasn’t sure if anything would grow, but she was willing to try. She also had begun to sew baby 

clothes as it was difficult to acquire such things in her remote location. “Life up here is decidedly 

uneventful, but I enjoy it and am very happy and content. […] In four days comes our first 

anniversary.251 Mary’s garden was considered “a great joke among the people in camp,” but she 

didn’t care. “I would rather have an attempt at a garden than a pile of tin cans and rotting 

vegetables in my front yard as most of them have.”252 

 In May 1904, Mary and Max traveled twenty-four hours by train to Helena, Montana to 

stay for a few weeks, since work at the mine in Baker City was “rather slack.” Max’s brother, 

“Dick,” lived and worked in Helena and said that he had some work for Max. “Dick had decided 

to start in business for himself in making mine examinations. He needed somebody associated 

with him to do the work, so he persuaded Max to leave the Baisley Elkhorn and join him.”253 

We had to make several uncomfortable changes, but it was very nice when we 
arrived. […] Yesterday, [Dick] and Max went out to a place near here to look at a 
mine Dick has a lease on. They came back this morning. Tomorrow they are going 
on a trip to south eastern Oregon to examine a mine and expect to be gone two 
weeks or so. I am to stay here. Jane is very nice to me, and I enjoy being here. It 
is a little change from the rather difficult house keeping at the mine, and I have a 
chance to get a few much needed shirt waists made and time to do some of the 
little sewing I am busy with. I find there is a hospital in Baker City, and the doctor 
I consulted says it is an excellent hospital and that he can recommend it. I am very 
determined not to go East for my confinement as I would dread the long journey. 
It seems to me it would be very foolish, too, if I can make good arrangements in 
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Baker City. I would hate the long separation from Max. I am feeling perfectly well, 
which pleases me very much.254 

 Mary was a guest of honor at a luncheon hosted by a Mary C. Wheeler, an artist and 

teacher, in Helena on Tuesday, June 14, 1904.255 This particular Mary Wheeler (as her 

preparatory school teacher had the same name) was the daughter of Colonel William F. 

Wheeler, an early Montana pioneer.  She graduated high school from Helena High in 1879 and 

later taught art to Helena students. She had spent several years in Paris, studying at the 

Académies Julian and Colorossi. It is unknown if this Mary Wheeler was a fellow art student 

when Mary was also studying at the ateliers in 1902, but it is entirely possible that they were 

acquainted through art study.  

 Mary wrote her mother-in-law from Helena again on June 19th, saying that Max and Dick 

were away for nearly three weeks and that they were probably leaving for Baker City in a day or 

two. She wrote that it was hard having Max gone for so long and that she was determined more 

than ever to not go East to have her baby. “When we go through Baker City on the way back, I 

mean to go to the hospital and make all arrangements for my confinement. I am perfectly well. 

In fact, I never felt as well in my life as I do now. I consider myself very fortunate, indeed.” She 

described the setting of Helena as a “very dry country” but delighted in the wildflowers and 

thickets of wild roses, as well as “all sorts of strange and beautiful things,” that bloomed in 

“great quantities.”  As for the people of Helena, she said, “Almost everyone here seems to live 

on horseback.”256 

 By July 16, Mary and Max were back in Baker City, Oregon, and it had been snowing and 

sleeting, much to her dismay: 
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I never saw a sadder sight than my garden when I got back from Helena. It was 
very dry and the only green things on it were a few big coarse weeds. They tell 
me everything came up very nicely, but that the squirrels immediately ate it off 
again. So there is nothing to show for all my labors except some remarkably well 
fed squirrels that sit about the stumps and ___ all day long. I get great joy out of 
killing what I can of them. Max got me a lovely .25 Stevens rifle in Helena, and I 
use that now instead of the six shooter.[…] We get fresh vegetables and fruit from 
town now pretty regularly, which is a great comfort. The markets in Baker are not 
very good, but one can get the simple everyday things and that seems a great 
deal after the long time when we lived on canned things. I came back from Helena 
with ambitions, and I have been making all our own bread ever since I used to 
buy it off the woman who keeps the boarding house. I feel very proud for my 
bread has been a brilliant success, and I really enjoy making it, too. It was Jane 
who inspired all this. She had us cook for a day or two before we left, and I saw 
her make bread one day. So I decided to try my hand.257 

 The next day, she took up her letter again, writing, “I have finished my morning 

housework, killed a squirrel, telephoned to town for food to come up on the stage, and now it is 

almost time to make the fire for lunch.” She reiterated her plans to have her baby in Baker City, 

but added that when she left the hospital, her father’s housekeeper, Marie, was expected to 

come out to take care of her for a few months until she became well and found “out how to 

take care of a baby.”258 

 By August 29th, Mary had secured a place in town so that she was closer to the hospital, 

and requested that her doctor recruit a trained nurse for the time before and after she birthed 

her baby.259 By September 15th, she was living in town because Max was nervous about her 

being so far from a doctor, and her due date was fast approaching.  

 I came down, or rather [Max] brought me down, almost a week ago. I am very 
comfortably settled here and all the arrangements are made so the infant can 
make its appearance just as soon as it chooses. I am not going to the hospital but 
have decided to be sick260 right here. I have a nice big room, a comfortable bed, a 
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trained nurse engaged, and everything ready except that the baby’s shirts are in 
a box that forgot to come down the hill.”261  

Mary was worried that Max would “revert to savagery” without her at home to make the bed, 

sweep, and dust, especially since he told her the house was “in a horrid mess.”262    

 On September 23rd, Mary found herself at a hotel in Baker City, as her previous place of 

residence became uncomfortable for her, due to Mrs. Weber starting to act “sort of queer” and 

Mary began to “think she was crazy and got rather scared.” The plan was to find a house in town 

to rent for a couple months after the baby came so that Marie could stay with her. She 

confessed to being “cross as a bear,” but that it was temporary. “I want to be taken care of by 

my husband, and he can’t come to me.” She also commented that she didn’t feel very 

comfortable and that she found her appearance rather embarrassing, but if she wasn’t able to 

talk to Max a few times a day, she would be more miserable. The doctor had given her a 

prescription to soothe her “feelings,” though the “sugary medicine” wasn’t much of a 

comfort.263  

 On October 4th, she wrote that she was sorry she sent her mother-in-law that “cross 

letter” from the hotel, where she was alone for a week, but reported that everything was 

turning out beautifully. She reported that Marie had arrived, and the house she had rented was 

better since Marie had cleaned it. She planned to have the baby in the house because the Baker 

City hospital wasn’t a “very cheerful one.” 264Montgomery Meigs Atwater was born in that 

house on October 21, 1904.  

 On October 23rd, she wrote about her newborn, just 56 hours old:  
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This is the first letter I have tried to write, but I wanted to tell you myself how 
happy I am, and how beautiful everything is. My dear big boy has just left me to 
go back to the mine. He was here nearly a week and was with me all through my 
troubles. I had hoped to spare him that, but it was a wonderful comfort to me to 
have him. My dear little boy is fast asleep having just partaken of one of his 
numerous lunches. I know it is perfectly ridiculous, and the way everyone feels, 
but he is the dearest, best baby. I am so proud of him. We have named him 
Montgomery Meigs after my father, as we planned many months ago. A possible 
little girl was to have been named Sarah Greene. […] I am just the happiest person 
I know at this time. I wish I could show you the baby. We will have some Kodaks 
of him soon.265 

 
On November 3rd, she wrote,  
  

Our precious baby is thirteen days old today, and I feel sure you must be ready to 
hear more about him, and I can write better now that I am up and about once 
more. It is hard to write in bed, I found.  

The baby is just as good and well as it is possible for a baby to be. Except for his 
second night in the world, when he had colic, he has apparently not had an ache 
or a pain of any kind and spends his time eating and sleeping as a well conducted 
baby should. It gives me such pleasure to be able to nurse him. In fact, the only 
discomfort I have had was in having a great deal too much milk. The baby is 
growing visibly from day to day. He gained half a pound the first week – when 
most babies lose, I am told – and I am most anxious for tomorrow to come when 
we will weigh him again. I feel sure he has gained a lot more.  

I think he is very beautiful indeed, but I realize that I am prejudiced! He has 
quantities of very light hair, and his eyebrows are very light, too. This gives me 
hopes that his eyes, which are dark blue now, like most baby’s eyes, will be like 
Max’s in time. Max insists that the baby looks like me. I am afraid he will, though 
I have no reason to think so, except that I have set my heart on having him exactly 
like Max, and things so rarely come out exactly as one plans. His hands are like 
mine, and his ears not like any ears I recognize. They are much wider than Max’s 
or mine.  

This morning, I saw him take his bath and hope soon to be able to give it to him 
myself. He takes very kindly to the water and has not cried once while he was 
being bathed. Altogether, I feel he is a model infant. I have been wonderfully well 
from the beginning, and two days ago, the doctor said I might get up. I hardly feel 
even weak and feel quite proud of myself.  

Max came down Sunday and was with me till Tuesday morning, which made me 
very happy. He says he will surely come again next Sunday and stay long enough 

 
265 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 23 October 1904, in the author’s possession.  



104 

 

to vast his vote for Teddy266. If we had stayed in Telluride, I could go with him, but 
this time, I shall have to let him do the voting for the family. […] I was talking with 
him over the telephone this morning, and he told me the good news that work 
on our wood shed has really begun. I shall feel quite luxurious and palatial with a 
wood shed. I hope soon to be able to go back to the mine – by the end of the 
month, anyway.  

It is comfortable enough down here, but it is hard to get on with so little of Max, 
and I don’t think he is very comfortable up there with no me to do anything for 
him. I hate for him to take his meals at that horrid old boarding house.  

My family are all very happy over the coming of the baby and are particularly 
pleased that he turned out a boy. It was always a disappointment to my father, I 
know, that he had no sons. […] If my little Monty grows up like his father, it is a 
very proud woman I shall be!”267 

 In this letter, Mary mentioned that if they had still been living in Telluride, she would 

have been able to cast a vote for Teddy Roosevelt alongside Max, as women in Colorado won 

the right to vote in 1893. Because they were in Oregon during the 1904 election, Mary couldn’t 

vote. 

 On November 16th, she wrote about being a new mother, how Monty was growing, and  
 
about local and national politics:  
  

We are very well here. I let my nurse go almost a week ago, and Marie and I get 
on famously. The baby is a model and is less trouble than one would think 
possible. I have his little basket in my room at night, and he gets me up twice but 
never more. He hardly ever cries and is growing very fast. He gained a whole 
pound his third week, and I feel very proud of my efforts. I am perfectly well but 
am still being pretty lazy. I have breakfast in bed and don’t get up till late.  

Marie pampers me, and I let her. It will be sad day when she goes away. Our plan 
now is for Max to come down to spend Thanksgiving with us and take us all back 
to the mine with him the next day. He is very busy doing all sorts of things to the 
house, getting a wood shed built, painting the floors, putting up shelves, and 
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doing all sorts of jobs around the house. We will be far more comfortable this 
winter than last.  

I am using my spare time making a birthday present for Max. He once said he 
thought it would be nice for me to get some socks and embroider clocks on them 
for him, so I sent to Chicago and got some very pretty silk socks, which I am busy 
decorating.  

One of the votes that elected Mr. Roosevelt was Max’s. If we were still in 
Colorado, I could have added another. The campaign was very interesting, for 
everyone felt it was a foregone conclusion, but I believe most people were 
surprised at the size of the Republican majority. There was a city election in Baker 
City which aroused more interest and enthusiasm than the national election. The 
issue was as to whether the town should be run wide open or not. There has been 
an effort lately to discourage gambling and to close the saloons at night. The 
“wide open” element won in the election, however, and made right hideous all 
one night celebrating their victory. The mine foreman came down to cast his vote 
and celebrated to such an extent that he was not able to go back to the mine for 
a week and was so drunk then when he got there that he just had sense enough 
to understand that he was discharged when Mr. Field gave him his time.268  

               In December 1903, the supreme court of Oregon had ruled a local option and initiative 

measure valid, which allowed the issue of whether the county would be “dry” or “wet” to be up 

to the respective counties through election. This is seen as the beginning of the Prohibition 

movement in Oregon, which would result in the entire state becoming “dry” by 1916. However, 

in 1904, when Mary and Max were in Baker City, Oregon, this local initiative did not pass, and 

the county remained “wet.”269  

 On December 11th, she wrote about having been back in her comfortable cabin on the 

mountain side for two weeks, just in time to celebrate the baby’s270 first Christmas:  

It seems so nice to be back here. I like my little three room house and I love the 
view and the air here is the best I ever breathed. These days have been 
wonderful.[…] The baby is the sweetest little think I ever saw in my life. I have 
never had much to do with little babys [sic], so he is all new to me, all his funny 
little expressions and the sounds he makes, such sweet little cooing noises. He 
has smiled for some time, but he laughs now in the most adorable way. And he is 
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so good. He rarely cries. I do wish I could show him to you. He is so pretty and is 
growing so fat. He gained all but one ounce of a whole pound last week, which 
makes me very proud. Marie is still with me and is going to stay till after 
Christmas, but then she will have to go. I daresay it will be a little hard for me at 
first. I have been lazy for so long, but I am not a bit afraid I can’t manage nicely. I 
shall probably made fewer fancy puddings, but Max won’t mind that.[…] I am very 
well indeed, and Max is very thoughtful and takes very good care of me.271 

 There is an absence of letters between December 11th, 1904 and October 28th, 1905. 

However, during this time, Max obviously became disenchanted with his work at the mine near 

Baker City, Oregon, as in a letter to his father from Helena, Montana, he explained why he left 

his position there and had moved to Helena: 

My leaving the employ of Mr. Field at the Elkhorn may have seemed a little hasty 
to you, but on the contrary, I had long made up my mind to resign at the first 
opportunity. I was simply wearing myself out on the man and his foolishness. 
Dick’s request that I go with him to Arizona and probably from there to Mexico 
as his Sup’t., came in just right. […] I saw no great future for the mine, I had more 
contempt than respect for the Manager, Mary was pretty well tired out, and the 
people on the hill were not congenial to her, so we got out. […] Mary has a term 
of ease in civilization coming to her, and I think will find it here [in Helena]. Her 
sister, Alice Meigs, is with us, and we have a very pretty and convenient house 
not far from [where Dick and Jane live.]272  

 Mary’s sister, Alice, stayed with them in Helena all winter, keeping Mary company while 

Max and his brother were away on mining business, which was often. Alice also did some 

volunteer work at the Helena hospital to vary her activities. “It is rather forlorn to see so little of 

one’s husband, but it means lots of work, and that is good, of course.”273  By March 10th of 1906,  

Mary didn’t “care much for Helena or Helena people.”274 Thus, Mary went to Keokuk, Iowa, 

home place of her father, and took Alice and Monty with her in April of 1906. Max wrote on 

April 24th that he had returned to Helena from looking at the Cataract Mine in Basin, MT, and 
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packed up their household belongings, after he sent Mary, Alice, and Monty to Keokuk for a 

month. He expressed that the rent of the house, $45 a month, plus $30 a month for heat, light, 

and water was “too much for Papa” to spend275 (This would have been equivalent to a monthly 

expense of $2,155.65 in 2020). 

 From her father’s house, Mary wrote to her mother-in-law, asking her to take her 

youngest sister, Frances, under her wing if she were to go to Paris. Frances was seventeen years 

old and had lived most of her life without a mother since she was just five years old when Grace 

passed away in 1894. 

 Mary wrote,  

She is very young and has been away from here very little so that her education 
is far from complete, and she has not had the advantages the rest of us have had. 
She is a bright child but not studious, and there seems no especial course of study 
that appeals to her. What she needs is the broadening influences of a different 
circle from the one she has always lived in. The plan my Father and sister are 
considering, sending her to the Chicago University, seems to me a pity. […] My 
idea for Timmy […] is to send her abroad to Germany or Paris where she can go 
on with her music lessons [and] learn languages […] Father thinks well of this 
scheme, provided we can find just the right place for her to stay. […] Poor Father, 
it has been a hard problem for him to bring up such a handful of motherless 
girls.276 

 Mrs. Atwater offered to take Frances for a time. Mary responded by saying that it was 

her “sweet influence and the charm of [her] household” that she craved for her sister “more 

than anything,” as she hated the idea of sending her away to a boarding school.277 

 In an early June letter, Mary wrote that her visit in Keokuk was almost over, as she, Max, 

and Monty were to leave the next day for Chicago, where Max was to meet his brother. Max 

had been visiting the Meigs family home for a week. In Chicago, Mary planned on visiting her 
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277 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, May 1906, in the author’s possession.  
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sister, Grace, who was studying medicine at the Rush Medical College. She also mentioned that 

Frances would be going to stay with her, sailing from New York on the 3rd of July with some 

family friends, who would take her around England and Scotland before heading to Paris by the 

end of July. Max had been in Keokuk for a visit, and Mary reflected that they had gone rowing 

and to a base-ball game. She said, “Max and I are having more fun than we have had in ages.”278   

 Mary’s father, Major Meigs, wrote to Mrs. Atwater on June 18th to thank her for  

agreeing to host his youngest daughter for a time in Paris. He commented on his observations of  

Mary and Max, having not seen them for some time:  

I cannot tell you how unproud and beautiful Mary appears in her role of wife and 
mother and how fine and manly and sound Max seems to me. They really are a 
model couple. They are still absurdly in love, Max with a sort of quiet and good 
natured intensity and Mary with the freshness of the bridal mantle. Max was 
quite tired, I thought, when he came to us. He has been leading a hard and 
exciting life for months past but a few days of good food and rest put in in the 
best of condition. I think if you could have seen him when he left here, you would 
agree with me that he never looked better in his life. As for Monty, he is a cherub 
a perfect little model of a boy. So bright so healthy and so pretty he awakened a 
perfect storm of admiration.279  

 Major Meigs also remarked that Mrs. Atwater had probably heard of their plans to go to 

Bolivia, South America. He said, “The offer is such a good one, I do not see how they can refuse 

it, but when I think of that trip over the Andes with a baby, my heart sinks.280  

     La Paz, Boliva 

By June 26th, Mary, Max, and Monty281 were back in Helena. Max wrote to his mother: 

I am winding up my work here to leave it in good shape for 4 months and 
preparing lists of necessities for an exploration trip into the heart of Bolivia. Dick 
has engaged to make a report on the mining resources of this country for Speiers 

 
278 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, early June 1906, in the author’s possession.  
279 Montgomery Meigs to Abby Sophia Atwater, 18 June 1906, in the author’s possession.  
280 Ibid. 
281  See Figure 35 in Appendix A for a photograph of Mary, Monty, and Max Atwater in 1906. 
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(?) and Co. and Mr. Langeloth who have contracts to build railroads down there 
and want to work up the mining business for freight traffic. I shall probably sail 
with Mary and Monty from New York on July 13th SS Trent, Grace and Co. via 
Panama to Mollenda, thence by rail to La Paz. I hope to take Hugh Watson with 
me, and together we will get the work in such shape that when Dick comes down 
3 months later he will have merely a review to make. […] I will take a typewriter 
with me and use Mary for a stenographer. This will be advantageous in many 
ways, besides cutting down expenses. We expect to be back in 6 months anyhow 
and may be able to have a grand reunion at Chadd’s.282 

 By July 26th, 1906, Mary, Max, and Monty set sail for Bolivia. “There he made an 

extensive exploration of the mineral resources of the country in the interest of the National City 

Bank and the American Metals Co. of New York.”283 Aboard the SS Chile, Pacific Steam 

Navigation Co., off of Panama, Max wrote, “Panama is a very interesting looking old town and I 

hope to see more of it on our return.” He noted that he had no time to look at the Panama 

Canal work going on there.284   

 On their first night out from Panama on the steamer bound for a South American port, 

Mary woke in the night to discover “a number of unpleasant crawling things” with her in her 

bunk. Max, upon being disturbed awake, told her to go back to bed and forget about it. When 

she protested, he replied, “You said you didn’t mind hardship, – what do you think hardship is? 

Mostly it's dirt and bugs." He turned over and went back to sleep among the bugs. I admit I 

spent the rest of the night on deck in a deck-chair, ashamed of being less hardy than I should 

have been. […] I didn’t complain again but coped as could with the emergencies that arose from 

time to time, and let it go at that.”285 

 Mary found Bolivia to be a “great country […] so bright colored – you never saw such  
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285 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 15, in the author’s possession.   
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colors, so crude, so barbarous and so delightful.”286 After two months of being in Bolivia, Mary  
 
wrote her sister, Alice, on October 11th that her Spanish was improving, and she was able to  
 
converse with the servants as well as taking time to sketch: 
  

I am drawing every day and you will be amused when you see my collection of 
Bolivian portraits287. Paula [Monty’s nurse] and the cook consider me completely 
mad, – of course to them there is nothing beautiful or interesting in the natives.288 
When the milkwoman comes, takes her fat heavy baby off her back and plumps 
him down on the floor, there squats herself and measures out the milk in half a 
cocoa-nut shell, it appeals to me as rather remarkable. Of course it is what they 
have been used to all their lives. […] They are very shy and run away from a 
Kodak289, but for a small consideration the will always pose – after a fashion! […] 
Most of my sketches are made in a great hurry and fudged up afterwards as well 
as I am able.290 

 In a letter to her father on November 17th, she talked about burning llama dung, called 

“taquia,”as well as straw and char-coal, which was “worth its weight in gold,” in the kitchen 

stove as there was “no wood at all and no coal discovered so far and not much oil.”291 Max was 

away and she was a “grass widow” as he had gone to Corocoro to take a stage to Cuzco, Peru to 

“journey into the interior to look at some oil wells.”292 Monty had outgrown all of his clothes, 

and Mary was making him some “little suits,” as well as ordering some underclothes from 

London from a woman she knew in La Paz.  

 As for money, she noted that Max was making over four hundred dollars a month, but 

she thought it would become more like five or six hundred, particularly since the company, 

 
286 Mary Meigs Atwater to Marjory Atwater Rossmassler, 6 October 1906, in the author’s 
possession. 
287  See Figures 36-39 in Appendix A for photographs of Mary’s original pastel sketches from Bolivia.  
288  See Figure 40 in Appendix A for a photograph of Mary with Native Bolivian women, wearing 
hand-woven textiles. 
289  For scans of Kodaks that Mary sent to her father from Bolivia, see Figures 41-45 in Appendix A.   
290 Mary Meigs Atwater to Alice Meigs, 11 October 1906, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 11, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
291 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 17 November 1906, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 11, 
Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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owned by Max’s brother, Dick, was paying their rent and expenses except for Mary’s and 

Monty’s living costs ($500 in 1906 is equivalent to $14,371 in 2020). She noted because of the 

excellent money, that they wouldn’t be going home any time before the Spring of 1907. Mary 

liked living in Bolivia and said, “I would not mind living here ten years or so if I had plenty of 

chances to go home now and then.”293 

 On November 25th, Mary wrote her mother-in-law,  

It is long since I have written. I am getting lazy and there seems little to say since 
we have settled down to life in South America, and the curious ways of the natives 
have ceased to surprise us. We are very comfortable. […] I am going to have some 
of the other grass widows to lunch tomorrow. There are several women left here 
alone by mining husbands or water-power husbands. The country is full of 
American engineers. I suppose as a variety, we will play bridge! How I should 
suffer if I did not like the game!294 

 By January 20th, 1907, Mary and Monty had been in Corocoro a week, and she described 

being more comfortable there than they had been in La Paz, because there were “lovely open 

fires.” The altitude of 13,000 feet didn’t affect her in disagreeable ways, and Monty was 

“growing like a weed,” then weighing 28 pounds and talking in his “mixture of languages.”295 She 

admitted to feeling lazy as there were four men servants plus Monty’s nurse. “I fear going to 

work again will come hard some day!”296 

 On February 3rd, Mary wrote her father that time passed fast though there was little 

variety. She sewed, read, and usually went for a walk in the afternoon with Monty and his nurse,  

Isabel. In the evening, they sat around an open fire and talked a while after dinner and then 

went to bed. Sometimes, they played cards. During this particular week, Mary helped out with 
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the assaying as they were behind. She described the country as “really very beautiful and the 

roads are most picturesque with the clocks of llamas and companys [sic] of Indians going and 

coming. All the Indians carry slings for they guide the llamas by throwing stones at them with 

the sling. Many of them beat gently on a drum as they go along the road or blow their mournful 

tunes on reed pipes. They are all very friendly about here and greet one cheerfully in their 

outlandish language.”297 

 On February 10th, Mary described the experience of the Sunday Market as: 

a most wearing and hopeless struggle […] trying to buy the week’s food. Sunday 
is the only day one can buy anything at all in this town and even on Sunday there 
is not too great a choice or supply. It is a regular free fight. All the Indians in town 
pushing and jostling and fighting over the price and calling each other names. I 
quite hate it, but if I don’t go, the cook does not buy the things. […] Meat is the 
aweful [sic] problem. The Indians kill it and bring it in and dirty and unappetizing 
is no name for it. They butcher it in the worst frantic style, just hacking it up into 
chunks. It all looks like dog meat.298 

 On May 12th, 1907, Mary wrote about the news of a baby on the way:  
 

There is one thing I want to tell you myself, and that is I am going to have another 
baby in October. I am very glad – Monty is getting far too big to be satisfactory as 
a baby, and we need another one. So you will have a small Bolivian grandchild! I 
supposed it is pretty well decided now that we are going to stay on here for 
sometime. […] Day after tomorrow is our fourth wedding anniversary. The first 
one was while we were at the Elkhorn just before we went to Helena for the first 
time. The second one I shall always remember especially. It was the day Max 
almost got asphyxiated in the mine fire at the Elkhorn. The third one he was away 
somewhere just as he is now.299 

 From Bolivia, nearing the end of her second pregnancy, she wrote her father a letter on 

August 25th, saying, “Long before you get this letter, you will know – what I don’t know now, 

whether your second grandchild is a girl or a boy. I have a little over two weeks longer to wait 
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and am getting impatient.” 300 

 On October 1st, Max wrote his mother that Mary was feeling “sadly disappointed and 

rather offended at the unaccountable unwillingness of the long expected to put in an 

appearance.” Max said he slept with his boots on because there was no telephone service after 

10 p.m., and the doctor, educated in Germany, was miles away.301  The baby, Abby Elizabeth, 

arrived on October 5th, a  

tiny thing as she only weighed six pounds but is just as well and satisfactory as 
though she were twice as big. […] I had an astonishingly easy time on the  
occasion of the young lady’s arrival as the final struggle only lasted two hours 
though I had been in some pain for two days and nights beforehand. I could hardly 
believe it was all over so quickly. Day after tomorrow, I am going to get up and sit 
in a chair. […] I hope she will grow up sweet and good enough to be worthy of her 
name.302 

 There was a time when they were in Bolivia that Max left Mary to go exploring the 

interior, being out of communication for several weeks, at one point leaving his pregnant wife 

with just two weeks until the expected due date of their second child. “There was no nurse 

available but an Indian midwife, and no doctor but a Gentleman in striped trousers and a high 

hat who never stirred out on call after dark.” Mary feared if Max hadn’t been called back to her 

by his employers, that she likely would have died during birth, saying that though she was happy 

to not experience the birth alone, the “affair left a scar.”303  She did not elaborate on the wound 

that left such a scar; however, when her newborn baby unexpectedly died on October 18th, not 

quite two weeks old, one can surmise that this sudden loss, after carrying the baby full term, 

would have been a devastating experience for her, as well as Max. 
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 The only life writings I have found in which Mary discussed the death of Abby Elizabeth 

are the following letters she wrote to her mother-in-law, shortly after the baby unexpectedly 

died: 

 On October 19th, she wrote, 

I wrote to you so happily a week ago about your little namesake, and now I have 
such sorrowful news to tell you. Our poor little baby only lived two weeks. She 
died yesterday noon, and this morning we took the little body to the cemetery. It 
seems almost too hard to bear. I don’t know why she had to die nor how we could 
let it happen, but we did everything that could be done. She was so little.  
 
The baby seemed perfectly well and strong and had grown and developed as well 
as possible during her two weeks of life. There seemed nothing to worry about 
except that she was sometimes rather pale and breathed quickly, which the 
doctor said was probably due to the altitude. Before she was born, I had such 
breathless fits from time to time. It did not seem serious, but we decided anyway 
to go down to the coast for a little while, thinking it would give her a better start. 

Wednesday night, she cried a good part of the night with what we took to be a 
bad colic, especially as she had a slight diarrhea caused I thought by overfeeding 
as I have an overabundant supply of milk and the baby nursed very vigorously. 

We had the doctor come next day. He listened to her heart and lungs and 
apparently found nothing wrong. No fever, nothing but the diarrhea which was 
too slight to worry about. He said he could not suggest anything more than the 
dose of oil I had already given her. 

That night she cried less and slept for hours in my arms and in Max’s. It must have 
been weakness and the beginning of the end, but how could we know! We had 
the doctor again in the morning, and I think he saw that the baby was dying, but 
did not tell us. After he left, she seemed hungry, and I nursed her a little and put 
her into her crib and we went into the next room for lunch. I got up once to go 
and look at her. She was sleeping peacefully, and I heard her breathe. A few 
minutes later, the boy came back from the drug store with the medicine the 
doctor had prescribed. I had it warmed and went in to give it to her. When I lifted 
her out of her crib, her pallor and limpness frightened me. Max put his ear down 
to listen and says he heard her breathe once. But that was all. We did everything 
we could think of – put whiskey in her mouth, tried to make her smell ammonia, 
chafed her hands and feet, and put her into a hot bath, but it was too late. When 
the doctor came, there was nothing he could do. 

It seems hardly possible that such a tiny creature could already hold such a big 
place in one’s heart, but I have been thinking of little else so many months – it is 
a cruel pain. I know you will know, and I can write to you as I couldn’t to anyone 
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else. It seemed to me my heart nearly burst when I laid my poor little cold baby 
in the tiny white coffin this morning. […]   
  
Max feels it deeply, too. We have each other and have Monty, but for a time life 
seems pretty empty without one little little girl. Poor childie! She had to suffer so, 
too. I can’t see why and can’t see what I have done or left undone to cause such 
a thing. The doctor says now he thinks it was some trouble with her head, 
something cognitive if I understand right. But how could we know? No one could 
tell till the little heart stopped beating and then it was too late.304 

 Her next letter from Mollendo, Peru – a town bordering the Pacific Ocean in the 

southern part of the country -- on November 1st, opened by saying it had been four weeks since 

the baby was born and two weeks since she had died: 

It still seems incredible to me. I can’t believe that our little girl that we loved so 
and were so proud of – Max and I – can be lying out there in that dreary La Paz 
cemetery. Max feels it very deeply – we neither of us quite realized what a tiny 
child means to one till we lost her. It doesn’t seem as if such a little thing could 
make such an enormous difference in one’s life. But of course there all the 
months that went before, all the hopes and dreams, plans for the future. It 
 is heart breaking. There are so many little babies in the world that no one seems 
to want and that I feel sure will not grow up as good or as happy as my girlie 
would have. Mother, she had such wonderful big eyes, and such a fuzzy little 
round head and such a well-shaped little body, and she seemed so healthy and 
was getting so chubby. 

 In the same letter, she described talking with a woman who examined her after the  
 
baby’s birth and death, who told her Abby Elizabeth probably died from meningitis:  
 

Perhaps that is what the La Paz doctor meant. I did not understand very well what 
he said. I still do not know how she had such a thing. She was not out of my sight 
from the minute she was born till she died. […] She may have been born with it 
or injured in some way during birth – I had a very short and violent labor as I think 
I wrote you. The worst is that the poor little thing had to suffer. It made me almost 
crazy to have her in pain. It is a mercy that it did not last longer. But really, 
Mother, there was no way of telling she had anything more serious than a violent 
colic. Max and I wouldn’t let ourselves or each other get worried though we both 
had the fear in our hearts some time before we admitted it. 

I can hardly realize that we are on the way home but probably this letter will reach 
you only a little before us. It seems good to be going home that we can’t feel as 
disappointed as we should over the failure of the Corocoro deal to go through. 
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This is a fearful country. […] I hated to let [Max] go back to the sad house where 
the little baby was born and died and to the forlorn little grave. I wanted to be 
with him. But Monty was rather upset by the journey down, and I am really not 
strong enough yet to be much help to him with the work, so I gave in.305 

 The tentative plan that Mary outlined in the letter was for Mary and Monty to  

stay in Mollendo until Max finished packing up their things at their house in La Paz, then  

for him to come to them, and then on to Panama to board the next steamer home. Mary  

said she hoped they would spend Christmas with Max’s family in Chadds Ford and then  

to move on to Mary’s father’s home in Keokuk while Max lined up work. She was looking  

forward to going home, to be around family while still trying to make sense of how her  

baby could have died after living for such a short time. One can imagine how difficult it  

would have been for her to leave Abby Elizabeth in the La Paz cemetery, never to see her  

place of burial again.  

 As she described the event as a “scar,” it is something she felt most of her life, but she 

did not write about the loss in her memoirs. Perhaps the memory was still painful for her, even 

to write about the death of her child as a seventy-year old woman. 

 The conclusion of the La Paz work, as Mary described later,  
 
blew up due to the amazing depression of the time. […] At the end of the 
Corocoro examination Dick returned to New York to put the final touches on the 
project leaving Max in La Paz to close the deal and take over the mine on 
conclusion of the negotiations and the payment of the four million dollars 
involved in the deal. The thing dragged on and on, and though we heard rumors 
of the depression we did not – in Bolivia – realize at all what was happening in 
the United States. When the time came – believe it or not – the great National 
City Bank of New York could not raise the mere four million dollars and the 
project went to pot. We got a cable to return to New York. We got back broke as 
we hadn’t been paid for a long time, but we expected to find ourselves on easy 
Street as Dick owed us quite a lot of money. He had never paid Max the 
promised bonus, nor had he returned to me the two thousand dollars of my 
little nest-egg that I had contributed to finance the project. It was a shock to 
discover that Dick had spent all  his own money and ours as well being a ‘big 
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shot’ in New York. As a matter of fact he never did pay us. Years later Max 
returned my money to me, but not from Dick, who had of course collected the 
money from the company. […]  

The money situation in the United States was beyond anything imaginable. There 
was no money in the world, except what one happened to have in hand when the 
storm broke. Those with thousands in the banks were not as well off as those with 
nothing on deposit but a dollar or two in the jeans. For a long time everybody 
existed entirely on barter or credit and how those without friends or credit 
managed to eat I have no idea.306 

  The “money situation” Mary referred to was the Panic of 1907, which took place from 

October 9th to the first week of January in 1908. It began with the failed attempt by Augustus 

Heinze and Charles Morse to manipulate and speculate the stock price of United Copper. The 

stock market began to react to runs on banks on October 15th, when stock prices fell sharply. 

The Knickerbocker Trust Company collapsed after banks announced they would no longer 

accept checks from Knickerbocker, as the banks felt Knickerbocker could not cash checks 

because of the President’s – Charles T. Barney – associations with Heinze and Morse. The stock 

market kept tumbling, and more investors demanded their cash; thus, banks and trusts were on 

the verge of collapsing altogether. Though J.P. Morgan bailed out some firms, party with U.S. 

treasury funds, the fallout of the Panic of 1907 led to a reduction of investors by 25%, leading to 

a recession that would worsen until June 1908. The economy did not recover to a favorable level 

until early 1910.  

  In 1908, there was a $700-million-dollar investment loss in the American economy.307 

The fallout of the panic led to the creation of the Federal Reserve System, the act being passed 

in December of 1912. Also, the United States electorate began to lose faith in Republicans, 

shifting favor to Democrats, which made it possible for Woodrow Wilson to win the Presidential 
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election of 1912. Many economic scholars have noted the similarities between the Panic of 1907 

and the financial crisis of 2008, which stemmed from a boom followed by a high number of 

mortgage defaults.  

Black Mountain Mine: Magdalena, Mexico 

 This financial crisis had a significant effect on the mining industry and thus weakened 

the Atwaters’ financial state.  

We managed to get to Philadelphia and took refuge with Max’s parents at 
Chadd’s Ford. The few Bolivian pesos we had with us would not buy us anything 
and could not be exchanged for anything, either, so we’d have had to beg on a 
street corner otherwise. Dick managed to dig up this Black Mountain job in 
Mexico and somehow Max got down there, leaving me and the small boy at 
Chadd’s. After a while things loosened up a bit and Max sent for us. We were to 
go to Nogales, where he would meet us.308 

 On January 14, 1908, Mary was in Keokuk, having spent a week in Chicago with Max 

before they both went to Omaha for a day for mining business and then back to Keokuk. Max 

had stayed three days there and then left for Magdalena, Mexico, planning to stop in Denver.309 

By March 21st (five months after they left La Paz), Max had met Mary and Monty at Nogales, on 

the border, and they took a train the next morning to Magdalena, from which they took a  

mountain wagon to the Black Mountain Mine. Max’s brother, Dick, and his wife and children 

were already there. Getting to Nogales, Mary wrote, was a “rather fearful trip” as she had to 

change cars seven times with the last thirty-five miles being by stage and Monty suffering from 

an ear-ache.310 As to Nogales itself, she described later in life as never having “seen a tougher, 

dirtier more ramshackle little place […] sprawled across the line as it was, half in Mexico and half 
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in the United States.”311  

 Max arrived “in a rattletrap old surrey drawn by four horses. We had sixty miles to go in 

this contraption to reach the mine [ which] was undoubtedly the worst short journey I ever 

experienced […]. The road was a rutted and scarred track that no automobile could have 

negotiated.”312 Along with Mary, Max, and Monty were a mining engineer, Andy, and his very 

pregnant wife. Andy, who wanted to get to the mine as quickly as possible, “kept the horses 

going at the best pace he could get out them,” and they “bounced and jolted over the ruts and 

boulders in the most sickening way. Mrs. Andy grew paler and paler and finally turned a sort of 

putty color.”313 Mary was able to convince the driver that she needed to get out of the wagon 

and walk because she had become cramped, but this was mainly an excuse so that the pregnant 

wife of Andy could get some breathing space. Mary seemed to sympathize with this woman, 

perhaps because she had been similarly “very pregnant” not many months previous.  

 Once at the mill, Mary soon realized that it would not be a comfortable stay, as “the 

noise was deafening. One could not communicate by speech except by shouting into the ear of 

one’s opposite. And this went on, of course, day and night.”314 The smell of cyanide from the 

mill “was a distress,” along with “the poisonous creatures that included rattle-snakes, gila 

monsters, centipedes, scorpions, tarantulas, and millions upon millions of ants, but the noise of 

the mill was the most intolerable item in the general misery of life at Black Mountain.”315

 There was a “very decent house” they all stayed in there near the mill, with two “good 

bathrooms and plenty of nice cool rooms with high ceilings and blue walls.”316 At this time, they 
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hoped to get a house of their own in a few weeks as Mary was anxious to keep house again. She 

and Dick’s wife, Jane, were looking forward to the arrival of seeds and rose-bushes so they could 

have lovely gardens. 

 Later in life, she described the house as anything but decent, particularly because of 

pests that constantly entered and took up residence in crevices, on the floor, behind books, on 

the mud walls, under paper and napkins, and around the windows. On one incident, “it was Jane 

who locked herself in the bathroom one day to discover that she was confined with a 

rattlesnake that ran swiftly round and around close to the wall so that she could not reach the 

door to escape and could do nothing but stand in the middle of the room and scream. The men 

came and took the glass out of the window, got in and finished off the rattler.”317 She wrote of 

having come up with schemes to rid the house of red ants by using cyanide and catching mice by 

placing bowls of water under the legs of all of the furniture. 318 They added a screened porch to 

the house in order “to be able to breathe the open air without being eaten alive by insects.”319 

With regard to the biting and poisonous insects, Mary was mainly concerned about Monty being 

stung or bit as it could have meant death for small children. 

 As for their gardening projects, Jane’s efforts were discovered by red ants, “so nothing 

came of the vegetable garden.” Mary tried planting some flower seeds in front of the house, and 

her nasturtiums were two inches tall before the red ants found them; within ten minutes, they 

were gone, stems and all.320 

 Mary wrote later about the Black Mountain episode as being “among the rougher 

incidents” of her “somewhat variegated journey through life,” and a place that she never “had 
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the slightest wish to see” again, only being thankful that she, Max, and Monty “got away alive 

from that place.”321 They lived constantly “in a state of armed preparedness.” Max kept a loaded 

six-gun under his pillow and a loaded rifle under the bed. “We were in bandit territory and 

companies of ‘rurales’ were always on the prowl.”322 She later reflected that the constant threat 

of “gun-fire and sudden death was exhilarating rather than depressing” probably because of the 

mill’s “continuous roar of the stamps which kept one in a state of nervous tension.”323 

 At the mine, there were many Japanese workers, one of whom, on one occasion, fell 

into the mine and was severely injured. Max sent for the doctor, who was a “large, flabby, partly 

bald, sandy-colored somebody with a pretty little Mexican wife.” When the doctor spoke with 

Max, the former said it was no use as an amputation was necessary “and that no disabled Jap 

would be permitted to live. He’d either commit suicide as soon as released from the hospital or 

his comrades would dispose of him, so why bother?” Max, infuriated, retrieved the man from 

the mine and demanded that the doctor perform the amputation, which he did, even though 

the man died not long after.324 The incident “made quite an impression” on Mary, and she wrote 

a story about the Doctor at Black Mountain, “El Medico,” which was published in “one of the 

leading ‘slicks’ of the time,” Century Magazine in August 1911. It was her first literary effort.325  

 They left Black Mountain “in a cloud of dust. The project was clearly a bust. A fine and 

costly lay-out but nothing worthwhile underground in the mine. When this report reached the 

 
321 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Black Mountain,” 1950-1953, 1, in the author’s possession. 
322 Ibid., 11. 
323 Ibid., 12. 
324 Ibid., 14. 
325 Ibid. 



122 

 

‘Big Cheese’ back in Duluth or wherever he was conducting his operations – on the stock 

market, no doubt – he came tearing out to Mexico and sent us packing.”326  

        Estrella del Norte Mine: Chihuahua, Mexico  

 After finishing the Black Mountain Mine examination, Max went to Arizona on mining 

business, so Mary and Monty went to Winchester, Virginia to visit her sister, Louisa, and her 

family. While there in October 1908, Max telegraphed Mary that he wanted her to meet him in 

El Paso for a trip into Mexico, provided she could leave Monty with her father and sister, Nina 

(Cornelia), in Keokuk.  

 She wrote a letter to her father on October 15th saying that she had made up her mind 

to go. “It is going to be a very interesting trip into the mountains, a hundred and thirty miles 

from the railroad. He thinks the examination will take about six weeks but he may have to stay 

down there into January – will have to stay if the mine turns out to be any good.”327 After 

stopping in Keokuk to deposit Monty, Mary went by train to El Paso, where Max met her. They 

then took a train the next day to Chihuahua, and from there they went by mule to a mine “back 

in the mountains.” Getting into Mexico with guns without a permit proved to be risky for Mary, 

but as she said, she luckily wore a loose coat and “staggered across the Mexican boundary with 

seven six-guns disposed under my coat. If anybody had given me a push I should have gone 

down and would have found it a job to get up. But the customs officers passed me, 

not realizing I was a walking arsenal.”328 From Chihuahua, they hired mules and “mule-skinners” 

who knew the road, and then were off on their five or six-day journey to the Estrella del Norte 
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mine. They rode mules with two spares, had seven pack-mules carrying their supplies and 

belongings packed in war-bags, a tent, technical equipment, and food for a week. Along with 

Max and Mary, two “arrieros” accompanied them on foot.  

 Later in life, she described the trip as difficult as she had not ridden in years and it was 

the “wrong time of the month” for her - “isn’t it always on such an occasion?” - and when she 

wasn’t using her “entire consciousness in combating [her] miseries,” she was “engaged in trying 

to spot a rock or a tuft of brush large enough to serve as at least a partial shield to modesty.”329 

 It took fifty miles of riding mule-back before they reached the mountains, the “arrieros” 

having gone that whole way on foot. Their first night, they came upon a native village where 

there was an inn of sorts, where they stayed. The next day, they started their trek at dawn, 

taking tangled trails into the mountains. After journeying up and down steep summits, toward 

evening, they came out into “a narrow valley with an ice-cold little stream running busily 

through it and a little group of mud walls and corrals beside it.”330  There, they stayed the night 

in a “mud-walled, dirt-floored, straw-thatched roof empty space,” and at night, Mary was visited 

by “an old billy-goat” who enjoyed licking her face.331  

 They traveled on, going across three or four more mountains before coming to a little 

town with a paved plaza, fountain, and inn. There, Mary watched “two women in the patio of 

the inn preparing tortillas”332 for their evening meal. The next day was a short day but their 

hardest, as they came upon a mountain named “Cuchillo” (knife), which was used only by 

travelers on foot. They made it up and over Cuchillo on foot, with their mules “scrambling down 

behind” them, “over cliffs where one had to take a hand-hold, dangle and drop. Impossible to sit 
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a saddle.”333  After their journey down into a deep and narrow gulch, they discovered a fairly 

large town called Ocampo, where they found a barn-like hotel to stay. Since they took the short-

cut by way of Cuchillo, Mary had time to sketch. “The place was fantastically picturesque.”334 

The next day, their journey was through bandit country, and they “made sure the artillery was 

handy, loaded and ready to go.”335 At the end of the day, they reached the Estrella del Norte 

Mine, the buildings “perched in a fold of the hills near the top of one of the steepest mountains 

of the lot. One had to step carefully along the steep trails as a miss-step might mean a long trip 

downward.”336 

 She wrote a letter to her father from the mine office upon receiving a telegram from 

him. She wrote, “I hope my small son is not being too troublesome. I don’t know now when we 

will get away from here. […] If he does stay here till February I shall go home before him, as I 

think it is rather an imposition to leave Monty on your hands so long. Max wants to be in New 

York in February to see about this Bolivian business.” She expressed that the trip had done her a 

lot of good. She said, “I never felt better in my life. I am out of doors most of the time climbing 

about on the perpendicular landscape and enjoying myself thoroughly. […] I am enjoying being 

here with [Max] and would be perfectly contented if I didn’t miss that small nuisance of mine 

and weren’t worried for fear I am imposing too much on you and Nina and Marie.”337  

  The work Max was to do at the mine was to “be a thorough examination and the men 

went underground every day and took samples, which were put away in little sacks and kept 

under the bed of one of the engineers.” While Max was thus occupied, Mary spent her time 
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sketching. “The place was unbelievably beautiful in a pale-colored, inhuman way.” She had a 

wonderful time sketching the scenery and the people she encountered.338 She often went out 

with her box of pastels, her sheet of sand-paper, her folding easel, and her gun. “One did not go 

about without a gun in those parts.”339 One day when Mary had gone back into the office to 

acquire more paper for sketching, she came upon some clerks sending a coded message. She 

was able to write down enough of the message to show Max and the other engineers. “They 

examined the samples and found indisputable proof that they had been tampered with. We had 

been thoroughly though not too cleverly ‘salted.’”340 The next day, Max set out alone with two 

or three mules and an arriero back to Chihuahua “to get into contact with the group of 

financiers who were considering the purchase of La Estrella and for whom the examination was 

being made.”341  

 In a letter to her father on Christmas day, she wrote that Max was in Chihuahua to deal 

with the telegram she intercepted, and she was waiting to get word of their next move.342 Mary 

stayed at the mine a week before getting word from Max that the examination was to halt, and 

she was to leave at once for Chihuahua. She left with the mules, the baggage, the two arrieros, 

and the two engineers that had been at the mine before Max and Mary arrived. They made the 

trip back in four days instead of five, spending the nights in their sleeping bags. “It was 

wonderful to lie, warm and comfortable, on the good earth in the crisp air of the mountains, 

looking up at the stars.”343 
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So we got back to Chihuahua, and back across the line, and back into America, 
and the Estrella del Norte was a place we never saw or heard of again. And the 
loss of a sheet of drawing paper either saved a group of financiers a few millions 
or kept them from acquiring a bonanza, I do not know which. Probably the 
former. A mine is always a gamble and that one looked like a bad job. Certainly 
those who salted our samples had little faith in what nature had put into those 
rocks in the way of gold.344 
 

Butte, Montana 
 

 There was a lot of uncertainty regarding work for Max and whether the Atwaters would 

ever settle into a consistent lifestyle in one location for any considerable amount of time. 

However, Max sent Mary (she was in Keokuk) a telegram from Butte, Montana on December 3rd, 

1909, saying he had been “engaged permanently” in a “very satisfactory arrangement” and 

requested she come as soon as she was ready with all baggage, sending all boxes by freight. The 

position was Superintendent of the Butte and Superior Co. Mine. Max expected Mary and 

Monty to arrive by December 10th. Mary wrote a letter to her mother-in-law from Keokuk the 

same day she received the telegram from Max. She wrote, “We are settled at last – at least for 

the present. Butte345 is a hideous spot but a far better place to live than Helena, everyone 

says.”346  At the Butte Superior mine, Max “quickly realized the great possibilities of the 

properties to develop into large zinc producers and urged the building of a mill, with flotation as 

one of the chief features of the plant.”347 

               They lived in Butte for four years348, Mary later saying it was the longest time they 

stayed in one place since their marriage. Mary didn’t care for Butte; she increasingly disliked 
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“the conditions of our life in Butte, I did not like the people, but chiefly I hated the ugliness of 

Butte. Beauty seems to me important. […] I think one must have beauty to be comfortable, to be 

kind, to be good, and certainly to be happy. Butte is rather remarkably ugly.”349 From Butte, 

Mary wrote to her father on June 12th, 1910: “Tomorrow is Miners Union Day, the most 

important holiday of the year in Butte. There is to be a great parade in the morning. If Max can 

get off in the afternoon, we are going picknicking [sic].”350 

 President Taft, the 27th U.S. President elected to the office in 1908 succeeding Theodore 

Roosevelt, broke ground at the Panama Pacific International Exposition on October 14th in San 

Francisco. On his train trip back to Washington D.C., he stopped in Butte, MT as a guest of the 

Butte news writer union. Max was invited to a breakfast of 200 fish at the Silver Bow Club (built 

in 1906) with President Taft on October 19th, as his name was published in a list of the nearly 

300 invited “who’s who of Montana” in the October 20th edition of the Anaconda Standard. 

Taft’s gift, either donated by Charles Russell or purchased by the union, was the painting Roping 

a Grizzly (1903), which is now part of the Buffalo Bill Center of the West’s collection in Cody, 

Wyoming.351 After his stop in Butte, Taft made his way to Bozeman, Billings, and then Wyoming. 

 In a letter to her father in October [after October 21st] 1911, she wrote that the Butte-

Superior Copper Company had ordered an automobile for Max, a 1912 Winton “Six”, “with all 

the latest fixtures. Max would tell you all about the wheel base, the size of the wheels, and such 

things, but I forget those details. […] We could not have bought such a superior [automobile] 

ourselves. The company is buying this, which Max feels is quite a mark of appreciation for his 
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hard work.”352  As for how she entertained herself, she wrote about learning how to write short 

stories. “I work over and over my efforts so much that is seems almost impossible to get one 

finished and sent away. I am not altogether hopeless of one day selling another, though it would 

surely be a good joke on me if I never did! Anyway, I shall keep on trying for a while. It is more 

amusing than perpetual bridge.”353 As a Post-Script, she wrote, “I see I have not mentioned the 

President’s visit!” 

 Max swiftly rose in ranks among the mining engineers of Butte. “Following some 

experimental work with flotation processes in a small mill at Basin, Mont., Mr. Atwater, in 1912, 

built the Butte mill at the Black Rock mine which contained the first commercial flotation unit in 

the United States. To Mr. Atwater belongs the credit of being the engineer who introduced 

flotation into American milling practice, and thereby laid the foundation for the subsequent 

phenomenal success of the Butte and Superior and of numberless other American mining and 

milling enterprises.”354 

Women’s Clubs in Butte 

 In the Polk Directory of 1912, the Homer Club355, which met every Monday at homes of 

members, had a limited membership of 30. She was also part of the Woman’s Club of Butte 

(also called the Butte Woman’s Club) and was the group’s “rec sec” (recreation secretary) during 

that time. When Mary was still living in Butte, she wrote her father (undated letter) that “Really, 
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the Homer Club is almost too dull. I think I shall have to resign.”356 Mary found life in Butte dull, 

as a whole. 

Butte bored me. I had never before been expected to live the life of the 
conventional housewife and I found it extremely dull. I didn’t even have the fun 
of cooking as Max felt his position as Superintendent of one of the biggest 
mines in the district made it necessary for me to employ household ‘help.’ […] 
What could the housewife, with a hired cook, do in Butte to pass the time. 
There was the Homer club, there were afternoon teas and there was bridge. The 
Homer Club was amusing in a mild way. Most of the members were a good deal 
older than I, to be sure, but I did not mind that. We took ourselves very 
seriously, met to discuss ‘good’ books and to eat indigestible food at each 
other’s houses, all quite ‘blue-stocking’ and not exactly hilarious but I liked some 
of the Homerites.357 
 

 She found afternoon teas tedious affairs and gave up playing cards altogether because it 

became too much a “business,” in that if she accepted one person’s invitation to play, she could 

not decline another. She saw less and less of Max as he became more and more “absorbed of 

Butte-Superior” affairs, breakfasts were hurried, and dinner at night happened whenever he got 

home. Sometimes at night, he went back to the mine; “otherwise he went to the club to play 

poker and drink. We lived in different worlds, as no doubt many married people in early middle 

age tend to do. People should not live like that. This was undoubtedly the least satisfactory 

period of my life.”358 

 The other women’s clubs of Butte included the Atlas Club, the Shakespeare Club, and 

the Marian Arts and Crafts Club. When the Federation of Women’s Clubs held their convention 

in Butte in June of 1912, where more than 500 women were expected to attend, Mary served 

on the floor committee and the arrangement committee  for the conference.359 The motto of 
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the Federation of Women’s Clubs was: “In small things, liberty; in larger things, unity; in all 

things, charity.”360  Topics of talks included “preserving the human race,” “child labor,” and 

“pure food.” One cause that most women in the organization would have agreed on was 

women’s suffrage.  

Woman’s Suffrage was a significant part of Mary’s life in Butte. She was an active 

member, and at one point a committee officer, of a group of women in the city and state who 

went to great efforts for women to vote not only in Montana but in national elections. Max, 

however, did not understand why women would want to vote, though he did agree that it “was 

only fair for the women to vote if they wanted to.” He thought it “rather stupid and trifling of 

them to be concerned in this matter. He raised no objections when I took an active part in the 

campaign, though he didn’t like it.”361 

 In an article, “Whirlwind Plans Made by Montana Suffragists” in The Butte Miner, dated 

January 26, 1913, stated:  

The women suffragists will start a campaign Feb. 1 that will continue until the 
next general election, when the amendment will be voted upon, according to a 
statement given out at the equal suffrage headquarters today. Rallies will be held 
in public halls, and parades and street corner meetings in some of the larger cities. 
Efforts to reach every man and woman in the state, and especially those in 
sparsely settled districts will be made. The suffragists have decided to make of 
each voting precinct a unit over which a precinct leader will be appointed, who 
will act under the supervision of the county chairman. Tons of literature will be 
distributed.362  
 
On January 29, 1913, Mary wrote her father about the “disturbed and upset condition” 

the Atwaters had been in for a couple weeks regarding Max’s employment. Captain A. B. 
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Wolvin, President of the Butte-Superior Copper Company, whom Max referred to as a “slippery 

old guy,” had offered Max three months’ vacation to get him away.  

That didn’t work, so he got them to offer him the management of the Davis Daly 
at a better salary than he was getting from B & S. Max decided to take that on 
certain conditions and provided his meeting with the president of the company, 
who is to be here soon, turned out all right. If you please, the papers the next 
morning blossomed out with the announcement that he had resigned and gone 
to the Davis Daly. It was the Captain who gave this information to the papers. […] 
Max expects to take hold at the Davis Daly the middle of February. It won’t be as 
interesting as job as the B & S, and, of course, it is rather horrible to leave there 
just when the hard work is over and the easy time begins, but that is the way it 
works. We have seen it coming. The Davis Daly job will give him a better salary. 
He will have Sundays at home and a much easier time all around and also, he will 
have advanced a grade in title. […] It is sad to give up the automobile.363 

 Captain Wolvin, President of the Butte-Superior Mining Co., submitted this false article 

to The Butte Miner without Max Atwater’s knowledge because of a disagreement they were 

having over patent laws (Max advised Wolvin to pay royalties to an Australian company for use 

of a particular flotation device used at Butte-Superior Mine, at Max’s urging; Wolvin wanted to 

find a way around paying these royalties.) Also, whoever wrote this article got the order of 

Max’s initials wrong (it should be “M.W.”). The fact remains that Max did not go to the Davis-

Daly Mine until Jan 1, 1919. By announcing Max’s “transfer” in this very public newspaper, 

Wolvin succeeded in pushing Max out of his managerial position at the Butte-Superior Mine 

when firing the respected mining engineer would have resulted in poor publicity for the mining 

company. 

Mary was working, one of many women in Montana, to secure suffrage for the women 

in the state. She wrote, “I am up to my eyes in politics […] Our suffrage bill passed both houses 

of the legislature and has been signed by the Governor. It simply means that the question will be 
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submitted to popular vote at the next election, but it is quite a triumph. We are to have a grand 

rally Saturday night to celebrate. I have been proposed as a member of the library board and am 

working to get that. I have just come back from a meeting where I had a chance to make a little 

more trouble for my friends on the school board. I made the most of the opportunity, too. 

Fortunately, they can’t hate me any worse than they already do!”364 

 The School Board Election of Saturday, 5 April 1913. By March 1st, a suffrage club in 

Butte met “for the purpose of planning the organization of the interested women of the various 

wards. […] Meetings will be called and permanent organizations effected in each ward. […] 

Reports from the registrar’s office show a marked increase in the number of women who are 

qualifying for the spring school election.”365 As of March 2nd, “Women Voters Have Responded 

to Call” to register to vote for the April School Board election, and more than 350 names had 

been added, according to County Clerk Kehoe. 

 On March 5th, Suffragists gave a registration tea, and Mary was an assistant hostess for 

the event, for the Second and Fourth wards, though every woman was invited and urged to 

attend. In addition to registering Butte women to vote in the School Board election, there were 

talks “on the movement for suffrage and of the work planned to come before them in Butte.”366 

 On March 6th, Mary withdrew her name as nominee for library trustee, which “came as 

a surprise and this brought up more talk.”367 When she withdrew her name from consideration 

for the library trustee, she gave a public statement outlining  her reasons368:   

In allowing my name to be presented to your honorable body as a nominee for 
trustee of the Butte public library I was actuated solely by the hope that I might 
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be of some small service to this community. Certain of your number – for reasons 
best known to themselves – have chosen to make politics of a matter that should 
have no political importance. I find the talk that has been raised both impertinent 
and absurd. For those reasons I respectfully request permission to withdraw my 
name. I trust, gentlemen, that you will fully understand my motives in taking this 
action. I feel that in no other way can I relieve certain of my friends from the 
embarrassing position in which they – through no fault of their own – have been 
placed by their organization. I wish to thank you for the unvarying courtesy and 
consideration of your conduct toward me. My only regret in the matter is that I 
shall not at this time have the pleasure of working for the public good in your 
distinguished and enlightened company. I am very sincerely yours, Mary Meigs 
Atwater. 
 
The anonymous article writer commented, “In general the objection that lay against 

Mrs. Atwater was the same as that advanced in the case of Mrs. Smith [the wife of the assistant 

city attorney and for years the head of the English department at Butte High School, who was a 

new nominee to the board by the mayor] – as to her being a householder, or qualified according 

to law to hold the position.”369 The board voted with a majority of one to dismiss the 

nomination of Mrs. John A. Smith from being considered. 

On March 11th, “Equal Suffrage Club Will Entertain Today” was on page 12 of The Butte 

Miner: 

The Equal Suffrage club, assisted by the women members of the labor unions and 
fraternal societies, will give a registration tea from 10:00 o’clock this morning 
until 5:00 o’clock this evening. Addresses on the suffrage question and music will 
make the day interesting. The primary aim of the tea is to add a number of names 
to the great register at the courthouse before registration closes, and the second 
aim is to interest many women in the suffrage movement. The workers in the club 
extend an invitation to all women to attend, and especially the working women 
to drop in at noon and enjoy a cup of tea. In order that all women may attend the 
gatherings, evening meetings will be held on the second and fourth Tuesday of 
each month and the afternoon meetings on the first and third Tuesdays. A session 
will be held tonight at 8:00 o’clock.370 
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On March 12th, “Suffrage Campaign Will Soon Be Launched,” could be found on page 9 

of The Butte Miner:  

The equal suffrage campaign soon will be under way despite the fact that the 
issue itself is nearly two years away. Preparations for firing the opening gun are 
being made by the Butte Equal Suffrage association, and organization of 
suffragists numbering already nearly 100 members and growing by leaps and 
bounds. […] The organized suffragists will take no active part in the approaching 
school election although all of them will vote. They are intent upon conserving 
their energies and resources for the campaign of 1914, when equal suffrage itself 
will be the issue.371 

 On March 19th, “Suffragists Want More Women to Register” announced registration  

teas to held on Thursday and Friday in the Fifth and Sixth Wards of Butte: 

At a meeting of the Butte Equal Suffrage association held yesterday afternoon 
plans for more registration teas were discussed, when announcement was made 
that comparatively few of the  women voters of the city are registered, despite 
the efforts to stimulate interest in this regard.  […] The condition of the local 
schools was briefly discussed in an informal manner since the association as a 
body is taking no active part in the school election. The need of more fire escapes 
and more sanitary accommodation in the schools was pointed out. Playgrounds 
were discussed and a revival of the subject before the school board was 
suggested.372 

 The same day, a mass meeting was held in Carpenters’ Hall to name two individuals to 

run for the Butte School Board, H. L. Maury and Mrs. William Rosza [sic], on the Independent 

ticket. “This ticket will oppose the so-called regular ticket. This ticket, it is thought, will contain 

the names of two members of the board about to retire […] A number of nominations were 

made. Among those who declined the nomination were […] Mrs. M. W. Atwater.”373 

 “Registration Tea at Courthouse on Monday [March 24]” was an announcement in The 

Butte Miner on March 22nd. Three women, including Mary, made the arrangements for the tea.  

On March 24th, “Ladies Address the Suffragettes,” could be found in The Butte Daily Post:   

 
371 “Suffrage Campaign Will Soon Be Launched,” Butte Miner, March 12, 1913. 
372 “Suffragists Want More Women to Register,” Butte Miner, March 19, 1913. 
373 “Maury and Mrs. Rosza [sic] Candidates,” Butte Miner, March 19, 1913. 
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The women desire one of their number on the school board, and is for that reason 
they are making every effort to add to the list of qualified voters. […] Many ladies 
of the city talked on the question of suffrage and representation on the school 
board. […] Mrs. William Rozsa, candidate for the school trustee and the only 
woman candidate in the race, claims the honor of being instrumental in getting 
the board to act on the question of fire escapes on several of the school buildings. 
Mrs. Rozsa claims that in her investigation she found that the Grant building, with 
640 children, had no fire escape. Declaring that the board apparently ignored the 
matter, she informed the building inspector, who at once took action. Mrs. Rozsa 
gave as her reasons for wanting to be a member of the school board that she 
would at least use her ability in looking after the children and their needs during 
her term of office.374 

 On March 25th, “Women Voters to Have Use of Autos,” was a front-page article of The 

Butte Miner, describing the last chance for women of Butte to register for the coming school 

election in the County Commissioners’ Rooms. Refreshments – “the best of tea, the finest of 

cakes” – were served, as well as several talks given on the reasons for wanting “votes for 

women,” dwelling “on the importance of bringing out the vote for the school election. Women 

are more interested in their children than in anything, they said. For this reason it became as a 

matter of course that all women should be interested in the government of the schools where 

their children will attend.” Mrs. Max Atwater was “among the women most active in the work” 

of the last registration tea.375 The tea was extended into Tuesday as the county clerks were 

overwhelmed by the numbers of women who came to register on Monday, turning many away. 

The title of the article referencing “autos” pertained to suffragettes driving working women to 

the registration tea (to register and have “an excellent lunch”) and back to their store or office 

over their noon hour.376 Mary was one of the first women in Butte to drive and most assuredly 

participated in shuttling working women to this particular registration event. 

 
374 “Ladies Address the Suffragettes,” Butte Daily Post, March 24, 1913. 
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 In the Sunday, April 6th edition of The Butte Miner, the article writer of “Women Exercise 

Franchise Electing Maury and Rozsa” noted that “[t]he election passed off quietly, but the 

women cast fully 75 per cent of their registration and were very active, getting out as many 

voters as possible. […] The male voters did not turn out and it was the votes of the women and 

the socialists that defeated” the School Board incumbents. “Another reason for the light vote 

was that under the new law soliciting votes, using banners or conveyances to get votes to the 

polls or others such as heretofore common means of electioneering, is made unlawful and 

yesterday there were but two instances of banners being used on vehicles and upon a complaint 

being made, the banners were removed. Aside from this the election was colorless and 

featureless.”377 Though the Butte Miner reported few incidents, The Butte Daily Post of Monday, 

April 7th, was more descriptive by writing about the Saturday election’s “Amusing Incidents”: 

At the Lincoln school the newly elected trustee, Mrs. Rozsa, attempted to get into 
the principal’s room to use the telephone. She found the door locked and roped. 
Meeting Officer Fox, she was informed that only on official business could the 
‘phone be used, as the janitor had locked the office and had the key. He admitted 
that he had used the ‘phone and Mrs. Rozsa insisted that if he could use it she 
could. She was told that if she waited around long enough she could get the key 
from the janitor. Just then the janitor peered over the railing and Mrs. Rozsa 
spying him asked for the key and was informed that Mr. Fox himself had it. This 
was the only building in the city where access to the ‘phone was denied and the 
women figured it out that Mr. Fox was the guilty party. At the Grant Building Mrs. 
M. W. Atwater spied E. D. Elderkin’s son in   with a large sign across the back. She 
went to the young man and notified him that if he did not at once take off the 
sign she would have a warrant issued for his arrest. He declined to do this and 
started off uptown, with Mrs. Atwater in her machine in hot pursuit. To the 
Thornton hotel the two machines raced, when young Elderkin stopped and tore 
off the sign. Mrs. Atwater raced at once to the city hall, where warrants for John 
Doe, Richard Roe, etc.,  were ordered served on all owners violating the corrupt 
practice law.378 

 
377 “Women Exercise Franchise Electing Maury and Rozsa,” Butte Miner, April 6, 1913. 
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 The banner on Chairman Elderkin’s automobile, driven by his son, read “Vote for 

Henderson and Holland,” which violated the law relating to corrupt practice.379 Displeased by 

the new members of the School Board, Chairman Elderkin, the father of the “young Elderkin” 

mentioned in the previous article, left his position. “He said he had been a member for five 

years and had presided for one year. He wanted to thank all the old members for their 

consideration and bespeak a like consideration for his successor. He welcomed the new 

members. He hoped any differences that might have existed would not result to the detriment 

of the 7,000 children who were attending the Butte schools.”380 

 In addition to being the first woman elected to the Butte School Board, for which she 

served three years, Martha Rozsa381 was the first Butte city food inspector in 1919382 and in 

November of 1922 became one of the first women United States Federal Prohibition Agents for 

the state of Montana, her main duty being to inspect the medicinal liquor sales of the state. 

Practically every druggist at the time handled medicinal liquor prescriptions at the time, and 

some doctors were abusing their prescription writing privilege according to federal law. Rozsa 

recommended the revocation of certain doctors’ prescription permits depending on the findings 

of her investigations.383 In July of 1923, Rozsa was named to the National Republican Committee 

as an Associate Member, the only Montana woman to represent the state on a national level.384 

During the campaign for women’s suffrage in Montana, Rozsa served as chairman of the 

suffrage organization for the Silver-Bow County. Also, in 1923, Rozsa signed on Mary’s business 

 
379 “Independents Win School Election,” Anaconda Standard, April 6, 1913. 
380 “New Members Meet with School Board,” Anaconda Standard, April 20, 1913. 
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conda Standard article.  
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383 “The Druggists and Prohibition,” The Choteau Montanan, January 6, 1922.  
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incorporation for the Shuttle-Craft Guild. Rozsa continued to serve publicly in Butte, being 

elected the Vice President of the Butte Business and Professional Women organization in 

1928.385 

 Upon the election of Martha Rozsa to the Butte school board, Mary continued her fight 

for women in Montana to vote.  “Mrs. Atwater was one of the committee of public-spirited 

woman who helped to win the fight for a woman member of the school board of Butte this 

Spring.  She has waged an active campaign for suffrage in Montana, and declared yesterday 

[June 25, 1913] that she believed the state would be the next to join the group of western 

enfranchised states. The suffrage referendum will be voted on there next year.”386  

                 When ownership of the Butte-Superior mine changed hands, Max decided to go to 

New York to look into some mine consultation work. In the June 27, 1913 edition of the Salt 

Lake Tribune, a first page article featuring a large image of Mary, “a suffrage leader,” and her 

son Monty (incorrectly labeled as John), titled “’Go West Young Women to Wed’ So Says 

Prominent Suffragist, Calls the New York Men Funny” suggested that “the increasingly vast army 

of young working women of the east” should move to the Pacific states in order to find “really 

fine husbands.”  The article stated that Mary, “leading suffragist and society woman of Butte, 

Mont., and the happy wife of a western man, a well-known mining engineer,” was in New York 

visiting friends in late June.  In her own words, the article continued:  

I have lived in many parts of the world, from South [America] to the Pacific coast 
states,  and nowhere have I met with men of such fine character, men of true 
born chivalry  toward women, and splendid physique, as in the western 
states...I don’t see how the fine, good looking young women I have seen in New 
York can marry the funny little men you see here on the streets and cars…Really, 
it is pathetic. They look underfed and  weedy. The western man is alert, 
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intensely alive, enthusiastic and optimistic, and  energetic, I might add. But the 
poor little men you see in this town are just the reverse. Their appearance would 
indicate that life held little interest for them. Perhaps their appearance is due to 
leading an indoor life: they look terribly bored. Instead of having a real vital 
interest in life, they act as if they merely tolerated it and wouldn’t be sorry when 
it ended. You don’t hear so much about divorces out west either. […] When a 
woman marries a fine western man she usually keeps him.387  

 Mary and Max were in New York in the summer of 1913. On August 8th, 1913, the  

president of the Ohio Copper Company said to stockholders, “With the object [of extracting 

more copper] in view, your directors have employed Mr. Maxwell W. Atwater, a mining 

engineer with much experience in the oil flotation method of concentration, and we confidently 

expect that this method will substantially increase our percentage of recovery.”388 On August 25, 

1913, Max wrote a letter, his return address being 25 Broad St in NYC, to his sister, Betty (Mrs. 

Norman Bardeen), that he had left Mary and Monty in Sea Isle, where Max’s parents had a  

summer home, while he returned to New York to finish his business with the stockholders of the  

company he as working for. He wrote,  

I really don’t know where we will live this year. If my plans come out right, I shall 
have to be in New York a good deal so we will have to choose between Salt Lake 
City and New York. I am going to wait until I am actually hired before I make up 
my mind. President Wolvin of the Butte and Superior proved himself to be 
considerable of a scamp. I ought to have left the company when Dick did, but I 
didn’t and the result was that when the new crowd bounced Wolvin out, they let 
me go too, but I have heard so many nice things said about myself since by the 
people that fired Wolvin and by other people who knew all about my work in 
Butte, that I am glad now that it all happened as it did.389   

 The Atwaters were still on the East Coast in mid-September of 1913, as Max wrote 

about how long it took business to settle in New York. Also, they attended the first game of the 

World Series between the New York Giants and the Philadelphia Athletics at the Polo grounds, 

 
387  “’Go West Young Women to Wed’ So Says Prominent Suffragist, Calls the New York Men Funny,” 
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on October 7th, standing in line since about ten in the evening on October 6th. Mary was the first 

woman in the line and became the focus of several reporters who came to talk to the baseball 

fans waiting in line for tickets. They had “wonderful seats, close to the net, right between home 

plate and first base.”390 She described the event enthusiastically in a letter to her Father the day 

after the game, and also much later in life in her memoirs. It was quite the memory for her. She 

said, “It was a good natured crowd, laughing, cracking jokes, throwing confetti, cheering any 

notable figure who arrived […] There is nothing in the world as completely American as a 

baseball crowd.”391 She noted that she and Max “really came together” in their mutual love of 

baseball.392 

 However they both loved baseball, they did not agree on any other subject and viewed 

marriage in different ways. In her memoirs (1950-1953), she talked about marriage with Max.  

“Max once asked me what I thought were the most important qualities for a successful 

marriage. I told him, ‘kindness and consideration.’ He was quite annoyed. Perhaps because he 

was not distinguished for just these two qualities. Probably he wished me to say, ‘passion, 

faithfulness and trust.’”393 

I won’t say marriage was ideal. I dare say there are no ideal marriages. But 
probably it suited Max and me as well or even better than others we might have 
contracted. We did not bore each other. We loved each other, we interested and 
stimulated one another, we had on the whole an interesting life together, though 
it must be confessed that we rarely agreed about anything – except base-ball! I 
have often wondered whether or not Max would have been happier with a 
different wife. On the whole, I don’t think so. He did not have the temperament 
for happiness, and he would simply have chewed to pieces a soft and really stupid 
woman. He never was able to chew me up and spit me out, not matter how hard 
he tried, and he got a certain satisfaction out of that. Though I can’t remember a 
single word of praise for anything I ever did – from a successful pie to a successful 
school election – he occasionally boasted to others of my small accomplishments. 

 
390 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 18, in the author’s possession.  
391 Ibid., 19. 
392 Ibid., 20. 
393 Ibid., 1.  
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And now and then, though somewhat unwillingly, he would admit I had been right 
on occasion.394 

Basin, Montana 

 The Atwaters returned to Montana to rework an old tailing dump by flotation in Basin. 

“The venture proved a complete technical and financial success.”395 When they first went to 

Basin, with the intent to build a small flotation plant to treat zinc tailings, “it was during a fairly 

long period of bust.”396 By early Spring of 1914, the Atwaters were living in Basin, not quite 

moved into their new house, as Max started the Basin tailings project.  Prior to moving to Basin, 

the Atwaters had traveled, storing their household items in Butte. Their temporary abode 

consisted of “two rooms over the leading saloon”397 until their house was ready for them. She 

described their new house as:  

quite at the western end of the little town, faces south, with the creek in front and an 
old mill opposite. […] There is a good yard on all sides of the house, also a fenced in 
chicken-yard [with 50 or 60 leghorn chickens] and coops, and all manners of sheds and 
things. Also there will be a cellar for storage.” The house had a large living room, “a 
splendid kitchen with pantrys [sic],” a “nice parlor,” a hot water furnace, a “nice bath-
room,” three big bedrooms, and a store-room, which Mary intended for a servant’s 
quarters when they got ‘rich enough.’ She noted “the only real lack the house has is a 
fire-place.398  

 As for the mining work Max would be doing in Basin, Mary wrote, “The big mill, the 

smelter, the sampling plant, a number of houses in Basin, and a lot of mining claims all about in 

the hills belong now to us! It is going to be fun to get out what money is to be gotten from all 

this ___ of expensive experimentation, of villainy, and false hopes. I think we shall have a very 

 
394 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 9-10, in the author’s possession. 
395 “Maxwell Atwater,” Mining and Metallurgy, January 1921, 25. 
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interesting and profitable time for the next few years.”399 

 By June 1914, Mary wrote that “Max’s mill has been bucking madly all week […] 

Whenever it runs properly, it makes most lovely concentrate at the rate of about a ton and hour 

– each ton worth between twenty and twenty-five dollars to us, all expenses considered. When 

it gets to running steadily 24 hours a day, we shall begin to get rich. They ship the first car-load 

tomorrow.” Indeed, the Atwaters made quite a bit of money, particularly when the war came 

and zinc more than doubled in price. Later in the letter, she mentioned the goings-on in Butte. 

“Some of my suffragette crowd came over from Butte by machine last Thursday, and we went 

up the gulch and had a fine picnic. It was nice to see them all, and hear the true inside history of 

what is going on in school politics, Women’s club politics, etc. I dare say you have read in the 

papers of the rioting in Butte among the miners. The trouble is really pretty serious, but is all 

among the miners themselves, the disaffected who number thousands, claim that the union has 

been corruptly managed, which is absolutely true. But what will come of it is hard to say.” As for 

home life, she noted that Monty had a pet magpie. “We have quite a menagerie with the 

pigeons, chickens, a dog, and a magpie!”400  

 She wrote in her memoirs about Basin forever being her home401. “I think that bit of 

country, so high and clean, smelling of fir-trees, wet willows and wild roses, so full of sunlight 

and pure air and so empty of humans, is one of the most livable spots in the world. Likely it will 

always be so. […] I had not liked living in Butte, which – say it any way you like – is an entirely 

preposterous and unpleasant place – but I loved Basin.”402  

 
399 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, Undated (narrowed to 1914), ML 41, Box 21, Folder 
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 While she was living in Basin, Mary continued to be active in women’s suffrage in 

Montana and nationally. In November 1914, women were given unrestricted voting rights in 

Montana. In an Anaconda Standard article, “Suffragists Claiming Montana and Nevada,” of 

November 6, 1914, it was said that “Women now have full suffrage in 11 states and in the 

Territory of Alaska, according to the latest returns from Tuesday’s election, which apparently 

gave the franchise to women in Nevada and Montana. […] The 11 suffrage states, with the time 

of granting the franchise, are: Wyoming, 1890; Colorado, 1893; Idaho, 1896; Washington, 1910; 

California, 1912; Arizona, 1912; Kansas, 1912; Oregon, 1912; Nevada, 1914; Montana, 1914.”403 

 While living  in Basin, she went to Butte often, in most cases to see the dentist. One of 

the only health problems experienced throughout most of her life had to do with her teeth. In a 

letter to her father from Basin, on February 7, 1915, Mary wrote that she appreciated the check 

he sent her, as it helped pay her dentist bills. She also claimed that she enjoyed reading the 

letters from Po (Alice) that he had sent her, and that she was returning them. About the politics 

in Butte, she wrote, “The political situation is most amusing in Butte, and I quite ache to have 

my finger in the pie. The spring elections are going to be decidedly strenuous for several 

reasons. I have been rather on the inside of the women’s part of it for long that I hear a good 

deal of the inside workings. Politics, it seems to me, is the best game there is, if one has time to 

play it.”404 

 In a letter to Mary’s father-in-law on August 28th, 1915, we get a glimpse of a different 

perspective of her “western man” husband, from the point of view of his brother and business 

partner, Dick: 
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Max has poor judgment in all things connected with cost, time, effectiveness and 
appropriateness. He is a splendid leader of men in doing work but so far he shows 
more favors to the men than to the money providers. He will gradually whittle 
down this attitude as he makes money (if he ever does). He is absolutely sincere 
and honest but has, occasionally, a queer “slant” in regard to rights and wrongs. 
For instance, he thinks an employer should be required without any discussion to 
take care of unfortunate employees, families of men who have been hurt or 
killed, etc. We all agree with his sympathies but know that his attitude would 
eventually lead to destructive paternalism. He is a hard case and you can readily 
see he is at his best working under closer supervision. He was fine at Black 
Mountain where I was with him every day. He was splendid in Bolivia until I left, 
when everything went topsy turvy. He was unable to hold himself in the saddle 
with ___ who was not sympathetic with him and who did not know how to handle 
him and now when he has the best possible hand he is plainly driving his horses 
too wide.405   

 The comment about Max being prone to “destructive paternalism” is quite interesting 

when looking at Mary’s letters and memoirs, as well as Max’s letters to his family. His sense of 

brotherhood towards the miners working for him could very well have been a symptom of losing 

his college friends at the Telluride snow slides in 1902. Mary wrote that he never quite got over 

the experience and the loss. It appears that as Dick said his brother needed closer supervision, 

the reasons for that could have stemmed from Max feeling more empathy for the miners he 

supervised than most mining managers would have at the time. As to his financial recklessness, 

that very well could have been a logical observation, since Mary mentioned Max’s handling of 

money to be less than desirable, especially given he had a family to support.  

 In a letter to her father dated February 4, 1916, Mary talked of a “quite terrific siege of 

weather” that had plagued them, with it being 45 degrees one day, “with everything swimming 

in slush,” but by evening it was 10 below zero. Max was having a difficult time keeping the mill 

running to avoid it from freezing, because if he were to let it freeze, it wouldn’t start up again 

until summer. She also talked about how the weather had affected the “poor drunks” to the 
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point that they had lost both hands and feet. She said, “Every day I feel more certain that I shall 

vote for prohibition next fall – the booze question in this little place is so urgent. Think of less 

than 200 people, all told, and five saloons!”406  As to the upcoming arrival of her newest child, 

she said she would probably go to Butte soon as she neared the due date, though she hated the 

thought of leaving her comfortable home, Monty, and Max in Basin. Elizabeth Joan Atwater 

came into the world on February 29th, 1916, a Leap Year Baby and birthday present to Mary – 

whose birthday was February 28th – the day after she turned 38 years old. 

 On June 7, 1916, Max and Mary purchased lots 1 and 2 of Block 16 in Basin. Max’s 

parents arrived in Basin at 7:50 a.m. on September 25, 1916, after not giving much notice that 

they were even coming for a visit. Mary, baby Betty, and Dick Atwater, Max’s brother, met them 

at the train, as Max was in California getting Monty set up at the Dane School. Max returned to 

Basin on September 27th. On October 3rd, Max and his father went to Helena and spent the day 

at the Montana Club and purchased a fireplace set for Mary. On October 6th, the Atwaters left 

Basin, arriving back in Chadds Ford on October 16th. 

 The Basin Salvage Co. became incorporated on October 18, 1916, the paperwork being 

filed on the 21st. In the Index to Certificate of Incorporations, the Basin Salvage Company was 

listed on October 21, 1916. The Articles of Incorporation stated:  

the objects for which the corporation is formed are as follows: To acquire, by 
purchase or otherwise, and to build, own, control, operate and maintain mills and 
works for the crushing, sampling and treating of mineral-bearing ores and for the 
melting, reduction and extraction of all kinds of mineral-bearing ores; and to buy, 
sell, receive, assay, hold, store, ship, transport and deal in such ores and their 
products on its own account and as factor or agent for others; to acquire, own 
and use water and water rights incident to said mills and works; to acquire, by 
purchase or otherwise and to hold, improve and sell or otherwise dispose of such 
mines, mill sites and other real property, fixtures, dump, dump-rights, riparian 
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rights, water and ditch rights, ditches, flumes, pipes and pile-lines, tramways, 
rights-of-way, easements, appurtenances, patent rights, secret processes, 
franchises, licenses, charters, and other property or rights to property, real, 
personal or mixed, as may be deemed by the directors for the time being to be 
necessary or appropriate for proper working, development, exploration or 
enjoyment of its properties. To construct canals, ditches, flumes and other works 
for conveying water, and reservoirs for storing the same, and to bore artesian 
wells, and to run tunnels. The streams from which the waters are to be taken are 
Cataract Creek, Basin Creek and Boulder River, in Jefferson County, Montana. […] 
The term for which said corporation is to exist is forty (40) years […] The number 
of directors shall be five (5), and the names of those… are: M. W. Atwater, M. M. 
Atwater, R. de Sallier, G. J. Gillespie, and R. M. Atwater,  
 

the latter two being of New York City, while the first three were from Basin.407  

 Shortly after Max and Mary incorporated their Basin mining business, on November 7, 

1916, there was an aggressive Presidential race held between the incumbent Democratic 

president, Woodrow Wilson, and Supreme Court Justice Charles Evans Hughes, the latter losing 

by 600,000 votes. Mary made it clear in her family correspondence that she detested Woodrow 

Wilson, saying he “is not my president.” Perhaps her reasons included Wilson being lukewarm to 

the women’s suffrage movement, though he did eventually support it, giving an official speech 

to the Senate in January 1918.  In a letter to her pro-Wilson father-in-law, Richard Atwater, 

dated November 15th, 1916, she claimed, 

[T]he big question is always the question of our honor, our stand before the world 
in this great moment. […] That we were so divided in opinion on this big simple 
matter is to me the tragedy of the election. I am ashamed to be an American. It 
hurts me like a brand that is not to be washed off. Even if the California contests 
should be decided in Mr. Hughes’ favor, this hideous feeling of divided opinion 
would still remain. Nothing can help that. [… Mr. Wilson] is not my president, and 
this is not my country as long as it chooses him. I should like to go away to the 
South Seas – and never come back! Which I supposed you will think mere raving! 
Well we will have four more years, apparently, to learn to know this “second 
Lincoln,” our “Prince of Peace,” etc. as the papers call Woodrow Wilson. It makes 
me ill.408 
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 One aspect of that election that may have pleased Mary was Jeannette Rankin409 being 

elected to the House of Representatives, a Republican from Montana, in 1916. She was the first 

woman to hold federal office in the United States. While in Congress, she was the only House 

member to vote against entering World War I in 1917 and would later be the only member to 

vote against declaring war on Japan after the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941, during her 

second term.  She introduced legislation that eventually became the 19th Constitutional 

Amendment, granting unrestricted voting rights to women nationwide in 1920. Without many 

women working in local elections within Montana for several years, women would not have 

been allowed to vote in Montana during the 1916 state election. Because women could vote in 

Montana as of 1914, and they did so in significant numbers, Jeannette Rankin went to 

Washington, D.C., representing the people, men and women, of Montana in 1916. Without 

Jeannette Rankin in the House of Representatives, when would American women have been 

awarded the right to vote in national elections? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
  

THE WEAVER EMERGES (1916-1922) 
 

 The Arts and Crafts movement, emerging in industrialized England during the late 

Victorian period, was an international trend in the decorative and fine arts, which had influence 

in America at the turn of the 20th century. The trend was in direct response to the rise in 

machine-created products, which artists critiqued for being inferior to items designed and hand-

made by individual craftspersons. William Morris was the figurehead of the movement, 

believing that industrialization created a “dehumanizing distance between the designer and the 

manufacturer. Morris strove to unite all the arts within the decoration of the home, 

emphasizing nature and simplicity of form.”410 The Arts and Crafts Society began in October 

1897 at Hull House in Chicago, one of the first American settlement houses for social reform. 

That same year, the American Arts and Crafts Exhibition held its first event in Boston, featuring 

more than 1,000 objects by 160 craftspersons, half of which were women. Art Nouveau 

emerged at the same time and shared theoretical and visual qualities with the Arts and Crafts 

Movement, particularly the interest in nature and Gothic style. Art Nouveau, in contrast, 

embraced technology and complexity, whereas the Arts and Crafts movement stressed 

simplicity and handicraft. The movement in America is said to have ended in 1920 as technology 

advanced, though small handicraft communities and businesses continued to thrive. 

 Mary would have been exposed to influences of both the Arts and Crafts movement as 

well as Art Nouveau at the Chicago Art Institute in her decorative design classes between 1897 

and 1902. She also had been inspired by the textiles she had seen in Bolivia and Mexico. 

 
410 Obniski, “The Arts and Crafts Movement in America,” Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. 
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Drawing on her education and desiring to better the women in the community of Basin, she 

began to pursue learning how to hand-weave in 1916, which at the time was a craft in decline 

due to the industrialization of textiles. In her memoirs, Mary wrote that she began her study of 

hand-weaving “with the idea of finding an outlet for [her] own art-impulses, and also with the 

idea of social service.” It appeared to her that the women of Basin, especially “the intelligent 

and educated women,” had “very little with which to fill their lives” while the men were 

occupied with floating zinc tailings, or in meeting at the saloons, where women weren’t allowed. 

She found that only a few liked to fish as much as she did, or they had small children, and that 

playing bridge did not fill up their time. She had heard of hand-weaving industries in Berea, 

Kentucky, and in some places in the South, and it seemed to her that a similar project would 

meet their needs.411 

 She began by making some experiments using a small table loom using information she 

could glean from an article published in the Industrial Arts magazine. “Convinced that the thing 

was interesting and practical, I purchased looms, fitted up a work-shop in a small house in Basin, 

and sent to California for an instructor.”412 The instructor was a Mr. Grey, who acted as foreman 

of her new weaving shop and directed the work. “Any woman who wished to weave was given 

the opportunity to learn on my looms.”413 It became clear that Mr. Grey could only instruct the 

women in basic weaving, so when she wanted to learn more, she had to educate herself.  

 Her own work, she claimed, was from the first chiefly in design. “I went east and did a 

great amount of research work in museums and libraries, and in private collections. And after a 

time I began the publication of a series of blue-printed pattern drafts for hand-weavers. Many 

 
411 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Accomplishments - Article 3,” 1928, 1, in the author’s possession.  
412 Ibid. 
413 Ibid. 
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people, I found, were handicapped in their work through the lack of patterns, as very few 

weavers understood the art of draft- writing. My work was intended to make as many of the 

historic patterns as possible available in correct technical form for the increasing number of 

hand-weavers.”414 Eventually, her research allowed her to “unlock the ‘Summer and Winter’ 

weave, – the most beautiful and the most distinctively American, of the weaves used by our 

early American craftsmen. She acknowledged that draft-writing, and deciphering ancient 

patterns written in a forgotten notation, was “peculiarly” her talent, claiming that 

her work through training in mechanical drawing, decorative design and free-hand drawing, 

were the greatest possible value to her.415 

 In a February 1917 letter to her father, Mary wrote about her weaving as well as her  

disappointment in Woodrow Wilson’s upcoming inauguration on March 4th: 

I am having an interesting time trying to learn to weave, with the idea of starting 
a ‘village identity’ here among the women and girls. It is fascinating work. […] As 
to the political situation – I can’t bear to think of it all. The brutal part of  it is that 
the country deliberately chose this course. Woodrow Wilson was an accident the 
first time, the second time he is a deliberate bit of cowardice. That’s what we are! 
It makes me sick! I don’t see how we are going to recover our self-respect and 
there are plenty of people perfectly satisfied with the way things are going!”416  

 In addition to learning to weave, Mary was also raising borzoi dogs417. She described her 

two: “Naiou – my big dog – is never looking for trouble. If I have him out alone, he generally runs 

if anything attacks him, but if Natoch is along, he sails in and catches whatever says a word to 

him.”418 

 
414 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Accomplishments - Article 3,” 1928, 2, in the author’s possession 
415 Ibid. 
416 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, February 1917, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10/11, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
417  See Figure 53 in Appendix A for a photograph of Mary, with baby Betty, Natoch (her female bor-
zoi dog), and puppies, taken in Basin in 1916. 
418  Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, February 1917, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10/11, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
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 This is significantly the first time Mary mentions learning to weave in her letters. 

Perhaps an even more interesting observation is that her feelings regarding the second 

presidential term of Woodrow Wilson mirror those of some contemporary Americans who feel 

the same way about a possible second term for Donald Trump if he were to win the 2020 

Presidential election, even down to the saying, “not my president.” 

 In April of 1917, the United States declared war on Germany and entered World War I, 

with only one vote against it coming from Montana’s first and only woman Representative, 

Jeanette Rankin (elected to the House of Representatives in 1916). Mary’s tone was one of 

indifference when she wrote of some major happenings in the mining city on August 5th:  

Things in Butte are in a good deal of a mess. Federal mediators and investigators don’t 
seem to get anywhere with the trouble419. The result was naturally enough the 
lynching420 of a few days ago. We will have vigilante421 times again I daresay. Out here 
[Basin] there has been no disturbance as yet. […] I don’t write to Father any more 
because Max doesn’t want me to. I am expecting Grace sometime this week. She is 

 
419 Mary refers to a mining strike in June 1917. The miner’s daily wage of $4.50 could not keep up 
with inflation. Many men had left the mines to fight in the war, which the US entered in April of 1917. The 
mines in Butte were also quite dangerous. On June 8th, 168 miners died when a shift manager ignited a 
damaged cable with his lamp. Fire and poisonous gas filled Speculator and Granite Mountain mines, and 
there were no escape holes for the trapped miners. The strike was spurred by the newly formed Metal 
Mine Workers Union who had demands for $6 a day and increased safety inspections as well as escape 
mechanisms. The strike began on June 14th after the mining companies denied the union’s demands. The 
strike ended in December, and nothing was gained for the miners while the Anaconda Company 
flourished due to war-time demand. 
420 On August 1st, 1917, Frank Little, labor leader, strike organizer and anti-war protester, was 
lynched in Butte. After a stint as a miner he joined the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), a radical 
labor union known as the Wobblies. After the Miner’s strike began on June 14th, he traveled to Butte and 
spoke out fervently, creating spectacles across the city. His main mission was to recruit the miners into 
the Industrial Workers of the World and for the Metal Mine Workers Union to join forces with the radical 
labor union. He was a crippled, one-eyed, itinerant activist, who took on the Anaconda Company, and also 
the US government, and lost. It is unknown who lynched him, but Little was hated and feared by many 
Butte residents for his Anti-American rhetoric in a time of patriotic hysteria resulting from the US entering 
WWI in April 1917 and the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia.  Some say that the president of the Anaconda 
Company asked that Frank Little be taken care of. It is said that six “thugs” attacked him, beat him, 
dragged him on the bumper of a car, and then hung him in a public location. Little became a martyr for 
the Labor Movement. No one was charged with the murder. 
421 The note found on the hanged body of Frank Little read “3 7 77” (3 feet by 7 feet by 77 inches). 
Montana Vigilantes used this symbol to warn people to leave or they would receive vigilantism. 
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coming out on business – the Children’s Bureau is going to do some work in Montana 
but I hope for a glimpse of her.422 

 It seems that Mary wasn’t overly affected by the mining accident that resulted in the 

death of 168 men, the strike, or the lynching of an outspoken labor party spokesperson, possibly 

because they lived in Basin rather than in Butte during the chaos.  She did write that she was 

feeling worn down. “I am going away myself for the winter. I feel very run down for some 

reason and the doctor says a change will do me good. […] I haven’t decided yet where to go – 

Seattle I think or perhaps Berkeley.” 423 

 The letter was on Montana Good Government State Central Committee (Montana 

affiliate of the National American Woman Suffrage Association) letterhead, on which she was 

listed as the Assistant State Chairman, while her friend Mrs. William Rozsa was listed as the 

Financial Secretary. The State Chairman was Mrs. Harvey Coit, Eleanor, of Big Timber. After 

women received the vote in Montana in 1914, and Jeannette Rankin was elected to the House 

of Representatives in 1916, the Suffrage Committee, which had previously been headed by 

Rankin as “State Chairman,” took the name of the Montana Good Government State Central 

Committee. The main goal of the group then turned to securing women’s suffrage nationally. 

Much of the correspondence in the committee’s document collection at the Montana Historical 

Society pertains to the anti-suffrage assumption that women in states where they were given 

the vote, simply chose not to. Letters from county clerks across the state to the committee gave 

the facts of registered voters and those who voted in the 1916 election. Most of the Montana 

women, who were registered, voted, while only about 50% of the registered men voters did so, 

proving the anti-suffragists wrong in their claim. While there were fewer registered women 

 
422 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 5 August 1917, in the author’s possession. 
423 Ibid. 
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voters, given that men outnumbered women in the state at the time, most of those who did 

register themselves showed up to the polls to cast their vote. As of January 11, 1917, Mary was 

the Assistant State Chairman of the Good Government League, while Martha Rozsa was 

Financial Secretary.424  

 Mary would have had much in common with Jeannette Rankin (b. June 11, 1880; d. May 

18, 1973), who was also the oldest of six children (four surviving sisters and one brother). Both 

started their professional lives in groundbreaking careers for women, Mary as an Occupational 

Therapist and Jeannette as a social worker. Both were also motivated by women’s suffrage. 

Jeannette had been a social worker in Washington in 1910 when women in that state became 

enfranchised.  She went to New York, where she had attended the NY School of Philanthropy, to 

become one of the founders of the New York Woman Suffrage Party. Rankin returned to 

Montana and rose through the ranks of suffrage organizations, becoming the president of the 

Montana Women's Suffrage Association and the national field secretary of NAWSA. In February 

of 1911, she became the first woman before the Montana legislature, arguing for women in the 

state to become enfranchised. In November 1914, Montana became the 7th state to allow 

women unrestricted voting rights.  

Though Rankin receives most of the praise for this feat, the grass-roots women who 

were out in the field to promote the benefits of women’s suffrage in the state deserve just as 

much recognition for their efforts. Mary, in fact, was somewhat of a critic of Rankin, stating that 

“Miss Rankin certainly did not help matters by her illljudged and inopportune visit” to Butte 

during the Butte and Anaconda miners’ strike and turbulence regarding the lynching. She wrote, 

“the air [in Butte] is electric with ugly possibilities. There is certainly, I think, to be a few more 

 
424 “Good Government League Will Open,” Helena Independent, January 11, 1917. 



154 

 

lynchings unless the agitators decide to take warning and leave. The government mediators and 

officials of one kind and another don’t seem to have done much with the situation. I am not sure 

we don’t really need the vigilantes again. […] It won’t take much of a spark to set off some 

pretty heavy charges.”  

 Mary spent a lot of time in Butte during this period to volunteer with the Red Cross, 

which had asked for women volunteers. Mary and other women were busy doing “guy knitting,” 

including helmets and contributing to a fundraising sale. She had been knitting so much that she 

thought, for the rest of her life, she would “knit two and pearl two through all [her] dreams.” 

Mary was going to knit a helmet for Glenn Max’s chauffeur, who was about to go into the 

aviation corps. “About a third of the men called on the first draft in Butte failed to show up 

when summoned, so they have had to call once and again in order to fill their quota. There 

seems to be a marked lack of enthusiasm. It is a stupid war.”425 

 On August 5th, she wrote,  
 

The weaving goes on very well. You would be surprised to see what pretty things 
we are making. The women here are very much interested.”426 As for weaving, 
she described much success in the beginning stages of her group’s efforts. “We 
had an exhibition of weaving in Butte two weeks ago. It was quite a success. We 
are going to exhibit at the State Fair next month. We have a number of orders 
ahead and are getting a good start, I think. We can make beautiful things. I don’t 
do much of the actual weaving. I am doing the drafting, and I have enough of it 
planned to keep me busy every day and all day long for a year! At the rate I go, it 
will probably take me then. But it is fun to do. I love to get back to drawing, real 
drawing!427 
 
 
 
 

 
425 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 26 August 1917, in the author’s possession. 
426 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 5 August 1917, in the author’s possession.  
427 Ibid. 



155 

 

The Flu Epidemic of 1918-1920 
 
 

 Over the duration of the three waves of the Spanish Flu pandemic – which had infected 

some 500 million people world-wide by the end of the pandemic in 1920 and killed 50 million 

people, 675,000 being of the United States – 5,000 people died in Montana. Montana was 

among the four states hit hardest by the flu. Younger adults, aged 18 to 40, died at higher rates 

than people of other ages. The first wave of the flu was relatively mild, and the U.S. Government 

downplayed the crisis of the second, deadlier wave in order to maintain morale in wartime by 

avoiding negative news stories. Woodrow Wilson chose to not make any statements about the 

Spanish Flu, even when 195,000 Americans died in October of 1918. The U.S. Surgeon General 

Rupert Blue stated, “There is no cause for alarm if proper precautions are observed.” The flu hit 

Montana first in in the northeastern part of the state in September of 1918. Teddy Roosevelt 

visited Billings on October 5th and appeared before a crowd of 7,500. By October 8th, the Billings 

Gazette reported 15 to 20 cases of the flu, and the number of cases began to rapidly rise across 

the state. The state Department of Health closed community institutions far before schools.428 In 

Butte, Dr. H.P McCarthy stated that the city had so far escaped “the ravages of the flu.” He 

nonchalantly described the virus as a “malignant form of the grip” and told people to pay 

attention to “warning signs of a headache, backache and sore throat.” However, people in Butte 

were dying rapidly. By Christmas of 1918, at least 12,000 Butte residents came down with the 

Spanish Flu and more than 1,000 had died. From October 1918 through May of 1919, there were 

1,200 deaths in Butte from the flu. 429 

 Mary later reflected on how the flu epidemic struck her home, 

 
428  Pickett, “Flu Outbreak of 1918-1918 claimed 5,000 Lives in Montana, Billings Gazette, February 5, 
2005. 
429  Haffey, “Montana Hit by 1918 Flu,” Montana Standard, October 31, 2005. 
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When [the flu] struck Basin we happened to have a school-board made up of 
three ardent Christian Scientists. No move was made to close the schools and 
people began asking me to do something about it. It always fell to my lot in Basin 
to do the more or less unpleasant things that nobody else would do. I called each 
of the school trustees in turn and suggested that the school should be closed 
immediately. One and all replied that they did not believe in sickness and 
epidemics and that the school would remain open. I pointed out to these people 
that it was not a matter of their beliefs or opinions but that the State Board of 
Health had issued an order on the subject and that the school must close. They 
still refused to take action and I had to get a state officer down from Helena to 
close us up. For a time many people in Basin were annoyed with me. Many 
women would take any chance rather than have their children at home all day. 
However it was not long before the full force of the epidemic struck and the social 
outlook changed.430 

 Mary tried to get nurses from Butte and Helena to come to Basin, but without success. 

The hospitals were at over capacity, and there was one doctor to cover their part of the county 

who made it to Basin only once a week. So, she had the idea to recruit Miss Connor, a nurse who 

had stayed with Mary for some time after she gave birth to Betty in 1916, to come to Basin from 

her homestead near Townsend. “She was a remarkable and forceful woman who had been head 

of a small hospital in New York but had given up nursing when she became a Christian Scientist 

and had come west to be a farmer.”431 Mary sent her chauffer to Townsend to retrieve Miss 

Connor. “You just go down there and load her in the car, and don’t dare come back without 

her,” she had said to the poor man, who “turned a bit pale. She was a forceful somebody and 

must have weighed at least fifty pounds more than my driver. However, he departed on the 

errand and got back in triumph by later afternoon with Miss Connor on the front seat beside 

him and assorted crates of chickens and rabbits filling the back of the car.”432  

 After Miss Connor arrived in Basin, they started their mission to rid Basin of the flu. Miss 

 
430 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Flu,” 1950-1953, 1, in the author’s possession.   
431 Ibid., 2.   
432 Ibid. 
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Connor would not permit Mary to go to any of the houses because she was still nursing Betty. 

The duo cooked “huge kettles of broth” and Miss Connor “would set out every morning, with a 

Christian Science tract in one hand and a bottle of castor oil in the other, followed by Joe, my 

Chinese cook, carrying a bucket of broth in each hand.” All day they made the rounds, going 

from house to house, from one end of Basin to the other. “Someone was sick in each house, and 

in some places everyone was sick.”433 Mary claimed that Basin didn’t have one death during the 

epidemic. Before Miss Connor left Basin, the town “held a public meeting to thank her and to 

present her with a watch as a token of gratitude – quite right and proper. She did a grand 

job.”434 

 I can’t help but find similarities between the Spanish Flu epidemic of 1918-1919 and the 

novel coronavirus (Covid-19) of 2020. As I write this, the world is experiencing a similar 

pandemic to the one that took so many lives over a hundred years ago. World-wide, as of March 

31, 2020, there are 754,948 confirmed cases (183,532 being in the United States) and 36,571 

total confirmed deaths (3,727435 deaths in the United States) from the coronavirus disease.436 

Montana currently has 185 confirmed cases and has four confirmed deaths. Similar to how 

slowly public and government officials responded to the flu epidemic, government officials have 

also taken a lackadaisical approach to Covid-19, which first appeared in the United States on 

January 15th, according to the CDC, and the President stated shortly thereafter that Covid-19 

wasn’t anything to worry about. He said, “We have it totally under control. It’s one person 

 
433 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Flu,” 1950-1953, 3, in the author’s possession.   
434 Ibid., 4. 
435  “Coronavirus in the U.S.: Latest Map and Case Count,” The New York Times, March 31, 2020. 
436  World Heath Organization. Retrieved from www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-corona-
virus-2019 
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coming from China.”437 However, the numbers grow drastically each day, with the United States 

epicenter being in New York, with 75,813 cases and over 1,500 deaths as of March 31st.  

 Governors across the country seek Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) for health care 

workers, find that ventilators are scarce, and are encouraging all residents to stay at home. In 

the American lexicon, there are new phrases such as “social distancing,” “flatten the curve,” and 

everyone is wondering when the virus pandemic will “peak.” Dr. Anthony Fauci, Director of the 

national Institute of Allery and Infectious Diseases, says it is possible that the coronavirus could 

peak by May 1st, but warned against promising a specific date, as the virus makes the timeline.  

On March 15th, Dr. Fauci warned that in the worst cast possible scenario, between 200,000 and 

1.7 million Americans could die from the coronavirus.438   

 As with the Spanish Flu of 1918-1919, it will take time to know the exact numbers 

related to this pandemic, but the similarities between how two different government 

administrations, separated by 102 years, have chosen to address pandemics in the United States 

is quite telling about how history can repeat itself, and how history will eventually be the judge 

on how a President responds to a national emergency. One could argue that a period of 

prosperity may follow the Covid-19 pandemic, in the United States and globally; however, as we 

look to what transpired in the two decades following the Spanish Flu of 1918-1920, we can see a 

decade of growing economic stability – the Roaring 1920s – leading to the inevitable Stock 

Market Crash of late 1929, which led to the Great Depression. Is the United States on a similar 

path? Time will tell.   

 
 

 
437  “Squawk Box,” CNBC, Interview with Joe Kernen and Donald Trump, January 22, 2020. 
438  Burke, “Dr. Fauci: Worst-Case Scenario up to 1.7M Deaths from Coronavirus ‘Possible,” News-
max, March 15, 2020.  
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Army Service During World War I 
 

 During 1918, while Max continued to head the Basin Salvage project in Basin, and the 

Spanish Flu epidemic continued to ravage Montana, Mary had different plans for herself. She 

wrote later in life that when her “chance came to be a soldier,” she “embraced it.”439 Whether 

out of a desire to serve her country, make her own money, witness a change of scenery, or 

experience city life as an independent woman once again – or perhaps it was a combination of 

all these factors –  Mary volunteered to become one of the first Occupational Therapists in the 

country in January of 1918 as a weaver. At that time, these individuals were known as 

Reconstruction Aides. That same year, the U.S. War Department had published the “Circular of 

Information Concerning the Employment of Reconstruction Aides.” It advertised job 

opportunities for educated women who desired to contribute their services to the war effort. 

The War Department wanted “trained [civilian] women to furnish forms of occupation to 

convalescents in long illness and to give to patients the therapeutic benefit of activity.”440 

Another government bulletin, as quoted by Jaclyn Faglie Low in her article “The Reconstruction 

Aides” (1992), offered a more in-depth description of this unique employment opportunity for 

women: 

[Occupational Therapy Reconstruction Aides are] civilian employees whose 
province is to teach various forms of simple hand craft to patients in military 
hospitals and other sanitary formations of the Army, especially to those patients 
in the orthopedic and surgical wards as well as to the patients suffering from 
nervous or mental diseases.441   

 Reconstruction Aides were to provide wounded soldiers therapeutic occupational 

treatment as a diversion from their war neuroses and/or physical injuries so that they could 

 
439 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Untitled,” 1950-1953, 12, in the author’s possession.  
440 Low, “The Reconstruction Aides,” American Journal of Occupational Therapy 46 (Jan. 1992): 38. 
441 Ibid., 39. 
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return to the war front or the job market as soon as possible. Bedside occupation activities were 

mental diversions that also focused the wounded soldiers on using and strengthening one or 

both of their hands.  Knitting, simple weaving, block printing, bead work, wood carving, leather 

work, embroidery, and brass and tin work were considered popular and useful therapeutic 

exercises, particularly early on in the disabled soldier’s healing process.442 

 Only particular women would suit as a Reconstruction Aide. Indeed, the government 

and training schools solicited elite white women. One could find the War Department and 

Boston School of Occupational Therapy employment and education notices among the society 

pages of Boston and Los Angeles newspapers as well as in universities and hospitals. Some 

required qualifications included having a high school education and a theoretical knowledge of 

and practical training in at least three of the following craft: basketry, weaving (hand and bead 

looms including simple forms of rugs and mat making), simple wood carving, block-printing 

(paper and textiles), knitting, and needlework.443 

 Also in 1918, the Boston School of Occupational Therapy laid out further requirements: 

Minimum age 25. Any woman of American citizenship or belonging to an Allied Nation is eligible 

provided she measure up to the standard mentally and physically. Emphasis is placed on the 

personality of those who desire entrance into the school. Nearly all who have applied are 

college graduates, and while that is by no means an essential, it is of course a valuable asset, as 

is previous training in handiwork. Equally important is the motherly nursing which is counted so 

important in this work of bedside occupation.”444 

 
442 “Occupational Therapy,” Office of Medical History,  
 http://history.amedd.army.mil.booksdocs/wwiVolXIII/htm 
443   Low, “The Reconstruction Aides,” 39. 
444   Litterst, “Occupational Therapy: The Role of Ideology in the Development of a Profession for 
Women,” 23. 
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 Those women applicants who met the requirements to be Occupational Therapy 

Reconstruction Aides (or O.T. Re-Aides) could become government employees (earning $50 per 

month for their work in the United States and $60 per month for overseas work). They had no 

military standing, though they had the opportunity to apply credit for their service time towards 

acquiring civil service appointments after the war. Most of the Reconstruction Aides took jobs in 

“bedside occupation” and “curative workshops” out of financial necessity as well as the desire 

to contribute to the war effort; most were also well-educated and from families that 

emphasized social obligation.445  

The entrance standard to this course was high; most schools asking that the 
women be University or College graduates, with successful experience in some 
allied field as a background. […] These women when accepted for training were 
put through a fourteen weeks course which was on par with the fourteen weeks 
course put in by men who entered the R.O.T.C. Prescribed courses in Anatomy, 
Activity, Psychology, Pathology, Massage, Emergency Treatment, Hydro-Therapy, 
Electro-Therapy-Development Exercise, Surgical Clinic and Reconstruction Clinic 
experience, were among those stressed. In most cases a careful weeding out of 
candidates was maintained from the very first until those who finished and whose 
recommendations were forwarded to Surgeon General were a representative of 
trained workers.446 

Mary Meigs Atwater fulfilled all requirements. Because of her training, work experience,  

weaving skills, and age, Mary was qualified to enter the Army Hospital Service as an 

Occupational Therapy Reconstruction Aide, and she did so in February 1918 at the age of forty. 

She completed her training at Camp Lewis in Seattle, W.A., and later transferred to Letterman 

General Hospital, “the Presidio” and largest Army general hospital at the time,” in San Francisco. 

During her military service, Mary taught hand-weaving to ambulatory patients and taught 

macramé, card-weaving, braiding and other non-loom crafts to bed-patients. Also, at this time 

 
445   Gutman, “Influence of the U.S. Military and Occupational Therapy Reconstruction Aides in 
World War I on the Development of Occupational Therapy,” 259. 
446  The History of the Letterman Hospital, 1919, 24. 
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“she formed her ideas of what a loom should be and do, later published her first pamphlet on 

weaving The Shuttle-Craft Instructions for Egyptian Card Weaving – for use in hospitals.”447  She 

wrote later, “I went to Camp Lewis on a bus from Tacoma and was dropped off at the gate of 

the hospital, clutching a heavy travelling bag in one hand and my ‘orders’ in the other. […] After 

a time I came to a small detached building with a flag-staff and fluttering flag in front and 

HEADQUARTERS in black paint over the white door.” Her orders were to report to the  

Chief Nurse at the hospital, which was a “maze of long, low, wooden shacks set in series along 

open galleries.” The Chief Nurse received her “quite without enthusiasm” and told her to wait 

for the Head Therapist to arrive. “She took me in tow and conducted me to one of the barn-like 

shacks and assigned me a high, hard bed in a big, airless room, stuffy with hissing radiators and 

closed windows and lot of clothes hanging in racks at the head and foot of the double row of 

beds.”448  

 Though the War Department officially employed the Reconstruction Aides, the Red 

Cross provided the women with their uniforms. Mary described the women of her residential 

building and the impracticality of the uniforms in her memoirs. The hospital uniforms  

of the occupational therapy aides, which was expected to be pressed every morning before 

going on duty, consisted of:  

a light-blue cotton dress with a stiff white collar, adorned with a white bib apron 
and surmounted by a cap consisting of a stiff white band and blue top.” The 
therapy aides were also to purchase a street uniform, which consisted of a “wool 
suit in Oxford gray with a hard round black hat” and “a gray cape, longer than the 
short cape worn by the nurses, attached by straps that crossed in the front [with 
a] bronze ‘U.S.’ on one side of the collar and ‘O.T.’ on the other.449 

 
447 Betty Atwater Biehl, “Tribute to Mary Meigs Atwater,” 2. 
448  Mary Meigs Atwater, “Army,” 1950-1953, 1-2, in the author’s possession. 
449 Ibid., 3-4. 



163 

 

 Mary’s first-hand account of the uniforms450 she wore during her employment shows a 

distinction between how the nurses and Reconstruction Aides presented themselves. Though 

some therapy aides had been nurses prior to their employment with the War Department, and 

some aides (with no nursing experience) occasionally performed nursing duties, particularly 

during influenza outbreaks, the distinction was clear, at least physically: O.T. Re-Aides were not 

nurses and vice versa.  

 Upon her arrival at Camp Lewis, Mary was assigned to Ward Sixty-One, having never 

seen the inside of a hospital ward and had only “the vaguest idea of what ‘occupational therapy 

might be.’”451 When she asked what she was supposed to do when she got to the ward, she was 

told to “find something interesting for the patients to do.” When she claimed that she enlisted 

as a hand weaver, she discovered that there were no looms or materials to use, but they may be 

given something to work with after a while. Mary was terrified. “My knees knocked together as 

we walked along the gridiron of covered walks toward the bottom of the hospital. Empty hands! 

I must have something in my hands. Luckily I spied a piece of frayed old clothesline hanging from 

a post. I gathered it in and had at least something to twist between my fingers.”452 As soon as 

she started talking with her first patient, a fair-haired boy who looked not much older than” her 

young school-boy son, Monty, she found he was interested in the cord she held in her hands. He 

began asking her names of knots, and before too long, she was surrounded by soldiers in 

wheelchairs and on crutches.453 When she showed them all a type of knot none of them had 

heard of, the Mexican jar-sling, she realized she had won the “confidence of the gang.”454  

 
450  See Figure 54 in Appendix A for a photograph Mary sent her father of herself in her Reconstruc-
tion Aide uniform.  
451 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Army,” 1950-1953, 7, in the author’s possession.  
452 Ibid., 7-8. 
453 Ibid., 8. 
454 Ibid., 9.  
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 She discovered that the patients in her ward were starved for color, so she “gave Ward 

61 all the color” she was able. “We went in for card-weaving in a big way and when the beds 

were strung up with gray-colored bands from end to end the effect was definitely stimulating. I 

carried my materials to the ward tied up in bright-colored silk bandannas, strung along my arm 

like a bunch of toy balloons, and when a new project was in process I laid out all the balls of 

bright-colored yarns on one of the beds for everybody to enjoy.”455 

 Reconstruction Aides were skilled artists, teachers, craftspersons, and designers before 

their employment with the War Department, and once the war was over, most went back to the 

professions they held pre-WWI. However, some Reconstruction Aides, such as Mary, continued 

to work in the field, spreading the word about Occupational Therapy’s usefulness at hospitals 

and universities. 

 Over the holidays in late 1918, Mary took a furlough to spend time with her family. In a 

letter to Abby Atwater on January 6, 1919, Mary talked of being in Chicago with Max, where 

they had New Year’s dinner with her sister, Grace, and her new husband, Thomas Crowder (they 

married in September). They had stopped there on their journey back to Basin from their 

holiday visit in Chadds Ford. They had left Betty in Basin with her nurse. Max had business in St. 

Paul, and along the way, Mary also did some weaving research, having talked with a “wonderful 

dye man who told [her] all the things [she] wanted to know.”456 

Max’s Death 
 
 

What kept two people so differently endowed together in any kind of marriage? 
Probably the fact that we both found each other and the fascinating great world 
around us interesting and stimulating. And we loved each other. Many times 

 
455 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Army,” 1950-1953, 11, in the author’s possession. 
456 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 6 January 1919, in the author’s possession.  
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Max457 said to me, ‘Promise me that no matter what happens you won’t leave 
me.’ When I did leave him – though only for a measured short time – he left me, 
forever.458 

“After exhausting the dump [at Basin] and after having engaged in sundry mining 

enterprises in Montana,”459 Max became the general manager of the Davis-Davy Mine on 

January 1, 1919. He became ill with the flu on April 10. After several days of a high fever, Mary 

reported Max as ill to her in-laws on April 22, and Mary wrote a letter to her father on April 24th 

from Butte saying that she was there on a 30-day furlough, which she could have extended if 

needed, as Max was “really very sick” and would “be sick for some time.” She wrote, “The 

doctor was puzzled at first by the symptoms – thought it was an intestinal ‘flu’ poisoning – but it 

appears to a deep-seated abscess. Until the doctor can operate Max will not be much better. He 

has a fever and toxic symptoms, is very weak and suffers a good deal of pain. It may be several 

days still before we can have the operation.”460 Max went through an operation in Butte for an 

intestinal abscess on April 28th. A new diagnosis of intestinal cancer was given on April  

29th, and the decision was made to take Max to the Mayo Clinic, by then an internationally 

respected medical center with its teams of specialists, in Rochester, Minnesota. 

Max and Mary traveled to Rochester from April 30th and arrived on May 2nd.  On May 

16th, Mary received a “discouraging forecast” about Max, though in the following days, he 

seemed to have favorable reports. However, on June 4th, Max had a relapse and died at 9 p.m.461 

 
457  See Figure 57 in Appendix A for an undated sketch of Max that Mary made. 
458 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Marriage,” 1950-1953, 20-21, in the author’s possession. 
459 “Maxwell Atwater,” Mining and Metallurgy, January 1921, 25. 
460  Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 24 April 1919, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 19, 
Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. Mary also noted that she felt “quite lost without the fifty 
boys” she had “been caring for so constantly” and was worried about leaving a “number of little problems 
a good deal in the air by departing so suddenly. […] It is a wonderful, big work. And it appears to be work 
for which I am well adapted!” 
461 “R.M.A. Diary Final Illness of Max Atwater,” n.d., in the author’s possession. 
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The cause of death was listed as miliary tuberculosis, rather than cancer, on the death 

certificate, which makes one conclude that the four-day train ride from Butte, MT to Rochester, 

MN, occurring so soon after surgery to remove an abscess on his intestines, could have made 

him immune-compromised for any inactive Tuberculosis (TB) in the body to become active and 

lead to a life-ending infection. TB is a serious infection that usually affects only one’s lungs, 

which is why it is often called pulmonary tuberculosis. However, sometimes the bacteria get into 

the blood, spreads throughout the body, and grows in one or several organs, including the brain. 

When tuberculosis spreads into the blood and organs, it is called miliary TB, a disseminated form 

of tuberculosis. In the Anaconda Standard announcement of his death on June 5th, subtitled 

“Montana Loses Big Man of Her Biggest Industry,” it was speculated that “the brilliant mining 

engineer” first became ill with ptomaine poisoning (a term commonly misapplied to food 

poisoning and other viruses, such as influenza).462 If Max contracted the Spanish Flu, which had 

infected some 500 million people world-wide by the end of the pandemic in 1920 and killed 50 

million people, 675,000 being of the United States, and then developed a secondary bacterial 

infection in the form of miliary tuberculosis in association with influenza, there would have been 

no antibiotics at the time to combat the latter. 

Tuberculosis peaked during the Spanish Influenza. The treatment for secondary 

bacterial infections at the time was quarantine, the use of disinfectants, good personal hygiene, 

and rest,463 which Max may have encountered at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, but it is not 

known for certain. Mary was restless and unhappy about everything at Rochester and wanted to 

 
462  “Montana Loses Big Man of Her Biggest Industry,” Anaconda Standard, June 5, 1919. 
463 “History of 1918 Flu Pandemic,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for 
Immunization and Respiratory Diseases (NCIRD), March 2018.  



167 

 

take him home to Basin. Every test that they gave him came back negative, and the doctors 

were in the dark.464 

 Mary and Betty, who was just 3 years old, were by his side when he died, while Monty, 

just thirteen, was studying at Exeter boarding school on the East Coast.465 Max’s funeral was in 

Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania, the Atwater family home, on June 7th, and Mary left for Butte on 

June 10th, leaving Betty and Monty there with Nurse Connor.  

 It wasn’t until sometime later, in 1923, that a doctor wrote to Max’s father and 

suggested that the cause of his death was encephalitis. To Mary, this came as no surprise. She 

said that “the miliary tuberculosis” diagnosis was “simply for the purpose of saying something 

perfectly safe. They were afraid to call it ‘encephalitis’ because they had had not experience at 

that time with so-called ‘sleeping sickness’ at Rochester.”466 According to Mary, Max’s case was 

typical encephalitis, though he did not show the stupor, and she was thankful he didn’t have to 

experience “the lingering horror of such a life, - no, not life, such a death in life” of surviving 

severe encephalitis.   

 In a letter dated June 5th, 1919, Mary’s sister Emily Frances wrote to their father about 

Max’s death: “News of Max’s death came this morning. It is the greatest loss that I have ever felt 

personally – except little Arthur Orr’s – I knew Max so well after my summer in Butte, and I have 

never known a finer man anywhere. I loved him so much, and I couldn’t give up hope that he 

would get well – nor can I really understand now that he is dead. He was the essence of vigor 

and strength […] I only heard first when Mary wrote that he could not live. Her letter was so 

 
464  “R.M.A. Diary Final Illness of Max Atwater,” n.d., in the author’s possession. 
465 The Anaconda Standard, June 6, 1919. 
466 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 20 February 1923, in the author’s possession. 
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brave and uncomplaining.”467 

 In an undated letter, Louisa wrote their father about Max’s funeral.  

We have just come back from Chadd’s Ford and though my eyes are almost cried 
out I must write you. We arrived in Philadelphia on Saturday morning and when I 
telephoned, Mr. Atwater urged us to come right out and be with them.  Mary had 
been met with an automobile in West Philadelphia and was already out there. I 
had hoped to meet her at the train. …] Poor Mary came out [of the house], looking 
like a person in a dream, but calm and collected. I don’t think she has awakened 
yet to what she is going through. [...] Mary seems to think that she will have to go 
west soon to attend to her affairs of various kinds. I hope that she will go on with 
this soldier work she has as I think it will tide her over the next months. She is 
going to keep Miss Connor for Betty this summer and they will probably stay with 
the Atwaters at the sea shore.468 […] I just can’t get used to the idea that Max is 
gone. He seemed so much better from the last reports and I had hoped so much. 
He was a brave fine fellow if ever there was one.469 

 In the June 5th edition of the Butte Miner, Max’s obituary printed on the first page with 

the title in large lettering, “MAX ATWATER DIES SUDDENLY, Well-Known Mine Operator and 

General Manager of the Davis-Daly Copper Company Succumbs in the East.” Within the notice, 

Max is described as “one of the best-known mine operators in the west”: 

leaving a dinner table at the Silver Bow Club, where he was entertaining the 
directors of his company. Several days previous, Mr. Atwater had slipped during 
a game of handball and whether or not a wrench which resulted and caused him 
much agony at the time precipitated or developed the trouble which ended in his 
death is not known. Local physicians and surgeons were unable to diagnose his 
trouble and after three weeks’ confinement to his bed with a never-ending fever 
he was removed to Mayo Hospital. What the diagnosis of the surgeons at the 
institution was is not known, but a report gained currency in Butte that Mr. 
Atwater’s trouble apparently was of an intestinal flu character. Examination of 
Mr. Atwater previous to his (end page 1) removal to Rochester established the 
fact. It was said, that the trouble was not due to cancer. At the time of his death 
Mr. Atwater also was at the head of the Basin Salvage and the Alta-Montana 
companies. He formerly was the general manager of the Butte & Superior, the 
major development of the larger ore bodies of the Black Rock being had during 
his regime, Mr. Atwater being connected with that company for three years. He 

 
467 Frances Meigs Fales to Montgomery Meigs. 5 June 1919, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 7, Hagley 
Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. 
468  Richard and Abby S. Atwater owned a beachfront house at Sea Isle, New Jersey. 
469 Louisa Meigs Green to Montgomery Meigs, June 1919, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 28, Hagley 
Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. 
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was a graduate of the Golden School of Mines and had been a resident of 
Montana for twelve years enjoying a wide-spread popularity among mine 
operators. He was idolized by the men under him, and from the head of the 
company down to the lowliest mucker he, ‘Max,’ Mr. Atwater enjoyed reputation 
of possessing a personal quaintance [sic] with every man employed by the 
companies which he headed.470 

In a Mining and Metallurgy piece about Max, it was noted that,  
 
Mr. Atwater’s wide and varied experience and his intimate contact with men of every 
degree of intelligence, skill and social standing gave him a rare opportunity for studying 
human nature, and developed in him a keen sense of a man’s responsibility for both the 
interest of his employers and the welfare of the workers under his direction. In his 
dealings with men, Mr. Atwater never lost sight of the human element in engineering, 
which gained for him unfailing respect, love and loyalty. In the estimation of his brother 
engineers, Mr. Atwater occupied a high place both on account of his engineering ability 
and his personal traits that attracted to him a host of friends.”471 
 

 From San Francisco, where Mary was working at the Letterman General Hospital, the 

Army’s largest general hospital at the time, Mary wrote,  

There has been a season of upheavals in the work here at the hospital, but things 
are beginning to shake down again after the excitement, and I begin to see a bit 
into the future. Mrs. Hicks, the head here, who seems to me a quite impossible 
individual, asked Washington for my discharge a few days after I got here – it now 
appears. The discharge came through a few days ago but was not approved by 
the head of the educational service, who wishes me to stay. He says he will have 
my discharge rescinded at once. This makes my place here as permanent as 
anything can be in the army, and I really believe now that I have got a start and 
am quite clear of Mrs. Hicks, that I can do real useful work in this place. So I am 
glad to stay. I have two excellent offers of positions in Illinois, which I am foolish, 
I supposed, to turn down, but I think I can find a place without great trouble when 
I do get out of the army, and while the Army work lasts, I want to stay in it. I can’t 
possibly tell you what a god send it has been to me just now. I know you feel that 
my children should come first – but I really believe I could have done them little 
good in the state of mind I was in. To get entirely away from my own trouble and 
be able to work it off through doing things for these Army boys – who need so 
much – has been the best medicine in the world. 

I am writing Miss Connor that I should like her to take Betty out to Keokuk for a 
little visit. My father is most anxious to have Betty for a time, and I shall want her 
here as soon as possible. I should like to send for her as soon as my discharge is 

 
470  “MAX ATWATER DIES SUDDENLY, Well-Known Mine Operator and General Manager of the Davis-
Daly Copper Company Succumbs in the East,” Butte Miner, June 5, 1919. 
471 “Maxwell Atwater,” Mining and Metallurgy, January 1921, 25. 
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actually rescinded. I don’t doubt the word of our educational head, but I want to 
play safe. Also, I can’t send for her and make any living places till I know a little 
where I am likely to stand as to money. So far I have not had any money from the 
estate, and I shan’t know what to expect till after Dick’s visit to Butte. My salary 
from Uncle Sam is not ___, but it is something. For the present, I have money in 
the bank. Dick says he expects to go to Butte in about two weeks. By that time, 
the situation here will have simmered down completely, and I shall want to 
arrange my living for the winter. If I should leave here, it would be to take one of 
the positions offered me in Illinois, which would be quite near home for me. So I 
would like Betty and Miss Connor to start as soon as convenient to you.   

Monty’s school does not open till the 24th of September, I believe. He should 
begin doing a little studying, and I am writing him about it. I fear my children have 
caused you a good deal of trouble one way and another this summer. I just didn’t 
know what else to do under all the conditions and knew they would be well and 
happy with you as no where else.472 

 On September 8th, Mary wrote her father-in-law, expressing that she was concerned 

about her financial situation: 

I have not had any money as yet from the estate and my personal account at the 
bank will soon run short. I can sell some stocks, which I own in my own name, but 
I don’t want to unless it becomes necessary. My salary here, of course, is ample 
to keep me myself going, but will not pay for Monty’s schooling nor for Betty’s 
expenses. I could have had a similar ‘job’ in Illinois, a civilian job with a rather 
better salary, but there are several reasons why I want to stay in the Army work 
for the present. I hope the other position may still be open to me when I do finish 
here. I feel that you and Mother are probably not altogether in sympathy with me 
in this, but I can’t expect you to understand. I only hope you may. It is natural to 
say and think that my place this summer was with my children. My children, I 
believe, were in good hands. There is not much I could have done to improve their 
condition while the boys I have here are in need of what I can do for them. They 
are mine to do for – Fate, Chance, whatever you care to call it – gave them to me. 
They are a duty and a responsibility. They are going through what is probably the 
most critical moment in their lives and what happens to them now will make a 
big difference for their whole lives. […] It is hard for anyone on the outside to 
imagine a military hospital. Is good fortune and nothing else that there is not a 
boy or two of our own in such a place and what little I can do is a small enough 
thank-offering for that escape. I see Monty and Dicky, Richmond or Arthur Jr. in 
all of them. I try to do what I would want someone to do for Monty in such a case. 
And, too, in a place where everyone is suffering my own pain is undoubtedly 
easier to carry. That is the selfish side of it…. […] Please advise me what to do 
about my business affairs. If you think Dick will be delayed much longer, I must 

 
472 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 29 August 1919, in the author’s possession. 
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make some other arrangement at once. I do not care as far as I myself am 
concerned, but I can’t let the children’s future suffer if it can be helped. I would 
get a furlough and go to Butte myself if I thought I could do anything after I got 
there.473 

On Thursday, September 11th, Mary wrote her mother-in-law,  

It has been very good of you to have my children all this summer. I have missed 
them abominably, but I have felt so happy about them, – so satisfied that they 
were as well looked after as children could be. And with things as they were it 
would have been wrong for me to try to have them with me. I have had a lot of 
troublesome telegrams lately about business affairs in Butte and haven’t known 
well what to do. Mr. Sanders write me things are in a pretty serious tangle. He 
says Dick wires him that he expects to be in Butte about the twentieth and thinks 
it may be necessary for me to go on there at that time, too. I can, I think, manage 
a furlough and do that if it has to be done. I shall need money for Monty’s 
schooling and too for living here as my munificent salary will not suffice unless I 
try to live in a way that would not be best for Betty. I plan to find a small furnished 
house as near the Presidio as possible, and Miss Connor and I will be able to 
manage the housekeeping between us. […] I am very happy over my work now. 
Mrs. Hicks is an odious woman but finding she had to have me here, I must say 
she has taken it gracefully. […] In staff meeting this morning, she announced that 
that was to be my job and told the aides to refer to me any particularly 
recalcitrant or difficult boy – those especially that appeared to be ‘mental cases’ 
- remarking that I had done some very successful work along these lines. This sets 
me free to do just about as I please all over the hospital. No one could possibly 
have got more completely what she wished for than I have as far as chance to 
work is concerned. The queer cross-grained ones who are almost but not quite 
insane are the ones that interest me the most. A little push either way makes all 
the difference. […] It is a great joy to me to feel as I sometimes do that I can do a 
little to help some of these unhappy boys who all need so much. It helps me to 
keep from wondering all day and all night what I could have done for Max that I 
didn’t do and what would have been the result. There isn’t any answer.474 

Upon Max’s death, Mary went from a “dependent wife” to the family provider - a single 

mother with two children, Betty being only three years old, to raise without a husband’s “bread-

winning” income. Thankfully, she had been employed by the Army when Max died, and she 

went back to San Francisco almost immediately after her husband’s funeral. Her mother and 

father-in-law seemed to disagree with her decision to return to work so soon after Max’s death, 

 
473 Mary Meigs Atwater to Richard M. Atwater, 8 September 1919, in the author’s possession.  
474 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 11 September 1919, in the author’s possession.  
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leaving her children with them in Chadds Ford. In a note in the margin of the letter she wrote, 

Richard Atwater scrawled, “I do not condemn thy course in thy Hospital work, but I have taken 

the natural position that since Max’s children have lost their father, their mother’s place is to be 

father and mother to them. […] And I think thy own feelings and the country’s needs are far less 

compelling. But I can trust thy motherly instinct to show the right way better than my 

judgment.”475 Mary found herself for the first time needing to earn an income to support herself 

and children while in dispute with Max’s business partner, his brother Dick, about Max’s 

financial estate. In January of 1920, Mary, Betty, and Nurse Connor476 were living in San 

Francisco, as she was listed there in the 1920 US Federal Census, her occupation being 

“Teacher.”477 After her discharge from service, and because of her experience in the Army, she 

obtained a job experimenting with Occupational Therapy on psychiatric patients at an asylum 

near Moline, Illinois and then in Seattle, Washington under the supervision of a University of 

Washington doctor. In a letter to her father dated August 16, 1921, she referred to these 

patients being “not as crazy as the average in an asylum, but life is more complicated for them 

because they are supposed to be like everyone else. And of course they aren’t.”478 

 Mary made two-hundred dollars a month while working with these patients and fifty 

dollars a month from weaving pupils. She spent her spare time researching weaving and writing 

several articles on the subject. In that same letter, she expressed her appreciation for the 

education her family provided for her: “I am certainly lucky in having a profession. All the 

 
475 Note from Richard M. Atwater on the margins of letter, Mary Meigs Atwater to Richard M. 
Atwater, 8 September 1919, in the author’s possession.  
476  See Figure 58 in Appendix A for a photograph of young Betty with Nurse Connor from around 
1919. 
477  1920 United States Federal Census, www.ancestrylibrary.com 
478 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 16 August 1921, ML 41. Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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education you gave me is coming in remarkably handy. My! But I am thankful for it! A woman of 

my age turned loose to shift for herself has a hard time if she can’t do anything but keep 

house.”479 She also received many letters from aspiring weavers at this time, which led to her 

giving up O.T. and dedicating all of her time and energy to create the Shuttle-Craft Guild 

Correspondence Course.480   

 As for her Occupational Therapy work with psychiatric patients, she did not approach it 

with any misgivings or fear, as many people would have during the time. “People viewed 

psychiatric institutions as frightening places in the early and mid-20th century, and for good 

reason given the conditions and practices of the time. Before psychotropic drugs were 

developed patients were given lobotomies and electric shock and insulin shock treatments. 

Those who were considered to be dangerous to themselves or other residents were put in 

straitjackets. People could commit members of their family and an unknown number of 

individuals with no mental illness were locked up and had no way to get out. Epileptics were 

also commonly confined in institutions, as epilepsy was considered a psychiatric disorder.”481 

 For a short period of time in 1920, Mary worked as an Occupational Therapist at the 

Watertown Insane Asylum482 near Rock Island, Illinois. The Watertown Insane Asylum was 

established by the Illinois General Assembly in 1895. Located on a site five miles east of Moline 

known as Watertown, the hospital opened in May 1898. Mary found the work challenging and 

rewarding, as she told her father. 

 
479  Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 16 August 1921, ML 41. Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
480  Betty Atwater Biehl, “Tribute to Mary Meigs Atwater,”1973, 2. 
481 Sandburg, “History of a Hospital,” Watertown Daily Times, September 18, 2016.  
482  See Figure 59 in Appendix A for an image of the Watertown Insane Asylum.  
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 In a letter between Mary’s father and her father-in-law, Richard Mead Atwater, dated 

May 23rd, 1920, he wrote,  

My Dear Atwater […] I find my family all well and glad to get a man in the house 
once more, the two little girls Betty Atwater and Gracie Fales blooming like two 
little rose buds. Betty is become [his spelling] a very pretty child and will do her 
Atwater lineage credit I am sure. She is bright and active and has some of Max’s 
energy and drive with bright red cheeks the picture of childish health. My one 
regret is that I failed to make the acquaintance of Mrs. Atwater of whom I have 
heard so much from Mary. Mary arrived the same day as I on a short furlough 
from her post at Rock Island looking much better than she did on her last visit.  
 
After talking with Mary I am almost converted to her point of view as to the value 
of the work she is engaged in. The tales she tells me of the numbers of 
unfortunates incarcerated for life in those state insane asylums, when they with 
a little intelligence and care could be returned to useful and happy normal lives, 
makes one think that here is real useful work to do in the world. I need not tell 
you that Mary throws herself heart and soul into this work. It is her nature to go 
into everything with enthusiasm and here she finds a field of work almost new in 
which a woman of intelligence can do great work for her fellow man.  
  
Many of her patients are soldiers broken by the war and abandoned by a careless 
government to lives of hopeless despair unless rescued before their cases have 
grown hopeless to themselves and their friends. Mary’s patriotic sentiments 
always very strong are aroused by these cases and what she tells me of these men 
moves one to pity. 

She feels that she has found her life work. She says she is good at it and it makes 
her happy. I think she has already won a good deal of credit for what she has 
done, and hopes to become in the end an authority in mental treatment of the 
unfortunate insane. The only drawback is the difficulty of pursuing such a 
profession with due regard to the claims of her children. She will leave Rock Island 
institution early in June and proposes to go to Montana for the summer months 
with Monty and Betty. She tells me that it is necessary for her to see her lawyer 
out there and she needs the outing and rest. 

 Monty expects to join her here about the 20th of June and they will all go back to 
Montana together. After that Mary’s plans are not made but she says she has 
plenty of offers of positions if she chooses to take them.483  

 After June 20th, Mary went to Montana for some time, as she still owned a house in 

Basin, but by February 1921, she was settled in Seattle. Mary’s son, Monty, as a teenager, wrote 

 
483 Montgomery Meigs to Richard M. Atwater, 23 May 1920, in the author’s possession.  
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his grandmother, Abby Atwater, a letter on his father’s stationary (Maxwell W. Atwater, 

Engineer of Mines, Basin, MT listed on the letterhead) from Seattle, dated February 23rd, 1921, 

and commented on the activity of his mother: “Between teaching ex-service men drafting in the 

morning, a young nut to come out of it in the afternoon, and weaving in the evening my mother 

has a taste of nearly everything she’s interested in.”484  

 For the July 4th holiday, Mary and “the boys,” some of her patients, “drove to a place in 

the mountains at the foot of Mount Baker […] We got ponies and tried to ride to one of the 

summits, but it is still early in the season ,of course, and we got into such deep soft snow half a 

mile from the place we were trying to reach, that we had to give it up and come back. But we 

had a fine ride and saw some beautiful country.” As for work, Mary still had some weaving 

pupils and working “from nine to four” downtown, but then she still had to do her marketing 

and “hustle home in time to cook dinner. […] If I didn’t have to get up so early to cook breakfast 

and didn’t have to cook dinner and wash dishes, life would be far easier. As it is, I have a woman 

who comes in the morning and does the sweeping, washing, etc., and looks after Betty, but has 

to leave when I get home. It is a hard job being both father and mother of a family.”485   

 On August 16th, Mary wrote her father about the work she had been doing in a school 

for patients suffering from mental illness and that she was thankful for having a profession. She 

said, “All the education you gave me is coming in remarkably handy. My! But I am thankful for it! 

A woman of my age turned loose to shift for herself has a hard time if she can’t do anything but 

keep house.”486 She admitted to probably working too hard but that she seemed to thrive on it, 

 
484 Montgomery Atwater to Abby Sophia Green, 23 February 1921, in the author’s possession.  
485 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 10 July 1921, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
486 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 16 August 1921, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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and even had fun “reading fairy tales to Betty, cooking, watering the lawn, dyeing, weaving, 

psychotherapy – even teaching.”487 

 Despite Mary’s various interests being satisfied while in Seattle, she was suffering the 

financial strains of being a widow in a time when men were the primary breadwinners. She also 

was having difficulty in receiving money from Max’s brother, and mining business partner, Dick, 

since the selling of Max’s mining property in Basin to a consolidation company known as Jib. She 

wrote to her father-in-law about her financial concerns on August 31st, 1921,  

I wired you last Saturday to Sea Isle about developments in the Basin business so 
far I have no answer from either your or Dick. I have written and wired Dick 
repeatedly without result. […] I feel that Dick should manage somehow to keep 
me a little better informed as to the profess of events. […] I need to money to live 
on and to educate the children. I can’t very well afford to abandon this part of 
their inheritance. None of our stocks are paying dividends and they are so low 
that it would be foolish to sell them. What little money I have in bonds is all right 
but doesn’t bring in sufficient income to rely on. I am working – and working hard. 
I have had no vacation this summer and won’t get any except Labor Day and that 
is all very well but I may not be able to keep it up till Monty reaches a money 
making age. And there is Betty to think of. Max’s friends in Butte have robbed and 
cheated me till I am sick at heart. I don’t want this man Hewett  to cheat me out 
of what is left of the children’s inheritance. And I am quite helpless in the matter 
as long as Dick continues to be so impervious to my messages. I dare say it is a 
small matter to him but after all he has had a good deal of money out of Basin 
Salvage without ever putting up a cent of capital. I don’t feel that I am imposing 
on him in rather expecting him to set this thing straight if it is to be done. He owes 
Max that much. The tone of the only letter I have had from him on this business 
was curiously resentful as though I were quite unreasonable in asking him any 
questions about the business! I don’t quite get his point of view. 

 In a note of response, written in her father-in-law’s hand, he said on September 6, 1921, 

“Dear Mary, We are just back from Sea Isle, and I have here thy letter of the 31st. If thee had 

waited to get Dick and my replies thy letter to me – at least the troublesome parts of it – need 

 
487 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 16 August 1921, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
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not have been written. Thy Affectionate Father, RMA.”488 The settlement of the sale of the Basin 

property didn’t go through until 1923. When Mary went to Basin for this event, she filed for 

Articles of Incorporation for the Shuttle- Craft Weaving Company. 

 Understandably perplexed over the settlement being prolonged, she wrote again on 

October 11, 1921 to her father-in-law from Seattle: 

Max, as you know, left things in a good deal of confusion – pencil notes on the 
back of envelopes or time-cards is all we have to go on for many things, and are 
lucky to have so much. When the estate is finally settled it won’t give me much 
to live on. It consists largely of “highly speculative” mining stocks, which were fun 
for Max to buy and sell, but which don’t pay dividends, and a lot of loans to good 
friends of his who don’t seem in the least inclined to pay me. […] I have invested 
the insurance money in solid securities, but they are so solid that they don’t bring 
in any very enormous income. I am trying to find work. I am starting this work to 
teach a class in weaving at the University, but of course that won’t bring in much 
money. What I want to do is to build up a private professional practice, and I feel 
sure I can do it in time, but it takes patience.489 

 In December 1921, Mary was still in Seattle and wrote to her mother-in-law about Nina 

(Cornelia) being at a sanitarium for “a miserably long session” but that “it is worthwhile if she 

really improves.” She talked of the school possibly closing but she wouldn’t mind a “lay off” 

before starting her new job at the hospital.490 Upon receipt of some of Mary’s letters from 

Seattle, Montgomery sent them to Grace in Chicago, for she wrote a note on the back of this 

one thanking him for sending them before returning them to him. 

 In 1922, still in Seattle, Mary wrote an article titled “Suggestion for a Classification of 

Occupations in Occupational Therapy.” For her, it was important to have a clear definition of the 

field, and thus stated, “’Occupational therapy,’ by definition of words, means the employment 

 
488 Mary Meigs Atwater to Richard M. Atwater, dated 31 August 1921 from Seattle, WA (with a note 
from RMA to Mary dated 06 September 1921), in the author’s possession. 
489 Mary Meigs Atwater to Richard M. Atwater, 11 October 1921, in the author’s possession. 
490 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 6 December 1921, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  



178 

 

of occupation as a curative method. The curative aim must be kept constantly and clearly in 

view. […] The point is not to produce a good basket, rag rug or whatnot, but a cured patient, 

capable of taking up a vocation or at any rate vocational training. ”491 She went on to 

characterize stimulating and sedative occupations as appropriate treatment for those struggling 

with depression or mania. She described stimulating occupations (for depressed mental states) 

as utilizing bright colors, working with complicated patterns, occupations requiring close 

application, such as art study, metal work, card weaving, dyeing, knitting, bead work, whittling, 

weaving on a “garter loom,” working with carved leather, cabinet work, toy making, painting 

furniture, braiding in bright colors, sorting yarns, paper folding, and stringing beads. Sedative 

occupations (for excited mental states) included those using more subdued color harmonies, 

activities with textures, and long jobs made up of many repetitions, such as weaving on a large 

loom, rake knitting, creating macramé belts and bags, pottery, spinning, working with stamped 

leather, making large simple baskets, knotting fringes, making braided or hooked rugs, winding 

bobbins, sandpapering and planing, and winding balls. She noted that it was the occupational 

therapist’s job to determine the appropriate occupation based on the mental diagnoses of the 

patient, and to also determine the level of “intelligence” and physical ability of the patient, so 

that the patient wouldn’t be tasked with an occupation that was too easy. She claimed that 

giving patients activities that were too simple was a fruitless enterprise.  “To allow [the patient] 

to use occupations of a trivial sort to kill time when he should be doing constructive work simply 

contributes to the undesirable condition known as ‘hospitalization’ - the condition occupational 

therapy aims to prevent.”492 

 
491 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Suggestion for a Classification of Occupations in Occupational Therapy,” 
Occupational Therapy, 1922, 389.  
492 Ibid., 392. 
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   CHAPTER FIVE  

 THE PIONEERING BUSINESSWOMAN (1923-1947) 

The Shuttle-Craft Weaving Company 

On January 11, 1923, Mary signed the official Articles of Incorporation of the Shuttle-

Craft Company, filed at the Jefferson County Courthouse in Boulder, MT. Mary was in Basin and 

Butte to settle Max’s estate. The three directors of the new company were listed as Mary M. 

Atwater of Basin, MT, W. A. Perkins of Seattle, WA, and Margaret J. Rozsa of Butte, MT.  

The purpose for which this corporation is formed are as follows: The Support of 
any literary and scientific undertaking; The promotion of painting, music or other 
fine art; The transaction of any mechanical, commercial, industrial, 
manufacturing mining, mercantile or commercial business; The transaction of 
printing and publishing business; The conducting of a correspondence school; The 
giving of practical instruction in shuttle craft and other kindred subjects; The 
manufacturing and selling of looms and other equipment; To engage generally in 
the manufacturing and sales business; To acquire, own, possess and apply for 
copy-rights for trade names and patents for the manufacture of articles 
connected with the business of the company.493  

In her memoirs, she reflected that because of her widely distributed blue-printed drafts 

of weaving patterns, she received many inquiries from people across the country for more 

information on weaving, and that it became increasingly evident that she would either need to 

make, a business of answering queries or else give up answering them at all, which she was 

unwilling to do.494 Thus she began organizing her well-known correspondence course in hand-

weaving.  

 In January of 1923, the settlement of the Basin business went through. Of the $40,500 

that Dick Atwater settled for with Jib Mining Co., $5,000 was to go to Mary for her house. The 

 
493 Articles of Incorporation, The Shuttle-Craft Company, 11 January 1923. Jefferson County 
Courthouse. #31513 
494 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Accomplishments. Article 3,” 1928, 3-4, in the author’s possession. 
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rest was to be used to pay off bills to the Anaconda Hardware Co. and to the stockholders of 

Basin Salvage.495  

 In response to the Basin Salvage deal, Mary responded somewhat sadly, mainly that she 

had to give up her Basin house, though it was the sensible decision. She said, “There is really no 

reason for my living in this place – except that I like it and would rather be here than anywhere 

else […] I know I have done the wise thing, but no one knows how I hate doing it. I feel sure that 

no place will ever again feel like ‘home’ to me as this does.” She wrote about her plans of going 

to Cambridge or Boston to develop her weaving business on a better basis than she could in 

Basin, and where she could be near Monty. “How I am going to be able to stand living in the 

East, I don’t yet know. One can stand anything for a time – especially if it is necessary. I do think 

I can make real money with my weaving and though business is more tiresome than one would 

believe possible, it is necessary to ___ away at it.” Her plan was for Betty and her to leave Basin 

in two or three weeks, go to Seattle again for a few days and then to Keokuk to visit her father 

for a few days, then to Chicago [where Grace and her family lived], and two or three more days 

in Indiana [where Alice and her family lived] and on the way East on weaving business, probably 

to New York before Boston. “It sounds like a complicated trip and will probably be extremely 

tiresome.”496 

She also wrote that her sister, Nina (Cornelia), had been “at Marblehead at the 

sanatarium [sic] for a very long time – over a year.” Mary wasn’t clear what the matter was but 

commented that she had been “a good deal of an invalid all her life.”497 

 
495 Richard Atwater, Jr. to Abby Sophia Atwater, 29 January 1923, in author’s possession.  
496 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 20 February 1923, in the author’s possession.  
497 Ibid. 
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              In 1923, Mary and her daughter, Betty, moved to Cambridge, Mass. where Monty 

attended Harvard. During the five years they were in Cambridge, as Betty later reflected, 

Mother researched and published the John Landes Book of Patterns, wrote and 
published The Shuttle-Craft Book of American Handweaving as a text for her 
correspondence course which she then revised, taught many private students, wrote 
pamphlets and articles for loom and yarn companies as well as for national magazines, 
wrote, published and mailed the Bulletin every month, lectured occasionally, and spent 
two summers setting up weaving shops for the OT departments of the New York State 
Hospitals for the Insane.  She also started compiling the Recipe Book of Patterns for 
Hand Weavers.498 
 
In June of 1923, Mary and Betty were back in Basin to see about the final settlement of 

the Basin mining properties with the Jib Mining Co. They were staying at a ranch near basin and 

were expecting Monty to arrive from Cambridge. She wrote her father that the Boston School of 

Applied Arts had asked her to teach weaving. She wired them her terms, which were to teach 

only half days for $150 a month, to which they agreed. She wrote, “so that’s that, and will pay 

my rent back there, I dare say. It means two hours and a half, five days week, that isn’t so bad. It 

seems funny their wiring to me way out here! I don’t know any of them. Such is fame!”499 As to 

the next couple of months of summer, she didn’t have many plans except to fish in as many 

streams as she could find. “I feel as foot-loose – for the next two months – as a tramp. It is 

rather fun. […] All I know is that the whole of Montana is one’s, and that I mean to go fishing in a 

good many streams before I leave for the east. […] I love every mile and every tree and every 

stone in Montana.” Her correspondence business, she said, went on “very nicely,” though she 

knew she would do better back east financially than if she stayed in Montana.500  

 
498  Betty Atwater Biehl, “Tribute to Mary Meigs Atwater,” 1973. 
499 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 15 June 1923, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
500 Ibid. 
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 On July 27th, she wrote her father from a ranch near Wisdom, Montana. She wrote that 

the affairs in Basin remained unchanged, and her brother-in-law, Dick, suggested she file suit.  

I shan’t attempt to wait around for the end of that. It may take years, I suppose. 
I expect to start East almost at once. What I am trying to do now is to sell my old 
car and get a new one with delivery at the factory – which is in Wisconsin. We will 
then go East as far as that by train and do the rest of the way by automobiles. […] 
I hate to leave this country. Who knows when I can get back, - and I really like 
Montana better than any part of the world. I don’t want to be civilized and 
hemmed in. This is what I did to myself by sending Monty to Harvard! Some day 
I am going to “retire” to a cabin in the hills out here some where and fish and 
hunt every day and not bother about any thing! Doesn’t that sound like Heaven! 
Instead I have to go to Boston and teach old maids to weave! It is going to be 
terrible!501 
   

 By September 16th, they were settled back in Cambridge. Mary had an office and a 

stenographer, so that her correspondence was better looked after.  

I start teaching at the school tomorrow, and Monty’s foot-ball practice begins. 
[…] There is great interest in weaving hereabouts and I have been simply talked 
deaf dumb and blind. It is hard work, but if I make real money at it I dare say I 
shall not mind the nuisance of it. The job at the school is going to be sufficiently 
harrowing – worse, even, than I feared. The equipment is in fearful shape and a 
good deal of it is simply impossible. I have been working all the week in getting 
some of it into working order. What I am afraid of is that they will enroll more 
students than I can take care of with the looms at my disposal. When that 
happens there will be a battle.502  

 Betty – or Betsy as she called her in the letter – was in Philadelphia with family while 

Mary set up her office and prepared to teach. She wrote about missing the mountains already, 

so much that it was hard to bear. “Fishing, hunting, a weather-tight cabin, and a bit of good 

grub, plenty of space out of doors and a snowy, jagged sky-line – that is perfection, no one could 

add anything to that to make it any better.”503 

 
501 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 27 July 1923, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
502  Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 16 September 1923, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
503 Ibid.  
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 Mary published the first edition of The Shuttle-Craft Guild Bulletin in September 1924 in 

an effort to cultivate a weaving community, subscriptions for the year being $5.00. The Atwater 

household, consisting of Mary, Monty, and Betty, at 14 Ash Street in Cambridge constantly 

bustled with weaving activity and from those wishing to learn more about the craft from Mary. 

Her life became so chaotic with work, that she rented an office and hired a stenographer to help 

with the Cambridge community’s growing interest in weaving. She published a multi-page 

informational pamphlet on weaving in 1924,504 stating at the very beginning, “We can weave, 

today, just as well as did the Colonial Dames of long ago. It is great fun to weave! And there are 

so many lovely things you can make on a hand-loom. How wonderful it is to take a few hanks of 

yarn, and in a few hours’ time turn them into a fabric more beautiful than anything you can buy! 

[…] What fun, too, to earn a little money when you like, -- or to build up a real business that can 

be carried on right at home.”505  She advertised the Shuttle-Craft Guild in major newspapers, 

such as The New York Times. In one advertisement, she showed woven pincushions, which 

would make “excellent Christmas gifts, made by members of the “famous” guild for $2.50 each 

(guaranteed to arrive by Christmas if orders were received by December 15.)506 

        Grace Sophronia Meigs Crowder (b. August 28, 1881; d. January 20, 1925) 

 Being the oldest of six sisters, with ten years in between the births of the oldest and 

youngest, Mary spent a lot of time away from her sisters visiting family and traveling for her art 

studies. She was closest in age to her sister, Louisa, but based on Mary’s remembrances, she 

 
504  See Figures 60 and 61 in Appendix A for images of Mary and Betty from this introductory weaving 
pamphlet published in 1924. 
505  Mary Meigs Atwater, “Untitled Pamphlet,” 1924. Cambridge, MA: Shuttle-Craft Co., Inc. In the 
author’s possession. 
506  The New York Times, November 29, 1925.  
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had the closest sisterly bond with her middle sister, Grace.507 All of the Meigs sisters were 

motivated by Progressive Era ideals, but Grace was the sister who was able to use her medical 

training and affiliation with Hull House in Chicago to produce the most “greater good” for those 

less fortunate.508   

 Grace Sophronia Meigs was born on August 28th, 1881, in Rock Island, Illinois, the 

birthplace of her five other sisters. In my research of the Meigs sisters, one mystery always 

eluded me, which was why Grace died in 1925, at the age of 43, and why there was little talk of 

the incident in letters, other than her death was unexpected. Grace’s oldest sister, Mary, merely 

referred to her death as a “hideous accident” in her memoirs. However, I discovered a notice in 

the January 31, 1925 issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association that described her 

death having resulted from “injuries received in jumping from the window of a hospital, while 

suffering from ill health,”509 which prompted my inquiry into the possibility of obtaining her 

death certificate which would have been filed.  When I received her death certificate, it listed 

that there had been an inquest before the determination of her death was declared as a suicide. 

This prompted me to request the coroner’s report, which was filed separately from the death 

certificate. The transcript of testimony taken at the inquest held upon her body was taken, 

“before Deputy Coroner Schutt, and a jury impaneled and sworn, at the Undertaking Parlors of 

BERZ, 41 North Leavitt Street, Chicago, Illinois, January 21, 1925, at 10 o’clock a.m.”510 Listed on 

her death certificate, Grace’s occupation was “house wife,” though she had obtained extensive 

 
507  See Figure 62 in Appendix A for a photograph of Grace, along with another woman doctor, taken 
in Hull House in 1918. 
508  See Figure 63 in Appendix A for a photograph of Hull House as it appeared from the exterior in 
1912. 
509 “Death Notices,” Journal of the American Medical Association, January 31, 1925.      
510  Inquest into the Death of Grace Meigs Crowder, January 21, 1925, cover page. 
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education to become a physician. When she married Thomas Crowder,511 a specialist in railway 

sanitation, in September of 1918, she apparently stopped practicing medicine and dedicated her 

life to her husband and three children, who at the time of her death were 5.5, 4, and 2 years 

old.512 During the interview of witnesses, typed out in the coroner’s report, Grace’s husband, Dr. 

Thomas R. Crowder, described her mental condition as “clear; normal” and her physical 

condition as “all right but from only being run down.”513 Dr. Crowder described his wife as 

having been in the hospital for a month, where she was “for rest and building up; her physical 

condition had run down after she had lost a baby in labor.”514 The accident is described as 

having been the previous morning, at 9 a.m. on January 20th, 1925 (Report, page 5).  A friend of 

Grace’s wrote a tribute for the Bryn Mawr Bulletin and said, “It was after the death of her fourth 

baby in September, 1924, that her slender store of physical strength, already too eagerly and 

unselfishly spent, failed her. A complete physical breakdown added to her grief over the recent 

loss brought about her untimely end.”515 

 A patient witnessed “the accident” from his hospital room and submitted a statement 

that he, Gustav Krelle, had seen “a woman getting out of a window backwards across the court 

from [his] room, number 531. She was a medium sized woman and wore either a blue or green 

 
511      Thomas Crowder (b. 2/6/1872; d. 4/15/1942), son of Robert Crowder and Juliet Reid Crowder. 
Thomas was listed in the 1900 Census as a doctor of single marital status. In 1905, he married his first 
wife, who died before the 1910 Census, in which he is listed as Widowed and working for Pullman Co. as 
the Superintendent of Sanitation. Thomas married Grace Sophronia Meigs in September of 1918. Thomas 
graduated from Rush Medical College in 1897. He became the superintendent of sanitation for The 
Pullman Co. in 1905. 
512      The children of Grace and Thomas Crowder were: Alice Meigs Crowder, (b. 7/27/1919; d. 
3/5/2008); Juliet Reid Crowder Dammann (b. 2/26/1921; d. 8/12/1992); and Thomas Reid Crowder, Jr. (b. 
12/13/1922; d. 5/31/2012). Grace was 37 years old at the time she gave birth to her first child, Alice, and 
was 43 at the time of her death.   
513  Inquest into the Death of Grace Meigs Crowder, January 21, 1925, 4.  
514  Ibid., 5. 
515 Norton, Bryn Mawr Bulletin, April 1925, 20. 
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robe. She slipped and disappeared.”516 Marguerite Durler, a nurse at the Chicago Presbyterian 

Hospital, was standing before a window in the diet kitchen of the hospital’s basement and saw 

“a dark object flash past the window.”517 She said, “I heard a dull thud and I looked out of the 

window and I saw what I thought to be the body of a woman.”518 Nurse Durler then notified 

Rose Straka, the next witness, a Dietician at the hospital. Ms. Straka said she saw the body “in 

the pit by the window. Near the basement the ground is cut away there to permit more light. 

She fell in this depression. She was right next to the window.”519 The first witness to approach 

Grace’s body was the hospital’s Assistant Superintendent, A. Ernest G. McKay, who said she was 

“lying there in the cement floor. She had this blue robe over her head and nothing on her body 

at all. She had just fallen back.”520 

 No witnesses could say if they knew whether she had jumped or fallen from the 

window.  But what McKay did explain was that Grace had been a patient on the 3rd floor of the 

hospital, but had gone to the women’s wash room on the fifth floor, when there was a ladies’ 

room on the 3rd floor.521 The window she climbed out of was two feet off the ground with a 

radiator below it, which she would have had to climb upon to get out the window. Upon the 

retrieval of Grace’s body from the window depression, she was taken to an Operating Room, 

where she did live a short time until she was declared dead at 10 a.m.522 

 A question that I have had when reading these grisly details was what kind of treatment 

 
516  Inquest into the Death of Grace Meigs Crowder, January 21, 1925, 6. 
517  Ibid., 7. 
518  Ibid. 
519  Ibid., 9. 
520  Ibid., 10. 
521  Ibid., 11. 
522  Ibid., 13. 
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she would have received at the hospital. Grace’s doctor, Thor Rothstein, submitted a statement 

regarding Grace’s medical care: 

In September, 1924, she was in Presbyterian Hospital and gave birth.523 Since that 
time she has been depressed. She considered that she was no use in the world, 
worried about her children and about financial matters in an abnormal way. On 
entrance into the hospital on December 22, 1924, the depression and worry were 
continuous, but after a few weeks the depression became less continuous and 
she would have days in which the worry would subside and the depression lift. 
She would, however, have periods of marked depression, lasting for a day or two 
or perhaps for only part of a day. She did not express any desire to commit suicide 
and gave no reason to lead on to suspect that she contemplated such an act. In 
fact she stated in one  of her periods of depression, that although life seemed 
very dark and had no thought about ever committing suicide. I saw her for the 
last time about 4:00 p.m. on January 19th. She was depressed but not more than 
on previous days. The next time I saw Mrs. Crowder was after she had been 
brought to the operating room on the morning of January 20th. Mrs. Crowder has 
had periods of depression coming on rather suddenly and lasting for shorter or 
longer periods, and it is my conviction that she committed the act from an 
impulse coming on during a rather severe depression. The diagnosis of her 
condition was a depression following child birth usually spoken as an involution 
depression524 and depending upon metabolic disturbances.525 

 In the report of Cook County coroner, Oscar Wolff stated that Grace’s “Death was due 

to shock and traumatic intracranial hemorrhage secondary to fracture of the skull caused by a 

fall from a window at Presbyterian Hospital, which fall occurred at a time when the decedent 

was suffering from a period of mental depression following a bereavement and previous bodily 

illness following labor.”526 Handwritten on Form 18 of the report, the same description is listed 

 
523 This baby was either stillborn or died shortly after birth, and there is no death certificate for this 
child. 
524       Involutional melancholia or involutional depression is a traditional name for a psychiatric 
disorder affecting mainly elderly or late middle-aged people, usually accompanied with paranoia. It is 
classically defined as "depression of gradual onset occurring during the involutional years (40-55 in 
women and 50-65 in men), with symptoms of marked anxiety, agitation, restlessness, somatic concerns, 
hypochondriasis, occasional somatic or nihilistic delusions, insomnia, anorexia, and weight loss." 
Involutional melancholia is not recognized as a psychiatric disorder by the DSM-5, the American 
Psychiatric Association's (APA) classification and diagnostic tool. 
525  Inquest into the Death of Grace Meigs Crowder, January 21, 1925, 13-14. 
526  Coroner’s Report for Death of Grace Meigs Crowder, June 20, 1925. 
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but it is noted that she “jumped from a washroom window located on the 5” floor” rather than 

she fell.  On the death certificate, the Secondary Contributor of her death is listed as 

“(suicide).”527  

 Grace is listed on all of these documents, from birth certificates of her children to her 

death certificate, as a housewife; however,  Grace graduated from Bryn Mawr with her A.B. 

(English and Greek, being her primary fields of study) in 1903 and from the Rush Medical College 

first of her class in 1908. In the Bryn Mawr Alumnae Quarterly, 1907-1909, it lists her as: “Grace 

Lynde Meigs, the only woman competing, has received the first honors this spring in the 

examinations for the degree of M.D. at Rush Medical College, Chicago.”528 Afterwards, “she 

carried on post-graduate study in Germany and Austria; was an interne of the Cook County 

(Illinois) Hospital; attending physician to the same hospital; Fellow with the Otho S.A. Sprague 

Memorial Institute at the Children’s Memorial Hospital and a member of the faculty of Rush 

Medical College in the Department of Pediatrics.”529 

 Between obtaining her MD from Rush in 1908 and traveling to Vienna first (1911) and 

then Berlin (1912) to further her medical training in infectious diseases, she worked as a 

physician at the Children’s Memorial Hospital and member of the Chicago Pediatric Society 

while also spending time at Hull House and thus making house calls to the impoverished 

residents, mostly immigrants, of the neighborhood surrounding the settlement house. Jane 

Addams, known for being a social reform crusader at the turn of the 20th century, particularly in 

Chicago, found Hull House in 1899 with Ellen Gates Starr. Many of the female residents who 

stayed at Hull House were women with degrees from notable institutions who felt compelled to 

 
527  Death Certificate for Grace Meigs Crowder, June 20, 1925. 
528 Bryn Mawr Bulletin Quarterly, 1907-1909.  
529      Baker, “Dr. Grace Meigs Crowder,” American Journal of Public Health, May 1925, 441. 
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utilize their educations rather than merely find a husband and start a family. The women, these 

“bachelor maids,” who stayed for a time at Hull House participated in acts of reform in exchange 

for their housing.  Whereas Grace used her physician status to make charity house calls in the 

evening while she stayed at Hull House, some women took children on field trips, some gave 

classes. Eventually, Hull House encompassed several more buildings, containing a kitchen, 

library, gymnasium, and even a theater. Apparently, residents of Hull House had to secure an 

invitation to stay and thus perform work related to the cause.  

 On January 11, 1911, Grace wrote her father that she had just in the last week been 

“elected a resident of Hull House,” which gave her a sense of relief and “more status in the 

community.”530 In a letter she wrote on Hull House stationary to her sister, Louisa, Grace 

discussed that she was renting a “pretty and comfortable” artist’s apartment for the summer. “I 

enjoy my bathroom greatly every afternoon when I return from the Ghetto. I have a steady job 

there at a good salary, and besides am working in several children’s dispensaries. I should love 

to live here and practice always – here they really need one. [Hull House] is a very interesting 

place to live – most of the regular residents are away for the summer, but the summer residents 

are younger and a shade less […] peculiar, so I don’t mind. Miss Addams is still here – but will go 

soon. She is a wonderful and very attractive woman.”531 

 Julia C. Lathrop, also a contemporary of Addams’ who stayed and worked at Hull House, 

became the first Chief of the Children’s Bureau in Washington D.C. upon its creation in 1913. 

Lathrop became tasked with employing workers for the new bureau, and rather than select Alice 

 
530 Grace Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 11 January 1911, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 25, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
531 Grace Meigs to Louisa Meigs Green, undated, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 4, Hagley Museum and 
Library, Wilmington, DE.  
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Hamilton532, “a woman of some fame and great experience,”533 she selected Grace on October 

21, 1914 as the Bureau’s Director of Hygiene (sanitation expert). The position came with a yearly 

salary of $2800 a year. The position  was “quite unique,” as Grace wrote to her father, and said 

the job “gives a chance for original development.”534  

 Work with the Children’s Bureau took Grace across the country, and when her travels 

went near her sister, Mary, she took a detour to visit her in Butte. An article in the Anaconda 

Standard described Grace as having been a Distinguished Guest at a dinner in August of 1915, 

while she was visiting Mary while traveling home to Washington DC from the Panama-Pacific 

International Exposition in San Francisco. The Children’s Bureau held an exhibit in the Palace of 

Education at the fair, and as its “central feature” was a Children’s Health Conference.535 Such a 

conference was described as “a free physical examination of children under the 15 years of age. 

A record is given each parent containing a statement of the child’s condition and any general 

advice that seems needed regarding diet, exercise, and general hygiene.”536 A Children’s Bureau 

publication continued to describe the conference: “This conference is not a clinic, in that no sick 

children are admitted and no treatment or prescriptions given. Where there is need for 

treatment the case is referred to the family physician [...]The weight and height of each child is 

compared with the average for its age. […] Nor is it a ‘contest,’ since children are not graded or 

 
532       In a letter to her father, Grace discussed the job offer and that she was expecting Alice Hamilton 
to be offered the position. Letter from Grace Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, undated, ML 41, Box 21, 
Folder 25, Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
533 Grace Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, n.d., ML 41, Box 21, Folder 25, Rauner Special Collections 
Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
534 Grace Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, n.d., ML 41, Box 21, Folder 25, Rauner Special Collections 
Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
535  See Figure 64 in Appendix A for a photograph of what took place during the Children’s Health 
Conference at the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exhibition in San Francisco, CA.  
536    Strong, Child-Welfare Exhibits: Types and Preparation, US Children’s Bureau Publication No. 14 
(Miscellaneous Series No. 4), Washington, Government Printing Office, 1915, 13. 
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scored on a percentage basis.”537 In addition to the Children’s Health Conference, the Children’s 

Bureau exhibit also showed a moving panorama “entitled ‘Our Thirty Million Children, and 

consisted of a chart showing for successive ages the proportion of children dying, going to 

school, or at work.”538  The Children’s Bureau also gave demonstrations of home play and 

preparation of food.539 

 “In preparing its exhibit for the Panama-Pacific Exposition the Children’s Bureau decided 

to center its attention on a ‘Children’s Health Conference’ to group around this charts, models, 

and living demonstrations on infant welfare, home play, and child labor; and to maintain at the 

same time an information bureau to direct inquirers to other exhibits on the fair grounds 

dealing with phases of child welfare.”540  Some of the Living Demonstrations included the 

previously described Children’s Health Conference (available from 10 to 12 and 2 to 5, except on 

Saturdays, Sundays, and Wednesday afternoons); a Baby Clinic showing baby hygiene (on 

Wednesdays from 2 to 5 by the Certified Milk and Baby Hygiene Committee); a Food for 

Children demonstration (Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays from 2 to 5 by the Certified Milk 

and Baby Hygiene Committee and Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays by the Department of 

Nutrition at the University of CA); and demonstrations on Home Play (toy making, painting, 

basket making, and use of back-yard equipment by recreation authorities of San Francisco and 

Oakland, as well as the Columbia Park Boy’s Club.541 A motivating cause of the Children’s Bureau 

was Infant Mortality,542 and a permanent display of the exhibit showed a red star that faded 

 
537     Strong, Child-Welfare Exhibits: Types and Preparation, US Children’s Bureau Publication No. 14 
(Miscellaneous Series No. 4), Washington, Government Printing Office, 1915, 14. 
538     Ibid., 40. 
539     Ibid., 42. 
540      Ibid., 57 . 
541     Ibid., 57. 
542  See Figure 65 in Appendix A for a poster that was included in the Children’s Bureau exhibit at the 
1915 Panama-Pacific International Exhibition in San Francisco, CA.  
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every ten seconds, “bearing the inscription, ‘Every time this star fades, somewhere in Europe or 

the United States a baby dies; one every 10 seconds, 6 every minute, 360 every hour; half these 

deaths are preventable.”543 

 Grace was a member of the Chicago Pediatric Society, became associated with 

Children’s Bureau on October 21, 1914 and served as Director of Hygiene for the U.S. 

Department of Labor’s Children’s’ Bureau until July 15, 1918, and was formerly a member of the 

Commission on Infant Welfare, General Medical Board, and Council of National Defense.  

 Grace authored many works on child welfare, including her “Maternal Mortality from all 

Conditions Connected with Child Birth, in the United States and Certain Other Countries” in 

1917, and “no such comprehensive study of this subject had previously been published. It 

served in large measure to stimulate the beginning of organized public health work for the 

reduction of the maternal morbidity and mortality rates in this and other countries.”544   

 Grace’s death in 1925 deeply affected Mary, and was subject of a piece in her memoirs, 

when she described her as the best of all six of them, gone too soon. Mary was in Cambridge, 

where her son Monty was studying at Harvard, when she was notified of Grace’s death. She sent 

her father a telegram from Cambridge on January 20th: “AM HEART BROKEN OVER NEWS 

GRACES DEATH PLEASE LET ME KNOW IF I CAN BE OF ANY HELP BY GOING TO CHICAGO.”545 I 

could not find any evidence in my research to support the idea that she went to Chicago, but the 

offer of some assistance to Grace’s widower, Thomas, and the three young children Grace left 

behind might have alleviated some of the grief she felt for the sudden loss of her beloved sister. 

 
543      Strong, Child-Welfare Exhibits: Types and Preparation, US Children’s Bureau Publication No. 14 
(Miscellaneous Series No. 4), Washington, Government Printing Office, 1915, 58. 
544      Baker, “Dr. Grace Meigs Crowder,” American Journal of Public Health, May 1925, 441. 
545 Telegram, Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 20 January 1925, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, 
Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  



193 

 

               By the summer of 1926, Monty was set to graduate from Harvard with an English 

degree. On March 8th, 1926, Mary wrote her father from Cambridge, Mass. that she had advised 

Monty to accept a job offer to teach in Seattle upon his graduation. She also wrote that her 

“weaving thing” was growing “fairly successful” and she should be “able to keep [her] head 

above water” if it continued to grow.546 In a May 19th letter Monty wrote his grandmother, Abby 

Atwater, he talked about his mother’s plans to “spend the summer ‘recreating’ herself by 

training nuts in some asylum in New York. It’s a strange idea of a good time, but she looks 

forward to it with great glee.”547 Monty graduated from Harvard in 1926,  planning to write 

fiction and nonfiction books, which he would do a  bit later in his life. He went to teach at the 

Moran School, on Bainbridge Island in Seattle, for two years.   

 On June 2, 1926, Mary wrote a letter to her mother-in-law about how difficult the time 

of year was for her and that she was thinking of Abby as time edged closer to the anniversary of 

Max’s death.  She sent roses hoping that they would reach her with her message of love. She 

wrote, 

My sense of loss and bereavement grows deeper year by year. It is especially 
heavy now, with Monty about to graduate and start out in the world for himself. 
What a difference it would have made in his life if his father had lived! I have done 
the best I knew how and was able, but I feel very inadequate. He is starting off 
with good health and a good mind, no vicious habits, and the best training I have 
been able to provide. He ought to be able to make a way for himself. How I’m 
going to stand Cambridge with him away I don’t just know, hard as it is. He is 
happy at the prospect of going back to the North-West.548 

 
    

 

 
546 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 8 March 1926, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
547 Montgomery Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 19 May 1926, in the author’s possession. 
548 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 2 June 1926, in the author’s possession. 
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Black Beaver Fur Farms, Inc. 
 

 Always in the backs of Mary’s and Monty’s minds, was the thought of going “home” to 

Montana. The idea of a beaver farm in Montana came to Mary in 1926 while driving with Monty 

(whom she called “The Boss”), along “the crowded and bumpy high-way that connects Boston 

and Providence.” Instead of staring at the advertising signs along the road, she wrote that she 

seemed to see a yellow road looped over the shoulder of a huge, tawny hill. I 
seemed to smell the pines from the mountains beyond the hill and the hear the 
cool rush of a mountain stream. Do you remember the big one you pulled out of 
that pool on Red Rock above the beaver dam?’ I asked irreverently. ‘Sure’ growled 
the Boss, turning out for a loaded bus, ‘but what does that get us?’ Strange how 
the most trivial accidents of life sometimes – when they happen at just the right 
moment – change one’s entire destiny! Where, I wonder, would we be now, and 
what would we be doing, if it had not happened that just at that moment we 
passed a high board enclosure on which was painted in six-foot letters ‘Fox Farm.’ 
‘That’s it!” I cried excitedly. ‘That’s the answer – that’s what we can do better in 
Montana than anywhere else! Beaver – have a beaver-ranch!’ The Boss didn’t say 
anything for a long minute. ‘Sounds good,’ he said at last. ‘Why not?’”549   

 After their epiphany, they continued to talk about the idea, “half seriously half in fun,” 

collected pamphlets and consulted the authorities, and realized operating a beaver ranch in 

Montana wasn’t an impossible idea. They traveled to Washington to speak with officials of the 

Bureau of Biological Survey, and they learned about the habitat of beaver and value of beaver 

pelts. They were told by a fur dealer that they wouldn't have any problem selling beaver pelts. 

 By June 9, 1927, Mary was talking about her weaving business as having been slow since 

Christmas of 1926, but things were going better and “may again be very good in the course of 

time.”550  She had been busy writing a weaving book but knew that she needed to get it finished 

before they headed west. The plan was to move to Montana once Betty was finished with 8th 

 
549  Mary Meigs Atwater, “Frontier,” 1930, 3-4, in the author’s possession. 
550  Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 9 June 1927, ML41, Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
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grade in May of 1928. Monty had been teaching in Seattle but wanted to start a beaver ranch 

that would allow him to focus more on his writing.  

 Mary wrote to her father about their plans to start a beaver ranch. She said,  

The beaver ranching project no doubt looks wild to you, but it is a perfectly sound 
proposition. I don’t know of anything I could do for as small an investment with 
as good a chance of real profit. I shall sell of the stupid old copper stocks for 
money to start the thing. Monty and I can keep it going for a year or so without 
being on the ground all the time, and it will give us in the summer the sort of life 
we like. What’s the sense of spending the only life one is ever going to lead in a 
stuffy place like Cambridge! It is unintelligent to do so, with so many delightful 
spots in the world where one can hunt and fish and be human. You’d love it. I 
want it for Monty, too – to give him something to build, something to work for. 
He won’t want to teach or to coach foot-ball all his life.551 

 Mary wrote her father on September 28th, 1927 from Washington, D.C., where she had 

talked to the Veteran’s Bureau about looms, and to also see what kind of help “Uncle Sam could 

give [her] on the beaver thing.” She had also gone to the Smithsonian, where she discovered 

many things in the hand-weaving exhibit labeled incorrectly, and other pieces mounted wrong 

side out, so she went over the exhibit with the curator and “did something to remedy that.”552 

 In February 1928, Mary wrote her sister, Nina (Cornelia), that her weaving book was 

“definitely finished at last,” and she expected a contract offered from Houghton-Mifflin soon. 

She felt relieved to have the book “out of the house” but felt “rather lost without it” since she 

would “pounded away at it so steadily for so many weeks.” As for the beaver ranch plans, she 

wrote, “We now have a lease on a very favorable bit of land, fenced against loss of stock and 

with about a hundred beaver already on it, to go by the estimate of the care-taker we have had 

up there. […] We have contracted for some extra special dark Michigan beaver [worth $65-$70 a 

 
551 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 9 June 1927, ML41, Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
552 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 28 September 1927, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 8, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
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pelt at the time] that we will introduce to their new quarters as soon as weather permits and 

can get good native stock in Montana at a quite reasonable rate. We mean to put in some 

muskrats with the beaver as they get along nicely on the same marsh. There is a quicker return 

on muskrat. But in the end the big profit will be in beaver, I think.”553  

 Mary admitted in the letter to her sister that what appealed to Mary and Monty most 

about the beaver ranching idea was that it gave them “the perfect excuse for living in the 

mountains.” She wrote, “I can hardly wait to get away.”554 In April of 1928, Mary wrote to her 

father that Monty was in Montana, in Basin. “I feel quite adventurous for one who is no longer 

young. I can’t tell you how glad I shall be to get away from Cambridge, though of course that 

stay here has not been all loss.”555 

 Thus the Atwaters moved back “home” to Montana in May of 1928. Indeed, the 

prospect of returning to Montana after living in Cambridge seemed like “heaven” to Mary, who 

said in a letter dated October 14, 1928, “I feel fifteen years younger and have all sorts of 

interesting plans.”556 

 While Betty attended Helena High during the week, both she and Mary stayed at the 

Y.W.C.A and traveled to Basin on the weekends, where Monty and his new wife, Jane – a 

Wellesley girl he had known from when he was at Harvard and married in July – worked and 

lived and where Mary had her own house she kept for such circumstances. Sometimes, Mary 

stayed in Basin and sent Betty to Helena alone, with her coming by train on the weekends. 

 
553 Mary Meigs Atwater to Cornelia Meigs, 12 February 1928, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 9, Rauner 
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555 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 20 April 1928, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 9, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
556 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 14 October 1928, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 9, Rauner 
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Though she denied having any exciting news to tell in her letters, 1928 was an incredibly 

eventful year for Mary. Through the help of her published author sister, Cornelia, Mary’s 

“famous book,”557 The Shuttle-Craft Book of American Hand-Weaving, was published that year 

by the MacMillan Company. In this text of history and patterns, Mary wrote about the wide-

serving and economic values of hand-weaving: “The value of a native popular art can hardly be 

overestimated. […] Weaving offers a form of creative expression within the reach of any one. 

The work is also of definite economic value.”558 

 In this same correspondence course textbook, she claimed that the group to benefit 

most from hand-weaving included “women of intelligence whose household duties [were] not 

exigent and who [found] it hard to cheat boredom with bridge and the movies” who could 

“open for themselves this door into the world of art – where there is much refreshment for the 

spirit.”559 Mary is credited for revitalizing hand-weaving as an art form, as an economic means, 

and as a therapeutic aid for women, and her business became more far-reaching with the 

publication of this important weaving textbook. In her book’s Post-Script, she wrote, “We 

weavers with our simple hand-looms, by going back to the fine clear beauty of the ancient days 

to make a new start, have thrown a bridge over the ugliness of the machine-made age just 

behind us and are free again of the ancient mysteries. It is not a dead art we are reviving among 

us, but a new and a growing art that will flower into who can tell what wonderful 

 
557  In a letter dated October 29, 1928, Mary wrote to her father, “My famous book is out, and I have 
asked Mrs. Norrington to send Nina a copy. […] I feel it is largely due to her, that if finally found a 
publisher, and I feel very grateful to her. I hope she won’t be ashamed of it.”  See The Papers of Cornelia 
Lynde Meigs, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 9, Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, 
NH. 
558 Mary Meigs Atwater, The Shuttle-Craft Guild Book of American Hand-Weaving (New York: 
MacMillan Company, 1933) [reprint of 1928 copyright], 21-22. 
559  Ibid., 26-27. 
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blossoming?”560  In the text book, Mary provided patterns and examples of said patterns which 

she had discovered in her extensive library and museum research. She also gave instruction on 

how to select a loom, how to set up the loom, ways to spin flax and wool into thread, the dying 

process, the different varieties of weaver’s knots, how to spool and skein, and how to finish 

hand-woven products. In her written “Notice,” at the very end of the text, she wrote,  

In this book an attempt has been made to supply all essential information about 
American hand-weaving – in such detail that any one who wishes to try the 
adventure of this new-old art may do so with assurance of success, and without 
further instruction than may be found in these pages. Beginners, however, - 
especially those who live far from the cities and have little opportunity to study 
the work of others – can be greatly assisted by an occasional criticism on their 
work, and are often glad to have some one to whom to refer the special problems 
that are bound to arise. It is with the idea of adding to the usefulness of this book 
that a correspondence service of this sort is being arranged through the Shuttle-
Craft Guild – Box 6, Cambridge, Massachusetts – to whom all inquiries should be 
directed. Criticisms will be given and technical questions will be answered by the 
author of this book, who has it very much at heart to make hand-weaving easy, 
profitable and delightful to all.561 

 In addition to weaving, writing, and teaching, Mary also accumulated investors to help 

purchase and fund three different parcels of land in Montana, which she and Monty cultivated 

as beaver ranching land. Through selling some of her own stock and through help from investors 

– such as her wealthy daughter-in-law-to-be, Jane – Mary and Monty started Black Beaver Fur 

Farms, Inc. on June 1, 1928. Mary’s biographers wrote that of these parcels of land, 

the most important were the Paola ranch south of Glacier Park, which was later a guest 
ranch called the Drifting Snow Ranch (the nearest town was Kalispell, about 55 miles 
away); the Little Blackfoot land, leased from the government, on which the Atwaters 
camped the summer of 1928; and the Basin Creek ranch near Basin, a favorite place of 
Mary’s where she spent as much time as possible.562 

 
560 Mary Meigs Atwater, The Shuttle-Craft Guild Book of American Hand-Weaving (New York: 
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 To get from Cambridge to Basin, Mary, Betty, and Betty’s canary traveled by train, the 

entirety taking seven days and was “quite tiresome” though “the canary stood the trip better” 

than either of them, “singing quite cheerfully.”563 Mary kept a travel diary for their voyage west, 

along the way stopping in Marquette, Michigan on May 19th, 1928 to inspect some beaver they 

hoped to purchase and move to their ranching properties in Montana. A Mr. Belanger was her 

beaver supplier there, and she was able to pick out some “beasties” to her liking. Mr. Belanger 

also gave Mary advice on the kinds of fence to use, knowledge about constructing traps, and 

how to bait the traps. She made an interesting observation about Duluth when they passed 

through on May 20th: “ 

It is an interesting and liveable [sic] place, but plainly a man’s town. It seems to 
me that the greatest distinction in towns is the in this, – there are towns where 
men live to be with their women and there are towns where women live in order 
to be with their men. And of the two types I believe I greatly prefer the latter. 
Boston is a woman’s town. Everything is arranged and done to suit feminine ideas 
of life. The men – if any – live on dividends, or have that appearance. Duluth, with 
its huge black docks and its tidy little crisp looking frame houses, is a man’s 
town.564 

 On May 21st, they traveled through Dakota and eastern Montana: “It seemed good to 

see the buttes grow higher and higher and more and more rugged, and when the perfume of 

sage drifted in we knew were at home.”565 

 On May 22nd, Mary, Betty, and Betty’s canary arrived in Butte, on the seventh day of 

train travel. After lunch and attending to some business there, they headed to Basin by train. 

She wrote, “It is wonderful to be here. The streams are full of water and the fishing season has 

begun. It is warm – almost hot – and there is very little snow to be seen – only a tiny wisp along 

 
563 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, May 1928, in the author’s possession. 
564 Mary Meigs Atwater, Travel Diary, May 1928, 4, in the author’s possession. 
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the crest of Pole Mountain.”566 Their first night in Basin appeared to have been an adventure, or 

“wild night,” as Mary described it. “The mattress and feather-bed turned out to be inhabited 

before we took possession […] Betty appeared to consider the affair something of a lark. A new 

experience for her.”567 Mary expressed a longing to go fly fishing, and though she tried once, she 

claimed the “water is still too high for successful fly-fishing. The bait-fishermen are getting a 

few. Life is very good.”568 Over the next few days, she documented being back in Basin and 

visiting with residents she knew from when they had lived there when Max was still alive. The 

regular greeting of Basin residents, she remarked, was: “’How are they biting today? With 

discussion of the best fly.”569 She also took time to create some art, “Made a little pencil sketch 

this afternoon – from the flume, looking up Basin Creek – rather good. The half- 

glasses work very well. Unfortunately I broke them, swatting a mosquito.”570  

 In a letter she wrote to her mother-in-law after their arrival in Basin, Mary 

noted,  

This funny little place will always be “home” to me, and to Monty. Betty, of 
course, has fewer associations here as she was very little when we went away. It 
is rather distressing to see our house very battered and not well taken care of and 
to have other people living in it. But that, of course, could not be helped. The little 
town is entirely dead, - no work at all going on and no one is here except the 
handful of people who could not leave. […] Betty and I are camping out in a little 
cabin belonging to one of our friends and are very comfortable.571   

 She described the smells and sounds of her surroundings as “heaven” and commented 

that it was probably due to the location’s connection with what was the happiest part of her life.  

On May 27th, she noted that there was no word from Monty about the arrival of the beaver, as 

 
566 Mary Meigs Atwater, Travel Diary, May 1928, 5, in the author’s possession. 
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he was at the Paola property, setting up fence. So, she went fishing all day on Saturday, May 

26th, by herself.  

No luck as a fisherman, but had a beautiful day. All day I did not see a human soul 
except two men with a team of horses as I got back to the road. What a luxury! A 
long day entirely alone. I enjoyed every minute of it. Even the weariness of the 
unusual exertion. It seemed to me that for all those hours I was absolutely and 
perfectly happy. Old Thunderbolt mountain with a little wreath of snow about his 
bald crown and the cloud-shadows passing over his mild slopes and piny folds. 
The shout of the stream, in flood. The smell of pine and sage and wet willow in 
that indescribable blend that is the breath of the mountains. Thunder and 
lightning for a while and a few splashes of rain. The many little wild flowers. The 
bird-calls. The gophers and grass-hoppers and frogs. And far up Pole Mountain 
two pale beasts that I chose to think were deer. A day like that makes up for a 
great deal of crowded and stupid living. There will be more such days – a good 
many more, perhaps.572   

 Monty arrived on Monday, the 28th of May, and wakened Mary and Betty by attempting 

to get in through a window. Mary noted that Monty’s “first remark was, “’Don’t Shoot,’” fully 

aware that his mother was armed and unaware that he would be traveling the 400 miles from 

the Paola ranch in one day, especially arriving so late at night. Monty had had some trouble with 

the beaver release at the Paola property, apparently, as the roads were covered in water and 

they had to create a makeshift pen located on part of a creek for the beaver; however, the 

beaver once in the pen “promptly got out and vanished. So that’s that. Monty said he left Tom 

busy devising a box-trap to catch them again. Rather hopeless.”573 

 On May 29th, Monty and Mary went to Helena to incorporate their business enterprise 

with $25,000 capitalization in the name “Black Beaver Fur Farms, Inc.”574 with Monty, Melvin 

Green, and Mary as incorporators, par of stock $100.00.575 
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 Over the next month, Mary reported about traveling to Missoula with Monty and his 

fiancé, Jane, to buy some dogs, various trips to look at potential beaver land property, and more 

fishing. On June 28th, she wrote they had purchased “Sponheim’s homestead”576 up Basin Creek, 

which she bought on June 25, for $400.577  

There are only 73 acres, but it is an ideal beaver land with unlimited aspen near 
at hand on the forest reserve land adjoining. It will be easy to fence and will be 
habitable in the winter. Our plan is to put up a good cabin here and to make pens 
where we can keep our best stock. We shall fence the Little Blackfoot tract and 
police it from the homestead in the winter. Monty says this will be perfectly 
simple to manage and will give the Little Blackfoot full protection. I am really very 
well pleased with the deal. Above the homestead the stream comes down a long 
cascade and above the cascade is a lot of old placer land now covered with 
willows and dammed up by the beaver.”578 

 On June 25th from Basin, Mary wrote to her sister, Nina (Cornelia), that Monty was to be 

married in a week. Mary described Jane as “fine girl and perfectly suited to Mont. […] She is 

intelligent and courageous and good-looking, and healthy. She also has a considerable fortune, 

which is no draw-back, and is devoted to Mont. Her name is Jane Whigham and she comes from 

Pittsburgh.”579 Monty married Jane on July 2, 1928 in Helena, Montana, with Betty and Mary as 

witnesses.  

 In a letter dated September 23, 1928, Mary corresponded with her father about their 

nearly four-month old business: 

We have finished our incorporation business and are now a full-fledged company – the 
‘Black Beaver Fur Farms, Inc.’ – and will be ready to issue our stock certificates as soon 
as we get the official seal. […] The beaver on the Little Blackfoot project now are our 
property and we can take them off and put them down on Basin Creek and tell the 
forest people to go to H—if they make any more hemming and hawing about the lease. 

 
576  See Figures 67-69 in Appendix A for photographs of the “Sponheim’s Homestead” property she 
purchased in June of 1928 in the purpose of expanding her beaver ranching enterprise. Note that there 
are still existing beaver dams along the creek, which goes through the property.  
577 Book 40, Page 229. Jefferson County Courthouse. 
578 Ibid., .27 
579 Mary Meigs Atwater to Cornelia Meigs, 25 June 1928, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 9, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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We figure, as I think I told you, that we have about five thousand dollars’ worth of 
native beaver on the Little Blackfoot project. As the result of our year’s operations that 
isn’t so bad.  By next year it should have doubled.580 

  
 In a letter dated August 3, 1928, Mary wrote to her mother-in-law from the Little 

Blackfoot Camp, about twenty miles from Basin, on a four-mile long piece of land leased from 

the forest reserve where Monty was working on fencing. She noted that there appeared to be 

many beavers, based on the visible signs of beaver dams and hearing them at night, but they 

rarely saw them during the day. She noted that food was a problem where they were, so they 

primarily ate the native mountain trout they were able to catch every day, though it took twenty 

or thirty of them to make a meal. In answering a question regarding the financial situation, she 

commented that there would be no returns on the beaver project for two years or more, but 

that it cost ¼ to live in Basin as it had in Cambridge. She also predicted receiving some money 

from her soon-to-be published weaving textbook. She lamented that she may have to dip into 

Betty’s college fund if she could not find a job in Helena, which is where she wanted to have 

Betty go to high school, but she wanted to avoid that if she could.581 

 In a letter dated August 31, 1928 to her friend and sister-in-law, Doro, Mary wrote 

about coming back to Basin from a two-month long stay at the Little Blackfoot Camp.  

On the Blackfoot lease there are twelve dams in the small lower meadow, about 
as many in the big meadow and eighteen or twenty along a long string of marsh 
above the big meadow […] We have bought a small ranch – seventy-five acres – 
on Basin Creek a few miles above Basin [see pictures above]. This is all beaver 
land though there are not many beaver on it now, due to earnest trapping two 
years ago. Our plan is to use this for intensive beaver farming – keep the choice 
stock there and use it too for feeding. There is an immense amount of aspen on 
the sides of the mountains at that place. […] We have too a beaver ranch we 
bought from the man who started it three years ago. It is a smaller proposition 
than the Little Blackfoot, but has some very promising features. We plan to do a 

 
580 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 23 September 1928, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 9, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
581 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 3 August 1928, in the author’s possession. 
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little trapping up there this winter, to take off some of the excess males. That will 
help cover the running expenses.582 

 In September, Mary and Betty left Monty and Jane at the Basin Creek Ranch and 

temporarily moved to Helena for school. In writing to her mother-in-law, she said,  

I have entered Betty in the high school here and she seems to enjoy it very much. 
I think it will be much better for her than the complicated and snobbish school 
she went to in Cambridge, – though I do find that she is well advanced in her 
studies. […] We feel pleased with what we have accomplished. Our venture is 
much the largest of the kind in Montana and is attracting a good deal of interest. 
[…] Fire is one of our anxieties on the Little Blackfoot. If that country should 
decide to burn all our beaver would be killed off. We have not taken out 
insurance, as the danger for this year is almost over. But next year we shall carry 
insurance so that we won’t be in danger of losing everything. We are so far from 
the railroads up there, and so far from the reach of cigarette smoking tourists, 
unused to the dangers of the open, that fire is not very likely, – fortunately. They 
will have to put tourists through a course of instruction in woodcraft before 
letting them loose in the forests if the menace continues to grow as it is doing.583 

 It did not take Mary long to start up some weaving classes in Helena, as she noted in 

another letter to her mother-in-law on September 17th. “Betty enjoys high school immensely. 

The atmosphere is very different from that of the affected and snobbish school she went to in 

Cambridge, and I am sure she will be happier and will learn more, – about life and about getting 

along with people, if not book-knowledge – than she could have in a private school. Contacts 

with others are her difficulty. She has been so much with me that she depends on me too much. 

[…] Our Basin Creek ranch is the most charming spot imaginable. I wish I were going to stay 

there myself this winter in my Indian teepe [sic]. I have got the Indians to make me a real lodge, 

– a wonderful affair, – whittled pegs by the score and a shield-shaped door on raw-hide thongs, 

all complete. It arrived too late for the Little Blackfoot so I shall have to wait, now till next 

summer to set it up, I suppose. It makes a famous house, though, and not a small one either. 

 
582 Mary Meigs Atwater to Dorothea Atwater, 31 August 1928, in the author’s possession. 
583 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 6 September 1928, in the author’s possession. 
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One can live comfortably in winter, even in our climate, in one of these conical houses. The 

Indians are amusing – they can be induced to sew a lodge for a white person but no inducement 

will persuade them to paint it. I think I shall paint mine with modernistic designs. I mean to 

make a magazine article of it – the process of setting it up, etc., with pictures. No doubt we shall 

have adventures doing that part. It will be fun.”584 

 Politics was a topic of conversation in a letter she wrote to Doro on September 30, 

mainly regarding the Democratic presidential candidate, New York Governor, Al Smith, who was 

running against the Republican Secretary of Commerce, Herbert Hoover. She said Al Smith had 

given a speech in Helena the previous week, and she was not impressed. “I had hoped for some 

really high class fire-works and expert flag-waiving, but nothing like that happened. […] I feel 

that the people who want booze restored have a reason for voting for Al, even though he won’t 

be able to do much to relieve them. They are at least registering a protest. […] It’s the biggest 

sporting event in the world – this election business of ours. I’d like to be in politics. As a game it 

beats all others I am sure. But till our beaver project is less at the mercy of the forest people and 

the game-warden’s office it is wise to step lightly, I believe. So we aren’t doing a thing except go 

to the polls when the fatal day arrives.”585 (Herbert Hoover would become the 31st U.S. 

President that November by somewhat of a landslide.)  

 Beaver farming was a new and risky business at that time, and there was no guarantee 

that money would come at all and how much that would be if any. Mary wrote to her father 

repeatedly thanking him for monthly checks, and in her January 16, 1930 letter to her father, 

she thanked him separately for sending her a thousand dollars from her mother’s inheritance 

 
584 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 17 September 1928, in the author’s possession. 
585 Mary Meigs Atwater to Dorothea Atwater, 30 September 1928, in the author’s possession.  
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that she needed due to the early state of the beaver farms. 

 Her father was apparently interested in and concerned about Mary’s business 

prospects, perhaps because he was an investor in the beaver operation, and Mary kept him 

well-informed in that regard. She inserted a report dated October 23, 1928 in a letter she wrote 

to her father on November 7.  In this manager’s report, Monty described the property 

encompassed by the Black Beaver Fur Farms, Inc. and their potential worth. The Paola ranch, 

referred to as Tunnel Creek Ranch, consisted of fifty acres of “ideal beaver land” near Glacier 

National park that was “well-stocked” with seven dams and an estimated forty beaver; the 

property had also been “protected from trapping of any kind for the three [previous] years.” 

Monty described the second property, the Little Blackfoot Ranch as consisting of two hundred 

acres of “the best beaver land” twenty miles from Basin that was “thickly stocked” with fifty 

dams and three hundred beaver. The third property, Basin Creek Ranch (located five miles from 

Basin) consisted of “seventy acres practically all of which [was] beaver land,” with its three dams 

and fifteen beaver. Monty concluded this section of the report by saying, “In point of size, yours 

is the largest project of its kind in the state and probably ranks well up in the country.”586   

 Monty and Jane spent the winter months at the Basin Creek Ranch, and the 

thermometer stuck around 20 below zero, sometimes going down to 40 and 50 below. He noted 

in a March 19th, 1929 letter to his Aunt Doro that he’d been “sashaying around most of the 

winter on skis. That’s about as exciting as sail-boating I think, especially when you’re a rank 

amateur in a country that stands on end. These Norwegians seem to be able to make the 

splinters do what they want them to. But every time I start down a hill it’s with the pleasant 

 
586 Black Beaver Fur Farms Stockholders Report, 23 October 1928, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 9, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  



207 

 

realization that if a tree gets in my way it’s just too bad for one of us. The tree won’t move away 

and I can’t.”587 This letter from Monty gives insight into how he, who would eventually be 

inducted into the US Skiing Hall of Fame in 1978, had his earliest encounters with the mountain 

sport.  

 On March 24th, Mary wrote to Doro from Helena: “I was very glad to get your letter, and 

meant to answer it sooner, but letter-writing comes hard for me these days – I have so many 

letters about weaving that have to be written and when those are done it is hard to write 

personal letters. If I begin telling you how to weave material for a summer suit or how to mount 

bags, or any other little thing alike that, blame it on the typewriter that has got so in the habit of 

giving sage advice on such matters that it can’t tick off anything else. […] Louisa and her family 

will be here this summer. I think we shall have a great time. I wish you’d come.”588 

 Dick Atwater had still owed Mary money from when they went to Bolivia, and she gave 

the company a large sum of money she had saved.  In 1929, when she contacted the 

government about it, “Uncle Sam” informed her that she would file a lawsuit against her 

brother-in-law if she hoped to see any money from him. She had begun the legal steps to do so, 

when out of the blue, Dick sent part of the money, and a few weeks later, he sent some more. 

She said, “He still really owes me quite a bit still, but Uncle Sam told me the rest would be very 

difficult to collect and told me it would be best to be satisfied with this. So the thing is closed. It 

is a great worry off my mind, and helps a lot.” Dick sending her money out of the blue perplexed 

Mary until she discovered that Dick’s New York-based company was re-opening a mine in 

Montana, and the man he was dealing with was a “very strong friend of Max’s,” so she came to 

 
587 Monty Atwater to Dorothea Atwater, 19 March 1929, in the author’s possession. 
588 Mary Meigs Atwater to Dorothea Atwater, 24 March 1929, in the author’s possession.  
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the conclusion that Dick felt the need to “square” with Mary due to his own business plans in 

the state.589  

 Louisa, Mary’s sister, and her husband, Melvin, and their son, along with one of his 

friends, did travel to Basin that summer, and stayed for the duration. Mary had a log cabin built 

on the Basin Creek Ranch property to use as living quarters and then had tents for sleeping. The 

boys helped Monty with work on the ranch and seemed to love the country and experience. Her 

previously stated concern about fires became a reality the summer of 1929. “There have been 

many serious forest fires all through Montana as a result of the dryness, and some of them 

came uncomfortably close. Monty is a deputy in the forest service and was called out on fire 

duty several times. The fire hazard is not over by any means, but we had a real rain last night – 

the first since early June – and I dare say the worst is over. Fire is our great hazard. A real fire 

over in the Little Blackfoot country would kill our beaver, I am afraid, and there seems no way of 

insuring the stock over there. We have built a number of pens and keep a good many beaver in 

them now, under close observation. We are finding out many things about the beasties that are 

in none of the books. Monty has sold several pairs of breeding stock and intends to take a 

limited number of pelts this winter, so that the ranch will begin to pay its way. Next year 

perhaps there will begin to be a little profit. […] The little ones – the young of last spring – are 

the most amusing little soft balls of brown fur that you ever saw. Some of them are quite willing 

to be held and stroked and could, probably, be made quite tame and domestic. Others slap the 

water with their little flat tails whenever one comes anywhere near them. Betty has started her 

school in Helena again, but I am still at the ranch. Monty and Jane are away a good deal of the 

 
589 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 24 March 1929, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
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time at the other two ranches and someone has to be here to feed the beaver in the pens. I 

enjoy being up here in the hills and do not feel lonely. I have the dogs, of course, and Betty 

spends the week-ends here.”590 

The Stock Market Crash of 1929 

During the 1920s, a stock market peak occurred paired with the U.S.’s rapidly expanding 

economy and the automobile industry boom. The Dow Jones Industrial Average increased six-

fold from August 1921 to September 1929, peaking on September 3rd. Though most people in 

the country were optimistic that the market would just continue to rise, the peak was 

unsustainable, and a crash occurred in October. Historians claim that a compounding of factors 

led to the most disastrous financial crisis the world had ever seen, including: stock prices were 

wildly overpriced and purchased with easy credit, overproduction of farm crops and steel which 

led to large purges and financial losses, the Federal Reserve Bank of New York raised interest 

rates in August 1929 from 5% to 6%, the press was growing increasingly cynical, there was an 

ongoing agricultural recession with farmers struggling to make annual profits, and people began 

withdrawing their funds from banks rapidly due to the large wave of panic setting in across the 

country. These factors combined with an unsustainable asset bubble resulted in three key 

trading dates of the 1929 Crash: Black Thursday, (October 28th); Black Monday (October 28th); 

and Black Tuesday (October 29th). The Dow dropped 25% and lost $30 billion in market value.  

  The Great Depression is what followed, made even more disastrous by the severe 

drought that hit the Midwest and Southern Great Plains. These states, and the 1930s, would 

become known as the Dust Bowl with the era being called the “Dirty Thirties.”  For Mary and her 

 
590 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 15 September 1929, in the author’s possession. 
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family in the year 1930, it may have been too soon to tell if the financial crisis would affect their 

new business venture in negative ways. 

 On January 25, 1930, Mary wrote to her mother-in-law on new stationary that listed her 

address as Room 2, Empson Block in Helena. There was no mention of the stock market crash or 

the nation-wide panic that had swept the country in the months previous, and her tone remains 

overall positive about the beaver project. “The great cold and deep snow have made this a poor 

season for trapping. Most of the wild things get into shelter and do not come out at all. If the 

beaver-ponds freeze to the bottom we shall lose a lot of stock, but we hope that the heavy snow 

will be some protection. The beaver we have in pens are quite tame. One of the yearlings was 

sick for a while and we had him and a companion as house-guests. They are very amusing, and 

throve on luxury. Every day we gave them a swim in the bath-tub. One of them became quite 

tame, but the other had an unfriendly disposition and would hiss and splash water whenever we 

came too near. We fed them on dry bread and twigs and they grew as fat as little pigs. […] We 

had a very happy Christmas, all together in Basin. Monty cut a pretty little tree for us and we 

had a good dinner of my cooking. It was very satisfactory. I wonder if you got the roses I sent 

you at Christmas? I hoped to be able to gather some Oregon grape to send, too, but the snow 

was more than two feet deep and it was impossible. Our Oregon grape is a delicate little thing 

that grows flat against the ground. It never grows up into a bush like the Oregon grape from the 

coast. I think it is much prettier. […] [My Father] had a severe heart attack early this winter but 

has entirely recovered. He is making some studies on bird-migration along the Mississippi in 

which he is much interested. My sister Nina takes wonderful care of him, of course. She is much 

better in health herself and is doing increasingly well with her writing.”591 

 
591 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 25 January 1930, in the author’s possession. 
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 Mary’s father, on the other hand, was not as encouraged about the beaver project as 

Mary was and had many concerns about this particular business prospect, possibly because of 

the recent stock market crash. Mary addressed his questions in a letter dated January 22, 1930: 

Of course I have considered all the ways of making money that you suggest. It 
seems to me that I should be able to do better with myself than I do, but 
unfortunately I am in a “line” that offers very small rewards financially. I am 
probably the best in the country in hand-weaving, but it is a hard thing to get cash 
out of. […] The beaver thing can’t be expected to pay for some little time still. […] 
There won’t be a dividend for at least two years. […] You do not seem to feel very 
enthusiastic over our beaver venture. […] I sort of feel in your letters that you 
look upon this thing as a sort of luxury that I am giving myself, --an amusement. I 
assure you it is a practical investment and means a good living for my children, or 
I am much mistaken. Of course in the beginning it means money going out and 
very little coming in. […] It is unfortunate that Max did not leave us better 
provided. I often wish for the comfort of an income that would keep us going, but 
probably the struggle to make money is a good thing. […] There are plenty of 
people who are worse off than we are.592 

 In addition to her weaving correspondence course, Mary made some money by 

contributing articles to various publications. One such article is from the February 1930 edition 

of Parents Magazine, titled “Keeping the Convalescent Busy.” Mary wrote about occupational 

therapy for sick children with the intent to highlight children’s special interests, but not just a 

simple amusement. Some of the activities she listed were: card-weaving or using a table loom; 

knotting; braiding rags for rag rugs; tied dyeing; making rooked rugs, simple leather work; wood-

work; block-printing; stenciling; netting (making hammocks); simple reed or raffia basketry; and 

crochet, embroidery, and rake-knitting.593  

 In a notice sent to the stockholders of the Black Beaver Fur Farms Incorporated, dated 

March 26, 1930, an amendment was made to Article VI of the Articles of Incorporation “by 

 
592 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 22 January 1930, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
593  Mary Meigs Atwater, “Keeping the Convalescent Busy,” Parents Magazine, February 1930, 17; 
36-38. 
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which the capital stock of this corporation was increased from $25,000 divided into 250 shares 

of a par value of $100.00 each, as the same is now constituted, to $50,000 divided into 500 

shares of a par value of $100.00 each.”  This amendment with its timing of just a few months 

after the stock market crash seems to illustrate problems with the financial side of the business, 

and foreshadows the business’s eventual failure.  

 In 1930, Mary began writing her memoirs at the age of 52. In one of her 

autobiographical sketches, one of many that came into family possession from the Interweave 

Press, titled “Frontier,” she wrote about the decision she and her son Monty made to move back 

to Montana. “I was fifty years old594, two years ago, when I decided to become a pioneer. I was 

living at the time in the good city of Cambridge, doing work that though interesting in its way 

had ceased to be an adventure. […] With the whole world to choose from would I deliberately 

choose to live in Cambridge? The answer to that was ‘no.’ […] It seemed to me that nature had 

built me for a pioneer, […] To me the good roads are the roads that lead west till they get to 

Montana. There was never a moment’s doubt in my mind where, out of all the world, I would if I 

could spend my years after fifty. A brave and beautiful country, glorious with sunshine, 

perfumed with pine and wet willow, wild rose and pungent sage, – a clean, fresh, exciting 

country, where there is a cold brown trout-stream in every gulch and no traffic rules because 

there is no traffic.”595 She notes in this sketch that “nature had built” her for the life of a 

pioneer. What is interesting to note is that if one were to take into account all of the different 

ways she was a pioneer in her life, this move back to Montana seemed to be the most significant 

for her.  

 
594 She also wrote, in another sketch titled “Frontier,” “A person at fifty should arrange to live the 
rest of life doing something interesting in the most delightful place in the world. To do otherwise would 
indicate a lack of intelligence.” (From “Frontier,” 1930, 1, in the author’s possession) 
595 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Frontier,” 1930, 2, in the author’s possession.  
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 Most of her letters to her father described day-in and day-out events that family 

members talk about – work, the children in school, siblings, illnesses, money, politics. However, 

a technological creation called the radio was subject of her letter of January 1st, 1931. “I am still 

a radio addict; it seems to me very miraculous still. Much of the stuff that comes in is a bore, of 

course, but some of the music is very fine indeed. Years ago in a place like this one never heard 

any music from years end to years end, and now one can pick something lovely out of the air 

almost any night.”596 The radio for her then, in the early 1930s, would have been revolutionary, 

similar to how the world wide web of Internet and hand-held technology has entranced us in 

the late 20th and early 21st centuries.  

 Though she struggled financially, Mary continued to work several jobs at once in hopes 

of someday getting ahead, working every day until midnight, mostly in writing letters to weavers 

across the country. In a letter dated June 14, 1931, Mary typed a letter to her father on her 

Shuttle-Craft Hand-Weaving Guild stationery and said, “I am working hard, -- harder than ever 

before in my life and I have never been an idler. In fact I am working harder than I altogether 

enjoy.  No time to go fishing, to sketch or to read a book.  But I am strong and am getting away 

with it.”597 

 The 1930s brought hardship and sadness for Mary. In April 1930, she wrote in The 

Shuttle-Craft Guild Bulletin that her Cambridge office would close – this was because the person 

Mary had left in charge, Mrs. Norrington, had embezzled quite a bit of the money that was 

coming into the office, so she had to move the headquarters of the business to Basin. The 

depression that resulted from the stock market crash greatly affected the prices for fur pelts, so 

 
596 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 1 January 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
597 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 14 June 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 12, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.   
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they had to spend more time on breeding than taking pelts, which caused Black Beaver Fur 

Farms to take a financial hit. “This depression is something we did not figure on, but it is really 

better for us to have to take it now than later, when we get to full production.”598 Just as Mary 

had not counted on there being a depression, she, like everyone else in the country, wouldn’t 

know how long the financial slump would last or what it would cost. In November 1931, with 

financial assistance from Monty’s wife, Jane, the Atwaters arranged to purchase a 2,000-acre 

ranch near Ennis - “known as the finest ranch in the Madison valley – which cost $8,000 in cash 

with $12,000 to be financed in a mortgage at 5%.599 This purchase, at the time, seemed to be a 

positive business venture, but as I will explain later, it ended in disappointment and a family rift. 

What would have been a tremendous loss, even more than anything dealing with finances, 

occurred when Mary’s father died on December 9th, 1931, and so thus ended their rich 

correspondence. Also, despite the fact that the Atwaters were “making a bit of history” with 

their beaver ranch, “the largest beaver-ranch in this country, and probably the largest in the 

world,”600 the beaver ranch was in for some hard hits. They gave up beaver ranching in 1933, 

officially filing for bankruptcy in 1941.601 

 At the age of 84-years old, on December 9, 1931,  Major Montgomery Meigs died from 

bronchial pneumonia, “with which he had been ill for three days.” Montgomery was described 

as “one of the best known citizens of Keokuk, and whose connection with governmental work 

 
598 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 22 November 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, 
Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
599 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 9 November 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
600 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 14 June 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 12, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
601  See Figure 70 in Appendix A for an announcement for a Special Stockholders’ Meeting to be held 
April 19, 1941 in Helena, MT to discuss liquidating assets of Black Beaver Fur Farms, Inc. and the dissolu-
tion of the corporation.  
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both in this section and in Washington made him a nationally known figure.”602 His survivors 

were listed as Mrs. Mary Meigs Atwater of Helena, Mont., Mrs. Louisa Meigs Green of 

Winchester, Va., Mrs. Alice M. Orr of St. Charles, Ill., Mrs. Frances M. Fales of Bryn Mawr, Pa., 

and Miss Cornelia Meigs of Keokuk, with Dr. Grace Meigs Crowder’s death occurring six years 

earlier. 

 In a December 14, 1931 letter to her mother-in-law, Mary wrote about the loss of her 

father. “[We] have been much saddened by my Father’s death, which occurred last Wednesday. 

He was ill only two days, and through some mistake at the telegraph office we did not get the 

news in time for me to go to Keokuk for the funeral. […] He had a good life and a happy life, and 

his last years were very comfortable and full of contentment. 603  

 Another family emergency occurred in 1931, beginning some months prior to 

Montgomery’s death, when it became clear that Frances, the youngest Meigs sister, suffered 

from a mental health crisis and chose to abandon her husband and children to pursue her 

“calling” by the Baha’i Faith. 

Emily Frances Pauline Fay Meigs Fales  
(b. November 1, 1888; d. September 29, 1970)  

  
 When Emily Frances604 (known as Frances or “Tim” by her family) had traveled to Paris 

in 1906, under the chaperonage of Mary’s mother-in-law, Abby Sophia Atwater, she studied the 

violin. She graduated from the University of Chicago in 1912, Phi Beta Kappa, in the then-new 

field of Kindergarten education. She married Elisha Noel Fales on June 4, 1914 at the Riverview 

club house. 

 
602 “Major M. Meigs Succumbs After Brief Illness.” 
603 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 14 December 1931, in the author’s possession. 
604  See Figure 71 for a 1912 photograph of Frances Meigs from the University of Chicago. 
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 On January 2, 1929, Frances wrote to Cornelia, “Tinkie,” that she was working year 

round with the children’s schools and as part of the Baha’i Faith movement in New York. “My 

work here is going marvellously [sic]. It is going to have an effect of world wide importance – 

and I am so happy to have even a little part in it. The children are well and happy, and compared 

with this great result, a little inconvenience isn’t really to be considered.” She described the 

Baha’i faith having an  

international message of cooperation among all races and at the meetings here 
it is thrilling to see faces of all colors with little threads of influence running over 
the world to the courts and noble families of many nations. To have so many 
gathered here in New York […] into a sense of unity on such an intelligent basis, 
with religious conviction as a foundation. The ones I have met are perfectly 
delightful human beings that one would love anywhere. That is not the most 
important part of what we are doing here in New York. It is just […] interesting.605 

 Not knowing anything about the Baha’i Faith, I did some research into what Frances may 

have found attractive about the movement, which would have been starkly different from the 

Meigs sisters’ experiences with religion while growing up. Their mother took them to 

Episcopalian services every Sunday, their father only going with them on the occasional Easter. 

After Grace’s death in 1894, with Frances being only five years old, she would not have had 

many remembrances of going to church at all. The Baha’i Faith  

unequivocally maintains the principle of equal rights, opportunities, and 
privileges for men and women, abolishes the institution of priesthood, prohibits 
slavery, asceticism, mendicancy and monasticism, prescribes monogamy, 
discourages divorce, emphasizes the necessity of strict obedience to one's 
government, exalts any work performed in the spirit of service to the level of 
worship, urges either the creation or the selection of an auxiliary international 
language, and delineates the outlines of those institutions that must establish and 
perpetuate the general peace of mankind.606 

According to the religious organization’s website,  
 

 
605 Frances Meigs Fales to Cornelia Meigs, 2 January 1929, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 33, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
606  “Introduction to the Baha’i Faith,” Stanford University.  
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Bahá’í families strive to nurture love for all people, tolerance of differences, an 
acute sense of justice, and empathy for others. Great efforts are made to raise 
children who understand the oneness of humanity and so view every soul, 
irrespective of religion, ethnicity, or any other affiliation, as a fellow human being, 
and to give expression to Bahá’u’lláh’s invocation to regard one another as “the 
fruits of one tree, and the leaves of one branch.” The emergence of an “us and 
them” mentality—a damaging attitude that can emerge when excessive and 
narrow-minded emphasis is placed on the wellbeing of one’s own family, and the 
needs and interests of others are ignored—is to be assiduously avoided. For, in 
the final analysis, devotion to family interests cannot be permitted to diminish 
one’s commitment to justice and compassion for all.607  

 On Sept 24, 1930, Frances wrote to both her father and Cornelia that she had secured a 

half-day job assisting in a kindergarten school near the private schools where her two children 

would attend, earning $100 a month, and an apartment located in Jackson Heights of Long 

Island, costing $80 a month. The apartment was only 25 minutes from town by way of the 

subway or bus. Her husband, Elisha, was on the hunt for a permanent job, and until they could 

move into their apartment on October 1st, they were staying at a hotel at a cost of $21 a 

week.608 

Nothing is known about what transpired for the Faleses between September of 1930 

and May of 1931. In a letter to her father dated May 23, 1931, Frances wrote, “Darling Father – I 

know you don’t understand – how I could leave Elisha when he was ill and out of work too – I 

can’t explain it. But Father – Elisha has given everything he has for me and now he is ill and has 

lost all the money he had saved. Would it be possible for some of the money to be used for him 

and the children now that you have mine? I can take care of myself – but he feels desperate 

with no where to lay his head and I would so like $1000 of it to be put in his hands to relieve his 

mind. […] He has nothing to count upon in the next few months while he is getting the next job. 

 
607  “Family Life,” The Baha’i Faith.  
608 Frances Meigs Fales to Cornelia and Montgomery Meigs, 24 September 1930, ML 41, Box 21, 
Folder 33, Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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[…] I think Elisha could make more money writing for children than at engineering just at 

present while he is not feeling well.”609 

 Mary wrote her father on May 25th about her distress over “Tim’s condition.” She wrote 

that when she had seen her in Boston some years previous, her condition was not as bad as her 

father described but was similar:  

While [Frances] was in Boston I talked to her very plainly and took her to see a 
psychiatrist, who made a successful beginning with her and might have done her 
good if she had continued with him. However she had promised Nina to visit Dr. 
Swaim. She went. Dr. Swaim told her she was in a very alarming condition – “not 
safe to be on the street alone” – which of course pleased her greatly. She went 
from Dr. Swaim’s office to the hotel where some of her religious friends were 
staying and went to bed in their room, and that’s the last I saw of her. […] Tim’s 
condition at that time would have been classed as “psychasthenia.”610 This is a 
curable condition, unless it runs into paranoia. Early paranoia sometimes looks 
like psychasthenia. […] I am sure that, as I wrote you, the whole thing is a defense 
reaction produced by her dislike of her husband – which of course she would not 
admit to you or to herself, and that’s where the trouble began.611 

 As for advice, Mary offered two pieces – make sure that Frances couldn’t get money 

from anyone except from their father, which would mean she would have to consent to a 

guardianship, or to send her to Mary in Basin. She also suggested that Elisha, Emily Frances’ 

husband, go to Reno or Idaho and get a divorce. “We can then set about building her up and 

making a new life for her. Send either her or the children to me. […] I feel pretty sure of being 

able to handle her. She won’t find any bahoo612 out here!”613  Mary stressed that there should 

be a complete separation from Frances and her husband as well as her children until she 

 
609 Frances Meigs Fales to Montgomery Meigs. May 1931, Rauner Special Collections. ML 41, Box 21, 
Folder 33, Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
610  Psychasthenia is a group of neurotic psychiatric symptoms, including phobias, obsessions, and 
compulsions, and excessive anxiety.  
611  Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 25 May 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner Spe-
cial Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
612  In reference to the Baha’i Faith religion of which Frances was a disciple and organizer.  
613 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs. 25 May 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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become much “closer to normal.” 

 On July 10, 1931, Cornelia wrote to her father about having Frances and her family living 

with her at her Marblehead home, as well as the Crowders (Grace’s husband, Tom, and their 

three children). “Tim seems willing to live away from New York now, though just where is still a 

mooted point.”614 

 Cornelia wrote a letter to Marie, her father’s housekeeper, from her summer home 

located at 69 Pond Street in Marblehead, Massachusetts (built in 1900) on July 24th, 1931 

describing a prolonged visit by Frances and her family. It seems that Frances, or Tim, as she was 

called by the family, was in somewhat of a depressive state. She wrote,  

I am more and more encouraged about Tim as she seems so reasonable again and 
so in hopes of making up to her family for the trouble she has given. She said 
yesterday that she knew now that the best thing she could do for herself and 
everybody else was to take a good deep rest, as she was tired to the very marrow 
of her bones. I am glad she realized it. She seems to be really pretty well except 
for being so tired. She has gained some weight I am sure, though she still looks 
thin and used up. She is resting every  minute that is not necessary to put in on 
the children to help me. Do not let Father worry about it in any way. The 
experiment is working well and I am getting a lovely summer out of it. […] The 
rest is doing Tim far more good than a sanitarium, which would have been more 
expensive than  all this and would have been necessary in time if we had not had 
this way to try first.615  

On August 16th, Cornelia reported that  

If [Frances] had been as badly off as we were fearing when I came east she would 
have had to go to a sanitarium to spend months or even more at the cost of 
thousands of dollars. Her troubles I feel sure were physical and the kind of care 
she has had here where she was happy and watched over and steered somewhat, 
is just what has helped her the most. I have had Dr. Burbeck watching her and he 
says this is far better for than a sanitarium. She is convinced that she has made 
terrible mistakes, she is no longer wrapped up in that wild eyed crowd in N.Y. and 
she is making a whole hearted determined effort to run on a more reasonable 
program. She is still rather deep in Baha’i work and will unavoidably be so for 

 
614 Cornelia Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 10 July 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 34, Rauner Special 
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some time to come. She is working with a much more sensible group of people 
on much saner grounds and though she does get too absorbed in it now and them 
from pure force of habit, she is trying to pull herself up and she will. One of her 
pitfalls is her determination to do everything perfectly, to which she sets her 
hand. I have seen her write a letter over and over again to get it go convey her 
meaning with absolute exactness. It is exasperating, but the situation is no longer 
alarming as it was, and we may thank God for it and not bemoan what still must 
be done. Do not say anything to Elisha about all this until I get home and we 
formulate a plan. They can stay in this house until the first of October after which 
it will be too cold. It will be quite comfortable until then.616 

 By August 20th, Frances was “very much better in health than she has been for a long 

time. She is in an absolutely different frame of mind than a year ago. […] Tim is coming out of 

this strange trance she has been in. We cannot change her character, it is true, but we can and 

will change her views. She is doing it.”617 Mary commended Nina for taking on the Fales and 

Crowders into her summer home, and hoped she would “succeed in bringing Time back to 

normal. If she does it will a quite wonderful thing.”618 

 Though Cornelia reported that Frances was doing much better by the end of August, she 

had somewhat of a mental relapse after the family summer at Marblehead vacation house came 

to an end. In a letter written on Thanksgiving Day, November 26th, 1931, she went into 

descriptive detail about the sermon they had gone to at the Presbyterian Church across the 

street, and she thanked her father and Cornelia for being “the channel of the flow of His 

blessings” and their “wonderful faithful loving help” in their time of need.619 In a letter of 

December 3rd, 1931, she wrote that the children were doing wonderfully in their school work, 

 
616  Cornelia Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 16 August 1931, ML 41, Folder 21, Folder 34, Rauner Spe-
cial Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
617 Cornelia Meigs to Montgomery Meigs, 20 August 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 34, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
618 Mary Meigs Atwater to Montgomery Meigs, 3 July 1931, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 10, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
619  Frances Meigs Fales to Cornelia and Montgomery Meigs, 26 November 1931, ML 41, Box 21, 
Folder 33, Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
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but that she was unable to find a money earning job and was thankful for her nice warm home 

and food every day, which was possible with her father’s help. 

 In late December, the same month the sisters’ father, Montgomery, died, Frances was 

admitted into a sanitarium. In the hospital record of December 24, 1931, Frances Pauline Meigs 

Fales was listed as married and 43 years old. The physical examination described her as pale and 

undernourished, but all of her vitals were normal. However, the mental examination was 

detailed describing her as “depressed, apathetic and somewhat confused” on her entrance into 

the hospital: 

Except in the sphere of her delusions, judgment and reasoning were adequate. 
Hallucinations were not apparent. Her mood was more indifferent than 
depressed and she described herself as being ‘spiritually dead’ and as feeling 
numb. […] The patient feels that in her work in connection with the Bahai faith 
she assumed responsibilities for which she was not qualified and thereby 
prevented more capable people from succeeding. Her refusal to comply with 
suggestions of the leaders in the movement resulted, she insists, in the failure of 
forces for good and the conquest of the world by darkness and evil. She predicts 
a total collapse of civilization for which she considers herself entirely responsible. 
Because she considers her influence harmful, she wishes to sever connection with 
family and friends. Apparently she believes herself to be a reincarnation of Judas 
Iscariot and that, as punishment for her sin, she and all those near her will be 
reincarnated at a low level of organization such as a mineral or other inorganic 
substance and that they will remain thus for eternity. […] She has become very 
seclusive, refusing to mingle with other patients and even objecting to visits from 
the physician lest disaster come upon those who approach her. She requires 
much persuasion before she will go to the dining room and when there eats 
poorly. She says that she is in a ‘negative state’ and is a ‘whirlwind of evil.’ There 
is some evidence of anxiety and agitation. She is always pleasant and is entirely 
passive in her lack of cooperation. There have been no attempts at suicide since 
admission.620 

 In a letter dated April 3, 1932, to her mother-in-law, Mary wrote about the closing of 

their father’s house, Cornelia, and Emily Frances: “My sister Nina has closed the house in Keokuk 

 
620 Hospital Evaluation for Frances Meigs Fales, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 34, Rauner Special Collections 
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and has gone to Bryn Mawr. She has accepted a position on the faculty and we all feel this will 

give her a very pleasant and interesting life. She has Frances’ children with her. They have been 

living in Bryn Mawr since last summer and are going to school there. Just what plans will be 

made for them for the future I do not know. Poor Frances does not show much improvement 

and may never recover, though of course we have hopes.”621  

 In a 1933 letter addressed to the entire family, Cornelia wrote that Grace and David, 

Frances and Elisha Fales’ children, were staying with her while she taught at Bryn Mawr. Elisha 

was also described as staying with her, and there is no mention of where Frances was.  “The 

children and Elisha love being together and he is very nice with them. They are all a great 

comfort to me and a great deal of company.”622 Whatever mental issues Emily Frances suffered 

from and for how long is not specifically known. However, in her obituary in The Daily Gate City, 

she was described as having initiated the formation of the kindergarten system in Keokuk, Iowa, 

been active in the 4-H club work in Vermont (where she spent nearly every summer), and 

established “Globe House” for overseas students in Washington. Since 1941 and until her death 

on September 29, 1970, she lived in Washington, D.C., where her husband, Elisha, served as an 

aeronautical engineer.623  

Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green (b. October 30, 1879; d. October 10, 1944) 

 Louisa624, the second oldest of the Meigs girls, was the first to marry – a Melvin J. Green 

– on November 22, 1900. Though she studied at the Wheeler School in Providence, she did not 

 
621 Mary Meigs Atwater to Abby Sophia Atwater, 3 April 1932, in the author’s possession. 
622 Cornelia L. Meigs to Family, 25 February 1933, ML 41, Box 21, Folder 34, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
623 “Mrs. Fales Dies in Washington; Former Prominent Resident,” The Daily Gate City, October 8, 
1970. 
624  See Figure 72 in Appendix A for a photograph of Louisa Meigs Green. 
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attend college, instead choosing marriage and to be a mother over obtaining training for a 

career. She did have a keen interest in family genealogy and self-published The Family Annals of 

the Six Little Meigs Girls of Keokuk, Iowa “for the coming generation of children.” She finished 

her book in 1929 but published it for the family in 1931. She had one son, Montgomery Meigs 

Green, born on March 18, 1910. The copy I am using for this project was given to Thomas Reid 

Crowder, Jr., the youngest child of Grace and Thomas Crowder, in July of 1931. In a letter to her 

father in January 15, 1931, she wrote about her genealogy project: “All this family history is so 

vivid when you take the telescope and look through it at the distant scene.”625 

 Between their marriage in 1900 and the birth of their only child in 1910, Louisa and 

Melvin travelled extensively. At one time, they stayed at a resort in Caracas, Venezuela in 1906, 

their ship stopping at Dominica, St. Vincent, St. Lucia, Grenada, Barbados, and Trinidad along the 

way.626   

 In 1929, the Greens traveled abroad in Europe before spending the summer in Basin, 

Montana with Mary, Monty, Jane, and Betty. In a letter she wrote her father from Basin on July 

28, she described some of the outings her son, Monty, and one of his college friends had with 

Monty Atwater: “The beaver are very interesting. The other day, Monty Atwater and the boys 

went up the stream to a big beaver lake and had lunch on top of a beaver house. An old beaver 

came out and ran at them, hit great blows on the water with his tail. Later they caught said 

beaver in a trap and he is now in the pens with the other beaver. They differ so in character. 

Some are very quiet, others truculent and bold.”627 In describing Basin, Louisa wrote, “It is 

 
625  Louisa Meigs Green to Montgomery Meigs, 15 January 1931, ML 41, Box 22, Folder 7, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH. 
626  Louisa Meigs Green to Montgomery Meigs, 20 February 1906, ML 41, Box 22, Folder 6, Rauner 
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heavenly here in summer. I really never saw such a perfect atmosphere, such sunshine and such 

dry cool nights. This state will some day be the playground of the country and incidentally will 

be ruined.”628 

  Cornelia Lynde Meigs (b. December 6, 1884; d. September 10, 1973). 

Cornelia629 was the longest living of the six Meigs sisters and was referred to as “the 

unmarried one” in Mary’s letters to the Atwaters. In 1908, she graduated from Bryn Mawr with 

an A.B. degree, after which she was a principal of a private school in Keokuk from 1908 until 

1910, and then taught English at St. Katherine’s School in Davenport, Iowa until 1913. 

 Of all the sisters, Cornelia was the most successful in achieving a certain celebrity during 

her life. She was a published writer of children’s stories beginning in 1915 with a collection of 

fairy tales called Kingdom of the Winding Road. After that first story came: Master Simon’s 

Garden (1916); The Island of Appledore (1917, as Adair Aldon, a male pseudonym she used 

when writing adventure stories for boys); The Pirate of Jasper Peak (1918, as Adair Aldon); The 

Pool of Stars (1919); At the Sign of the Two Heroes (1920, as Adair Aldon);  The Windy Hill 

(published in 1921, Newberry Honor Medal in 1922); The Hill of Adventure (1922, as Adair 

Aldon); The Trade Wind (1927, for which she won the $2,000 Beacon Hill Bookshelf Prize); The 

Wonderful Locomotive (1928); Clearing Weather (1928, Newberry Honor Medal); The Crooked 

Apple Tree (1929); Swift Rivers (1932, Newberry Honor Medal in 1933); Invincible Louisa: The 

Story of the Author of Little Women (published in 1933, Newberry Medal book of 1934); The 

Covered Bridge (1936); Young Americans (1936); The Scarlet Oak (1938); Call of the Mountain 

 
628  Louisa Meigs Green to Montgomery Meigs, 11 August 1928. ML 41, Box 22, Folder 7, Rauner Spe-
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(1940); The Two Arrows (1949); The Dutch Colt (1952); Wild Geese Flying (1957); Mystery at the 

Red House (1961); and Jane Adams: Pioneer for Social Justice (1970). She also published two 

children’s plays, The Steadfast Princess in 1916 (for which she received the Drama League prize 

in 1915) and Helga and the White Peacock in 1922. For adults, she wrote Railroad West (1937, in 

tribute to her father’s survey work for the railroad expansion during the early 1870s); The 

Violent Men: A Study of Human Relations in the First American Congress (1949); A Critical History 

of Children’s Literature (1953); and What Makes a College? A History of Bryn Mawr (1956).  

              Cornelia attributed her pension for telling tales to being the fifth of six sisters, growing 

up hearing stories told by her oldest sister, Mary, who told stories in a similar fashion to their 

father, Major Meigs. The stories’ themes ranged from the War of 1812, brushes with Barbary 

Pirates, the Civil War, and the settlement of the Midwest, all from Meigs, Rodgers, Lynde, and 

Adams family history. Cornelia then began telling stories to the only sister younger than herself, 

Frances.630 As a published author, Cornelia often dictated her stories to a stenographer while 

lying flat on a couch, looking at a ceiling. One stenographer reflected that Cornelia would 

“dictate fluently and exactly, including punctuation marks, as if she were reading the story from 

the ceiling.”631 

 Of all of her publications, Invincible Louisa is the most celebrated and loved, as well as 

most widely published. A May 10, 1933 review of the Louisa May Alcott biography states, “A 

new life of Louisa May Alcott, written by one of the best-loved authors of fiction for boys and 

girls. Little Women has so long been a best seller, that today’s girls and boys may not know that 

it is virtually autobiographical, and that Jo was Louisa May Alcott. Tie this up with the new 

 
630  “Cornelia Meigs Devoted Life to Children’s Books, Teaching,” The Gate City and Constitution 
Democrat,” June 24, 1952. 
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biography, which makes Jo live again in the courageous, gallant girlhood of this favorite of 

American Story tellers.”632 In a letter dated May 15, 1934, Siri Andrews, Chairman of the 

American Library Association Section for Library Work with Children, Cornelia was informed that 

Invincible Louisa (released on May 1, 1933)  was selected as the Most Distinguished Book for 

Children for the 1933 year. Andrews wrote, “I am very happy over this decision, not only 

because of this one book, about which I am enthusiastic, but also because of your earlier fine 

work for children.”633  

 According to her publisher, Little, Brown, and Company, in a letter dated January 4, 

1935, 12,622 copies of Invincible Louisa were sold in the U.S. during 1934. Royalty payments for 

that year, due to her in March of 1935, totaled $2400.00, which is the 2020 equivalent of 

$46,000. In another letter from the publishing company, dated August 14, 1936, she was asked 

if she would accept a royalty of 7 cents a copy for a potential order from the State of Texas, who 

requested 20-25,000 copies of Invincible Louisa to use as part of the 8th grade curriculum. This 

would have amounted to quite a sum for her, $1750 (which in 2019 would be $33,585).  

Cornelia accepted the offer, as shown in an August 21st letter from Little, Brown & Co.634 

 Having attended Bryn Mawr and also because of her career as a published author, 

Cornelia taught for the English Department at the college for several years, beginning in 1932, 

the year after her father died. She taught at Bryn Mawr until 1950, when she retired as English 

Professor Emeritus. During World War II, she left her position at Bryn Mawr and put her novel 

writing on hiatus while she went to work as a write in Washington D.C.  

             In a syllabus for an American Literature course she instructed, she listed the works of 

 
632  Review of Cornelia Meigs’s Invincible Louisa, May 1, 1933. Kirkus Reviews.  
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authors ranging from William Bradford and Anne Bradstreet through Emerson, Thoreau, Poe, 

Longfellow to Emily Dickinson, Amy Lowell, and finishing with Robert Frost, showing an 

extensive range of styles and also including two women authors. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin and Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women also appeared across her class outlines. 

However, the overwhelming majority of authors covered in her literature lectures were men.635 

In her first lecture for American Literature, she wrote, “We will, in class, attempt to follow...the 

growth of American thinking, in fact we will watch the development and flowering of the 

American genius, a spirit and a style of thinking which was quite unique in the world of its earlier 

time and reflected in American Literature.”636 

 Cornelia had an interest in women authors, not just shown in her work on Alcott, but 

she also researched Margaret Fuller, saying in her detailed lecture notes that Fuller “is an 

example, and a reason, of the emerging importance and influence of women.” It seems that as 

an instructor of women students, she took special care to give lectures on the importance of 

women authors in American Literature.  She wrote, “Margaret Fuller is one of the literary 

enigmas, a problem that posterity is still trying to solve. Not on account of interest in her 

writing, because she is very little read, but merely on account of curiosity about her personality 

and her place. […] Her thesis [of Woman in the 19th Century] was that men and women were 

both only the generic Man of which Emerson spoke and that the development of one was not 

possible without the development of the other. The book was brief, its tenets were not radical 

at all in the light of present day, but it was received with violent criticism and alarm by 
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conservatives, and most people were conservative about the position of their women.”637  She 

taught an English Elective course titled Experimental Writing for several years, highlighting 

Juvenile Writing and Biography. One of her nieces, Grace Fales (the daughter of Frances Meigs 

and Elisha Fales) took the course taught by Cornelia at Bryn Mawr in the first Semester of the 

1936-1937 school year, and another niece, Alice Crowder (daughter of Grace and Thomas 

Crowder) took the course in the first semester of the 1939-1940 year.638    

 In other courses, she had students read works by Willa Cather, Virginia Woolf, and 

Katherine Mansfield (a modernist short story writer and poet from New Zealand) and had them 

read A Room with A View (1908) by E. M. Forster, a novel about a young woman in the 

restrained culture of England’s Edwardian society at the turn of the 20th century. Cornelia also 

assigned woman author, Selma Lagerlof of Sweden, and her novel Liliecrona’s Home (1914) as 

reading for her Experimental Writing course.  For the same course, she assigned the short story 

“Bliss” (1918) by Mansfield which is suggested to be full of homoerotic longing and animalistic 

sexual desire. Another short story for the class was Galsworthy’s “The Apple Tree” (1916) about 

erotic and romantic love. Fittingly, she assigned part of Woolf’s The Waves (1931) considered to 

be the author’s most experimental work.639 She wrote in her notes on the course, “The reason 

why so much of our modern literature has to do with sex is perhaps because we are over 

civilized. [...] The only elemental struggle that really goes on still is that of sex of winning a mate 

or of getting some other person’s. [...] It is worth while now to write about something else. 

Public has turned away somewhat from novel and does more intellectual reading, because it is 
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fed up on sex and wants something different which it does not get.”640 

 Like her sisters Grace and Frances, Cornelia suffered from “nervous disorders.” Whereas 

Grace’s was post-partum-related, and Frances’ was significant and religion-related for much of 

the 1930s, Cornelia experienced mental stresses for most of her life, her treatment for which 

being at Cook County Hospital and at Devereux Mansion in Marblehead, Mass.641 In the Bryn 

Mawr Alumnae Bulletin of October 1921, it shows that Cornelia “spent two months at the 

Devereux Mansion Sanitarium at Marblehead this summer, where she was particularly 

interested in the weaving and toy-making. As always, she is doing a good deal of writing — her 

stories for children appear frequently in St. Nicholas and MacMillan is going to bring out another 

book of hers before long.”642 The Devereux Mansion later became a sanitarium under the 

direction of Dr. Herbert Hall. There patients with nervous disorders were treated, using the 

brand new technique of, fascinatingly enough, occupational therapy. Residents did handicrafts 

like weaving, metal work and pottery, which was the beginning of the famous Marblehead 

Pottery. The Devereux Mansion was built in 1856 as part of an estate on the outskirts of 

Marblehead. At one time the home served as the “club house” of the Devereux Country 

Club. Cornelia spent extensive amounts of time at the Devereux Mansion, to the dismay of her 

sister, Mary, who felt that such long stays would create a chronic sense of invalidity. However 

her physical and mental health stresses may have been, Cornelia lived the longest of the six 

sisters, passing away peacefully at her home in Havre de Grace, Maryland on September 10, 

1973. 

 
640 Cornelia L. Meigs, “Lecture Notes,” n.d., ML 41, Box 16, Folder 39, Rauner Special Collections 
Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
641  See Figure 74 in Appendix A for a photograph of the Devereux Mansion at Marblehead, where 
Cornelia stayed for prolonged amounts of time. 
642 Bryn Mawr Alumnae Bulletin, October 1921, 24.  
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             Betty Goes to College 

  Betty Atwater graduated from Helena High School as Valedictorian in 1932. Afterwards, 

she studied for two years at the Montana State College (now Montana State University) in 

Bozeman before transferring to the University of Montana in Missoula, where she received her 

Bachelor’s in English Education in 1936 and her Master’s degree of History in 1937. Her thesis 

was titled, “Letters of Montgomery Meigs Written While Engaged in the Survey of the Northern 

Pacific Railroad, 1872-1873.” (It is interesting to note than in the Preface of her thesis, she wrote 

that she would quote his letters “verbatim,” except when he wrote “entirely personal remarks 

concerning only the writer and the immediate family.”643 I, on the other hand, am quoting as 

much of letters and other life writings as I can to show more of the writer’s identity, rather than 

just the historical facts.) While in Missoula, Betty met Clarence Biehl, a Forestry student and 

light-weight boxer for the university. In the Helena Independent Record of March 5, 1936, he 

was described as having knocked out his opponent at a tournament in the second round.644  In 

early February 1940, boxing for Missoula, he won the 145-pound title by knocking out yet 

another opponent by the end of the second round.645 

 “In early 1936, Mary Atwater was contacted by Harold Guy Merriam, an English 

professor at Montana State University in Missoula, for information on her weaving school. 

Merriam had been appointed state supervisor of the Federal Writers' Project and his work 

would culminate in the publication of Montana, A State Guide Book in 1939.”646 Atwater 

 
643   Elizabeth Joan Atwater, Letters of Montgomery Meigs Written While Engaged in the Survey of 
the Northern Pacific Railroad, 1872-1873, 1937. 
644  “Today in Sports,” Helena Independent Record, March 5, 1936. 
645  “Today in Sports,” Montana Helena Independent Record, February 15, 1940. 
646   Description of the Mary Meigs Atwater collection at the Montana State University Special Collec-
tions Library, May 26, 2012.  



231 

 

responded to Merriam's request by writing a letter about her weaving and Occupational 

Therapy work, as well as some details about Betty. She wrote that Betty was “enjoying her work 

in Missoula very much.” She said, “I only wish she had transferred sooner from Bozeman, or had 

not gone there at all. We were poorly advised. I wished her to transfer two years ago, but she 

belonged to a nice sorority in Bozeman and had friends she enjoyed, and it was hard to start 

over in a new place. She is having to work for the first time in her college experience and it is a 

fine thing. She is young and I should like to have her take some post-graduate work, but 

whether that will be possible or not I do not yet know. She seems to have other plans.”647  

 These “other plans” seem to be her designs to marry Clarence Biehl. When Betty and 

Clarence married on October 16, 1937 at the Drifting Snow Ranch near Essex, Montana, Betty’s 

brother, Monty, gave the bride away, but his wife, Jane, was not in attendance.  Around the 

same time, Jane had had an affair, and Monty had discovered his wife with this other man and 

promptly threw him out of a second-story window. Due to his frustrations over a pending messy 

divorce, future brothers-in-law, Clarence and Monty, had a boxing match, all in good fun, so that 

Monty could distract himself from perhaps doing something he may regret later in life.648  After 

the marriage of the young Biehls, Clarence worked for the Forest Service. In early October 1941, 

Clarence participated in distributing 30,000 fish in Basin-area streams (from the Boulder 

River).649He returned to U of M in 1941 to study Forestry, for which he graduated in 1942. The 

couple had a daughter, Mary Alice (b. December 15, 1940; d. September 12, 2016), when they 

returned to Missoula. Clarence had been working as a ranger in Butte for the Sunny Side Ranger 

 
647  Mary Meigs Atwater to H.G. Merriam, 5 February 1936, Collection 530, Special Collections and 
Archives, Montana State University.  
648  The divorce of Monty and Jane would result, in combination with Monty’s insufficient managing 
of loaned funds, in the selling of Bear Creek Ranch to Alice Meigs Orr, who had been an investor in the 
ranch’s operations after Jane purchased the ranch.  
649 Montana Standard, October 12, 1941. 
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Station. Betty and Clarence would have three more children: Elizabeth Joan, known as “B.J.” (b. 

November 19, 1943); Donald Montgomery (b. March 22, 1947); and Christopher Clarence (b. 

October 30, 1950).  

           Alice McKinstry Meigs Orr (b. March 17, 1883; d. November 30, 1967)  

 Alice650 was born in Rock Island, Illinois – as were all the Meigs daughters – on March 17, 

1883. Alice attended Bryn Mawr as her elder sister, Grace, had, and her younger sister, Cornelia, 

would. In fact, the sisters were at the college studying at the same time, with Grace being the 

class of 1903, Alice in the class of 1905, and Cornelia in the class of 1907. Upon graduation, Alice 

traveled abroad. According to the Bryn Mawr Alumnae Quarterly, 1907-1909, Alice was listed as 

traveling in China and Japan in 1907.651  “Many of 1905 are abroad. Alice Meigs is traveling 

around the world with Florence Waterbury.”652  

 Alice married Arthur Orr, the son of a millionaire ship-owner of Chicago, a graduate 

from Princeton (1906), and a newly appointed U. S. Foreign Service officer, on July 9, 1908. After 

their wedding – and after their two-week honeymoon in Paris – they lived in Berlin (1908), 

where Arthur worked as Third Secretary of the American Embassy; London (1909), where their 

son, Arthur, was born on October 28th in Marlow, England; Athens (1910), where Arthur was 

promoted to Secretary of Legation; Rio de Janeiro (1911), where their son, Montgomery Meigs, 

was born on June 7th; Chicago (1912); Paris (1913-1916), where daughter, Mary Ann, was born 

on April 13, 1915. The Orr family moved back to the United States, as Arthur entered the 

manufacturing business, and lived in various places, such as: St. Charles, Illinois (1917-1920), 

 
650  See Figure 76 in Appendix A for a photograph of Alice Meigs Orr, n.d. 
651  Bryn Mawr Alumne Quarterly, 1907-1909.  
652 Ibid. 
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where daughter, Alice M. (“DeDe”), was born on April 20, 1917 and where son, Arthur (age 8), 

died of infantile paralysis on August 11, 1918; Geneva, Illinois (1920-1929) where a son, Arthur 

Toby, was born on December 14, 1920 and a daughter, Susan, was born on March 10, 1925; and 

Terre Haute, Indiana (1930-1934). After her husband, Arthur, died on June 5, 1933 from lung 

cancer, Alice moved back to St. Charles, Illinois. Her daughter, Susan, died in Montana on March 

2, 1938 at the age of thirteen when she was thrown from a “hayrack drawn by a runaway team 

of horses.”653 On November 30, 1967, Alice died in Sonora, Mexico – where she went during the 

winter months for several years after she sold her ranch in 1954 – at the age of 85.654  

 The Bear Creek Ranch Debacle. On January 15, 1932, Monty Atwater and his wife, Jane, 

purchased a Madison Valley ranch property from the Southern Montana Livestock Company.655 

Though Jane had enough money to purchase the ranch, the Atwaters were in need of financial 

support for the operation, so they asked for a loan from Monty’s Aunt Alice. Sometime in 

between, it must have become apparent to Alice that Monty was mismanaging the money he 

had borrowed. On August 30, 1935, Alice filed Articles of Incorporation for the Bear Creek Ranch 

Company, with three Directors listed as: John G. Brown, William Brown, and Florence Thielen, all 

of Helena, Montana. Alice was listed as the owner of 640 shares, while the three Directors were 

listed as each owned one. The amount of capital stock of the corporation was listed to be 

$50,000 consisting of 2,000 shares at $25 per share. 656  

 On September 17, 1936, Alice Meigs Orr, of Chicago, purchased the properties from 

 
653 “Cameron Girl is Fatally Injured by Runaway Team.” Bozeman Daily Chronicle. March 4, 1938. 
654  Progressive Years, Madison County, 1920-1950, Volume 2, 1983, 814. Madison County History 
Association. 
655 Madison County Courthouse, Book of Deeds 122, January 15, 1932, 487-489. Quitclaim Deeds 
#46878 and 46879 
656 Articles of Incorporation, Bear Creek Ranch Company, August 30, 1935, Madison County 
Courthouse, #55856. 
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Monty and Jane, which meant taking over the two mortgage payments (one for $10,000 and the 

other for $5,000) that  Monty was unable to make.657   It seems, given the timeline of Alice’s 

actions regarding the property, that she had intentions to take over the ranch from Monty 

Atwater by August of 1935. The fall-out of this take-over did not sit well with Mary.  In a letter to 

Nina (Cornelia) on November 15, 1936 (?), she wrote that she had gone to Basin to see Mary, 

and that after they had a “long talk,” they both felt better about the ranch situation. “She felt 

that I had not been fair to Monty, and I told her that I had the choice between explaining to 

Monty in detail what a complete failure he had made of the ranch and its management, or 

allowing him to feel that I had done him an injustice and that I chose the latter alternative – as I 

did not want to destroy his confidence in himself. She got pretty well mollified and we parted 

friends. She will come down for Thanksgiving if the roads are all right.”658 

 As much as Alice may have thought they parted as friends, that was not the case in 

Mary’s mind. In a letter to Nina on January 8th, 1941, Alice wrote that she saw Monty 

occasionally but never saw Mary. On June 22, 1941, she wrote Nina from the Bear Creek Ranch 

in Cameron,  

As this place develops there seems more and more to do – we got lots more hay 
and then have to have more cattle, horses, etc. to eat the damn stuff up. […] I 
wish you could sometime see this place, it really is the most beautiful thing. Come 
out before I sell it or it kills me. Monty Atwater I don’t believe regrets it in the 
least. He comes to see us sometimes now. He seems happy with his girl659 to 
whom he is more or less engaged. […] Mary I have never seen and understand 
she is as ferocious as ever. She went to the ______ office and Bill, his son, said 
thoughtlessly, “Good morning, Mrs. Orr.” “I am not Mrs. Orr,” said Mary. 
“Unfortunately she is my sister.”660 

 
657 Madison County Courthouse, Book of Deeds 129, 159-160. Quitclaim Deed #58381 
658 Alice Meigs Orr to Cornelia Meigs, 15 November (around 1936), ML 41, Box 23, Folder 12, Rauner 
Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.  
659 By this time, Monty and Jane had divorced, and Montgomery was engaged to Alice Rutland. 
660 Alice Meigs Orr to Cornelia Meigs, 22 June 1941. ML 41, Box 23, Folder 12, Rauner Special 
Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH.   
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 Due to the feud Mary and Alice had over the way Bear Creek Ranch was taken over in 

1936, the Meigs and Orr families didn’t stay in each other’s lives, even though they all lived in 

Montana, and contact was lost for over 75 years, until Alice’s son, Arthur Toby, of Ennis, 

Montana, passed away on April 22, 2003. My father, Don Biehl, saw an obituary in the Bozeman 

Daily Chronicle for Toby, as family called him, and reached out to the Orr family. I visited with 

Carol Orr, Toby’s widow, many times, and she shared some photographs of the Bear Creek 

Ranch from the 1940s661. She was much in awe of her mother-in-law, Alice, who was known as a 

matriarch of the Ennis and Madison County community for many years. At least through Alice’s 

and Mary’s grandchildren, the relationship has been repaired.  

 Between 1936 and 1946, when Mary sold her Shuttle-Craft business to a weaving 

student and friend, Harriet Douglas Tidball, she contributed stories to crime magazines, such as 

True Crime, and also wrote a question and answer column for The Weaver magazine (from 1936 

through 1941). Mary organized the first weaving conference in the United States in 1937 at 

Palmer Lake, Colorado. She continued to write the monthly “Bulletin” for the Shuttle-Craft Guild 

until 1947 and hosted informal weaver meetings at her home until in 1940, they formed the 

Montana Weavers Guild. From that creation, individual towns formed their own guilds. During 

World War II, Mary “tried to interest members of the Guild in war-weaving contracts for 35-yard 

bolts of wool bunting for flags, wool scarves, etc. but not enough members were interested, but 

she experimented herself and gave ideas for things that could be woven for service-men.”662 

 She wrote several articles for The Weaver magazine from 1936-1942. In an 

“Announcement” at the end of her January 1936 article for The Weaver, “Knotted Pile Rugs,” as 

 
661  See Figures 77 and 78 for photographs of the Bear Creek Ranch during the 1940s. 
662 Lackman and Jackson, “Mary Meigs Atwater,” Boulder Heritage Center, February 21, 1985, 7. 
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a special service to readers, it was noted that Mary would take on the Question and Answer 

department for the magazine. Readers could send specific weaving questions to Mary, along 

with six cents for postage, and she would mail them a personal reply. “Mrs. Atwater has been 

teaching hand-weaving for many years, and although she does no claim to know all the answers, 

she knows a great many.”663  

               Some of her articles for The Weaver include: “Some Ancient Peruvian Textiles” (March 

1936) contains patterns she created from looking at Peruvian textiles found in museums; “The 

Scottish Tartan Plaids” (October 1936)  about “some of the handsomest fabrics decorated with 

the cross-barred patterns in colors […] of the Scottish Highlands”; “’Stunting’ on the Cards” 

(January 1937) about card-weaving; “The Overshot Weave on Six Harnesses” (October 1937) 

dealing with aspects of pattern weaving on the six harness type of loom; “’Summer-and-Winter’ 

Weave on Six Harnesses” (January 1938) about the “most interesting weave for six harnesses,” 

according to Mary; “Borders” and “Borders – Continued” (April 1938 and July 1938) about how 

the effect of a piece of weaving depends largely “on the design and arrangement of the border”; 

in 1939 she wrote several articles about weaving twills, which she considered to be the most 

important because of all of its uses and variety; “’Dornik’ and Some ‘Fancy’ Twills” (Jan/Feb 

1940) about the herringbone and Dornik (a Belgian variety) weaves; “Weaving on the ‘Inkle’ 

Loom” (July/Aug 1940) about weaving narrow fabrics for belts, bag-handles, sandal-straps, pack-

straps, and bindings; “New Curtains for Spring” (Oct/Nov 1940) on how to give “charm to a bare 

room”; “Cotton Towelling” (Jan/Feb 1941) on the best cottons and weaves to use for making 

towels; “The Bronson Weave- Four Ways” (April/Mary 1941) about the history of the “spot” 

weave, which she uncovered in an 1817 book titled Domestic Manufacturer’s Assistant and 

 
663  Mary Meigs Atwater, “Knotted Pile Rugs,” The Weaver, January 1936, 32. 
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Family Directory in the Arts of  Weaving and Dyeing (Colonial American weavers used this weave 

exclusively for linens), and how she introduced the Bronson-lace weave; “A Primitive Weave” 

(July/August 1941) about primitive Native American weavings from Mexico, Guatemala, and 

Peru; “It’s Pretty – But is it Art?” (July/August 1941) is a defense of the artistic value of weaving; 

“Something New in Rugs,” (Oct/Nov 1941) about her experiments with rug-technique; “A Few 

Sample Braids” (Jan/Feb 1942) to illustrate the most useful braids for weavers; and “The Finish 

of Edges” (July 1942) about the troublesome and important detail (the finishing) of woven 

pieces.    

 Her next publication was an Occupational Therapy series on weaving. She also taught OT 

at the University of Montana in Missoula for several summers, in addition to forming the 

weaving program at the Banff School of Fine Arts. “She was teaching and lecturing at institutes 

around the U.S. and Canada […] in addition to writing and teaching at Basin.”664 

Monty, the Skier Soldier Writer 

  In November of 1940, Mary’s son, at the point a single man once again, was drafted 

into the military. With the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, it appeared that Monty 

would be fighting in some capacity. Monty665 was soon assigned to the mountain troops and 

became a member of the 10th Mountain Division. Prior to deployment to the European front, 

he trained new mountain troopers to ski at Camp Hale in Colorado. While at the war front, took 

part as Captain and aid to General Culin in the Kiska invasion of Alaska and the Battle of the 

Bulge. When he returned from the war with a serious knee injury, he was assigned as a Snow 

 
664 Betty Atwater Biehl, “Tribute to Mary Meigs Atwater,” 1973. 
665  See Figure 79 in Appendix A for a photograph of Captain Monty Atwater from his service in 
World War II.   
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Ranger in Alta, Utah. While the avalanche control program had been in operation for 

approximately 5 years, it was still new. Atwater continued the research operation, refining it and 

writing about it, working there from 1946 until 1956, when his mother passed away. An English 

Literature major from Harvard, he wrote many articles and books about his adventures in the 

mountains. His greatest contribution along this line was the Avalanche Handbook (1953) used by 

the Forest Service. He also wrote several Juvenile and Young Adult fiction pieces, his first, 

Government Hunter, published in 1940. After came: Flaming Forest (1941); Ski Patrol (1943); 

Hank Winton: Smokechaser (1947); Smoke Patrol (1949); Avalanche Patrol (1951); Rustlers on 

the High Range (1952); Cattle Dog (1954); The Trouble Hunters (1953); The Ski Lodge Mystery 

(1959); and Snow Rangers of the Andes (1967).   

 In 1959, Monty accepted a summer project as a snow problems consultant to copper 

mining development in Chile. The mine where he worked, owned by the Sierra de Pasco Mining 

Co., was located high in the Andes and had extreme avalanche problems. Remaining their 

consultant until 1972, he then chose to devote himself to other pursuits. Atwater was the 

Avalanche Control Chief for the 1960 Olympics at Squaw Valley, California and remained there 

as an Avalanche Control Specialist, developing innovations for controlled avalanches such as 

projectile launches, exploding projectiles and helicopter dropped “bombs” to start slides. He 

was also the Chief of Avalanche Control at the 1966 F.I.S. World Championships in Portillo, Chile. 

In 1968, Atwater wrote The Avalanche Hunter in his easy-reading style and it is in every 

avalanche worker’s publication. His research papers are in the custody of the Forest Service. 

Those from after his retirement are housed at the University of Oregon where they can be 

studied by others interested in the control of avalanches. Monty took over manufacturing and 

marketing of the Avalauncher and projectiles in the late 1960s. He continued to refine and 
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improve the system until his death in 1976. In 1973, he was honored as the “father of snow 

avalanche work in the United States” by more than 125 colleagues from the Forest Service, the 

National Park Service, Yosemite Institute and the National Ski Patrol System at the Atwater 

Avalanche Honorarium in Yosemite National Park. Montgomery Atwater was elected to the U.S. 

National Ski Hall of Fame in 1978.666 Monty married four times: Jane Whigham on July 2, 1928; 

Alice Rutland, with whom he adopted a son, Jamie (b. September 22, 1946); Joan Hamill, with 

whom he had two sons, Robert (b. October 24, 1956) and Montgomery (b. March 31, 1958); and 

Martha Avery, to whom he was married when he died on June 14, 1976. 

   War, Politics, and Eugenics 

Regarding American politics during this time, Mary made no qualms about voicing her 

abhorrence of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. In fact, she wrote letters to the President and to 

Eleanor, his wife, voicing her belief that FDR was destroying America’s democracy. She even 

requested, in a letter dated March 1, 1943, that he step down rather than run for a fourth term 

as President, stating that having a “free election” at all was hypocrisy with his “overpowering 

political machine in place.”667 In her memoir sketch “What Price Patriotism,” (1950-1953), she 

claimed that “the greatest single disaster” for her and for the United States “was the election of 

Franklin D. Roosevelt. I was till that time proud to be an American and a citizen of the United 

States. I thought that as a people we stood for independence and self-respect and honest 

dealing. Now I know that none of these things are true.”668 She objected to his New Deal policy, 

 
666  “Montgomery M. Atwater,” U.S Ski and Snowboard Hall of Fame. 
667  Reieter and Patterson, Weaving a Life, 186, quoting a letter from Mary Meigs Atwater to Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, 1 March 1943, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, Hyde Park, New York.  
668  Mary Meigs Atwater, “What Price Patriotism,” 1950-1953, 1, in the author’s possession.  
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his taking the country off the gold standard and cutting “the value of our dollars by a half,”669 his 

policy of deficit spending, for breaking he no-third-term tradition in 1940, his “abandonment of 

our men in the Philippines,”670 and feared he was turning the government into a dictatorship. 

Mary was also a Republican, and FDR a Democrat. She wrote, “At least he proved one thing: that 

the voting public will believe anything if it is pleasant enough and told emphatically enough and 

in honeyed words.”671 She proposed that there should be voting criteria, such as people “living 

on a public dole should be considered wards of the community and not permitted to vote, and 

[…] those drawing salaries as public servants – […] employees of bureaus and public agencies 

whose jobs should be non-partisan as the idea is to serve the whole community, should not vote 

either.”672  

 One particular memoir sketch she wrote later in life, titled “The Unfit,” reflected specific 

views she had regarding the disparity between “the man who lives in a fine house while another 

man exists in a hovel,” in which she spoke of “starvation, disease, and misery [as the only 

methods] to eliminate the unfit, and by blocking this beneficent natural action we are not 

making the world a better place to live in. Far from it. The overproduction of the unfit seems to 

me the most serious problem of the so-called civilized world.”673 The language she used 

throughout the piece reflects the ideals of the Eugenics movement, which was prevalent in the 

United States throughout her life. She claimed that prospective parents should be able to prove 

they have a minimum economic stability, “an ability to provide a minimum degree of food, 

shelter and education for the future citizen. Should be required to show a minimum of social 

 
669  Mary Meigs Atwater, “What Price Patriotism,” 1950-1953, 2, in the author’s possession. 
670  Ibid., 6. 
671  Ibid., 3. 
672  Ibid., 10.  
673  Mary Meigs Atwater, “The Unfit,” 1950-1953, 1-2, in the author’s possession.  
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responsibility, of physical and mental health. This is only fair in a community that cannot permit 

anyone to die of starvation or exposure and that undertakes to provide education for all.”674  

 When living in Butte in the early 1910s, Mary worked as a voluntary probation officer 

for one of the district courts, her field being “wayward girls.” About one of her cases, a teen-age 

girl “who frequented the more disreputable drinking places,” she described her as a “half wit […] 

pitiable, useless, something that should never have happened.”675 The girl lived in “conditions of 

sickening squalor in a hut on the edge of town, […] with a father and a mother, an older brother 

who was well known as a pick-pocket and juvenile offender, and five or six horrible brothers and 

sisters of various sizes and declining intelligence down to a baby that crawled about in the filth 

of the floor like a peculiarly nasty slug. The mother was a low-grade defective who would be 

classified in the imbecile group, little above the idiot grade. […] She simply grunted and 

jabbered.”676 When she took the family to court, the father of the children appeared and said he 

had a job at one of the mines; though the mother had spent some time at Warm Springs, she 

wasn’t “insane” but a “mental defective,” and there was no institution in Montana that took 

“defectives” over the age of twenty-one at the time. Thus, “the Russian miner was able to get 

his wife released to him and since then he had gone along procreating every nine months or so, 

producing half-humans to the cost of the Montana tax-payers and to no useful purpose at all. 

However the court found that this was his right, and the whole outfit was turned loose with no 

restraint on the activity.”677 It seems particularly apparent that Mary took issue with the miner 

being Russian, an immigrant of Eastern European descent, rather than a miner of Anglo-Saxon 

background, such as her husband had been.  

 
674  Mary Meigs Atwater, “The Unfit,” 1950-1953, 1-2, in the author’s possession. 
675  Ibid., 2. 
676  Ibid., 2-3.  
677  Ibid., 3. 
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 The terms “fit” and “unfit” to describe people were commonly used by eugenicists – 

“fit” meaning genetically superior while “unfit” was genetically inferior. Eugenicists believed 

that all the negative traits of “inferior races” were passed on through their genetics and that at 

all costs they should be kept from procreating. One such trait, such as poverty, which Mary 

described in relation to the Butte miner she had investigated, was considered a characteristic of 

genetic inferiority. When we see the word “eugenics” today, we may think of Hitler and his 

Aryan Race; however, eugenics had been in the United States long before Nazi eugenics 

programs came to be, and was actually a theme in early feminist movements of the Progressive 

Era. A women’s group that Mary was a part of while living in Butte, The National Federation of 

Women’s Clubs, in fact lobbied for eugenic reform. Margaret Sanger, the leader of the American 

birth control movement who opened the first birth control clinic on October 16, 1916, saw birth 

control as a means to prevent a child being brought into a disadvantageous situation, or to stop 

the genetic spread of mental illness from parent to child.  Sanger wrote the article, “The Eugenic 

Value of Birth Control Propaganda” in October of 1921 stating – very similarly to the way Mary 

wrote in her sketch – “the most urgent problem today is how to limit and discourage the over-

fertility of the mentally and physically defective.”678 With the goal of “preserving the human 

race,” there were eugenics-based marriage laws passed in some states, starting with 

Connecticut in 1896. Then came sterilization laws in Indiana in 1907, followed by Washington, 

California, and Connecticut in 1909. North Carolina had a eugenics program that operated from 

1933 until 1977, under which a person with an IQ less than 70 could be sterilized. The eugenics 

movement was particularly concerned with immigration. The Immigration Restriction League, 

 
678  Margaret Sanger, “The Eugenic Value of Birth Control Propaganda,” Birth Control Review, Octo-
ber 1921, 5.  
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founded in 1894, had the main goal of restricting the type of people coming into America for 

fear that the upper-class Anglo-Saxon heritage was becoming diluted. The group lobbied for 

literacy tests for immigrants as they attempted to enter the United States; those that were 

illiterate at the time were considered “inferior races.” Eugenicists believed that all the “inferior 

races’” traits were passed on through their genetics and that at all costs they should be kept 

from procreating.  

 It is unknown if Mary’s other sisters subscribed to the same way of thinking about the 

“unfit.” Though her sister, Grace, worked for the Children’s Bureau and wrote about maternal 

and infant mortality, she did not speak to the idea that certain groups of people should not 

procreate because of inferior genetic characteristics. She was mostly concerned in the ways that 

deaths of mothers and children could be prevented through proper education. Frances, a 

follower of Baha’i faith until her death, probably would not agree with her sister’s point of view, 

since the religion she practiced stressed the equality of all persons regardless of status, class, or 

race. 

 Today, the eugenics movement is looked upon as racist and only in support of 

preserving racial and social class hierarchies, with those of upper middle class Anglo-Saxon 

descent, or white, being at the top of genetic desirability. As a biographer, I contemplated the 

idea of leaving out Mary’s sketch, “The Unift,” because a biographer is often expected to filter 

out aspects of the person that may tarnish their reputation. In this project, I have made it clear 

that it is not a conventional biography, with the aim of portraying a person for everything that 

she was, the positive and what one may claim to be negative. It would be short-sighted to edit 

out an aspect of Mary’s beliefs and personality that was obviously important enough for her to 

include in her memoirs. Similar to historians who speak about Margaret Sanger, who was a true 
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champion for women’s reproductive health, I can observe that writing about a woman who was 

in support of eugenics is a complicated activity, because as one can criticize the movement for 

its racist beliefs, one cannot immediately cast aside the good that a woman did in her life simply 

because she labeled certain people as “unfit.” Humans are complicated beings, and writing 

about those from the past is a complicated act.  When writing a person’s biography, it is not 

necessary to only speak of the positive traits of said person, and when writing about personality 

traits and belief systems that make us uncomfortable, or even angry, it is not the biographer’s 

job to completely tarnish that person’s legacy. I chose to describe Mary’s eugenicist beliefs in 

this section of the dissertation because much of her political beliefs during this period in regards 

to despising Franklin D. Roosevelt come from a place of not supporting giving federal aid to 

those suffering from the Great Depression, as outlined in the New Deal, because, as Mary said, 

to do so was to go against the natural process of selection. Though her beliefs may be 

problematic for the contemporary reader, it is still part of her identity, which I have sought to 

fully portray.  

Guatemala Visited 

 In February and March of 1946, the year after World War II ended, Mary took a trip to 

Guatemala with Harriet Douglas Tidball to look at textiles. During her trip she wrote in a daily 

journal. In her Bulletin for April, 1946, she noted what she saw in Guatemala: “A marked 

deterioration in native weaving has set in, due chiefly to the buying habits of tourists who 

purchase atrocities with as much pleasure as good stuff. Most of the good pieces, in fact, are old 

– or at least pre-war. Anyone planning a trip to Guatemala to see the weaving should go as soon 
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as possible.”679 Later that year, in July, Mary published a pamphlet called “Guatemala Visited”, 

containing a travelogue, weaving patterns, and sketches from her observations.  

 The Southern California Handweavers Guild, who had purchased Mary’s collection of 

textiles and documents in 1956 after her death, donated the Mary Meigs Atwater Textile 

Collection, along with her library of books and journals, to the San Bernardino County Museum 

in Redlands, California, in 1989. Within the permanent collection at the San Bernardino County 

Museum are some original weavings by Mary, who recreated patterns from Guatemalan textiles 

she purchased during her 1946 trip.680 

 Harriet took over the Bulletin and office work for the  Shuttle-Craft business in the fall of 

1946. In the Shuttlecraft Weaving Company Bulletin, September, 1946, Mary wrote about selling 

her company: 

For some time it has seemed to me that the Guild and the Bulletin would be 
improved by an infusion of younger ideas than mine. And it is also becoming clear 
to me that I am getting no younger, and that I need help with the business of the 
Guild. I have tried hard for the last few years to keep the Guild within “one-
woman” dimensions, but it has been getting away from me of late as the interest 
in hand weaving is steadily growing. From the beginning it has been the purpose 
of the Guild to give all possible assistance to weavers and to those who wish to 
become  weavers. This seems to be a useful service and I want to continue it. For 
these reasons I have persuaded Mrs. Harriet Douglas to come in with me, and I 
feel sure the usefulness of the Guild and the Bulletin will be greatly increased. 
Mrs. Douglass will take over the business part of the Guild – subscriptions and 
renewals, routine inquiries and son on – and she will also prepare some of the 
material for the Bulletin. We have some very interesting projects scheduled for 
the next issues. Please everybody understand that I am not “bowing out,” but 
that Mrs. Douglas is “bowing in,” and I am sure Guild members will welcome this 
addition to the Guild staff. Mrs. Douglas is a fully qualified and capable hand-
weaver, and also a young woman with ideas. She made the trip to Guatemala 
with me, and has worked with me on several teaching projects here in Montana. 
I can assure our membership that she “knows her stuff.”681 

 
679  Mary Meigs Atwater, “Bulletin for April, 1946,” Shuttle-Craft Guild, 4. 
680  See Figures 80 and 81 for photographs of two Guatemalan pattern reproductions, created by 
Mary in 1946 after her trip. 
681  Mary Meigs Atwater, “Bulletin for September, 1946,” The Shuttle-Craft Guild, 4. 
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 Douglas Tidball, also living in Basin, continued the monthly bulletin until 1960. During 

the summer of 1946, Mary taught in Victoria, B.C. and spent three weeks during September that 

fall in Ontario working with the Spinners and Weavers of Ontario. After September 28th, she 

taught a similar course for two weeks in Montreal, returning to Basin in late October. While in 

Canada, she went to museums, and even uncovered a “new technique” in an ancient Peruvian 

Saddle blanket that was on display.  

 During the Summer of 1947, Mary taught from June 9th through the 20th at the 

University of British Columbia at the Youth Training Centre in Acadia Camp and also at the 

Montana Summer School for the Adult Blind, from June 15 to July 15. In the “Bulletin for 

December, 1947,” Harriet announced that Mary was moving to Salt Lake City to live in her “new 

log cabin, studio home next door to her son.”682  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
682  Harriet T. Douglas, “Bulletin for December, 1947,” The Shuttle-Craft Guild, 3. 
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CHAPTER SIX   

 

THE DEAN OF AMERICAN HANDWEAVING (1947-1956) 

 

After selling her beloved Basin Creek Ranch property in 1946, Mary continued to live in 

Basin for some time, but then moved to Salt Lake City in late 1947 to live in a log cabin – Monty 

built it of Montana pine so she would still feel like she was in Montana – directly next to the 

residence of her son. Today, there is an active weavers’ guild in Salt Lake City called the Mary 

Meigs Atwater Weaver’s Guild. Early in 1948, Mary spent some time in the hospital in Salt Lake 

City due to an illness but was able to get back to work on the Bulletin in April 1948. In the late 

summer of 1948, Mary came back to Basin where she hosted the “Mrs. Atwater’s Basin 

Institute,” a “small congress of weaving enthusiasts” for two weeks (August 16-28) in Basin 

where she still had a studio filled with 16 looms. Weavers from half a dozen states came to 

study and have a “sort of weaving jam session” with the Dean of American Hand-weaving, as 

she was beginning to be called.683 Mary published Hand-woven Rugs in 1948. 

 In January of 1949, Mary’s “renaissance” of hand weaving was the subject of Helena 

Huntington Smith’s article in the Lady’s Home Companion titled “Lovely to Look At.” Between 

1950 and 1953, Mary wrote most of her autobiographical sketches, many of which I’ve used 

throughout this story. In addition to her own personal writing, she continued to write articles 

about weaving and teach weaving classes. She also revisited Guatemala in 1956. Mary taught 

weaving in her home’s studio and at the University of British Columbia, Utah State College at 

Logan, and continued to write. In 1951, she revised the Shuttle-Craft Book of American Hand-

Weaving. In 1953, she published Byways in Hand-Weaving. She also wrote the manuscript and 

 
683 Betty Atwater Biehl, “Tribute to Mary Meigs Atwater,” 1973, 8. 
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drawings for Design and the Handweaver, which Harriet Douglas Tidball published in 1961. 

“Mother’s idea of retirement was out to continue teaching private students, and to start a series 

of weaving institutes at various places in the United States and Canada, to step up her research, 

especially in the pick-up weaves native to the Indians of North and South America, to visit 

Guatemala and write a book about the weaving there, and to continue to write articles on 

weaving and related textile crafts.”684 

 In the Spring of 1956, Mary took a group of weavers to Mexico, along with a trained 

nurse to take care of Mary as she had been in failing health. She also taught her last class that 

summer at the University of Utah. When Monty chose to leave his second wife, Alice, and child, 

James, the sadness she felt contributed to a rapid decline in health, and she died on September 

5, 1956685 suddenly from a coronary (heart attack caused by buildup of plaque in the heart’s 

arteries). Betty took her mother’s ashes, as Mary had requested before her death, back to Basin 

Creek Ranch, one of her favorite places in all the world.  

Though she barely made a living with her classes and books, Mary’s contribution to 

weaving has been significant. She resurrected more than 200 colonial weaving patters and many 

Mexican and Ancient Peruvian designs from her research at archives, libraries, and museums, 

her oldest being the “tabby weave” of the “cave dwellers” of Switzerland. She revitalized the 

American Colonial Summer-and-Winter technique and double-weave; popularized the Mexican 

double-weave and Finn-weave; developed the “Crackle Weave” from an obscure type of 

Swedish weaving called Jamtlandsvaev used for linens, and coined its new name because “the 

texture effect […] seemed […] to resemble the ‘crackle’ in pottery686; and adapted the Bronson 

 
684  Betty Atwater Biehl, “Tribute to Mary Meigs Atwater,” 1973, 3. 
685  See Figure 85 in Appendix A for one of the last photographs taken of Mary Meigs Atwater. 
686 Mary Meigs Atwater, “Notes on the ‘Crackle Weave,’” Practical Weaving Suggestions, 1. 
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weave (which she had discovered in an English book of patterns) into what is called the Atwater-

Bronson method. She wrote and published extensively on the subject for most of her life. She 

was a smart businesswoman and juggled many separate ventures at the same time, but in order 

to make a meager living, she had to rely on her varied talents. Had she not become a widow 

suddenly in 1919, perhaps she would have “stayed an amateur” and would not have embraced 

her New Womanhood, as her daughter Betty later theorized.687 Nonetheless, her experiences as 

an art student in Paris, as an Occupational Therapist, and as an entrepreneur all contributed to 

Mary Meigs Atwater becoming the Dean of American Hand-Weaving.  

 In my grandmother Betty’s “Tribute to Mary Meigs Atwater,” which she presented at 

the opening of the Mary Meigs Atwater Weaving Guild’s Exhibit at the Utah Museum of Natural 

History on March 31st, 1973, she said, 

Many good loom designs are good because she deviled the designers, and refused 
to recommend the looms until they reached her standards. Her method of 
pattern notation, derived from musical notation, and her break-down of the 
secrecy in which the old-time weavers held their patterns, have made thousands 
of understandable and easily used patterns available to any weaver.688 

She had a theory that, if something was surprisingly well done, or distressingly 
badly done, one should write to the person responsible and say so. […] On one 
occasion she wrote directly to Henry Ford and Harvey Firestone complaining of 
the quality of the tires on her new car – and they bought her a new set of 
Goodyear tires.689 

One of her favorite radio programs was the Mystery Chef. She sent him several 
recipes, one of which was printed in his cook-book […] she could not only cook 
and eat trout, she was at her happiest standing waist-deep in a Montana creek 
catching the main course for dinner.690 

 
She was one of the rare people who really see what they are looking at. She 
looked at the mountains a dozen times a day and always found them new and 
beautiful and work remarking. Her gardens were apt to be jungles, because she 

 
687 Betty Atwater Biehl, “Tribute to Mary Meigs Atwater,” 1973, 3.  
688 Ibid., 4. 
689  Ibid., 4-5. 
690  Ibid., 5. 



250 

 

enjoyed the weeds as well as the flowers. I suppose she was excited by every 
evidence of beauty in existence, and the happenstances of her life are what 
turned her attention especially to textiles and hand-weaving.691 

 
Conclusion 

 
 
 The first takeaway is that Mary Meigs Atwater was more than just a pioneer weaver. 

She was a pioneer in every occupation and task she pursued, including: studied art in Paris 

between 1894 and 1896 and design at the Art Institute of Chicago from 1897 until 1902; entered 

the professional workforce in 1899, being the only female designer at Chicago’s Winslow 

Brothers Wrought Iron Factory; traveled to and lived in Mexico and Bolivia as the wife of a 

mining engineer between 1906 and 1908, when it was not particularly safe for women and 

children; actively fought for women to vote in Montana and across the United States and to be 

elected officials between 1913 and 1920; taught herself and other women in her community to 

weave, beginning in 1916, which led to the creation of her company, the Shuttle-Craft Weaving 

Guild, which operated under her ownership from 1923 until 1947; enlisted in the Army as a 

Reconstruction Aid in 1918, serving as one of the country’s first Occupational Therapists; utilized 

the skills she learned from her Army service by working with mentally ill patients at asylums; 

researched and published a text-book on the history of hand-weaving in 1928, which is still 

considered “the hand-weaver’s bible”; operated a multi-property beaver ranch and fur company 

in Montana from 1928 until 1941; and continued to teach and publish many articles and books 

on weaving throughout the remainder of her life.  

 The second takeaway is that there are many symmetries between events of the past 

and present, making it possible to identity trends that may be present in the future. During the 

 
691  Betty Atwater Biehl, “Tribute to Mary Meigs Atwater,” 1973, 5. 
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Spanish Flu Pandemic of 1918-1920, President Woodrow Wilson suppressed information 

regarding its severity, so that the country’s morale would remain high because of America’s 

participation in World War I. Many local officials downplayed the flu to avoid sheer panic; as a 

result, 675,000 American lives were lost. Similarly, Donald Trump, U.S. President during the 

2020 Covid-19 pandemic, suppressed information and was slow to respond to containing the 

virus – one may argue due to his concern for his re-election campaign – which has resulted in 

more than 80,000 American deaths as of May 11, 2020.  

 Another point of symmetry between the past and present concerns the gender wage 

pay gap. In 1899, when Mary entered the workforce as a designer, she earned 53% of what male 

pattern makers earned for the same work in Foundry and Machine Shops. In 2015, the Institute 

for Women’s Policy Research claimed women made 49 cents for the typical men’s dollar – much 

less than the 80 cents contemporary studies often cite. It would take 100 years for women to 

match the typical men’s dollar, if moving forward from the 80% statistic. To go by the more 

realistic 49% -- or 49 cents – it would take almost 200 more years for women to earn the same 

amount as their male counterparts for the same work produced.  

 The third point of symmetry between the past and present concerns economic booms 

and busts. Following the Flu Epidemic of 1918-1920 and World War I, which ended in November 

1918, there was a period of increased prosperity that lasted throughout the Roaring 1920s; 

however, this economic boom peaked when it proved itself unsustainable, resulting in the Stock 

Market Crash of 1929. Following the Crash, the United States spiraled into the Great Depression 

-- intensified by the Dust Bowl drought – which lasted the duration of the 1930s. Though the 

United States is currently not involved in a world war, the Covid-19 pandemic has left millions of 

Americans without work. When the virus is finally contained, a vaccine implemented, and 
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American people can go back to work, the country’s economy will no doubt bounce back and 

potentially flourish as more money goes back into the economy. Who is to say that we will not 

have another roaring 20s, resulting in an unsustainable high and Stock Market Crash, leading to 

another Great Depression? 

 The third takeaway is that it is important now more than ever to preserve and support 

human-made items as technology advances further and the possibility for jobs to become 

automated through Artificial Intelligence increases.  Mary Meigs Atwater revitalized 

handweaving in a time of the machine – more specifically, the power loom used in factories – 

just as we today need to hold on to the humanities, the art and literature that makes us human, 

as we enter into a world of A.I. and computers doing jobs traditionally done by humans. What 

makes humans necessary? Mary would argue that it is our desire for beauty, and one way to 

preserve humanity is to continue to make beautiful “art” with our hands. 

 Today, the fields of weaving and Occupational Therapy are alive and well. Weavers 

across the state and country have reached out to me, asking if I would speak about my great-

grandmother, as she continues to inspire the vast weaving community in 2020. Occupational 

Therapy, which began as a rehabilitation program for returning soldiers of World War I, is now 

present in schools, hospitals, nursing homes, orthopedic clinics, and many other institutions. 

Mary’s dedicated work for women’s suffrage in Montana was part of a larger movement for 

women to gain the vote in the United States in 1920 with the 19th Amendment, which is just this 

year 100 years old. The many lives she led, as disjointed as she felt they were, flowed into each 

other, showing her resiliency, drive, and energy for her passions, and her desire to make a 

better life for her children, for people she could help, and for herself. So many times, when 

reading letters or her memoirs, I found myself seeing connections between the way things were 
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then and how things are now. I found myself mourning her losses and celebrating her successes, 

just as I would a friend today. I would think about her as a mother and think about how I would 

respond similarly or differently with my own daughter, Isabelle, now just six years old. Writing a 

biography is a strenuous task, but it is also a fulfilling one. The fact that Mary Meigs Atwater is 

my great-grandmother does give me some pride, but through this process, I have gotten to 

know her as a person, and not just as an ancestor.  I still do not know how to weave, given all my 

weaving research; I’m sure she would have taught me if our paths had crossed. I wish I could 

have met her, but I do know her, and all the parts of her that made her a truly remarkable 

American New Woman. 
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FIGURE 1  
“For the Benefit of the Girl Who is About to Graduate,” Life, May 1890. Illustration. Retrieved 
from https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/awhhtml/awintro/d6.html. Lithograph. From Life, May 
22, 1890, 298-99. General Collections. LC-USZ62-58805. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
FIGURE 2 
“The New Woman and Her Bicycle,” Puck, June 1895. Illustration. Retrieved from  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2012648801/ 
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FIGURE 3 
Illustration from Life Magazine, January 2, 1896, 25. 

 

 
FIGURE 4 
“The New Woman – Wash Day,” Underwood and Underwood, 1901. Photograph from the 
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division. Washington, DC. Control No. 89715946. 
Digital Id. LC-DIG-stereo-1s16054 
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FIGURE 5 
Grace Lynde Meigs with her Six Daughters, 1889. Photograph from the Estate of Betty Atwater 
Biehl 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
FIGURE 6  
General Montgomery Cunningham Meigs, n.d.  Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, 
The Family Annals of the Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931  
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FIGURE 7 
Louisa Rodgers Meigs, n.d. Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family Annals of 
the Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
FIGURE 8  
Grace Lynde, n.d. Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family Annals of the Six 
Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931 
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FIGURE 9 
Montgomery Meigs, n.d. Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family Annals of 
the Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FIGURE 10 
Cornelius Lynde, 1860. Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family Annals of the 
Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931 
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FIGURE 11 
Mary Adams Lynde, 1850. Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family Annals of 
the Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931 

 
 

 
FIGURE 12 
Meigs Family in Keokuk, Iowa, 1885. Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family 
Annals of the Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931 
Back: Montgomery, Louisa, Mrs. Meigs, Governess; front: Grace, Cornelia, Alice, Mary. 
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FIGURE13 
Meigs Children at Keokuk, Iowa, 1886. Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The 
Family Annals of the Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931. 
Left to Right: Louisa, Cornelia, Grace, Alice, and Mary 

 
 
FIGURE 14 
Louisa, Mary, and Grace Meigs, 1884. Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family 
Annals of the Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931. 
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FIGURE 15 
Grace Lynde Meigs with five daughters, Governess, and Nurses, 1885. Photograph from Louisa 
Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family Annals of the Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931. 
Back: Marie Hertlein, Cornelia, Lizzie Holkemper; Middle: Grace, Mary, Mrs. Meigs; Front: 
Louisa, Alice, Fraulein Ray. 

 

 
FIGURE 16 
Meigs Daughters, 1896. Photograph from Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, The Family Annals of the 
Six Little Meigs Girls, Chicago: 1931. 
Left to Right: Cornelia, Frances, Grace, Louisa, Mary, Alice. 
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FIGURE 17 
Paris, 1895. Photograph. Retrieved from https://history.bythelakeside.org/2018/06/03/paris-
before-the-automobile-1895/ 

 
 
 

FIGURE 18 
Mary C. Wheeler, n.d. Photograph from Mary C. Wheeler, Photograph from Blanche E. Wheeler 
Williams,  Mary C. Wheeler: Leader in Art and Education, (Boston: Marshall Jones Company, 
1934), n.p. 
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FIGURE 19 
Mary Meigs with other art students while in France, Summer of 1894. Photograph from Blanche 
E. Wheeler Williams, Mary C. Wheeler: Leader in Art and Education, (Boston: Marshall Jones 
Company, 1934), n.p. 

 
 

FIGURE 20 
“Raphael Collin,” 1908. Photograph. Retrieved from 
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b6910123g.item 
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FIGURE 21 
Collin, Raphael. Three Beauties in the Green Field. 1895. Oil on canvas. Maeda Ikutokukai 
collection. From ChMNKNronsha, Kuroda Seiki. 

 

 
 

FIGURE 22 
Chicago Art Museum, 1900. Photograph. Retrieved from  http://www.mylusciouslife.com/wp-
content/uploads/galleries/post-13620/full/Photos%20of%20Beaux%20Arts%20style%20-
%20The_Art_Institute_of_Chicago%201900.JPG 

 
 



288 

 

FIGURE 23 
The Rookery Elevator Enclosure, 1910. Designed by Frank Lloyd Wright and Fabricated by the 
Winslow Brothers Company. Photograph from: Ornamental Iron and Bronze Design Executed by 
the Winslow Brothers, Rogers and Company, 1910, 65. Retrieved from 
https://archive.org/details/OrnamentalIronBronzeExecutedByTheWinslowBros.CompanyChicag
o/page/n145 

 

 
FIGURE 24 
The Atwater Family, 1892. Photograph. 
Left to Right: Maxwell Wanton, Elizabeth Chace, Christopher Greene, Abby Sophia Greene 
Atwater (mother seated), Anna Dorothea, Ethelwyn Morrill, Richard Meade Atwater (father 
seated), Marjory Garrison, Richard Mead Atwater, Jr., David Hastings, and Sophia Mead 
Atwater.  Retrieved from https://seaislenews.com/spotlight-history-sea-isles-first-settler/ 
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FIGURE 25  
Women Artists at the Académie Julian, 1889. Photograph. Retrieved from  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/ wiki /File:Acad%C3%A9mie_ Julian_1889.j 

 
FIGURE 26 
Women Artists at Académie Colorossi, n.d.. Photograph. Retrieved from https://commons.wiki-
media.org/wiki/Category:Acad%C3%A9mie_Colarossi#/media/File:Paris_years_-
_Jelka_Rosen.jpg 
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FIGURE 27 
Maxwell W. Atwater, Class Picture from 1898-1899, Class of 1901. This photograph is from the 
Colorado School of Mines Special Collections Library lobby. (No catalog number). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FIGURE 28 
Mary Meigs Atwater in Telluride, 1903. Photograph from the Betty Atwater Biehl Estate. 
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FIGURE 29 
“Main Street, Telluride Colo,” 1900. Photograph from the Baker County Library. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
FIGURE 30 
Liberty Bell Gold Mine at Telluride, Colo., pre-1907. Photograph. Retrieved from 
https://www.mindat.org/photo-792375.html 
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FIGURE 31 
Mary Meigs in Paris, 1903 (before May 14th wedding in Keokuk, Iowa). Photograph from the 
Betty Atwater Biehl Estate.  

FIGURE 32 
Baker City, Oregon, 1905. Photograph. Image Id: 1950.1.2, Baker County Library, 2400 Resort St., 
Baker City, Oregon 97814. Retrieved from http://www.bakeroregonhistory.info/exhibit1/ 
e10002b.htm. 
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FIGURE 33 
Baisley-Elkhorn Mine, n.d. Photograph. Image Id: 1980.1.184a, Baker County Library, 2400 Re-
sort St., Baker City, Oregon 97814. Retrieved from http://www.bakeroregonhistory.info/ex-
hibit3/e30076b.htm 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FIGURE 34 
Mary Meigs Atwater and Monty Atwater, 1905. Photograph from the Betty Atwater Biehl Estate. 
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FIGURE 35 
Monty, Max , and Mary Meigs Atwater, 1906. Photograph from the Betty Atwater Biehl Estate. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FIGURE 36 
Mary’s pastel sketch of Bolivian Countryside, 1906-1907. From the Don Biehl Collection.  
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FIGURE 37 
Mary’s Pastel Sketch of La Paz, Bolivia, 1906-1907. From the Don Biehl Collection. 
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FIGURE 38 
Mary’s Pastel Sketch of Bolivian Children and Woman with Water Jug, 1906-1907. From the Don 
Biehl Collection.  

 
Figure 39 
Mary’s Pastel Sketch of Bolivian Countryside, 1906-1907. From the Don Biehl Collection. 
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FIGURE 40 
Mary with native Bolivian Women, 1907. Photograph from the Betty Atwater Biehl Estate.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
FIGURE 41 
Monty Atwater in Bolivia, 1907. Photograph, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 1, Hagley Museum and 
Library, Wilmington, DE. 
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FIGURE 42 
Mary and Monty in Bolivia, 1907. Photograph, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 1, Hagley Museum 
and Library, Wilmington, DE. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FIGURE 43 
Monty, Santiago, and Jose in Bolivia, 1907. Photograph, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 1, Hagley 
Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. 
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FIGURE 44 
Mary and Monty in Bolivia, 1907. Photograph, Meigs Family Papers, Folder 1, Hagley Museum 
and Library, Wilmington, DE. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FIGURE 45 
Max and Dick Atwater outside of the mine in Bolivia, 1907. Photograph, Meigs Family Papers, 
Folder 1, Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. 
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FIGURE 46 
“The Richest Hill on Earth, Butte, Mont.,” 1910. Stereo view, N.A. Forsyth,  
Montana Historical Society Photograph Archives, ST 001.100, Helena, Montana.  

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FIGURE 47 
Atwater Residence in Butte, Montana from 1910-1911. 
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FIGURE 48 
Atwater Residence in Butte from 1912 through the early Spring of 1914, when they moved to 
Basin, MT. 
 

 
FIGURE 49 
The Homer Club of Butte Summer Picnic, July 1913. Photograph, Collection: PH081, Object id: 
2001.042, Butte-Silver Bow Public Archives, Butte, Montana. (Mary is standing in 3rd row, 3rd 
from left). 
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FIGURE 50 
Margaret J. Rosza, 1923. Photograph from newspaper article: “Butte Woman on National 
Board,” The Anaconda Standard. July 12, 1923. Retrieved from https://access-newspaperar-
chive-com.proxybz.lib.montana.edu/us/montana/anaconda/anaconda-standard/1923/07-
12/page-5/mrs-rozsa-butte?psb=relevance 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FIGURE 51 
Mary, Max, and pets in Basin, Montana, 1915. Photograph from the Betty Atwater Biehl Estate. 
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FIGURE 52 
Mary and Friend fishing in Basin, Montana, 1915. Photograph from the Betty Atwater Biehl  
Estate. 

 
 
FIGURE 53 
Mary with Betty, Natoch, and Puppies in Basin, 1916. Photograph from the Betty Atwater Biehl 
Estate. 
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FIGURE 54 
Mary in her Reconstruction Aide Uniform, n.d. Photograph from Meigs Family Papers, Folder 19, 
Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, DE. On the back of the photograph, she wrote “Self in 
hospital uniform. Blue and white. I feel like a comic or a cook. But it makes very little differ-
ence.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FIGURE 55 
“Camps Kearny & Lewis,” 1919. Photograph from The History of the Letterman Hospital. Recon-
struction Aides of Camp Kearny & Lewis, c. 1919 (Mary is pictured standing, all the way to the 
left)  
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FIGURE 56 
Mary with Occupational Therapy patient weaving at Camp Lewis, 1918. Photograph from the 
Betty Atwater Biehl Estate.  
 

 
FIGURE 57 
Mary made this undated sketch of Max. From the Don Biehl Collection. 
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FIGURE 58 
Betty Atwater with Nurse Connor, about 1919. Photograph from the Betty Atwater Biehl Estate.  

 
 
 
FIGURE 59 
Watertown Insane Asylum, n.d. Postcard. Retrieved from http://www.asylumprojects.org/in-
dex.php/East_Moline_State_Hospital 
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FIGURE 60 
Mary with a table loom in the garden, 1924. Photograph from The Shuttle-Craft Guild introduc-
tory pamphlet. 

 
FIGURE 61 
Betty in woven dress, 1924. Photograph from The Shuttle-Craft Guild introductory pamphlet 
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FIGURE 62 
Drs. Grace Meigs (right) and Frances Hollingshead in Hull House, Chicago, 1918. Photograph Cre-
ated by Chicago Daily News. Retrieved from https://images.chicagohistory.org/search/?search-
Query=grace+meigs&assetType=default. Credit Line: DN-0070304, Chicago Sun-Times/Chicago 
Daily News collection, Chicago History Museum 

 
 
FIGURE 63 
Exterior View of Hull House, 1912. Photograph. Kaufmann & Fabry. Chicago History Museum, 
ICHi-017807 
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FIGURE 64 
Children’s Health Conference, 1915. Photograph from: Anna Louise Strong, Ph.D., Child-Welfare 
Exhibits: Types and Preparation, US Children’s Bureau Publication No. 14 (Miscellaneous Series 
No. 4), Washington, Government Printing Office, 1915 

 

 
FIGURE 65 
Poster from the Children’s Bureau Exhibit at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition, 1915. 
Photograph from: Anna Louise Strong, Ph.D., Child-Welfare Exhibits: Types and Preparation, US 
Children’s Bureau Publication No. 14 (Miscellaneous Series No. 4), Washington, Government 
Printing Office, 1915 
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FIGURE 66 
Black Beaver Fur Farms, Inc. Letterhead, 1928.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 67 
“Sponheim’s Homestead” near Basin, MT on Basic Creek. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



311 

 

FIGURE 68 
A beaver dam on “Sponheim’s Homestead” near Basin, MT on Basin Creek. 
 

 
 
FIGURE 69 
The Boulder River that supplies water to Basin Creek.  
 
 

 
 
 



312 

 

 
FIGURE 70 
Notice of Special Stockholders’ Meeting Announcement for meeting on April 19, 1941 in Helena, 
MT. Montana Historical Society, Helena, MT. 

 
 
 
 
FIGURE 71 
Emily Frances Meigs Fales, 1912. Photograph from The University of Chicago 1912 Yearbook. 
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FIGURE 72 
Louisa Rodgers Meigs Green, n.d. Photograph from the Betty Atwater Biehl Estate. 

 
 
FIGURE 73 
Cornelia L. Meigs, n.d. Photograph from “Cornelia Meigs,” Famous Iowans, n.d. Retrieved from 
https://data.desmoinesregister.com/famous-iowans/cornelia-meigs 
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FIGURE 74 
The Devereux Mansion at Marblehead, n.d. Photograph. Retrieved from “The Devereux Man-
sion, 1912-1936,” http://marbleheadpottery.net/marblehead_pottery_site/Devereux_Man-
sion.html 
 

 
FIGURE 75 
Betty Atwater Biehl with her family, Dec. 1962: Clarence (husband) and children, Mary Alice, 
B.J., Don, and Chris Biehl. Photograph from the Don Biehl Collection.  
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FIGURE 76 
Alice Meigs Orr, n.d. Photograph. Retrieved from www.ancestry.com  
 

 
 
FIGURE 77 
Bear Creek Ranch at Cameron, Montana (near Ennis), 1940s. Photograph from the Carol Orr Es-
tate. 
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FIGURE 78 
Bear Creek Ranch, 1940s. Photograph from the Carol Orr Estate. 
 
 

FIGURE 79 
Captain Monty Atwater, 1940s. Photograph from the Don Biehl Collection. 
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FIGURE 80 
Mary Meigs Atwater’s Reproduction of Guatemalan textile patterns, 1946. Photograph of tex-
tiles at the San Bernardino County Museum, Redlands, CA. 
 

 
FIGURE 81 
Mary Meigs Atwater’s Reproduction of Guatemalan textile patterns, 1946. Photograph of tex-
tiles at the San Bernardino County Museum, Redlands, CA. 
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FIGURE 82 
Mary Teaching at the Summer Weaving Institute in Minneapolis, Weavers Guild of Minnesota, 
1954. Photograph. Retrieved from  https://reflections.mndigital.org/catalog/p16022coll41:2 
 

 
FIGURE 83 
Mary Meigs Atwater, 21 July 1950. Photograph. “Department of Extension Weaving Classes with 
Mary Meigs Atwater.” P. UBC Archives Photograph Collection.  Retrieved from 
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.14288/1.0138532  
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FIGURE 84 
Mary Meigs Atwater, 21 July 1950. Photograph. “Department of Extension Weaving Classes with 
Mary Meigs Atwater.” P. UBC Archives Photograph Collection. Retrieved from 
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.14288/1.0138533. 
 

 
 
FIGURE 85 
Mary Meigs Atwater, Dean of American Hand-weaving, n.d. Photograph. From the Don Biehl 
Collection. 
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LETTER FROM MARY MEIGS TO GRACE L. MEIGS, 20 JUNE 1894 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



321 

 

 “As you see we left London earlier than we expected. Miss Wheeler had a telegram from 
Paris saying that the Salon was to close on Saturday and as she wanted us to see it we had to go. 
It was much against our wish you may be sure. Well I would do well to take up the thread of my 
story which was cut so short in my last letter. I think I was still telling you about going to 
Westminster Abbey. I can not say anymore about it for it is too grand and beautiful to talk 
about.  
 Aunt Loulie and I had lunch in town and went to the National Gallery afterwards (you 
remember that all this happened on Monday.) I love the National Gallery. Those wonderful 
Turners! One could spend weeks instead of hours looking at them. […] One could talk about the 
National Gallery for weeks and have volumes left to say. I must stop though and tell you what I 
did Tuesday.  
 Miss Wheeler had arranged to talk all the girls out to Hampton Court in a wagon and she 
wanted me to go with them so I went. […] We had a peculure [sic] vehicle; a cross between a 
brake and an omnibus. It had two seats high up in front and the back seats were lower at right 
angles to the front ones and covered by an awning. The drive is beautiful through lovely country. 
 In Richmond we stopped at a little store and got some of the celebrated little cakes 
“Maids of Honor.” They were very delicious and Louie, Hope, Anna, Amy and I who sat on the 
front seats eat five apiece. We drove to the park court through Bushy Park and stopped at a 
little store to get some things to eat before going in. I never saw anything like the way in which 
Miss Wheeler stuffs the girls. We went into the beautiful old garden. I had always wondered if I 
should like those stiff old Renaissance gardens with their stiff walks and long vistas, fountains, 
statuary, etc. There is no doubt left in my mind now I never saw anything so beautiful in my life 
before. It was glorious! […] We had lunch at the Greyhound Inn after which some of us “took in” 
the maze. I think that maze is in good deal of a fraud though people have managed to lose 
themselves in it. We had no difficulty at all. We walked right to the end and came directly back 
without any trouble. Well I must stop writing. It is the witching hour of 4:15 AM and we shall 
soon reach Paris. But as Kipling says “That is another story.’ You must wait for that till later. 
[letter  continued]  
 I left the other piece of my writing upstairs and am far too tired hot and lazy to go up 
and get it. I think I had just spoken of the maze at Hampton Court. We all went in and came out 
again without the slightest difficulty. I don’t quite see how one manages to get lost. When we 
came home we stopped at the celebrated Star and Garter Inn in Richmond for tea. As we came 
up the  street in Richmond we saw a large number of people standing alone the sidewalk and 
on inquiry we discovered that they were waiting to see the queen who was to pass on her way 
to White Lodge to see her great-grandson, the little new heir to the throne. Of course we 
thought it would be nice to stay and see her so Miss Wheeler arranged it for us. She, Hope, 
Alice, Miss Carpenter and Louie had to go into London for a friend of Miss Wheeler’s who is an 
MP had arranged to show them the House of Commons and take them to supper on the terrace. 
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[…] They went in by train and we waited with the carriage. We saw the Queen pass. First in the 
procession came a policeman to clear the way, then a body of guardsmen and then the Queen’s 
carriage. We were not quite sure who the people were who were with the Queen but 
discovered later that they were the Tzaravitch of Russia and Princess Alex to whom he is 
engaged. The princess was very pretty with a rather sad  expression. In the carriage which 
followed the Queen were Princess Beatrice, the Duke of Kent and one other dignitary whom I 
have forgotten. A few of the men raised their hats and one or two women waved handkerchiefs 
but that was all.  
 When the show was over we drove back to town through Richmond Park and saw the 
White Lodge in the distance. When we reached London our driver drove us through Hyde Park. 
It was just the fashionable hour and all the grandies were out. You can’t think what eyes they 
made and how they laughed when they saw us pass. I am not surprised we must have cut a 
pretty figure among all the fashionable carriages and fine liveries. We saw one fine carriage 
whose coachman and footman wore curly white wigs. They had the most magnificent liveries 
with knee-breeches and white silk checked stockings. [On Wednesday, her Aunt Loulie took her 
to the Academy, which Mary was not impressed by] Well it is pitch dark and I am sure Miss 
Wheeler would be annoyed if she found me out here in the garden still writing so I will leave off 
for the present [letter continued]  
 Wednesday afternoon we went to the British Museum as a relief after the pictures of 
course the Elgin Marbles were what one wanted most to see. I had seen Caste’s photographs etc 
of all the figures but I had no conception how beautiful they really would be. I love them more 
than anything I ever saw. Do you know the figure of Prosephone? The drapery of that is 
perfectly beautiful and those two lovely figures on the right side of the eastern pediment called 
sometimes two of the three fates, sometimes clouds, sometimes ocean reclining in the lap of 
the Earth. I like the last idea best and all the lines of the figure seem to carry it out. […] Of course 
we stayed in the Parthanon [sic] Room the longest. I was also much interested in the Egyptian 
and Assyrian things. They had Cleopatra’s tomb and her mummy. They had not  unwound her of 
course but on the mummy cloth was a portrait of Cleopatra. I wonder if it looked at all like her. 
The portrait had wonderful big eyes and a very pretty little mouth. Just think of the great 
Cleopatra! I saw the Rosetta Stone. I was very much interested in it because it is the key to all 
modern knowledge about Egypt. […] Oh how I love those Elgin Marbles! One could stay there 
months and not get tired of look at those statues! I wish you had been there to see them with 
us.   
                 Thursday morning we went to the Tower. They told me there was nothing there that I 
would be much interested in so I was agreeably disappointed. It was unfortunately a free day at 
the Tower and there was a large crowd of the ‘unemployed’. It was the anniversary of the 
Queen’s coronation and all the Beef-eaters wore their most gorgeous costumes. [...] You know 
the Tower; you know the old moat the great arch the tower where the drawbridge used to be 
and all the rooms in the White Tower. You know how I felt when I saw the spot where Lady Jane 
Grey and so many other great people were beheaded. I won’t say any more about the Tower.  
 Thursday afternoon I went to the Grafton gallery. The Fair Women Exhibition, you know 
I enjoyed it very much indeed. There were such beautiful pictures there of all times. The old 
portraits I liked the best. There were any number of pictures of ‘La belle Hamilton’. She must 
have been the most exquisite creature. ‘Miss Grant’ the ‘Lady in White’ was there and I greeted 
her as an old friend. Sargent’s picture of Ellen ___ was there. It is cleverly painted but it is too 
startling to be pleasing and the colors are so very vivid. I do not care for it much except in the 
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way in which it shows the great power of the painter. I wanted to buy an illustrated catalogue 
but they only had one which was very beautiful full of fine photographs and cost several guineas 
so I thought I would not get it. 
 Miss Wheeler got a telegram to say that the Salon was to close Saturday so she cut short 
our visit to London and left for Paris Thursday night. I wrote part of this letter on the train but I 
seem to have mislaid it. If I do not find it I shall have to write that piece again. We had a horrible 
journey. The train left London at 8:  PM reaching Dover about 10:30. The Steamer left at 11. The 
passage was very rough indeed. Miss Wheeler said she had never seen it so bad but once 
before. All the women were herded into a horrid little den called a ‘Saloon’ where they lay in 
heaps on the sofa and floor. We could not go out on deck because it was very cold and we had 
no wraps. I was not sick at all though it was horrid being down there with sick people all about. I 
shall never afraid of sea sickness again for I think I have stood the test. The regular roll and pitch 
of the ship on the ocean did not trouble me and the choppy wave of the channel had no effect. 
 We reached Calais at 1 and as we had to wait half an hour got some things to eat and 
walked up and down the platform. The twelve of us were put into two carriages because the 
train was full and we could not have another. The carriages are built to hold 8 sitting up which 
does not give much room for six to lie down. Some of the people slept but I found it impossible. 
I sat up all the way because the girls who had been sick had to lie down. We got to Paris at five 
and saw our trunks through the custom house, took two things like omnibuses and drove to the 
boarding school. 
 We rested all the morning and went to the Salon all afternoon. The boarding house is 
very nice. They keep a very good table and there is a lovely shady garden at the back of the 
house. We live  in this garden when we are at home. I am writing this letter there. Picture me 
sitting out under the trees. It is very hot but we expected that.  
 We went to the old Salon Friday afternoon and were all very much disappointed. We 
walked  through miles and miles of galleries and saw only two or three pictures we cared at all 
to look at. There was a very beautiful picture there by [Raphael] Colin. I have forgotten what it 
was called but it was the nude figure of a woman standing on a hillside. The face and figure to 
the waits was perfectly beautiful. I never saw anything like the flesh tints. The legs struck me at 
first as  being very much out of a drawing but after looking at it a long time I came to the 
conclusion that  it was only that the artist had chosen a peculiar and therefore to me a 
disagreeable position. There were also several landscapes that repayed [sic] the trouble of 
looking at them. Of the other pictures I can only say that what was not wildly impressionist was 
either hideously grotesque or flat and uninteresting. 
 Of the very impressionist type was a picture of a knight in armour [sic] standing in a field 
surrounded by the wildflowers represented by nude figures. The coloring was very brilliant 
particularly the  flesh tints. When the light fell strongly the flesh was painted a brilliant yellow 
and the other parts a vivid green supposed to be a reflection from the grass. It was rather 
interesting in spite of the over coloring. The grotesque things were numerous as the leaves on a 
tree. There were people carrying their own heads starving people gnawing their own fingers and 
worst of all a figure of St John the Baptist. A wild looking person stood to the right of the picture 
holding a bloody sword with which had just struck off the saint’s head. The body of the saint 
knelt on the left with folded hands and from the bloody neck streamed a brilliant light and the 
blood in running over the floor had taken the form of a huge cross. I never thought before that 
our human body contained so much blood. Well you can think how charming this picture was. 
There were many more almost as bad. They were so horrible that they made one feel like 
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laughing. I don’t think I shall send Grace the illustrated catalogue of that collection particularly 
as the best, Colin’s picture, is not in it. There were some pretty things by Bougereau but as ‘the 
professor’ said his art is more the confectionery of painting. They are beautifully painted but for 
me utterly devoid of interest. I found the old Salon far worse than the Academy. It was not so 
stupid but far more unpleasant. 
                 Yesterday Saturday, we had a real treat. Miss Wheeler heard that the Beaux Arts, the 
new Salon, was closed but discovered later that it was only closed for a few days and would be 
open for Saturday. Of course, this is by far the best collection. We were there all morning and as 
we heard that this was the last day were there again from 2 o clock till six. You can think we 
were rather tired by night. It was quite worth while however. I remember only one picture of 
the whole collection that was entirely unlovely dull and uninteresting. There were of course a 
few horrible ones besides like one awful thing of the day of judgment. There were a great many 
pictures by American artists. There was a portrait by Sargent that was very wonderful. It was 
excessively disagreeable but that does not keep it from being a masterpiece as far as painting 
goes. It was a portrait of a girl in a cherry colored velvet dress. She was sitting on a sofa in a very 
disagreeable position and had an unpleasant expression” [letter incomplete]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


