
! While guest lecturing at Portland Community College last November, I observed 
it was amusing the institution sponsored my talk, given that the main subject involved a 
time when I co-habitated with my history professor. Such an unusual relationship 
presumably violated the collegeʼs ethical policies, yet there I stood, openly proclaiming 
this fact before a crowd of students and faculty.
!

 Dr. Ellsworth, late ʻ90s in Portland

! The year was 1999 when I signed up for a History of Western Civilization class at 
PCC. Soon afterward, the elderly instructor, Dr. Elizabeth Ellsworth, took an interest in 
me. At age twenty-two, I had just moved to Portland from Seattle, with no friends or 
local connections. She appreciated a book report I composed about the Marquis de 
Sadeʼs novel Justine and abruptly asked me out to lunch. Next, she invited me on a day 
trip Mt. Angel Abby and the following day, offered a small space in her pantry to live. I 
accepted. 
! Over the next three years I called my professorʼs basement home. She lived in a 
grand house just blocks from Reed College in Southeast Portland, but it was truly more 
like a museum. Above the front door hung an old corroded WWI Mauser rifle, Napoleon 
IIIʼs bust dominated the dining room china cabinet and an immense library contained 
volumes dating back to the mid 1700s. From antique furniture to ornate framed 
paintings, every artifact possessed a lengthy story.



!

!

Ross Eliot and Dr. Ellsworth, Summer 1999

! I eventually discovered Dr. Ellsworth was transsexual, a transition that took place 
late in life, during her mid-sixties. Now with chronic ill health, she required a live-in 
caretaker. I soon found myself the household chauffeur, cook, confidant and occasional 
medic. As our friendship deepened, I uncovered astonishing details about her life.
! From black and white albums, she showed me photos of her high class 
upbringing in WWII-era France. One large oil painting over the fireplace depicted my 
professor back in those days, a golden-haired youth wearing an alter boyʼs gown. Three 
Russian aristocrats stood behind him, one of them Prince Felix Yusupov, known to 
history as the assassin of Rasputin.
!

Dr. Ellsworth as a youth, far left, at the Chateau du Lac in southern France, mid 1930s



! Even more bizarre, came revelations about how Dr. Ellsworth had been taken as 
an infant from Yakima, Washington by a wealthy French woman named Germaine 
Bonnefont in 1928. I could hardly believe it, but my professorʼs trembling fingers held 
the evidence. Her round features were unmistakable in photographs of a chubby-faced 
child, who first gazed out of the American Great Depression, then later posed amidst 
elegant environs in southern France.

!

Germaine Bonnefont with an infant Dr. Ellsworth in the rural Northwest, 1928

!
! Later pictures, after her return to America, showed Dr. Ellsworth in drag. These 
were mostly grainy snapshots from the ʻ50s and ʻ60s, taken inside seedy motels, but 
others more boldly. Here, my professor stood brazenly in public at historical sights or 
churches, wigs balanced on her otherwise bald head and raccoon eyes glinting above a 
5 oʼ clock shadow. Such audacity during intolerant times impressed me. She was a well 
known academic, who over the years taught at nearly every Portland area university. 
Exposure as a transvestite could have ended her career. 
! The religious locations for photo shoots were no accident. Dr. Ellsworth was an 
atheist, but fascinated by faiths and seemingly, a very devout Catholic. Hardly any days 
passed she did not attend mass at least once. Our conversations often covered 



philosophical subjects, from her heroes, Marcus Aurelius, Camus and Sartre, to the 
Bible. She always impressed upon me the influence of her Catholic childhood, that 
despite possessing a brilliant, skeptical mind, she could never tear herself away from 
the rituals.

!

Dr. Ellsworth in drag, Seaside, Oregon, mid ʻ60s

!
! I took care of my professor until February 16th, 2002, when she died from a heart 
attack in front of forty students preparing to attend a Mt. St. Helens lecture tour. It was 
exactly the way she would have wanted to go. Shocking, unforgettable...and in the 
course of duty. My memoir about our years together is the best monument I can offer 
her, an individual who taught me so much more than any traditional college education 
could. I only hope she would have enjoyed how I chose to share the stories about her 
multiple lives.
!
!


