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     Introduction: The making of a nurse, 
writer, and activist         

 In a 1951 alumni survey Ellen Newbold La Motte, a 1902 graduate 
of the Johns Hopkins Training School for Nurses, provided this 
succinct response to the request that she evaluate her impressions 
and experiences as a student nurse:  “Nothing to evaluate. Did not 
like it.”  1   In response to a second question, her assessment of her time 
as a graduate nurse was even terser:  “Ditto.”  2   By the time La Motte 
completed the survey she had long ago left  nursing behind and had 
forged an independent life for herself during which she amassed 
myriad exceptional professional and personal experiences:  in 1915 
she waited out a zeppelin raid in a stairwell in Paris with Gertrude 
Stein and Picasso; she served as a nurse on the Western Front two 
years before the United States entered the war; the British Foreign 
Offi  ce suspected her of being a spy in 1916; she was a member of the 
Heterodoxy Club, a group of radical women who met in Greenwich 
Village; and in the 1930s she had tea at the White House with Eleanor 
Roosevelt and witnessed the coronation of Emperor Haile Selassie in 
Ethiopia. La Motte’s curiosity and need for new intellectual challenges 
led to extremely diverse professional successes, driving her to build a 
career as a nurse, writer, and activist over three decades. 

 Her abilities as a writer advanced her career, enabling her to partici-
pate in local, regional, national, and international conversations with 
other professionals and casual readers about tuberculosis, women’s 
suff rage, World War One, and the opium trade. Over the course of her 
life, she published seven books:  Th e Tuberculosis Nurse  (1914), a text-
book for nurses, particularly those working with tuberculosis patients 
in large cities;  Th e Backwash of War  (1916), a collection of sketches 
about nursing on the Western Front in Belgium in 1915 and 1916; 
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and fi ve others that include short stories, narratives about her travels, 
and expos é s of the devastating eff ects of the opium trade. She was 
also the author of many articles and stories published in newspapers, 
medical journals, publications dedicated to philanthropy and reform, 
and magazines with a broad national readership like the  Nation , the 
 Century Magazine ,  Harper’s , and the  Atlantic Monthly . 

 Th e range of these publications is a testament to the ever- changing 
interests La Motte nurtured during the fi rst three decades of the twen-
tieth century. While La Motte’s claim that she liked nothing about her 
training and employment as a nurse rings true, an examination of the 
development of her working life reveals that nursing allowed her to 

 Figure 1      Portrait of La Motte, undated, probably 1920s  
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hone her skills as a researcher, a writer, an executive, and an activist 
while engaging with crusades focused on public health issues and 
political rights for women. Like many women of her period La Motte 
found her way into the public eye through participation in “caring 
causes,” shaping her professional self by speaking, writing, and advo-
cating on behalf of others while using what she learned to build a 
career and an independent existence for herself. In 1928, thirty years 
aft er her initial application to Johns Hopkins, her nursing colleagues 
paid tribute to those three decades of research, writing, speaking, and 
service when she appeared on the cover of  Trained Nurse and Hospital 
Review . Th ey described her as a “world traveler, author, international 
authority on the opium traffi  c” who “made valued contributions” to 
“tremendous problems– social justice, health, war, opium.”  3   

 Th e article also says she was from “a family that had achieved 
widely in the arts” from whom she had “inherited broad vision and 
intuitive artistic feeling.”  4   Scant information about the milieu in 
which she was raised, including whether it was creative or restrictive, 
is available although enough facts can be assembled to fl esh out the 
bare bones of her life until she found her voice in 1901 and began her 
publishing career. Ellen Newbold La Motte was born in Louisville, 
Kentucky in 1873 and was brought up in Kentucky and Virginia 
by her parents, transplants from Pennsylvania and Delaware.  5   Her 
father, Ferdinand Lammot,  6   or Ferd as he was known to his family, 
grew up in a house plagued by illness and death, as many did in the 
mid- nineteenth century. His older brother, Allen, died of unidentifi ed 
causes in 1845 at the age of two when Lammot was less than a year 
old.  7   His death was followed by that of Lammot’s father, also named 
Ferdinand Fairfax Lammot, who died of “consumption” in 1849 at 
the age of forty, having struggled with the disease for fi ve years.  8   His 
mother, Marietta Morse Allen, died of consumption a year and a half 
later at the age of thirty- seven. Lammot, and his sister, Margaretta 
Elizabeth La Motte, were orphaned by the time he was fi ve and left  to 
the care of his father’s sister, Mary Augusta Lammot Hounsfi eld, in 
the Wilmington, Delaware area. Another aunt, Margaretta Elizabeth 
Lammot du Pont, had married Alfred V. du Pont in 1824. With the 
growing gunpowder business and other enterprises, the du Pont 
family was an important resource for Lammot as he sought career 
options outside Delaware. Lammot’s grandfather, Daniel Lammot, 
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father of Mary and Margaretta, was involved in manufacturing in 
southeastern Pennsylvania and was a business associate and friend 
of the du Ponts, indicating that the ties between the Lammots and 
du Ponts were long- standing.  9   Lammot took advantage of those ties, 
and in fall 1865 wrote to his cousin, Alfred Victor du Pont, asking for 
some kind of position “in a house in the West.”  10   

 Th is network between the two families served Lammot well, even-
tually landing him in the paper business with the du Ponts and Edgar 
Hounsfi eld, Mary Augusta’s son, in Louisville. Shortly aft er Lammot’s 
arrival in Louisville, Bidermann du Pont, Margaretta’s son, reported 
in a letter to his mother that he was “much pleased” with the young 
man and was certain that “henceforth he can take care of himself.”  11   
Th e degree to which Lammot lived up to Bidermann du Pont’s 
expectations is not entirely clear. In 1872, he married Ellen Newbold, 
daughter of Richard Smith Newbold, a Philadelphia businessman, 
and Ellen Da Costa, originally born in the West Indies.  12   Records 
show Lammot and his wife moving frequently in Louisville, perhaps 
for fi nancial reasons or perhaps to accommodate the births of their 
three children.  13   Eventually the family left  Louisville because Lammot 
experienced business problems, spending some time in Little Falls, 
Minnesota before settling in New York State in the early 1890s, where 
Lammot and his son went into business manufacturing boxes until 
they eventually moved to Wilmington in 1910. Lammot returned to 
the scene of his childhood, where he would live out the last seven 
years of his life in close proximity to his du Pont cousins and where 
his son would begin working for the du Pont Corporation in 1909. 

 In 1890, around the time her family left  Louisville for Little 
Falls, a “Nellie La Motte” graduated from the Arlington Institute in 
Alexandria, Virginia, a private school for girls headed up by long- time 
educators, members of the Powell family, with distinction in English 
literature, physiology, mythology, ancient history, natural philosophy, 
and algebra.  14   It is probable that this is Ellen N.  La Motte– she was 
called Nellie by members of her family and a profi le of her from the 
1950s states that she “attended fashionable Miss Rebecca Powell’s 
school in Arlington, Va.”  15   However, in her application to Johns 
Hopkins she explained that she fi nished her formal education at Miss 
Anable’s Boarding and Day School in Philadelphia, an establishment 
that other women in the du Pont family attended and one that off ered 
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a curriculum similar to that of the Powell school. Aft er she completed 
her studies, wherever she did so, she moved to the Brandywine Valley 
in Delaware to live with her cousin Alfred I. du Pont and his fi rst wife 
until her departure for nursing school in the late 1890s.  16   Th is envir-
onment would serve as La Motte’s social center. Th e earliest known 
photo of La Motte shows her with a group of other women dressed in 
costume for the Dance of Nations, in which she represented Russia, 
performed as part of a week- long charity event that raised money for 
a Delaware hospital (see Figure 2).  17   Several of the other women in the 
photograph are du Ponts and the rest are “society belles” who presum-
ably served as her social network.  18      

 Du Pont himself, however, was probably the most important 
connection she had: he came to assume the role of her father in her 
life despite the fact that her own father was alive at this time, and she 
was his favorite cousin according to one of his biographers and his 
third wife, Jesse Ball du Pont.  19   In the earliest surviving letter from La 

 Figure 2      “Photograph of Women in Various National Costumes,” 1898  
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Motte to du Pont, she opens with “Dearest Father”  20   and thanks him 
for sending her money to help defray the costs of an appendectomy 
she had undergone during the summer.  21   He was, according to her 
estimation, a “wonderful friend” and a “dear old man.”  22   In this one 
brief letter she communicates the myriad roles he played in her life, 
explaining to him that her fi nances were in dire condition because 
someone had forged a check she had written, adding an extra hun-
dred dollars to the sum, which resulted in La Motte being overdrawn 
at the bank. La Motte also described her eff orts to help Anna Herkner, 
then the assistant to the chief of the Maryland Bureau of Statistics.  23   
Herkner was under attack from male critics who “hate being under a 
woman” and La Motte was involved in trying to help her to save her 
position by calling on people with political sway in the region.  24   She 
wistfully wrote to du Pont, “[I]  only wish you were in this country so 
that we could get you to help us out.”  25   It was clearly important to La 
Motte to communicate to her cousin that he was a signifi cant resource 
for her economically, personally, and professionally. He responded to 
all of her concerns, sending her a check to replace the stolen money 
with a word of encouragement to avoid pursuing the person who 
forged her check and advising her on how to handle the governor of 
Maryland, “a man of … high standards” in du Pont’s assessment, in 
order to help Herkner.  26   

 Th e rest of La Motte’s correspondence with du Pont, as preserved 
in the Alfred I.  du Pont Papers at Washington and Lee University, 
Lexington, VA, spans two decades and reveals that she continued 
to enjoy an aff ectionate relationship with him and oft en sought his 
advice on fi nancial and automotive matters and delved into politics 
in their exchanges. In turn, he relished doling out advice on these 
topics as well as on other subjects on which she had not solicited his 
input such as healthy eating and drinking habits and why she should 
return to live in the United States when she made London her home 
in the 1920s. He also cheered on her successes and praised her work 
ethic, undoubtedly the reason he sent her a stipend or some kind of 
fi nancial support for more than twenty years. He believed that she 
had “never had anything but adversity” but weathered her diffi  culties 
without complaint.  27   

 Du Pont’s reference could be to her constant engagement with 
political causes and the resistance and backlash she experienced as 
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a result of her speeches and writing, but the comment feels more 
connected to her personally. Unfortunately, his letters do not elab-
orate on the sources of hardship in her life. An article published in 
 Harper’s Magazine , “Th e Christmas Boat,” off ers a tantalizing glimpse 
of La Motte uncharacteristically in a personal and refl ective mode. 
Th e article documents her journey across the North Atlantic in mid- 
December on a cargo boat, having decided that there was no reason to 
take “a crack liner, the biggest afl oat” aft er feeling “the spirit of adven-
ture stirring.”  28   Th e little boat encounters a terrible storm that lasts for 
days; one night she fi nally falls asleep in rough seas and has a dream

  in which a friend said, “Yes, I know all about it.” 
 “All about me? All about the things that hurt?” 
 “Yes. All. Everything.” 
 “About how fearfully frightened I  am? About how I  try to keep up 

appearances and to pretend? I’ve been pretending so long– I’m so tired of 
pretending.” 

 Th en in my dream I became aware of everything that had ever hurt me 
in my whole life– every incident, great and small, that had brought pain, 
humiliation, disappointment. Just everything, a whole vast piling up of all 
the whole pain of a lifetime, the hurt of things forgotten, put away, lived 
down, a vast, cumulative mass of pain, not piecemeal, but the whole of it 
piled together. And under the overwhelming agony of this I woke.  29     

 Upon awakening, she feels “amazingly comforted” and tells herself, 
“Th at’s my life … All that pain, hidden away and covered up and 
pushed into the background– all there, intensely acute. Unforgotten. 
And that is what I have been living with all these years.”  30   La Motte 
rarely shared her intimate feelings and this scene off ers an unusually 
raw, introspective look at the pain and frustrations that marked her 
life without off ering any details about their origin, consequences, or 
her methods for coping with them. 

 One source of confl ict and frustration is revealed in her 1898 appli-
cation to the Johns Hopkins Training School for Nurses, in which 
she discloses that her family was opposed to her attending,  31   and it 
is unclear if her determining to do so had long- term eff ects on her 
relationship with them or whether the family that she says was upset 
included her parents with whom she had not lived since the early 
1890s or her stand- in father, her cousin. Perhaps her insistence on 
becoming a nurse meant she had to support herself fi nancially, and 
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six years into her career when she was working for the Instructive 
Visiting Nurse Association in Baltimore, she was, according to her 
cousin, “hard put for money at times” and dependent on the “small 
sums” generated by a bond that another cousin was responsible for 
sending her.  32   Although she enjoyed a life full of travel and luxury 
when hosted by her wealthy cousins and friends, she lived mod-
estly when on her own and worried frequently about making ends 
meet.  33   Her hope to become a full- time writer could not come to 
fruition until du Pont began giving her a stipend so she could leave 
her nursing position in 1913 and the modicum of fi nancial stability 
it aff orded her. Even then, her friendly competition with Gertrude 
Stein, as recorded in their correspondence, shows that earning money 
to support herself was a constant struggle even in her most productive 
and lucrative decade, the 1920s.  34   It was not until she was in her sixties 
that she bought her fi rst house and lived with fewer worries about 
her fi nances. Ultimately, through her earnings, money earned on 
investments she made with her own funds or those given to her by 
her relatives, and money she inherited, she died with almost half a 
million dollars in assets.  35   

 She was fi ercely independent and may have chosen to support 
herself to guarantee the freedom she could never have if she were 
dependent on others. Although she was recognized as a “socialite” 
by the Philadelphia and Wilmington papers when she was in her 
twenties,  36   she either could not fi nd a husband via the many social 
gatherings she would have been invited to or had determined she 
did not want a husband, the latter the more likely scenario. When 
she discovered she was attracted to other women and how she 
constructed and understood her sexuality cannot be said. Evidence 
that she had great passion for women only survived through the 
strangest turning of fate. In 2016, sixteen letters were donated to the 
Alan Mason Chesney Medical Archives of the Johns Hopkins Medical 
Institutions aft er they were discovered with a larger trove of letters 
in a goat shed in the outskirts of Berlin, Germany and donated by a 
descendant of the recipient, Amy Wesselhoeft  von Erdberg.  37   Th ese 
letters are the only time that La Motte expresses in her own words her 
love for a woman. 

 In two letters, La Motte is shockingly honest about her feelings 
for Louise, who is only identifi ed by her fi rst name. Putting such 
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sentiments in written form no matter how trustworthy the recipient 
was a risk for La Motte. At the time, in 1911, she was an executive 
with the Baltimore Health Department, the fi rst woman to hold such 
a position, and a person of note in the Baltimore community because 
of her lecturing on the subject of tuberculosis and her participation 
in the suff rage movement– both of which had resulted in her being 
mentioned on many occasions in the local papers. She was putting her 
professional life in peril and her relationships with her family at stake 
by expressing her intense passion for Louise in a way that could easily 
have been shared with others. Clearly, she trusted Wesselhoeft  von 
Erdberg completely and was at a point in her life when she was willing 
to take enormous chances for the person she loved. Unfortunately, 
Louise was not ready to risk bringing shame to her family and being 
cut off  by them: she rejected La Motte’s entreaties to leave with her for 
Europe, where they could start life anew.  38   

 Two years later, La Motte left  for Europe, where she set out to make 
a life for herself without Louise. By January 1915, she was on very 
familiar terms with Emily Rockwell Crane Chadbourne, whom she 
called E. C., an abbreviation that in the context of her diary from that 
year is a sign of familiarity.  39   Th ere is no indication of how the two 
women met, but it was very likely at Stein’s.  40   Chadbourne was the 
daughter of the wealthy Chicago- based industrialist Richard Teller 
Crane, who made a fortune manufacturing plumbing supplies. She 
married Th omas L. Chadbourne, a lawyer, in 1896 and they divorced 
nine years later aft er she charged him with desertion.  41   When she fi led 
for divorce, she was already living abroad in Europe, where she still 
was in 1913 when La Motte moved to London, then Paris. Chadbourne 
was an art collector who purchased modern works by Matisse and 
C é zanne, amongst others, that she later donated to various museums, 
most generously to the Chicago Art Institute in the 1920s. She was 
also an avid collector of decorative arts that made their way to these 
same museums.  42   

 Chadbourne’s niece, Margaret C.- L. Gildea, a psychiatrist, in 1978, 
fi ft een years aft er the death of her aunt, sent the Chicago Historical 
Society an account of Chadbourne’s life to accompany the donation 
of a trove of papers related to Chadbourne and the Crane Company. 
In it, she describes Chadbourne as being “unprepared for matrimony” 
and “no good at wifely duties.”  43   Th e couple never had children, 
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although Th omas Chadbourne would later have a son with his second 
wife, all of which implies that she may have resisted intimacy with 
her husband. Aft er the divorce, she never remarried and maintained 
a relationship with La Motte from probably 1913 or 1914 until La 
Motte’s death in 1961. What they meant to each other is diffi  cult to 
assess since they left  no letters between them to reveal the content and 
nature of their correspondence when they were separated, which they 
oft en were as they lived in diff erent homes, usually located in close 
proximity, and went on trips without each other. In her correspond-
ence with her cousin, La Motte maintained a formality about “Mrs. 
Chadbourne,” as she and du Pont frequently referred to her, that is 
absent in her communication with Stein and Toklas. For example, in 
one letter to Toklas, La Motte tells her that “Em was awfully sick … 
and I was terribly worried” and “nearly distracted” by fear she might 
not recover, expressing a sense of urgency about her health that would 
have been surprising in letters to her cousin.  44   

 Stein and Toklas, as Macleod writes, “were magnets for American 
women who went abroad to reformulate themselves in the fi rst 
decades of the twentieth century.”  45   Like many others, La Motte 
admired Stein’s intellectual and artistic abilities and saw her as a 
person who, like her du Pont cousin, was a good source of advice 
when she had a big decision to make, for example, about whether to 
go to Serbia in 1915.  46   In the 1910s, in the few letters and postcards 
that survive, La Motte refers to her as “Miss Stein” but in the 1920s she 
had switched to “Dear Gertrude,” a more familiar mode of address 
that Chadbourne adopted around the same time as well, refl ecting an 
evolution in the nature of the women’s friendship. Macleod comments 
that Stein and Toklas were also models in particular for women who 
“wanted to liberate their sexuality. Especially aft er 1914, when [Stein] 
began to live openly in a lesbian relationship with Alice B. Toklas.”  47   
La Motte undoubtedly would have found Stein’s ability to have the 
kind of relationship she had ardently wished for with Louise some-
thing to admire. She did not, however, engage in a similarly open rela-
tionship with Chadbourne, who was raised in a religious family and 
was presumably unwilling to expose her relationship with La Motte in 
a direct way, something they must have come to terms with together 
given they enjoyed the next fi ft y years in a consistent and from all 
available signs mutually benefi cial relationship. 
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 Whereas La Motte, as expressed in the letters to Wesselhoeft  von 
Erdberg, forthrightly identifi ed her passionate love for Louise and 
understood the risks associated with declaring that love, it is unclear 
if she experienced the same intense desire for Chadbourne. It is also 
unknown how Chadbourne conceptualized her feelings for La Motte, 
though it is evident that she leaned on her to take care of things like 
packing up her apartments and scouting places for her to live and 
later in life giving her fi nancial advice. Whether they defi ned their 
relationship as lesbian is something that will probably never be 
determined. Smith- Rosenberg has analyzed how “nineteenth- century 
American society did not taboo close female relationships but rather 
recognized them as a socially viable form of human contact– and, as 
such, acceptable throughout a woman’s life.”  48   Born in the early 1870s, 
Chadbourne and La Motte would have been socialized in environ-
ments in which close female relationships were important parts of the 
middle-  and upper- class lives they led, and which had more latitude 
in terms of physical and emotional closeness.  49   It was, for example, 
typical for girls to share a bed and exchange embraces without cen-
sure.  50   La Motte used terms of endearment, such as “my precious 
Amy”, in her letters to Wesselhoeft  von Erdberg and talked about a 
“honeymoon” they were supposed to take, using language that crosses 
over into territory that would now be viewed as romantic. In an essay 
refl ecting on the process of writing a biography of Molly Dewson 
and contextualizing her relationship with her companion of many 
years, Polly Porter, Susan Ware deliberates “to what extent the label 
‘lesbianism’ is appropriate for understanding the Porter– Dewson 
relationship,” a question that applies equally to that of La Motte and 
Chadbourne.  51   Th ey left  no letters testifying to their feelings for each 
other, and without that evidence it is impossible to say whether they 
shared intimacy beyond the emotional. Ware’s conclusion that know-
ledge of whether Porter and Dewson were physically intimate is not 
“necessarily central to our understanding of their relationship” is also 
applicable to La Motte and Chadbourne.  52   Th e two were bonded in 
essential ways and functioned much like a married couple, albeit one 
that took up separate residences. 

 La Motte certainly depended on close female friendships and is 
part of the group of women Ware says “built their emotional lives 
around other women rather than men.”  53   She explains, in a statement 
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that fully applies to La Motte, that “the participation of many women 
in public life in the early twentieth century was characterized by a 
similar congruence between informal friendships and public activism. 
Th e key instruments were networks that brought together reformers, 
political activists, and traditional women’s organizations on issues 
of common concern. Th ese networks maximized women’s infl uence 
and off ered a powerful tool with which to infl uence public policy.”  54   
La Motte had close relationships with women that encompassed the 
personal and professional, including with nurse Carolyn Conant van 
Blarcom, a 1901 Johns Hopkins graduate. Th ey were supervising 
nurses at Johns Hopkins at the same time and then two years later 
worked together in St. Louis for a year. Presumably, they had a good 
friendship in order for La Motte to take up residence and a position in 
a new city. La Motte returned to Baltimore to work with Mary E. Lent, 
an 1895 graduate of Johns Hopkins and the head of the Instructive 
Visiting Nurse Association of Baltimore. Th e two were collaborators, 
co- presenting and publishing on the best methods, seen as controver-
sial by other practitioners, of combating tuberculosis. Th ey shared a 
strong commitment to advocating for the vote for women and trav-
eled to Europe together. Th eir relationship probably transcended 
friendship, as La Motte suggests in a letter to Wesselhoeft  von Erdberg 
when she refers to her relationship with “Mary.”  55   For La Motte, the 
boundaries between personal and professional and romantic love and 
friendship may have been porous. 

 However La Motte and these women intersected, their relationships 
were important to her intellectual growth, allowing her to test, further, 
and prove her ideas and interests alongside and sometimes in confl ict 
with the women. Nursing, at the time an all- female world, helped her 
to form relationships that bridged nursing and suff rage. Many of the 
women of Johns Hopkins were active in the suff rage campaign and 
were well prepared to take on speaking in public and writing editorials 
in favor of the vote. Th eir nursing careers had readied them to fi nd 
their voices and confi dence, whether it be when speaking on behalf 
of nursing or suff rage, and they relied on their nursing networks to 
promote the suff rage cause, stumping at some of the same meetings 
and combining their eff orts to write for publications like the  New 
Voter , of which Mary Bartlett Dixon, a 1903 Johns Hopkins Training 
School for Nurses graduate and friend of La Motte, was the Associate 
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Editor, with La Motte a contributor representing the Just Government 
League of Maryland. Later, La Motte served as a contributing editor, 
as did Dr. Florence B. Sabin, a graduate of the Johns Hopkins med-
ical school, for  Maryland Suff rage News , of which Edith Houghton 
Hooker, who attended medical school at Johns Hopkins, served as 
Editor- in- Chief. 

 Th ese professional women associated with Johns Hopkins were 
energized by the national and international suff rage movements 
gaining momentum across the globe. In the United States, by 1910 
women had gained the right to vote in a handful of western territories 
and states,  56   inspiring women in the other parts of the country to 
launch their own eff orts. Progress was slow, however, in part because 
of diff ering views regarding the best method by which women could 
win the vote: through a constitutional amendment, the path forward 
favored by the National Woman Suff rage Association, formed in 
1869, or by a state- by- state approach backed by the American Woman 
Suff rage Association, also formed in 1869.  57   Even with the merging 
of the two groups into the National American Woman Suff rage 
Association (NAWSA) in 1890, tensions in the organization remained 
high because of disagreement over which method was the best way 
forward, although NAWSA would eventually, under the leadership of 
President Carrie Chapman Catt, focus on the importance of winning 
state- level suff rage before striving for a federal amendment, and 
from the early 1890s to 1913 the attempt to win a federal amendment 
languished as intense campaigning at the state level was taking 
place across the country,  58   including Maryland, where, from 1909 to 
1913, La Motte was increasingly engaged in the suff rage fi ght, at fi rst 
focusing on winning municipal suff rage, a position she eventually 
disowned.  59   

 La Motte’s interest in suff rage would evolve to include an interest 
in militant tactics, buoyed no doubt by reading about the upsurge in 
such activity via sympathetic publications like the  Woman’s Journal  
aft er Emmeline Pankhurst formed the Women’s Social and Political 
Union (WSPU) in 1903.  60   American activists such as Harriet Stanton 
Blatch, who returned to the United States in 1902 aft er advocating 
for the vote for women during the two decades she lived in England, 
brought new energy to the fi ght and had relationships with militant 
advocates like Pankhurst, sponsoring her speaking tour in the United 



Ellen N. La Motte

14

States in 1909.  61   Th ese visits gave women like La Motte “an oppor-
tunity to honor the suff ragettes, to hear about their methods fi rsthand, 
and to win more attention and support for their own eff orts.”  62   Th ese 
methods incited La Motte’s curiosity, but she also attended lectures 
by English suff ragists who eschewed militant actions, such as Ethel 
Snowden.  63   Ultimately, however, she chose to investigate militancy 
when she took a leave from her nursing position in June 1913 to travel 
to England to investigate their methods. 

 Th e militant movement under the auspices of Emmeline Pankhurst 
and the WSPU had been increasing its use of violent and disruptive 
tactics over 1913, including the launching of an arson campaign in 
January that continued throughout that winter and spring.  64   On June 
4, 1913, suff ragette Emily Wilding Davison threw herself in front of 
King George V’s horse at the Derby in Epsom and died several days 
later on June 8 from injuries incurred as a result of her actions.  65   She 
was treated as a martyr at her death and thousands of suff ragettes 
walked through the streets of London to St. George’s Church before 
her body was sent back to Northumberland for burial.  66   Although 
her actions, which were not sanctioned by the WSPU, did not have 
a long- term political impact on progress toward acquiring the vote, 
they did show that “at least one of their women would give her life 
for the Cause and raised the possibility there were more waiting 
in the wings” and brought increased attention and criticism to the 
movement.  67   La Motte arrived in England at the end of June in time 
for July and August, downtimes for WSPU activities,  68   but attended 
London meetings to gather information to report back in a series of 
articles for the  Sun .  69   

 Th is accumulated experience prepared La Motte to engage fully 
with the anti- opium crusade aft er she witnessed the devastating eff ects 
of the drug while traveling in Asia from the summer of 1916 to that of 
1917. Already well versed in the means and methods of campaigning, 
she immediately set to work publishing articles, books, fi ction and 
non- fi ction, and eventually giving talks intended to mobilize readers 
and listeners to demand that the countries, particularly Great Britain, 
benefi ting from the lax regulation of the opium trade, reform their 
policies. Combating the enormous profi ts reaped by European coun-
tries in the exploitation of colonized people through the laws regu-
lating opium was an almost hopeless cause. Although La Motte’s 
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reputation today rests in large part on her writing about World War 
One, she devoted two decades to the anti- opium crusade and won 
international recognition in the form of the Order for Merit from the 
Japanese Red Cross in 1918 and the Lin Tse Hsu Memorial Medal 
from China in 1930. She wrote more on this topic than any other, 
and engagement with this subject led her to expand her networks to 
encompass politicians and activists in the United States, Europe, and 
Asia as she tried to build alliances to promote the cause. 

 Th e Great Depression curtailed La Motte’s political activism in 
the early 1930s, resulting in her returning to the United States to live 
permanently. She settled in Washington, DC, where she thrived on 
the political scene, investing in real estate in the Georgetown area of 
the city and enjoying her extensive network of friends. Although her 
days of hard campaigning were over and she published her last art-
icle in 1934, she maintained intellectual interests that she fostered by 
keeping herself engaged with her community and her friends. In a 
letter written in 1957, just four years before the end of her life, La 
Motte recounted a meeting with a friend in which they “talked as 
we have never talked before– about death and dying,” leading her to 
observe, “It is sad to see the old lions go down.”  70   An “old lion” herself, 
La Motte was nearing her own death. What she thought about at the 
end of her long and productive life can only be imagined. She surely 
looked upon her decades of writing, speeches, and activism on topics 
as varied as tuberculosis, suff rage, and opium with a sense of pride. 
Born at a time when women were not expected or encouraged to 
participate in public debate about medical and political matters, she 
found her voice and made an imprint in these fi elds, leaving behind 
an impressive record as a nurse, writer, and activist.  
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