
Belva Lockwood
From Log Cabin to the 

Supreme Court 



Belva Ann Bennett
Born October 24, 1830 in a log cabin on 

present-day Griswold Road in Royalton, NY. 

In 1848, she married Uriah McNall and had 

a daughter, Lura, in 1849. 

Near this spot stood the log cabin birthplace of 

Belva A Bennett 1830 – 1917.  As Belva Lockwood, 

she became the first woman to practice law before 

the Supreme Court.  She was also the first woman 

to run for the office of President of the United States 

in 1884 and 1888.

Town of Royalton



Gasport Academy

After her husband died in an 

accident, Belva enrolled as a 

student in the Gasport Academy 

to brush up on her education 

and teaching skills in order to 

support herself and her daughter 

Lura working as teacher in a 

local school district.Located on Gasport Road, it is now an 

apartment building



This is now Elim Bible Institute & College in Lima, NY

Genesee Wesleyan Seminary
In 1854, Belva McNall 

enrolled at the Genesee 

Wesleyan Seminary in 

the Scientific Course 

(usually reserved for 

men) to obtain a 

teaching degree. 

She was criticized 

for leaving Lura with 

her family to pursue 

her education. She 

graduated in 1857.



Union School

The Lockport Union School was 

opened in 1847 and became one of 

the first tuition free high schools in 

the United States.  It was located 

on Chestnut Street and was torn 

down in the 1950s.

Belva McNall became Principal of the 

Girls’ Department at the Union School 

in 1857 and remained for four years.  

She added public speaking and 

gymnastics to the girls’ curriculum.  This 

photo was taken a few years after 

Belva left the school. 



This is the building that burned down 

while Belva McNall was teaching there 

in August 1861

A new school was built and opened 

in 1862. Belva left later that year.  

Images courtesy of  Cindy Amrhein, Wyoming 

County Historian

Oversaw Two Female Seminaries

Belva McNall operated two Female 

Seminaries between 1860 and 1865. 

The first was in Gainesville in Wyoming 

County; the second in Owego in Tioga 

County. Both are gone now. 



Owego Female Seminary

Historic marker on former site of 

the Owego Female Seminary

Photos courtesy of  the Tioga County Historical Society

Owego Female Seminary

Belva took a job as principal of the Owego Female Seminary. This marker is 

located at the site of the Owego Seminary.    



Washington, D.C. 1860s

In 1866, Belva moved to Washington, DC where she and Lura rented the 

Union League Hall.  They opened a school, McNall’s Ladies’ Seminary and 

also rented out rooms for lecturers.   Belva married Dr. Ezekiel Lockwood and 

began studying law at National University.



The Supreme Court

The unfinished Capitol in the 1860s 

where the Supreme Court Chambers 

(left) were located from 1860 to 1935.

In 1879, after five 

years of petitioning, 

Belva Lockwood 

became the first 

woman to argue a 

case in the U.S. 

Supreme Court.



Lady Lawyer in Washington

Belva Lockwood “opened the door” to the 

Supreme Court for other women lawyers as 

well as African-American attorneys.  In the 

image below she is introducing Samuel Lowrey, 

the first black lawyer to argue a case in the U.S. 

Supreme Court in 1880.  



Belva Gets 

Around 

Washington in 

Her Own Style
Belva Lockwood was derided for 

using this tricycle to get around 

Washington, D.C. She found it to 

be faster than walking and healthier 

than taking a carriage or omnibus. 

She was criticized for being 

unfeminine and immodest because 

she was bloomers when she rode 

her trike. Belva did not let her critics 

influence her and she continued to 

ride her tricycle around the city. 



Presidential Candidate

In 1884, and then again in 1888, Belva Lockwood ran for 

President on the Equal Rights Party ticket.

Above left is a handbill announcing Belva’s nomination 

in 1884.  Above right is another piece of campaign 

literature.  The ballot box was used in California and 

came down through the Stow family.  

Photos of ballot and ballot box courtesy of the Collection of the Oakland Museum of 

California. Gift of Mrs. S. Gertrude Smyth.



Political Cartoons

Newspapers continually mocked Belva Lockwood 

for running for president. With few exceptions, most 

men dismissed her as a radical who stirred up 

domestic discord or that she was mentally ill.  



1884 Presidential Race

Grover Cleveland

Democratic Candidate

4,914,482 popular votes

219 electoral votes

48.9% 

James G. Blaine

Republican Candidate

4,856,905 popular votes

182 electoral votes

48.3%

Belva Lockwood

Equal Rights Party 

candidate

4,194 popular votes

0 electoral votes  



The Later Years

Belva Lockwood died on 

May 20, 1917, three 

years before the 19th 

amendment was passed.  

She is buried in 

Congressional Cemetery 

in Washington DC. 

Belva’s final years were spent 

continuing her law practice, 

speaking out for women’s 

suffrage and representing the 

U.S. at the International 

Peace Conferences from 

1886 to 1911.
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