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T here is a newly formed 
group of women in Bedford 
County—a group with the 

purpose to educate, and inform adults 
and children about the amazing 
struggle for the 1920 ratification 
of the 19th amendment, giving 
women the right to vote. Women 
and men throughout the United 
States are planning celebrations to 
mark the 100th anniversary of this 
momentous amendment. This local 
non-partisan group is comprised 
of representatives from women’s 
organizations throughout Bedford 
county. The women have named the 
group The Justice Belles; and they 
strive to recognize and memorialize 
the contributions of key women in 
Bedford County. 

Why did they choose  
the name Justice Belles?

In 1915 women all across the 
United States were fighting for the 
right to cast votes in an election. In 
Pennsylvania, the Women’s Suffrage 
Association had 70,000 members, one 
of whom was Katherine Wentworth 
Ruschenberger of Chester County. 
She led the action to commission a 
close replica of the Liberty Bell, cast 
by the Meneeley Bell Company, of 
Troy New York. Cast in bronze and 
without a crack, the bell’s clapper was 
chained, preventing it from ringing, 
symbolizing the silence of women 
who did not have the vote. Riding on 
the back of a flatbed truck, the bell 
traveled 5,000 miles in three months, 
crossing Pennsylvania and arriving 
in Bedford County on August 3, 1915. 
Women across the commonwealth 
carried signs, wore banners and made 
speeches using the bell as a symbol 
for their cause. In town after town, 
crowds gathered to see the spectacle 
amid great fanfare. Despite this 
effort, the Pennsylvania referendum 

allowing women to vote 
failed in 1915, but was 
finally ratified on June 
24, 1919. After a year of 
referendums across the 
United States, the last 
state of the required 
three-fourth states 
ratified on August 18, 
1920. Finally, on August 
26, 1920, United States 
Secretary of State 
Bainbridge Colby certified 
the 19th amendment to 
the constitution and 
women going to the 
voting polls became a 
reality. In the election of 
1920, 50 million female 
United States citizens were afforded 
the right to cast votes. In celebration, 
the clapper of the Justice Bell was 
finally unchained and it was rung on 
the steps of Independence Hall in 
August of that year, chiming 48 rings—
one for every state in the union. 

After ratification, the Justice Bell 
landed in Katherine Ruschenberger’s 
backyard after the Pennsylvania state 
legislature denied a request for it to 
remain in Philadelphia. Ruschenberger 
deeded it to the Washington Memorial 
Chapel at Valley Forge in 1943. After 
sitting in a chicken-wire cage in the 
woods for 50 years, in 1993 the new 
rector of the chapel enlisted the 
Pennsylvania League of Women Voters 
and the Daughters of the American 
Revolution to raise money for proper 
display. 

The Justice Bell is now on permanent 
display at in the carillon rotunda in the 
Washington Memorial Chapel, Valley 
Forge Pennsylvania. This is located 
in the National Patriots Tower, where 
it shares a space with a wonderful 
collection of 1,400 porcelain, glass and 
metal miniature bells. Celebrations 
of the 100th anniversary of the 19th 
amendment are planned for August 
2020 as the bell will be rung and will 
travel again to Philadelphia. 

The Justice Belles of Bedford County 

are so named to honor the bell and 
its historic significance,  proud of 
the role Pennsylvanians and Bedford 
County residents played in women’s 
suffrage. The group is striving to set 
the stage commemorating the 100th 
anniversary by planning events and 
celebrations throughout the county. A 
float, modeled after suffragist floats, 
and featuring local women dressed in 
period costumes will appear in local 
Bedford County parades. Programs 
and interactive activities will be 
offered to children of the county, 
featuring a book written by Doreen 
Rappaport, entitled, “Elizabeth Started 
All the Trouble”, which offers the 
stories of many women, including 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton who were 
involved in the quest for the right 
to vote. Older students can gain 
appreciation for the symbolism of 
the Justice Bell and the struggle and 
suffering women and men experienced 
from people who disagreed with 
their views. Justice Belle members 
will encourage voter registration, 
by having forms available at public 
events. A movie series is planned—
offering free viewing and discussion of 
movies providing dramatic and historic 
depictions of the struggle for the right 
to vote. A celebration, culminating a 
year of remembrance and activities 
will take place in Bedford in August of 
2020. A family friendly event, this will 
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Louise Hall speaking from the back of the vehicle 
holding the Liberty Bell and a “Votes for Women” 
banner during a suffrage campaign stop in 
Pennsylvania, 1915. 



include education, food, music and fun to 
cap off the Bedford County recognition 
of the 19th amendment. As a final tribute 
to the women of Bedford County, a piece 
of art will be created with the likenesses 
of key women from the past or present. 
Nominations for women worthy of 
inclusion in this tribute will be accepted 
in the near future. Social media sources 
will be created soon to allow access 
to dates and times for all scheduled 
activities. Every activity planned will 
be both fun and educational, offering 
opportunities for personal growth. 

This exciting project is accepting 
donations through the Community 
Foundation for the Alleghenies at 
https://cfalleghenies.org/cfa-funds/
justice-belles-of-bedford-county-fund/

All gifts are tax deductible and will 
be publically recognized by the Justice 
Belles.

This group of women, these Justice 
Belles, recognize the history of the 
struggle and the triumph of women 
obtaining the right to vote. They 
recognize, promote and honor the 
privilege of the right to vote. And they 
celebrate accomplishments of women, 
past and present with joy and respect.  

Tax-deductible donations are being accepted through the Community Foundation for the Alleghenies  
at www.cfalleghenies.org. Find “Justice Belles of Bedford County” in the drop-down menu. 

By an act of Congress, the Women’s Suffrage 
Centennial Commission was established 
to ensure observance of the centennial of 
the passage and ratification of the 19th 
amendment to the Constitution of the United 
States, giving women the right to vote. The 
Justice Belles of Bedford County, a local 
nonpartisan organization, was formed to 
recognize this momentous milestone. 

Be part of the 2020 celebration throughout the year! Watch for details.

For more information about the project or to become involved with one of the planning 
committees, contact Deb Baughman at 814-635-7284 or e-mail JusticeBelles2020@gmail.com

• Free film series
• “Let Freedom Ring” Festival
• School and community educational activities

• Tribute to the women of Bedford County
• Bedford County Historical Society events
• Participation in county parades

www.justicebelles.com

New York, ca. 1917. Photograph. 
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(Left) Three suffragists casting 
votes in New York City?.

Library of Congress, Prints & Pho-
tographs Division, [reproduction 
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(Above) Women’s suffragists look 
on as the Justice Bell is cast at 
Meneely Bell Foundry, Troy, New 
York, 1915.


