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The life and career of Judge Florence El-

linwood Allen is inspiring on many fronts.

Born in Salt Lake City, Utah, on March 

23, 1884, Judge Allen showed a high level of 

intellect at an early age.1 Her father served as a con-

gressman after Utah became a state in 1896; and her 

mother served in a number of organizations, including 

the Congress of Mothers and the State Federation of 

Women’s Clubs.2 

After graduating from Western Reserve University 

(now Case Western Reserve University) in 1904 in 

Cleveland, Judge Allen spent two years in Germany 

studying piano with the hope of becoming a profes-

sional pianist. That dream was dashed after a nerve 

injury.3 Undaunted, Judge Allen chose a different path 

in life.

After returning to Cleveland, Judge Allen began 

teaching at the Laurel School while also attending class-

es at Western Reserve, graduating with a master’s de-

gree in political science and constitutional law.4 Because 

of Western Reserve’s refusal to admit women into its 

law program, Judge Allen chose to attend the Universi-

ty of Chicago Law Department in 1909.5 Although she 

entered as the only woman in her class, by the end of 

the 1909 school term, Judge Allen was second academi-

cally out of all the students in her class.6 

Ultimately, Judge Allen graduated from New York 

University School of Law in 1913.7 Having returned to 

Cleveland to begin a law practice, Judge Allen found 

her new goal challenged by, once again, her status as a 

female in early 20th century America: law firms would 

not hire her because she was a woman.8 Judge Allen 

persisted and fought discrimination. After starting her 

own solo legal practice, Judge Allen ultimately earned 

enough respect to be appointed as an assistant prose-

cutor of Cuyahoga County in 1919.9 

At that time, women did not have the right to 

vote.10 That changed in 1920, when the 19th Amend-

ment to the Constitution was ratified.11 The same 

year, Judge Allen achieved a stunning victory with 

her election to her first judicial position, judge of the 

Cuyahoga County Court of Common Pleas.12 

By 1921, Judge Allen had, in the span 

of seven years: (1) graduated from law school before 

women were guaranteed the right to vote in America, 

(2) opened her own law practice in Cleveland, (3) been 

appointed as an assistant Cuyahoga County prosecutor, 

and (4) been elected as a judge.13 But Judge Allen’s rise 

to prominence as a female jurist would not end there: 

in 1922, she was elected to the Ohio Supreme Court, 

becoming not only the first woman to serve on the High 

Court, but also the first woman to serve on any state 

supreme court in the United States.14 

While these accomplishments would make any 

lawyer feel as if his or her life had been a success, 

Judge Allen’s life’s work remained unfinished.15 In 

1934, President Franklin D. Roosevelt nominated 

Judge Allen to serve as a judge on the U.S. Court of 

Appeals for the Sixth Circuit, making her the first 

female Article III judge in American history.16 Many 

judges on the Sixth Circuit were not quick to con-

gratulate Judge Allen, let alone accept her as a fellow 

circuit judge. Judge Allen often ate lunch alone while 

her male colleagues had lunch at a local restaurant 

that did not permit women.17
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Judge Allen held her circuit judgeship for 25 years, finally retiring 

in 1959, but not before writing many successful books on the law and 

gaining attention as a possible nominee for the U.S. Supreme Court 

numerous times.18 
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a passing car. As a result, the prosecution confessed error, Souter’s 

conviction was vacated, and he was unconditionally released after 13 

years of wrongful imprisonment.10

In many ways, Souter v. Jones captures Judge Moore’s essence: 

careful attention to detail in order to get the correct result. As an-

other of her former clerks explains, the judge is “both intellectually 

rigorous and incredibly collegial.” She “absorbs information in a way 

that allows her to grasp the issues” and welcomes “frequent back and 

forth to make sure that she gets to the right conclusion.” 
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