
Created amidst the controversy over President John 

Adams’s appointment of the so-called “Midnight Judges,” 

the Courts of the District of Columbia Circuit have been 

transformed and transformative over the two centuries  

of their existence. 

The History of the Courts
of the D.C. Circuit

c o u r t s  o f  t h e  d i s t r i c t  o f  c o l u m b i a  c i r c u i t

The Creation
One year after Congress moved to Washington, D.C., the Federalist-controlled 

Congress passed—and President John Adams signed—the Judiciary Act of 1801. 

The Act reformed the federal judiciary and created the predecessors to today’s 

Courts of the District of Columbia Circuit.

Because of the peculiar nature of the District of Columbia—the seat of the 

federal government, not a State, yet needing all of the services traditionally 

provided by state governments—Congress has repeatedly reorganized the D.C. 

courts, reallocating jurisdiction for federal and local matters between the various 

courts, sometimes unifying the courts, sometimes dividing them.

The Earliest Judges
The first three judges appointed were William Cranch, Thomas Johnson (who 

refused to serve), and James Marshall (brother of Chief Justice John Marshall), in 

1801. Buckner Thruston, a former U.S. Senator, was appointed in 1809, and James 

Morsell joined in 1815. Cranch, Thruston, and Morsell sat together from 1815 until 

Cranch’s retirement in 1855. The three served for a combined 108 years. Cranch 

alone served for 54, including 49 as Chief Judge.

The Courthouses
Although the D.C. Circuit was created in 1801, it had no permanent home until the 

1820s. The judges held court in taverns, hotels, homes, and, when they could, in 

the Supreme Court chamber in the Capitol. In the 1820s, the courts moved to City 

Hall, which housed both the courts and city officials. The courts remained there 

until 1952, when what is now the E. Barrett Prettyman United States Courthouse 

was opened. President Truman boasted that this courthouse would be one of the 

“biggest and finest” in the Nation. 

The federal courts have been organized as follows:

Trial Court

1801–1863	 District Court of the District of Columbia

1838–1863	 Criminal Court of the District of Columbia

1863–1936	 Supreme Court of the District of Columbia 

1936–1948 	 District Court of the United States for the District of Columbia

1948–		  U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia

Court of Appeals

1801–1863	 Circuit Court of the District of Columbia

1863–1893	 Supreme Court of the District of Columbia

1893–1934	 Court of Appeals of the District of Columbia

1934–1942	 U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia

1942–		  U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit

Congress establishes the Circuit Court of the District of Columbia. The 
Chief Judge also sits as the District Court of the District of Columbia. 
The Circuit Court has appellate jurisdiction over the judgments of the 
District Court. Also, the Circuit Court has original jurisdiction over 
criminal law matters. Because there is no courthouse, the Circuit Court 
sits in a variety of locations—everywhere from a room in the Capitol 
to various taverns—as it hears cases in the three towns then within the 
District of Columbia: Washington, Georgetown, and Alexandria.

Cornerstone laid for Old City Hall, the first permanent home of the 
District of Columbia Courts, at 451 D St. N.W.

Congress establishes a separate Criminal Court.

Congress abolishes the Circuit, District, and Criminal Courts. It replaces 
all three with the Supreme Court of the District of Columbia.

Congress establishes the Court of Appeals of the District of Columbia, 
which has appellate jurisdiction over the judgments of the Supreme 
Court of the District of Columbia.

The local Justices of the Peace are officially recognized as an inferior 
court in the District of Columbia.

The Justices of the Peace are reorganized as the Municipal Court of the 
District of Columbia.

Cornerstone laid for a new courthouse, at 450 E St. N.W., to house the 
Court of Appeals. It currently is the home of the U.S. Court of Appeals 
for the Armed Forces.

The U.S. Supreme Court recognizes that the Court of Appeals is an 
Article III court. FTC v. Klesner, 274 U.S. 145.

The U.S. Supreme Court recognizes that the District of Columbia Courts 
are analogous to the federal circuit courts of appeals and district 
courts. O’Donoghue v. United States, 289 U.S. 516.

The Court of Appeals is renamed the “United States Court of Appeals for 
the District of Columbia.”

The Supreme Court of the District of Columbia is renamed the “District 
Court of the United States for the District of Columbia.”

Congress gives the District of Columbia Courts representation on the 
Judicial Conference of the United States.

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia is renamed the 
“United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit.”

The District Court of the United States for the District of Columbia is 
renamed the “United States District Court for the District of Columbia.”

Cornerstone laid for what is now the E. Barrett Prettyman U.S. Courthouse.

William B. Bryant Annex opens.
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Before Congress provided a permanent courthouse, judges held court 
in a variety of unorthodox locations, including taverns.

Old City Hall served as a home of the courts of the District of Columbia 
Circuit from the 1820s until the 1950s.

President Harry Truman lays the cornerstone for the U.S. Courthouse 
on June 27, 1950.

The William B. Bryant Annex.

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the District 
of Columbia (ca. 1939)
Standing:
Judge Henry Edgerton*, Judge Fred 
Vinson, Judge Wiley Rutledge
Seated:
Judge Harold Stephens*, Chief Judge 		
D. Lawrence Groner, Judge Justin Miller
(*would later serve as Chief Judge)

The original four justices of the 
Supreme Court of the District of 
Columbia.
Left to Right:
Justice Andrew Wylie, Chief Justice 
David Cartter, Justice Abram Olin, 
and Justice George Fisher.

Chief Judge  
William Cranch
Circuit Court of the 
District of Columbia
1801–1855
(Chief 1806–1855)

Chief Judge  
James Dunlop
Circuit Court of the 
District of Columbia
1845–1863
(Chief 1855–1863)

Chief Justice  
David Cartter
Supreme Court of the 
District of Columbia
1863–1887


