courts of the district of columbia circuit

Criminal Law
and Trials
Throughout their history, the Courts of the D.C. Circuit
have been at the forefront in trying criminal cases that grip
the Nation. Many of these cases are laden with historical
and current significance.

The Murder of Phillip Barton Key
On February 27, 1859—in broad daylight—Congressman Daniel Sickles shot
and killed Phillip Barton Key, U.S. Attorney for the District of Columbia and
son of Francis Scott Key, composer of the “Star Spangled Banner.” Sickles
suspected that Key was having an affair with Sickles’s wife. Criminal Court
Judge Thomas Crawford instructed the jury on the defense of temporary
insanity—that Sickles could not be held criminally responsible if, because of
a mental impairment, he was incapable of governing himself in accordance
with law or was unaware of the wrongfulness of his conduct, even if that
impairment was only temporary. The jury acquitted Sickles after 70 minutes
of deliberation. It was the first successful use of a temporary insanity
defense in American history. Sickles’s team of lawyers included Edwin
Stanton, later President Lincoln’s Secretary of War during the Civil War.

The Assassination of President Lincoln
Mary Surratt owned the boarding house where President Lincoln’s
assassination was planned. Surratt and seven accused co-conspirators
were tried by a military commission in May– June 1865. Surratt was
sentenced to death. She sought and obtained a writ of habeas corpus
from Justice Andrew Wylie of the Supreme Court of the District of
Columbia. President Johnson responded with a decree suspending the
writ of habeas corpus and ordering immediate execution of the sentence.

With this decree, President Johnson
suspended the writ of habeas on July 7, 1865.
The military commission that tried Mary Surratt.

The Assassination of President Garfield
Charles Guiteau was convicted of assassinating President
James Garfield and sentenced to death on January 23, 1882.
To determine Guiteau’s sanity, the Supreme Court of the
District of Columbia applied the now-famous M’Naghten test,
also referred to as the right-wrong test, which required the
jury to determine whether the accused was laboring under
such a defect of reason, from disease of the mind, that he did
not know what he was doing was wrong.

The military trial of Mary Surratt and her accused co-conspirators.

Jimmy Hoffa
In 1957, James R. Hoffa—Vice President of the Teamsters Union
and a reputed mobster—was indicted for bribery and for
attempted obstruction of the Senate Select Committee that
was investigating him. He was charged with bribing attorney
John Chesty to get a job with the Senate Committee so that
he could gain access to secret files. To Hoffa’s dismay, Chesty
reported his actions to the Committee and the FBI. After a
lengthy trial, the jury deliberated just three and a half hours
before finding Hoffa not guilty of all charges. Hoffa was
defended by famed attorney Edward Bennett Williams. Hoffa
was tried before Judge Bernita Shelton Matthews, the first
woman appointed to be a U.S. District Judge.

The Attempted Assassination
of President Reagan
In 1981, John Hinckley, Jr. attempted to assassinate President
Ronald Reagan outside the Washington Hilton Hotel. At trial,
an expert witness for the defense presented evidence that
Hinckley suffered from schizophrenia and exhibited major
symptoms of mental illness. After deliberating for three days,
the jury concluded on June 21, 1982 that Hinckley was not
guilty by reason of insanity. Hinckley has been confined to a
mental institution ever since.

