Memorial of sundry citizens of the City of Washington in the
District of Columbia
The relocation of the federal government to the District of Columbia in 1800 presented Congress not only with the vicissitudes of life in a rude city but also the responsibility of devising a system of administration for the federal district.  The Constitution gave Congress the authority "to exercise exclusive Legislation in all cases whatsoever" over a district established as the seat of government. Once the District of Columbia was established, residents who formerly lived under the laws of Maryland or Virginia sought to return to their old jurisdictions while citizens of the new Washington City petitioned for the same political rights and privileges enjoyed by every state. Among the various petitions for self-government and voting rights in the District was the petition signed by Robert Brent, Washington's first mayor appointed under the act of incorporation of 1802.  Brent and his fellow citizens had concluded that Congress, despite the best of intentions, could not adequately govern a local municipality at the same time that it attended to affairs of state. The Washington inhabitants requested permission to hold a convention for the drafting of a local system of government much as territories did when they applied for statehood. In 1804 Congress amended the act of incorporation to make the city council elective but failed to give the federal district representation in the national legislature or a vote in presidential elections.
[26 January 1803]
To the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America, in Congress assembled.  The Memorial of the citizens of Washington convened on the 26th day of January 1803:
That your Memorialists, in common with the other inhabitants of the Territory of Columbia, are seriously impressed with the unfavorable circumstances in which they are placed, and still more seriously impressed with the apprehension of greater evils likely to ensue.  Their short experience has forcibly confirmed the wisdom of all the political institutions of America by which the Citizens of an independent republic, except in the solitary case of Columbia, are invested with the powers of self government; powers commensurate to the protection of their rights, and the promotion of their happiness. Notwithstanding, however, the deprivation of this inestimable right, they have hitherto submitted without a murmur to provisions established by the collected wisdom of the nation, in the hope that their interests under the guardianship of the general government, would be solicitously consulted and faithfully promoted. But an experience of more than two years has proved that hope illusive. Of the unfeigned desire of the legislature of the United States to discharge every duty assigned them by the Constitution, they entertain no doubts; but it is their belief that a Legislative body, instituted for the accomplishment of great national objects, and unaquainted with the minute and local circumstances attending the Territory of Columbia, cannot be considered as possessed of that peculiar knowledge which is required in Legislating for them. Nor are your Memorialists
insensible to the impropriety of claiming, to the neglect of National concerns, and at a great expence, so large a portion of time as such legislation would demand.
Under these convictions, and with impressions derived from the known friendship of Congress, your Memorialists request that they may be authorized in common with their fellow Citizens to elect delegates to a Convention to establish a system of government for themselves, if such shall appear their sense, expressed through the organ of their representatives so assembled; or, if such shall not appear to be the sense of the Territory they be empowered to recommend to the adoption of Congress such other measures as shall in their opinion best promote the general welfare of their constituants.
As Citizens of the United States, as members of a great and independent empire, founded on equal rights and diffusing equal happiness and protection, we appeal to the magnanimity, the patriotism, and the justice of Congress. We ask that which they can give without derogating from their dignity or impairing their power: and, that, without which our industry and resources, active and extensive as they are must be without avail.
Other objects of an interesting though subordinate nature, in our opinion claim the early attention of Congress. To them as exhibited in the annexed statement we respectfully invite their attention, trusting that their pressing importance will obtain the contemplated legislative redress during the present session. In behalf & at the request of the Citizens present
Robert Brent Chairman
DOCKET
28th January, 1803.  Referred to the committee to whom was
recommitted on the 24th instant, the bill additional to, and amendatory of an act, intitled "An act to incorporate the inhabitants of the City of Washington, in the district of Columbia, passed the third day of May, one thousand eight hundred and two.--Mr. Taliaferro and Mr. Early added to the said Committee
