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Street Railway 
Expansion in Atlanta

1871
Street railway service begins.

Map Credit: S. Dawn Haynie, Georgia Institute of Technology, 2012
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1870s-1890s
Expansion, competition, and 
consolidation follow.

Map Credit: S. Dawn Haynie, Georgia Institute of Technology, 2012
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Map Credit: S. Dawn Haynie, Georgia Institute of Technology, 2012
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1900s-1940s
The system unifies under 
Georgia Power’s ownership.

1924



1920s-1930s
New technologies bring the transit 
system into a multimodal era.

› Georgia Power’s first motor 

buses entered service in 1925 

› Trolley coaches (“trackless 

trolleys”) entered use in 1937



A Stone Mountain interurban car boards passengers at a shelter.

› College Park/Hapeville

› Marietta

› Stone Mountain

Interurban railways 
extended the system’s reach to 
neighboring cities.
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The end of streetcars
began in 1936. It was 
prolonged by World War II, but 
the last car ran in 1949.



Atlanta Transit takes over
in 1950 and grows the trolley 
coach and motor bus network.

› Suburban services are 

purchased in 1951.



Desegregation begins
in 1957 with a court case, 
integrating in 1959. The first Black 
operators are hired in 1962.



Rapid transit 
comes into 
focus in the 
1950s and 
1960s.

…and MARTA is 
born.



› 1950 – Up Ahead (MPC)

› 1954 – Now for Tomorrow (MPC) 

› 1960 – Rapid Atlanta (ATS)

› 1961 – Comprehensive Plan: 

Rapid Transit (MPC)

› 1962 – A Plan and Program of 

Rapid Transit (MATSC)

› 1967 – Rapid Busways (ATS)

› 1967 - Rapid Transit for Metro 

Atlanta (MARTA)

Left: from the Atlanta Transit System’s “Rapid Atlanta” plan.

A push for rapid transit
produces a wave of plans by 
several entities.



Left: the Atlanta Transit System’s “Rapid Busway” concept at Lenox.

Above: the MPC’s 1961 system concept.

This early era of planning
produces different and competing 
visions of the future.



Left: MARTA engineers at work.        Above: MARTA’s rapid transit system plan.

The State creates MARTA
in 1965 to plan, design, 
construct, and operate the rapid 
transit system.



› 50 miles of rapid rail

› 4 counties – Fulton, DeKalb, 

Gwinnett, and Clayton (Cobb 

removed)

› 14.4 miles of busways

› Expanded bus service, new 

buses, bus shelters, reduction in 

fares to 15 cents

A 1968 referendum fails.
A second referendum is held in 
1971 and passes by a slim margin.



MARTA 
Grows Up

Construction, 
operation, and 
highlights



› MARTA buys out the Atlanta 

Transit System and starts to 

operate service for the first 

time.

› Ridership climbs with bus 

service improvements and 

the fare reduction.

MARTA begins bus 
operations in 1972.



Immediate improvements 
are made to bus service.

› A fleet of modern new 

buses is purchased.

› MARTA’s new logo and 

brand is introduced across 

the bus fleet.



Immediate improvements 
are made to bus service.

› New bus shelters are 

constructed throughout the 

bus network.

› New park/ride lots are built.



Rail system construction 
begins in 1975 and continues 
rapidly.

Left: construction of the Five Points Station plaza and canopy.

Above: construction of the guideway and platforms at 

Inman Park/Reynoldstown Station.



The first railcars arrive in 
March of 1978.

Left: the original interior of MARTA’s CQ310 railcars.

Above: a CQ310 carbody is loaded for shipment from France.



The rail system opens in 
June of 1979 and expands over 
the following decades.
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The rail system opens in 
June of 1979 and expands over 
the following decades.



In 1996, MARTA serves an 
integral role in the Centennial 
Olympic Games.

› Downtown is closed to 

private vehicles.

› Over 1 million passengers 

ride per day.

› Rail and 29 bus routes run 

24-hour service for nearly 3 

weeks.

› MARTA operates a regional 

bus shuttle system, 

transporting spectators to 

more distant Olympic 

venues.



The 2000s bring changes and 
new challenges.

› Breeze is introduced and 

becomes the nation’s first 

all-smartcard fare collection 

system.

› Armour Yard opens.

› Financial challenges spur 

service cuts and fare 

increases, culminating in 

the Great Recession.



The 2010s bring stability and 
growth.

› Clayton County joins and 

service starts in 2015.

› Atlanta votes for more 

transit funding in 2016.



The 2020s bring new challenges 
and opportunities.

› MARTA weathers the 

COVID-19 pandemic and 

advances a large capital 

program.



MARTA Today 
and Tomorrow

Service, 
experience, and 
expansion



Better bus stops
New signage, more amenities



New Vehicles
Electric buses, new railcar fleet



New Services
Bus Rapid Transit, Arterial 
Rapid Transit, Streetcar East



New Facilities
Transit hubs, New Clayton 
Operating Facility



Recommended 
Reading

The Trolley Titans, by O.E. Carson

Mule to MARTA Vol I and II, 

by Jean Martin



Thank You
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