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14th and F St NW

  Streets of Streetcars
The DC Streetcar System in the Early 20th Century



1942 Streetcar & Bus Map 

Downtown Details



1942 Streetcar & Bus Map

Streetcar Line

Bus Line

Legend



14th and Penn NW



338 Million
Streetcar Passengers in 1946



Zero
Streetcar Passengers by January 29, 1962



13th & Penn NW

  Streets of Autos
Pressures on the Streetcar System



DC’s First Buses, 1921



The Washington Post

June 21, 1935



  World War II
The Last Heyday for Streetcar Transit in DC







  Wolfson Purchases Capital Transit in 1949

Louis E. Wolfson



Wolfson Ownership



“...the Wolfson group is ‘milking’ the 

Capital Transit Co. preparatory to 

dumping the system on the Government.”

Sam Zagoria

‘Senate Subcommittee Blasts 

CTC for Selfishness’

The Washington Post

May 2, 1954



First Day of 1955 

Transit Strike

1955 Transit Strike 
The Straw that Broke the Streetcar’s Back



Line for Wolfson Hearing

July 12, 1955

7 Weeks Without 
Transit Service



Union Votes to Accept 

Contract,  End Strike

July 1: Transit Strike Begins

August 14: Eisenhower Signs 
Capital Transit Franchise Surrender Bill

August 21: CTC and Union Sign 
Agreement to End Strike



Chalk purchases 

transit company

Chalk & Wolfson





Explicit Objectives:
- Establish D.C. Transit
- Convert streetcar lines 

to bus lines in 7 years
- Remove streetcar tracks



Explicit Objectives:
- Establish D.C. Transit
- Convert streetcar lines 

to bus lines in 7 years
- Remove streetcar tracks

Implicit Intentions:
- Ease Congestion
- Speed automobile traffic
- More reliable transit
- Faster Transit
- More Affordable Transit



Public Law 757

WHO?

WHAT?

WHERE?

WHEN?

WHY?

HOW?

DC Transit & Public Utilities 
Commission (PUC) 
Convert to buses, remove tracks
Missing: Intended outcomes, metrics

Washington Metropolitan Area

Within Seven Years

Missing: Reasoning, Justification, 
Data, Demand Studies, etc.

Left to DC Transit & Oversight of PUC
Missing: Implementation, Sequencing



Removing Tracks 

Glen Echo Line



The Washington Post

December 7, 1960





8th and M Street SE

Transit Indicators
Did Dismantling the Streetcar System Improve Transit?



Indicators of Reliable Transit:  PASSENGER COUNTS

120 million 194 million 

1946 Bus Ridership 2017 Bus Ridership



Indicators of Reliable Transit:  PASSENGER COUNTS

180 million 338 million 

1946 Streetcar Ridership 2017 Metrorail Ridership



District Population 
was 1.3x larger in 1946

2017

1946

District Population

1946 Population: 899,000

2017 Population: 694,000



DC Metro Area 
Population in 1950 
was ¼ the size 2017

1950

DC Metro Population

1950 Population: 1,457,601

2017 Population: 6,216,589



By itself, 
Population 
Cannot Explain 
Differences in Transit Use



Indicators of Reliable Transit:  HEADWAYS 
 Georgia Ave

120sec

South of Upshur, Georgia Avenue was 
served by the 70, 72, and 74 lines. Each 

line was scheduled every 8 minutes 
during rush hour.

327sec

1945

Today, Georgia Ave is served by the 70 
and express 79. The 70 runs every 12 mins 
and the 79 every 10 mins during rush hour, 

the 74 no longer serves Georgia Ave.

2018



Indicators of Reliable Transit:  TRIPS PER HOUR 
 Pennsylvania & 8th SE

40Streetcars

Rush Hour Service
Route 30, 54, 90, 92

27Buses

1945

Rush Hour Peak - 8am - 9am
Routes 30N, 30S, 32, 34, 36, 39, 90, 92

2018



The Streetcar System 
was More Reliable than 
Today’s Bus System



¼ Mile from 1942 Streetcar 

& 2018 Metro Lines in DC

1942 Streetcar 
Line ¼ Mile Buffer

2018 Metro Line 
¼ Mile Buffer

Legend



¼ Mile from 1942 Streetcar 

& 2018 Rail Lines in DC

1942 Streetcar 
Line ¼ Mile Buffer

2018 Metro Line 
¼ Mile Buffer

Legend

2018 Streetcar 
Line ¼ Mile Buffer



The Streetcar System 
Provided More Coverage
in DC than Today’s 
Metrorail System



Indicators of Faster Transit:  SCHEDULED RUN TIMES 
Route 70: Silver Spring to Downtown 

42-49 mins 40-50mins

1946 2018

Georgia & Eastern Ave NW to 
7th & Pennsylvania NW

Georgia & Eastern Ave NW to 
7th & Pennsylvania NW



Indicators of Faster Transit:  SCHEDULED RUN TIMES 
Route 30: Friendship Heights - Anacostia River

62 mins

Friendship Heights to west bank of 
Anacostia River (Barney Circle)

50-85mins

Friendship Heights to east bank of 
Anacostia River (Penn & Minn Ave SE)

1946 2018



The Streetcar System 
was About as Fast as 
Today’s Bus System



Indicators of Affordable Transit:  FARES

20% 
of hourly minimum wage

Flat 20¢
Minimum Wage = $1 per hour

20-59%
of DMV avg hourly min. wage

DC = 15-45%
MD = 20-59%
VA =28-83% 

Varies $2 to $6
Min. Wage DMV Avg = $10.20

DC = $13.25, MD = $10.10, VA = $7.25

1956 2018



The Streetcar System 
was More Affordable 
for Riders than Today’s 
Metro & Bus System



Indicators of Traffic 
Car Volume

1959 Counts
Daily Traffic Volume 
shared by Highway 
Director Harold Aitken, 
locations approximate.

2015 Counts
DDOT Average Annual 
Daily Volumes



*Car Registrations for 1946 and 2000 estimated

1955 
Transit 
Strike



Cars, Buses, and 
Streetcars Co-existed 
on our Streets for Several 
Decades Before 1962



1100 Block of G St NW



Indicators of Better Transit:  Review

Passenger Counts Streetcars

Headways (Frequency) Streetcars

Span of Service Equivalent

Coverage Streetcars

Scheduled Run Times Equivalent

Fares as % of Min. Wage Streetcars

Car Volume Equivalent



“...whoever was benefited by 

the change-over [to buses], it 

was not the transit rider.”

Jack Eisen

The Washington Post

January 29, 1972



What Can We Learn?

The Wisdom of Old Infrastructure



Penn & 20th NW



Pedestrian Islands



Penn & 13th NW



K Street Transitway



42 Line -  Courtesy of National 

Capital Trolley Museum



15th Street NW



What Should We Learn?

A Healthy Skepticism of New Technology



  The Promises of New Technology



Speed? Reliability?

Coverage?Equity? Access? Cost?



How To Complement, Not Replace
Create Car-Free Alternatives



ACCESS

COST

COVERAGE

EQUITY

RELIABILITY

SPEED

Who benefits?

What already exists? 

Where is the need?  

When will it be useful? 

Why is it necessary?

How is it measured?



H Street Streetcar

3+ Million Passengers Since Opening



Conclusions



Public Law 757

WHO?

WHAT?

WHERE?

WHEN?

WHY?

HOW?

DC Transit & Public Utilities 
Commission (PUC) 
Convert to buses, remove tracks
Missing: Intended outcomes, metrics

Washington Metropolitan Area

Within Seven Years

Missing: Reasoning, Justification, 
Data, Demand Studies, etc.

Left to DC Transit & Oversight of PUC
Missing: Implementation, Sequencing

Plans Have Power



Indicators of Better Transit:  Review

Passenger Counts Streetcars

Headways (Frequency) Streetcars

Span of Service Equivalent

Coverage Streetcars

Scheduled Run Times Equivalent

Fares as % of Min. Wage Streetcars

Car Volume Equivalent

Better Transit 
Is Possible



The Past Holds
Lessons For 
The Future



  The Promises of New Technology
What Questions Should We Be Asking?

The Promises of 
New Technology 

May Fall Short



400 Block G St NW

Thank You
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