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Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport

Atlanta’s airport was originally known as Candler Field, after Coca-Cola Company founder Asa 
Candler who had once owned the land on which the airport sits. But most modern-day travelers are 
likely unfamiliar with that name. The Atlanta airport they know bears the name of two Atlanta 
mayors who played outsized roles in the growth and development of the world’s busiest airport: 
William Hartsfield and Maynard Jackson.

From the early years of the 20th century, William Berry Hartsfield had been one of the city’s biggest 
proponents of air transportation. The young alderman saw not just the promise of the new form of 
transporting goods – and eventually people – but the possibilities it held for the city. It was 
Hartsfield who would advance the idea of building a permanent airfield out of Candler’s former 
raceway. And it was Hartsfield who, in his mayoral tenure, shepherded the airport’s growth from a 
small airfield into a modern, jet age terminal, all the while eagerly promoting the city as a world 
class aviation hub.

William Hartsfield left City Hall in 1962, having led the city for the better part of 25 years. By the time 
of his death in 1971, Atlanta’s air terminal had grown from a few humble hangars on an old 
racetrack to what was America’s largest passenger terminal and the first airport in the world built 
specifically for jets. It is no surprise that in February 1971, less than one week after the former 
mayor’s passing, Atlanta Municipal Airport was renamed William B. Hartsfield Atlanta Airport

In 1973, a little over two years after Hartsfield’s death, Atlantans elected Maynard Holbrook 
Jackson Jr. the city’s first African American mayor. Mayor Jackson was the grandson of John 
Wesley Dobbs, himself a longtime force behind the scenes in Atlanta politics. Jackson would serve 
two terms as the City’s chief executive before returning to the office in the 1990s for a third term.

In the 1970s, after a little more than one decade in existence, Atlanta’s “jet age” airport, was fast 
becoming outmoded. Traffic – both passengers and planes - was constantly on the rise, testing the 
airport’s capacities, and space in and around the complex was at a premium. A larger, more 
capable airport was a necessity. During his first two terms, Maynard Jackson played a key part in 
redeveloping the airport. He had made ensuring that minority businesses received more municipal 
contracts a key facet of his tenure. The portion of city-related business going to minority firms rose 
greatly in the wake of affirmative action programs established by Jackson in his first 2 terms. This 
included significant minority participation in the building of a massive new terminal at what was by 
then Hartsfield Atlanta International Airport. In Jackson’s own words, the project came in “ahead of 
schedule and within budget.”

After Maynard Jackson passed away in 2003, Atlanta officials sought a way to honor him and his 
connection to the airport. It was decided that the airport would be renamed. By October of that 
year, it became officially known as Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport. Less than a
decade later, the barrier-breaking mayor would be honored once more with the opening of the 
airport’s Maynard H. Jackson Jr. International Terminal.




