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PYONGYANG
RETURN TO 

In the Summer of 1999, public transport the North Korean capital of Pyongyang
was showing real signs of improvement. Two years earlier, shortages of fuel and
equipment had meant that only two streetcar lines were running (see Headlights,
Oct–Dec 1997, pages 8–11). Now, all four are in operation using a good deal of new
equipment. The second-hand cars from Leipzig and Dresden bought in 1997 have
arrived, and are in active service on all three standard-gauge lines. These seem to
provide the entire service on the East Pyongyang line, replacing the welded artic-
ulated units that formerly ran there. That line operates along both sides of the road,
but the others run down the middle, except for the long stretch on the broad
Kwangbok (Liberation) boulevard.

Despite several requests to my guides, I never managed to ride any of these cars,
though it was possible to arrange a photo stop at the Mangyongdae (western) ter-
minus of line no. 1. The main reason foreigners are prohibited from riding public
transport is probably the excessive crowding which can be observed at all hours.
In spite of the improved service, there are still enormously long lines of people, care-
fully supervised by the police, waiting to board the cars in the center of city during
rush hours. Photography of these crowds or of people in general is not permitted.

In any case, there is much more frequent service everywhere by much more
colorful cars: the German cars are painted cream and green, blue or red, and some
of the old Tatra fleet now appear in bright blue and white, rather than unvarying
red and cream. The German cars normally run in pairs—two motors or a motor
and trailer—and rarely operate as single units except late at night. Unfortunately,
it was not possible to find out which cars came from which German city.

Meter-Gauge Line On the other hand, I was able to visit
the unique meter-gauge line in the northern part of the city. It
runs about three miles in a straight line along a paved and land-
scaped right-of-way beside a broad boulevard, completely inde-
pendent of the rest of the system. At the western end, the clean
and modern Jonsung station is a good walk from the nearest
metro, but connected by a long covered walkway to what appears
to be a bus terminal. The cars make a loop into the station to col-
lect and discharge orderly well-dressed crowds of pilgrims, for this
line has a special function. It exists to serve the Kumsusan
Memorial Palace, formerly the office, now the mausoleum of the
Great Leader, Kim Il Sung. For North Koreans, this is one of the
great attractions of the capital, and huge numbers of people come
from all over the country to pay their solemn respects to the
founder of their nation. Good behavior and correct dress are
required. The line goes directly to the Palace, past Kim Il Sung
University, making no stops until it arrives at the eastern terminus, which is con-
nected by a covered walkway to the entrance of the vast mausoleum. The carbarn
lies beyond, at the end of another loop.

Good luck and much effort made it was possible to get a close look at this line.
My guide and I entered the west station incorrectly along the track and were
promptly stopped by the police. The guide then started negotiating with the station
manger who took him off to his headquarters, and eventually returned with an
unexpected treat: I would be allowed to ride the line. According to the manager and

The immaculate and
well maintained
cars and trailers,

painted in two tones 
of green, provide an
extremely smooth ride.
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