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T rips to North Korea normally
follow a fixed program that
includes a couple of days in
the capital, always with polite
and well-informed English

speaking guides. The tour includes a
short visit to the Pyongyang Metro, an
item of civic pride. The Metro, opened in
1973, has two intersecting lines that con-
nect the main points of the city on the
north side of the Taedong river (see
map). Its stations are lavishly decorated
in the style of Moscow: broad platforms
with marble, polished stone, elaborate
chandeliers and mosaics showing the
great Leader (as he is officially known)
Kim Il Sung, and scenes symbolic of the
modern development of the country.
The trains are clean and comfortable and
seem to run frequently, but the tourist is
allowed only to travel for one stop. 

Officially, visitors are not allowed to
ride other forms of public transport,

which include a network of modern
streetcar lines, the first built in 1991,
after a long period without them. Street-
cars go back to 1923, when the country
was occupied by the Japanese. They
built a line that ran north for about four
miles from the central railroad station
through the heart of the old town. By
1940, two more lines were added, to the
East station and to the suburbs across
the river. Finally, in 1948, the communist
regime (officially the Democratic Peo-
ples Republic of Korea) built a short
extension to the first line. I have no
information on the equipment that was
used. The entire system was destroyed
in the massive bombing that flattened
the entire city in 1951. When Pyongyang
was rebuilt, its public transport
depended at first on buses. Trolleybuses
were introduced in 1962 and extended
through much of the city. They were
supplemented in 1973 by the metro.

As the city grew and experienced a
shortage of transport, it turned to street-
cars. The first two standard gauge lines
were opened in 1991. No.1, a long cross-
town lines runs about 10 miles from
Mangyongdae [CF1] at the end of the
broad and futuristic Kwangbok (Libera-
tion) Boulevard, past the sports complex
and central station, through the center of
the town, and across the river to the
eastern suburb of Songsin. The first part
is on a private right-of-way at the side of
the boulevard, but most seems to be in
the middle of the street, as is line no.2.
That runs entirely on the east side of the
city, parallel to the river, from Munsu to
Tongil, a distance of about seven miles.
When these lines were built, some of the
trolleybus lines were abandoned. 

Each line has its own carbarn (at
Mangyongdae and Munsu) and uses
Tatra K6 motors, usually in double units.
Line 1 also employs articulated Tatra

KT8s, while line 2 has a fleet of Chinese
Tatra KT4s, originally articulated cars
which have been welded together to
form one exceptionally long unit. Since
this line has very few curves, it did not
need the articulation. In 1997, the fleet
consisted of 129 Tatra T6 motors; 45
Tatra KT8 articulated units; and 60 Tatra
KT4s built at the Shenyang trolleybus
works in Manchuria (China).

Thanks to a helpful guide, I was able
to take a short ride on one of the K8s. The
track was a bit rough, there was some
sparking from the overhead, but the cars
seemed to operate in a satisfactory
manner. They were hardly adequate for
the large crowds, though, who packed
them for most of their run. Likewise,
many streets had long lines of people
waiting for the rather infrequent trolley-
buses; the tram service was evidently
much more dependable, presumably it
had priority in this time of shortages. 

Since 1991, there have been two
additions, and further planned exten-

sions. In 1993, a third line was opened
from the West Pyongyang station, past
the sports complex and across the river
to Chungsong, near the terminus of line
2. In 1997, it was not in operation
because of lack of equipment. Another
line, built on meter gauge in 1995, is iso-
lated from the rest. It connects Chon-
sung metro station in the northern part
of the city with Kim Il Sung University
and the tomb of the Great Leader in
Kumsusan district, a distance of about
two miles. It has its own fleet of four-
axle ex-Zurich cars, painted in green
and grey instead if the red and white of
the rest. In 1997, it was not running, but
was to be restored for service on special
holidays. Temporary abandonment of
this line may reflect the current short-
ages of fuel and electricity that afflict
the whole country.

Big changes, though, are about to
happen, since Pyongyang has acquired
a new fleet of second-hand Tatras from
Germany. In May 1997, 100 cars were

shipped from Leipzig (68 motor T4D, 32
trailer B4D), and another 24 from
Dresden (12 T4D motors, 12 B4D trailers).
These should make it possible to
operate full service on line 3 and to
relieve the crowding on the others. They
may also bring the next extension
nearer to realization. This planned line
would run from the birthplace of the
Great Leader in Mangyongdae, one of
the capital’s main tourist sites, through
the center of the city (presently served
only by metro and trolleybus) to the
Kaeson metro station near the Kim Il
Sung stadium. It will share some
trackage with line 3, and run part of the
way beside the parkway along the river.
No date has been announced for its
construction or opening. 

This streetcar system, one of the least
known in the world, is well established
and growing. When the present diffi-
culties are overcome, it hopefully will
become more accessible to the railfans
who will enjoy visiting it. |
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on the broad Kwangbok (Liberation) Street

at the western end of the crosstown line.

The Pyongyang streetcar

system, one of the least

known in the world, is well

established and growing.

1 0 h e a d l i g h t s  |  o c t o b e r – d e c e m b e r  1 9 9 7 h e a d l i g h t s  |  o c t o b e r – d e c e m b e r  1 9 9 7   1 1




