
Riding [America’s] only moving monument is, of course, a
quintessential San Francisco experience. The vast majority of
tourists, however, settle for the least authentic and least interest-
ing version. They typically wait in two-hour queues to ride the
Powell Street lines that take them to touristy Fisherman’s Wharf.

That’s too bad. For the same price—$3 one way, or, better yet,
$9 for an all-day pass—tourists can join the locals who jump
right on the city’s oldest cars (there’s usually no line) and take
an open-air tour of San Francisco history. Noting that his car
rumbles through Chinatown and up Nob Hill, gripman Scott
declares: “Every trip is an adventure.”

The adventure begins just two blocks up from the bay, where the
California line starts off for the skyscrapers of the financial district.
It clangs slowly up to Grant Street, the gateway to Chinatown.

Stepping off here at first seemed a little disappointing, since
souvenir joints are increasingly pushing out butcher shops with
live chickens and basement vegetable emporiums cluttered with
crates of mysterious dark roots. (Many locals have shifted their
shopping one block west on Stockton Street.) But there are still
plenty of authentic bits of history from the 19th century, when
Chinese immigrants sought their fortune at what they called
“Golden Mountain,” and thousands of Asian workers were
imported to do the backbreaking work of building the transcon-
tinental railroad.

It took only a few minutes to find the real Chinatown. I
strolled three blocks to Clay Street and turned down Ross Alley,
which quickly grew eerily dark and quiet. The alley cuts
between dingy buildings with musty doorways emblazoned only
with Chinese symbols. The sense of mystery deepened for me
when I saw a small man in a soiled, white, butcher’s jacket and
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A cable car coming uphill from Chinatown in San Francisco,
California. 
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In Satyajit Ray’s film Mahanagar (The Big
City), as the woman protagonist steps out to
go to work for the first time, a tram passes in

the background, instantly establishing the locale
as Kolkata. It is the only city in India which
retains this vintage transport system. 

When introduced by the British in 1873,
trams were drawn by horses. They were not
meant for commuters, but were used to trans-
port goods from the railway station at Sealdah in
central Kolkata to the godowns at the Armenian
Ghat on the Ganga. The company was sold with-
in nine months as losses piled up. It was revived
as the Calcutta Tramways Company in 1880 and
registered in London. Electrified trams were
introduced in 1900. 

The coaches run on fixed tracks and are
hooked to overhead wires. Electricity is drawn
by trolley poles, a tapered cylindrical pole used
to transfer electricity from an overhead wire to
the control and propulsion equipment. San

Francisco’s cable cars, by contrast, are pulled
along the city’s hilly tracks by underground
cables. These are gripped with a vise-like
mechanism that is operated via the grip lever in
the front of the car.

Maintaining Kolkata’s tram system has been
an uphill task. Tardy upkeep, long power cuts,
and customers’ impatience with the slow-mov-
ing vehicles resulted in the elimination of many
routes. So much so that many predicted the
tram’s imminent demise. 

However, the Calcutta Tramways Company
has spruced up its fleet. It has 272 trams, but
only 110 trundle out of the depots every day.
The oldest car is a veteran at 70. Twelve trams
lying idle in the depot have been renovated and
more are due for a makeover. The new avatar is
already attracting more patrons and the revenue
is rising. Clearly, Kolkata’s love affair with the
tram is not over yet. 

Ranjita Biswas is a Kolkata-based freelance
journalist who also translates literature and
writes fiction.

Heritage on Wheels
By RANJITA BISWAS 

For more information:

http://www.calcuttatramways.com/home.htm

A tram near the Kolkata Maidan.
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