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Abstract
This article brings into focus, the omnipresent Kaali-peeli taxis on the 
city’s landscape. By tracing the century old history of taxi trade as “public 
service”, public conveyance in the city and historical trajectories of its taxi 
drivers through archives and interviews with drivers and Union leaders. 
This article attempts to throw light on the changing material, social and 
political dimensions that make the taxi trade. It thereby, brings to life 
the taxi, its daily business and taxi drivers that one encounters each day, 
albeit mechanically. The article also raises questions about the future 
of this century-old institution of taxi trade, its drivers in the light of fast 
expanding disruptive aggregators whom the state and city public refuses 
to look at as encroachers. 

—— 

When one hears the city’s name 'Mumbai' (earlier Bombay), 
many images flash through one’s mind : home to the Hindi 
film industry, a city for every migrant to try his luck at making 
a livelihood, striking a good fortune, its local trains, the Stock 
Exchange, Dalal street and its very own Kaali-peeli (black and 
yellow cabs) taxis. The Kaali-peeli, Premier Padmini is etched in 
everyone’s memory as the city’s mover, so much so that it figures 
prominently in movies next to the iconic Marine Drive. Mumbai 
and Kaali-peelis go together in our imaginations, they seem 
to co-constitute each other. Kaali-peelis symbolise the city’s 
everydayness, convenience, reliability, safe commute and true to 
the city’s nonstop spirit, one that is available day in and day out. 
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Taxis never go off the roads, one can get a taxi anytime of the day 
or night. 

Closely associated with Kaali-peelis, is the image of the driver 
in his white or khakhi uniform magically traversing the city 
without any GPS navigation and dropping one to one’s destination 
with accuracy. The taxi driver, as a figure, has always evoked awe 
in people who just arrive in the city, getting down from their 
trains, they are overwhelmed with the speed, high- rises, density 
and intensity of Mumbai’s living and the sheer expanse of the 
city. And here they meet a Kaali-peeli taxi driver: hailing from 
the rural belts of the country, their speech revealing the far-
flung areas to which they belong, many a times with a very basic 
school education yet unfazed, rather confident of traversing the 
expanse of the city as an expert of the city routes much before 
GPS navigations had even crossed human imagination. Kaali-peeli 
taxis and their drivers have taken officials, politicians, celebrities, 
tourists (doubling up as city guides) and the city’s residents to 
their destinations for over a century now. Yet, how much is it that 
we know of the Kaali-peeli taxis in terms of their history and its 
drivers’ history or how it evolved and where it is headed in times 
when Mumbai is aspiring to be a leading “global city”(Sassen 1991, 
Robinson 2002). Will global Mumbai replace its taxi drivers and 
its taxi as a public service?

Kaali- peeli’ s history
It was in the October of 1909, as per the archival records of 
the Times of India (herewith ToI archives) that Bombay got 
its first taxi cab . It was a “Napier taxi cab” by Messrs, Marcks 
and Company and it was in tune with the London motorcabs 
of its time that were launched in 1904. By the end of 1909, the 
Indian Motor Cab Company was formed and had entered into a 
contract to put the first few hundred taxis on Mumbai roads. It 
had entered into an agreement with Charron Limited, an English 
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company to supply cabs to be inducted in service in Bombay. 
By December 1909, the taxi cabs were launched in the city 
with much jubilation. It was seen as a symbol of progress and 
development, as a mode of commute, well suited for the residents 
of the city, given the typical spatial configuration of the island 
which featured linear expansion and consistently increasing 
distances between the residence and office/ business areas in 
the city (Fort area). Not only was it thought to reduce time taken 
to commute on ticca-gaadis (horse- drawn carriages), but was 
also seen to bring speed and comfort vis-à-vis commuting in the 
city’s locals or tramways often thought to be “uncomfortable 
and wearisome”, as reported in the ToI archives dated December 
3rd 1909. By the beginning of 1910, regular services had started 
operating smoothly, in terms of shifts in which drivers drove the 
taxis and the institution of taxi stands in different parts of the city, 
for example, near Kalbadevi, Taj Hotel, Watson hotel, etc. Within 
a year of the launch of taxis in Bombay, that is, by August 1910, 
another company by the name of Sunbeam had put its cabs with 
meters on the roads. They were “painted dark green with white 
lines and handsomely upholstered in green leather,” had “the 
usual tourist car hood and side curtains.” They were to be driven 
by English chauffeurs (1910, 8). 

The standard black and yellow colour scheme associated with 
taxis came to be operational only in the post-independence era. 
At one point of time, many were painted red and yellow, a few 
years later, the first class taxis were painted yellow and thus, at 
the time of introduction of the second class taxis, it was thought 
fit to paint them red in order to mark the difference. In one of the 
interviews, some of the taximen narrated, that, it was in the post-
independence era, during the time of Morarji Desai, that black 
and yellow became the uniform and standardised colour scheme. 

Many taxi drivers noted that in addition to varying colours, 
the taxi models also varied, “there was Hillman, Austin, Ford, 
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Chevrolet and Tiger that ran as taxis. We also had Ambassadors, 
though Premier Padmini rose in popularity”. According to Swaraj 
Baggonkar (2015), the Premier Padmini car model which has 
been synonymous with Kaali-peelis entered the market only 
in the 1960s and unlike the popular perception, taxis formed a 
small fraction of the company’s total sales and was more of a 
Corporate Social Responsibility activity as the cars were heavily 
subsidised. Its popularity on account of sleek design, led to 
Padmini becoming the only preferred car for taxicabs until the 
company stopped its production and the government mandated 
a law according to which any vehicle more than twenty years 
old had to be withdrawn from the roads. It is since the middle of 
the first decade of the 2000s, that varying cars like Santro, Alto 
and Omni entered the taxi landscape, though older taxi drivers 
nostalgically compare the benefits of the Padmini vis-à-vis the 
new cars inducted in the taxi trade. 

Taxi drivers: the human element of the service
Mumbai’s taxi driver, as typified in many films and from most 
of our everyday encounters, is seen to be a migrant from Uttar 
Pradesh (UP), a state in India’s agrarian belt. However, at the 
start of the service, as seen in the case of Sunbeam fleet of cabs, 
there were English taximen. Frenchmen were also cabbies in 
Bombay in the initial years of taxi service. In an nterview with 
the Mumbai Taximen’s Union leader, Mr. Quadros, revealed that 
Parsis, Christians, men from South India, Sikhs, Chilia Muslim 
'bhai log', have been taxi drivers. He noted that it is only since 
the 1980s that migrants from Uttar Pradesh (UP) and Bihar have 
been predominantly flowing into this taxi trade. Mr. Quadros 
prophetically notes, “taxi drivers all over the world are migrants. 
You can see this to be the case in Canada, USA, Malaysia, China, 
Gulf Countries, Kolkata, Delhi, everywhere”. He recollects his 
conversation with a taxi driver, “I don’t get a girl to marry if I am a 
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taxi driver, this is their social boycott, Taxi driving is not associated 
with being a well- to- do occupation and thus, migrants have 
always filled up this role rather than the locals.” Many of the taxi 
drivers, hailing from UP interviewed during the course of three 
years, revealed that each one of them had migrated through a 
relative/ friend/ village acquaintance already working in Mumbai. 
Kinship relations form a dense and extensive network, stretching 
from their drivers' native places to cities not only enabling 
migration, but also as help in securing jobs, getting their license, 
badge and permit- legal requisites to be a driver, learn about 
the city- both in terms of routes, the negotiations that city life 
entails, and also secure a place of stay. Each driver talks about 
the inevitability of this dense network that builds a sense of 
belonging in the new city landscape. It becomes a home away 
from home. 

Many of them recollect how lost they felt when they had 
arrived in the city, “ in the beginning I could not differentiate 
between roads, they all seemed the same and there was too 
much traffic. My friend, who brought me here used to take me 
out in his own taxi in at night, I started driving with him, learnt 
the main roads to key areas of the city and that’s how learnt taxi 
driving and became a taxi driver. Now, I have been driving for over 
twenty years and there’s no place I feel I don’t know. Many times, if 
I didn’t know the way the passengers used to guide me. We learn 
everyday and just like that, it becomes simple”.  Learning the city 
for them is collaborative and organic, that happens each day in a 
manner that they can be called the “urban experts” (Hansen) of 
Mumbai. These networks inform and teach them the paperwork, 
and legalities to be completed to join the taxi trade, introduces 
them to known dalals (middlemen) who facilitate administrative 
work. Through observational and anecdotal learning, new taxi 
drivers also learn how to negotiate their way with the traffic 
policemen, RTO officials and the administrative machinery. In 
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other words, this network of village and kinship ties guides them 
in the assimilation that the city offers. 

A few of the Chilia Muslims (Chilias) recollect that, when the 
government had decided to do away with the horse carriages 
as they were slow and were thought to the make city dirty, 
the government had offered Chilias, who used to operate ticca 
gaadis two permits each, in order to facilitate this transition to 
motor cabs. They also recollect similar stories of migration from 
Banaskantha (a district in Gujarat) through kinship networks, 
firstly into the economy of ticca gaadis- some worked in taking 
care of horses, giving them feed, maintaining tabelas (horse 
shelters) and others got into riding it with due permissions. At 
that time, they recollect that they used to stay in tabelas, now 
many of them stay in their colony at Momin Nagar in Jogeshwari 
East which, according to them, “has a distinct environment”.  By 
1960- 62, they note that it was the Chilias who were running taxis 
in the city. We were respected by the city; we were addressed 
as “driver sahab” (sahab, a Hindi term for Sir, denoting respect). 
Gradually, since the 1980s, their numbers have been dipping, they 
contend that their younger generations could secure education, 
so now, they are in a different line of work, many have opened 
shops, hotels and restaurants closer to their native places also. 
Mr. Quadros noted that the 1980s saw the rise of politics based on 
'sons of the soil' rhetoric and the Chilias decided to gradually exit 
from the taxi trade and now only a handful of them remain. 

Kinship networks stretching back to taxi drivers' villages not 
only facilitated a sense of belonging but this embedded-ness 
also acted as an efficient social control over the taxi drivers by 
mitigating ‘anonymity’: a characteristic of metropolitan lives. Taxi 
drivers were always aware of their answerability towards a wider 
kinship group which, therefore, ensured responsible conduct 
from drivers, further contributing to the untarnished reputation 
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that taxi as a trade has made for itself for over a century and is 
unique to Mumbai city’s taxi.

Taxi drivers' unions which are the representative voice of 
the scattered taximen, also acts as an effective social control 
mechanism as well as an institution that has been successfully 
passing on the culture of Mumbai’s city taxi to each of its new taxi 
driver entrant.

Taxi Unions
Presently, there are numerous unions representing the taxi 
drivers, exclusively or along with the autorickshaw drivers. Some 
are affiliated to political parties; few are floated by political 
parties. However there are two unions that assert their political 
independence and their long history of struggle for the rights 
of taxi drivers. One of the most prominent unions is Mumbai 
Taximen’s Union (MTU), represented by their long-standing 
leader, Mr. Quadros. He noted, “MTU was started on 24th January 
1960. Mr. George Fernandes showed interest in organising the 
unorganised sector, of which taximen were of considerable 
numbers. He continued to be our longest serving President till 
2012, leaving those years, when he held government positions 
as a minister”. He further informs, “the oldest union, the Taxi 
Association was formed in the year 1937 and its office is close to 
the Opera House” However, Mr. Prem Singh who is the president 
of this other independent, and oldest taximen’s union, along with 
a few other representative members; our union, the Bombay 
Taxi Association (BTA), now Mumbai Taxi Association (MTA) was 
started as early as in the year 1924. It was our people, people 
from the Sikh community who were part of the taxi trade who 
formed this”. A news piece dated 29th March 1948 refers to BTA 
as being earlier known as the Bombay Taxi Driver’s Union (BTDU) 
and the BTDU appears in archives as early as 1930. Another news 
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report from 29th July 1950 notes that Mr. Dhanna Singh was 
the President of the BTA at that time. The present President 
of MTA is his son and, it is this sense of long history of serving 
their fellow men and also the city that is advanced in their 
interactions. MTA and MTU are prominent not merely because of 
the number of taximen who are their members, but also by the 
fact that they are recognised unions by the state in a manner 
that they get a seat at the government’s negotiating table. Any 
decision regarding the taxi trade, right from fare revision to fuel 
changes, all have to be taken in their presence and also with 
their consultation. Mr. Quadros of MTU, is himself, a historical 
figure whose memory gives out the minutest detail about the 
smallest to the fundamental struggles led by MTU and its tall 
leader George Fernandes. Fernandes, as recollected by him “had 
started the union in order to de- freeze permits, in order to ease 
the unemployment the city was facing. By 1963, fares were not 
being revised and the earnings of taximen had taken a hit. The 
system was cumbersome. At that time, Fernandes held a meeting 
in Shivaji Park and released the Union’s own fare card, after which 
he was jailed for close to nine months. 

The same situation came up in 1973, when we went on 
strike which lasted for 19 days but, by the end, the bureaucratic 
procedure was reformed, the board for fare revision was 
relegated to the RTO and very few strikes have happened since 
then on the fare issue”. MTU has been at the forefront of cabbies’ 
struggle whether it is to get more taxi stands, gas refill stations, 
tackling corruption of traffic policemen, to the present times 
when, aggregators like Uber and Ola, through their expansive 
penetration in the city, are threatening not only the livelihoods 
of the taximen but are also threatening the very existence and 
culture of taxi trade as more than a century-old institution of 
Mumbai.
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Future of Kaali- peeli: city’s phoenix or will it retire into 
oblivion?
Kaali-peelis, right from their inception, were modelled as a ‘public 
service’ and hence, the untiring focus of state and its regulatory 
authorities on drivers' conduct, their precedents and appearance, 
the taxi’s upkeep and rigorous checks on meters to prevent any 
malfeasance. The fares, since the beginning, were mandated 
by the state after a long process taking into account public 
interest, its spending capacity as well as factors like maintenance, 
insurance of the vehicle as well as inflation. A right balance was 
maintained to ensure that taxis continue as a public service 
while at the same time is profitable enough to sustain taximen’s 
livelihood. 

Throughout its history, the taxi trade has seen confrontations 
when variations in taxis and fares were introduced, be it the 
time of baby taxis around the mid-1930s or, when in 2007, fleet 
taxis were introduced by the state on a different regulatory and 
fare model. Kaali- peeli drivers vehemently opposed the launch 
of fleet taxis. However, they also narrated, “how they knew that 
these won’t be able to last more than a decade. The drivers don’t 
own their cars, so they don’t maintain them well and the income, 
that was promised by the companies in the beginning, tapers in 
a few months and instead, they are charged a heavy fee for each 
day”. Their reactions are similar with respect to the Uber and Ola 
taxis, however, there is a larger question that stares the state 
and the city public in the eye: can we allow the substitution of 
public services by a profit-oriented service provision? Uber and 
Ola run on dynamic pricing, that is, many factors like time of the 
day, distance, destination, traffic situation, cab availability in 
real-time are taken into account through complex calculations 
by their algorithms to determine the fare. When the demand is 
high, a surge is activated, which, theoretically speaking, should 
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push more drivers onto the roads. Companies argue that, based 
on dynamic pricing, customers have to pay less during certain 
times and higher at other times of the day. Numerous studies 
question the scientific, rational and unbiased nature of algorithms 
and argue for the state’s and public’s need to be vigilant towards 
the power and politics of algorithms that is being perpetuated 
under the garb of their rationality. Added to this, is a fact that 
algorithms are opaque, “black- box” (Kitchin 2017, 20) like scientific 
instruments that companies are against revealing even to the 
state agencies. What is there to hide? In the absence of complete 
knowledge, can we allow taxis as a public service to be converted to 
a commodity, wherein taxi is available only to those who can pay 
the dynamically calculated (higher/ surge) fare which incorporates 
algorithmically calculated trends in its fare calculation. Can the 
city allow a monopolistic oriented business model to take over 
and substitute the century-old taxi trade of public service. Is this 
Mumbai’s global future?
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