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Introduction
The Congo River winds its way through the heart of Africa, shaping both the
geography and the destiny of the lands along its banks. On either side of this mighty
river, two countries— the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Congo-Kinshasa) and the
Republic of the Congo (Congo-Brazzaville)— stand as homes to some of the
continent’s most dynamic and intriguing cities. “Cities of Congo” explores these urban
environments, offering readers a journey through history, culture, and modern-day life
in the great cities that define the Congolese experience.

The term “Congo” conjures images of vast rainforests, powerful rivers, and abundant
mineral wealth, but equally significant are its bustling cities, which have long served
as centers of trade, administration, and cultural creativity. Over the centuries, these
urban spaces evolved from colonial outposts and regional market towns into sprawling
metropolises. In Kinshasa, the rhythm of local music reverberates through crowded
neighborhoods, while Brazzaville, just across the river, maintains its reputation as the
‘Little Paris of Africa’ with a unique blend of French and Congolese heritage.

Each Congolese city tells its own story. Some, such as Lubumbashi and Pointe-Noire,
grew rapidly due to their roles in mining and trade, while others like Bukavu and Goma
are known for their stunning natural surroundings and connections to world-renowned
national parks and conservation areas. Historical currents— from the colonial era
through independence and into the present— shaped the identities of places like
Boma, Mbandaka, and Kananga, where memory and modernity coexist.

Yet, alongside their vibrancy and diversity, the cities of the Congo face persistent
challenges. Infrastructure struggles to keep pace with swelling populations, especially
in megacities like Kinshasa and Lubumbashi. Political and economic turbulence has left
its mark, leading to both perseverance and ingenuity among urban residents. Urban
transport, housing, and public services remain ongoing concerns, but they are met
with the resilience and dynamism that characterize Congolese city life.

This book invites both armchair travelers and on-the-ground explorers to come closer
to the realities of these urban centers. With detailed histories, descriptions of daily life,
and practical guides for visitors, “Cities of Congo” opens doors to hidden markets,
historical sites, breathtaking natural attractions, and the vibrant street culture that
pulses through both Kinshasa and Brazzaville—and so many cities in between.

Whether you are a visitor planning your first journey or a reader curious about these
crossroads of Africa, this book will be your companion. Together, we will discover the
living tapestry of the Congos’ cities: their pasts, their struggles, their triumphs, and
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the enduring spirit of those who call them home.
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CHAPTER ONE: Kinshasa: Megacity on the Congo
River
Kinshasa, a name that resonates with the vibrant energy of Central Africa, stands as
the capital and largest city of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. It is a sprawling
metropolis, a megacity by any definition, and consistently ranks among the fastest-
growing urban centers globally. With an estimated population of 17.8 million in 2024,
Kinshasa is not only the most densely populated city in the DRC but also holds the
distinction of being the world's largest French-speaking city, surpassing even Paris in
its francophone populace. Situated on the southern bank of the mighty Congo River,
approximately 515 kilometers from its mouth at the Atlantic Ocean, Kinshasa's
location has been pivotal to its development.

The origins of this dynamic city trace back to 1881 when the Anglo-American explorer
Henry Morton Stanley established a trading post on the site. He named it Léopoldville,
in homage to his patron, King Leopold II of Belgium. This strategic location, as the first
navigable port on the Congo River above the formidable Livingstone Falls, quickly
propelled Léopoldville into a commercial and administrative hub. Its growth was
further fueled by the completion of the Matadi-Kinshasa railway in 1898, which
bypassed the treacherous rapids and provided a more efficient route for goods. By
1920, Léopoldville's burgeoning importance was formally recognized when it replaced
Boma as the capital of the Belgian Congo.

The city continued to expand rapidly, especially after World War II, attracting a diverse
populace seeking economic opportunities. This period also saw Léopoldville become a
crucible for African nationalism and a birthplace of the iconic Congolese rumba music
genre. After gaining independence in 1960, the city retained its status as the capital of
the newly formed Republic of the Congo. A significant change occurred in 1966 when,
as part of President Joseph Mobutu's "Africanization" or "authenticity" campaign,
Léopoldville was renamed Kinshasa, honoring a pre-existing African village that once
stood near the site. Mobutu's regime invested in constructing modern buildings and
skyscrapers, aiming to showcase the new Zairean identity, though corruption and
economic decline ultimately hindered sustained progress.

Kinshasa today remains the undeniable administrative, economic, and cultural heart of
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. It is a vibrant center for numerous industries,
including manufacturing, telecommunications, banking, and entertainment. The city
serves as the seat of the national government, housing the presidential office,
executive and legislative councils, and various national departments and agencies.
The influence of Kinshasa's intellectual and popular culture, particularly its renowned
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music scene, resonates throughout Africa.

The city's cultural tapestry is rich and diverse, a fascinating blend of traditional
practices and modern influences. Congolese rumba, born in Kinshasa (then
Léopoldville) and Brazzaville in the 1940s and 50s, became a powerful expression of
freedom and modern African identity. This genre, with its infectious rhythms, Lingala
lyrics, and distinctive guitar riffs, has earned global recognition and was even added to
UNESCO's list of intangible cultural heritage in 2021. The city's musical creativity
continues to thrive, with modern stars blending rumba with Afrobeats, trap, and
gospel. Kinshasa also boasts the National Institute of Arts (INA), a higher education
institution that provides training to performance artists in music, theater, dance, and
cinema.

Navigating the urban landscape of Kinshasa can be an adventure in itself. It is a city of
stark contrasts, where modern residential buildings and universities stand alongside
informal settlements, commonly known as slums. While some areas, particularly the
Gombe district, offer walkable esplanades, sidewalk quality across the city is often
inconsistent, making walking a challenging endeavor. Public transportation is
available, but it often comes with its own set of trials. Overcrowded buses and
minibuses, known locally as "transports en commun" or "fula fulas," operate on set
routes and offer an economical way to travel. Taxis are also readily available, with
both metered and non-metered options, though fare negotiation is often required for
the latter. For those seeking a quicker, albeit riskier, option, motorbike taxis, or
"bodabodas," weave through the congested streets. Rail services connect Kinshasa to
Matadi, the country's main seaport, and also offer urban services within the city.

Despite the challenges of urban development and infrastructure, Kinshasa offers a
plethora of attractions and landmarks for visitors. The Congo River waterfront provides
scenic views and opportunities for boat tours, allowing a true appreciation of the
river's immense scale. Architectural landmarks abound, including the Presidential
Palace, also known as the Palais de la Nation, which was once the official residence of
the Belgian governor general. Though not generally open to the public, its grandeur is
impressive from the outside. The Palais du Peuple, home to the DRC's legislature, is
another significant governmental building.

For those interested in the country's past and culture, the National Museum of
Kinshasa is a must-visit, offering insights into Congolese history, traditional art, and
ethnographic collections. City markets, such as Le Grand Marché (also known as
Marché Central), offer a vibrant glimpse into local commerce and daily life. The
Martyrs' Memorial stands as a tribute to those who fought for Congolese
independence. Beyond the immediate city limits, several natural escapes beckon. Just
outside Kinshasa, near the suburb of Kimwenza, lies Lola Ya Bonobo, the world's only
sanctuary for orphaned bonobos. This sanctuary, meaning "heaven for bonobos" in
Lingala, offers a unique opportunity to observe these endangered primates in a semi-
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natural environment and learn about conservation efforts.

Further afield, approximately 130 to 135 kilometers from Kinshasa, the Zongo Falls
cascade with impressive force, providing a dramatic natural spectacle amidst tranquil
scenery. It's a refreshing escape from the city's hustle and bustle, a perfect spot for
nature lovers to enjoy hiking and bird watching. These attractions, both within and
outside the urban core, highlight the diverse experiences awaiting those who venture
into Kinshasa.
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