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Introduction
The Union of the Comoros, suspended on the blue waters of the Indian Ocean between
the coasts of Mozambique and Madagascar, is a small archipelago whose cities are
both windows into history and vibrant centers of contemporary life. Though modest in
their population and geographic footprint, the urban centers of the Comoros play an
outsized role in shaping the islands’ national identity and global image. A unique
convergence of African, Arab, and French influences, the Comorian city is a tapestry
woven with threads of trade, migration, colonization, and local tradition.

For centuries, the cities of Comoros—most notably Moroni, Mutsamudu, and
Fomboni—served as crossroads in the great Indian Ocean trading networks. Arab
navigators, Persian merchants, Bantu settlers, and later, European colonizers, all left
their mark on Comorian urban life, language, architecture, and social customs. Today’s
cities retain echoes of this cosmopolitan past: whitewashed mosques with ornate
minarets, bustling spice markets heavy with the scents of ylang-ylang and vanilla, and
colonial facades weathered by ocean winds and the passage of time.

This book, "Cities of Comoros," explores both the history and the living reality of urban
centers across the islands. It aims to serve not only as a chronicle of the rise,
evolution, and continued significance of these cities but also as a practical guide for
visitors. Each chapter sheds light on the layers of history embedded in Comorian
streets and squares, the life and livelihoods of their inhabitants, and the daily rhythms
shaped by geography and tradition.

Visitors to the Comoros may be surprised by the contrasts and harmonies within the
cities. Grande Comore’s Moroni pulses with commercial energy, while Mohéli’s
Fomboni breathes with tranquil rhythm, and Anjouan’s Mutsamudu recalls a time when
Swahili trade flourished. Yet, all are connected by the forces of Islam, the sea, and a
shared sense of community resilience. Beyond the primary cities lie lesser-known
towns and villages, each with its own story, heritage, and contribution to the
archipelago’s cultural mosaic.

Urbanization in the Comoros, though limited by international standards, is proceeding
steadily, shaped by demographic shifts, economic pressures, and aspirations for
development. The challenges are substantial: economic hardship, infrastructural
hurdles, and the delicate balance between preserving tradition and embracing the
modern world. Yet, these very challenges spark creativity, solidarity, and hope among
city dwellers.

"Cities of Comoros" invites you to journey through the settlements that anchor
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Comorian life. Whether you are a traveler, a scholar, or simply curious about a rarely
spotlighted corner of the world, this book reveals the layers, textures, and humanity of
Comoros’ cities—rich in history, alive with promise, and always evolving.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Archipelago at a Crossroads:
Geography and Origins of Comoros
The Comoros, officially known as the Union of the Comoros, is a small island nation
nestled in the Indian Ocean. It lies at the northern end of the Mozambique Channel,
acting as a natural bridge between Mozambique and the larger island of Madagascar.
This strategic location has profoundly influenced the archipelago's history, culture, and
demographics, making it a unique melting pot of African, Arab, and French influences.

The country comprises three main islands: Ngazidja (Grande Comore), Mwali (Mohéli),
and Ndzwani (Anjouan). A fourth major island in the archipelago, Mayotte, remains an
overseas department of France, a distinction that has shaped much of the Comoros'
modern political landscape. With a total land area of just 1,659 square kilometers (641
sq mi), the Comoros ranks among the smallest nations globally.

These islands are not merely dots on a map but dramatic landforms born from
volcanic activity. The varying ages of the islands tell a story of geological progression,
with volcanism generally decreasing from east to west. For instance, Mayotte is
considered the oldest edifice, with volcanic activity dating back around 26.5 million
years, while Grande Comore is the youngest and remains volcanically active.

The most prominent geological feature, and indeed the highest point in the Comoros,
is Mount Karthala on Grande Comore. This active shield volcano, standing at an
impressive 2,361 meters (7,746 feet), dominates the island's landscape. Karthala is a
particularly lively character, having erupted more than 20 times since the 19th
century, with its massive caldera, measuring approximately 3 by 4 kilometers,
constantly being reshaped by these fiery events. These eruptions, while dramatic,
have largely spared the island from widespread destruction.

The volcanic origins of the islands mean that the terrain varies significantly. Grande
Comore, being the youngest, has thin and rocky soil and lacks perennial streams,
necessitating reliance on catchment tanks for water. In contrast, older islands like
Anjouan, due to greater weathering of volcanic rock, can boast relatively richer soil in
certain areas. Mohéli, the smallest of the three main islands, features a central ridge,
the remnant of an original shield volcano, now deeply eroded, with rugged western
parts and a lower-lying eastern tip.

The climate across the Comoros is tropical marine, characterized by consistently warm
temperatures around 26°C (78.8°F) at sea level and abundant rainfall, averaging
2,679 mm (105.5 inches) annually. The year is broadly divided into two seasons: a hot
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and humid period from November to April, influenced by north-westerly winds, and a
drier, slightly cooler season from May to October. However, visitors should be aware
that tropical cyclones can occasionally make an appearance in the Mozambique
Channel during the hotter months.

The early history of human settlement in the Comoros is a fascinating tale of diverse
migrations. It is believed that the archipelago was first settled by
Austronesian/Malagasy peoples, likely between the 8th and 13th centuries CE,
alongside Bantu speakers from East Africa and seafaring Arab traders. Archaeological
evidence, such as Asian crops found at early sites, supports the theory of an Island
Southeast Asian origin for some of these initial settlers. Later waves of migration saw
Persian-Gulf-linked Shirazi elites and merchants establishing ports and ruling houses,
which further solidified the Comoros' ties to the vibrant Swahili trading corridor. These
influences are deeply embedded in the Comorian identity, manifesting in a rich blend
of African, Arab, and French cultural practices.

Islam, introduced as early as the 7th or 10th century by Arab traders and missionaries,
became the predominant religion and is deeply woven into the fabric of daily life and
cultural practices across the islands. The official languages of the Comoros reflect this
rich tapestry of heritage: Comorian (Shikomori), French, and Arabic. Comorian, a
Bantu language related to Swahili, is the most widely spoken, understood by nearly
97% of the population, with each island boasting its own distinct dialect. French, a
legacy of colonial rule, serves as the language of government and commerce, while
Arabic holds significant importance in religious and cultural contexts, particularly in
education.

As of 2025, the estimated population of the Comoros is around 888,773 people.
Despite its small size, the country has a relatively high population density of 474
inhabitants per square kilometer. While the majority of the population resides in rural
areas, roughly 33.57% of Comorians live in urban centers. This urbanization trend has
been steadily increasing, with major urban hubs like Moroni, Mutsamudu, and Fomboni
serving as the administrative, economic, and cultural hearts of their respective
islands. These cities, while distinct in their character, are testament to the enduring
human spirit that has shaped this captivating archipelago for centuries.
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