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Introduction
The Gambia, often affectionately called "The Smiling Coast of Africa," is the smallest
nation on mainland Africa but boasts a rich tapestry of history, culture, and landscape.
Nestled along the lower reaches of the Gambia River, this narrow stretch of land has
long served as a crossroads of peoples, influences, and commerce. While international
attention often focuses on its river or scenic beaches, the story of The Gambia is
equally embodied in its towns and cities—each with its own unique narrative,
challenges, and allure.

This book, "Cities of Gambia," is an exploration and celebration of the nation's urban
heartbeats. From the colonial avenues of Banjul to the bustling markets of Serekunda,
the craft stalls of Brikama, and the tranquil eco-lodges of Gunjur, Gambian cities
comprise far more than mere collection points on a map. They are living mosaics
shaped by centuries of migration, trade, and tradition, reflecting the diversity and
resilience of their people.

Gambian cities serve multiple roles: administrative capitals, centers of music and art,
economic hubs, historical waypoints, and gateways to nature. Some, like Janjanbureh,
have stood as bulwarks of anti-slavery campaigns and repositories of colonial memory;
others, like Bakau, blend ancient myth and ritual with present-day urban vibrancy.
Towns such as Soma and Farafenni have grown organically as crossroads, owing their
existence to their pivotal locations in the nation’s transport networks. Meanwhile,
coastal settlements like Sanyang and Gunjur attract visitors with wild beaches and
conservation efforts, exemplifying the growing importance of sustainable tourism and
environmental stewardship.

For the traveler, understanding Gambian cities enriches any journey. Each settlement
offers attractions, be that a vibrant market, a striking piece of colonial architecture, a
sacred crocodile pool, or a sunset over the Atlantic. The urban fabric of The Gambia is
a patchwork of contrasts: cosmopolitan yet close-knit, historic yet forward-looking,
distinct in identity, yet collectively Gambian. Visitors can experience everything from
the hustle of Albert Market to the tranquility of Lamin Lodge’s mangroves, all within an
area that is easy to traverse yet endlessly captivating.

Above all, the aim of this book is twofold: to provide a guide for visitors seeking
deeper understanding and richer experiences in Gambian cities, and to weave the
thread of history, geography, and daily life that binds these urban centers together.
"Cities of Gambia" will invite readers to look beyond the surface, encouraging
appreciation not only for what can be seen, but also for the stories and aspirations
that animate these communities. Whether you are a tourist, student, or Gambian
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seeking to reconnect with your heritage, may these pages offer insight and inspiration
as you journey through the country's multifaceted cities.
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CHAPTER ONE: Banjul: The Heart of Gambian
Administration and Heritage
Banjul, officially known as the City of Banjul, stands as the enduring capital of The
Gambia, a city steeped in history and administrative significance. Its very name,
changed from Bathurst in 1973, echoes the nation's post-colonial identity and its
aspiration to forge its own path. Located strategically on St. Mary's Island, often
referred to as Banjul Island, where the mighty Gambia River embraces the Atlantic
Ocean, Banjul's position has been both a blessing and a burden throughout its
existence.

This unique geographical placement made Banjul a prime site for trade, attracting
various powers and peoples for centuries. In the 19th century, it played a pivotal role
as a base for anti-slavery efforts, a testament to its early engagement with global
human rights movements. While its historical footprint is vast, the city proper
maintains a surprisingly intimate scale. As of a 2024 census, the population within the
city limits is a modest 26,461 people. However, this figure is deceptive; the true urban
sprawl of the capital extends into the Greater Banjul Area, encompassing the City of
Banjul and the bustling Kanifing municipality, which together house a far larger
population of 405,809.

Life on an island, especially one at the mouth of a major river, presents both charm
and logistical challenges. Banjul Island is connected to the mainland by a series of
bridges to its west, offering a lifeline for daily commutes and the flow of goods. For
those venturing across the river, ferries provide another vital link, ensuring that the
capital remains accessible despite its watery embrace. These connections are more
than mere infrastructure; they are arteries sustaining the city's economic and
administrative life.

Indeed, Banjul serves as the unequivocal economic and administrative nerve center of
The Gambia. The Port of Banjul is a vibrant hub of activity, a constant ballet of ships
and cargo. It facilitates the export of crucial Gambian products, with peanuts,
beeswax, palm oil, skins, and hides making their way to international markets. The
port handles an impressive approximately 700,000 tons of cargo annually, a clear
indicator of its importance to the national economy. Beyond trade, the city also houses
the Central Bank of The Gambia, solidifying its role as the financial heartbeat of the
nation.

For visitors, Banjul offers a fascinating blend of historical intrigue and contemporary
Gambian life. One of the most striking landmarks is Arch 22, a towering 35-meter gate
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that commemorates the 1994 military coup d'état. While its origin marks a pivotal
moment in Gambian history, today it offers more than just a historical reminder.
Visitors can ascend to its upper levels for panoramic views of the city, gazing out over
the colonial architecture, the bustling port, and the expansive ocean. Within the arch
itself, a textile museum showcases the vibrant fabrics and weaving traditions that are
so integral to Gambian culture.

Another essential stop for anyone seeking to understand the country's rich tapestry is
The Gambia National Museum. This institution serves as a custodian of Gambian art,
history, and ethnography, offering insights into the diverse peoples, traditions, and
historical events that have shaped the nation. From ancient artifacts to contemporary
artworks, the museum provides a comprehensive journey through the Gambian
identity.

No visit to Banjul would be complete without experiencing the sensory explosion of the
Albert Market. This bustling marketplace is a microcosm of Gambian daily life, a
vibrant symphony of sights, sounds, and smells. Here, vendors hawk everything from
fresh produce and spices to intricate crafts, clothing, and household goods. The
energy is infectious, and navigating its lively aisles offers a genuine immersion into
local commerce and culture. It’s a place where bartering is an art form and every
corner reveals a new discovery.

Beyond the clamor of the market, Banjul also presents a quieter, spiritual side with its
various cathedrals and mosques, reflecting the religious diversity and harmony that
characterize Gambian society. These places of worship, with their distinct architectural
styles, stand as testaments to the enduring faith of the city's inhabitants.

In recent decades, Banjul has witnessed a demographic shift. The core of the city has
experienced a decline in population, primarily due to limited space for expansion. As a
result, many residents have sought out larger living areas in the surrounding suburban
communities, leading to the growth of the Greater Banjul Area. This outward migration
highlights the challenges of urban development on a confined island, yet it also
underscores the dynamic nature of Gambian urban life.

Finally, connectivity to the wider world is facilitated by the Banjul International Airport,
which serves as the primary aerial gateway to the capital and the nation. Whether
arriving by air, land, or sea, Banjul, with its rich history, vibrant markets, and strategic
importance, remains the indisputable heart of Gambian administration and heritage.
Its story is one of resilience, adaptation, and an enduring spirit that continues to shape
the nation's identity.
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