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Introduction

Namibia is a country of striking contrasts, from its ocean-battered coasts and rolling
deserts to its rich riverine forests and savannahs. Yet just as distinctive as its natural
geography are its cities and towns: vibrant, evolving communities that serve as the
lifeblood of this vast country. Scattered across the land, Namibia’s urban centers are
as different from one another as the landscapes that surround them, representing
unique stories of colonial encounters, indigenous cultures, economic invention, and
modern adaptation.

This book explores the great cities of Namibia—their histories, their significance in the
tapestry of the nation, and the experiences they offer to visitors today. Each city and
town has played a role in shaping the nation’s character, whether as ancient gathering
points, colonial outposts, trade hubs, mining settlements, or showcases of post-
independence development. Those seeking Namibia’s heart will find it not only in its
iconic natural landmarks but also in the everyday life, enterprise, and culture pulsing
through its city streets and town markets.

Travelers to Namibia often come in search of its wild spaces, drawn by Etosha’s
wildlife, Sossusvlei’s dunes, or the mystique of the Skeleton Coast. However, to truly
understand the country, one must also go where its people live, work, and dream.
Namibia’s cities—from the bustling sidewalks of Windhoek, with its blend of modernity
and tradition, to the tranquil streets of Henties Bay and the dynamic business districts
of Oshakati—present the best opportunity for this deeper connection. They offer
access not just to modern amenities, museums, and culinary traditions, but also to
stories of resilience, adaptation, and community.

The designation of “city” or “town” in Namibia is rooted in government policy, yet
each urban area has forged its own distinct identity. Some, like Swakopmund and
Luderitz, bear the legacy of German colonial architecture and culture; others, such as
Rundu and Katima Mulilo, are shaped by the rhythms of border trade and the journeys
of regional peoples. The mining towns tell tales of opportunity and challenge, while
agricultural settlement towns reflect Namibia’s ongoing negotiation with the demands
of the land itself.

For the visitor, understanding Namibia’s urban mosaic opens doors to new
experiences, deeper conversations, and a greater appreciation for the nation’s
diversity. Whether one explores markets echoing with the melodies of Oshiwambo,
walks among colonial landmarks, witnesses the economic transformation of once-
remote towns, or simply enjoys local hospitality amid dramatic scenery, each city and
town has something singular to offer.
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This book distills the essential information about Namibia’s most significant cities and
towns: their pasts and presents, their places in the national story, and what makes
each one unique for the traveler. Whether you are planning to visit, seeking historical

insight, or simply curious about the urban realities of southern Africa, the chapters
ahead invite you to discover the living cityscapes of Namibia.
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CHAPTER ONE: Windhoek: Namibia’s Capital at the
Crossroads of Past and Future

Nestled in the central highlands of Namibia, Windhoek stands as the vibrant heart of a
vast and often desolate land. More than just the capital, it is the economic engine,
political nerve center, and cultural melting pot of the nation. For many, Windhoek is
the first taste of Namibia, a welcoming urban oasis that defies the expectations of a
country known for its sweeping, empty landscapes. It's a city that effortlessly blends
the echoes of its colonial past with the aspirations of a modern African future, creating
a unique atmosphere that is both cosmopolitan and distinctly Namibian.

Upon arrival, visitors are often struck by Windhoek's cleanliness and orderliness,
qualities that have earned it a reputation as one of Africa's most pristine cities. The
streets are remarkably free of litter, the traffic flows with a surprising civility for an
African capital, and a general sense of calm pervades the air. This meticulousness
reflects a broader national character, but in Windhoek, it’s particularly noticeable,
contributing to a feeling of safety and ease for residents and tourists alike. With a
population hovering around 250,000, it's a relatively small capital by global standards,
yet it packs a considerable punch in terms of its influence and offerings.

Windhoek’s history is a fascinating tapestry woven with threads of indigenous
communities, European explorers, and colonial powers. Long before the arrival of
Europeans, the area was known to local pastoralists for its hot springs. The Herero
people called it ‘Otjomuise,” meaning "place of steam," a testament to these natural
geothermal vents. The Oorlam people, under the leadership of Jonker Afrikaner,

settled here in the mid-19th century, recognizing the strategic importance of the water
sources and its central location. Afrikaner established a settlement and built a church,
laying some of the earliest foundations of the modern city.

However, it was the German colonial era that truly shaped Windhoek into the city we
recognize today. In 1884, Germany declared South West Africa a protectorate, and by
1890, Curt von Francois, a German commissioner, formally founded Windhoek,
establishing a military outpost on the site of Afrikaner's earlier settlement. The choice
of location was strategic, offering access to water and a central position from which to
administer the vast territory. The iconic ‘Alte Feste’ (Old Fort), constructed in 1890,
stands as a stark reminder of this period, originally serving as the headquarters for the
German Schutztruppe (colonial military force).

Under German rule, Windhoek grew steadily, evolving from a military base into an
administrative and commercial center. Many of the city’s most distinctive architectural
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landmarks date from this period, characterized by a blend of German Wilhelminian
and Art Nouveau styles. Buildings like the Christuskirche (Christ Church), with its
striking blend of Gothic revival, Art Nouveau, and local sand-stone elements, and the
Tintenpalast (Ink Palace), which houses the Namibian Parliament, are enduring
symbols of this colonial past. These structures, meticulously preserved, offer a glimpse
into a bygone era and contribute significantly to the city's unique aesthetic.

The German colonial period, while leaving an indelible architectural legacy, was also
marked by brutal conflicts with indigenous communities, particularly the Herero and
Nama. The scars of these conflicts run deep in Namibian history, and while not always
visibly present in Windhoek’s modern facade, they are an undeniable part of its past.
Following Germany's defeat in World War |, South Africa took over the administration
of South West Africa, a mandate that lasted until Namibia's independence in 1990.
During this time, Windhoek continued to grow, albeit under the apartheid policies
enforced by South Africa, which led to the segregation of residential areas and
unequal development.

The journey to independence was long and arduous, with Windhoek often at the
forefront of political activism and protest. The city witnessed the hopes and struggles
of a nation yearning for self-determination. When independence finally arrived on
March 21, 1990, Windhoek erupted in celebration, marking a pivotal moment in its
history and that of the entire country. The city officially became the capital of the
Republic of Namibia, embarking on a new chapter of growth and transformation.

Today, Windhoek is a city actively engaged in shaping its post-independence identity.
It's a place where modern high-rise buildings stand alongside historic German
structures, where bustling markets offer traditional crafts next to contemporary
shopping malls. The city's economic vitality is evident in its diverse range of
businesses, from finance and retail to tourism and manufacturing. Windhoek serves as
the primary gateway for international visitors, boasting Hosea Kutako International
Airport, which connects Namibia to major cities in Africa and Europe.

For visitors, Windhoek offers a rich array of experiences. The city center is easily
walkable, allowing for leisurely exploration of its architectural treasures. A visit to the
Christuskirche is almost mandatory, its elegant spire a prominent landmark against
the backdrop of the surrounding hills. The Parliament Gardens, surrounding the
Tintenpalast, provide a tranquil green space for relaxation and offer a chance to
observe the city's political hub. Just a short walk away, the Independence Memorial
Museum provides a comprehensive and often poignant account of Namibia's struggle
for liberation, with powerful exhibits and panoramic views of the city from its upper
floors.

Beyond the historical sites, Windhoek’s cultural scene is dynamic and evolving. The
city is home to several art galleries showcasing the works of Namibian artists, from
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traditional crafts to contemporary expressions. Craft markets, such as the popular
Namibia Craft Centre, offer a fantastic opportunity to purchase locally made souvenirs,
from intricate wood carvings and vibrant textiles to unique jewelry and leather goods.
These markets are not just places to shop; they are vibrant social spaces where
visitors can interact with local artisans and gain insight into Namibian culture.

When it comes to dining, Windhoek truly shines. The city boasts a diverse culinary
landscape, reflecting its multicultural population. German influences are still strong,
with many restaurants offering traditional dishes like schnitzel, wurst, and hearty
stews, often accompanied by locally brewed German-style beers. But the gastronomic
offerings extend far beyond this, encompassing a wide range of international cuisines,
from Italian and Portuguese to Asian and contemporary African fusion. For those
seeking authentic Namibian flavors, local eateries serve up staples like 'pap' (a maize
porridge), 'biltong' (cured meat), and game meats, providing a true taste of the
country. The vibrant café culture also thrives, perfect for a leisurely coffee and people-
watching.

Accommodation options in Windhoek are plentiful and cater to every budget and
preference, from luxurious hotels with all the amenities to charming guesthouses and
budget-friendly backpacker lodges. Many establishments are centrally located,
providing easy access to the city’s attractions, while others offer a more secluded
retreat on the outskirts, often with stunning views of the surrounding hills. The city's
efficient public transport system, primarily consisting of shared taxis, makes getting
around relatively straightforward, though many visitors opt for rental cars to explore
at their own pace.

Windhoek also serves as an excellent base for exploring the wider central region of
Namibia. Day trips or longer excursions can be arranged to places like the nearby
Daan Viljoen Game Park, offering a chance to spot various antelopes and other wildlife
just a short drive from the city. The beautiful landscapes of the Khomas Hochland, with
their dramatic mountains and sweeping vistas, are also easily accessible, providing
opportunities for hiking and scenic drives. Further afield, destinations like the
Waterberg Plateau Park, with its unique ecosystem and historical significance, are
within a few hours’ drive, making Windhoek a convenient hub for broader Namibian
adventures.

Education and healthcare are also vital components of Windhoek’s infrastructure. The
city is home to the University of Namibia (UNAM), the country’s largest tertiary
institution, attracting students from across the nation and beyond. This influx of young
people contributes to Windhoek's dynamic and youthful energy. Similarly, the city
hosts several modern hospitals and medical facilities, providing essential services to
its residents and serving as a medical hub for the wider region. These institutions
underscore Windhoek’s role as a center for progress and development in Namibia.
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Despite its many advantages, Windhoek, like any growing city, faces its share of
challenges. Rapid urbanization, particularly since independence, has placed pressure
on infrastructure and housing. The city council is continuously working on projects to
address these issues, aiming to ensure sustainable growth and provide essential
services to its expanding population. Nevertheless, the spirit of resilience and progress
is palpable, and Windhoek continues to evolve as a beacon of stability and opportunity
in Southern Africa. It's a city that invites exploration, offering a fascinating blend of
history, culture, and modernity, all set against the backdrop of Namibia’s captivating
landscapes.
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