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Introduction

Somalia, positioned strategically on the Horn of Africa, has historically been a nexus of
commerce, culture, and exchange. Its cities, ancient and modern, coastal and inland,
each tell the story of a vibrant people adapting to the rhythms of trade, conquest, and
innovation over the centuries. Cities like Mogadishu, Hargeisa, and Berbera stand as
living monuments to these rich layers of history, while emerging urban centers like
Garowe and Baidoa speak to the country’s ongoing evolution and resilience.

In the twenty-first century, Somalia is experiencing one of the most rapid rates of
urbanization in the region. A significant portion of its population now resides in
sprawling metropolitan areas, fundamentally reshaping the country’s economic, social,
and political landscape. This swift shift brings with it both remarkable opportunities
and profound challenges. The promise of education, employment, and economic
growth draws people to the cities, while insufficient infrastructure, housing, and
services struggle to keep pace with this massive influx.

Somali cities today are characterized by a unique convergence of tradition and
modernity. Bustling markets, camel caravans, and centuries-old mosques stand
alongside gleaming new telecommunications towers and a young, energetic
population eager to engage with the wider world. These urban spaces are not just
centers of commerce—they are crucibles where Somali identity is continually shaped
and reshaped by the forces of migration, globalization, and conflict.

At the same time, the legacy of colonialism, civil war, droughts, and political
complexity has left urban Somalia grappling with overlapping challenges. The rise in
informal settlements, the ever-present pressures of youth unemployment, land
disputes, environmental hazards, and governance gaps demand new approaches and
resilient solutions. Yet, amidst these difficulties, Somali cities have become places of
hope, ingenuity, and community—a testament to the remarkable tenacity of their
inhabitants.

This book, "Cities of Somalia," seeks to illuminate the histories and present-day
realities of Somalia’s most important urban centers. Each chapter explores not only
the historical development and architectural landmarks of these cities but also their
role in the national narrative and their potential to lead the country towards a more
connected, prosperous future. Visitors and readers alike will find practical guidance,
context, and insights on navigating these dynamic urban environments.

Whether you are planning to travel to Somalia, study its urban development, or simply
learn more about a country often misunderstood in global discourse, this guide offers
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a comprehensive and accessible exploration. From the golden domes of Mogadishu to
the bustling livestock markets of Burao, the cities of Somalia await discovery,
promising stories as compelling as the people who call them home.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mogadishu: The Beating Heart of
Somalia

Mogadishu, affectionately known to many as Xamar, stands as the vibrant capital and
most populous city of Somalia, a bustling metropolis etched onto the coastal Banaadir
region along the Indian Ocean. For millennia, this city has been more than just a place;
it has been a crucial maritime artery, connecting traders and cultures across the vast
expanse of the Indian Ocean. Its current urban population is estimated at a staggering
2.8 to 4.1 million, a testament to its enduring allure and steady growth over the
centuries.

The history of Mogadishu is a tapestry woven with threads dating back approximately
four thousand years, originating from indigenous trading networks that predated
significant Arab migrations to the Somali coast. Ancient Sarapion, a prosperous port
city detailed in the 1st-century AD Greek document, the Periplus of the Erythraean
Sea, is widely believed to be the precursor to modern-day Mogadishu. This historical
lineage firmly establishes Mogadishu as one of the oldest cities in Africa, with a
continuous legacy of commerce and cultural exchange.

During the medieval period, from the 9th to the 13th century, Mogadishu flourished as
a Somali sultanate, rising to become a pre-eminent power in the Horn of Africa. It
dominated the regional gold trade, minted its own currency, and played a significant
role in the Indian Ocean's maritime Silk Road. The city's wealth was evident in its
grand palaces and multi-story houses, as described by visitors like Vasco da Gama in
the 15th century. In the early 13th century, Mogadishu came under the expanding
influence of the Ajuran Sultanate, entering a "Golden Age" and becoming a leading
Islamic center in the region.

The 16th century marked the beginning of European involvement, with Portuguese
forces asserting control over Mogadishu. However, the city consistently resisted
Portuguese dominance, even adopting Ottoman-style coinage to assert its economic
independence. In 1871, the Sultan of Zanzibar occupied the city, a move that would
eventually lead to Italian influence. The Sultan of Zanzibar leased the port to Italy in
1892 and subsequently sold it to them in 1905, establishing Mogadishu as the capital
of Italian Somaliland. This period saw infrastructural expansion, with new buildings and
avenues, including a railway connecting the city to Jowhar.

During World War Il, British forces captured Mogadishu in February 1941, ending

Italian rule. Following the war, from 1950 to 1960, Mogadishu served as the capital of
the Trust Territory of Somaliland under a United Nations mandate and Italian
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administration. This trusteeship period aimed to prepare the region for independence,
offering Somalis valuable experience in political education and self-governance. Upon
Somalia's independence on July 1, 1960, Mogadishu proudly became the nation's
capital, a symbol of a newly unified and self-determined country.

Historically, Mogadishu's economy thrived on trade, with a particular emphasis on gold
and textiles. The city was renowned for its weaving industry, producing a specialized
fabric known as "toob benadir," which found markets as far away as Egypt and Syria.
The port, a cornerstone of its prosperity, underwent significant expansion in the late
1960s. Despite the devastating impact of decades of civil war, which severely
damaged its infrastructure, Mogadishu has resiliently re-emerged as Somalia's primary
economic center.

Today, the city hosts Bakara Market, the country's largest, a vibrant hub of commerce
that pulsates with activity. Mogadishu is also connected to inland markets by two
major roads, facilitating the flow of goods and people. Efforts are actively underway
for the city's revitalization, with notable improvements in telecommunications and a
concerted focus on rebuilding its infrastructure. These developments are a testament
to the enduring spirit of Mogadishu's residents and their commitment to rebuilding
their city.

Mogadishu's population is a diverse blend, primarily composed of ethnic Somalis,
alongside smaller communities of Arab, Persian, Indian, and European descent,
reflecting its long history as a cosmopolitan trading hub. The majority of its inhabitants
are Sunni Muslims, and the city's culture is a fascinating blend of Islamic, African, and
Italian architectural influences. From ancient mosques to colonial-era buildings, the
urban landscape tells a story of diverse heritage. Landmarks such as the Almnara
Tower, a 15th-century stone tower, and the historic quarters of Shingaani and
Hamarweyne, dating from the 10th to 14th centuries, offer glimpses into Mogadishu's
layered past.

While the city has faced immense challenges, particularly during periods of conflict,
Mogadishu continues to be a focal point for Somali culture and commerce. Its strategic
location, rich history, and the resilience of its people ensure its place as the enduring
heart of Somalia. The ongoing reconstruction and development initiatives are paving
the way for a brighter future, allowing Mogadishu to reclaim its former glory as the
"White Pearl of the Indian Ocean."
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