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Introduction

Samoa stands as a vibrant tapestry of natural beauty, enduring traditions, and rich
urban histories in the heart of Polynesia. Though globally renowned for its lush
landscapes and the famed warmth of its people, Samoa’s urban centers hold stories
and characters as compelling as its forests and coastlines. This book, Cities of Samoa,
embarks on a journey across the archipelago to reveal not just the living, breathing
history of its capital, Apia, but also the evolving identities of its towns and
villages—each a microcosm of Samoan life.

To many visitors, the word “city” may conjure images of sprawling skylines and
bustling streets. Yet, in Samoa, the urban experience takes on a singular form. Samoa
is predominantly rural: its essence deeply rooted in village life, familial networks, and
land that has sustained generations. Apia stands as the country’s lone city—an urban
hub where the tides of history, commerce, and governance have converged. Its story
is one of transformation: from a small coastal village to the administrative and
economic heart of a modern nation, shaped by colonial legacies, cultural resilience,
and the restless tides of change.

Surrounding and beyond Apia, however, are a constellation of significant towns and
villages. Many of these settlements serve as the nerve centers and capitals of Samoa’s
eleven political districts, each with its own distinct flavor and prestige. These towns,
from the bustling market streets of Salelologa on Savai'i to the traditional meeting
houses of Lufilufi and the ferry terminals of Mulifanua, are where the rhythms of
village and urban life harmonize. They are places where ancient protocols and
genealogies remain entwined with the day-to-day realities of modern Samoa.

This book is both a historical exploration and a practical guide for visitors. It seeks to
illuminate the origins and growth of Samoa’s cities, contextualizing their place in the
nation’s development. Equally, it offers insights for travelers hoping to experience the
islands’ urban heartbeat—its festivals, governance, markets, and landmarks—while
respecting the foundational customs of fa’a Samoa (the Samoan way).

Whether you are drawn by an interest in the colonial era, the evolution of Pacific
urbanism, or simply by a spirit of adventure, Cities of Samoa provides a window into a
society where urbanity has found its own rhythm and meaning. To understand
Samoa’s cities is to glimpse the interplay between heritage and progress—a balance
that continues to define these islands today.

As you read ahead, may this work deepen your appreciation of Samoa’s unique urban
landscapes, and may your discoveries—on page or in person—be as vivid and
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memorable as the islands themselves.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER ONE: Apia: The Heart of Modern Samoa

Apia, Samoa's vibrant capital, pulses with an energy distinct from the tranquil village
life that defines much of the nation. Situated on the central north coast of Upolu,
Samoa's second-largest island, Apia isn't just a city; it is the city, serving as the sole
urban hub and the undeniable heart of modern Samoa. Here, the traditional rhythms
of fa'a Samoa intertwine with the currents of commerce, governance, and global
connectivity, creating a dynamic tapestry that is both uniquely Samoan and
universally urban.

From its bustling harbor to the leafy slopes of Mount Vaea, Apia represents the
convergence of Samoa's past, present, and future. It's a place where ancient customs
are practiced alongside contemporary business dealings, and where the echoes of
colonial history resonate within a fiercely independent nation. This chapter delves into
the essence of Apia as it exists today, exploring its pivotal role in the lives of Samoans
and its growing significance on the Pacific stage.

Apia's strategic location on a natural harbor has always been a defining feature. It sits
gracefully at the mouth of the Vaisigano River, with its business district tightly woven
around the waterfront. To its immediate south rises Mount Vaea, a verdant sentinel
whose 472-meter (1,549 ft) peak holds a special place in literary history as the final
resting place of Robert Louis Stevenson, the celebrated author. This geographical
embrace of sea, river, and mountain not only shapes the city's physical form but also
influences its climate and character. Apia sprawls across a narrow coastal plain,
having expanded significantly over the years to encompass numerous original villages
whose names now designate distinct neighborhoods within the greater urban area.

The tropical rainforest climate of Apia ensures consistent warmth and humidity
throughout the year. Visitors can expect average low temperatures hovering around
22 degrees Celsius (72 degrees Fahrenheit) and average highs reaching 30 degrees
Celsius (86 degrees Fahrenheit). While delightful for sun-seekers, this climate also
brings with it a distinct wet season. The driest months typically fall in July and August,
offering a brief respite from the heavier rains. However, from December to March, the
city experiences its wettest period, with average monthly precipitation often
exceeding a substantial 300 millimeters (12 inches). This makes for lush landscapes
but also means that tropical storms and cyclones are a perennial concern during these
wetter months. Indeed, the city has a history of facing nature's fury, as evidenced by
the serious damage inflicted by Cyclone Evan in December 2012.

Despite its status as the capital and primary urban center, Apia operates without a
unified city administration in the conventional sense. Instead, its governance reflects
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the deeply ingrained traditional structures of Samoan society. The city falls within the
political district (itimalo) of Tuamasaga and is, in fact, a mosaic of approximately 45
individual, independent traditional and freehold villages. This unique administrative
arrangement means that local power within Apia largely rests with these constituent
villages, each maintaining its own matai (leaders) and fa'alupega (genealogy and
customary greetings). This decentralized form of local governance underscores the
enduring strength of the fa'amatai system, where village leaders play a crucial role in
decision-making and community affairs.

However, the realities of urban expansion have necessitated a more coordinated
approach to city planning. The Planning and Urban Management Act of 2004 was a
significant step in this direction, enacted to better manage Apia's urban growth and
address persistent infrastructural challenges. Issues such as flooding, common in the
low-lying, flood-prone valley where much of the city is built, are among the key
concerns that this legislation aims to mitigate. This blend of traditional village
autonomy and modern urban planning efforts creates a fascinating and sometimes
complex administrative landscape for the capital.

Demographically, Apia is a bustling hub. The Apia Urban Area recorded a population of
35,974 in the 2021 census, with other estimates placing its population anywhere
between 36,000 and 42,000. As of 2025, the estimated population for Apia stands at
approximately 40,407. The vast majority of Apia's residents are of Samoan descent,
reflecting the nation's strong indigenous identity. However, smaller but significant
communities of European and mixed heritage individuals also contribute to the city's
cultural fabric. This demographic mix is reflected in the languages spoken; both
English and Samoan are widely used, facilitating communication within the diverse
urban environment and with international visitors alike.

Economically, Apia is the undisputed engine of Samoa. As the country's only city and
home to its main port, it is a crucial driver of the national economy, which itself relies
heavily on tourism, agricultural and fishing exports, and remittances sent home by
Samoans living abroad. Apia's port stands as the largest and busiest in Samoa, a vital
conduit for international shipping, container traffic, LPG gas, and fuels. Beyond its role
in import and export, it also serves as a key departure point for ferries connecting
Upolu to Tokelau and American Samoa, underscoring its regional significance.

The goods flowing through Apia's port paint a clear picture of Samoa's primary
exports. Fish, copra (dried coconut), coconut oil, coconut cream, bananas, cacao, and
coffee are among the key commodities shipped primarily to New Zealand, Australia,
the United States, American Samoa, and Fiji. This robust export activity, facilitated by
Apia's port infrastructure, is fundamental to the nation's economic health.

Tourism, while not centered exclusively within Apia's city limits, remains a significant
and rapidly growing sector, contributing approximately 25% of Samoa's Gross
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Domestic Product (GDP). Apia serves as the primary gateway for international visitors
arriving in the country, with many beginning their Samoan adventures from its shores.
The city itself has also diversified its economic base, fostering a growing
manufacturing sector. On its outskirts, a factory producing automotive electrical
harnesses employs a substantial workforce, demonstrating a modern industrial facet
to Apia's economy. Furthermore, the presence of two university campuses within the
capital means that higher education is also a major employer, attracting both students
and academics and contributing to the city's intellectual vitality.

Apia's infrastructure supports its role as a bustling capital. The city boasts a good road
network, with most main roads sealed and generally well-maintained, facilitating
smooth transit for residents and visitors alike. A notable change occurred on
September 7, 2009, when Samoa switched to driving on the left-hand side of the road,
aligning itself with many of its Pacific neighbors and key trading partners. The
government has continued to invest in infrastructure, undertaking projects to upgrade
and widen arterial routes around the Apia Urban Area to accommodate growing traffic
and support urban development. The Apia Harbour, as previously mentioned, is
indispensable for both international shipping and inter-island ferries, while Faleolo
International Airport, located a short distance from the city, serves as the main air
gateway to Samoa. Within Apia and across Upolu, taxis and buses are readily
available, providing convenient options for getting around.

Culturally, Apia is a vibrant reflection of Samoa's rich heritage, a captivating blend of
indigenous traditions, known as fa'a Samoa, and the lasting influences of European
missionaries. This cultural fusion is evident in the city's architecture, its daily life, and
its landmark institutions. Notable structures include the Fale Fono (Parliament House),
a symbol of Samoa's democratic governance, and the striking Central Bank of Samoa.
The Immaculate Conception Cathedral of Apia stands as a prominent testament to the
strong Christian faith prevalent in the country, showcasing impressive religious
architecture. For those interested in Samoan history and artifacts, the Museum of
Samoa offers a valuable insight into the nation's past and cultural practices.

Beyond institutional buildings, Apia holds a special connection to literary history
through the historic Vailima estate. This grand property, once the cherished home of
the renowned author Robert Louis Stevenson, now serves as the official residence of
Samoa's Head of State. Its proximity to Apia allows visitors a glimpse into Stevenson's
life in Samoa, further enhanced by his burial site on the nearby Mount Vaea, an
enduring landmark that physically and spiritually overlooks the city he grew to love.

Apia has also played a significant role in regional sports, having proudly hosted the
Pacific Games not once, but twice, in 1983 and again in 2007. These events brought
international attention and a festive atmosphere to the capital, showcasing Samoa's
capacity to host major gatherings. While the city itself offers a wealth of cultural and
historical sites, Apia also serves as a convenient base for exploring Upolu's
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breathtaking natural beauty. From here, visitors can easily venture out to iconic
attractions such as the mesmerizing To Sua Ocean Trench, a natural swimming hole
that epitomizes the island's stunning volcanic landscapes.

In essence, Apia is far more than just a geographical location on a map. It is the
beating heart of an island nation, a dynamic nexus where tradition meets modernity,
where history is palpable, and where the daily lives of Samoans unfold against a
backdrop of tropical beauty and cultural depth. For any visitor or resident, Apia offers
an immersive experience into the unique urban landscape of Samoa.
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