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Introduction
Suriname, nestled on the northern edge of South America, is a country that often
intrigues visitors with its exotic allure and understated charm. While it may be the
continent’s smallest independent nation by land area, it has a cultural and historical
richness that far surpasses its geographical bounds. Over ninety percent of Suriname’s
territory is cloaked in lush rainforest, but civilization gathers in a string of vibrant cities
and towns scattered primarily along the Atlantic coast and the banks of its major
rivers. In these urban centers, Suriname’s story—woven from threads of indigenous
heritage, colonial encounters, migrations, and resilience—comes vividly to life.

The cities of Suriname are not sprawling metropolises but rather intimate, character-
filled locales that reveal much about the country’s soul. At their core is Paramaribo, a
UNESCO World Heritage site whose streets, wooden colonial facades, and diverse
smells and sounds evoke centuries of dramatic change. From the grand old fort of
Zeelandia to lively markets and serene mosques and temples, the capital embodies
the nation’s motto: “Justitia – Pietas – Fides” (Justice – Piety – Fidelity). Yet to truly
grasp the Surinamese urban narrative, one must look beyond the capital—exploring
Lelydorp’s multicultural streets, Nieuw Nickerie’s rice lanes and bustling ferry terminal,
and a host of smaller towns each with their own unique legacy.

The foundation and evolution of these cities are inseparable from Suriname’s layered
history—a history marked by the arrival of European colonists, the establishment of
plantations, the forced labor of enslaved Africans, the struggles of Asian indentured
workers, and the rich traditions of the Indigenous and Maroon peoples. Today’s urban
landscapes echo the country’s economic shifts, from the age of sugar and bauxite to
modern tourism, commerce, and agriculture. Architectural styles, street names, and
public monuments all serve as living reminders of triumphs and tragedies, resilience
and renewal.

For visitors, Suriname’s cities offer far more than a mere stopover or administrative
convenience. They are gateways to natural marvels—the mighty rivers, protected
wetlands, scenic reserves—but are also destinations in their own right. Eateries sizzle
with Indian, Javanese, Creole, Chinese, and Dutch flavors. Colorful festivals, bustling
open-air markets, and intimate museums invite deep engagement with local culture.
Walking the streets of Paramaribo or the riverbanks of Nieuw Nickerie, you encounter
a warm, polyglot society—where stories are exchanged in Sranantongo, Dutch, Hindi,
Javanese, and more.

This book, “Cities of Suriname,” serves as both a historical exploration and a practical
guide, uncovering the roots and contemporary rhythms of Suriname’s urban centers.
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Each chapter delves into the past and present of individual cities and towns,
highlighting not only architecture and attractions but also the everyday lives of
residents and their hopes for the future. Whether you are visiting Suriname for the
first time, returning with fresh eyes, or simply curious about a largely undiscovered
corner of South America, this volume provides insights, inspiration, and practical tips
for discovering these remarkable urban spaces.

In tracing the stories of Suriname’s cities, readers will come to appreciate the unique
relationship these places have with their natural environment, their multicultural
populations, and the broader forces shaping the nation today. As Suriname continues
to develop and change, its cities remain vital links between the past and the
future—places where history breathes and where new stories are written each day.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and People of
Suriname
Suriname, a verdant jewel on South America’s northeastern shoulder, is a land defined
by its extraordinary natural beauty and astonishing cultural mosaic. Tucked between
French Guiana to the east, Guyana to the west, and Brazil to the south, its relatively
small size belies a landscape of immense diversity, dominated by a formidable
expanse of untouched Amazon rainforest. This geographical reality profoundly shapes
where and how its people live, giving rise to a distinctive pattern of urbanization
concentrated along the sun-drenched Atlantic coast and the navigable arteries of its
major rivers.

Imagine a country where over 90% of the land is blanketed by dense, primeval forest –
a staggering statistic that positions Suriname as one of the world’s greenest nations.
This vast wilderness, a critical part of the Amazon basin, is not just a scenic backdrop;
it is a living, breathing ecosystem teeming with biodiversity, home to countless
species of flora and fauna, many yet to be fully documented. While this extensive
forest acts as a natural barrier to widespread internal development, it also provides an
invaluable ecological treasure, influencing everything from climate patterns to
traditional ways of life for its Maroon and Indigenous communities.

The country’s lifeblood, both literally and metaphorically, flows through its intricate
network of rivers. The Suriname River, the Commewijne, the Marowijne, and the
Nickerie are more than just waterways; they are historical highways, economic
conduits, and cultural boundaries. For centuries, these rivers have been the primary
means of transport and communication, linking coastal settlements with interior
communities and facilitating trade and exploration. Their meandering paths have
witnessed the ebb and flow of human endeavor, from indigenous canoes to colonial
cargo ships, and continue to play a crucial role in daily life.

Geographically, Suriname can be broadly divided into two main regions: the northern
coastal lowlands and the interior uplands. The coastal plain, a narrow strip of land
extending roughly 30 to 50 kilometers inland, is where the vast majority of the
population resides and where the major cities and agricultural areas are found. This
fertile plain, a mix of swamps, mangroves, and cultivated lands, is protected from the
Atlantic by a series of dikes and natural barriers. Here, the soil is rich, deposited over
millennia by the Amazon and other rivers, making it ideal for the cultivation of rice,
bananas, and other tropical crops that form the backbone of Suriname’s agricultural
economy.
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Venturing south from the coast, the terrain gradually rises into the interior uplands,
characterized by undulating hills and eventually the rugged, ancient Guiana Shield, a
geological formation that underlies much of northern South America. This vast
hinterland is almost entirely covered by the Amazon rainforest, punctuated by isolated
inselbergs – dramatic, isolated rock formations that rise abruptly from the forest floor.
While sparsely populated, this region is rich in mineral resources, particularly bauxite,
gold, and oil, which have historically driven much of Suriname's national economy.
Access to the interior is often challenging, primarily relying on river transport or small
aircraft, which contributes to the isolation and unique character of the communities
found there.

The climate of Suriname is typically tropical, hot and humid throughout the year, with
average temperatures hovering around 27°C (81°F). The country experiences two
rainy seasons and two dry seasons. The long rainy season typically runs from April to
August, followed by a short dry season in August and September. A shorter rainy
season occurs from December to February, interspersed with a long dry season from
February to April. This consistent warmth and ample rainfall contribute to the luxuriant
growth of the rainforest and support a diverse array of agricultural practices. However,
it also presents challenges in terms of infrastructure and urban planning, requiring
innovative solutions to manage water and maintain roads.

This geographical framework has profoundly influenced the distribution and
development of Suriname’s population. The historical imperative of trade and
communication, coupled with the challenges of dense rainforest and challenging
terrain, meant that settlements naturally gravitated towards the coast and major
rivers. These locations offered access to the sea for international trade, fertile land for
agriculture, and convenient waterways for internal transport. As a result, Suriname’s
urban centers, though modest in size by global standards, are bustling hubs of
activity, serving as vital links between the rural hinterland and the wider world.

The human geography of Suriname is as vibrant and diverse as its natural landscapes.
With a population of just over half a million people, Suriname boasts an incredible
tapestry of ethnicities, cultures, and languages, making it one of the most
multicultural nations in the world. This rich diversity is a direct legacy of its colonial
past, particularly the plantation economy that necessitated the importation of labor
from various parts of the globe. Each group has contributed to the unique Surinamese
identity, shaping its cities, cuisine, music, and daily life.

The largest ethnic groups include the Hindustanis, descendants of indentured laborers
from British India; the Creoles, people of mixed African and European ancestry; and
the Javanese, descendants of indentured laborers from the Dutch East Indies
(Indonesia). Each of these communities maintains strong cultural ties to their ancestral
homelands while having also forged a distinct Surinamese identity. Their languages,
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religious practices, culinary traditions, and festivals are all integral parts of the
national fabric, creating a dynamic and colorful society.

Beyond these larger groups, Suriname is also home to significant populations of
Maroons, descendants of escaped enslaved Africans who established independent
communities in the interior rainforest. These communities, such as the Saramaka and
Djuka, have preserved much of their African cultural heritage, developing unique
languages, art forms, and social structures. The Indigenous peoples, including the
Kalina (Caribs), Lokono (Arawaks), Wayana, and Trio, are the original inhabitants of
the land, with their own rich histories, spiritual beliefs, and deep knowledge of the
rainforest. Their presence underscores the ancient roots of human habitation in
Suriname, predating any colonial encounters.

Furthermore, there are smaller but influential communities of Chinese, Lebanese, and
European (primarily Dutch and Portuguese) descendants, all of whom have played a
role in shaping Suriname’s economic and cultural landscape. In recent decades,
Suriname has also seen an influx of immigrants from other South American countries,
particularly Guyana and Brazil, drawn by economic opportunities. This constant influx
and intermingling of cultures has created a truly cosmopolitan society, particularly
evident in the capital city, Paramaribo, where a stroll through the streets can feel like
a journey around the world.

This incredible human diversity manifests itself in the linguistic landscape of
Suriname. While Dutch is the official language of government and education,
Sranantongo, an English-based Creole language, is widely spoken as a lingua franca
and is often used in informal settings. In addition, Hindi, Javanese, various Maroon
languages, indigenous languages, and Chinese dialects are actively used by their
respective communities. This linguistic richness adds another layer to Suriname’s
unique character, offering visitors a fascinating auditory experience as they navigate
the country’s urban centers.

Religious freedom is deeply ingrained in Surinamese society, and the urban centers
reflect this spirit of coexistence. It is not uncommon to find a mosque, a synagogue, a
Hindu temple, and a Christian church standing in close proximity to one another,
particularly in Paramaribo. This harmonious blend of faiths is a testament to the
nation’s tolerance and the respect its diverse communities hold for one another’s
beliefs. Religious festivals from various traditions are celebrated throughout the year,
adding vibrant splashes of color and joyous sound to the urban environment.

Understanding the geography and people of Suriname is fundamental to appreciating
its cities. The vast rainforest has channeled development towards the coast, creating a
string of urban centers that are both distinct and interconnected. The nation’s diverse
population, a living legacy of its historical journey, has infused these cities with a
unique cultural vibrancy that is evident in every street, market, and festival. As we

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.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

delve into the individual stories of these urban hubs, remember that each is a
reflection of this profound interplay between the land and its remarkably varied
inhabitants.
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