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Introduction

Togo, nestled on the coast of West Africa, is often celebrated for its breathtaking
natural beauty, ranging from sandy shorelines to lush highlands and rolling savanna.
While the majority of the Togolese population still lives in rural communities and
villages, the country’s cities stand as vibrant centers of commerce, governance, and
culture. The story of Togo’s urban centers is one of transformation, resilience, and
adaptation—reflecting the nation’s complex history as well as its aspirations for the
future.

The cities of Togo offer a remarkable window into the country’s past and present.
From Lomé, the bustling capital with its colonial legacy and maritime flair, to Kpalimé,
known for its artistic heritage and lush landscapes, each city carries its own distinct
identity. These urban landscapes have been shaped by successive waves of migration,
trade, colonization, and economic opportunity. Togo’s towns and cities serve as
important links between the rural heartland and the dynamic economies of the
broader West African region.

For visitors, Togo’s cities provide a uniqgue blend of experiences. Medieval markets
jostle with modern office buildings; ancient festivals share the calendar with
international business conferences. The vibrant colors of the Grand Marché in Lomé,
the rhythmic beats of traditional dances in Sokodé or Atakpamé, and the serene
spiritual hush of historic churches and mosques all invite exploration. Beyond the core
urban areas, other towns such as Bafilo, Badou, and Bassar offer rich cultural
encounters, scenic beauty, and welcoming hospitality.

Yet this urban tapestry is not without its challenges. Rapid population growth and
urbanization present mounting pressures on infrastructure, housing, and public
services. Questions of sustainable development, modern city planning, and social
equity are at the fore as Togo charts its path into the future. Investments in education,
transport, and urban governance are reshaping both the appearance and the spirit of
Togolese cities. There is a palpable drive across the country to turn these centers into
engines for national growth and sustainable development.

“Cities of Togo” has been written to introduce readers to these diverse urban
landscapes, tracing their historical roots, their current dynamics, and their future
potential. Each chapter provides an in-depth look at a particular city or urban theme,
combining historical background with practical travel guidance. Whether you are a
first-time visitor seeking highlights, a student of West African history, or a curious
armchair traveler, this book aims to be both a companion and a guide.
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Ultimately, to discover the cities of Togo is to witness a nation in motion. It is to see
tradition and innovation living side by side, to hear the echoes of the past in modern

streets, and to appreciate the immense energy, creativity, and resilience of the
Togolese people. We invite you to join us on this journey through Togo’s urban heart,

where every city has a story waiting to be told.
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CHAPTER ONE: Lomé: The Vibrant Capital

Lomé, the beating heart of Togo, is more than just a capital city; it's a vibrant tapestry
woven from historical threads, economic dynamism, and a distinctive cultural blend.
Situated strategically on the Gulf of Guinea, in the southwestern corner of the country,
Lomé pulsates with an energy that reflects its role as Togo's primary urban center.
With an urban population estimated at around 1.8 million and a metropolitan area
housing over 2.1 million permanent residents as of the 2022 census, it's clear that
roughly a quarter of the entire nation calls this bustling city home.

Imagine standing on a sandy stretch of beach, the warm Atlantic breeze caressing
your face, and behind you, a city unfurls in a kaleidoscope of colors, sounds, and
scents. That's Lomé. It's where the rhythm of daily life is set to the ebb and flow of
commerce, the constant hum of activity from its port, and the lively chatter of its
diverse inhabitants. This coastal gem is not only the economic engine of Togo but also
its cultural and political nerve center, a place where the past and present coalesce to
shape the nation's future.

The story of Lomé begins humbly, founded by the Ewe people in 1880 as a simple
trading post. Its strategic coastal location, however, quickly caught the eye of colonial
powers. By 1897, it had ascended to the status of colonial capital for German
Togoland, a pivotal moment that set the stage for its rapid expansion and
development. The Germans, with their characteristic efficiency, laid down some of the
foundational infrastructure that would serve the city for decades to come.

After the tumultuous period of World War I, the colonial baton passed to the French,
under whose administration Lomé continued to serve as the capital. This transition
marked another significant chapter in the city’s evolution, as French influences began
to intermingle with the existing Ewe heritage and the remnants of German colonial
architecture. The city’s growth, while steady, truly accelerated in the post-World War II
era, fueled by a valuable resource that would profoundly shape Togo’s economy:
phosphates.

The profits generated from the phosphate trade were instrumental in transforming
Lomé into the modern city we see today. It was this mineral wealth that financed the
construction of its modern deep-water port, a crucial artery for Togo's international
trade. The same financial impetus also led to the establishment of the prestigious
University of Lomé, a beacon of higher education, along with numerous hotels and
office buildings that began to redefine the city's skyline. This period of rapid
development cemented Lomé’s position as a regional hub.
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Lomé's port remains its undisputed economic anchor. As Togo's principal seaport and
industrial center, it hums with activity day and night. The port, boasting a free trade
zone established in 1968, is a vital conduit for the export of key Togolese
commodities. Picture mountains of coffee beans, sacks of cocoa, bales of cotton, and
vast quantities of phosphates and palm oil all moving through this bustling gateway,
destined for markets across the globe.

Beyond its role in exporting Togolese products, the Port of Lomé is also a critical
transit point, serving as a lifeline for landlocked neighboring countries like Mali, Niger,
and Burkina Faso, as well as providing an alternative route for goods destined for
Ghana. This strategic importance makes Lomé a linchpin in West African trade, a
veritable crossroads of goods and cultures. The city’s industrial landscape is further
enhanced by the presence of an oil refinery and a shipyard, underscoring its diverse
economic portfolio.

To facilitate the movement of goods and people, Lomé boasts a well-developed
infrastructure. A railway network efficiently connects the capital to the interior of the
country, ensuring that agricultural products and raw materials can reach the port, and
manufactured goods can be distributed to the hinterland. For international
connectivity, Lomé is served by an international airport, bustling with regional and
intercontinental flights, and a thermal power plant ensures a steady supply of energy
for its burgeoning industries and growing population.

Culturally, Lomé is a fascinating mosaic, showcasing a dynamic blend of deep-rooted
Togolese traditions, particularly those of the Ewe people, and the elegant, enduring
influences of French colonialism. This fusion is evident in its architecture, its cuisine,
and the daily lives of its residents. Visitors to Lomé are spoiled for choice when it
comes to experiencing this rich cultural tapestry, with numerous attractions offering
glimpses into the city’s soul.

One of the most iconic landmarks is the Independence Monument, a powerful symbol
commemorating Togo's hard-won independence in 1960. It stands as a testament to
the nation's journey and a point of pride for its citizens. For a truly immersive
experience, a visit to the Grand Marché is essential. This bustling, multi-story market
is a sensory overload in the best possible way—a labyrinth of stalls overflowing with
textiles, produce, spices, and an endless array of goods, all accompanied by the lively
banter of vendors and shoppers.

For those eager to delve deeper into Togo’s past and artistic expressions, the National
Museum of Togo, housed within the Palais de Congres, offers a compelling collection of
exhibits. Here, visitors can trace the country's history, explore its diverse cultural
heritage, and admire significant works of Togolese art. It's a place where stories of
ancient kingdoms, colonial struggles, and national identity come alive through
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artifacts and displays.

Perhaps one of Lomé’s most unique and intriguing attractions is the Fetish Market, or
Marché des Féticheurs. This extraordinary market offers a rare and candid insight into
local spiritual practices, particularly Voodoo. Here, one can find an astonishing array of
traditional medicines, charms, and Voodoo artifacts, meticulously arranged by
practitioners. It's a place that both fascinates and educates, providing a window into a
belief system that is deeply ingrained in the fabric of Togolese society.

Another architectural and spiritual landmark is the Sacred Heart Cathedral. Built in
1902, this impressive structure stands as an iconic religious site, its striking design a
testament to the city’s colonial past and its enduring Christian community. Beyond the
hustle and bustle of the city center, Lomé also offers stretches of pristine sandy
beaches and inviting resorts along its coastline. These provide perfect havens for
relaxation, where the gentle lapping of the waves offers a soothing escape from urban
life.

As Lomé continues to grow and evolve, urban planning has become a critical focus. A
new urbanization plan for Greater Lomé is nearing completion, a significant
undertaking aimed at regulating spatial occupation and addressing structural
imbalances that have emerged from rapid growth. This ambitious plan seeks to ensure
the harmonious development of the capital, creating a more organized and
sustainable urban environment for its burgeoning population.

This initiative is part of a broader, nationwide program to develop comprehensive
urban planning strategies for all of Togo's 117 municipalities. It reflects a forward-
thinking approach to managing urban expansion, ensuring that future growth is both
sustainable and equitable. The goal is to create cities that are not only economically
vibrant but also livable, environmentally sound, and capable of meeting the needs of
all their residents.

Lomé, therefore, stands as a microcosm of Togo itself—a nation grappling with the
opportunities and challenges of development, while fiercely holding onto its rich
cultural heritage. Its streets tell tales of colonial legacies and newfound independence,
of ancient traditions and modern aspirations. For any visitor to Togo, Lomé is more
than just a starting point; it is an unforgettable destination, a place where every
corner reveals another layer of this captivating West African capital.
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