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Introduction: When Africa Fueled the World

	When I was little, my father told me a story about a hunter who found a skull in the bush. It went like this:

	A man tripped over a human skull as he was hunting in the bush. “How did you get here?” the man asked. To his surprise, the skull answered, “Talking got me here.” The hunter was shocked and ran to his village to tell everyone what he found. Naturally, everyone wanted to see this talking skull, including the king, so the hunter led them back. He asked the skull again, “How did you get here?” But the skull said nothing. The hunter asked again and again, but the skull was still silent. Eventually the king got angry and ordered the hunter’s head cut off on the spot. As soon as everyone went home, the skull said, “And how did you get here?” The hunter’s head replied, “Talking got me here.”

	I didn’t know that this story of the hunter and the skull is one of the most popular stories throughout the continent of Africa. The story my father told is closest to “The Talking Skull” by the Nupe people of Nigeria. My father is of Indian descent and was born and raised on the Caribbean island of Trinidad, which is simply proof of how stories made their way around and how connected Africa has always been to the rest of the world. 

	If I were to tell you a story about thieves who hid their loot in a mountain cave and who needed a password for the mountain to open up and let them into their lair, you might think of the Arabian story “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.” There is an African story called “The Password” from the Dahomey people of West Africa that is very much the same. If I mention a story about a giant and a man who tricked it, you might think about the English story “Jack the Giant Killer,” but there is a similar story called “A-Man-Among-Men” from the Hausa people of Nigeria.

	African stories, like African culture, beliefs, technology, and people, have been moving around the world for centuries. I find it interesting, then, that in the United States, when people think of Black History, it is often limited to enslavement, the Civil War, and the civil rights movement. At the beginning of Black History Month every February 1, when my children would come home from school with a Black History project—often questions on a single sheet of paper—I would have to remind them that the people who were brought to the Americas and forced into bondage had rich lives prior to their theft and enslavement by Europeans. Imagine having the lengthy history of the first people on the planet, living on the second-largest continent on Earth, all whittled down to a single sheet of paper. That’s some sheet.

	I hope, in this book, to bring to life some of the history of Africa before the forcible transportation of so many via the Middle Passage to enslavement in Europe, the Americas, and the Caribbean. Through examining the lives of ten fascinating and unique Africans, I want to shed light on what was happening to the African land they lived on and how they helped to shape the lives of people on the continent and in the wider world. In so doing, I also hope to correct some inaccuracies about what was happening in Africa before enslavement and colonialism ravaged it.

	The best place to start examining the early history of Africa is by looking at the land itself. We all have a distorted view of the African continent, thanks to disproportional maps. Africa is a lot bigger than you think. At 11,677,239 square miles, it takes up one-fifth of the total land area of Earth. The continent stretches for five thousand miles from Cape Verde in the north to the Cape of Good Hope on the southern tip. It is nearly as wide across. The only continent larger than Africa is Asia. The most commonly used map, the Mercator projection, shows Africa 14.5 times smaller than it actually is in proportion to other countries, while showing places like Europe, Russia, the United States, and Greenland much larger than they really are. Graphic artist Kai Krause created a map that compares the actual size of Africa to various countries.
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	Not only is Africa the second largest continent on Earth but the history of Africa is also the longest of anywhere on Earth. Early humans appeared in Africa over two million years ago and evolved into Homo sapiens, or modern humans, about two hundred thousand years ago. About seventy thousand years ago, Africans developed language; created art, tools, and hunting technology; and began moving out of the continent and populating the entire planet. The single language developed by Africans fifty thousand to seventy thousand years ago is the root of all six thousand languages spoken around the world today. This original African language was complex, and it used a combination of sounds, including clicks. The very first languages to evolve from it were developed in eastern Africa in what is now Tanzania, Kenya, and Ethiopia. The enduring “click” languages of some African countries have more than one hundred sounds, while some newer languages, like Hawaiian, have only thirteen. English uses forty-five sounds. 

	Today, there are between four hundred and one thousand African languages, each reflecting the unique culture of its people.

	Six thousand years ago, as the landscape and climate changed, African people started moving across the continent, following better hunting opportunities and more fertile ground. Along the way, they developed new communities and complex forms of governments, some of which were matrilineal, some patrilineal. By 3000 BCE, gold had been discovered beneath African soil. Discovery of gold and other precious minerals changed agricultural communities into the world’s very first kingdoms and empires. One of these was Kemit, which means “the black lands.” It was so named by the people who lived there because of the rich mud of the Nile River. Later, foreigners began to call it Egypt. This kingdom formed in northeastern Africa, starting around 3100 BCE. To its south was the Kingdom of Kush, located in Nubia, as much of the land south of Egypt was called at the time. This kingdom consolidated its power starting around 1000 BCE. Three Kushite kingdoms ruled in Nubia for over three thousand years. The last was the Kingdom of Meroë, which was named for the capital city at the time of this reign. Though it’s important to note that civilizations existed in northeastern Africa long before Egypt and Kush consolidated into kingdoms, other kingdoms developed in sub-Saharan Africa when trade routes were etched across the vast desert. With its many natural resources, Africa drew international attention, and its people became traders both within the continent and across the Mediterranean and Red Seas, exporting African gold, art, and culture to the rest of the world. 

	African Icons: Ten People Who Shaped History is an introduction to the story of this great continent and its people. A trek across Africa to do in-person research was impossible, so I turned to libraries that focus on African history, like the African Studies Library at Boston University; to museums like the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City; and to online sources such as Academia.edu, where people who are doing academic research all over the world publish their findings. Librarians, art historians, professors, and researchers were only too happy to help me. Every email I sent was returned with helpful information, and every meeting I had was met with a willingness to share as much as I could record. However, the search was frustrating at times. An interesting snippet in one source might be impossible to verify or expand on. Much of the older research about African history is riddled with the bias of people who viewed Africa and Africans as inferior to their own culture and lineage. Now that African scholars are telling the stories of their own continent, true African history is being revealed. I am excited to see the findings that are yet to come.
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	The Sahara Yawns

	For millennia, ancient Africans thrived on a continent of multiple landscapes. There were lush forests, ice-capped mountains, volcanic craters, grassy plains, serrated peaks, marshlands, treacherous rivers, deltas teeming with wild animals, and eventually, formed over thousands of years, the formidable desert: the Sahara. Without claws, horns, hooves, or tough hide, humans had to adapt quickly for their own protection and survival. They paid close attention to the land, the weather, the sky, and every creature around them, from the enormous, vicious aurochs, a now-extinct species of wild cattle, to the tiniest tsetse fly, whose bite could cause sleeping sickness and fever. They honed their hunting skills and developed ever better tools and weapons. The first bows and arrows appeared around 62,000 BCE. Following on the heels of this new hunting technology came spring traps. These used the same principles of tension and release as bows and arrows and could be set and left as hunters did other work. Knives advanced from whittled stone to blades that could be attached to wooden handles and were made of forged iron with razor-sharp edges on one side and blunt, curved edges on the other. In the earliest example of applied chemistry, Africans developed glue to assemble these tools. They learned to heat it to a precise temperature that allowed them to attach the blade to the handle without weakening either the blade or the handle. This made it possible to have tools and weapons that could be used multiple times, rather than single-use projectiles like wooden arrows. 

	As their understanding of chemical compounds evolved, Africans developed a new hunting weapon: poison. These poisons were cleverly composed to fell huge ancient beasts but have no ill effects on the people who would eat the meat after. 

	Africans used the available raw materials they had to their advantage, and they used them with flair. When hunters set out, they left behind shelters made of natural materials outfitted with soft cloth bedding stuffed with insect-repelling plants. Their walls were covered in artistic carvings and pigmented paintings. When they pursued game, bows and arrows in hand, they took along ever sturdier spears and knives covered with geometric carvings that reflected each hunter’s ownership and sense of pride. Water canteens made of ostrich eggshells were delicately carved, with water spouts attached for easy drinking. Beautifully whittled whistles were used to send melodic messages to fellow hunters over long distances. 

	About 6,000 years ago, the land was beginning to change beneath Africans’ feet. The earth’s tilt, which is always shifting slightly, had made enough of a move that a large portion of land in north Africa that was once thick with trees and plants began to dry out. Over the course of 5,000 years, the land went from green and moist to dry and sandy. Those in the northeast of the continent, who had developed the Arabic language, recognized this new landscape at once as a “sahra,” or desert, which gave the desert its name: Sahara. The dry, sandy landscape eventually would stretch to 3.3 million square miles, roughly the size of the United States, making it the largest hot desert in the world. The vast, waterless, intensely hot Sahara squeezed communities in northern Africa toward the coasts.

	The countries south of the desert, in what is called sub-Saharan Africa, would have a different history than the countries to the north, who were connected by land or a short water voyage to Europe and the Middle East. In the northern part of the continent, agricultural societies formed where the ground was wet and rich enough for planting. The first major African communities came together around a length of fertile ground to the east, along the banks of the Nile River. One was Kush; the other, Egypt. 

	With the Nile flowing through their land, the scorching Sahara to their west, and rough seas to the east, the Kushites and the Egyptians enjoyed abundant lives free from outside influence. Within their borders, however, there was turmoil. 
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	In the thirty-first century BCE, Egypt was a country of many minor kings, and the land was split in two. Upper Egypt was a country of cities where people clustered close to land viable for fishing and hunting. Lower Egypt had more farmland, fed by the waters of the Nile River, with fewer cities than its neighbor. The lands were named according to the flow of the Nile, and because the river flowed from south to north, Upper Egypt lay to the south, while Lower Egypt was north, close to the Mediterranean Sea. Both groups shared the same language, customs, and religious beliefs.

	The Nile, flowing upward through the country, split and bent and split again into six main sections called cataracts, which were bursting with life. Hulking hippopotamuses and snapping crocodiles lurked alongside silver pike that could grow up to six feet long and red-tailed catfish that swam beneath the river’s surface. Papyrus reeds waved on the banks of the river, covering the shore in lush green and providing cover for vicious animals that lay in wait for prey. 

	Despite the dangers, the Nile was busy. People bathed in open shores where they could see a threat coming, and boats traveled up and down the waters. Some boats were for the pleasure of the families of kings; others were used for trade and transport. 

	The Nile was life and death, pleasure and commerce, beauty and pain. Every year, the river rose and overflowed, spilling into the banks, saturating the land and making it soft and fertile, perfect for farming. Northern farmers, ankle-deep in rich mud, had no problems coaxing cotton, wheat, beans, corn, figs, and other crops from the Nile’s shores. There was plenty to feed their own families and extra to trade north over the Mediterranean and south to Upper Egypt. The bounty of the river meant that not everyone needed to farm in order to eat. People branched out into other occupations. Craftworkers made tools for farmers, chisels for artists working in stone and copper, and even needles for sewing. Potters used the mud from the Nile to make pots and jars for storing food and other items. They also made cooking utensils and religious vessels that would store organs during mummification. Some pottery was made purely for decorative use. Beneath the ground lay minerals that kept Egyptians wealthy and gave them the means to trade with other countries: turquoise, carnelian, granite, and electrum were all available for those who dug deep enough. 

	It was during this time of thriving agriculture and trade that a young king named Menes, who ruled over cities in Upper Egypt, including Thinis, Heirakonpolis, and Naqada, looked to expand his territory. Menes was just twenty-five years old. His people enjoyed trade with other regions, not only in Egypt, but stretching south into Kush. But the cities Menes ruled over didn’t have direct access to the farmlands of Lower Egypt. Controlling the farmland would give him the ability to feed his people easily, and his already tight control over southern urban centers would secure continued wealth from trade. 

	Menes’ takeover of Upper and Lower Egypt was built on a series of military expeditions. Beginning just before 3032 BCE, Menes began conquering the lands surrounding his kingdom. In campaign after campaign he took the fight to neighboring kings, capturing their territories with brutal force. He was no reluctant leader. He rode in with his army, brandishing the tools of war, taking enemies by the neck, and crushing them with his own hands. While no historical account explains what made Menes such an exceptional and virtually unbeatable foe, we do know that he was called the Scorpion King, perhaps because he was quick and formidable and struck with deadly force. 

	With most of Upper Egypt under his banner, Menes set his sights north, on Lower Egypt and its rich farmland. Menes extracted the loyalty of lesser kings by agreement, at the point of a weapon, or simply by killing them off. But even conquered, the Egyptians from different areas were frustratingly fractured. Menes had forced them to answer to him, but he couldn’t yet force them to get along with one other. Menes had to find a way to deal with this infighting to have any hope of holding on to the power he had squeezed from his enemies. His armies had already killed anyone loyal to the leaders he conquered, people who might attempt revenge or try to take his new power. But Menes had to unite his new subjects and ensure their loyalty in order for his hold over Egypt to be secure. How could he get the hard-won and bloody unification of Upper and Lower Egypt to last?

	The answer was religion. 

	The falcon god Horus was one of Egypt’s most significant deities. Horus ruled the land of Egypt. His right eye, the sun and morning star, stood for power. His left eye, the moon and evening star, stood for healing. Religious groups that worshipped Horus existed throughout the land. It was a commonality among the warring factions that Menes could exploit. 

	Menes declared that Horus himself had bestowed the kingship of Egypt on him, and that furthermore Menes was not simply a follower of the god, but was a god in his own right, a living embodiment of Horus on Earth. 

	Who would dare oppose a living god who had a brutally efficient army? 

	Menes’ clever move also ensured that his lineage would continue to rule after he was gone, because divinity, of course, was inherited. It would pass from father to son. With this declaration, Menes began the first dynasty of a united Egypt—and began a tradition that would have a long-lasting effect on the history, politics, and religion of the country. Bestowing on himself the divine right to rule meant that every ruler after him could assume the same level of power, the same indisputable right over any and all, and could be assured the one kind of loyalty that was more powerful than blood relation. Menes is considered Egypt’s first pharaoh, a term that means “great house.” Menes himself would not have been called this in his lifetime, however, because the term “pharaoh” was not used to refer to the king until the eighteenth dynasty in 1539 BCE. 

	Menes’ metamorphosis into a god was further boosted by another decision, this one a clever costume change.

	The kings of Upper Egypt traditionally wore a white woven war crown, called a “hedjet,” which was peaked in the middle. The kings of Lower Egypt wore a red crown, called a “deshret,” that was bowl-shaped, had a peak at the back, and had a curled piece that jutted out from the front center. Menes combined the white hedjet crown of Upper Egypt with the red deshret crown of Lower Egypt. Together, the double crown became a new symbol of power for the pharaoh. The symbolism of the two crowns together was so powerful as a physical representation of the new order of things that the double crown would remain a symbol of the pharaoh for several dynasties, spanning hundreds of years. 

	With this costume change, Menes was also playing on a prevailing cultural and religious belief: the Egyptian idea of duality, the idea that two separate things could exist in one. In Egyptian mythology, the god Set, for example, was seen as unhappy, violent, and connected with chaos and the desert. The god Osiris, Set’s exact opposite, was connected to happiness, calm, orderliness, and life and was to be found in the waters of the river Nile. Together, they represented a duality of good and evil. Set, as a trickster, also had a dual personality, since tricks could be beneficial or destructive. 

	After Menes brought Upper and Lower Egypt together, the country as a whole was referred to as the Two Lands. But Menes wasn’t done cementing his place as ruler and deity. He married Benerib, a princess from one of the families he conquered when he rode into Lower Egypt. The match meant that the royal family was now a combination of both Upper and Lower Egypt, and the moment Menes and Benerib had a child, that child would belong to all of Egypt, not a country split across the middle. 
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