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INTRODUCTION


In the summer of 2012, I visited the National Museum of Ghana. I was at home in Ghana for the school holiday, catching up with family and friends. Since I was in my second-last year of school, I had to complete my Extended Project – an independent school project that counts towards your final grades. The subject can be anything you want.


Being interested in history, Africa and storytelling, I decided to write a short history of the Kwahu – one of the ethnic groups I belong to, which is also a subgroup of the better-known Akan ethnic group. I thought I might begin my research at the museum.


However, when I got there, I was a little disappointed.


Just like in my history lessons at school, the documentaries I watched and the books I read, there wasn’t much on African – let alone Ghanaian – history, except for the Transatlantic Slave Trade and colonialism. (Thankfully, today, the museum’s collection is much broader, featuring, for instance, chiefs’ regalia and indigenous tools, art and crafts, including instruments and textiles.)


Not finding what I needed at the museum, I contacted some professors at the University of Ghana. There I had better luck. One of the professors took me round a small museum tucked away at the back of the archaeology department and showed me, among other things, iron artefacts dating to around 500 ad that were made and found in Ghana. Another invited me to her lecture on the history of Akan chieftaincies.


This, plus some articles they recommended to me, gave me all I needed to complete my project. But having been exposed to just a little of the deeper African past and shown that there was still so much to discover and learn about it, I became keenly interested in doing so.


I applied to study archaeology and anthropology at university. In my third year, I took a module on the formation of African states. I was exposed even more to the richness of Africa’s past. I learnt about ancient East African trade and architecture, medieval West African empires and Central African kingdoms’ crafts and religions, to name a few. I also became compelled to pass on this knowledge, which is so little known and appreciated.


That’s where this book comes in.


It’s not a complete, chronological history of Africa. The continent’s vastness and the sheer immensity of varied peoples who have lived there since the dawn of humanity means this: if such a task could even be completed properly – every society, event and noteworthy individual given due attention – it would probably take several lifetimes.


More importantly, historical chronologies are not how many African peoples have understood and continue to understand their past. For us, there is little distinction between past and present. What, to others, happened in the ‘past’ is, to us, still happening. People who, to others, lived and died two hundred years ago are, to us, still alive. We continue to communicate with them and invite and welcome them to contemporary gatherings and celebrations. Festivals that, to others, are five hundred years old, to us might as well have been created this morning, so little have their meaning, purpose and process changed.


This perspective of the past gave me no small difficulty in the writing of this book. Often, I found that cultural features I intended to describe as historical still existed as they always had done. Internally, I continuously debated whether to write of them in the past or present tense and sometimes struggled to identify how they might have evolved, if indeed they had.


So, I settled on a thematic approach for the book. Each of its ten chapters focuses on a cultural or historical aspect that has been and continues to be integral to African identity. These include ancestral veneration, music, dancing, oral histories and storytelling, as well as resource wealth, migration, the Transatlantic Slave Trade and racism.


In each chapter, I tell stories that I believe not only highlight its theme but also that I’ve found the most engaging. In particular, it was either the fascinating characters or the intriguing beliefs and rituals that drew me to them. Also, to emphasise the African conception of a fluid relationship between past and present, I tell contemporary as well as ‘historical’ stories (some of them personal) and draw connections between them throughout the book.


Crucially, and unlike many other histories of Africa and its peoples, I’ve avoided concentrating solely on the Transatlantic Slave Trade, colonialism and racism, and amplifying their importance. Instead, I place them in their proper context – a mere three hundred years (albeit dark and significant) at the tail end of a history stretching back hundreds of thousands.


Additionally, where I have written about the Transatlantic Slave Trade, colonialism and racism, I’ve avoided characterising Africans as solely their inevitable, unwitting and hapless victims. I’ve attempted to demonstrate how these aspects came about not necessarily because of a belief in Africans’ natural inferiority, but rather because of a few individuals’ avarice and greed for power and position. I’ve also tried to show how Africans themselves rejected, put a stop to, were sometimes unaffected by, and even contributed to, these aspects.


This book, then, is a physical representation of my personal journey through the African past; a journey that started over a decade ago, has continued to this day and will go on for the rest of my life. In reading it, I hope you not only learn about African identity but also find themes and stories with which you connect. Perhaps you might find parallels or noticeable differences between elements of certain African cultures and those of your own. However you read, and whatever you take away from this literary adventure, it’s a pleasure to have you along for the ride.


Luke Pepera, April 2024
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OUR LOST MILLENNIA


We have a warped understanding of Africa’s past. The last three hundred years encompassing the Transatlantic Slave Trade and colonialism are magnified at the expense of everything that came before. We’re unable to appreciate fully just how far back in time the earliest African cultures existed, the diversity of these cultures, and their people’s achievements up to and including the modern day.


Because human beings first emerged in Africa, any discussion of Africa’s past can begin at the very beginning of our species. This gives a sense of just how deep the histories of African peoples are.


Then, to demonstrate just how much they’ve achieved in all the time they’ve been on Earth, there are too many examples to choose from. Here, I’ve explored the wealth, influence and worldliness of two medieval West African civilisations – the Mali Empire and the Songhay Empire that succeeded it.


So, let’s first go back about 200,000 years to East Africa. Here, after gradual evolution, we – that is, Homo sapiens (our species) with the anatomy we still have – emerged. The earliest fossil evidence for anatomically modern sapiens has been found in the east African country of Ethiopia. These are the remains of skeletons from two sites – Omo Kibish and Herto. Those from Omo Kibish date to around 200,000 years ago. Those from Herto to around 160,000 years ago. Genetic evidence shows that the last common ancestor of every current human being lived in Africa around 150,000 years ago. Scientists dubbed her ‘Eve’.


Potentially, our earliest ancestor is Sahelanthropus tchadensis. Its name means ‘Sahel man of Chad’, where its remains were first found. It lived in Africa about seven million years ago.


Until the emergence of Homo erectus about five million years later, early humans lived only in Africa. That’s because some erectus migrated to Asia.


In Africa, by about 800,000 years ago, erectus had evolved into Homo heidelbergensis.


Between about 700,000 and 500,000 years ago, some heidelbergensis migrated to Europe. Adapting to its colder environment, they evolved into Neanderthals.


Meanwhile, by about 300,000 years ago, African heidelbergensis had evolved into a more modern-looking ancestor that some scientists call Homo helmei. Helmei remains have been found in Ethiopia, Kenya and South Africa. A skull found in the South African site of Florisbad dates to around 250,000 years old.


By about 150,000 years ago, helmei had evolved into anatomically modern sapiens.


Other scientists call helmei by different names. To some, helmei isn’t a species distinct from sapiens but rather an early form of it. Thus, they call helmei ‘late archaic Homo sapiens’. To others, even heidelbergensis is also an early form of sapiens. They call it ‘early archaic Homo sapiens’.


To all these scientists, our brain size relative to that of our body defines our humanity. Our brain size rapidly increased and became close to what it is now around 400,000 years ago – the time of heidelbergensis and helmei. Therefore, this is when we became ‘sapiens’.


To yet other scientists, because sapiens evolved in Africa, all early human fossils found there should be classified as ‘sapiens’. ‘Sapiens’ might then have emerged as far back as between 300,000 and 800,000 years ago. Perhaps even further back. Some scholars identify 500,000 years ago as the date when sapiens emerged.


One reason why this emergence date is difficult to pinpoint is that ‘sapiens’ fossils all look so different from each other.


Each is a distinct blend of older and more modern features. Helmei specimens found in Jebel Irhoud, Morocco, dating between 350,000 and 160,000 years ago, have modern faces but skull shapes more like those of heidelbergensis. Anatomically modern sapiens specimens found in Border Cave, South Africa, dating to around 200,000 years ago, have modern skull shapes but brow ridges more like Neanderthals’.


More confusingly, even fossils dating to the same time look different from each other.


Even more confusingly, some more recent sapiens fossils look less like us than older ones. Specimens found in Klasies River Mouth, South Africa, dating from between 110,000 and 60,000 years ago, have jaws that look less like ours than the 160,000-year-old Herto (i.e. Ethiopian) specimen. A specimen found in east Turkana, Kenya, dating to about 300,000 years ago, looks a lot more like us than it does helmei. It’s difficult to tell when the traits that define us emerged.


One explanation for this diversity is that, across time, in various parts of Africa, there lived different-looking early human populations that periodically intermixed.


Africa is large and has extraordinary environmental diversity. Early human populations could live and grow here much more easily than anywhere else. In Europe, where the climate is more temperate, large areas became frozen during very cold periods, making them uninhabitable and impassable for early humans. Conversely, in Africa, even during very cold periods, there were always places where early humans could live, or through which they could travel.


Early human populations adapted to the diverse environments of these places, and so developed different physical traits and behaviours. When they migrated and mixed, some of these were passed down. Eventually, such mixing resulted in the suite of traits that define us.


Millions of years ago is when, potentially, not just our earliest ancestors but also the earliest Africans emerged. Before they’d even reached any other continent, over millions of years, these Africans developed physically, socially, culturally and technologically. They practised everything we do today that we consider essential to humanity. They worshipped spirits, crafted tools and made art. A lot more is lost to us than we’ve discovered. But considering how long Africans have existed, how many populations of them lived in different African environments, and so developed differently, and how much they exchanged not just genes, but ideas, skills and technologies, it’s easy to imagine just how many kinds of things – from belief systems to hunting technologies – they created over time. All this, whether we know it or not, is African history. This history didn’t begin when medieval Europeans reached Africa. It is arguably the deepest, richest and most varied one on Earth.


However, we’ve so far recovered only a relatively small amount of disparate archaeological material relating to this very deep past. So, to get a better feel for exactly the kinds of things Africans were doing, innovating and achieving, it makes more sense to look at examples from the much more recent past.


Out of all the African civilisations I could have picked, I chose Mali and Songhay for three reasons. First, their citizens’ achievements are indisputably world-class. Together, the citizens of both Mali and Songhay created an institution that was respected, innovative and famous not only in its day but even now. Second, their citizens’ actions, and, particularly, those of their emperors, had a global impact and helped for ever change the world. And third, these emperors have associated with them some of the most fascinating stories in African history.


It’s with the story of one of these emperors that the next section begins.


Let’s fast-forward now to 1307 ad in Mali, West Africa. This was the year this famous emperor was born. His name was Kanku Musa Keita. He was Mandingo – one of the ethnic groups that live in the western part of the Sahel. The Sahel is the African region between the Sahara to the north and the coastal African countries to the south. Its western part is also known as the ‘Sudan’, and its inhabitants as ‘Sudanese’.


Musa’s grand-uncle, the Mandingo prince Sundiata Keita, founded Mali in 1235. It was a massive empire, which stretched over modern-day Mali, Mauritania, Senegal and Guinea.


To establish it, Sundiata had to defeat and conquer the territories of Soumaoro Kanté, king of Sosso, the most powerful kingdom in the Sahel at that time.


When he’d defeated Kanté, Sundiata and his generals – the chiefs of other peoples living in the Sudan – gathered on a plain called Kouroukan Fouga. Here, the generals proclaimed Sundiata emperor. He instituted Mali’s – and one of history’s – earliest constitutions, which he named after the plain.


According to al-Makrizi, a fourteenth-century Egyptian historian, Musa grew up to become, ‘a young man with a brown skin, a pleasant face and good figure’.1


He became emperor – or, in Mandingo, mansa – of Mali in 1312, essentially by accident.


Musa recounted how he became emperor to the Syrian historian al-Umari, who wrote it down. Musa had met al-Umari probably in 1324 in Cairo, Egypt.


According to Musa, his father Abu Bakr II had wanted to know what lay beyond the Atlantic Ocean. He’d put together a fleet of four hundred boats. Two hundred of these he’d filled with sailors, the other two hundred with several years’ worth of gold, food and water. He’d told the fleet’s admiral not to return until they either found land or ran out of supplies.


They’d set out and were gone for a long time. Eventually, only one boat had returned. In an audience with Abu Bakr and his dignitaries, Musa himself had asked what had happened.


The captain had replied, ‘“Prince, we … navigated for a long time, until we saw in the midst of the ocean as if a big river was flowing violently. My boat was the last one; others were ahead of me. As soon as any of them reached this place, [they] drowned in the whirlpool and never came out. I sailed backwards to escape this current.”’2


Abu Bakr hadn’t believed him. He’d decided he’d lead another expedition himself. He’d assembled a fleet of three thousand boats – two thousand for himself and his men, the remainder for supplies. He’d made Musa regent and left. He was never seen again. Some scholars suggest he succeeded in reaching the Americas, a full two hundred years before Columbus.


Musa was very devout. Like all of Mali’s rulers since the eleventh century ad, he was Muslim. Islam had entered West African kingdoms in about the eighth or ninth centuries ad. Via trade routes stretching across the Sahara, Arab and African merchants travelled to and traded in each other’s cities. As well as bringing goods, like silk, to their African partners, Arab traders brought their religion. To improve their relationship with their Arab counterparts, African merchants and rulers had adopted it.


Before Musa, though Malian rulers had made Islam their religion – which had helped their politics and diplomacy with other Muslim rulers – they’d stopped short of declaring Mali a Muslim state. They, like all Malians, still held on tightly to their traditional belief systems. For those who primarily controlled access to the empire’s gold reserves, this was especially true. Malian rulers’ wealth relied in large part on the tribute these mine owners paid. They did all they could not to alienate them. So, although, to improve his standing among Muslim rulers, Musa made Islam Mali’s official religion, he didn’t impose it fanatically. If people didn’t want to convert, they didn’t have to. He also continued to perform traditional Mandingo rituals.


One day, Musa accidentally killed his mother. We don’t know how. He was distraught. He felt he’d seriously wronged Allah. He called in his Islamic scholars and asked them how he might earn Allah’s forgiveness. They told him he should visit the Prophet Muhammad’s tomb in Medina (modern-day Saudi Arabia) and pray there that Muhammad would ask Allah’s forgiveness on his behalf.


Musa called in the governor of Niani, Mali’s capital city, and asked his advice on the best day to begin a pilgrimage to Mecca. Musa hadn’t yet completed this. But it’s a requirement for every Muslim to do so at least once in their lifetime. It seems Musa thought that since he had to travel to Medina, which is close to Mecca, anyway, he might as well visit both.


The fifteenth-century Songhay scholar Mahmud Kati gives us the governor’s reply. The Songhay are an ethnic group that live mainly in today’s Niger. The Songhay Empire is named after them. The governor said, ‘“You have to start your journey on a Saturday falling on the twelfth of the month, and you will not die until you get back home safe, if God wishes.”’3


Such a Saturday was nine months later. Meanwhile, Musa called on his subjects to contribute whatever goods they could for the journey.


Musa’s pilgrimage would go down in history as one of the most magnificent anyone had ever undertaken. He gathered over sixty thousand of his subjects (including five hundred servants), and a hundred camels. All these subjects wore Persian silk and carried gold bars. Each of the servants also carried a gold staff weighing about 3kg. Each camel carried a load of gold weighing about 135kg. Musa himself travelled on horseback at the back of the train, the five hundred servants just in front of him. The train was so long that, when it set out, while those at its front reached the empire’s eastern part, Musa was still in Niani, hundreds of kilometres away. He ordered that everywhere the train stopped on a Friday, a mosque be built. He desired to raise his and Mali’s prestige in the kingdoms through which he passed.


In July 1324, eight months after they had set off, Musa and his train arrived in Egypt. They camped near the Pyramids of Giza. The largeness of their camp created a stir. Three days later, al-Malik al-Nasir, the Sultan of Egypt, sent an official to meet the train.


‘“In all my life I have never seen anything like this,”’ said the official. ‘“Why, this caravan competes in glittering glory with the African sun itself!”’4 On behalf of his sultan, he invited the Mandingo to stay in a palace in Cairo. Al-Makrizi described Musa’s entrance: ‘He appeared amidst his companions magnificently dressed and mounted, and surrounded by more than ten thousand of his subjects.’5


In Cairo, another official tried to persuade Musa to greet al-Nasir. Musa refused.


‘“I came for the Pilgrimage and nothing else,”’ he told this official through an interpreter, according to al-Umari. ‘“I do not wish to mix anything else with [it].”’6 This was just an excuse. Musa knew that, in an audience with the sultan, he’d have to kiss the ground before him, and his hand. One reason for his grand pilgrimage was to raise his prestige. He didn’t want to submit himself to another ruler.


‘“I continued to cajole him, and he continued to make excuses,”’ said the official, who told the story to al-Umari. ‘“[But] the sultan’s protocol demanded that I should bring him into the royal presence, so I kept on at him till he agreed.”’7


Even in al-Nasir’s presence, Musa refused to submit himself. ‘“We said to him: ‘Kiss the ground!’ but he refused outright, saying: ‘How may this be?’”’ said the official. ‘“Then an intelligent man who was with him whispered to him something we could not understand, and he said: ‘I make obeisance to God who created me!’ then he prostrated himself and went forward to the sultan.”’8


Musa’s astute adviser had told him that, instead of kissing the ground in submission to al-Nasir, he should do it in submission to Allah. As a Muslim himself, al-Nasir wouldn’t dispute this. True to the adviser’s word, he wasn’t offended at all. ‘“The sultan half rose to greet [Musa] and sat him by his side,”’ said the official. ‘“They conversed together for a long time, then … Musa went out. The sultan sent to him several complete suits of honour for himself, his courtiers, and all those who had come with him, and saddled and bridled horses for himself and his chief courtiers.”’9


The Mandingo stayed in Cairo for three months, waiting for the season of Muslim pilgrimage to begin. Compared to the amount of gifts Musa gave the Egyptians, al-Nasir’s gifts were nothing. Musa was extraordinarily wealthy. His wealth has been estimated to be over £300 billion in today’s money. Along with other goods, he brought fifteen tons of gold. ‘He brought gifts and presents that amazed the eye with their beauty and splendour,’10 wrote al-Makrizi. Many of these he gave to al-Nasir’s officials. ‘“[He] flooded Cairo with his benefactions,”’ the Egyptian official told al-Umari. ‘“[H]e forwarded to the royal treasury many loads of unworked native gold and other valuables … He left no court emir nor holder of a royal office without the gift of a load of gold.”’11


The variety of goods on sale in Cairo amazed the Mandingo. They spent lavishly. Musa was a generous tipper. He gave away twenty thousand gold pieces. He also bought property – houses in which Mandingo could stay on their way to Mecca. To profit off the Mandingo as much as possible, Cairene merchants increased their prices. ‘“The Cairenes made incalculable profits out of [Musa] and his suite in buying and selling and giving and taking,”’12 the Egyptian official told al-Umari. ‘[Indeed],’ wrote al-Umari, ‘[m]erchants of Cairo … have told me the profits which they made from the Africans, saying that one of them might buy a shirt or cloak or robe or other garment for five dinars when it was not worth one. Such was [the Mandingo’s] simplicity and truthfulness that it was possible to practise any deception on them.’13 Musa ended up spending almost all the money he’d brought. So much gold entered the Egyptian economy, that its value, and price, fell. The price of goods gold was used to buy shot up. To have money to spend on the rest of his journey, Musa borrowed large sums from Cairo’s richest merchants. Seeing another opportunity to profit, these merchants charged him very high interest rates. The value of gold recovered.


Medina and Mecca were the meeting places of some of the greatest Islamic minds. In both, Musa recruited talented professionals of various kinds, including academics, lawyers and architects to help him further develop Mali. He also bought thousands of books on different subjects, including medicine and astronomy.


While Musa was away, Saran Mandian, his top general, had expanded Mali by conquering territories in the east. This included the important city of Timbuktu. Initially, an Amazigh woman called Buktu had founded Timbuktu in about the twelfth century as a rest stop for traders and pilgrims crossing the Sahara. The Amazigh are an indigenous people of North Africa. Buktu gave Timbuktu its name. In Tamasheq, an Amazigh language, tin Buktu means ‘Buktu’s well’. It was a place you could stop to rest and Buktu would look after you. Because Timbuktu was favourably located on the fertile plains of the Niger River and had many surrounding waterways which could be used to transport goods easily, many people stopped there. Soon, the rest stop developed into a town, then a city. By the time Saran Mandian conquered it, many Sahelian trader-scholars lived there permanently.


In Mecca, Musa heard from a Malian messenger about Saran Mandian’s conquests. He decided to visit them on his way back to Niani. In Timbuktu, he put the professionals he’d recruited to work. He charged one, an Andalusian (i.e. Muslim Spanish) architect called al-Sahili, with building the Djinguereber and Sankoré mosques, as well as an audience chamber in Niani. This chamber was ‘a wonderful edifice’, wrote Ibn Khaldun, a fourteenth-century Arab sociologist. He continued, ‘[it was a] square room surmounted by a cupola … covered … with plaster and decorated … with arabesques in dazzling colours’.14


Under Musa’s orders, other mosques, as well as libraries, were built around Sankoré. He filled them with scholars and books, making them into madrassas – Muslim schools. He thus effectively created a university – one of the world’s first. By his death in 1337, Sankoré alone was capable of housing 25,000 students and had a library of between 400,000 and 700,000 books.


Sankoré was turning out world-class engineers, architects, judges and priests. It had exchange programmes with prominent universities of other Muslim states, including Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt. In the same way, Musa developed other universities in Timbuktu. By the end of the fourteenth century, Timbuktu had 180 madrassas. The city became one of the most significant learning centres in Africa, the Islamic world and the world in general.


In 1325, when he’d returned to Niani, Musa paid back in one lump sum all the money he’d borrowed from the Cairene merchants, plus interest. Gold once more flooded Cairo’s market. Its value reduced drastically. Its abundance put the lenders out of business, and again destabilised the Egyptian economy. Musa was an individual who was so wealthy that souvenir shopping could cause him to crash, stabilise, and crash again an entire currency. This affected not just Egypt, but the gold markets of the rest of Africa, the Middle East and Europe. When al-Umari visited Egypt over a decade after Musa’s visit, its economy still hadn’t recovered. ‘Gold was at a high price in Egypt until [the Mandingo] came in [1324],’ he wrote. ‘The mithqal [Arabic gold coin] did not go below 25 dirhams [Arabic silver coin] and was generally above, but from that time its value fell, and it cheapened in price and has remained cheap till now. The mithqal does not exceed 22 dirhams or less. This has been the state of affairs for about twelve years until this day by reason of the large amount of gold which [the Mandingo] brought into Egypt and spent there.’15


Musa’s pilgrimage brought him and his empire international renown. From North Africa and Arabia into and throughout Europe, news of his wealth spread. In 1339, Mali was depicted for the first time on a European map. In 1375, under commission from the French king Charles V, the Spanish mapmaker Abraham Cresques drew the Catalan Atlas – a map of the world, on which he put Mali, Musa and Timbuktu. This is the only visual representation we have of the great mansa. On the map, Cresques describes him as ‘the noblest and richest king in all the land.’16 Timbuktu is called ‘Tenbuch’ and is described as a ‘ciutat de Melli’ (‘city in Mali’)17. Rumours swirled that Mali was a place of, according to one source, ‘gold-producing plants whose nuggets were harvested like carrots’.18 Curiosity about it grew. In the next century, beginning with the Portuguese, Europeans attempted to sail there directly. Unwittingly, Musa had ushered in the age of European exploration of Africa, which culminated in its short, but impactful, colonisation.


Now, we’ve learnt not just Musa’s amazing tale but got a sense of his, and the medieval Mandingo’s, wealth, sophistication and global influence. However, Musa, though exceptional, wasn’t the only impressive Malian ruler. There are others worth noting. Moreover, we’re yet to see Songhay and its citizens’ similar achievements, including their development and innovation of Timbuktu.


Let’s then look at these through the eyes of two famous medieval Muslim Amazigh travellers from Morocco, who described in detail all the wonderful things they saw. Their names were Ibn Battuta, a scholar, and al-Hasan al-Wazzan, a diplomat.


We’ll begin with the earlier traveller – Battuta – who visited Mali in 1352, fifteen years after Musa’s death.


Battuta was born in 1304 in Tangier, Morocco to a Muslim family of lawyers. In Tangier, Battuta himself studied law. Because of its location, Tangier was cosmopolitan. Lying at the crossroads between the rest of Africa, Europe and Arabia, peoples of different professions, like traders and soldiers, from each of these places travelled through and lived in it. A young Battuta was exposed to them. He developed an interest in strange lands. As soon as he could, he travelled from Tangier. In 1325, he made his pilgrimage to Mecca. He didn’t stop there. By the time he died in 1368, he’d travelled to almost fifty of today’s countries, including Turkey, Tanzania, India and China.


When Battuta arrived in Mali, its mansa was Musa’s brother, Sulayman.


When Musa returned from his pilgrimage, he’d meant to abdicate, make his favourite son, Magha, mansa and retire in Mecca. But he died before he could do this. Magha succeeded him. Within a few years, though, he was dead. How is still unknown, though Sulayman is rumoured to have killed his nephew. Certainly, he succeeded him.


Sulayman was miserly. He’d seen his brother as profligate, and the famous pilgrimage he’d undertaken as unnecessarily expensive. ‘[Sulayman’s] not a man from whom one might hope for a rich present,’ Battuta wrote.19 Battuta knew this first-hand. One day, as Battuta was relaxing in his chambers, one of Sulayman’s officials, Ibn al-Faqih, burst in.


‘“Stand up; here comes the [mansa’s] stuff and gift to you,”’20 said al-Faqih.


‘So I stood up,’ wrote Battuta, ‘thinking – since he had called it “stuff” – that it consisted of robes of honour and money, and lo!, it was three cakes of bread, and a piece of beef fried in native oil, and a calabash [that is, a large melon-like fruit, also called a ‘gourd’] of sour curds. When I saw this, I burst out laughing, and thought it a most amazing thing that they could … make so much of such a paltry matter.’21


Though not as generous as his brother, Sulayman was just as wealthy. ‘Round his neck hangs a sabre with a gold sheath. He is booted and spurred [and he] holds two short iron-tipped spears, one of silver and the other of gold,’ wrote Battuta.22


On certain days [he] holds audiences in the palace yard, where there is a platform under a tree, with three steps. This, they call the ‘pempi.’ It is carpeted with silk and has cushions placed on it. [Over it] is raised … a sort of pavilion made of silk, surmounted by a bird in gold, about the size of a falcon. The [mansa] comes out of a door in a corner of the palace, carrying a bow in his hand and a quiver on his back [in Mali, bows and quivers were status symbols identifying members of the nobility]. On his head he has a golden skull-cap, bound with a gold band which has narrow ends shaped like knives … [He wears] a velvety red tunic, made of … European fabrics … On reaching the pempi he stops and looks round the assembly, then ascends it in the sedate manner of a preacher ascending a mosque-pulpit.23


Sulayman owned several other quivers of gold and silver, as well as, wrote Battuta, ‘swords ornamented with gold and with golden scabbards, gold and silver lances, and crystal maces.’24


Sulayman was also just as powerful as Musa. As mansa, his people revered him. ‘If he summons any of them while he is holding an audience in his pavilion, the person summoned takes off his clothes and puts on worn garments, removes his turban and dons a dirty skullcap, and enters with his garments and trousers raised knee-high,’ wrote Battuta.


He goes forward in an attitude of humility and dejection, and knocks the ground hard with his elbows, then stands with bowed head and bent back listening to what he says. If anyone addresses the [mansa] and receives a reply from him, he uncovers his back and throws dust over his head and back … like a bather splashing himself with water … If the [mansa] delivers any remarks during his audience, those present take off their turbans and put them down, and listen in silence to what he says.25


As well as reverent, the Mandingo were noble and just. ‘[They] have a greater abhorrence of injustice than any other people,’ wrote Battuta.


Their [mansa] shows no mercy to anyone who is guilty of the least act of it. There is [therefore] complete security in their country. Neither traveller nor inhabitant in it has anything to fear from robbers or men of violence. They do not confiscate the property of any [foreigner] who dies in their country, even if it be uncounted wealth. On the contrary, they give it into the charge of some trustworthy person among [the foreigner’s countrymen], until the rightful heir takes possession of it.26


The Mandingo were also very pious. ‘They are careful to observe the hours of prayer, and assiduous in attending them in congregations, and in bringing up their children to them,’ wrote Battuta.


On Fridays, if a man does not go early to the mosque, he cannot find a corner to pray in, on account of the crowd. It is a custom of theirs to send each man his boy [to the mosque] with his prayer mat; the boy spreads it out for his master in a place befitting him [and remains on it] until he comes to the mosque.27


The Mandingo also had, wrote Battuta, ‘[a] zeal for learning the Qur’an by heart. They put their children in chains if they show any backwardness in memorising it, and they are not set free until they have [learnt] it by heart. I [one day] visited the qadi [an Islamic judge] in his house … His children were chained up, so I said to him, “Will you not let them loose?” He replied, “I shall not do so until they learn the Qur’an by heart.”’28


There were only a few, minor things Battuta disliked about the Mandingo. ‘[One] reprehensible practice among many of them is the eating of carrion, dogs and asses,’ he wrote. ‘[Also, the] women servants, slave-girls, and young girls go about in front of everyone naked, without a stitch of clothing on them. Women go into [even] the [mansa’s] presence naked and without coverings, and his daughters also go about naked.’29 Probably, Battuta exaggerates this ‘nakedness’. He was a Muslim perhaps even stricter than the Mandingo, for whom women showing any kind of flesh would’ve been ‘nakedness’.


Battuta has enriched our picture of Mali. He’s shown us in greater detail its splendour, as well as its citizens’ admirable or intriguing traits. He’s helped really drive home the impressiveness and uniqueness of this Mandingo society.


Now, let’s move 150 years into the future to join al-Wazzan on his travels to, and through, Songhay.


To many, al-Wazzan is better known as ‘Leo Africanus’. In 1518, Knights of the Order of St John – a Christian military group – captured a boat heading from Turkey to Morocco that al-Wazzan happened to be on. The captors took him to the then Pope, Leo X, in Rome. Leo hoped the Muslim traveller would be a useful source of information about his enemies, the Muslim Ottomans. He freed al-Wazzan, gave him an ample pension, and persuaded him to be baptised. As part of the baptism, Leo renamed al-Wazzan after himself. This, in combination with his travels in, and famous writings about, Africa, gave al-Wazzan his nickname.


Al-Wazzan was born in 1488 in Granada, southern Spain. He belonged to a wealthy, upper-middle-class family of civil servants. At the time of his birth, south Spain was just barely still under Muslim control. It had been so since the eighth century ad. But the Christians had now almost reconquered it. Fearing religious persecution if they succeeded, many Muslims fled to North Africa.


Just after al-Wazzan was born, this is exactly what his own family did.


They entered and stayed in Fez, Morocco. They’d left just before the Christians took over Granada and had been able to take much of their property. Al-Wazzan’s father and uncle then secured themselves respectable posts in the Moroccan sultan’s government. His father earned extra money buying up, and renting out, properties near Fez.


In Morocco, al-Wazzan received an excellent education. He attended local madrassas, and then the famous University of al-Qarawiyyin, one of the world’s oldest. While a student, he worked for two years as a secretary at the Maristane, then an important and influential psychiatric hospital. Working there seems to have been a rite of passage for al-Qarawiyyin students. Possibly, al-Wazzan also wanted to earn extra money. After graduating, he became a diplomat like his uncle.


Al-Wazzan, accompanying his uncle on a diplomatic mission, first visited Songhay in about 1510. The Songhay Empire was founded in the fifteenth century by two men – Sunni Madawu, the ruler of Gao (one of the territories Mali had conquered), and his son, Sunni Ali. Since Musa’s and Sulayman’s deaths, Mali had been beset by civil wars. It had weakened. Some Amazigh had smelt blood. They’d attacked and conquered some of Mali’s cities and significant trade routes. Mali had weakened further. Rulers of some of its territories had rebelled, gaining independence. Mali had weakened further still. In the early fifteenth century, Sunni Madawu attacked and defeated Mali. He sacked Niani. In the late fifteenth century, Sunni Ali conquered almost all the territories that had become independent. This was how Songhay was founded. In 1492, Ali died. His son, Sunni Baare, succeeded him.


However, just a year later, Muhammad Ture, a Muslim Soninke from Gao, and governor of Bandiagara (a town in southern Mali), deposed Baare, and seized Songhay. The Soninke are a Sudanese people of primarily today’s Mali. Like the Mandingo, to whom they are related, they speak a ‘Mandé’ language, and so are considered a Mandé people. Muhammad took the title askiya, becoming Askiya Muhammad. The original meaning of ‘askiya’ has been lost to time and is unknown. Possibly, it comes from a Songhay expression.


Songhay, which, since Sunni Ali’s conquests had controlled Timbuktu, was a powerful state which exerted a lot of influence over trans-Saharan trade. It not only had access to goods that were in great demand abroad, like gold, but its citizens were avid consumers of foreign luxuries, like exquisite cloths and books. It was therefore crucial for foreign merchants to visit, and for foreign kings to stay on their good side – especially those from countries plugged into the trans-Saharan trade network, like Morocco.


Al-Wazzan’s uncle was sent to Songhay essentially to pay homage to Askiya Muhammad on behalf of the Moroccan sultan and keep relations sweet. During this visit, Al-Wazzan didn’t get to meet the great emperor but he did get to meet the governor of Timbuktu.


Al-Wazzan loved the city so much that, in 1512, he went there again, alone, purely for fun. He then travelled to other important West African towns, including Djenné (in south Mali), Bornu (in Nigeria), and Agadez (in Niger). ‘I myself saw fifteen [African] kingdoms [but] there are many more, which although I saw not with mine own eyes, yet [they] are … by the [Africans] sufficiently known and frequented,’30 he wrote.


[In Timbuktu,] there is a very stately mosque, with walls made of stone and mortar, and [a] magnificent palace, which was built by an excellent builder from Granada in Spain (see here) … [T]here are [also] many shops belonging to craftsmen and merchants, and particularly to the men who weave linen and cotton cloth. European cloth is brought here by Moroccan traders … The inhabitants … are very rich … There are many wells which provide good water … There is plenty of corn, cattle, milk and butter … The [emperor] is very rich and owns many things made of gold. He lives in a very magnificent way … When he travels, he rides a camel which is led by his noblemen. He goes to war in the same way, while all his solders ride horses … There are always 3,000 horsemen ready to serve the [emperor], and [numerous] foot soldiers who shoot poisoned arrows … The people are kind and happy. They spend much of the night singing and dancing through the streets of the city.31


Askiya Muhammad had further developed Timbuktu. Like Musa, he was devout. He also saw great value in scholars. He surrounded himself with them, asking their advice on moral and legal matters. ‘In Timbuktu, there are many teachers, judges, imams and other learned men who live at the [emperor’s] expense,’32 wrote al-Wazzan. Muhammad endowed the scholars’ learning institutions, donating to Sankoré two gorgeous copies of the Qur’an. He raised Timbuktu’s scholarly reputation even higher than Musa had done. Before Muhammad, Timbuktu’s scholars had studied mainly books that had been imported from other centres of Islamic scholarship, like Cairo. Under Muhammad, however, Timbuktu’s scholars began to write more of their own, and export them.


It’s thanks largely to Muhammad that such a rich collection of books from Timbuktu exists. About one million have survived. They date to between the eleventh and twentieth centuries. They come from all over the place: from Timbuktu itself, to North Africa, Iraq, and Spain. They are loose sheets of paper imported from Europe housed in wood or leather covers. The ink with which they’re written came from vegetable dyes, taken from mainly Arabic gum trees. Added to this ink were ground and burnt horns and hooves. They made the ink’s colours shine more. The books are written in a variety of languages. Arabic’s the main one. Some are written in the Songhay languages. Others, in Tamasheq. They’re written in a variety of styles: essays, poems, letters. They cover an astonishing range of subjects: medicine, law, philosophy, grammar, calligraphy. One manuscript is a novel about the life of Alexander the Great. Another, an essay about the virtues of dogs. One seventeenth-century poem about giving up earthly desires to lead a more fulfilling life reads:


Renounce this world; you’ll be at ease,


Only a fool it seeks to please,


Gather from it only the least,


’Cos at the end, it turns to beast …


The ignorant are deceived by its beauty,


Until he tastes its veiled cruelty …


The joy of this life is followed by misery,


And its charm is brewed with agony.


Like a trip, brief! It never last,


Who yearns for it remains in lust …


Refrain from it! With your body and soul,


Abstain from its amity on the whole.’33


In Timbuktu, books were considered the most precious items. Owning and donating them became the most prestigious thing you could do – even more prestigious than refurbishing mosques. Timbuktu’s scholars were utter book lovers. When any stranger came to the city, they accosted and flattered them in the hopes that they’d give or sell them what books they had. ‘[In Timbuktu], hand-written books [from North Africa] … are more expensive than any other article of trade,’34 wrote al-Wazzan. Scholars amassed extensive private libraries, and often lent books to one another. In the margins of many are notes and comments in different handwriting. Some are supplementary information to the main text, for instance, dates or biographical details of people mentioned in it. Others are reflections on the text’s arguments. Ahmad Baba, a sixteenth-century scholar who wrote more than sixty books on subjects ranging from historical biographies to grammar, had 1,600 books. ‘[And this was] the smallest library of any of my kin,’35 he said. Another sixteenth-century scholar, al-Wangari, lent his books so freely to whoever asked for them, and often forgot to get them back, that he accidentally gave away nearly his entire library! Today, arguably the largest library of Timbuktu manuscripts is Mali’s Mamma Haidara Commemorative Library. It has 5,000 books dating as far back as the sixteenth century. Abdel Kader Haidara, the founder of this library, is a descendant of Ahmad Baba. Very likely, some of Baba’s own books now form part of this library. As one famous Sudanese proverb goes, ‘Salt comes from the north, gold from the south, and silver from the country of the white men, but the word of God and the treasures of wisdom are only to be found in Timbuktu.’36


By far, the most revered book in Timbuktu was the Qur’an. Almost every household would have a copy, even if its occupiers hadn’t yet learnt to read. In the madrassas, it was this text that was most deeply and frequently taught. Young students were made to recite it. They were also taught how to interpret it, as well as Islamic law. If they could afford to, students then entered a university like Sankoré. University-student life revolved around Sankoré, Djinguereber, and Sidi Yahya universities or mosques. There, students took advanced studies in a range of subjects, including Arabic, Islamic law, various sciences, and commentaries on the Qur’an. To earn extra money, and familiarise themselves with their tutors’ teachings, they made copies of their books by hand. This was unfavourably looked-upon work. It didn’t pay very much, and took a long time to complete. Depending on how long the book was, and how complex the calligraphy it was written in, it might take a student several weeks or months to write it out. Still, the passionate and determined student got some value out of the practice. Undoubtedly, too, someone in Timbuktu would be keen to receive the finished product.
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