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This book is dedicated to my wife Sarah Thailing, son Ian, and daughter Ava, who put up with me for more than a decade as I researched and wrote this book, and to the men of the Fifty-Fifth Massachusetts Infantry Regiment (African Descent) and their comrades throughout the U.S. Colored Troops, who fought to make this a better country.






Author’s Note

This is a true story, based largely on the writings of Nicholas Said, including a memoir in the Atlantic magazine and a letter regarding his mystical religious beliefs, both of which appeared in 1867, as well as his full-length autobiography published in 1874. Those writings have been bolstered by contemporary newspaper articles, letters, diaries, speeches, military records, and other documents, which have helped fill in some of the gaps in his writings, including his service in the Civil War. There are occasional discrepancies in his memoirs (for instance, disagreements over what year a particular event took place), so in each case I chose the version that best seemed to fit the facts and context, while mentioning in the endnotes that there is an alternate version.

Unfortunately, many of the writings and speeches quoted in the book, beginning when he first arrived in the United States, contain outdated and often offensive terms for Africans and African-Americans, including the most offensive one, which appears nearly two dozen times in the text. We debated whether to replace each reference with an “n------,” but eventually decided to leave the word intact to provide a more viscerally accurate view of the prejudices Said encountered on his travels in the United States, both North and South.

“Cultural literacy requires detailed knowledge about the oppression of racial minorities,” Randall Kennedy, an African-American law professor at Harvard, recently wrote. “A clear understanding of ‘nigger’ is part of this knowledge. To paper over that term or to constantly obscure it by euphemism is to flinch from coming to grips with racial prejudice that continues to haunt the American social landscape.”






1 Voyage of the Recruit


Mohammed Ali ben Said was born to be a fighter. His father, Barca Gana, was one of the greatest generals the kingdom of Borno ever knew. Armed with a talisman to protect him from harm, Barca Gana had a reputation for standing firm in battle when others melted away. Nobody could wield a weapon like he could. He could hurl eight spears one after another and hit his target each time. Thousands of warriors followed him into battle, clad in chain mail, with iron helmets wrapped within their turbans. As their armored horses pounded across the plains of Central Africa, they chanted praises to their general. “Who in battle is like the rolling of thunder? Barca Gana. Who spreads terror in battle like an angry buffalo? Barca Gana.”

Balladeers sang Barca Gana’s praises. Storytellers spun tales about his victories. Dût al Harba, they called him. Lion of War. To reward his prowess, Borno’s rulers made him one of the country’s wealthiest men—the governor of six provinces along the fertile Shari River, where he held a string of plantations. “He was a powerful negro, of uncommon bravery…,” wrote British army lieutenant Dixon Denham, who befriended him. “He was keen, possessed great quickness of observation, and… [had a] manner, which was gentle and particularly pleasing.”

As a child, Mohammed Ali ben Said practiced to be like his father, learning at a young age how to ride horses and handle weapons, for hunting if not for war. Outside the walls of Kukawa, Borno’s fortressed capital, young Mohammed led armies of boys in mock battles with wooden swords and shields. Mohammed loved to boast about how his foes would scatter before him like chaff before the wind, and he looked forward to the day he could fight at his father’s side. By the time he was nine, at least three of his older brothers were already in the army, and he fully expected to join them in his teens.

But when Mohammed prepared for his first real battle, his father had been dead for nearly two decades and he was six thousand miles from Borno, baptized into a religion that his countrymen considered idolatrous, and using a name none of them would have recognized, while fighting under a flag of red, white, and blue. He would soon learn that the most daunting battles did not involve guns or swords, but how to change hearts and minds on both sides of a fight.



As dusk fell on the evening of July 29, 1863, Nicholas Said was leading a squad of soldiers through a muddy field in North Carolina, practicing for an attack on Confederate forces twelve miles down the road. In his upper twenties, Said was a sergeant in the Fifty-Fifth Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry Regiment (African Descent), the second regiment in US history to be mainly composed of freeborn “colored” troops, preceded only by its sister regiment, the Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts. Said and his men had been up since 4:30 that morning, and now, nearly fifteen hours later, they were exhausted and sweating as the sun disappeared beyond the western marshlands. Sometime tomorrow or the next day, the Fifty-Fifth was slated to face combat for the first time, and before that happened, it had to coordinate its moves with the two other regiments assigned to the attack: the First and Second North Carolina, wholly composed of now free men.

In the murky twilight, the three regiments maneuvered through a rough flatland that had once been a forest and was still studded with stumps of pines and oaks. Assembling and reassembling into different formations—by company, by column, by file, in advance, in retreat—three thousand men practiced firing their rifles in coordinated barrages, filling the air with gunsmoke as they shot blank cartridges at make-believe foes, in volleys so deafening their ears would be ringing for the next several hours.

Unlike the North Carolinians, most of whom had escaped or been freed from nearby plantations, the men of the Fifty-Fifth had come from all over the country to fight: Pennsylvania metalworkers, New York teamsters, New England sailors, and farmers from nearly every state of the Union. But of all the soldiers of “African descent” on the field that evening, Sergeant Said was the only one who had been born in Africa, a distinction that was as visible as the features of his face. His forehead, cheeks, and chin were scarred with an array of lines and curves marking him as a member of one of Borno’s leading families, a ritualistic tattoo that gave him an aura of mystique among his fellow soldiers, many of whom knew little about Africa other than tales passed down from their grandparents or beyond.

Slender in build, average in height, with a wispy goatee and tightly clipped curls of raven-black hair, Said had inherited his father’s soldierly bearing. “Standing silently and erect, he looked as if some master hand had carved the figure from some piece of black stone,” an acquaintance would later write. A photograph taken shortly before he came to the Carolinas captured his tough, watchful gaze, befitting a newly minted sergeant, but barely hinted at his wiry strength (it once required four policemen to subdue him in a London brawl) and failed to capture his tattoos, hidden among the shadows of his skin.

Like his father, Nicholas Said was a contemplative soul, “deep in the philosophies,” as one army officer put it. “No one can see or talk with him without being most favorably impressed with his deportment and intelligence,” the Boston Evening Transcript reported, noting his “modest and gentlemanly” personality, his “curious and romantic” travels, and his mastery of linguistics. He could speak nine languages: English, French, Russian, German, Italian, Turkish, Arabic, Kanuri, which was Borno’s main language, and Mandara, the language of his mother’s homeland. And he was constantly dabbling in others, such as Armenian, Greek, and Hebrew, although on this particular evening, his vocabulary was limited to echoing commands barked by his lieutenant: “Left wheel,” “Right wheel,” “Close ranks,” “Fire!”

Night had fallen by the time Sergeant Said and his men finished their drilling, so they trudged back to their encampment under the light of a full moon that was drifting in and out of the gathering clouds. As the regimental band practiced in the distance, the soldiers of the Fifty-Fifth relaxed around their campfires: singing songs, playing cards, writing letters home, gossiping about the day’s events, or swapping stories about the towns they had come from, the journeys that had brought them here, and the loved ones they had left behind.

Sergeant Said tended to be a star attraction at these fireside gatherings. Soldiers clustered around to hear his tales of hunting gazelles in the African plains, walking two thousand miles barefoot across the Sahara, braving armed bandits on the road to Mecca, exploring the sultan’s harem in Istanbul, or plotting romantic rendezvous in the Austrian Alps. Even the top brass was impressed by his travels through the palaces of Europe and encounters with such luminaries as Queen Victoria, Emperor Napoleon III, and Tsar Nicholas I, his indirect namesake. Maj. Charles Bernard Fox, the regiment’s third in command, enjoyed the stories so much that he begged Said to write them down, citing their “great degree of literary quality.”

When Sergeant Said drifted off to sleep that night, he fully expected to be facing battle the next day or the day after. But at 4:30 in the morning, he was awakened to learn the plans had changed. There would be no battle. Instead, in the midst of a summer downpour, the regiment had to break camp and march a couple of miles down the road to the Union-held port of New Bern, to board transport ships to sail to an undisclosed location for an unspecified assignment. The departure was so sudden the men were told to take only their most essential belongings, leaving their tents and other items to be collected later. Wrapped in rubberized blankets to shield themselves from the pouring rain, most of the men boarded the steam-driven passenger ship Maple Leaf, but Sergeant Said and his platoon, along with nearly four hundred other men, were loaded onto the tall-masted schooner Recruit, a former hospital ship with so little space that a hundred men had to stay out in the rain, on the upper deck, while the rest crammed below.

As the ships pushed off, rumors swirled about why they were being pulled out of North Carolina just a week after they arrived from Boston. Even among the commissioned officers (all of whom were white), only a handful knew the details of their next assignment, except that it was somewhere in South Carolina. “It will be perfectly jolly if we can have a hand in the taking of Charleston,” Lt. Charles Bowditch wrote. “How the Southern female population would hate to pay proper respect to the colored soldiers of Massachusetts.” But the prevailing gossip was that some disaster had befallen their sister regiment, the Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts, and the Fifty-Fifth had been summoned to help complete its task.

The steamship Maple Leaf, carrying six hundred troops, took just three days to reach its destination, chugging 260 miles along the Confederate coastline under a full head of steam, but the tall-masted Recruit took three times as long, driven off course by squalls and then slowed by headwinds and stalled by doldrums that did not provide enough breeze to fill its sails. Even when it was within sight of its goal, the Recruit would have to wait for three days for the steam-driven tugboat Escort to guide it through the treacherously shallow waters.

What Sergeant Said didn’t know is that now that he had entered the South, he would never leave. He spent the next two years in a two-front war against Southern slavery and Northern prejudices, and afterward, instead of returning north with his comrades, he became a soldier in a different kind of army, fighting to improve the lives of former slaves. As nightriders and Klansmen terrorized the Southern countryside, he served as one of the nation’s first Black voting registrars, helping hundreds of former slaves cast their first votes; established or taught at more than half a dozen “colored schools”; and toured the Southern lecture circuit, drawing interracial audiences to hear his calls for tolerance and understanding. At the peak of his fame, some white Southerners mocked him as a “Hottentot humbug” but others praised him as “a distinguished African” who “talks intelligently on almost every subject.” In the North, The Nation magazine even suggested he might make a good ambassador or vice president someday.

And then, as the Reconstruction era faded into history, Nicholas Said mysteriously disappeared from view. Perhaps, as some would have it, he died in obscurity as a destitute schoolteacher eking out a living in the cotton fields of Tennessee. Or perhaps, if a couple of dubious but heavily circulated news stories are to be believed, he spent his latter years in prison, condemned to dig for coal in the convict mines of Alabama.

In the summer of 1863, however, all those events were far in the future. To quote a proverb from Said’s homeland: “Ago fugubete, komande genya, ngudo dabu kurkguamai tsurui.” “Not even a long-necked bird can see the things to come.” In a way, the voyage of the Recruit was a fitting metaphor for his life up to that point. Since childhood, his travels had been determined by the shifting winds of fate, propelling him through uncharted waters by a series of random events: an antelope hunt in the plains near Lake Chad; a fire in a Libyan tobacco shop; a debate with a preacher on the Aegean Sea; an aristocratic wedding in the English countryside. Now he had set a more decisive course, taking him to the battle lines of this two-front war against what he called “the plague of humanity: prejudice of color,” although unlike the Recruit, he had no Escort to guide him through the shoals.






2 The Lion of War and His Son


Today, Kukawa, where Mohammed Ali ben Said was born and raised, is a dusty desert town in northeastern Nigeria. Cinderblock shanties with roofs of corrugated tin are surrounded by hardscrabble fields where the disintegrated rubble barely hints at the grand buildings that once occupied that space. The people who live there are mostly manual laborers and subsistence farmers, eking out a living from the parched earth. In 2015 Kukawa made headlines when jihadists from the terrorist group Boko Haram massacred worshippers at local mosques and then attacked their homes, gunning down families preparing their evening meals, leaving nearly a hundred dead. In 2020, a Boko Haram offshoot returned to kidnap hundreds of refugees who had already been displaced by conflicts in the region.

But in the 1840s, when Said was growing up, Kukawa (or “Kouka,” as he called it) was one of the most powerful cities south of the Sahara. It was capital of the sheikhdom of Borno, a land whose history dated back at least a thousand years to when it began accruing wealth from camel-borne merchants leading caravans through the region. Kukawa was its newest city, founded in 1814 to replace the 340-year-old former capital, Ngazargamu, but it already had 40,000 residents—merchants, artisans, bureaucrats, scholars—which swelled to 100,000 during the dry season, when farmers pitched their tents outside its walls to wait for rain. By comparison, in 1840 only 11 cities in the United States had more than 40,000 residents.

Like most of Borno’s major cities, Kukawa was surrounded by thirty-foot-tall walls of hardened white clay, with the minaret of the central mosque peering above them like a shepherd guarding his flock. Kukawa’s main gates opened onto the Great Dendal, a broad boulevard that cut through the center of the city toward Billa Gedibe (the Eastern Village), the neighborhood where Borno’s ruler, Sheikh Umar ibn al-Amin, and the rest of the elite lived. “During the whole day, [the Dendal] is crowded by numbers of people on horseback and on foot, free men and slaves, foreigners as well as natives, everyone in his best attire, to pay his respects to the sheikh or his vizier, to deliver an errand, or to sue for justice or employment, or a present,” wrote German geographer Heinrich Barth, who visited Kukawa when Said was a teen.

Mohammed Ali ben Said grew up in one of the finest villas in Billa Gedibe, a short walk from Sheikh Umar’s sprawling compound. Judging from other homes of the elite, the walled villa’s gates probably opened onto a stable for Barca Gana’s most prized horses, together with enough cows, goats, and chickens to supply the household with its daily needs. (The rest of their livestock was kept on farms outside the city.) Next to the stable was a row of slave quarters, and beyond that lay a central courtyard, surrounded by four smaller courtyards containing the adobe homes of Barca Gana’s four wives and their children—large conical buildings topped with onion-shaped domes. On one end of the central courtyard stood an open-air kitchen where slaves cooked the household’s meals; on the other, a flight of stairs led to Barca Gana’s private quarters on the second story, giving him a bird’s eye view of his villa as well as the streets outside.

It was likely in this villa that Said was born in 1837 or so (he was never certain of his birth year), with midwives and slaves tending to his mother, Dalia, as she lay on the bed she usually shared with her younger children. When Said was eight days old, he was taken to a wontsam, a barber who handled circumcision and tattoos. Using a sharp razor, the wontsam marked Said with the symbols of his lineage. He carved a line from the top of Said’s forehead to the tip of his nose and then, as he bled and screamed, slashed nearly a hundred other cuts onto his cheeks, chin, belly, arms, thighs, legs and chest. Salt shards were pressed into the wounds, to keep them from healing, and then he was officially given his name: Mohammed Ali ben Said. The name would last no more than nineteen years, but the scars would remain for the rest of his life.

Young Mohammed, the thirteenth of Dalia’s nineteen children, spent most of his earliest years in his mother’s courtyard and home, surrounded by his siblings and raised with the help of slaves, who cooked his meals, sewed his clothing, and tended to his other needs under Dalia’s guidance. He saw relatively little of his father. Under Islamic law, a man with more than one wife was supposed to spend an equal amount of time with each of his families, meaning that Dalia and her children probably occupied no more than a quarter of Barca Gana’s time. He also had concubines, further cutting into the time he spent with each of his families.

But what kept Barca Gana away the most was his work as a soldier. He was the chief kachella (general) of Borno’s army, and his military campaigns could last months at a time. During his long absences, his wives kept order in their households. “[Dalia] was very strict with her children, often severe, as were indeed all my father’s wives… for he left the rearing and training of his children exclusively to their mothers, having never chastised any of us that I can remember,” Said wrote. “The reason was the almost incessant wars and irruptions that had for a long lapse of time disturbed the peace of my country, gave him but little time to turn his mind to domestic affairs.”

Whenever the army returned, Said was filled with pride as he listened to the fanfares of trumpets, the beating of drums, women trilling their tongues, and crowds shouting “Barca! Barca!” as the kachella rode his steed down the Great Dendal. The word “barca,” or “blessing,” was an everyday greeting in Borno, but to Said’s young ears, it surely held a deeper meaning when it was chanted toward his father. Said idolized him so much that even as an adult, he often referred to him by his full name and title (which he spelled as katzalla or katzallah) rather than simply calling him Father: “In personal appearance Katzalla Barca Gana was large, tall, and well proportioned; resembling more a giant than an ordinary man…. He was the terror of the Fellahs, the Bagirmies, the Wadays, and the Kindills, the enemies of our country, and wherever he appeared the enemy fled.”

Unfortunately, Barca Gana’s duties were darker than Said realized as a child—a darkness that tainted the entire sheikhdom of Borno. Like many countries throughout history, Borno had been built on the backs of peasants and slaves. Long before Europeans began shipping African slaves to the New World, Borno developed the habit of declaring war on kerdi (“unbelievers”) in neighboring lands, sacking their villages, looting their belongings, and enslaving anyone strong enough to work. Some captives ended up in bondage in Borno, but each year thousands were led across the desert to the slave markets of Libya and Egypt, where they were sold to buyers from throughout the Muslim world. Not only were they Borno’s top export, but they also served as its highest currency, used by the wealthy to pay their taxes, clear their debts, or buy horses, camels, and other expensive items.

Although the slave trade brought wealth to the elite, commoners saw no benefit. Instead, especially in Borno’s vassal states, they were charged heavy taxes to fund the army’s slave raids. “If ever [a vassal] should fail to furnish the necessaries, a katzallah is sent with several thousand men who plunder them and take cattle, horses, asses and slaves, until the amount is paid,” Said wrote. “Oppression is a thing of common occurrence in my country…. In time of war, wherever the army happens to pass, the people of that particular place are made to feed that army.”

As Borno’s leading kachella, Barca Gana was particularly adept at capturing slaves. By his mid-twenties, he had at least a hundred male slaves to farm his fields, tend to his livestock, and follow him into battle, and fifty females to serve as concubines, cooks, servants to his wives, nannies to his children, or all of the above. He took great pleasure in his status as a slaveholder, dangling it before his friend Dixon Denham, who was sent to Borno in the 1820s as part of a British geographic expedition. Attempting to lure Denham to Islam, Barca Gana promised that if he converted, Borno’s sheikh “will give you fifty slaves of great beauty, build you a house like his son’s, and give you wives from the families of any of his subjects you choose!”

Ironically, Barca Gana was a slave himself, the dutiful property of Sheikh Umar, who had inherited him from his late father, Sheikh Mohammed al-Amin ibn al-Kanemi. Though Said referred to him as Katzalla Barca Gana, to almost everyone else he was “káliā Barca Gana,” meaning “the slave Barca Gana” in Borno’s main language, Kanuri. In fact, every kachella in Borno’s army was a slave. So were the country’s chief tax collector, its chief administrator, and the governors and magistrates of most of its provinces and cities. Despite their slave status, these men had wealth and power that most of their freeborn countrymen could only dream of. Many entered into slavery willingly or were consigned to it by their parents in hopes it would lead to a life of prestige and honor—a major difference between how slavery was practiced in the Muslim world and the Americas.

However, unlike Barca Gana and many of his fellow kachellas, the vast majority of slaves in Muslim lands came into bondage after being violently ripped from their homes and loved ones, transported over long distances in brutal conditions, and forced into lives of backbreaking toil. Borno’s slave raids often ended with large numbers of male captives being put to death, culled from the total haul to avoid any oversupply that might lower the sales prices. As in the Americas, female slaves were often raped by their buyers. But perhaps the worst fate faced the young boys who were castrated into eunuchs—a horrific process that few survived.

Once the slaves were purchased, however, Islam generally offered more legal rights and paths to freedom than the Americas. Under Islam, for instance, slaves had the right to amass money and property, though most were too poor to use such rights. Unlike in the Southern states, where laws often kept slaveholders from freeing their slaves even if they wanted to, it was common in many Muslim countries for slaveholders to give their captives allowances or let them earn money independently so they could eventually buy their freedom. Islam also discouraged perpetual slavery; slave status was not always passed from one generation to the next in a never-ending cycle. Throughout the Muslim world, if a slave bore the child of a freeman, the child was born free and had the same inheritance rights as any of their father’s other children, which is how the children of slaves sometimes became rulers of freemen. In fact, Sultan Mahmud I, who ruled the Ottoman Empire when Mohammed Ali ben Said was born, was the son of a slave.

But the chief difference between slavery in the Old and New Worlds was race. Under Islam, race did not determine who could be slaves or slaveholders. An African in Borno could own African, European, or Middle Eastern slaves, just the same as a Turk in Istanbul. In the Americas, however, slavery was defined by race. To justify that policy, the notion was put forth that Africans were somehow less than human and therefore deserved no more than to be treated as slaves. This idea did not exist before the 1500s, until the European slave trade, which had previously relied largely on captured Turks or Slavs, turned its focus on Africa. As Nicholas Said would later discover, variations of that idea permeated the entire United States, North and South, and the impact was felt by Black freemen as well as slaves.

Beyond his status as kachella, Barca Gana belonged to a special class of slaves called mamluk, an Arabic word for “property” that referred to slaves who were groomed to lead the army. Most of the Muslim world’s highest-ranking military officers were mamluks. Just as Said hoped to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a warrior of renown, Barca Gana was the son of a kachella nicknamed Malagalmoutu (“Angel of Death”). Barca Gana, whose birth name was probably Said, given that his son was known as “ben Said,” or “son of Said,” hoped to gain the glory and wealth his father had attained by becoming a mamluk. To that end, in 1806, when he was just nine years old, he was sent to a boarding school run by renowned Muslim scholar: Mohammed al-Amin ibn al-Kanemi in the city of Ngala, south of Lake Chad.

As Barca Gana and his classmates squatted on the floor of al-Kanemi’s classroom, learning how to read and write in Arabic and memorizing the Koran, a violent jihad was ripping through the Hausa Kingdoms that lay just beyond Borno’s western border. A charismatic preacher named Usman dan Fodio claimed an angel had descended from heaven and told him to launch a holy war against the Hausa rulers who had grown so greedy and corrupt they could no longer be considered Muslim. That message resonated among the downtrodden lower classes in the Hausa lands, especially dan Fodio’s kinsmen the Fulani, a clan of nomadic cattle herders who roamed the plains south of the Sahara. Over the next four years, the Fulani and their allies toppled the Hausa Kingdoms, laying waste to cities, killing the rich and powerful, and enslaving many of the survivors.

In modern Nigeria, dan Fodio is revered for standing up for the poor and oppressed. But as the leader of a violent jihad that killed, raped, or enslaved tens of thousands of so-called infidels, he is also an inspiration for the terrorists of Boko Haram who now haunt the region. To Nicholas Said, dan Fodio was nothing but a false prophet who told “the ignorant portion of his countrymen that Allah had given him orders to make war with the whole of [Central Africa].”

Once the Hausa lands were secure, dan Fodio turned his attention to Borno, sweeping through its western plains and ransacking the capital at Ngazargamu. Although Borno’s elderly ruler, Sultan Ahmed ibn-Ali, escaped with much of his family, the jihadists executed as many of his sons as they could find and distributed his daughters as prizes of war. As the offensive continued, “our cities were destroyed, thousands upon thousands were sold to the coast into bondage, and many more were sold to the Barbary states,” Said later wrote. Said’s grandfather, Malagalmoutu, was likely among the first to die, defending the western outpost of Sankara, which stood on the frontier with the Hausa lands. Soon, Sultan Ahmed and his army were confined to a thin strip of territory along Lake Chad, and it must have seemed that Borno’s thousand-year existence was about to come to an end.

In 1809, however, Barca Gana’s teacher al-Kanemi decided to fight the jihadists, cobbling together a guerrilla force of two hundred warriors, including mercenaries from the east as well as the students from his own school. Among this ragtag force was the twelve-year-old boy al-Kanemi called “barca gana,” or “little blessing”—a nickname that would stay with him the rest of his life. Al-Kanemi’s army mounted hit-and-run attacks against Fulani outposts in the surrounding countryside, and Barca Gana quickly became a leader—earning the rank of cavalry captain while still a teenager and a promotion to kachella by his twenties. Despite his tender age, Barca Gana’s career trajectory was not that unusual. Even today, this is a region where groups like Boko Haram use young boys as soldiers.

As word of the attacks spread, al-Kanemi drew a steady flow of recruits, so when he finally faced the jihadists in a full-on battle, he was able to lead two thousand spearmen and two hundred horsemen to victory. That brought him to the attention of Sultan Ahmed, who desperately wanted to retake Ngazargamu. When Ahmed asked for al-Kanemi’s help, the holy man first spent a week in prayer, then told Ahmed to mount his attack. By the time Ahmed’s forces neared Ngazargamu, the jihadists who had overrun Borno for so long were ready and waiting in full battle formation. Seeing the dismayed reaction of his army, al-Kanemi, who believed in mystical charms, filled a hollow calabash with water and told Ahmed’s fastest rider to gallop in front of the enemy lines and smash the calabash on the ground to ensure the sultan’s victory. The rider did as he was told, Ahmed’s army attacked, the jihadists were overrun, and Ngazargamu was recaptured.

Of course, Ahmed did not win just because of a magical calabash. During al-Kanemi’s week of prayer, Ahmed regrouped his scattered troops into a unified fighting force, which was further strengthened by al-Kanemi’s 2,200 warriors. But it was the calabash, combined with al-Kanemi’s devout faith that God would bring them victory, that caught the Borno warriors’ imagination, brought hope to the army, and spurred them to crush the enemy.

As a reward, al-Kanemi was given the title of sheikh and control over half the country. It was soon apparent the public considered al-Kanemi their true leader, with the sultan and his heirs becoming mere figureheads. The capital shifted from Ngazargamu to al-Kanemi’s headquarters, a hundred miles away. The new capital, initially named Kuka for the baobab tree (kuka) under which al-Kanemi pitched his tent, was later pluralized to Kukawa as it expanded. And in Kukawa, at al-Kanemi’s side, was his “little blessing,” Barca Gana. “The sheikh had always been extremely attached to him, and had raised him with his fortune,” wrote Dixon Denham.

By the time Denham met him, the “little blessing” had become one of the most respected warriors in Borno. Denham spent more than a year in Borno following Barca Gana as a military observer. In one battle, Denham saw him astride his horse in the middle of a river, single-handedly fending off five insurgents even after being severely wounded. Another time, Barca Gana and a select band of warriors staved off a much larger invading army, keeping them occupied long enough for al-Kanemi to outflank them with his main force.

Yet even Barca Gana could not win every battle. In one instance, he was sent to Mandara, a vassal state of Borno situated in rocky highlands 150 miles southeast of Kukawa. Though officially an Islamic country, it was traditionally a kerdi land and many of its people still worshipped shala, spirits that were said to inhabit every living thing, as well as rocks, streams, breezes, clouds, and the rest of the natural world. (Many people in Borno, including devout Muslims, held a similar belief, although they called their spirits bori.) Mandara’s recent conversion to Islam did nothing to save the country from attacks by Fulani jihadists. Fearing that any Fulani in the area were a threat, Mandara’s ruler Sultan Bukr asked Borno for help in conducting what today would be described as a campaign of “ethnic cleansing” against them.

When Barca Gana set off for Mandara, a dozen footmen ran in front of him, chanting praises to their leader: “Who in battle is like the rolling of thunder? Barca Gana! Now for Mandara! Now for the kerdi! Now for the battle of spears!” Then rode the kachella, followed by his musicians: a flutist, three drummers, and a trumpeter, blasting on a buffalo horn. Next came his religious adviser; Dixon Denham, in a British uniform topped by a red turban and white burnoose; and Libyan slave-trader Abu-Khalum, wearing yellow silk pantaloons, a crimson velvet kaftan and cashmere turban. Then came three thousand horsemen under Barca Gana’s command, followed by eighty musket-bearing Arabs under Abu-Khalum, who were there solely to capture slaves to sell in the markets of Libya.

When they arrived in Mandara’s capital, Abu-Khalum was excited to see kerdi villages dotting the slopes of the nearby mountainsides. He presented gifts to persuade Sultan Bukr to allow his men to plunder these infidel villages for slaves. But the sultan, a middle-aged man with a bright blue beard, had his eunuchs take the gifts away unopened. “Our people are becoming Muslims without force,” he said, meaning there was no justification for enslaving them. It’s not that he opposed slavery. He owned dozens of slaves from neighboring lands, but the kerdi of Mandara were his kinsmen and friends. His blue beard was evidence of his roots, since shala worshippers ritually dyed their hair or other parts of their body with bright colors.

For two days, Barca Gana’s forces journeyed toward Fulani territory. When they arrived at Kirkulla, the first Fulani town, they found that nearly everyone had fled, leaving only a handful who could not run fast enough: infants, the sick, the elderly. Kirkulla was quickly set on fire and its unarmed inhabitants, who had no value as slaves, were hacked to death or tossed alive into the flames. The army then proceeded to a smaller village not far away, which suffered a similar fate.

Meanwhile, the Fulani were preparing to meet the invaders at Musfeia, the next large town down the road. To reach Musfeia, Barca Gana’s forces would have to squeeze single-file through a narrow gorge and then cross a marsh and dry riverbed, which was lined by wooden palisades manned with archers with poisoned arrows. As Abu-Khalum and his musketeers barraged the palisades with firepower, Barca Gana charged through with a hundred horsemen, crossing the marsh and pushing straight toward the village. “Barca Gana, whose muscular arm was almost gigantic, threw eight spears, which all [hit their mark], some of them at a distance of thirty or thirty-five yards,” Denham wrote.

But most of the Borno warriors held back, daunted by the continuing showers of poisoned arrows. As their advance stalled, teams of Fulani women sprang from hiding on the hillsides and began rolling loosened boulders down on the troops who were still making their way through the gorge. Fulani horsemen, who had been concealed among Musfeia’s hodgepodge of homes, now sallied into battle. Poisoned arrows struck Barca Gana’s horse, which dropped dead beneath him. A second horse was killed almost immediately after he mounted it, forcing him to find a third. Abu-Khalum was killed by a poisoned arrow and many of his men were struck as well. “One dropped near me with five [arrows] sticking in his head alone,” Denham wrote. Barca Gana’s forces soon collapsed into a retreat that lasted until midnight. Although the battle demonstrated the kachella’s strength and fearlessness, it also showed his willingness to slaughter and enslave civilians. “Thus ended our most unsuccessful expedition,” Denham wrote. “It had, however, injustice and oppression for its basis, and who can regret its failure?”

Mohammed Ali ben Said’s mother Dalia was a prize from one of Barca Gana’s more successful campaigns. Dalia’s family came from Gulagu, a small, mountainous land between Borno and Mandara inhabited by the Margi, who were deemed to be kerdi and therefore were prey to slave raids from their Muslim neighbors. When under attack, the Margi would flee into a maze of mountainside caves while their warriors fended off the slave raiders.

According to Said, Barca Gana captured a Margi commander after a “terrible battle.” Instead of enslaving or executing his opponent, Barca Gana “had compassion on him” and allowed him to return home. “As a mark of gratitude the [commander] gave Katzalla Barca Gana his daughter Dalia (my mother’s name) in marriage,” Said wrote. “When young it was said she was extremely beautiful.” The real story was probably much less benign. After a terrible battle, it is doubtful Barca Gana would have simply set his enemy free. More likely the chieftain begged for mercy, offering his daughter as a way of saving his life. Once the bargain was struck, Dalia—probably in her early teens—was led out of the cave where she had been hiding and taken to marry the man who had just killed many of her kinsmen and neighbors. Regardless of how willingly she came into marriage, she more than fulfilled her wifely duty, giving Barca Gana nineteen children including twelve sons and potential heirs.

As a son of a kachella, Mohammed Ali ben Said led a carefree childhood with plenty of time for play and few chores, since they were handled by slaves. With the other sons of the elite, he spent his days in war games outside Kukawa’s walls, hunting in nearby woodlands, or visiting the weekly bazaar outside the city’s western gates. Each Monday Kukawa’s market drew thousands of shoppers from the surrounding countryside. From wooden booths, merchants hawked such luxuries as Italian mirrors, Turkish carpets, Persian silks, and Egyptian perfumes, imported on the backs of camels. On blankets spread on the ground, artisans displayed locally produced glassware, jewelry, swords, fabrics, and other wares. At the market’s corrals, auctioneers took bids on horses, oxen, camels, and slaves. But for young boys like Said, there were other attractions: horse races, wrestling matches, snake charmers, musicians, storytellers, leashed lion cubs, dancing monkeys, and refreshment stands hawking treats made of nuts, dates, fermented milk, and honey.

With his best friend Abdallah, son of Sheikh Umar, Said also spent time exploring the sheikh’s royal compound, perusing the gifts that foreigners had given the family over the years: rifles, pistols, snuff boxes, watches, clocks, and—Said’s favorite—a large music box with metal disks that could play tunes ranging from Swiss folk songs to Mozart’s Requiem. The music box was a gift from Dixon Denham to Sheikh al-Kanemi, who was so enraptured by its music that he covered his face with his hands and listened in silence. When one of his courtiers interrupted, he “struck him a blow which made all his followers tremble,” Denham wrote. Said, too, was entranced. The tunes left such a deep impression that they sprang to mind years later, when he heard them played live in Europe.

Although Dalia was probably illiterate, she did her best to ensure her sons were well educated. When they were around the age of eight or nine, she started them on an education that may have included Arabic, Islam, math, history, and astronomy. At least five sons graduated before Said began his schooling: three serving under their father in the army and two running a business, trading in elephant tusks, gold dust, and probably slaves. But Said had a “wild and roving disposition” that clashed with Dalia’s attempts to impose order, especially when she tried to stop him from his favorite pastime: hunting. “I had quite a passion for hunting, one of my father’s great passions also…,” he wrote. “I would persuade the other boys to follow me into the thick woods, to the danger of their lives and mine…. We used to go miles from Kouka, in search of gazelles, pintadas [guinea fowl], and other game of which our forests were full.”

Dalia whipped him whenever he went hunting without permission, warning that kidnappers might capture him and sell him into slavery, but to no avail. “I was so roving that, from my earliest recollections, when I was only about six years old, I endeavored to return with my maternal uncle, who had been to Kouka on a visit, to his home among the mountains of Goulagou, and nearly cried my eyes out because I was prevented.” Of course, Dalia’s own experiences in Gulagu, hiding in caves as slave raiders scoured the countryside, gave her good reason to keep her son by her side.






3 The Antelope Hunt


Despite Barca Gana’s exalted status as a kachella, he was still a slave and there could be dire consequences if he displeased his master. Once, after a major victory, Sheikh al-Kanemi rewarded him with a beautiful stallion, but a few hours later the sheikh remembered he already promised it to someone else and asked that it be returned. Barca Gana was so angry he sent back every horse al-Kanemi had ever given him, saying he could walk into battle instead. The sheikh had the kachella brought before him, stripped naked, and girded with the loincloth of a common slave so he could be sold to slave traders who would resell him abroad. Prostrating himself, Barca Gana agreed to the punishment but asked that his wives and children be spared.

The next day, when Barca Gana reappeared before al-Kanemi, ready to be sold to the slave traders, the sheikh broke into tears and forgave him. That evening there was a raucous party, with musicians shaking tambourines and warriors beating on their shields. Barca Gana rode a horse through the celebration, wearing a new burnoose and colorful silken tunic al-Kanemi had given him. “There was great and general rejoicing…,” wrote Dixon Denham. “Everything bespoke joy.” But the incident showed how precarious Barca Gana’s position was. And if the sheikh’s favorite general could be so easily threatened with a life of true slavery, imagine how a lesser slave might fare.

For all his bravery, Barca Gana could be a reluctant warrior, advocating caution when others demanded action and expressing misgivings about the constant fighting. “Every day is death, every day is death in war,” he once reportedly sighed. According to Nicholas Said, his last battle was against Sultan Uthman Burkomanda III of the neighboring kingdom Bagirmi, which invaded Borno in 1846, when Said was about nine years old. “So furious was the onset that our troops were forced to give way,” Said wrote. “My father rallied them however, and, in turn, made the fiercest charge known in the annals of that country. My father drove the Bagirmey troops back and forced them from their original position, carrying everything before him, and leaving the ground strewn with 3,500 of the Bagirmey dead. But, alas! he too, fell! pierced through and through with a lance; and three of my brothers perished with him.”

Barca Gana died never knowing how far his fame had spread. Unbeknownst to him, Dixon Denham wrote an account of his African travels, recounting Barca Gana’s prowess in battle, devotion to Islam, and loyalty to his sheikh. Denham’s account was so popular it was translated into French, German, Spanish, Italian, Dutch, and Russian, and over the coming decades, poets, clergymen, scientists, and politicians reshaped its stories to suit their purposes.

In London, scientists like Frederick Thielmann and Edward Binns cited Barca Gana as proof that Africans had the same brainpower as Europeans. In Delaware, abolitionists said that when Sheikh al-Kameni refrained from punishing Barca Gana, it showed that “we Americans, particularly of the South, may take a useful lesson from these sable sons of Africa and learn to emulate their Christian feelings of ‘mercy’ and ‘moderation’ before we go about to civilize them.” In Virginia, Rev. J. B. Pitikin used Barca Gana as a role model for religious devotion: “It is certain that the most zealous of Christians fall behind the devotees of Moslem faith.”

In Congress, abolitionist Rep. Charles Miner of Pennsylvania used Barca Gana as an example of why the US Army should drop its ban against Black recruits: “The African race makes excellent soldiers. They are admirably adapted for military service.” But slaveholding Rep. Howell Cobb of Georgia suggested that Barca Gana’s bloody slave raids proved Africans were better off on Southern plantations than in their native lands: “Who does not see that Africa is to be the beneficiary of the arrangement?”

In Borno, control of the army passed to the grand vizier, El-Haj Beshir, and his adjutant Mohammed Lamino. Said described them as “the terror of everyone” with cruelty that “was only paralleled by that of Nero.” In one raid, Beshir and Lamino enslaved a thousand kerdi villagers and then culled out 170 men by chopping a leg off each of them and letting them bleed to death in front of their fellow captives, since they didn’t want to cause a glut in the market with too many slaves. Heinrich Barth, who witnessed the raid, was sickened by such “merciless and sanguinary slave-hunters, who, regardless of the beauty of the country and the cheerful happiness of the natives, were only intent upon enriching themselves.”

Meanwhile Barca Gana’s widows and children divided his wealth. Dalia’s eldest son took the lion’s share of her family’s inheritance, but she assured the younger boys they would not be paupers. “Five cleared farms and a considerable amount of gold fell to my share,” Said wrote. “I do not know how much the gold amounted to, but my mother used to tell me that when I got to be twenty years of age, I would have as much as either of my elder brothers.”

Barca Gana’s brother Saha now became the head of Dalia’s household, probably taking her as his wife or concubine—a common way of protecting the status of a deceased brother’s widow. He took an active role heading the family and did not refrain from using a whip to discipline the children. For Said, who idolized his father, this must have been very hard to take. He did not stay home for long. Instead, he was shunted off to begin his education at a boarding school run by Malem Katory: “a man of great learning… well versed in the Arabic, Turkish, and Persian languages, besides possessing mental endowments of a very superior character…. In our country [he] was esteemed almost as highly as the king himself.”

Dressed in white robes and caps, Said and his fellow students—all sons of kachellas or other top officials—squatted on straw mats that carpeted the classroom’s dirt floor, equipped with wooden writing boards, sheaves of paper, and pens carved out of reeds. Malem Katory sat on an earthen platform in front of them. Judging from the practice of other schools in the region, Katory started his instruction by giving each boy a piece of paper with an Arabic letter written on it, which they had to copy until they perfected it. One letter at a time, they went through the entire alphabet, which was not only used for Arabic but also their native Kanuri and the languages of neighboring lands, similar to the way the Latin alphabet is used in Europe. After they learned the alphabet, they graduated to writing simple words and sentences in Kanuri and then to Arabic verses from the Koran.

As was common in most schools at that time, Katory liberally used a whip on his pupils. “He was extremely severe, and the slightest dereliction in duty, or the least inattention to our studies, was promptly met by an exemplary flogging,” Said wrote. “For my part, I got at least one whipping every day during the first year that I remained with this learned teacher.” At first, Said tried running home to escape the whippings, but each time he got there, he was whipped by his mother or uncle Saha before they returned him to Katory, who whipped him again.

In Borno, there was a tale parents told to cure children of such rebellious behavior: the fable of the rat and the toad. In the fable, a toad wagers that despite its slow pace and innocuous nature it can be more successful than a swift and tenacious rat. To win the bet, the toad blandly hops through a crowd of men in the local marketplace, who let it go on its way because it looks so harmless. But when the rat races in, darting at full speed and baring its teeth at anyone it approaches, it looks so menacing that the men beat it with sticks and nearly kill it, scaring it so much that rats now spend their days in hiding and only come out at night. In an iron-fisted sheikhdom like Borno, it was a cautionary tale, warning citizens of the risks of appearing too strident. Said eventually learned to emulate the toad, as he gave up all attempts to rebel against Katory “and submitted to my fate as best I could.” It was a lesson that, for better or worse, would stay with him through his adult life in the United States, when he found ways of achieving his goals while refraining from pushing too hard against the status quo.

At school, Said found that once Malem Katory whipped his students into obedience, he began treating them kindlier. By the end of their second year, the students could write in Kanuri and knew enough Arabic to understand most of their prayers. “Before we went to the Malam,” Said wrote, “we could repeat a great number of prayers, but like many Roman Catholics, who daily say ‘Pater Noster’ and ‘Ave Maria,’ we did not understand the meaning of one word.”

At some point during his education, Said was circumcised. In much of the Muslim world, this happens shortly after birth, but in Borno it occurred on a propitious date between the ages of five and thirteen. Boys of similar age and social standing were brought to a nem katsabe, or “house of circumcision,” to be sliced by a wontsam while surrounded by men from the boy’s family and their friends. If the boy performed well, without screaming in pain, his father might reward him with an ox or sheep, and a family friend might even offer a daughter to be his future bride. For three weeks, the boys recuperated in the nem katsabe, occasionally emerging to stage mock attacks on the townsfolk, who were obliged to give them presents. Then, clad in white robes, they were led through town on horses, donkeys, or oxen, ending with a celebratory feast, which in Said’s case was hosted by none other than Sheikh Umar. “For a whole month we fared most sumptuously, living on the fat of the land and feasting on every delicacy…, [Umar] himself giving us the best he had in his palace,” Said wrote. “This generally happens only to the sons of those who have distinguished themselves in the army, or, to explain myself better, to those of the military aristocracy.”

Once the feasts were over, Said and his classmates returned to school. By the end of his third year, he had mastered writing in Kanuri but not Arabic, requiring eighteen more months of studies. For many boys, that would have been the end of their education. In Said’s family, however, the boys typically went on to study Turkish as well, plus some arithmetic to help them in business. But before Said could think about future studies, he wanted to go on a hunting trip.

Mawlid an-Nabi, or the Prophet’s Birthday, is one of the most festive days on the Muslim calendar. Mosques are festooned with decorations. Musicians and dancers roam the streets. Food is given to the poor. For Mohammed Ali ben Said and his friends Mawlid seemed like a perfect time to indulge in their favorite pastime—hunting—in an excursion to the ruined town of Lari, on the northwestern shores of Lake Chad.

Said’s mother was leery of this safari. She’d already lost three sons in Barca Gana’s fatal battle and did not want to lose another. “My worthy mother declared several times that I would be captured by the Kidnapping Kindils, a wandering tribe of the desert, who were constantly prowling through the country in search of anything of value they might lay their hands on.” That may sound like a story a mother might make up to scare her children away from risky behavior, but Kindils were no mere bogeymen. They were heavily armed nomads who roamed the Sahara and its fringes, plundering towns, stealing livestock, and enslaving captives. The reason Lari was in ruins was that Kindils sacked it so thoroughly in 1840 that nobody had yet rebuilt it.

To the people of Borno, they resembled the thorn tree (kindil in Kanuri), a tough desert plant armed with sharp spikes. Throughout much of the world, they’re known as Tuaregs, referring to their origins in the Targa region of Libya, but they call themselves Imuhag, or freemen, which in those days set them apart from the slaves they captured. To the raiders, anyone who was not an Imuhag was ripe for becoming a slave.

Said and his friends didn’t let fear of the Kindil (or Tuaregs) keep them from such rich hunting grounds. “The forests [near Lari] are full of delicious game, and the lake of fish and beautiful aquatic birds, while in the dry seasons the woods and uncultivated plains are worthy to be called the garden of Eden,” Said wrote. So on the Prophet’s Birthday, he ventured with forty other boys through the grasslands that surrounded Lari and into the forest of tamarind, baobab, and acacia that stood beyond.

Their first targets were gazelles. On horseback, the boys likely formed a semicircle around a resting herd and then charged, throwing spears and shooting arrows at anything that moved. Although the gazelles leaped faster than the boys could shoot, they managed to kill two before moving on to their next prey: turkey-like guinea fowl, which had a fatal tendency to run instead of fly when danger approached. After the boys killed a few birds, pilfering their nests for eggs, they built a fire in a forest clearing and roasted a fine lunch.

After lunch the boys turned to the baobab trees for liquid refreshment. The fruit of the baobab has a juice that tastes like lemonade but getting it can be a challenge. The lowest branches tend to be at least thirty feet above the ground, and the trunk is too rotund to shimmy up. Instead the thirsty punched stakes into the trunk and climbed up as if it were a ladder, and then crawled along its thickest branches to pick the fruit.

Although Said and his friends thought of themselves as young men, they were still boys. They soon forgot about the hunt and began playing among the trees, until one boy spotted a band of riders charging toward them on horseback and camels. “Kindil! Kindil!” he yelled. Some boys sprang onto their horses and galloped away. Others ran deeper into the forest to hide in the underbrush. But nearly half of them, including Said, were too high in the branches for an easy escape. They were still climbing down when the Tuaregs rode in: fearsome figures, dressed in antelope skin kaftans, dark blue trousers, and multicolored turbans, with their faces covered by black and indigo veils so only their eyes could be seen.

They were heavily armed, with whips, swords, spears, and muskets, leaving the boys no choice but surrender. Trembling in fear, Said started edging down, but he lost his footing and plummeted to the ground, blacking out as he slammed into the turf. When he awoke, he was astride a Tuareg horse, strapped to its rider. Nearly twenty of his friends had been captured. Groggy from his fall, all he could think about was his mother’s warning. “In very bitterness of spirit, I wished the whole horrid circumstance a dream. But, alas, it was too sternly real! I was in the hands of the dreaded, the cruel Kindils, a slave, and I could not form the slightest idea what was going to become of me.”

For three days and three nights, the Tuaregs rode almost without stopping, navigating by stars at night, with constellations like Amanar the Warrior (Orion), the Daughters of the Night (Pleiades) and the Mother and Baby Camel (Big and Little Dipper) pointing the way. Finally, they reached their base camp, which erupted into celebration when they arrived, with feasting, music, and dance. After chewing hashish, they all fell into a deep narcotic slumber.

Said and his friends watched the festivities from a distance, tied together and guarded by five sword-bearing Tuaregs. After such a hard journey, however, the guards too felt the need for hashish. As they drifted into oblivion, four of the oldest boys managed to wriggle free from their bonds. Crawling over to the sleeping guards, the boys grabbed their swords, hacked off their heads, stole their horses, and rode off, leaving their younger companions behind, including Said. “I never could imagine why they did not free the rest of us, unless it was, that in their excitement of gratifying their revenge and making good their own escape, they forgot us,” he wrote.

When the Tuaregs discovered the escape the next morning, their chieftain seethed with anger. After banning the use of hashish for the rest of the journey, he whipped the feet of the remaining boys so hard they could not walk. They were loaded onto camels for the next part of their journey: a five-day trek to the city of Katsina, former capital of a Hausa Kingdom that had been taken over by Usman dan Fodio’s jihadis.

From the outside, Katsina seemed imposing, with thirty-foot high walls stretching more than thirteen miles around the city. For centuries, it had been one of the largest cities in the region, with up to 100,000 residents or more, ruled by princes who lived as grandly as the sultans of Borno. But that ended with the jihad, which left the city in ruins. When Said and his fellow captives arrived, Katsina’s walls were mostly intact—some are still standing today—but fewer than 8,000 people lived inside and there was little evidence of its former glory. Much of the area within the walls now consisted of barren fields, with the humble shanties of goatherds and chicken farmers scattered among them. The palace where Katsina’s princes once lived was decaying into collapse.

The sight of such ruins made Said question his religion, although his anger was aimed more at jihadists than Islam as a whole. “I am unable to give the slightest idea as to the time when Mohammedanism was introduced into Central Africa. But be it as it may, it brought with it desolation and ruin. Anything like enterprise was rendered impossible, fanaticism and bigotry overruled everything, and the Mohammed proselytes at once arrayed themselves against every non-follower of the Prophet as his implacable enemies. Crusade after crusade was made against the pagan tribes, who, if they had the misfortune to fall into the hands of the Moslems, were either massacred or reduced into slavery. Cities after cities were razed to the ground.”

The only part of Katsina that remained halfway vibrant was the commercial district in its northeastern corner, including a once-thriving slave market that now did little business since most caravans no longer stopped there. One by one, Said’s friends were bartered away for food, clothing, and weapons, since gold or other currency was useless to their captors in the desert.

Said caught the eye of Abd el-Kader, “a most ferocious and cruel-looking individual” of mixed Arab and African descent, whose business consisted of buying ivory and slaves on the cheap in Katsina and then reselling them at a higher price further north. After some haggling, el-Kader gave the Tuaregs a used burnoose and an old musket for Said, then towed him through the streets—a powerful “monster” of a man tugging a scrawny teenaged waif to his warehouse where he kept Said in chains as he ventured out to buy more goods. Before leaving, he set a plate of food before Said, who was so depressed he could not eat. After several days of this melancholic hunger strike, Said got so thin that el-Kader started beating him to make him eat, fearing he would lose his investment if the boy starved to death.

For three months, Said remained in chains as el-Kader bought elephant tusks, other cargo, and twenty more slaves: girls, boys, women, men, who were deemed healthy enough to walk across the Sahara. Finally, he loaded his goods onto fifteen camels and linked up with a northbound caravan with around five hundred travelers—merchants, guards, servants, slaves—and a long chain of camels laden with goods. Like all but the wealthiest travelers, el-Kader and his slaves traveled on foot rather than riding camels, which were valued too highly to be used for human transportation. He and his slaves would walk nearly 1,900 miles to the next major trading center: Murzuk, in the midst of the Sahara.

The journey began pleasantly enough. The caravan spent several days passing through a forest of butter trees, tamarinds, papayas, and banana palms, and because it was still the rainy season there were thick showers several times a day, filling streams that had been dry just weeks before. As the caravan traveled north, the rains grew less frequent, the streams disappeared, and the forest thinned until finally there was nothing but underbrush, which soon gave way to sand and rocks. In the drylands, el-Kader set new rules for his slaves, limiting their rations to three pints of water and three handfuls of dates and millet meal per day, except at oases. “We suffered very much from heat and thirst, and drew small comfort from the little oases we occasionally passed,” Said wrote. A few oases bubbled with sparkling water shaded by date palms, providing food and drink to the travelers. Others, however, had barely enough water to satisfy the camels, who took top priority. And often the water was too brackish for man or beast.

At one such oasis, the caravan encountered a middle-aged slave who had been left to die after becoming too weak to keep up with his master’s pace. The slave begged for food or fresh water, but when el-Kader heard the man’s pleas, he loaded his pistol to put him out of his misery. Another merchant, Abu Tounzi, argued that if the slave could be brought back to health, he could be sold at a price that would make up for any transportation costs. El-Kader was doubtful but relented. Under Abu Tounzi’s care the man recovered and was eventually sold at a profit, but to Said the incident was a reminder of how little a slave’s life was worth: “Some Arabs would rather lose four or five slaves than a single camel.”

Beyond the rocky plain lay the mountainous land of Tibbou. Whenever the caravan paused for the night there, everyone—slave or freeman—was warned to stay within a tightly guarded circle, since Tibbou slave-trappers often lurked in the dark to capture unprotected travelers. Except for the slaves, everyone in the caravan carried guns to ward off attacks.

After four days, the caravan reached Tibbou’s northern frontier, an ancient volcanic lava flow studded with razor-sharp rocks. At the edge of this stony wasteland, el-Kader and his fellow merchants wrapped the feet of their camels in thick layers of camel hide and distributed sandals of the same material to their slaves, who had previously been barefoot. Even with the sandals, the rocks cut into their skin. “What with hunger, thirst, bleeding feet, and intolerable heat, we suffered intensely, and I was often upon the point of fainting by the wayside,” Said wrote. “The camels’ hide sandals did not last long enough to do us a particle of good.”

Beyond the lava flow was one final set of mountains to pass through, with trails so narrow that several camels lost their footing and slid down the rocky slopes, bellowing loudly as they tumbled toward their death. And then came the Sahara: a wide expanse of dunes as far as the eye could see. Years later, Said remembered the Sahara as “an ocean of scorching sand,” littered with the corpses of slaves from previous journeys: “human carcasses, completely dried up by the scorching rays of the ever-unclouded sun. The heat is so great that flesh becomes as dry as bone, before it can be dissolved. Here are found no hyenas, no vultures to prey upon the dead, and the traders never bury anyone who falls in the desert. The bodies lie until inhumed by the parching sand storms, or until pulverized. It is said that the traders leave these dead bodies exposed to frighten their caravans of slaves into faster walking.”

Said lost track of time while treading through the Sahara, but eventually there were wisps of grass and brush along the trail. Oases became more frequent. Clusters of date palms appeared. And finally there were some small villages and towns, with farms watered by irrigation ditches. This was Fezzan, an arid land in what is now southern Libya. It was the homeland of Abd el-Kader who, now that he was no longer worried about the perils of the Sahara, relaxed and became “not quite the monster” he had seemed at first. He promised his slaves that when they got to his hometown in Murzuk, he’d fill them with honey, mutton, and couscous and give them two or three days of rest before selling them off, which was enough to spur them to keep up their pace without constant prodding. “My anxiety to reach the end of the journey was so intense that I could hardly restrain myself from breaking into a run…,” Said wrote. “Believing every word [el-Kader] said, I was fairly beside myself with joy at the prospect of good food and rest.”






4 In the Realm of the Ottomans


The fortressed city of Murzuk was the capital of Fezzan, the westernmost province of the Ottoman Empire. The sands of the Sahara lapped up against its southeastern walls, but elsewhere the city was bordered by sparse strips of farmland and small stands of trees. Although most of Murzuk’s residents were Kanuri—a reminder that Fezzan had once been held by the nation of Borno—it was currently presided over by a Turkish governor living in a massive citadel overlooking the town’s narrow main gate. Four hundred Ottoman soldiers—Turks, Arabs, and Africans—were stationed in the barracks adjoining the citadel, and as the caravan carrying Mohammed Ali ben Said inched through the gate, a bespectacled Turkish official painstakingly counted the slaves to ensure that their owners would pay the appropriate Ottoman taxes on their transportation or sale.

To the Turks, this parched and broiling province—separated from Istanbul by more than 800 miles of Mediterranean and 500 miles of desert—was so unpopular that whenever they were sent to an undesirable location, it was called a Fizan’a sürmek (exile to Fezzan). To Abd el-Kader, however, Murzuk was home, so after warehousing his ivory and slaves, he headed to his house, with Said following along, since el-Kader had decided to keep him as a slave rather than sell him. Thankfully, Said no longer viewed el-Kader as a monster, but he was disappointed to learn that he was “a poor man,” with just one wife, a simple townhouse, a farm, ten camels, a few donkeys, and one other slave: an Arab dwarf named Hassan. Of course, someone with that much property was not really poor, but Said, who had grown up in luxury, had a skewed notion of wealth, and he also knew that a slave’s social status depended on the wealth of his master, with a rich man’s slave bearing a higher social ranking than the slave of a poorer man. As el-Kader’s slave, Said’s feared his status would be much lower than he deserved.

After letting Said rest three days, el-Kader took him to his farm three miles north of the city, where there were fields of wheat, barley, onions, watermelons, and radishes, watered from wells drilled into an aquifer deep beneath the ground. Said’s task was to draw water from el-Kader’s well and irrigate his fields, under the slave Hassan’s watchful eyes. It was grueling work under the hot desert sun and Said was bad at it. He had never done hard labor before, since his family’s slaves handled such chores, but Hassan offered no sympathy. After all, this spoiled teenager was only doing what Hassan had long done himself, so whenever he complained, Hassan whipped him and told him to work harder. For two weeks Said labored under constant lashing from Hassan’s whip, with nothing to eat but a daily ration of dates and boiled turnips. When Abd el-Kader visited to see how things were going, Said was exasperated.

“Between the limited choice of food and the abuse from Hassan, I’m having a miserable time,” he said. “I’m not used to such work. Can’t you sell me to a Turk or an Egyptian? I’ve heard that Turks are very good masters.”

El-Kader wasn’t necessarily surprised to hear a slave talk that way. Under Islam, slaves had the right to complain about their working conditions and even to ask to be sold to a different master, although slaveholders had no duty to grant their requests. “So you’re not used to this work?” el-Kader asked. “What kind of work did your father do?”

“He was a warrior. Barca Gana.”

El-Kader was stunned. “Barca Gana? Why didn’t you tell me that before? I knew him well. I even joined him on an expedition once, about fifteen years ago.”

El-Kader immediately told Said to stop what he was doing, since he felt the son of Barca Gana should not be treated like a common slave. After deliberation, he offered to set Said free and let him return to Borno, although he offered no food or money to help him get there. In response, Said made a decision that sounds bizarre to modern ears, but made sense to him at the time. Instead of embracing freedom, he chose to remain a slave.

Years later, Said wrote that he rejected el-Kader’s offer because he was “unwilling to recross the inhospitable Sahara.” If that sounds petty, consider that he had just traveled 2,500 miles—mostly on foot—in various states of hunger, thirst, fear, and exhaustion, trudging past the bones of men, women, children, and beasts who could not finish the journey. Penniless and with no supplies, there was no guarantee he would survive the return, and there was a risk of being kidnapped and sold back into slavery to someone worse than el-Kader.

On the other hand, by remaining a slave, there was a decent chance he could gradually regain his freedom and maybe make enough money to return to Borno in style. He had seen slaves earn their way to freedom before. In Borno, he had seen gamblers use their own freedom as a stake on their bets, confident that if they lost, they could eventually work their way out of slavery. Said was making a similar gamble now, hoping that his time as a slave would only be temporary. However strange his decision may seem, it once again highlights the differences between slavery in the Muslim world and the Americas.

Said had just one request. He wanted to be sold to a Turk, since they had a habit of paying allowances to household slaves which they could save to buy their freedom. After a thorough search, Abd el-Kader sold him to Abdy Aga, military aide-de-camp to Fezzan’s governor, Ibrahim Pasha. With an Albanian father and Arab mother, Abdy was not technically a Turk, but culturally he was fully Ottoman, and Said found him to be “an excellent young man, very good and kind, full of life and fun.”

Said’s status improved immediately after he was sold. Together with Abdy and his wife Fatima, he now lived in officer’s quarters attached to the governor’s citadel, an 85-foot-tall fortress with cannons positioned among its battlements. Instead of being relegated to tiresome fieldwork, he spent his time accompanying Abdy on his daily rounds, following him through the citadel’s long and winding passageways to the governor’s quarters, where he dined on mutton and couscous as Abdy and the governor discussed the matters of the day. Abdy gave him a small allowance, but as a teenager, instead of saving it to buy his freedom, he spent it as soon as he got it, going to the bazaar to splurge on Turkish candies. “You’re growing fat,” Fatima joked, as he recovered from the emaciation he had suffered on his grueling journey through the Sahara.

Like Said, Fatima was a Kanuri. Abdy tried to speak Kanuri with her, but even though he learned the grammar and vocabulary, he spoke with such a thick accent he asked for Said’s help, and in return he taught Turkish to Said. “I have possessed all my life an extraordinary aptitude for the acquirement of languages, but I have found none so easy to learn as the Turkish,” Said later wrote. For several months, Said “lived very well with Abdy-Aga [and] was becoming, in some degree, reconciled to my fate,” until—without warning—Abdy announced he was sending him as a gift to his father in Tripoli, 600 miles to the north.

Said was stunned. “I was unwilling to leave such an excellent man as my present master, so long as I was a slave; and I so told him,” Said wrote. But Abdy assured him that his father would treat him just as well as he had. And that was the end of the discussion.

To transport Said to Tripoli, Abdy hired Abd el-Kader, who was already preparing a shipment of slaves for the next northbound caravan. It took forty days for the caravan to reach Tripoli, but the journey was much easier than the Sahara, with small villages and lush oases where the slaves could rest. “I had a very pleasant time on my journey…,” Said later wrote, noting that Abdy had given el-Kader enough money to make sure he was properly fed. “With all the money that the good Abdy had spent, I had plenty of chickens and other good things to eat, and at every halting place was the center of a very affectionate group composed of my less fortunate but not less hungry fellow slaves.”

Gradually, the landscape gave way to vineyards and olive orchards, and as the caravan neared the Mediterranean, rows of date palms lined the road so thickly that for several miles the caravan was almost completely shaded. To the northwest they could see Tripoli, a jumble of whitewashed buildings hunched between the sea and the coastal foothills, dotted by minarets, watchtowers, and the domed roofs of public baths. Ancient stone walls ringed the city and a pair of centuries-old fortresses flanked its harbor, where tall-masted ships from as far away as New York and Boston stood at anchor.

The day after their arrival, el-Kader led Said to the home of Abdy’s father Haji Daoud, a middle-aged Albanian tobacco merchant with a long white beard, who was reclining on a silk-covered divan while puffing a narghile (hookah). After making sure Said was properly bathed and providing him with a fresh set of clothes, Daoud introduced him to his wife, “a cross and overbearing woman of very bad disposition, [who] began to manifest her ill-temper towards me the very next day after I entered the house.” Said got a much better reception from Daoud’s two young concubines, a Kanuri and a Hausa. In her midtwenties, the Kanuri was not much older than the teenaged Said, but she insisted he should think of her as his mother and Daoud as his father. “He is thinking about having you educated at one of the Turkish schools, with a view to adopting you,” she confided.

And that was probably why Abdy bought Said in the first place. Abdy was pursuing a military career rather than selling tobacco, and since he was Daoud’s only child, that meant his father would have no heir to handle the business when he retired. Daoud likely bought the concubines hoping they’d give him another heir, but that hadn’t happened, so Abdy bought him a slave young enough to be an adopted son. That could explain why Daoud’s wife was so harsh to Said, since he was a potential threat to her rank in the family. And it explains why Daoud’s concubine offered to act as Said’s mother, which would bolster her own status. Otherwise, if she failed to produce an heir, she might be sold to another master or even end up in a brothel.

Daoud certainly treated Said like a son. Every day, he took him to his tobacco emporium in the heart of the bazaar to teach him the trade, including the art of the chiboukji. The Turks served tobacco with intricate ritual, and the chiboukji, or pipe bearer, was a master of that ritual. Chiboukjis learned how to shred tobacco into fine silky threads, artfully tamp it into a pipe, and light it with burning shards of charcoal. They could flavor tobacco with rose petals, molasses, lemon peels, or cloves, and match those flavors with the pipes, which had different aromas depending on which wood they were carved from: jasmine, cherry, lemon, or plum. They were adept not only with the chibouk, a pipe of four or five feet long, but the narghile and kablioun, which could be up to eight feet long. Wealthy families typically had at least one or two chiboukji servants or slaves. So did cafés and restaurants, as well as tobacco dealers like Daoud. It was the type of skill a tobacconist would want to impart to a potential heir.

Daoud took one other step to build a fatherly bond with Said: taking him on the haj (pilgrimage) to Mecca. Daoud had already made three pilgrimages, and as the time for the fourth approached, he told Said to join him. “From that day forward, I thought of nothing, talked of nothing, but Mecca,” Said wrote. Shortly before they left, Said discovered there were drawbacks to being such a highly valued slave. In the bazaar one day, he spotted some of his friends who had been captured with him by the Tuaregs and were now on display in the slave market, waiting to be sold. “We shed many tears at meeting, and I wept afresh as they told me of the hardships they had undergone,” Said wrote. With his help, word of their plight reached Tripoli’s ruling pasha who bought them all, to ransom back to their parents for a healthy profit. When Said later saw them walking in the streets, well-dressed, well-fed, and ready to return to Borno, he asked Daoud to sell him to the pasha so he could be ransomed back to Borno, too, but Daoud refused. How could he sell a gift from his son, especially one that was being groomed to be an heir? So Said began his journey to Mecca knowing he had just missed his best chance to go home.
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