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For Cordula, Max, Nico, and Tom



Prologue

He shifted nervously in the front passenger seat of the four-wheel-drive vehicle as it approached the southern exit of the city. Down the tarmac road, in the pink light of the desert morning, two gunmen stood beside a checkpoint made from a rope strung across a pair of oil barrels. They were lean men with beards and turbans, Kalashnikov semiautomatic rifles slung over their shoulders. Take a deep breath, he told himself. Smile. Be respectful. He had already been arrested once by the Islamic Police, hauled before a makeshift tribunal, interrogated, and threatened with Shariah punishment. That time he had managed—just barely—to persuade them to set him free. He couldn’t count on being lucky a second time.

He cast a glance at the rear compartment. There, covered with blankets, lay five padlocked steamer trunks, each one filled with treasure: hundreds of illuminated manuscripts, including some from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Golden Age of Timbuktu. Encased in goatskin covers with inlaid semiprecious stones, they were gorgeous works composed by the most skillful scribes of the era, fragile pages covered with dense calligraphy and complex geometrical designs in a multitude of colors. Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, the terrorist group that had seized the north of the country four months earlier, had several times vowed on television and radio to respect them, but few in the city believed their promises. The extremists had declared jihad against anyone and anything that challenged their vision of a pure Islamic society, and these artifacts—treatises about logic, astrology, and medicine, paeans to music, poems idealizing romantic love—represented five hundred years of human joy. They celebrated the sensual and the secular, and they bore the explicit message that humanity, as well as God, was capable of creating beauty. They were monumentally subversive. And there were thousands of manuscripts just like these hidden in safe houses in Timbuktu. Now he and a small team had set out to save them.

The driver stopped at the roadblock. The two Al Qaeda gunmen peered into the car.

“Salaam Aleikum,” he said, with all the equanimity he could muster. Peace be upon you. They were young men, barely out of their teens, but they had dead eyes and the hard, fanatical look of true believers.

“Where are you going?”

“Bamako,” he said, the capital in the south.

The men circled the car, and peered into the back.

Wordlessly they waved him onward.

He exhaled. But they still had another six hundred miles to go.
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Abdel Kader Haidara was a small boy when he first learned about the hidden treasures of Timbuktu. In the Haidaras’ large house in Sankoré, the city’s oldest neighborhood, he often heard his father mention them under his breath, as if reluctantly revealing a family secret. Dozens of young boarders from across the Sahel region of Africa, the vast, arid belt that extends from the Atlantic Ocean to the Red Sea, came to study mathematics, science, astrology, jurisprudence, Arabic, and the Koran at the traditional school that his father ran in the vestibule of their home. Consisting of three three-hour sessions beginning before dawn and continuing, at intervals, until the early hours of the evening, the Haidara School was a throwback to the informal universities that had flourished in Timbuktu during its heyday as a center of learning in the sixteenth century. There were thousands of manuscripts at the house in Timbuktu, locked away in tin chests in a storage room behind a heavy oak door. Haidara had a sense of their importance, but he knew very little about them.

Sometimes his father would rummage through the storage room and emerge with a volume from his family’s collection—a treatise about Islamic jurisprudence from the early twelfth century; a thirteenth-century Koran written on vellum made from the hide of an antelope; another holy book from the twelfth century, no larger than the palm of a hand, inscribed on fish skin, its intricate Maghrebi script illuminated with droplets of gold leaf. One of his father’s most prized works was the original travel diary of Major Alexander Gordon Laing, a Scotsman who had been the first European explorer to reach Timbuktu via Tripoli and the Sahara, and who was betrayed, robbed, and murdered by his Arab nomadic escorts shortly after departing from the city in 1826. A few years after Laing’s murder, a scribe had written a primer of Arabic grammar over the explorer’s papers—an early example of recycling. Haidara would peer over his father’s shoulder as he gathered students around him, regarding the crumbling works with curiosity. Over time he learned about the manuscripts’ history, and how to protect them. Haidara spoke Songhoy, the language of Mali’s Sorhai tribe, the dominant sedentary ethnic group along the northern bend of the Niger River, and in school he studied French, the language of Mali’s former colonial masters. But he also taught himself to read Arabic fluently as a boy, and his interest in the manuscripts grew.

In those days—the late 1960s and early 1970s—Timbuktu was linked to the outside world only by riverboats that plied the Niger River when the water level was high enough, and once weekly flights on the state-owned airline to Bamako, the capital of Mali, 440 air miles away. Haidara, the sixth child among twelve brothers and sisters, had little awareness of his town’s isolation. He, his siblings, and their friends fished and swam in a five-mile-long canal that led from the western edge of Timbuktu to the Niger. The third longest river in Africa, it is a boomerang-shaped stream that originates in the highlands of Guinea and meanders for one thousand miles through Mali, forming lakes and floodplains, before curving east just below Timbuktu, then flowing through Niger and Nigeria and spilling into the Gulf of Guinea. The canal was the most vibrant corner of the city, a gathering point for children, market women, and traders in dugout canoes, or pirogues, piled high with fruits and vegetables from the irrigated farms that flourished beside the Niger. It was also a place redolent with bloody history: Tuareg warriors hiding on the reed-covered bank on Christmas Day 1893 had ambushed and massacred two French military officers and eighteen African sailors as they paddled a canoe up from the Niger.

Haidara and his friends explored every corner of the Sankoré neighborhood, a labyrinth of sandy alleys lined with the shrines of Sufi saints, and the fourteenth-century Sankoré Mosque—a lopsided mud pyramid with permanent scaffolding made from bundles of palm sticks embedded in the clay. They played soccer in the sandy field in front of the mosque and climbed the lush mango trees that proliferated in Timbuktu in those days, before the southward advance of desertification caused many of them to wither and die, and the canal to dry out and fill with sand. There were few cars, no tourists, no disturbances from the outside world; it was, Haidara would recall decades later, a largely carefree and contented existence.

Abdel Kader’s father, Mohammed “Mamma” Haidara, was a pious, learned, and adventurous man who deeply influenced his son. Born in the late 1890s in Bamba, a village hugging the left bank of the Niger River, 115 miles east of Timbuktu, Mamma Haidara had come of age when Mali, then known as French West Sudan—a mélange of ethnic groups stretching from the forests and savannah of the far south, near Guinea and Senegal, to the arid wastes of the far north, toward the Algerian border—had still not fallen under total French control. Fiercely independent Tuareg nomads in the Sahara were carrying on armed resistance, galloping on camels out of the dunes, ambushing the colonial army with spears and swords. It was not until 1916 that they would be completely subdued. After learning to read and write in French colonial schools, Mamma Haidara had commenced a life of travel and study. He had little money, but he was able to hitch rides on camel caravans, and, because he was literate, he could support himself along the way holding informal classes in the Koran and other subjects.

At seventeen he journeyed to the ancient imperial capital of Gao, two hundred miles along the river east of Timbuktu, and to the desert oasis of Araouan, a walled town famed for its scholars and a stop on the ancient salt caravan route through the Sahara. Driven by a thirst for knowledge and for an understanding of the world, he traveled to Sokoto, the seat of a powerful nineteenth-century Islamic kingdom in what is now Nigeria; to Alexandria and Cairo; and to Khartoum, the Sudanese capital situated at the confluence of the White and Blue Niles, and its twin city, Omdurman, across the river, where the army of Major General Horatio Herbert Kitchener defeated a force led by an Islamic revivalist and anticolonialist called the Mahdi in 1895 and established British rule over Sudan.

After a decade of wandering Mamma Haidara returned an educated man, and was named by the scholars of Bamba the town’s qadi, the Islamic judicial authority responsible for mediating property disputes and presiding over marriages and divorces. He brought back illuminated Korans and other manuscripts from Sudan, Egypt, Nigeria, and Chad, adding to a family library in Bamba that his ancestors had begun amassing in the sixteenth century. Eventually Mamma Haidara settled in Timbuktu, opened a school, made money trading grain and livestock, purchased land, and wrote his own manuscripts about reading the stars, and the genealogy of the clans of the city. Scholars from across the region often stayed with the family, and local people visited to receive from the Islamic savant a fatwa—a ruling on a point of Islamic law.

In 1964, four years after Mali won its independence from France, a delegation from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization in Paris convened in Timbuktu. UNESCO historians had read books written by Ibn Batuta, perhaps the greatest traveler of the medieval world, who visited the land that is now Mali in the first half of the fourteenth century; and Hassan Mohammed Al Wazzan Al Zayati, who wrote under the pen name Leo Africanus while held under house arrest by the pope in Rome during the sixteenth century. The travelers described a vibrant culture of manuscript writing and book collecting centered in Timbuktu. European historians and philosophers had contended that black Africans were illiterates with no history, but Timbuktu’s manuscripts proved the opposite—that a sophisticated, freethinking society had thrived south of the Sahara at a time when much of Europe was still mired in the Middle Ages. That culture had been driven underground during the Moroccan conquest of Timbuktu in 1591, then had flourished in the eighteenth century, only to vanish again during seventy years of French colonization. Owners had hidden manuscripts in holes in the ground, in secret closets, and in storage rooms. UNESCO experts resolved to create a center to recover the region’s lost heritage, restore to Timbuktu a semblance of its former glory, and prove to the world that Sub-Saharan Africa had once produced works of genius. UNESCO gathered notables to encourage collectors to bring the manuscripts out from their hiding places.

Nine years later, Mamma Haidara, then in his seventies, started working for the Ahmed Baba Institute of Higher Learning and Islamic Research, created by UNESCO in Timbuktu and funded by the ruling families of Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. Mamma Haidara lent fifteen volumes to the Ahmed Baba Institute’s first public exhibition, then traveled house to house in Timbuktu, knocking on doors, trying to persuade other collectors to donate their hidden manuscripts. He was part of a great campaign of education, Abdel Kader Haidara recalled, that was greeted, for the most part, with suspicion and incomprehension. The work intrigued Abdel Kader, but he couldn’t imagine following in his father’s footsteps. There didn’t seem to be much of a future in it.

Mamma Haidara died after a long illness in 1981 in his mid-eighties, when Abdel Kader was seventeen. The notables of the town, along with officials responsible for distributing inheritances, called a meeting of the Haidara family. Abdel Kader, his mother, many of his siblings, and representatives of several brothers and sisters who couldn’t attend jammed the vestibule of the family house in Timbuktu’s Sankoré neighborhood to listen to a reading of the will. The elder Haidara had left behind land in Bamba, much livestock, a sizable fortune from a grain-trading business, as well as his vast manuscript collection—five thousand works in Timbuktu and perhaps eight times that number in the ancestral home in Bamba. The estate executor divided up the patriarch’s businesses, animals, property, and money among the siblings. Then, following a long-standing tradition within the Sorhai tribe, he announced that Mamma Haidara had designated a single heir as the custodian of the family’s library. The executor looked around the room. The siblings leaned forward.

“Abdel Kader,” the executor announced, “you are the one.”

Haidara received the news in astonished silence. Although he was the most studious of the twelve siblings, read and wrote Arabic fluently, and had long shown a fascination for the manuscripts, he could not have imagined that his father would entrust their care to somebody so young. The executor enumerated his responsibilities. “You have no right to give the manuscripts away, and no right to sell them,” he said. “You have the duty to preserve and protect them.” Haidara was unsure what his new role would portend, and was concerned whether he was up to the job. He knew only that the burden was great.

In 1984, Haidara’s mother died after a five-month illness, a loss that deeply affected him. She had been a warm, loving counterpart to Mamma Haidara, who could be a stern disciplinarian. At six years old, Abdel Kader had earned a reputation for fighting with other neighborhood boys, and his father, to rein him in, had dispatched him to study at a Koranic school deep in the Sahara, an austere encampment 150 miles north of Timbuktu. Haidara would describe with affection years later how his mother had labored over the cooking fire in the family courtyard, preparing perfumed rice, couscous, and other treats, then had packed the food into a basket to help ease the journey and provide sustenance throughout the month-long Koranic course. When his mother’s food had run out, young Haidara had stopped eating, and the sheikh in charge had shipped him back in exasperation to his parents in Timbuktu.

Immediately after the funeral of Haidara’s mother, the director of the Ahmed Baba Institute came to the Haidara home to pay his respects. “I need you to come and see me,” he told Haidara, cryptically. A month later Haidara hadn’t shown up. Still coping with his grief, he had totally forgotten about the request. The director dispatched his driver to Haidara’s home. “Please come with me,” the driver said.

The director, Mahmoud Zouber, greeted Haidara at the Ahmed Baba Institute, a quadrangle of limestone buildings with Moorish archways enclosing a sand courtyard planted with date palms and desert acacias. Then in his thirties, Zouber was already regarded as one of the most accomplished scholars in northern Africa. He had started his career as a teacher at a French-Arabic high school in Timbuktu, studied on a Malian government fellowship at Al Azhar University in Cairo, the world’s most prestigious center of Islamic scholarship, and earned his PhD in West African history at the Sorbonne in Paris. Zouber had written his doctoral thesis on the life of Ahmed Baba, a famous intellectual of Timbuktu’s Golden Age, who had been captured by the Moroccan invaders in 1591 and taken as a slave to Marrakesh. Chosen director of the Ahmed Baba Institute in 1973, while still in his twenties, Zouber had raised hundreds of thousands of dollars from Kuwait and Iraq to construct the institute’s headquarters. Then he had built up the archive from nothing—starting with the fifteen manuscripts borrowed from Mamma Haidara’s collection.

A small, courtly man from Mali’s Peul tribe, traditionally farmers and herders who lived along the bend in the Niger River between Timbuktu and Gao, he took Haidara gently by the arm and escorted him through the courtyard and into his office. “Look,” said Zouber. “We worked a lot with your father. He did a great job collecting and educating the population about the manuscripts. And I hope that you will come to work with us as well.”

“Thanks, but I really don’t want to,” Haidara replied. He was contemplating a career in business, perhaps following his father into livestock and grain trading. He wanted to make money, he would explain years later. What he did not want to do, he was quite sure, was spend his days toiling in or for a library.

The director chased Haidara down a second time a few months later. Again he dispatched his driver to Haidara’s home, and summoned him back to the institute. “You have to come,” he said. “I’m going to train you to do this. You’ve got a great responsibility.”

Haidara again mumbled his gratitude for the offer, but politely declined.

“You are the custodian of a great intellectual tradition,” Zouber persisted.

The institute was facing difficulties, the director confided. For the past ten years, a team of eight prospectors had embarked on one hundred separate missions in search of manuscripts. In a decade of driving through the bush in a convoy of four-wheel-drive vehicles, they had accumulated just 2,500 works—an average of less than one a day. After decades of thievery by the French colonial army, the owners had become fiercely protective of their manuscripts and deeply distrustful of government institutions. The appearance of Ahmed Baba prospectors raised alarms that they had come to steal their precious family heirlooms. “Every time they drive into the villages, people are terrified. They hide everything,” Zouber told Haidara, looking him in the eye. “I think that if you come and work for us you’re going to help us bring out the manuscripts. It’s going to be a challenge, but you can do it.”
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In 1509 Hassan Mohammed Al Wazzan Al Zayati, a sixteen-year-old student from an aristocratic Muslim family of Granada, which had settled in Fez after the expulsion of the Moors from Spain, arrived in Timbuktu with his uncle, a Moroccan diplomat, and found a vibrant commercial and cultural crossroads. In a classic travel book that he published under the pen name Leo Africanus in 1526, The History and Description of Africa and of the Notable Things Therein Contained, he described markets overflowing with goods from across the world, weaver’s shops filled with textiles from Europe, and a large limestone palace inhabited by “the rich king of Tombuto [who] hath many plates and scepters of gold, some whereof weigh 1,300 pounds.”

Al Zayati was astonished by the scholarship that he encountered in Timbuktu. About one quarter of the city’s population of 100,000 were students who came from as far away as the Arabian Peninsula to learn at the feet of the Songhai Empire’s masters of law, literature, and science. The king, Al Hajj Askia Mohammed Touré, gave lands and financial support to scholars and invited architects to Timbuktu to build mosques and palaces. The University of Sankoré, a loose affiliation of mosques and private homes, developed into the most prestigious of 180 scholastic institutions in the city. A Sudanese proverb from the time declared that “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 Timbuctoo.” According to the Tariq al Fattash, a history of Timbuktu written in the seventeenth century, the city’s reputation for scholarship was so great that, when a famed Tunisian professor arrived in town to become a lecturer at the University of Sankoré, he quickly realized he didn’t qualify, and retreated to Fez to bone up for fourteen years.

Al Zayati was most impressed by the flourishing trade in manuscripts that he observed in Timbuktu’s markets. The books were made of rag-based paper sold by traders who crossed the desert from Morocco, Tunisia, Libya, and Algeria, where the process had taken root after making its way from China and Central Asia. By the end of the twelfth century, the city of Fez had 472 paper mills and was exporting south to the Sahel and north as well to Majorca and Andalusia. Superior Italian paper soon penetrated the Maghreb, the region of northern Africa that lies west of Egypt, derived from the Arabic word for “sunset,” transshipped via Mediterranean ports such as Cairo and Tripoli. (Some Italian brands bore Christian cross watermarks, making them a difficult sell in Islamic markets.) By the time that Al Zayati arrived in Timbuktu, most paper was being imported from Venice—typically watermarked with the tre lune or three crescents—via the land that is now Libya. Craftsmen extracted ink and dyes from desert plants and minerals, and made covers from the skins of goats and sheep. Binding, however, was unknown in northern Africa at that time; loose, unnumbered folios were enclosed inside leather binders, tied shut with ribbons or strings. Al Zayati noted that the sale of manuscripts was far more profitable than that of other goods.

Four hundred years before Al Zayati’s visit, a clan from the Tuareg tribe, the veiled, free-ranging pastoralists of the Sahara, made its annual summer migration from a bleak region of salt mines and dunes to a grassy plain beside the Niger River, 150 miles to the south. A plague of mosquitoes and sand flies, an infestation of toads, and the stench of decaying marsh grass made their usual encampment intolerable, so they picked up stakes and moved with their camels, cattle, and goats to a more congenial spot they discovered, a few miles north, on a tributary of the Niger formed by seasonal flooding. A shallow well provided clean, sweet water. When they migrated north in September, they left their heavy baggage in the care of a local Tuareg woman they called Bouctou—“the one with the big belly button.” Word spread about this hospitable meeting place of camel and canoe. The next year, other nomads asked them where they were heading. “We are going to Tin-bouctou,” they replied, the well of Bouctou.

During the next hundred years Timbuktu grew from a collection of tents and mud-and-wattle houses along the riverbank into a crossroads of the world and a collision point of two cultures—bringing together desert and river traffic in continuous and mutually enriching exchanges. Farmers, fishermen, black Tuareg slaves known as bellas, their aristocratic Tuareg masters, and Arab and Berber traders fleeing an animist despot of the then declining Ghanaian Empire—located in what is today southern Mauritania and western Mali—settled in the town. Camel caravans laden with salt, dates, jewelry, Maghrebi spices, incense, European fabrics, and other goods from as far away as England arrived in Timbuktu after weeks crossing the Sahara. Boats sailed north on the Niger, bringing to Timbuktu, at the river’s highest bend, the products of jungle and savannah—slaves, gold, ivory, cotton, cola nuts, baobab flour, honey, Guinean spices, cotton, and shea butter, an ivory-colored fat extracted from the nut of the African shea tree. Traders, middlemen, and monarchs made fortunes in the main currency—gold. When Mansa Musa, otherwise known as Musa I, the ruler of the Malian Empire—a vast territory that subsumed parts of the collapsed Ghanaian Empire and also comprised modern-day Guinea and northern Mali—traveled in 1324 on the hajj to Mecca from Timbuktu, he brought several thousand silk-clad slaves and eighty camels carrying three hundred pounds of gold dust each. “The emperor flooded Cairo with his benefactions,” wrote an Arab historian of the time. “He left no court emir nor holder of a royal office without the gift of a load of gold.” The emperor dispensed so much gold during his stopover in Cairo, wrote the historian, that he suppressed its value in the city’s markets for a dozen years.

In the late fourteenth century, Timbuktu began to emerge as a regional center of scholasticism and culture. Mansa Musa brought back from the hajj a famed poet from the Andalusia region of Spain, and invited one of Cairo’s preeminent architects to design Timbuktu’s most imposing mosque, Djingareyber. In 1375, the city appeared on a European map drawn by the Jewish cartographer of Majorca, Abraham Cresques, in an atlas made for Charles V of France, a sign of Timbuktu’s prominence. But this age of intellectual ferment was not to last. In 1468, the warlord Sunni Ali and his army marched and rode toward Timbuktu. Born in Gao, a Niger River port two hundred miles to the east, Sunni Ali came from a line of local chieftains who had controlled the Gao region since the 1330s, but he had his eyes on a bigger prize. Islamic chronicles portray him as a brilliant military tactician; a skillful horseman who led his own cavalry into battle; a practitioner of an animist faith who opposed Islam and partook in the casting of spells and the use of talismans and animal parts for good luck and fortune-telling; an avid slaver; and an insecure ruler who, after capturing the city, initially welcomed the savants to Timbuktu, then turned against them, convinced they were plotting his overthrow. “The great oppressor and evildoer Sunni Ali . . . killed so many human beings that only God most high could count them,” one Timbuktu historian declared. “He tyrannized scholars and holy men, killing them, insulting them, and humiliating them. He perpetrated terrible wickedness in the city, putting it to flame, sacking and killing large numbers of people.” Eventually he built up a kingdom—the Songhai Empire—that stretched for two thousand miles along the Niger River.

Sunni Ali reigned without serious rivals, but a bloody succession battle followed his death in 1492. A forty-nine-year-old general and devout Muslim—and a nephew of Sunni Ali, according to some historical texts—named Mohammed Touré put together an army and defeated the forces of Sunni Ali’s son near Gao in April 1493. As would happen often in Timbuktu’s history, the nightmare of violent repression would give way to a golden age of openness and tolerance. Declaring himself the new ruler of the Songhai Empire, and renaming himself after his pilgrimage to Mecca for the hajj, King Al Hajj Askia Mohammed Touré ushered in an era of peace and prosperity that would endure for one hundred years.

By the time that Askia Mohammed consolidated his power over Timbuktu, the literary tradition was well entrenched in the city, despite Sunni Ali’s antischolastic purges. Visiting academics had brought from Cairo, Córdoba, and beyond the classic tools of Islamic scholarship: Korans, the Hadith (the pronouncements of the Prophet Mohammed as compiled by his companions); inquiries into Sufism, the moderate and mystical form of Islam that had spread from Morocco across most of North Africa; and works of the Maliki school of jurisprudence, the dominant legal system in the Sahel, centered at the Great Mosque of Kairouan in Tunisia. The thirst for such works had inspired a thriving cottage industry. Scribes made elaborate facsimiles of the imported volumes for the libraries of professors and wealthy patrons. Working side by side in ateliers in the alleys of Timbuktu, the most prolific copied works at the rate of one every two months—writing an average of 150 lines of calligraphy per day—receiving their compensation in gold nuggets or gold dust. These scribes employed proofreaders who pored over every Arabic character, receiving a percentage of the payment. A colophon—Greek for “finishing touch”—at the end of each work recorded the manuscript’s start and completion date, the place where the manuscript was written, and the names of the scribe, proofreader, and vocalizer, a third craftsman who inked the “short vowel” sounds that are not usually represented in Arabic script. The patron who commissioned the work frequently received a mention as well. The scribes also produced so-called ajami manuscripts, transliterating into classical Arabic script a multitude of local languages—Tamasheq, the language of the Tuaregs; Fulani; Hausa; Bambara; and Soninké.

Despite the dedication to religious scholarship, the Islam that took root in Timbuktu was never very strict. Leo Africanus (Al Zayati) wrote that many residents “spend a great part of the night singing and dancing through all the streets of the city.” Most of Timbuktu’s residents, one traveler noted, didn’t observe the Ramadan fast, consumed alcohol, and restricted their observance of Islam to the practice of circumcision and going to mosque for Friday prayers. The imams of Timbuktu and the general population were receptive to secular ideas, many of which had been exported to the Saharan entrepôt by moderate scholars of Cairo, a more cosmopolitan city. Over time, the scribes widened their scope. They copied surveys of algebra, trigonometry, physics, chemistry, and astronomy. They translated into Arabic the works of the greatest Greek philosophers, Ptolemy, Aristotle, and Plato; the “father of medicine,” Hippocrates; and the eleventh-century Persian philosopher and scholar Avicenna, who wrote dozens of manuscripts about ethics, logic, medicine, and pharmacology. Scribes reproduced a twenty-eight-volume Arabic language dictionary called The Mukham, written by an Andalusian scholar in the mid-eleventh century. An analysis of poetry by Al Khalil Ibn Ahmad, a ninth-century linguist and literary historian from Iraq, used complex circular diagrams to depict the metric patterns of Arabic verse.

Great original books as well came out of Timbuktu, by a swelling number of local scientists, historians, philosophers, and versemakers. Anthologies of poems celebrated everything from the Prophet to romantic love to more mundane subjects such as green tea. The Tariq Al Sudan presented, in thirty-eight chapters, an unparalleled history of life on the Middle Niger under the Songhai emperors, describing in great detail trade routes, battles, invasions, and daily life in cities such as Djenné, famed for its thirteenth-century Great Mud Mosque. “The land of Djenné is prosperous and densely inhabited, with major markets every day of the week. It is said there are 7,077 villages in that land, all close to one another,” the author observed. “If the sultan wants to summon to Djenné someone living near Lake Debo [a seasonal lake north of Djenné, formed by the flooding of the Niger River basin], his messenger goes to a gate in the wall and calls the name of the person in question. People pass on the message from village to village, and it reaches the person immediately, and he comes and presents himself.”

The city’s legal experts compiled vast scholarship about Islamic jurisprudence, or fikh, some of which provided insights into the progressive nature of Timbuktu’s society. “I have read your question and carefully considered it,” many of these volumes begin, before the author provides a fatwa, or Islamic legal ruling, on issues ranging from the distribution of inheritances to the withdrawal of sexual privilege from the marital bed. One fatwa supported a woman’s decision not to sleep with her husband by arguing that men had often exercised the same right. Another consists of a lengthy disquisition on obligatory alms, or zakat, declaring that acceptance of charity from thieves and oppressors is the equivalent of abetting their crimes, and that the duty of alms giving belongs to everyone who possesses a minimum degree of wealth, not just aristocrats.

Timbuktu’s astronomers studied the movement of the stars and their relationship to the seasons, accompanying their writings with elaborate charts of the heavens. Manuscripts contained precise diagrams of the orbits of the planets, based on complex mathematical calculations. The astronomers instructed readers on the use of a gnomon, or the shadow-casting edge of a sundial, to time the five daily Islamic prayers; used spherical trigonometry to calculate the exact direction of the Qibla, the direction to be faced during prayer; advanced arguments for the adoption of the earth-centered model of the solar system; tested a formula to calculate leap years; and diagrammed the “mansions,” or stations of the moon in its orbit around the earth, a means of tracking the time at night, the lunar calendar, and the passage of the seasons. They documented a range of celestial phenomena, including a 1593 meteor shower: “In the year 991 in God’s month of Rajab the Godly, after half the night had passed stars flew around as if fire had been kindled in the whole sky—east, west, north and south,” wrote one astronomical observer. “It became a nightly flame lighting up the earth, and people were extremely disturbed. It continued until after dawn.”

Physicians issued instructions on nutrition and described the therapeutic properties of desert plants. They prescribed herbal remedies to help ease women through labor, toad meat to treat snakebites, and droppings from panthers mixed with butter to ease the pain of boils. Ethicists debated such issues as polygamy, moneylending, and slavery. There were catalogues of spells and incantations; astrology; fortune-telling; black magic; necromancy, or communication with the dead by summoning their spirits to discover hidden knowledge; geomancy, or divining markings on the ground made from tossed rocks, dirt, or sand; hydromancy, reading the future from the ripples made from a stone cast into a pool of water; and other occult subjects that would prove to be especially odious to Timbuktu’s future jihadi occupiers.

One of the most eye-opening volumes, Advising Men on Sexual Engagement with Their Women, served as a guide to aphrodisiacs and infertility remedies and provided counsel on winning back wives who had strayed from the marital bed. At a time when women’s sexuality was barely acknowledged in the West, the manuscript, a kind of Baedeker to orgasm, offered tips for maximizing sexual pleasure on both sides. “Drinking cow-milk and mixing the powder from a burned cow horn with food or drink increases sexual potency,” the manuscript advises. “For abundant sexual activity and sexual climax a man must drink the dried, pulverised testicles of a bull. If a man suffers from impotence he must take the nail of a cock’s right leg, burn it and fumigate himself with the smoke and he will be cured.” The manuscript continued with an ever more exotic list of potions and remedies, some based on animist practices that had existed in the region for millennia. “The dried, pulverised penis of a lizard placed tenderly into honey then licked will let a man experience full sexual desire and satisfaction and will increase his sperm count,” it declared. The manuscript asserted that sexual pleasure was sanctioned by Islam, and even recommended prayer as a means of prolonging erections and intensifying orgasms. “In order to strengthen his penis and enjoy sexual intercourse,” it declares, “the husband must recite the following Qur’anic verses: ‘Allah is the One Who created you from [your state of] weakness and made out of the weakness strength’; Say ‘[O Muhammed] O you disbelievers’; and ‘Li Ila fi Quraysh’ until its end.” The author recommended reciting these verses three times a day for a week while standing over seven water-soaked leaves from an acacia tree, then drinking the water before sex. The application of Koranic verses as sexual stimulants suggested both the deep-rootedness of religion in Timbuktu’s quotidian life, and the daring nature of the Islam that was practiced here. The zealots who would occupy Timbuktu repeatedly over the centuries would regard such use of the Koran as disrespectful, even blasphemous.

Timbuktu’s manuscripts were as prized for their aesthetic splendor as for their subject matter. The city’s scribes drew upon a variety of complex calligraphic styles: the western African tradition known as Hausa, marked by thick brush strokes; the Kufic form from Persia, with exaggerated horizontals and sharply angled letters that leaned and bent as if prostrating before God; and the most popular style, Maghrebi, characterized by rounded, bowl-shaped letters and sweeping curves and loops. Unlike Middle Eastern calligraphers, who traditionally used pens sharply cut from the full circumference of a reed, giving their letters a hard edge, Maghrebi scribes sliced the reed into flat slats with blunt, rounded ends, resulting in a distinctly softer and to many eyes a more pleasing outline. Calligraphers also wrote with a pen fashioned from the branch of a local shrub or a bird quill.

They alternated standard black ink made from charcoal or gum arabic, with a variety of earth colors—yellows derived from an arsenic sulfide known as orpiment, found in hydrothermal veins, fumaroles, and hot springs, and once used in the Roman Empire and ancient China as an arrow-tip poison; crimsons extracted from the powdered mineral cinnabar or, alternatively, from the cochineal, a scale insect that produces carminic acid as a deterrent to predators, which was then mixed with aluminum or calcium salts. The illustrators filtered in other ingredients, such as gelatine, to make the letters glow more brightly, or iron rust, to ensure their indelibility. The finest works contained page after page illuminated by gold leaf, typically twenty-two-karat gold hammered into thin sheets and carefully layered over the paper.

Discouraged by the Koran from representations of the human form, the manuscript artists filled margins and broke up text blocks with geometric designs in the same earth tones as the calligraphy. Sinuously intertwined and endless repeating arabesques—leaves, vines, palmettes, and flowers—strikingly reminiscent of the mosaics at the Great Mosque of Damascus and the Alhambra Palace in Granada, conveyed the bounty and infiniteness of God’s universe. Kaleidoscopic latticeworks of diamonds, octagons, stars, and other geometric forms communicated balance and symmetry. Some illustrations replicated the patterns of Middle Eastern or Berber carpets—rectangular fields filled with concentric circles of cream, red and green, each aswirl with petals, loops, and abstract calligraphy. The four sides represented the basic elements of existence—fire, water, earth, and air—while the circles were meant to symbolize the physical world. One page from a Koranic manuscript is an exact replica of a Zemmoura flat weave from Morocco’s Middle Atlas Mountains. Patterns of diagonals and zigzags arranged in rectangular panels resembled the bogolanfini—dyed mud cloths found throughout Mali, typically done by sewing together narrow strips of cotton. Occasionally scribes enlivened their texts with realistic images: delicate pen-and-ink renderings of mosques, medieval stringed instruments, mountain ranges, Saharan oases with shimmering pools and date palm trees. Amber-, turquoise-, and silver-inlaid tooled leather covers were made from the skins of goats, sheep, or camels.

The city was filled with notable savants, but one figure stood far above the rest: Ahmed Baba Al Massufi Al Timbukti, an eccentric black polymath, born in the salt-mining oasis of Araouan in the deep Sahara in 1556, known for his brilliant mind and his lugubrious appearance. Ahmed Baba wore black eye shadow and dressed entirely in black. Nicknamed “As Sudani,” or “The Black One,” and often referred to by his admiring colleagues as “The Unique Pearl of His Time,” he composed sixty books for the University of Sankoré’s library—an unparalleled outpouring of astronomical treatises (one written entirely in verse), commentaries on the Koran and the Hadith, and a vast biographical dictionary of Islamic savants belonging to North Africa’s Maliki Sufi sect.

In one work, On the Lawfulness of Tobacco Usage, he pondered the ethics of smoking, writing in response to a religious movement in Timbuktu that favored banning the habit. Ahmed Baba determined, perhaps influenced by commercial considerations, that tobacco was neither stimulating nor addictive, and therefore acceptable in the realm. In another, he proposed methods of conflict resolution, arguing for dialogue, forgiveness, and tolerance. His most famous manuscript, Ahmed Baba Answers a Moroccan’s Questions About Slavery, otherwise known as The Ladders of Ascent, argued that freedom is a fundamental right of human beings, except under rare conditions governed by Islamic law. In such cases, the scholar urged compassion and empathy: “God orders that slaves must be treated with humanity, whether they are black or not,” he wrote. “One must pity their sad luck, and spare them bad treatment, since just the fact of becoming an owner of another person bruises the heart, because servitude is inseparable from the idea of violence and domination, especially when it relates to a slave taken far away from his country.”

In only one respect was the Golden Age of Timbuktu blighted by regressive thinking: the prevailing attitude toward the Jews. Thousands of them had settled in the Maghreb after their expulsion from Palestine by the Romans in the first century CE. By the fifteenth century, despite the entrenchment of Islam throughout the region, the Jews had gained a share of the salt trade, earned the privileged designation Tujjar Al Sultan, or the Sultan’s Merchants, by the rulers of Morocco, and even produced some of the region’s most splendid manuscripts, written in Hebrew. But the fragility of their status was made terribly clear in 1495. That year, a Maghrebi fundamentalist scholar, cleric, and vicious anti-Semite named Muhammed Al Maghili, incensed by their prominent economic role, organized the destruction of a synagogue in the oasis of Touat on the Saharan salt route, in what is now Algeria, and expelled the Jews from the town. “Rise up and kill the Jews,” Al Maghili wrote after the attack, just as King Askia Mohammed was consolidating power. “They are indeed the bitterest of enemies who reject Mohammed.” Askia Mohammed had been influenced early in his reign by a moderate Egyptian scholar he had met during a stopover in Cairo on the way to the hajj in Mecca, and who had urged the emperor to tolerate non-Muslims in his realm. But the king reversed course following his encounters with the fiery Al Maghili. Heeding Al Maghili’s counsel, Askia Mohammed imprisoned the Jews of Gao, the administrative seat of the Songhai Empire, and banned them from the rest of his domain. He backed down only when a delegation of qadis from Timbuktu visited him in his palace in Gao—a sprawling, palisade-enclosed complex where visitors were obliged to pour dust on their heads before meeting the king—and pleaded with him to exercise compassion.

The confrontation between these two Islamic ideologies—one open and tolerant, the other inflexible and violent—would bedevil Timbuktu over the following five centuries. In the case of King Askia Mohammed, a complex figure who encouraged a balance between secular and Islamic values, while expressing his intolerance toward non-Muslim peoples, both strains seemed embodied in a single personality. “The King is an inveterate enemy of the Jews,” observed Leo Africanus. “He does not wish any to live in his town. If he hears it said that a Barbary merchant . . . does business with them, he confiscates his goods.”

Eighty-two years after Leo Africanus documented Timbuktu’s intellectual ferment, in 1591, the golden era abruptly ended. The Moroccan sultan demanded that the last independent king of the Songhai Empire, Askia Ishak II, surrender control to Morocco of the great Saharan salt mines of Taghaza. When the king refused, 42,000 Moroccan soldiers and 10,000 horses and camels crossed 1,700 miles of desert and laid siege to Timbuktu. Armed with cannons and harquebuses, a powerful matchlock gun invented in the fifteenth century that was fired from a support, the invaders faced a force that knew nothing about mechanized warfare: 10,000 Songhai infantrymen fighting with only bows and arrows and 18,000 spear-carrying cavalrymen. King Askia Ishak II was killed while fleeing. His brother succeeded him and pledged his fealty to the Moroccan sultan.

Ahmed Baba and other scholars urged the population to resist the occupiers. In retaliation, Moroccan troops stormed the Sankoré Mosque, looted Ahmed Baba’s library, and dragged him in chains into captivity. “Why did you conquer Timbuktu?” he demanded as they led him and dozens of other Timbuktu scholars on the arduous journey across the desert, during which his chains became entangled and he broke his leg in a fall from a camel. “We are Muslims like you, and we should be brothers.” Ushered into a meeting with the Moroccan sultan, he bitterly complained about the loss of his precious manuscripts. “I had the smallest library of many of my friends,” he said, refusing to make declarations of obeisance or otherwise show humility before the king, “and your soldiers took from me 1,600 volumes.” He would be imprisoned in Marrakesh for two years. Other intellectuals dispersed to the Volta River basin, Ghana, and northern Côte d’Ivoire—ending Timbuktu’s days as a world capital of scholasticism.

Yet the city’s devotion to scholarship never disappeared. After the Moroccan Empire abandoned direct rule over Timbuktu in 1660, control of the city initially fell to the Tuaregs, the Berber tribe that dominated the Sahara. Tall, light-skinned raiders swathed in indigo robes, their faces covered with a five-foot length of blue or white cotton wound around their heads so that only their eyes were exposed, they “are all wanderers in the Sahara, nomads with no settled dwelling,” observed the author of the Tariq Al Sudan in the mid-seventeenth century. They also were a literate people, and some manuscripts of Timbuktu are written in Tifinagh, a two-thousand-year-old script developed by the Berbers that spread through the Sahara; one group of Tuareg marabouts, or knowledge men, the Kel Al Süq, maintained the city’s scholarly traditions during the centuries of decline that followed the Moroccan occupation.

In the early and mid-nineteenth century, Sufi reformers from the Inland Niger River Delta led a “jihad of the sword” that reached as far as Timbuktu. The jihadis killed pagan chieftains, banned tobacco, alcohol, and music, opened madrassahs, or Koranic schools, required the full segregation of women and men in school and public life, forced the closure of the Great Mud Mosque of Djenné based on a strict interpretation of Islamic prohibitions against ostentation, and tracked down and destroyed manuscripts considered to be a distraction from the pure worship of God. The extremists pillaged Timbuktu’s libraries and raided private homes for books as well.

The jihadis made the city’s bibliophiles more careful, but didn’t dissuade them from trading and collecting manuscripts. The German explorer Heinrich Barth reached Timbuktu in 1853, following an arduous Saharan crossing. “All these people, who possess a small degree of learning, and pride themselves in writing a few phrases from the Koran, were extremely anxious to obtain some scraps of paper, and I was glad to be still enabled . . . to give away some trifling presents of this kind,” Barth wrote. The jihadis had depleted the manuscript collections, but the German admired a dog-eared copy of an Arabic translation of the works of Hippocrates and found a copy of the Tariq Al Sudan, the prized history of the Songhai Empire written in the 1650s. “I was so successful as to have an opportunity of perusing a complete history of the kingdom of Songhai, from the very dawn of historical records down to the year 1640 of our era,” he wrote in his memoir, Travels and Discoveries in North and Central Africa.

Then, in 1879 French Sudan’s governor, Louis Faidherbe, proclaimed that the territory encompassing the Senegal and Niger Rivers would be “the foundations of a new India” that would stretch as far as the Red Sea. The French occupied Bamako, then a bustling slave-trading entrepôt, in 1883. On the 12th of February 1894, after a brutal desert march of five hundred miles and forty-nine days, a column led by Colonel Joseph Césaire Joffre occupied Timbuktu, built a fort, and ushered in the French colonial era in the Malian Sahara.

Félix Dubois, a French journalist who showed up just after the military conquest, found it nearly impossible to persuade the city’s bibliophiles to show him their book collections. “They were afraid that I should practice the nefarious customs of the [jihadis],” he wrote in Timbuctoo the Mysterious. As he visited the homes of Timbuktu’s intelligentsia, his hosts gradually opened up. “Poetry and works of imagination are not lacking, nor compositions of a kind peculiar to Arabian literature,” he observed. “The historical and geographical works of Morocco, Tunis, and Egypt were well known in Timbuctoo (Ibn Batuta being often quoted), and the pure sciences were represented by books on astronomy and medicine.” Timbuktu’s bibliophiles remained committed to “searching with a real passion for volumes they did not possess, and making copies when they were too poor to buy what they wanted,” Dubois observed. “They would . . . collect from seven hundred to two thousand volumes; and . . . these bibliophiles experienced a real joy in sharing their most precious manuscripts.”

However, as the French consolidated their control over the north, the days of open commerce and book exchanges ended. Soldiers and visiting scholars made off with manuscripts and took them home to France, where they ended up on display in university and government collections, including the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris. Three copies of the Tariq Al Sudan seized in Timbuktu were carted off to Paris, translated by Octave Houdas, and published in French editions in 1900. People hid manuscripts all over Mali. They placed them inside leather bags and buried them in holes in their courtyards and gardens, stashed them in abandoned caves in the desert, and sealed the doors of their libraries with mud to hide the treasures inside. Under the new colonial rulers, French became the primary language taught in Mali’s schools. As a result, several generations in Timbuktu and other towns in the region grew up without learning to speak Arabic, which doomed the works to irrelevance.

The volumes of history, poetry, medicine, and astronomy once proudly displayed in libraries, markets, and homes became rare and then disappeared. The great writing tradition was almost completely forgotten. “Perhaps in the future, there will be some African history to teach. But at present there is none,” the British historian Hugh Trevor-Roper proclaimed in an interview with the BBC in 1963. “There is only the history of Europeans in Africa. The rest is darkness.”
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