Mansa Musa and the Grandeur of Africa

Narrator: The year is 1327.  The trader, Sadin, stands in the sun of the palace yard.  His fingers chase flies from his face.  He has come far to trade in Niani, the capital of Mali.  Soon he is going to see the great black king.  This king, Mansa Musa, is talked about even in England and France so far away.


The sun is very hot, but the Africans around him stand patiently.  They face the door of the palace and wait.  Music comes through the door first.  Men playing gold and silver guitars come into the courtyard.  Then Mansa Musa appears.  He wears a gold turban and a short velvet robe.  His wide white trousers billow out beneath the robe.  Behind him come some three hundred slaves.


Slowly Mansa Musa walks to a raised platform covered with silk cloth and bright cushions.  Over the platform is a huge umbrella of red silk, with a gold bird at its top.  Mansa Musa slowly walks up the steps and sits on the cushions.  Drums and trumpets sound.  Now Mansa Musa is ready to greet his visitors.  Sadin comes forward when he is called.  He kneels and knocks his elbows on the ground as he has been told to do.

Mansa Musa: Rise, traveler, and give thanks to Allah.

Narrator: Sadin stands.  He looks up at the black, man above him.  Sadin has traveled many lands, through the courts of Europe, across seas, across sands and in a hundred caravans.  He has never seen a man of such dignity before.  Sadin’s voice trembles as he speaks to Mansa Musa.  He greets the king with rich words of praise.

Mansa Musa: Come, sit on a cushion and listen to the petitions of our people.  Then, after evening prayers, you will join us for dinner.  You will tell us tales of the lands you have seen.

Narrator: That evening, Mansa Musa and Sadin sit beside each other on cushions. 

Mansa Musa: Now, tell me about this court of England.  Is it very grand?

Sadin: Not as grand as yours.

Narrator:  He has just eaten a rich, warm dinner.  He looks at the slaves who are keeping flies away with huge ostrich-feather fans.  He looks at the carving around the arched doors.  He runs his fingers across the cushions and feels their silky smoothness.

Sadin: In England, men of the court sit on hard benches.  They eat pig.  The grease runs to their elbows.

Narrator: Mansa Musa shudders.  He is a Moslem, and eating pork is forbidden.  But he also shudders because the men of his court eat with skill, using only their fingertips.

Mansa Musa: Is the palace very beautiful?

Sadin: Beautiful?  No, not beautiful, but very strong.  It is made of huge stones.  The windows are small and high so that no one can get in to kill the king.

Mansa Musa: Surely a king does not need strong walls and high windows to make him safe?

Sadin: “Hah!”  (he laughs).  I have heard that the king is even now a prisoner of his enemies.

Mansa Musa: A prisoner! Then the strong walls and high windows did not help him.  Where were his slaves?  Where were his friends?

Sadin: He has no slaves, and he has no friends.

Narrator: Mansa Musa shakes his head.  He sighs and leans forward to pick a date from a tray.  He sucks it for a moment.  

Mansa Musa: Tell me.  Are the people of England a happy people?

Narrator: Sadin thinks of the Africans he saw that afternoon, waiting to speak to their king.  He remembers the proud walk of these men.  Then he thinks of the stooped backs and rags of the English peasants.  

Sadin: The people of England are tired and hungry most of the time and cold in the winter. 

Mansa Musa: Cold?  Why don’t they build fires in their homes to keep warm?

Sadin: The wood is kept for the king and the men of the court.  The people are put to death if they gather wood where they should not.

Mansa Musa: You say they are hungry.  Are they not farmers?

Sadin: Yes, but the farmers must give most of their food to the court.  There is not enough left to feed their families well.

Mansa Musa: It does not sound like a happy land, have you traveled all the land of England?

Sadin: No I have not.

Mansa Musa: Is it very large, then?

Narrator: Sadin thinks of Mansa Musa’s empire.  It covers thousands of miles of Africa. 

Sadin: England is a small island.

Mansa Musa: Then why have you not traveled across it?  

Sadin: It is dangerous to travel in England.  There are robbers on every road.  And you can be killed for your cloak or for your shoes.  Travelers are not safe in England.

Narrator: Mansa Musa shakes his head again.

Mansa Musa:  Here you can travel in perfect peace and safety.  My people help travelers, giving them food and drink and a place to sleep when they need it.

Narrator: Mansa Musa looks down at his folded hands.

Mansa Musa: That England, sounds like a very backwards country.

Questions: 

1. Sadin has come to Mali to:

a. talk about England

b. travel safely

c. trade

2. Walking behind Mansa Musa were

a. 100 slaves
 

b. 300 slaves
 
c. men with guitars

3. A huge umbrella of red silk covered

a. the platform 

b. the courtyard
c. the slaves

4. Musa and Sadin sat beside each other on 

a. chairs


b. stools

c. cushions

5. Compared to Mali, England was

a. a large country

b. a rich country
c. a backward country

6. Mansa Musa did not eat pork because?

a. he was a Muslim

b. he did not like it

c. it was greasy

7. England seemed like a backward country to Musa because

a. men didn’t wear pants
b. the king had slaves   c. the people were not safe

