West African Trading Empires
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   Ships of the Desert:   Around 750 CE, everything changed in northern Africa when Islamic traders began to use camels to transports goods across the Sahara Desert.  The use of camels made it possible to get from East to West Africa. Camels were the perfect answer. Camels can carry heavy loads. They can keep their footing in sliding sand. They can go a long time without water. If treated well, camels are patient. On flat ground, they can run very fast. They run so fast that if you stopped at an oasis, you might find a camel race in progress. Camels soon were nicknamed the “Ships of the Desert”.

The day the first caravan of camels headed west into the Sahara Desert was the day that marked the opening of the Trans-Sahara Trade Route. Caravans of camels were loaded with trade goods. They carried many wonderful products including spices from India and iron tools and weapons from Kush. 

In no time, anywhere there was an oasis in the desert along any of the Trans-Sahara Trade Routes, cities and towns sprang up. New occupations were born in West Africa, including camel dealers and caravan traders. 
1. Why were camels the perfect animal to use for transporting goods in the desert?



2. What were some results of the establishment of the Trans-Sahara Trade Route?

​​​​​​Analyzing Primary Sources: Mansa Musa

[image: image1.wmf]The following description of the visit to Cairo in 1324 by the King of Mali, Mansa Musa, was written by Al-Umari, who visited Cairo several years after the Mansa Musa’s visit.
“When I arrived in Egypt I heard talk of the arrival of Mansa Musa on the way to his pilgrimage. I asked a good friend about the Mansa and he told me of the magnificence, manly virtues, and religious piety of his sultan. When I went to meet the Mansa, he did me extreme honor and treated me with the greatest courtesy.  He addressed me only through an interpreter despite his perfect ability to speak in the Arabic tongue. Then he gave the kingdom a gift of loads of pure gold and other valuables.  I tried to persuade him to go up to the palace and meet the sultan, but he refused saying: “I came for the pilgrimage and nothing else.  I do not wish to mix anything else with my pilgrimage.”  

1. What can you tell about Mansa Musa from the above account?  
2. What can you tell about the extent of his wealth?  
Analyzing Primary Sources: Timbuktu 
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Hassan ibn Muhammed, known in the West as Leo Africanus, accompanied his uncle on diplomatic missions throughout North Africa and West Africa. After being captured by pirates, he was eventually brought to Pope Leo X, who asked him to write a description of Africa. For many years, most of what Europeans knew about Africa came from his descriptions. This excerpt is from his account of a visit to the city of Timbuktu.
“There are many wells containing sweet water in Timbuktu. Grain and animals are abundant, so that the consumption of milk and butter is considerable. But salt is in very short supply…There are in Timbuktu numerous judges, teachers and priests, all properly appointed by the king. He greatly honors learning. Many hand-written imported books are sold. There is more profit made from this commerce than from all other merchandise. Instead of coined money, pure gold nuggets are used; and for small purchases, cowrie shells which have been carried from Persia…The people of Timbuktu are of a peaceful nature. They have a custom of almost continuously walking about the city in the evening . . . between 10 P.M. and 1 A.M., playing musical instruments and dancing.”

1. Which product was in short supply in Timbuktu?


2. Why does Hassan ibn Muhammad believe that the king honors learning?

Analyzing Primary Sources: Ibn Battuta  
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Ibn Battuta was a 14th-century Muslim traveler. Ibn Battuta spent 24 years traveling the Muslim world to meet scholars and rulers. Ibn Battuta's stories about life in the Middle Ages give us a first hand account of historical events and ceremonies such as the one below. 
"The sultan has a tremendous patio where he sits for most of the time...The palace has about 300 slaves, some carrying in their hands weapons, bow, lances, and shields. Upon my arrival two horses and two rams are brought . . . Dugha, the interpreter, stands outside the palace wearing fine garments of silk... Anyone who wishes to address the sultan addresses Dugha and Dugha addresses a man that stands next to the sultan. If one of them addresses the sultan and the sultan replies, he uncovers the clothes from his back and sprinkles dust on his head and back, like one washing himself with water. I used to marvel how their eyes did not become blinded." 

1. How does this passage provide evidence of Mali's wealth?

2. What do you think are Ibn Battuta's impressions of the public sitting ceremony? Do you think this ceremony was typical in the Muslim world?
