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eighth century when Arab merchants began to praise its wealth. Its name comes from the
Soninke word for “king,” which Arab traders mistakenly applied to the entire kingdom.
Because they possessed superior iron weapons, the Soninke could dominate their
neighbors and forge an empire through constant warfare. Ghana’s boundaries reached
into the Sahara Desert to its north and into modern Senegal to its south. But the empire’s
real power lay in commerce.
Ghana’s kings had a reputation in Europe and southwest Asia as the richest of
monarchs, and trade produced their wealth. Camels were key to this trade. Introduced
into Africa from Asia during the first century ce, camels could carry heavy burdens
over long distances while consuming small amounts of food and water. Reliance on
them therefore allowed for a dramatic increase in trade across the Sahara between the
western Sudan and coastal regions of North Africa.
Ghana traded in several commodities. From North Africa came silk, cotton, glass
beads, horses, mirrors, dates, and especially salt—a scarce necessity in the torridly hot
western Sudan. In return, Ghana exported pepper, slaves, and especially gold. The
slaves were usually war captives, and the gold came from mines in the Wangara region
to the southwest of Ghana. The Soninke did not mine the gold themselves. Instead, the
kings of Ghana grew rich by taxing the gold as it passed through their lands.
Before the fifth century ce, Roman merchants and Berbers served as West Africa’s
chief partners in the trans-Sahara trade. As Roman power declined and Islam spread
across North Africa during the seventh and eighth centuries, Arabs replaced the
Romans. Arab merchants settled in Saleh, the Muslim part of Kumbi Saleh, Ghana’s
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Nothing remains of the documents compiled by Ghana’s
Islamic bureaucracy. As a result, accounts of the civilization
are all based on the testimony of Arab or Berber visitors. In
this passage, written in the eleventh century, Arab geographer
Al Bakri describes the great wealth and power of the king of
Ghana and suggests there were tensions between Islam and
the indigenous religion of the Soninke.

Thoroughly updated to reflect the latest scholarship, the
Seventh Edition covers key events during Barack Obama’s
second Presidential term, as well as the emergence of the
Black Lives Matter movement.
Nothing remains of the documents compiled by Ghana’s
Islamic bureaucracy. As a result, accounts of the civilization
are all based on the testimony of Arab or Berber visitors. In
this passage, written in the eleventh century, Arab geographer
Al Bakri describes the great wealth and power of the king of
Ghana and suggests there were tensions between Islam and
the indigenous religion of the Soninke.
The city of Ghana [Kumbi Saleh] consists of two
towns lying in a plain. One of these towns is
inhabited by Muslims. It is large and possesses
twelve mosques. . . . There are imams and muezzins,
and assistants as well as jurists and learned men.
Around the town are wells of sweet water from which
they drink and near which they grow vegetables.
The town in which the king lives is six miles from
the Muslim one, and bears the name Al Ghaba [the
forest]. The land between the two towns is covered
with houses. The houses of the inhabitants are of
stone and acacia wood. The king has a palace and
a number of dome-shaped dwellings, the whole
surrounded by an enclosure like the defensive wall
of a city. In the town where the king lives, and not
far from the hall where he holds his court of justice,
is a mosque where pray the Muslims who come on
diplomatic missions. Around the king’s town are
domed buildings, woods, and copses where live the
sorcerers of these people, the men in charge of the
religious cult. . . .

Of the people who follow the king’s religion, only
he and his heir presumptive, who is the son of his
sister, may wear sewn clothes. All the other people
wear clothes of cotton, silk, or brocade, according
to their means. All men shave their beards and
women shave their heads. The king adorns himself
like a woman, wearing necklaces and bracelets, and
when he sits before the people he puts on a high
cap decorated with gold and wrapped in a turban
of fine cotton. The court of appeal [for grievances
against officials] is held in a domed pavilion around
which stand ten horses with gold embroidered
trappings. Behind the king stand ten pages holding
shields and swords decorated with gold, and on his
right are the sons of the subordinate kings of his
country, all wearing splendid garments and their hair
mixed with gold. . . . When the people professing
the same religion as the king approach him, they fall
M01B_HINE1511_07_SE_C01.indd 12
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The city of Ghana [Kumbi Saleh] consists of two
towns lying in a plain. One of these towns is
inhabited by Muslims. It is large and possesses
twelve mosques. . . . There are imams and muezzins,
and assistants as well as jurists and learned men.
Around the town are wells of sweet water from which
they drink and near which they grow vegetables.
The town in which the king lives is six miles from
the Muslim one, and bears the name Al Ghaba [the
forest]. The land between the two towns is covered
with houses. The houses of the inhabitants are of
stone and acacia wood. The king has a palace and
a number of dome-shaped dwellings, the whole
surrounded by an enclosure like the defensive wall
of a city. In the town where the king lives, and not
far from the hall where he holds his court of justice,
is a mosque where pray the Muslims who come on
diplomatic missions. Around the king’s town are
domed buildings, woods, and copses where live the
sorcerers of these people, the men in charge of the
religious cult. . . .

Of the people who follow the king’s religion, only
he and his heir presumptive, who is the son of his
sister, may wear sewn clothes. All the other people
wear clothes of cotton, silk, or brocade, according
to their means. All men shave their beards and
women shave their heads. The king adorns himself
like a woman, wearing necklaces and bracelets, and
when he sits before the people he puts on a high
cap decorated with gold and wrapped in a turban
of fine cotton. The court of appeal [for grievances
against officials] is held in a domed pavilion around
which stand ten horses with gold embroidered
trappings. Behind the king stand ten pages holding
shields and swords decorated with gold, and on his
right are the sons of the subordinate kings of his
country, all wearing splendid garments and their hair
mixed with gold. . . . When the people professing
the same religion as the king approach him, they fall
on their knees and sprinkle their heads with dust,
for this is their way of showing him their respect.
As for the Muslims, they greet him only by clapping
their hands.

Part-opening timelines thematically
organize events in African-American
history and provide a reference to the
many noteworthy individuals discussed
in the chapters.

2. According to Al Bakri, in what ways do customs in Kumbi
Saleh differ from customs in Arab lands?
SOURCE: Abu Abdullah al-Bakri (1068), Book of Roads & Kingdoms.
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