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Leo Africanus,History and Description of Africa, translated by John Pory (London:
Hakluyt Society, 1896). Originally published in 1600.

As you read...

LEO AFRICANUS

Leo Africanuswas born El Hasan ben Muhammed el-Wazzan-ez-Zayyatiin the city of Granada,Spain, in
1485,but was expelledalong with his parents and thousands of other Muslims by King Ferdinand and
QueenIsabellawhen they completedtheir reconquestof Spain in 1492.Settling in Morocco, he studied in
Fez and as a teenageraccompaniedhis uncle on diplomatic missions throughout North Africa. During
these travels, he visited Timbuktu. As a young man he was captured by pirates and presented as an
exceptionallylearnedslaveto PopeLeo X, who freed him, baptizedhim under the name ÒJohannisLeo de
Medici,Óand commissionedhim to write in Italian a detailedsurveyof Africa.His accountsprovidedmost
of what Europeans knew about the continent for the next several centuries.

TIMBUKTU

Timbuktu is a trading town in WestAfrica at the southern edgeof the Saharadesert.It beganas a trading
post around 1100 CE. Trade items such as gold, cloth, and slaves were exchangedin the markets of
Timbuktu and transported north to Morocco by Tuareg caravan merchangs. Items such as salt were
transportedsouth by WestAfricans.As trade betweenthe WestAfrica and the Tuaregmerchantsgrew,so
did the town.

This typeof tradecontinuesin Timbuktu today.Thetown still thrivesas an important trading centerat
the edgeof the growing Saharadesert,whereTuaregmerchantsstill transport goods acrossthe desert to
Morocco and other towns on the Mediterranean coast.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Keepin mind that this document is one of a veryfew sourcesthat historianshaveabout WestAfricaat this
time. Leo Africanuswas not from WestAfrica but a travelerthrough the region, and he tells the story of a
culture that is different from what most Americanswould expect.West Africa contained large cities and
empires, complexcultures and societies.Europeanscalled Africa the ÒdarkcontinentÓbecausethey knew
very little about it, but Leo AfricanusÕ writing helped Europeans learn about West Africa and its people.

Is this the whole story, though? Ask yourself some simple questions as you read:

¥ How long was he in the area?
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Figure 1. American Indians also
used wattle-and-daub

construction and thatched
roofs, as seen in this

reconstruction of Town Creek
Indian Mound in North

Carolina.

Figure 2. This map shows the
various North and West African
trade routes through Timbuktu.

¥ Did he see everything he describes, or were things described to him by others?
¥ Did he think the culture that he was writing about was lesser than his own or equal to it?
¥ Finally,What about Leo AfricanusÕpast gives you a clue as to what he may have thought about the

peopleof Timbuktu?Whenwereadanythingabout a culture wemust rememberthat the author brings
his own experience to his writing.

The name of this kingdom is a modern one, after a city which wasbuilt by a king named
Mansa Suleyman1 in the year 610 of the hegira [1232CE] around twelve miles from a
branch of the Niger River.

The housesof Timbuktu are huts made of clay-coveredwattles with thatchedroofs2.
In the centerof the city is a temple built of stoneand mortar3, built by an architectnamed
Granata,and in addition there is a large palace,constructedby the samearchitect,where
the king lives. The shopsof the artisans4, the merchants,and especiallyweaversof cotton
cloth are very numerous. Fabrics are also imported from Europe to Timbuktu, borne by
Berber merchants5.

The women of the city maintain the custom of veiling their faces,exceptfor the slaves
who sell all the foodstuffs.6 The inhabitants areveryrich, especiallythe strangerswho have
settled in the country; so much so that the current king has given two of his daughtersin
marriage to two brothers, both businessmen,on accountof their wealth. There are many
wells containing sweetwater7 in Timbuktu; and in addition, when the Niger is in flood
canals deliver the water to the city. Grain and animals are abundant, so that the
consumption of milk and butter is considerable.But salt is in very short supply becauseit
is carried here from Tegaza,some500 miles from Timbuktu. I happenedto be in this city
at a time when a load of salt sold for eighty ducats.The king has a rich treasureof coins
and gold ingots.8 One of these ingots weighs 970 pounds.

The royal court is magnificent and verywell organized.When the king goesfrom one
city to anotherwith the peopleof his court, he rides a cameland the horsesare led by hand
by servants. If fighting becomesnecessary,the servantsmount the camels and all the
soldiers mount on horseback.When someonewishes to speakto the king, he must kneel
beforehim and bow down; but this is only required of thosewho haveneverbeforespoken
to the king, or of ambassadors.The king has about 3,000 horsemen and infinity of foot-
soldiers armed with bows made of wild fennel which they use to shoot poisonedarrows.
This king makeswar only upon neighboring enemiesand upon thosewho do not want to
payhim tribute. When he hasgaineda victory,he hasall of themÑeven the childrenÑsold
in the market at Timbuktu.

Only small, poor horsesare born in this country. The merchants use them for their
voyagesand the courtiers9 to moveabout the city. But the goodhorsescomefrom Barbary.
Theyarrive in a caravanand, ten or twelvedayslater, they are led to the ruler, who takesas
many as he likes and pays appropriately for them.

The king is a declaredenemyof the Jews.He will not allow any to live in the city. If he
hears it said that a Berber merchant frequents them or does business with them, he
confiscateshis goods.There are in Timbuktu numerous judges,teachersand priests10, all
properly appointed by the king. He greatly honors learning. Many hand-written books
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Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Africa, Leo Africanus, Timbuktu , West Africa, anddaily life.

Notes

1. The term ÒMansaÓis a title equalto Òkingof kings.ÓMansaSuleymanwasthe brother of Mansa
Musa (see http://www.learnnc.orghttp://en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/ Mansa_Musa) and ruled the
Mali empire from 1341to 1359.The date of 1232CE listed by Leo Africanus is closer to the
beginning of the Mali kingdom created by its first ruler, Sundiata. Leo Africanus visited
Timbuktu 200 yearslater when the region was ruled by the Islamic Songhaikingdom. Today,
Timbuktu is part of the country Mali, which takes its name from the ancient kingdom.

2. A thatchedroof is createdfrom dry brancheswoven together, from one to two feet thick. The
denselywoven material makesa waterproof layer that protects the mud structure underneath.
However, it is extremely flammable.

3. Stoneand mortar buildings in West Africa were made from dried mud bricks. Buildings such
as these have lasted for hundreds of years in the arid climate, and are still in use today.

4. An artisan is someonewho manufactures items for sale. Examplesof West African artisans
include blacksmiths, boat builders, pottery makers, and brick makers.

5. Berber merchants are Islamic nomads who transport goods,such as salt and gold, acrossthe
Saharadesert from West Africa to the Mediterraneanseacoast.Many West African towns, like
Timbuktu, grew up from oasesto trading posts where the Berber merchants exchangedtrade
goods, including West African slaves.

6. It is against Islamic law for a member of the Islamic faith to enslavea member of Islam, nor
hold or sell another member of Islam asa slave.A slavewho convertsto Islam will continue to
be a slave but may eventually buy his or her freedom. Early West African kings employed
Islamic scholars as court historians. Over time most of the powerful West African kings

imported from Barbaryare alsosold. There is more profit made from this commercethan
from all other merchandise.

Insteadof coinedmoney,pure gold nuggetsareused;and for small purchases,cowrie
shells which havebeencarried from Persia,and of which 400 equal a ducat.Six and two-
thirds of their ducats equal one Roman gold ounce.

The people of Timbuktu are of a peaceful nature. They have a custom of almost
continuously walking about the city in the evening(exceptfor thosethat sell gold),between
10 PM and 1 AM, playing musical instruments and dancing. The citizens have at their
service many slaves, both men and women.

The city is verymuch endangeredby fire. At the time when I wasthere on my second
voyage,half the city burned in the spaceof five hours. But the wind was violent and the
inhabitants of the other half of the city began to move their belongings for fear that the
other half would burn. There are no gardens or orchards in the area surrounding
Timbuktu.11
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convertedto Islam themselvesand applied its laws in their kingdoms. The women slavesÒwho
sold foodstuffsÓwere most likely not Islamic, while the women who coveredtheir faceswere
Muslims.

7. Sweetwater is fit for humans to drink and doesnot contain bacterialcontaminants.This water
usually comes from natural springs or underground wells.

8. For nearly 400 years, West Africa was one of the worldÕsmost profitable regions in gold
production. Gold mining in the region and the gold trade with Berber merchants createdvast
wealth for WestAfrican kingdoms. MansaMusa traveledacrossNorthern Africa and the Middle
Eastto Meccafrom 1324to 1325with a caravanof thousandsof followers and 100camelsloaded
with gold.

9. A courtier is a person who attends to the needsor businessof the king and government, or
someonewho is of closeenough relation to the king or government to demand a specialplace
in society.

10. The judges, teachersand priests, of the Songhaikingdom that controlled Timbuktu when Leo
Africanus exploredthe region wereIslamic. As a result of their presence,especiallythe teachers,
Timbuktu may havehad a nearly100percentliteracyrateamong its free population. The nearby
town of Djenne still has this high literacy rate todaybecauseall Islamic children must learn to
read so that the can study and learn from the Koran (the Islamic book of religious teachings).
Today,in modern West African towns like Djenne and Timbuktu, everyMuslim can read and
write the Arabic language.

11. The peopleof WestAfrica often plant agriculture products in Òout-fields.ÓThesefields areoften
distant from an establishedtown where the best farm land is located.Individual families may
work out-fields or they may be farmed by a community or extendedfamily unit. Leo Africanus
may not haveseentheseareasbecauseas an important guest the ruler of Timbuktu may have
thought them to common a place for Africanus to visit.
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Figure 2 (page 2)

Courtesy of Florida Geographic Alliance. All Rights Reserved.
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