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All these words from the seller, but not one word from the sold. The Kings and Captains whose words moved ships. But not one word from the cargo.

—ZORA NEALE HURSTON,

Barracoon

Not knowing it was hard; knowing it was harder.

—TONI MORRISON,

Beloved
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INTRODUCTION

IT WOULD BE UNUSUAL for a story that begins in the wrong place to arrive at the right conclusions. And so it is with the history of how what we routinely think of as the modern world was made.

Traditional accounts have accorded a primacy of place to Europe’s fifteenth-century Age of Discovery, and to the long-yearned-for maritime connection it established between West and East. Paired with this historic feat sits the momentous, if accidental find of what came to be known as the New World.

Other explanations for the emergence of the modern reside in the ethics and temperament that some associate with Judeo-Christian beliefs, with the development and spread of the scientific method, or, more chauvinistically still, with Europeans’ often professed belief in their unique ingenuity and inventiveness. Ideas like these have become associated in the popular imagination with the Protestant Reformation and with the strong work ethic, individualism, and entrepreneurial drive that supposedly flowed from it in places like England and Holland.

There is no gainsaying the significance of the voyages of Iberians like Vasco da Gama, who reached Calicut via the Indian Ocean in 1498, Ferdinand Magellan, who traveled west to Asia, skirting the southern tip of South America, and other famous mariners of their era. This is all the more so for Christopher Columbus, even though he mistook the islands of the Caribbean for Japan and India, errors he went to his death still clinging to. As one writer has elegantly said of Columbus, when he sailed west “he had been a medieval man from a medieval world, surrounded by medieval notions about Cyclops, pygmies, Amazons, dog-faced natives, antipodeans who walk on their heads and think with their feet—about dark-skinned, giant-eared races who inhabit the lands where gold and precious gems grow. When he stepped onto American soil, however, he did more than enter a new world: he stepped into a new age.”

But however common in the popular imagination, the commencement of modern history with these most famous of feats of discovery, presented as if to be viewed on a trapeze in the center ring of a three-ring circus, obscures the true beginnings of the story of how the globe became permanently stitched together and thus became “modern.” It also so dramatically miscasts the role of Africa that it becomes a profound mis-telling.

The first impetus for the Age of Discovery was not Europe’s yearning for ties with Asia, as so many of us have been taught in grade school, but rather its centuries-old desire to forge trading ties with legendarily rich Black societies hidden away somewhere in the heart of “darkest” West Africa. Iberia’s most famous sailors cut their teeth not seeking routes to Asia, but rather plying the coastline of West Africa. This is where they perfected techniques of mapmaking, and navigation, where Spain and Portugal experimented with improved ship designs, and where Columbus came to understand the functioning of Atlantic Ocean winds and currents well enough so that he would later be able to reach the western limits of the sea with a confidence that no European had previously had before him, of being able to return home.

Well before he mounted his expeditions on behalf of Spain, Columbus, an Italian from Genoa, had sailed to provision Europe’s first large, fortified overseas outpost in the tropics at Elmina, in modern-day Ghana. Europe’s expeditions to West Africa of the mid-fifteenth century were bound up in a search for the sources of that region’s prodigious wealth in gold. Indeed, it was the huge trade in this precious metal, discovered by the Portuguese in 1471, and secured by the building of the fort at Elmina in 1482, that helped fund da Gama’s later mission of discovery to Asia. This helped make it possible for Lisbon, until then the seat of a small and impecunious European crown, to steal a march on its neighbors and radically alter the course of world history.

Bartolomeu Dias, another habitué of Elmina, rounded Africa’s Cape of Good Hope in 1488, proving the existence of a sea route to what would become known as the Indian Ocean. But no onward voyage to Asia would even be attempted for nearly a decade after that, when da Gama finally sailed to Calicut. The teaching of history about this era of iconic discoveries is confoundingly silent not only on that decade, but on the nearly three decades from the Portuguese arrival at Elmina until their landing in India. It was this moment, when Europe and what is nowadays styled sub-Saharan Africa came into permanent deep contact, that laid the foundations of the modern age.

Although fundamental to understanding how today’s world was built, this elision is merely one of numerous examples in a centuries-long process of diminishment, trivialization, and erasure of Africans and of people of African descent from the story of the modern world. A central aim of Born in Blackness is to restore key chapters like these to their proper place of prominence in our common narrative of modernity. Although often obscure, most of what is written here does not consist of freshly discovered information. In reality, history seldom works that way. Rather, siloed and piecemeal, the facts that I relate have been silenced or repeatedly swept into dark corners. Of central concern in the following pages is the deeply twinned and tragic history of Africa and Europe that began with geopolitical collisions in the fifteenth century. Events and activities that flowed from Afro-European encounters set the most Atlantic-oriented Europeans onto a path that would eventually propel their continent past the great civilizational centers of Asia and the Islamic world in both wealth and power. This ascension was not founded upon any innate or permanent European characteristics that produced superiority. To a degree that remains unrecognized, it was built on the foundation of Europe’s economic and political relations with Africa. The heart of the matter here, of course, was the massive, centuries-long transatlantic trade in slaves who were put to work by the millions growing sugar, tobacco, cotton, and other cash crops on the plantations of the New World.

The long thread that leads us to the present began precisely in the elided decades mentioned above, when commercial linkages blossomed between Portugal and Africa, sending a newfound prosperity washing over what had previously been a marginal European country, a prosperity that would become the very mother’s milk of modernity. It drove urbanization there on an unprecedented scale, and created new, modern identities that were gradually freed from previously unbreakable feudal ties to the land. Indeed, one of these novel identities was nationhood, as we understand it in the contemporary sense of the word, and the dawning of this kind of consciousness was bound up in questing for wealth in faraway lands and soon thereafter, in emigration and in colonization in the tropics.

As Portugal ventured out into the world in the early fifteenth century—and for nearly a century this meant almost exclusively the world of Africa—its people were among the first to make another conceptual leap. They began to think of discovery not merely as the simple act of stumbling upon assorted novelties or arriving wide-eyed in never-before-visited places, but rather as something new and more abstract. Discovery became a mind-set and this would become another cornerstone of modernism; it meant understanding that the world was infinite in its social complexity, and this required a broadening of consciousness, even amid the colossal violence and horror that accompanied this process, and an ever more systematic unmooring from provincialism.

Modernity, to be sure, remains a deeply contested term, one given to many, often contradictory interpretations. In a book that will make strong claims about Africa’s unheralded role in its emergence, therefore, it is perhaps appropriate to weigh in right here with a kind of functional definition. In writing about modernity, the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor has postulated two very different notions of what people mean by this term, one cultural and the other acultural. We will eventually employ both of these usages, but here, it is the cultural vision of modernity that concerns us most. “In [that] take,” he writes, “we can look at the difference between present-day Western society and, say, that of medieval Europe as analogous to the difference between medieval Europe and medieval China or India. In other words, we can think of the difference as one between civilizations, each with their own culture.” Drawing on Taylor’s notion, Born in Blackness will show that the fateful engagement between Europe and sub-Saharan Africa, which began in the early fifteenth century, and then rapidly accelerated and deepened toward that century’s end and beyond, produced civilizational transformations in both of these regions as well as in the wider world; ones that, looking back today, produced like few other things ever have a crisp division between “before” and “after.”
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BACK THEN, EUROPEANS were themselves mindful of this reality. As late as the 1530s, which is to say well after the commencement of Portugal’s more famous spice trade with Asia, Lisbon still recognized Africa as the leading driver of all that was new. João de Barros, a counselor to that country’s crown, for example, wrote: “I do not know in this Kingdom a yoke of land, toll, tithe, excise or any other Royal tax more reliable . . . than the profits of commerce in Guinea.”

But as remarkable as Barros’s acknowledgment of African vitality was, his omission of slavery as a pillar of the relationship may have been the first time that the centrality of Black bondage to epochal social and economic change was denied or simply passed over in an informed account of the experience of modernity in the West. It would not be the last. When Barros wrote, Portugal overwhelmingly dominated Europe’s trade in Africans and slavery was beginning to rival gold as Portugal’s most lucrative source of African bounty. By then, it was already on its way to becoming the foundation of a new economic system based on plantation agriculture that over time would generate far more wealth for Europe than African gold or, for that matter, Asia’s famously coveted silks and spices.

Sounding like an updated Barros, Malachy Postlethwayt, a leading eighteenth-century British expert on commerce, called the rents and revenues of plantation slave labor “the fundamental prop and support” of his country’s prosperity and social effervescence. The British Empire, then in full flower, he described as “a magnificent superstructure of American commerce and naval power [built] on an African foundation.” Around the same time, an equally prominent French thinker, Guillaume-Thomas-François de Raynal, described Europe’s plantations worked by African slaves “the principal cause of the rapid motion which now agitates the universe.” Daniel Defoe, the English author of Robinson Crusoe, but also a trader, pamphleteer, and spy, bested them both when he wrote: “No African trade, no negroes; no negroes, no sugars, gingers, indicoes etc.; no sugar etc no islands no continent, no continent, no trade.”

Postlethwayt, Raynal, and Defoe were surely right, even if they were far from comprehending all of the reasons why. As this book will make clear, more than any other part of the world, Africa has been the linchpin of the machine of modernity. Without African peoples trafficked from its shores, the Americas would have counted for little in the ascendance of the West. African labor, in the form of slaves, became the providential factor that made the very mise en valeur or development of the Americas possible. Without it, Europe’s colonial projects in the New World, such as we know them, are simply unimaginable.

Through the development of plantation agriculture, and a succession of history-altering commercial crops—tobacco, coffee, cacao, indigo, rice, and, above all, sugar—Europe’s deep and often brutal ties with Africa drove the birth of a truly global capitalist economy. Slave-grown sugar hastened the coming together of the processes we call industrialization. It radically transformed diets, making possible much higher worker productivity. And in doing so, sugar completely revolutionized European society. As readers will discover, this includes playing a critical but largely uncredited role in the anchoring of democracy on that continent.

In sugar’s wake, cotton grown by slaves in the American South helped launch formal industrialization, along with an immense second wave of consumerism. After plentiful calories, abundant and varied clothing for the masses became a reality for the first time in human history. As revealed here, the scale and the scope of the American antebellum cotton boom, which made this possible, were nothing short of astonishing. This made the value derived from the trade and ownership of slaves in America alone, as distinct from the cotton and other products they produced, greater than that of all of the country’s factories, railroads, and canals combined.

Born in Blackness is, in part, an account of forgotten European contests over control of the African bounty that built the modern world. Spain and Portugal waged fierce naval battles in West Africa over access to gold. Holland and Portugal, then unified with Spain, fought something little short of a world war in the seventeenth century, with control of trade in the richest sources of slaves in Africa, present-day Congo and Angola, flipping back and forth between them. On the far side of the Atlantic, Brazil, the biggest producer of slave-grown sugar in the early seventeenth century, was caught up in this same struggle, and repeatedly changed hands. Later in that same century, England fought Spain over control of the Caribbean. Why did faraway powers contend so fiercely over such things? Tiny Barbados provides an answer. By the mid-1660s, just three decades or so after England initiated an African slave-labor model for its plantations there—one that was first implemented in the Portuguese colony of São Tomé little more than a century earlier—sugar from Barbados was worth more than the metal exports of all of Spanish America.

As much as this book is a story of classical military struggle for control of the richest plantation lands and the most prolific sources of slaves, and of the economic miracles they produced at different stages of this history, it is also an account of another kind of conflict altogether, both unconventional and ceaseless: a war on Blacks themselves. It is one that very conservatively speaking continued at least until the end of Jim Crow in America, where this book concludes. This involved the consistent pursuit of strategies to beat Africans into submission, enslave one another, to recruit Blacks as proxies and auxiliaries, whether to secure territories from native populations of the New World or joust with European rivals in the Americas. To say this is not to deprive Africans of agency, a question that will be taken up at length in these pages. The impact of this warfare on Africa’s subsequent development, another wage of modernity, however, has been immeasurable. Nowadays, the consensus estimate on the numbers of Africans brought to the Americas hovers around 12 million. Lost in this atrocious but far too neat accounting is the likelihood that another 6 million Africans were killed in or near their homelands during the hunt for slaves, before they could be placed in chains. Estimates vary, but between 5 and 40 percent perished during brutal overland treks to the coast, or while being held, often for months, in barracoons, or holding pens, as they awaited embarkation on slave ships. And another 10 percent of those who were taken aboard died at sea during an Atlantic transit that constituted an extreme mental and physical test for all those who were subjected to it. When one considers that Africa’s total population in the mid-nineteenth century was probably around 100 million, one begins to gauge the enormity of the demographic assault that the slave trade represented.

This war on Black people raged just as fiercely on the western shores of the Atlantic, as did the resistance, and these, too, we must reckon with here. In most of the New World plantation societies the average remaining life span of trafficked Blacks was reckoned at seven years or less. In 1751, an English planter on Antigua summed up the prevailing slaveowner sentiment this way: “It was cheaper to work slaves to the utmost, and by the little fare and hard usage, to wear them out before they become useless, and unable to do service; and then to buy new ones to fill up their places.”

Born in Blackness takes us all the way to the penultimate stages of this war, with the story of how Big Cotton burst forth in late-eighteenth-century America, creating a unique fusion of bookkeeping and brutality. In 1808, a typical picker in South Carolina, then still the heart of America’s cotton-growing region, averaged 28 pounds per day of harvest. By 1846, the average Mississippi cotton picker delivered up 341 pounds to his masters, a rate of increase fully in step with the growth of factory productivity in Manchester.
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IN CREATING THIS ACCOUNT, it was important for me to be able to locate as many of the physical traces of the history covered herein as possible, and to breathe the air and tread the ground where many of the events and processes described transpired. I was aided in this by the remarkable degree of coincidence, here and there, between the places written about and with my own life, meaning both biographical details bound up in family history, and in my four-decade-long career as a journalist and writer. Almost everyone who reads this book is somehow a product of the histories explored here. But as the child of two African American parents of mixed and diverse heritage, I am especially conscious of this.

I am fortunate to know quite a bit about my family, especially on my late mother’s side, which has old and clearly traceable roots in slavery in Virginia, including the kind of involuntary racial mixing made most famous by Thomas Jefferson, and indeed in the case of my ancestors, involving a friend of America’s third president, who designed his home. This account will close with a meditation on what that has meant to me and how it shaped this narrative.

I was lucky to be introduced to Africa while still a university student, first as an enthralled visitor during college breaks, and later living there for six years following graduation. I cut my teeth as a journalist writing about Africa and traveling widely, and I married a woman who had grown up in Côte d’Ivoire, but whose family hails from a nearby part of Ghana. I wasn’t at all aware of it at the time, but it was within a few miles of her ancestral village that Europeans first stumbled upon the abundant sources of West African gold that they had been searching for feverishly for several decades in the fifteenth century. It was a discovery that changed the world.

I left West Africa to join the staff of The New York Times in 1986. Some three years later, my first assignment as a foreign correspondent for the paper was to cover the Caribbean basin. Here were gathered some of the most important staging areas for subsequent global transformations of the first order. Specialists aside, few imagine that islands like Barbados and Jamaica were far more important in their day than were the English colonies that would become the United States. The nation now known as Haiti, even more so. In the eighteenth century it became the richest colony in history, and in the nineteenth, by dint of its slave population’s successful revolution, Haiti rivaled the United States in terms of its influence on the world, notably in helping fulfill the most fundamental Enlightenment value of all, ending slavery. Now and then during my time in the Caribbean, I could see glimmers of this region’s extraordinary meta-narrative. These came when I stood knee deep in the heavily silted seawater witnessing an archaeological dig in the Dominican Republic that sought to identify a wreck from Columbus’s first voyage, or when I hiked a verdant peak in northern Haiti. There, Henri Christophe, that country’s early Black leader, built the formidable Citadelle Laferrière, the largest fortress in the Western Hemisphere, arming it with 365 cannons to defend the country’s hard-won independence from France. Other hints came when I wandered into the mountains and rain forests of Jamaica and Suriname, respectively, and was thrilled to be able to make myself understood speaking bits of Twi, the lingua franca of Ghana learned while courting my wife, as I spoke with the descendants of proud runaway slave communities known as maroons. But back then, I still had no big picture in mind; like most correspondents, I was too busy following the news to pursue sweeping historical connections very far.

Later, I was sent back to West Africa by the Times. In a handful of years there in the late 1990s, I spent large amounts of time in the Sahel, the site of the medieval African empire building discussed herein, and in the coastal bloodlands that fed the slave trade most heavily.

I went into this project already well aware of the silence and enforced ignorance that surround the central contribution of Africa and of Africans in the making of the modern world that we all inhabit today. But I was not prepared for how difficult it can be in place after place to access some of the physical traces of this history, or to find local forms of remembrance and commemoration that raise this African role to its proper dimension.

I have seen this in a great many places that have profoundly marked our common history, in countries like Nigeria and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where the publicly established sites of Atlantic memory are few. I saw it in São Tomé, the island where the slave-plantation-complex model that would dominate history in the Western Hemisphere, and drive wealth creation in the North Atlantic for four centuries, was perfected, a fact for which there is nary a plaque or commemoration.

In Salvador, the capital of Bahia, the blackest and most slavery-marked area of the rich Portuguese colony’s entire history, I hired a Black Brazilian guide who had come highly recommended. But when we met face-to-face and I specified that I wanted to tour plantation ruins and visit rural communities that descended from runaway slaves, she was nonetheless taken aback. “I never imagined that people could be interested in sugar plantations,” she said, explaining that in years of business, she had never received such a request.

My biggest surprise, though, came in Barbados, whose slave-produced sugar, arguably more than any other place on earth, helped seal England’s ascension in the seventeenth century. I disembarked on the island in March 2019 determined to find as many traces of this legacy as possible, only to discover how thoroughly they had been hidden or effaced. Among my top priorities was to visit one of the largest slave cemeteries anywhere in the hemisphere, including the excavated remains of nearly six hundred people. It took me several efforts spread over three days, though, to even locate the cemetery, which had no signage from any public road. Conversations with residents of the area whom I repeatedly importuned made clear that very few were aware of its historical importance or even of its existence.

All I discovered when I drove down a bumpy dirt road, proceeding as far as I could until instinct told me to get out and walk, was a modest clearing alongside an active plantation whose cane had grown as high as I am, at six foot four. There stood a faded sign attached to a rusty iron post. It announced the site to be part of something called “The Slave Route,” but it provided no further information. With the sun racing downward in the western sky, I paced about briefly, snapped a few photographs, and then finally collected myself as the wind whistled through the cane. I tried mightily to conjure some sense of the horrors that had transpired nearby, and of the abundant wealth and pleasure that the sweat of the dead had procured for others. In the moment, there was little else I could do to render proper homage to the countless lives that had been mercilessly ground up in the production of sweetness and cheap calories for faraway markets. This book constitutes my effort to carry this reflection as far as I can extend it.

I would be remiss if I didn’t make clear that the most egregious forms of historical erasure do not involve an assortment of mostly small, former slave-trading or plantation societies scattered around the Atlantic Rim. The most important site of forgetting, by far, has been the minds of people in the rich world. As I write these words, the United States and some other North Atlantic societies, from Richmond, Virginia, to Bristol, England, have recently experienced extraordinary moments of iconoclasm. Here and there, statues have been pulled down of people who were long perceived to be heroes of imperial and economic orders that were constructed on the basis of the violent exploitation of people extracted from Africa. But for these gestures to have deeper and more lasting meaning, an even bigger and more challenging task remains for us. It requires of us that we transform the way that we understand the history of the last six centuries and, specifically, of Africa’s central, yet largely invisible role in making nearly everything that is today familiar to us possible. This will necessarily involve rewriting grade-school lessons about history just as much as it will require reinvention of university curricula. It will challenge journalists to rethink the way we describe and explain the world we all inhabit. It will require all of us to reexamine what we know or think we know about how the present-day world was built, and to begin incorporating this new understanding in our everyday discussions. One book alone cannot possibly hope to achieve all of that, but the present volume should be read against that challenge, and with this spirit and goal in mind.
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Iberia and West Africa, with ocean winds and currents



PART I

THE “DISCOVERY” OF AFRICA
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Great Mosque of Djenné. (© Hamdie Traoré)
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Gold was not only the engine of the economy, but beyond all social activities, of civilization itself.

FERNAND BRAUDEL,

“Monnaies et Civilisations”
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THE CRACKLING SURFACE

BY 1995, VISITING DJENNÉ, a small and seemingly time-forgotten city in the southwest of Mali, had nearly become a pilgrimage for me. I’d first gone there fifteen years earlier, as a backpacking college student, with my younger brother in tow, to see the city’s great, spired mosque, famous for being the largest adobe building in the world.

When I had returned this time, as a correspondent for The New York Times, what had drawn me was excavation work then under way on what was still reputed to be the oldest known city in Africa outside of Egypt.* It was also, and indeed remains, the most recently discovered example anywhere in the world of a major ancient urban civilization. My memories of the visit are still powerfully bound up in sounds. Starting at dusk each night, the noise that filled the air over the dusty floodplain was more insistent even than the loud chorus of crickets. Looters, most of them peasants armed with hoes and pickaxes, could be discerned in the shadows, flailing at the dry earth, hoping to prize away from it whatever kind of artifact they could find. By then, intact burial urns or unbroken sculpture, both quite rare, fetched many thousands of dollars on the frothy European black market that supplied unscrupulous collectors and even museums with African art.

The sounds of daytime were even more terrible than those of the night. To walk the grounds of the tell, the long, tear-shaped, sloping mound that revealed the contours of a walled city which faded mysteriously from existence six hundred or more years ago, was to wreak one’s own damage to the sprawling site. Each and every footfall brought a sharp, crunching reminder of this as the already fragmented potsherds that densely littered the brown earth broke into ever smaller pieces.

Djenne-jeno, or “ancient Djenné,” sprung to life roughly 250 years before the birth of Christ, on a floodplain near the banks of the Bani River, not far from where it joins the course of one of the continent’s greatest rivers, the Niger, on its long, trundling arc through West Africa. In its early phases of growth, the city counted more than fifteen thousand residents, many of whom lived inside a high, 1.3-mile-long wall that was twelve feet thick at its base. Another thirty thousand or so people lived in related urban clusters nearby. Early in the Christian era, an aggregate population like this would have placed ancient Djenné among the ranks of world-class cities. There were bigger urban centers in China and in a few other places, to be sure, but not very many.

The public has long been conditioned to believe that Africa has little pre-modern history, or at least little of it that matters to the big picture of our world. As Western thinkers and politicians from Hegel down to the current French president, Emmanuel Macron, have argued from the dawn of time to the very recent past, African societies have lived, as it were, altogether outside of history. Accordingly, it has long been believed that people in sub-Saharan Africa were spurred to urbanize only by contact with Arabs, beginning sometime late in the first millennium. Following on this idea, the prevailing view has long held that it was only contact with Europe, which would come centuries later, that dragged what is fancied as “Black Africa” out of its supposed isolation and connect it to the big currents of change that began sweeping the rest of the world in the late Middle Ages.†

Djenné is the most prominent of many ancient cities in Africa that give the lie to this. It had urbanized hundreds of years before Arabs first swept into North Africa in the seventh century, never mind the arrival a century or two after that of Arabic-speaking travelers in the western reaches of the broad band of semi-arid land that stretches just south of the Sahara from Ethiopia to the Atlantic—a region known as the Sudan. Djenné thrived by trading fish, grains, and copper and other metals with places hundreds of miles distant, like the surviving cities of Timbuktu and Gao. (See map, page 14.) Intriguingly, digs have uncovered artifacts that date to the city’s very beginnings, including glass beads that come from Han China, when that dynasty itself (202 BCE to 220 CE) was scarcely a century old, as well as other trade goods from the eastern Mediterranean. Items like these bear witness to the fact that West Africa was never so cut off from the rest of the world or lost in time as is commonly imagined.

What had brought me to the floodplain of the Niger in 1995 to walk the ground with archaeologists was to write about the monumental challenges that conservation poses in a poor environment like this. But what I have come to appreciate since then is how this region was anything but a passive or inert presence in the affairs of the Middle Ages. Indeed, as the following account demonstrates, African initiative in this region was every bit as important as Europe’s in spurring the creation of the world we inhabit today.

Sometime during its first half millennium of existence, Djenne-jeno became an important southern terminus in a highly lucrative trans-Saharan trade in gold. Rumors of this trade first appear in writings from antiquity in the Mediterranean. The first real evidence of a trickle of sub-Saharan African gold to that part of the world, though, dates to the early centuries of the Christian era. This commerce became plentiful around the sixth century, as parts of what would later become the Ghana Empire began to trade gold with Berbers from the north for salt, cloth, and other goods. All of this was aided by the recent introduction into the region of the desert-hardy camel, which revolutionized transportation.

In addition to creating new stirrings of prosperity, camel-borne trade produced dramatic economic and religious changes in Sudanic Africa, resulting in the formation of geographically extensive empires. Ghana, the first of these, was a loose and sprawling confederation. It mixed both sedentary agriculture and transhumance for livestock. But the real power of Ghana’s rulers was based on control of strategic chokepoints through which gold passed from south to north, and through which other essential goods—like salt, which was lacking in the rain forests to the south—traveled in the opposite direction. By the eleventh century, Ghana’s wealth and prestige allowed it to field impressively large armies.

A major shift in the regional climate beginning in the third century CE ended a lengthy dry period in the Sahara and Sahel and gradually allowed North Africans to trade with peoples farther and farther to the south of the Sahara for both gold and slaves.

Through sustained contact with these northerners, Ghana’s leaders began to Islamize, but only in a partial fashion. Ancient Ghana maintained twin capitals, separated by a distance of six miles. One was rigorously Muslim, while the other, the abode of the king, al-Ghāba (the Grove), honored older, ancestral religions, which were still practiced by the masses. For as long as it lasted, this unique approach favored both lucrative trade and peaceful relations with the Berbers, while also allowing Ghana’s leaders to retain the allegiance of peasants and urban commoners.‡

A striking tenth-century account by the Arab geographer and chronicler Ibn Hawqal gives a feel for the development of the remarkable networks of credit and trust that enabled trade across the Sahara to blossom:

I saw at Awdaghust a warrant in which was the statement of a debt owed to one of them [merchants of Sijilmāsa] by one of the merchants of Awdaghust, who was [himself] one of the people of Sijilmāsa, in the sum of 42,000 dinars. I have never seen or heard anything comparable to this story in the East. I told it to people in Iraq, in Fars, and in Khurasan [both in Iran], it was considered remarkable.

On the basis of this trade, Ghana became known throughout North Africa, Mediterranean Europe, and as far away as Yemen as the “country of gold,” and for cause. In time, it would generate as much as two-thirds of the supply of the metal known to the inhabitants of medieval western Eurasia.

The gold that flowed out of the Sudan played a crucial role in the Arab golden age, a period of explosive growth and political expansion that began around 750 CE and extended until the Mongol invasions of the thirteenth century. As a result of this trade in the precious metal, the hard currency of the Arab world, the gold dinār, became prized everywhere it circulated. This included medieval Christendom, where Arab coins were often copied. And the existence of a quasi-universal currency greatly facilitated the growth of Arab commerce from the Levant to Andalusia, the name given to the Muslim empire that flourished in what are now modern Spain and Portugal.

The question before us is why, beginning in the first half of the fifteenth century, did Europeans, led principally by the Portuguese, begin to mount a determined push for trade opportunities and political relations with what had previously been regarded as impossibly remote and inaccessible regions of Africa? What drove them to overcome their long-standing fears and superstitions to do so? Obscure though it may be to contemporary readers, little-known Djenné constitutes an important piece of this story. Early centers of urbanization like this one—city-states, in effect—became swept up in a process of empire formation in a part of Africa that would soon become as outward looking as Portugal or Spain, only long before the oceanic explorations of the Iberians. In fact, the most famous of these Sudanic empires, Mali, which succeeded Ghana in the thirteenth century, and gave the present-day country its name, was ruled at the turn of the fourteenth century by an emperor named Abu Bakr II, whose personal obsession was reaching the western limits of the Atlantic Ocean by boat. This was more than a century and a half before Columbus set out for the New World from Andalusia.

Although the surviving documentary record of Abu Bakr II is frustratingly scant, there can be no doubt as to his existence, nor any reason not to credit his fixation on maritime discovery. This is because his much more famous successor, Mansā Mūsā, gave the governor of Cairo a detailed account of Abu Bakr’s life and attempts at oceanic discovery during a pilgrimage to Mecca in 1324–1325, which was recorded contemporaneously.

The ruler who preceded me did not believe that it was impossible to reach the extremity of the ocean that encircles the earth, and wanted to reach that (end) and obstinately persisted in the design. So he equipped two hundred boats full of men, as many others full of gold, water and victuals sufficient enough for several years. He ordered the chief (admiral) not to return until they had reached the extremity of the ocean, or if they had exhausted the provisions and the water. They set out. Their absence extended over a long period, and, at last, only one boat returned. On questioning, the captain said: “Prince, we have navigated for a long time, until we saw in the midst of the ocean as if a big river was flowing violently. My boat was the last one; others were ahead of me. As soon as any of them reached this place, it drowned in the whirlpool and never came out. I sailed backwards to escape this current.” But the Sultan would not believe him. He ordered two thousand boats to be equipped for him and for his men, and one thousand more for water and victuals. Then he conferred on me the regency during his absence, and departed with his men on the ocean trip, never to return nor to give a sign of life.

How could so few people be aware of something like this today? one might reasonably enough ask. To be sure, an important part of the explanation lies in the near total lack of further documentary or archaeological evidence beyond the details presented here. But that is not all. Of equal importance is the fact that our understanding of the world still comes down to us in many cases as hagiography. This is combined with an often deliberate and pervasive neglect and erasure of the role of Africa and of Africans in the creation of a modern Atlantic world. This cultural bias if not eradication has dulled our senses to matters of both provable fact and tantalizing possibility, helping ensure that the postulated ocean ventures of Abu Bakr are ever so rarely mentioned at all, much less taught.

To be fair, certain important details do not jibe. If they existed, these “ships,” for one, would most likely have been something more akin to very large dugouts, and almost certainly not sailing vessels with tall masts, since the craft of shipbuilding seems never to have been developed indigenously in West Africa. The number of boats is another question. One must understand, though, how common it was in antiquity in many cultures for a round number like a thousand to be used metaphorically—i.e., simply as a stand-in for “a great many”—rather than literally.§ Perhaps the most intriguing question, but one that will probably forever remain unsolved, is: What underlaid Abu Bakr’s theory of the world? Did the earth have only a modest diameter, meaning that to reach the far shore of the ocean might require only a daylong voyage, however daring or unprecedented, or was it unimaginably vast, truly making it a fool’s errand to venture a crossing in mere high-end canoes?

Despite such reservations, Abu Bakr’s story nonetheless contains logical elements that argue strongly for taking it seriously. The first is that by virtue of spending time in the Canary Islands, off West Africa, we know that Columbus discovered the existence, at a fixed latitude, of powerful winds and ocean currents that circulate in a counterclockwise fashion and swiftly bear ships off to the west. The waters off the coastal region of West Africa controlled by Abu Bakr II’s Mali are dominated by these very effects, helping make sense of a possible survivor’s account of a big river flowing violently in the midst of the ocean. Indeed, just to the north of this large system, which in modern times has been fittingly known as the Canary Current, lies an equally large and powerful clockwise current that thrusts all in its path in an eastward direction. In fact, this system helps explain why Europeans had believed for centuries that sailing westward across the ocean was not only impractical but also suicidal.

Other reasons not to hastily dismiss this account draw on what we know of medieval science in the Islamic world, as well as the complex geopolitics of those times. Mali’s rulers had been conducting pilgrimages to Mecca since the mid-thirteenth century, and throughout this period, they had also sent embassies to Cairo and to other cities in the Arab world. In the Middle East, unlike the Europe of that era, the earth’s roundness had been taken for certain at least since the work of al-Masūdī, a tenth-century Arab geographer and historian. This makes the idea of a voyage of ocean discovery for Africans, or at least the harboring of such an ambition, seem like less of a blind leap into the unknown than it would remain even a century and more later for the Portuguese and Spanish.

Sheer persistence of the sort attributed to Abu Bakr II still demands powerful motives. Here, one can easily imagine that by Abu Bakr’s time, a ruler in command of such vast supplies of gold would have been eager to overcome his realm’s dependence on the Berbers who ruled North Africa, and through whose hands almost all of his precious metal passed, but presumably only after a hefty markup.

Seeking to eliminate the so-called middleman in order to maximize Mali’s profits would have been a normal goal, but beyond this, there were other possible incentives. Mali had come together as a polity early in the thirteenth century on the basis of a political pact among clans from the Mande language group.¶ In the initial phase of empire, it shared key features with its long-lived precursor, Ghana: it was an ethnically based polity that embraced castelike divisions, and its elite also practiced an African ancestral religion alongside Islam. Already by the second generation of its existence, though, its rulers had begun conquering and absorbing other non-Malinke peoples in a widening radius, quickly transforming expansionist Mali into a richly heterogeneous realm. With equal alacrity it had also begun a broader and more enthusiastic conversion to Islam. This latter choice was likely to have been a matter not only of spirituality, but also of pragmatic adaptation to the changing politics of regional trade and security.

By converting to Islam, an ascendant religious movement that had strongly universalist aspirations, Mali’s rulers were, in effect, achieving two purposes. On the one hand they were bidding to enhance their legitimacy among the peoples they conquered and absorbed. As with most empires, especially in their formative phases, this meant concocting various forms of cosmological bluster. The clan at the center of Malian power, the Keïtas, went so far as to claim direct descent from Bilāl, the Black companion of the Prophet Muhammad and Islam’s first muezzin, the figure whose duty it was to call the founding generation of Muslim faithful to prayer.

By the same token, a deeper commitment to Islam than previously shown by Ghana helped position Mali favorably in the broader world. In the middle of the fourteenth century, the famed North African historian and global traveler Ibn Battūtah approvingly described the worship he witnessed among Malians this way: “The people come out, dressed in their white clothes, to the place of prayer, which is close to the palace of the Sultan. The Sultan came mounted, with the preacher and jurists in front of him, called ‘There is no God but Allah, and Allah is Great.’”

Through the development of networks of business and learning, the embrace of Islam by Malinke traders strengthened relations of confidence with those who controlled North African commercial networks. The supple form that the religion took in the region, meanwhile, helped hasten its spread among the common folk. Nonbelievers were not disparaged as wicked, but regarded, rather, as merely ignorant. It was accepted that God would accord them time to gradually change their ways.

For all of this, Mali’s leaders would have nonetheless been keenly aware that adherence to Islam by itself, no matter how enthusiastic, was far from a sufficient guarantee of their security. Less than two centuries before the rise of Mali, Ghana had paid the ultimate price for its isolation and dependence on camel-borne traders from the north. Its power crumbled after 1076, when the Almoravid Berbers, fervent Muslim ascetics from North Africa, seized control from Ghana of Awdaghust, a critical southern terminus of the trans-Saharan gold trade. Espousing a severe creed of what the historian David Levering Lewis has termed an “undeviating Qur’anic literalism bent on the propagation of ‘righteousness,’” the Almoravids soon went on from this victory to take over southern Iberia. It was an intervention by these Africans that secured Islam’s hitherto vulnerable presence in Europe for another four hundred years. The clear twin lesson of Ghana’s demise was that never again would either ambivalence toward Islam or geopolitical aloofness be viable options for the rulers of empires in the western Sudan. Like it or not, their region had been permanently drawn into a thickening web of connections involving power centers north of the Sahara and beyond, along with all of the benefits and perils that this portended.

The sole surviving written account of Abu Bakr’s bid for ocean exploration, the one provided in Cairo by his successor, Mansā Mūsā, includes the critical detail that his expeditionary fleets included numerous boats heavily stocked with gold. Two possible motives for carrying such a prized cargo, among many, stand out: one would have been to assess new markets for the precious metal in the unknown lands awaiting discovery somewhere across the ocean, while the other would have been awing the rulers of these faraway lands with Mali’s great wealth and thereby winning their respect. These, indeed, are quite close to the known motives of Mansā Mūsā during his Cairo mission itself. It is unnecessary and even unhelpful, meanwhile, to imagine that Mali’s doomed explorers were looking for anything even remotely akin to the Americas, or even less Columbus’s true objective, India. It is enough to know that Mali’s rulers were by then already keenly aware that on the far shores of the Mediterranean lay another landmass, this being Europe. Their bid for westward discovery may have simply been aimed at finding something analogous to this: new territories for them to trade and diversify their relations with and that were within manageable reach somewhere off the West African coast. And this much more limited objective intriguingly foreshadows and anticipates what the Iberians themselves would attempt to establish with their maritime expeditions to Africa during most of the fifteenth century. Their goal was an end run around Muslim-controlled lands in the Maghreb in search of new sources of wealth, and perhaps also in search of allies among the Blacks in what they sometimes fancied as Ethiopia.

* Since then, archaeologists have determined that Timbuktu is older than Djenné.

† The problematic idea of something called Black Africa is a convention so deeply embedded in our culture that it is hard to avoid, never mind overcome. As it is most often used, it is roughly coterminous with the notion that a large part of the continent is composed of senselessly warring tribes who are without literacy or history, views that this book confronts head-on. As a term, Black Africa also strongly overstates racial distinctions between societies located on either side of the Sahara Desert, overlooking their heterogeneity.

‡ Broadly speaking, Islam did not become a mass religion across the Sahel until a series of reformist movements swept the region in the nineteenth century.

§ This is a numbering convention still much used in China today, where the figure 10,000 is a metaphor for something nearly countless or infinite.

¶ This group sometimes goes by a number of related names, including Malinke, Manden, Manding, and Mandingo.
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BLACK KING, GOLDEN SCEPTER

IT IS WORTH ACKNOWLEDGING here that some historians and anthropologists regard the legend of Abu Bakr II with great skepticism, with some even arguing that the tale of doomed ocean discovery was little more than a cover story for an abrupt shift in the line of Malian imperial succession, which may possibly have involved a violent struggle for power or a coup d’état. One needn’t speculate any further on the mysteries of Abu Bakr II, however, because Mansā Mūsā was acting upon many of the same impulses that we have conjectured for the doomed Sahelian voyages of discovery when he undertook the 3500-mile overland pilgrimage to Cairo. It is there that he bequeathed the story of his predecessor’s exploration bid to the annals of history. Mūsā assumed power in the year 1312, a time that historians regard as Mali’s golden era. At its zenith, the empire controlled the nexus of three of West Africa’s most important river valleys: the Senegal, the Gambia, and, most important of all, the Niger. The combined population of Mali’s subjects and vassals may have been as large as fifty million, an impressive number in the world of this era. Gold production was booming. Whereas Ghana had principally relied upon goldfields at a place called Bambuk, which was connected via western caravan routes that lead to Morocco, Mali diversified its sources of gold and was able to greatly boost production. In addition to Bambuk, already by then an ancient source of the metal, Mali obtained ore in even more abundant quantities from a place called Bure, which was located in forestland to the southwest of Djenné that was controlled by non-Muslims who paid tribute to the empire in gold. Mali also began to extend its gold-trading networks even farther afield to the southeast, tapping production from areas controlled by the Akan ethnic groups of present-day Ghana, a name adopted by the former British colony, the Gold Coast at independence, and not by connection to the Ghana Empire discussed above.

In addition to gold, each of the three major Sudanic empires that succeeded one another in controlling the most important river valleys and the savannah to the south of the Sahara—Ghana, Mali, and Songhai (this empire is discussed below)—aggressively pursued a trade in slaves. Some slaves were acquired for domestic purposes (i.e., used in armies, in administration, and for labor), and others were sold to Tuaregs and Berbers, who conveyed them into bondage in North Africa and beyond. “The emperor could ensure his cut in the trade of gold and slaves more readily than the extraction of surplus production from ‘his’ people. He could use the profits of trade to buy slaves, who could fight on his behalf as well as produce. His wealth and military could attract the support of young men who had become detached from or sought an alternative to their own kinship group,” Frederick Cooper, a historian of the continent, wrote in Africa in the World: Capitalism, Empire, and Nation-State. Cooper was speaking of Ghana, but his observation holds equally well for any of these Sudanic empires, and this deeply entwined economic background of gold and slavery, as we will see, would have profound consequences for our story—meaning for the birth of a transatlantic slave trade, beginning in the early sixteenth century.

Rather than pursuing Abu Bakr II’s costly dreams further by once again attempting the seemingly impossible at sea, Mūsā set off in 1324 for Egypt and Mecca, after twelve years in power. Although still only in his midthirties, he was obsessed with a dramatic geopolitical gambit of his own: diversifying Mali’s foreign relations. In doing so, he was substituting bold diplomacy to the moon-shot approach attributed to his predecessor as a solution to what was essentially the same problem. Mūsā needed to preserve close relations with the Marinid Empire, the eventual successors of the Almoravids, who controlled the entire Maghreb, and thereby enjoyed a chokehold on Malian trade. At the same time, however, he hoped to ease Mali’s utter dependency on North Africa by forging strong ties with Egypt, which was then ruled by the Mamluks, a Turkic sultanate that was at the height of its prestige in the Islamic world.

Mansā Mūsā arrived in Cairo on horseback on July 18, 1324, “under very large banners or flags with yellow symbols on a red background.” As the following account aims to make clear, this date, remembered by virtually no one save for historians of medieval Africa, merits consideration as one of the most important moments in the making of the Atlantic world. The reasons for this have less to do with anything Mūsā himself could have possibly imagined, let alone foreseen, resulting instead from the momentous ways that the unintended consequences of his diplomacy played themselves out on the grandest of global stages.

On its own terms, Mūsā’s astonishing entrée into Cairo for a three-month stay on his way to Mecca was filled with enormous drama, so much so that even two generations later it is said to have still been the talk of Egypt and far beyond. No one had ever witnessed such scenes of pomp and largesse, establishing a reputation that has followed this Malian leader down to the present as the richest man in history. Even the quickest perusal of the most basic evidence makes it easy to understand why: Mūsā was accompanied by a sixty-thousand-person delegation, including twelve thousand slaves, each of whom reputedly carried a wandlike fan of gold weighing four pounds. Mūsā’s senior wife, Ināri Kunāte, is said to have been catered to by five hundred maids and personal slaves devoted to her needs alone. Camels and horses carried hundreds of pounds of gold dust. In all, some estimates of the amount of highly pure gold that Mūsā brought on his pilgrimage range as high at eighteen tons.*

Gifts of the metal were dispensed to rich and poor alike all along the pilgrimage route, seemingly in order to create a sensation and announce Mali’s grandeur to the world. Gold in the form of ingots and sacks of pure metallic dust were donated to mosques and handed out as patronage to officials high and low. And as a result, the price of gold throughout the region is said to have plummeted by between 12 and 25 percent for the next decade or longer.

As the intricate organizational demands of mounting such a vast entourage suggest, Mali’s rulers by this time had a very highly developed sense of the theater of power. Before any supplicants could approach Mūsā, for example, they were required to press their foreheads to the ground repeatedly and toss soil over their shoulders and onto their heads and backs while they awaited permission to speak. For his part, the Malian ruler would address others only indirectly; all communication flowed through an official spokesman and interpreter. No one was allowed to see the monarch eat, and the penalty for sneezing in his presence was death. The Moroccan chronicler Ibn Battūtah went so far as to claim that Mūsā commanded more devotion from his subjects than any ruler in the world.

By far, Mūsā’s most lavish gesture in Egypt was the gift he personally bestowed upon the ruler of the Mamluks, al-Malik al-Nāsir, from whom Mūsā evidently craved recognition as an equal. This reportedly amounted to the extraordinary sum of fifty thousand dinārs, or more than four hundred pounds of pure gold.

The surviving accounts of Mūsā’s audience with al-Nāsir, following a three-day stay near the Pyramids, on the outskirts of the city, vary in some of the finer details, but in all of them, the Malian comes across as both prideful and shrewd, even though he was ultimately frustrated in his bid to be considered a peer of the Mamluk sultan. A retainer of the sultan named al-Umari wrote, for example:

When I went out to meet him . . . I tried to persuade him to go up to the Citadel to meet the sultan, but he refused persistently. . . . He had begun to use [a religious] argument but I realized that the audience was repugnant to him because he would be obliged to kiss the ground and the sultan’s hand. . . .

When we came into the sultan’s presence, we said to him: “Kiss the ground!” but he refused outright saying: “How may this be?” Then an intelligent man who was with him whispered to him something we could not understand and he said: “I make obeisance to God who created me!” then he prostrated himself and went forward to the sultan. The sultan half rose to greet him and sat him by his side. They conversed together for a long time, then sultan Mūsā went out.

Other accounts of the encounter with his Egyptian host deny that Mūsā prostrated himself at all, saying that he was made to sit at a substantial distance, or even stand, while the Mamluk leader, who never rose to greet him, spoke. For a man of such grandiose gestures who had arrived from afar with such grand ambitions, even arm’s-length protocol like this would have to count as a huge comedown. In the end, the distribution of gold on such an unheard-of scale had failed to secure the desired result of respectful parity that Mūsā had so ardently sought for his land. The blow may have been softened a bit, though, by the sultan’s loan of a palace to house Mūsā throughout his stay in Cairo. “Insofar as the Mamluk ruler was concerned, the two men were not in fact peers,” the historian Michael A. Gomez wrote in African Dominion: A New History of Empire in Early and Medieval West Africa, adding that “the whole of the evidence suggests meeting al-Nasir was a major disappointment for Mūsā.”

It is probable, in fact, that the many acts of profligacy by the visiting king and his vast retinue actually undermined Mali’s image. And this is where our tale of perverse outcomes properly commences. One commentator of that era wrote that when the visitors from the Sudan arrived in Egypt, they never imagined their money could run out, and yet incredibly when the time came to return to Mali, Mūsā had to borrow funds at usurious interest rates in order to finance the homeward travel. Along similar lines, ibn a-Dawādārī, an Egyptian historian, wrote: “these people became amazed at the ampleness of the country and how their money had become used up. So they became needy and resold what they had bought at half its value, and people made good profits out of them. And God knows best.”

Another pernicious consequence of the trip, and not one to be underestimated, is the way that Mūsā’s extravagant use of slaves, which was every bit as eye-catching as his flaunting of gold, may have reinforced sub-Saharan Africa’s reputation throughout the Near East as an inexhaustible source of Black bondsmen and women. And such a legacy would come to haunt the region for the next five and a half centuries. Between 1500 and 1800, approximately 3 million Black slaves were trafficked across the Sahara Desert or via separate routes from eastern Africa into the Red Sea and Indian Ocean regions. Another million or so were sent to the Americas from the areas of the Senegambia and the Upper Guinea coast, both of which constituted core zones of influence of the medieval era’s great Sahelian states. Most of these deportations into bondage occurred well after Mali, though, accelerating rapidly following the demise of its successor empire. That polity, Songhai, which was based in Gao, an ancient urban center located just beneath the big, southward bend of the Niger River, 260 miles downstream from Timbuktu, succumbed in 1591, just as Ghana had before the rise of Mali, to a trans-Saharan invasion from Morocco. This specter was likely to have been a principal motivation behind Mansā Mūsā’s Near Eastern diplomacy. The defeat of Songhai was an immensely critical historical watershed for West Africa. If one imagined something like the significance of the Battle of Hastings’ influence on the history of Europe, the scope of impact would not be far off. The demise of Songhai, an amoeba-shaped geographic giant that ruled over parts of present-day Mali, Niger, Senegal, Gambia, Guinea, Liberia, Ivory Coast, and Nigeria, set off a process of rapid political fragmentation in West Africa and ushered in an era of almost constant warfare between an ever shifting kaleidoscope of petty states and chieftaincies. And this state of near permanent chaos and strife, in turn, later helped feed the nascent transatlantic slave trade.

In the short term, Mūsā’s pilgrimage seems to have left a more positive legacy. The Malian leader secured the training of clerics in Islamic theology and law and brought home with him a vast library of Islamic texts. After distributing untold amounts of gold in Mecca, the Malian sovereign requested that two or three descendants of the Prophet be assigned to return to his kingdom with him. When this was politely declined, Mūsā offered one thousand mithqāls of gold (4.5 kilograms) for any sharīf who would accompany him, and four sharīfs from the Prophet’s Quraysh tribe, together with their families, returned to Mali with him. On this voyage, Mūsā also hired some of the best architects of the day, including the Andalusian Abū Īshāq al-Sahilī, to help design and build great mosques in Timbuktu and other important cities in his realm. His camel caravan also carted home sumptuous silks, carpets, ceramics, and all manner of other fineries snatched up in Egypt’s rich markets. He is also said to have brought home with him numerous Turkish slaves, both male and female, the latter to be employed in his harem.

Mūsā had discovered that money alone could not place him on a par with a Mamluk sultan, but gestures like these may have nonetheless helped him secure recognition for Mali as an integral part of the Islamic world and a significant “transregional” power in its own right. Be that as it may, as ever, it is the historical quirks that loom over Mali that generate the most intriguing resonances. As a matter of timing, Mansā Mūsā missed by a mere few decades the coming widespread introduction of firearms to Egypt and the Near East. Had they been in use during his sojourn in Cairo, all sorts of alternative paths for Africa’s subsequent history are imaginable. With unlimited specie at his disposal, the most intriguing among these is the possibility that Mali could have imported gunpowder-based weaponry on a large scale, and not only architects, clerics, and exotic Turks for the imperial harem. Mali already boasted long-standing traditions of advanced iron- and other metalworking, and Mansā Mūsā conceivably might have even acquired the know-how for arms manufacture of modern firearms of his own. This could have positioned Mali (or Songhai) for further consolidation or even expansion of its power in Sudanic Africa and, plausibly enough, even enabled it to resist the recurrent menace of aggression from the north.

What Mali would experience instead over the next two centuries were sharp swings, up and down, including less spectacular bids by other rulers in Mūsā’s wake for global recognition via yet more pilgrimage diplomacy. What would ultimately doom its rulers and indeed the entire polity was a weakness fatal to so many empires, including the great Inca Empire, as well as those of the conquering Iberian world, which was just then about to make its presence felt in Africa: chronic, internecine disputes and civil warfare over rules of succession. With Mali’s demise, though, the brief and little-known era when large imperial formations in West Africa mounted ambitious strategic diplomacy on the biggest of global stages came to a quiet close.†

A century or so after him, Mūsā’s successors belatedly learned that the fame of Mali had spread with astonishing speed in the wake of his sojourn in Cairo, reaching the capitals of Europe, whose kings and sovereigns expressed awe over this African kingdom’s prodigious stores of gold. As a result, they were determined to find its source. Although Black African states of the Sahel like Ghana, Mali, and Songhai would soon cease to be vessels for the boldest of imperial projects, the era in which Africa was profoundly shaping human affairs had in reality only just begun.

* For perspective, in all of human history, only 161,000 tons of gold have been mined, more than half of it in the last fifty years.

† This is not to say that kingdoms and states in sub-Saharan Africa undertook no further serious diplomatic initiatives. Kano, a Hausa city-state in present-day Nigeria, for example, later sought but failed to secure an alliance with the Ottoman Turks. In the sixteenth century the Kingdom of Kongo maintained an extensive diplomatic presence in Latin Christendom and also played a key role as an ally of Holland in the intercontinental Atlantic conflict it waged against Portugal known as the Thirty Years War.
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RETHINKING EXPLORATION

IN THE SPACE OF LESS THAN two hundred years, from the early fourteenth century to the end of the fifteenth, the course of world history changed in more lastingly transformative ways than it had during any comparable period in previous human experience. Since that time, perhaps only the Industrial Revolution has changed human life more.

It was during this time span that all the world’s major population centers on each of its continents were brought into permanent and sustained contact with one another for the first time, generating the most profound of consequences. Societies, nations, and entire regions were jolted into motion as a result, their trajectories careering like ping-pong balls in a lottery machine as they collided, with some that had earlier shown no exceptional promise suddenly rising fast and others left behind or sent reeling in sharp decline or violent demise. Vast new empires were launched, and with them were born immense movements of people and of goods, as well as plants, animals, foods, and also diseases transferred from one part of the world to another. More than any other fact, mobility on a scale never witnessed before in all of history became the new name of the game. And at the heart of this movement lay a terrible phenomenon, the mass trafficking of human beings who were transported in chains from the continent of their birth, Africa, to new and utterly unfamiliar places, first to Europe, and then to what quickly came to be known as the New World. Its handmaiden, of course, was the idea of race as a principle for determining a person’s enslavability.

When we hear that term, “the New World,” it immediately conjures familiar geography, bringing to mind vast territories in the Americas that were inhabited by indigenous races but hitherto unknown to Europeans, or for that matter to Africans or Asians. But this New World was more than an assemblage of places. It must also be seen as a project: something created through the projection of power and investment of energy by Europeans, and through the long-term sacrifice and destruction of human lives and the appropriation of vast quantities of human labor. This meant, of course, devastation on an unheard-of scale for many native societies from crusading, conquest, and disease. “Holocaust” is not the perfect metaphor, but it was alongside of this massive dying that the lives and the labor of Black people transported in chains from Africa, millions of whom perished along the way, made new European schemes of plantation agriculture possible. And these, in turn, would sweepingly revolutionize the global economy, not only becoming viable but hugely lucrative. No one at the start of this era could have possibly fully imagined the consequences of this immense project, but it was on the basis of these brutal arrangements that a global economy was invented and our “modern” world was born.

To fully make sense of the profound changes wrought in this era, we must first address the question of how these transformations got under way. For centuries before this time, Western Europe had earned for itself only a modest stature on the world stage. It had been a relative sideshow on an unbroken landmass that stretches all the way east to China. The biggest developments in human civilization mostly seemed to arise elsewhere, whether in religion and philosophy, science and technology, or navigation and warfare. Due to Europe’s modern history, many imagine the continent as having always been a leader in thought, initiative, and creativity. But before the moment of its breakout, Europe was a big net recipient of ideas that flowed to it, mostly from points east, just as it was the last refuge for people migrating from points east to its Atlantic seaboard.

Classroom lessons and many traditional histories depict the unification of the Atlantic world as the result of quasi-miraculous feats in what is fancied as an Age of Discovery. By this time, however, many other parts of the world had already experienced eras of deep discovery of their own. The most famous of these is perhaps that of the Ming Dynasty, where an admiral named Zheng He led seven exploratory maritime expeditions to places as far away from China as East Africa and the Red Sea. From the very outset, these were huge ventures. The first of them, in 1405, comprised nearly twenty-eight thousand men aboard more than 250 ships. Zheng He’s biggest vessels were enormous, nine-masted affairs that were as long as four hundred feet, which is out of all proportion to Columbus’s flagship—the Santa Maria measured less than twenty yards long and carried a mere fifty-two men.

The Chinese stand out as the most spectacular explorers before the western Europeans, but they were by no means the only ones. The peoples of South Asia and of Arabia were already deeply familiar with the monsoon cycles of the Indian Ocean. Malay peoples had long ago mastered exploration of the entire South China Sea and the Indian Ocean, even settling the African island of Madagascar. Indigenous navigators in the South Pacific had logged extremely long-distance voyages while peopling islands throughout that ocean and even visiting South America. DNA analysis has recently revealed that eight hundred years ago Polynesian populations were infused with Native American genes, presumably borne by early Americans brought to those islands on the return trips of those South Pacific explorers. Genetic studies have also shown that native populations in the Amazon have strong ties to people indigenous to Australia, New Guinea, and the Andaman Islands, which is possible only if there were transoceanic voyages in prehistoric times. Carib Indians, meanwhile, also conducted long-distance trade and navigation in the western Atlantic between present-day Colombia, Florida, and Mexico. And the Incas, too, may have mastered long-distance sea travel. Finally, let us not forget the maritime mystery of the Malians. However lacking we are in material evidence for their long-distance ocean voyages, it appears that by the fourteenth century even empires centered deep in the interior of the African continent were already dreaming of the possibilities of faraway discoveries.

The elements that are usually given pride of place in explanations of how our world came together in a burst of Iberian-led exploration each contain grains of truth, and yet all fall short of reflecting the central verity behind the Europeans’ motives.

Most intriguing is the unshakable belief that it was Europe’s yearning for a maritime route to Asia, and that obsession above all, that drove the European breakout, creating what became known as the Age of Discovery. This explanation, long emphasized from American grade-school curricula onward, says that it was Asia’s coveted markets in spices and silks that compelled European kings and queens of the late Middle Ages to invest in seaworthy ships and to empower figures like Columbus to brave the unknown and find a way by sea to the East.

Associated with this idea is a historiographical trope that one encounters so often that it suggests a kind of preprogrammed explanation, a writing of history as if by function key. Its sheer simplicity and appearance in text after text lend it a hard-to-resist feeling of weight, and yet it is not even a scintilla, but a mere facsimile of truth, not truth itself. Basically, it ascribes the earliest, little-discussed phases of the Age of Discovery—meaning, the first few decades of the fifteenth century, when the Portuguese led in efforts to edge their way southward down the coast of West Africa, beyond the lands of the Moors and into the world of Blacks—as nothing less than a whole-cloth bid by Europeans to navigate around Africa. The continent is rendered a mere obstacle, and if trade with it is mentioned at all, it is merely as a sideshow. Typically, in this rendering, once the Cape of Good Hope is reached by Bartolomeu Dias, in 1488, Africa drastically recedes from the narrative or disappears altogether. Few such accounts bother to explain why, though, if Portugal was truly caught in the grips of a feverish obsession with discovering a route to Asia, nearly a decade elapsed after Dias’s feat before Vasco da Gama was commissioned to follow in his wake, ultimately allowing the Portuguese to reach Calicut.

In fact, there were no early efforts to follow up on what modern historians have long treated as one of the most singular voyages of Iberian discovery. Nor do historical archives reveal any great signs of interest in Dias’s accomplishment on the part of the Portuguese king of the time, João II. A strong clue lies in the sobriquet enjoyed by this monarch. He became known in his time as João the African, because of the abundant wealth his men gained access to in West Africa, which was no mere accident. Portugal had been looking for riches there from the outset.

This idea of finding a way around Africa, rather than acknowledging anything of interest there, persists in book after book on the topic of the Age of Discovery, providing an important foundation for a phenomenon that persists to this day. It is a bedrock feature of the way the West has explained its path to modernity by erasing Africa from the picture. Take, for example, The Silver Way: China, Spanish America and the Birth of Globalization, by Peter Gordon and Juan José Morales, which appeared in 2017. It likens the competition between the two Iberian countries over discovering a route to Asia to the U.S.-Soviet space race of the mid-twentieth century, and calls Dias’s rounding of the southern tip of Africa Spain’s “Sputnik Moment.” “Portugal,” the authors say, “had by then been inching down the coast of Africa for several decades, something that didn’t much matter if Africa, as some suspected, went on forever southwards.” The implied meaning here, of course, is that Portugal’s engagement with Africa, both prior and subsequent, was of little consequence.

Among countless other examples one might finally cite the generally admirable The Worlds of Christopher Columbus, written by William D. Phillips Jr. and Carla Rahn Phillips. In its opening pages these authors write, “In just over thirty years, mariners from the Iberian Peninsula tied the world together in unprecedented ways. Dozens of voyages figured in this rush to explore, but the most famous were Bartolomeu Dias’s rounding of Africa’s southern cape in 1488, Columbus’s first voyage to the Caribbean in 1492, Vasco da Gama’s arrival in India in 1498, and the first circumnavigation of the earth in 1519 by Fernão Magalhães,” who is better known in English as Magellan. A few dozen pages later they declare that “Europeans of the fifteenth century would come to see the circumnavigation of Africa as their best hope for reaching Asia and challenging the Muslims from behind.” Such a conclusion betrays an unwillingness or inability to think of Africa as having any intrinsic interest or value.

Another commonly encountered explanation for the Iberian breakthrough is bound up in crusading, and is centered on the story of Portugal’s 1415 conquest of Moroccan Ceuta, a tiny spit of African land then controlled by the Marinid dynasty, just opposite Gibraltar, near the mouth of the Mediterranean. This theory amounts to a version of empire acquired in “a fit of absence of mind” the famous phrase of the English historian John Robert Seeley, which he used to explain how Britain had come to take over much of the world, as if by serendipity, as opposed to strategic pursuit or self-interest. Applied to Portugal, what this notion means is that the lust for victory over the infidels of Morocco and the plunder and booty that went with it led the Portuguese in a more or less unconscious way into expansionary pursuits both in the Atlantic Ocean and in Africa. These began with Portuguese moves into the Canary Islands in the fourteenth century, and proceeded through the takeovers of Madeira and the Azores, and then gradually down the coast of Africa. In this narrative, the continent is usually given just as cursory a treatment as in the last. It too barely alights on stopovers in Africa before shifting to the Dias breakthrough to the Indian Ocean and the lucre of Asia.

Another traditional story line has long attributed Europe’s rise to global empire to newfound progress in science and technology. According to this school, it was advances in shipbuilding—and, in particular, in the Iberian adoption of the caravel and its lateen sail—that finally made it easy for Europeans to tack against the wind and avoid hugging coastlines in pursuing long-distance sea journeys. This helped them to cast aside fears of not being able to sail back home once they reached the Canary Current. In turn, this permitted European mariners to pursue their route downward along the West African coast, then cross the Atlantic to the Caribbean, and finally, under the captaincy of Pedro Álvares Cabral, accidentally “discover”—or probably better put, locate—Brazil, in 1500. Technologically driven narratives of how Europe discovered rich new territories in the west and forged lucrative new sea routes to the East emphasize how this breakthrough at sea fundamentally relied upon navigational advances, such as the use of more advanced compasses, astrolabes, and sextants, as well as upon much more sophisticated mapmaking, with the emergence of the portolan. These were charts that displayed increasingly accurate navigational bearings and emphasized the disposition of ports, where ships could safely call. Advances like these played an important enabling role, to be sure, but they receive much less emphasis nowadays than they once did. At least in part, this, one might suppose, is because most of the developments cited, including the tacking method of sailing, were the innovations of non-Europeans, and of Arabs in particular. Such a background detracts from the historical determinism of a Western ascendancy based on science and reason that lay at the heart of many traditional accounts of the era.

Despite these objections, there are grains of truth of varying sizes in each of these explanations, as we will see. But neither taken separately nor even in combination do they constitute a truly satisfactory basis for understanding a so-called European breakthrough, lacking as they do a sufficiently powerful central motive. That people have clung to these explanations for so long is surprising, given that a much more compelling primary motivation has been hiding in plain sight all along. It revolves around the singular figure of our recent acquaintance, Mansā Mūsā, and his otherworldly wealth in gold.

An abundance of modern scholarship shows that more than any other cause or explanation it was the sensation stirred by news of Mansā Mūsā’s 1324 sojourn in Cairo and pilgrimage to Mecca, more than any of the more traditional theories, that set the creation of an Atlantic world into motion. One important gauge of the impact of Mūsā’s diplomacy is the speed with which word of it spread. We know, for example, that by the late 1320s historical accounts told of maps already in circulation in Europe that announced the existence of a gold-rich empire called Mali, or “Melly,” situated somewhere deep in the West African interior, south of the Sahara.

Just fourteen years after Mansā Mūsā completed his famous pilgrimage, a surviving 1339 map attributed to Angelino Dulcert described Africa, hitherto either a mapmaker’s blank slate or a projection screen for wild fantasies, with a modicum of accuracy. It has been called the founding document in the so-called Majorcan school of cartography, which played a vital role in launching what would become the Age of Discovery. This map depicts the “the road to the land of the Negroes” and shows a light-skinned “Saracen King” ensconced beyond the Atlas Mountains who is said to rule over “a sandy country” and to possess “an extraordinary abundance of gold mines.” (In this age, “Saracen” was often used in Europe as a generic term for dark-skinned Muslims.)

In 1346, maps fueled dreams of a land of unlimited wealth in gold that was simply awaiting discovery in Africa, and prompted a Genoa-born Majorcan adventurer named Jaume Ferrer to set out amid great fanfare for a southward voyage hugging the West African coastline aboard an “uxer,” an awkward hybrid-powered ship that combined features of a rowed galley and square-rigged sailing vessel. This is the first known European attempt to explore beyond what had long been considered a navigational point of no return, Cape Bojador, located on the coast of modern-day Mauritania.*

Ferrer’s explicit aim was to journey to a spot that had begun to feature widely on fourteenth-century maps of the world, in which Africa suddenly enjoyed pride of place: the Rio do Ouro (River of Gold), postulated in Libro del conosçimiento (The Book of Knowledge), a mid-fourteenth-century book that enjoyed widespread circulation in the courts of Europe. This text, written by an anonymous Spanish Franciscan and presented as a travelogue, freely mixed what is easily identifiable today as pure fancy with nuggets of seemingly well-informed details about Africa.

A few years later, Latin Europe’s interest in prospecting for gold in Africa was further boosted by news of a series of lectures by the famous Berber scholar Ibn Battūtah about his travels in the region known as Sudan, given in Granada, in 1355.

The geographical feature that was then the focus of feverish speculation on these earliest of maps was almost certainly the Senegal River, which was imagined by the Europeans of this age to be a western branch of the Nile. The Senegal, a 1015-mile waterway, cuts southeastward from the coast of the modern-day nation of Senegal to headwaters in the very gold-producing heart, as it happens, of what was then the Mali Empire. Ferrer, about whom sadly little else is known, was never heard from again after setting off for West Africa, and it would be nearly another century before Europeans successfully sailed beyond the forbidden point of Cape Bojador, the locus of the powerful, westward-driving Canary Current that navigators so feared.

Although few other maps of similar scope as early as these survive, they may all be regarded as precursors to what many historians of this form say ranks among the most important and beautiful maps ever made, the so-called Catalan Atlas of 1375, a lavishly hand-drawn and -colored six-panel mapamundi, or map of the known world. Even though this famous product of the Majorcan school contains elements of astrology, myth, and superstition, it is the oldest surviving map from the European Middle Ages that mostly eschews long dominant church dogma in an attempt to establish a scientific geography of the true world. In it, Asia appears as an entire continent for the very first time in European mapmaking, even if the contours of that continent were still both vague and, to our eyes today, obviously speculative.† The most interesting highlight of this extraordinary document, though, is Africa: not only does one find coastal locations identified in great number, both in North and West Africa, as befits a portolan, but there is also a tremendous amount of detail about the interior of the continent, which was exceedingly rare before this map was created.

New maps like these were more than mere practical representations of the world; in this era they became, above all, compendia of new discoveries, eagerly bought up in European capitals and circulated widely. And in this regard, the most interesting feature of the Catalan Atlas is its identification of Mali and its famous king, who is called Musse Melly. The ruler is depicted as unambiguously Black and glowingly described in the following terms: “sovereign of the land of the negroes of Gineva [Ghana]. This king is the richest and noblest of all these lands due to the abundance of gold that is extracted from his lands.”

By the time of the Catalan Atlas, European mapmakers had already spent the middle decades of the fourteenth century busily outdoing one another in embellishing Mansā Mūsā’s imperial legend. The irony here is that in life, as we have seen, the old king of Mali never quite managed to achieve his dream of parity with the most powerful emperors and monarchs of the wide world. Posthumously, though, through the Catalan Atlas, his hopes of recognition and attention were more than realized. In fact, seated atop a throne, as seen on this book’s cover, his crowned and serene likeness is rendered in much the same manner as a European monarch. In one hand, he holds a golden scepter, symbolizing his authority, and in the other, a golden orb, which represents his enormous wealth. The principal novelty is his unambiguous Blackness. Surrounding him, arrayed in every direction, are the great cities of his realm, Timbuktu, Gao, and Mali itself, as well as numerous mosques. Against this backdrop he is depicted as giving audience to a turbaned Tuareg dressed in a jade-green robe who has arrived in Mali from the west astride a camel in order to take part in the lively and lucrative caravan trade for African gold.

The Catalan Atlas did more than alert European royalty to the suspected location of the world’s greatest source of the precious metal. It drove an explosion of a new kind of mapmaking that had the mysteries of African geography as its focus. This, more than dreams of India or technological advances in and of themselves, gave the incentive for ever bolder exploration. In some sense, though, the atlas must have also acted as a key to a puzzle. For one thing, the map’s panels offer guidance to those who might seek to cross the desert to trade in gold, indicating routes through the daunting Sahara Desert used by traders: “Through this place pass the merchants who travel to the land of the negroes of Guinea, which place they call the valley of the Dra’a.”‡ Of even greater relevance is a detail that purports to show the most distant point along the western coast of Africa that the Majorcan Jaume Ferrer reached in his search for the River of Gold, albeit with no further record left to history confirming his return. The atlas seems to situate the terminus of Ferrer’s voyage near Cape Juby, in the extreme south of present-day Morocco, near the border with Western Sahara.

By Ferrer’s time, to be sure, there had already been a long and abiding interest in India among Europeans, but “India,” just like the word “Moor” or “Saracen,” meant profoundly different things in different contexts and was long used, confusingly, as a toponym for both northeastern Africa and points beyond. As for China, meanwhile, at least since the celebrated (and in some of its details fantastical) account of Marco Polo’s travels, published in the thirteenth century, it could no longer be considered a real mystery. In this same era, during the rule of the Mongols, overland travel between Europe and Asia had, in fact, been all but wide open, contributing to a very lively trade along the Silk Road. The history of maritime exploration during the hundred years after the publication of the Catalan Atlas would be dominated not by thoughts of Asia but by the emphatic desire to nail down the source of West Africa’s wealth in gold.

* In 1291, a pair of Genoese brothers, Vandino and Ugoline Vivaldi, had sailed aboard two galleys in search of India, disappearing without a trace. There is no evidence that they got any farther than Cape Nun, on the coast of Morocco.

† Maps that depicted the continents of Asia, Europe, and Africa, along with the oceans and internal continental seas, began appearing in the Islamic world by the tenth century. A prominent example is the map of Ali al-Masudi, who had traveled from Spain to Turkistan; it mentions East African polities, as well as China.

‡ Guinea, or Guiné, had begun to turn up in European maps and documents in the early fourteenth century, as in the 1320 map of the Genoese chartmaker Giovanni da Carignano as a generic name for the entire sub-Saharan realm inhabited by Black peoples in Africa.
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ENTER THE AVIZ

THE EXACT ORIGINS OF the Catalan Atlas itself are still disputed. The document is most commonly attributed to a certain Abraham Cresques, a Jewish man residing in Majorca who is believed to have been from Catalonia or North Africa. Others theorize, however, that the document was the work of a commonly postulated mathematically and scientifically inclined “Jewish school” of mapmaking in Majorca that included Abraham’s son, Jehuda. As sketchy as they are, even details as incomplete as these nonetheless impart to us a world of deeply significant information. Indeed, as frustrating as it is for us today and for our story, there is nothing particular to Africa in this era about the lack of surviving, firsthand written sources about documents like this, or even about events of world-historical importance. Only a single personal letter survives from the famous “navigator,” Prince Henry, for example. What is known about his actions, or imputed about his mind-set, reposes overwhelmingly on a single source, the accounts of a Portuguese royal chronicler and hagiographer, Gomes Eanes de Zurara, who seems to have taken dictation about events from Prince Henry long after they took place.

In the fourteenth century, the island of Majorca, then a possession of the crown of Aragon, was a richly multicultural commercial entrepôt, where the worlds of the European and African Mediterranean came together almost as one. At a time of mounting hostility toward Jews, Aragon treated the people of this faith with a rare relative hospitality. “From 1247, Jaime I encouraged [Jews] to enter his realms ‘for the sake of dwelling and settling in our lands,’” the historian Felipe Fernández-Armesto has written. “They remained welcome in Aragon’s peninsular dominions for most of the next century and a half. They found refuge there from sufferings in outlying parts of the Aragonese world, when they were expelled from Roussillon or Montpelier, for instance, in 1307.” And it was this openness that gradually positioned the Jewish community of Majorca to play the crucial and little-known role of intermediary between two adjacent continents, Africa and Europe. This was due in part to the long-standing commercial traditions of the Jews, and in part to the fact that members of their religion, unlike Christians, were allowed to travel freely and even dwell in Islamic North Africa, often without being required to wear special clothing identifying them by their faith.

Jews had been trading in small numbers in North Africa in this manner since the middle of the thirteenth century; at the same time, Genoa, which was then among Europe’s most outward-looking powers, began to establish commercial outposts both there and in the southern Iberian peninsula. In all probability, already by the end of the fourteenth century, Jews, possibly accompanied by Genoese, had already crossed the Sahara repeatedly, reaching the trading cities of the western Sahel. In the words of a modern-day historian, “Antonio Malfante, a Genoese who travelled to the Tuāt oasis [in modern Algeria] in 1447, refers to the ‘many Jews who lead a good life here, for they are under the protection of the several rulers, each of whom defends his own clients.’” Jews residing in places like these employed letters of credit as they traded southward for gold with Muslim participants in the trans-Saharan caravan commerce, often exchanging clothing woven by their coreligionists of the Maghreb for gold supplied by West African empires like Ghana, and later Mali. Such mechanisms formed part of what the historian of the Sahara Ghislaine Lydon has called the “paper economy of faith” that first Jewish and then Muslim merchants had set up in commercial networks that spanned the great desert beginning centuries earlier.

[image: image]

BY THE TWELFTH CENTURY ALREADY, visions of African gold had led the Genoese to also establish trading enclaves, then known as “factories,” on Ceuta, with Muslim consent. This small Moroccan peninsula projecting into the Mediterranean faced Islamic-ruled Iberia to the north and Muslim North Africa to the south, and was an important northern terminus of the lucrative caravan trade in African gold. It was against a backdrop of growing knowledge of the sources of African wealth (whether furnished through expanding Muslim and Jewish trading networks, or through increasing European proficiency in mapmaking and navigation) that the early history of Portugal and of its precocious search for overseas empire would play out. The starting point for this expansion can be plausibly dated to the Battle of Aljubarrota, in 1385, when the armies of an illegitimate prince, João I, routed the forces of Castile amid a contest over disputed succession and established the throne of a new imperial line, the Aviz dynasty.

Separated by just ten years, the production of the Catalan Atlas (1375)—with its details about the rich, worldly realm of Mansā Mūsā (albeit by then already dead, circa 1335)—and the establishment of Aviz rule over Portugal arrived at a critical transitional moment in European history. The second half of the fourteenth century would be profoundly marked by two grand phenomena, one of them widely recognized and the other much less so. The first of these was the Black Death, which peaked in Europe during the middle years of the century, killing between one-third and three-fifths of the western European population. This medieval pandemic resulted in dire labor shortages, which almost certainly fueled interest in Italy and Iberia in acquiring African slaves. Then, shortly before the century’s close came a dramatic balance of payments crisis as output from Europe’s silver mines, possibly due to those labor shortages, and supplies of Sahelian gold simultaneously declined. Disruption in these gold supplies has been linked to political instability in the western Sudan amid succession crises in Mali.

Periodic balance of payments crises involving trade via the Levant with the East had been a destabilizing factor in Europe from antiquity. This was because Europe, as an economically marginal part of the slowly emerging world economy, had few manufactured products to offer richer trade centers in China, the Indian subcontinent, and Southeast Asia in exchange for such highly prized luxury goods as silks, fine cottons, and spices. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, chronic shortage of specie was so serious as to even render religious pilgrimage, itself a tremendous drain on reserves of precious metals, prohibitive.

As the great French historian Fernand Braudel wrote, since the rise of the Sahelian Ghana Empire in the early High Middle Ages, gold sourced in Africa had been Europe’s providential solution to these vexing problems: “Since the thirteenth century, the Maghreb evidently played the role of the gold mine without which commerce in the Mediterranean and in the rich and powerful Levant would have ground to a halt, or at least been jeopardized.”

Between the 1340s and 1370s, during the heyday of the Mali Empire, vast quantities of African gold poured into European coffers; from four hundred to eight hundred kilograms of Sudanese gold, mostly in the form of dust, were registered annually by Genoa alone. As Mali declined in the waning years of the fourteenth century and during the first decade of the fifteenth, however, mints across Europe experienced acute shortages of gold, with some of them, such as Flanders, which halted production from 1402 to 1410, forced to suspend their operations or shut down altogether. Gold coinage in England cratered in this era, from an annual average of £56,064 during the 1360s to a yearly average of £4,715 in the decade from 1401 to 1410. This led to a severe contraction in liquidity and the reversion with a vengeance to a more primitive economic system based on barter. By midcentury, Pope Pius II summed up the general sentiment of the day with regard to the shortage of specie in Europe saying, “The problem of money predominates, and without it, as they commonly say, nothing can be done aright.” For Europeans, of course, “money-changers” often meant Jews, and this gold crisis became an important factor in the wave of ferocious riots and pogroms against Jewish adherents that swept many parts of Europe during this era.

The establishment of the Aviz dynasty and Portugal’s early quest for overseas empire in Africa must be seen in this light in order for it to be properly understood. A peace with Castile, Portugal’s larger and richer neighbor, would not be signed until 1411. The intervening years of back-and-forth conflict across the border left Portugal, a poor, scarcely urbanized land to begin with, thoroughly depleted economically and in urgent need of new sources of revenue.

The country’s population, numbering barely a million, lived in a state of generalized subsistence and social immobility, with most of João’s subjects barely getting by via barter and never straying far from their rural homes. Beyond the salt of Setubal, wine, and dried fish, Portugal had few products worthy of trade. And the new crown desperately needed to find the wherewithal to ensure its continued survival, especially against the persistently covetous designs of Castile.

After many years of upheaval and conflict on the Iberian peninsula, others might have judged that what was most needed at this time was a period of peace to establish a stronger footing for Portugal’s new rulers, but the Aviz clan had different notions. After winning power in what was essentially a coup backed by an armed uprising, João saw his task as having to hurriedly construct a new elite virtually from scratch. To accomplish this, he enthusiastically embraced the violent ethos of an era of crusading and chivalry. As he pursued this approach, João leaned heavily upon his own six sons, including the most famous of them, Henry, born in 1394. Portugal was too small and poor to fulfill the ordinary aspirations to wealth of a royal clan like this based on its own land and resources, and for this reason, Henry, the third born, with no realistic hope of ever inheriting the crown, trained his gaze outside of the immediate realm, posthumously earning him the title the Navigator.

In the early fifteenth century, at Prince Henry’s nearly constant prodding, the Aviz would adopt the famous watchword of Pope Urban II at the Council of Clermont four hundred years earlier and apply it with a vengeance to lands that lay both outside of Europe and the traditional crusading grounds of the Near East. Urban had urged southern Europeans to venture out beyond their own lands, which were surrounded by mountains and “shut in by the sea.” Wariness about challenging Castile on Iberian soil and Europe’s loss of initiative in crusading in the Levant both pointed the Portuguese toward overseas conquest. And as we have seen, conquest initially came to mean Ceuta. Hitherto little known to the Portuguese, this projection of land at the mouth of the Mediterranean became an attractive target due to a strong confluence of both interests and circumstances. As targets go, it had the merit of being modest in size and close by, situated only 160 miles from the Portuguese coast. With Castile pushing into the Canary Islands, Portugal seems to have feared being left behind by its biggest Iberian rival in the very opening phase of the struggle for overseas empire, and Ceuta offered the prospect of a conquest of its own.

The Portuguese had other objectives still, such as currying favor with the all-powerful Catholic Church by waging war against infidels. But at a time of dire, Europe-wide thirst for gold, it was probably the prospect of gaining access to African sources of the metal by seizing the terminal point of the rich trans-Saharan trade that ranked highest of all among the Portuguese priorities.

Word of the Portuguese capture of Ceuta, which was won in the space of a mere thirteen hours by a large assault fleet on August 21, 1415, reverberated thunderously throughout Christian Europe, announcing that Lisbon was an important new power to be reckoned with. Prince Henry, then all of twenty-one, did not direct the assault, but nonetheless played a leading role, charging out in front of the invading troops early in the attack at some personal risk, and thus providing vivid material that would be used as the foundation for an expanding personal legend of chivalry.

The Portuguese soon discovered to their dismay, however, that control of Ceuta alone did little to ensure mastery of the trade in African gold. The North African terminus of the trans-Saharan commerce in gold remained in Muslim hands, shifting fifty kilometers westward; Tangier, the new terminus, was a much more daunting military target than Ceuta, as Lisbon would later learn at great expense. In the meantime, merely holding Ceuta would require garrisoning troops there and building costly fortifications.

In wholly unanticipated ways, though, for Portugal the exigencies involved in retaining control over Ceuta turned that small territory into an important site of early experimentation in both colonization and empire building.
OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg
Faro &Seville , Granada
edit®

Madeira
Islands
<.

WOl
A
Mariakech R asijimassa

~
~r

Sahara Desert

Ghana

Rus 0
Cape Verde o 5
Mali
sands , oo Ennice]

I~— Ri
A Cities

-~~-> Winds

|—> Ocean Current ) . §
Mali Empire Sao Jorge da Mina
Songhai Empire
Erri Gulf of Guinea

ld Fields






OEBPS/images/cline.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0viii-01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title



		Contents



		Introduction



		Part I: The “Discovery” of Africa



		1. The Crackling Surface



		2. Black King, Golden Scepter



		3. Rethinking Exploration



		4. Enter the Aviz



		5. Islands in the Offing



		6. The African Main









		Part II: The Essential Pivot



		7. The Mine



		8. Asia Suspended



		9. Wealth in People Versus Wealth in Things



		10. Circuits Old and New



		11. Unto the End of the World



		12. Pathways of Resistance



		13. Becoming Creole









		Part III: The Scramble for Africans



		14. For a Few Acres of Snow



		15. Fighting for Africans



		16. Endless Death in Lands with No End



		17. The Perpetual Oven



		18. The Cockpit of Europe



		19. Dung for Every Hole



		20. Capitalism’s Big Jolt



		21. Masters of Slaves, Masters of the Sea









		Part IV: The Wages of the Python God



		22. Shatter Zones



		23. Negros Seguros



		24. The Slave Rush



		25. Bargains Sharp and Sinful



		26. The Spread of the West African Slave Trade



		27. The Wages of Resistance



		28. Seized by the Spirit



		29. Dark Hearts



		30. War for the Black Atlantic



		31. People Scattered, a Continent Drained









		Part V: The Black Atlantic and a World Made New



		32. The Scent of Freedom



		33. The Black Jacobins



		34. Gilded Negroes



		35. Blues and the American Truth



		36. The Gifts of Black Folk



		37. How the West Was Made and “Won”



		38. Toward a New Vision of Our Origins









		Afterword



		Illustrations Insert



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Index



		Also by Howard W. French



		About the Author



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Contents











Page List





		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781631495830_fc.jpg
“Searing, humbling and essential reading.”
—NIGEL CLIFF, New York Times Book Review

Born in
Blackness

AFRICA, AFRICANS,
and the MAKING of the

MODERN WORLD,
1471 to the SECOND WORLD WAR






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
A
LIVERIGHT PUBLISHING CORPORATION

A Division of W. W. Norton & Company
Independent Publishers Since 1923





OEBPS/images/com-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/com-1.jpg





