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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Explain who Mansa Musa was and how the empire of Mali grew rich on gold and the trans-Saharan trade.
2. Describe Mansa Musa's 1324 Hajj to Mecca - the religious duty behind it and the scale of the caravan across the Sahara to Cairo - and judge the famous numbers as later estimates.
3. Explain how the gold Mansa Musa spent and gave away in Cairo flooded the market and made gold cheap for years (inflation).
4. Analyze a primary source - al-Umari's account of the gold in Cairo (via Dubois, 1896) - and judge it as a near-contemporary but secondhand account, and explain how the Hajj put West Africa on the 1375 Catalan Atlas.

SECTION 1
The Empire of Mali
Richer Than Ghana
The West African empire that rose after Ghana in the western Sahel and grew even richer from gold and the trans-Saharan trade was the empire of Mali.
TIMBUKTU is the Mali city of trade and Islamic learning that grew world-famous under Mali (and later Songhai), not under Ghana; that city is Timbuktu.
 
SECTION 2
Mansa Musa, King of Mali
One of History's Richest
The devoutly Muslim ruler of Mali who made the famous 1324 pilgrimage to Mecca - and, through his control of gold, one of the richest people in history - was Mansa Musa.
Mansa Musa was a devout Muslim; his faith led him to make the Hajj, and he built mosques and supported Islamic learning at home.
 
SECTION 3
The Hajj: The Pilgrimage to Mecca
A Duty of Faith
The Hajj is the pilgrimage to Mecca that every able Muslim tries to make at least once; Mansa Musa made his in 1324.
The holy city in Arabia that is the destination of the Hajj pilgrimage is Mecca.
 
SECTION 4
The Great Caravan of 1324
A Caravan Loaded With Gold
A CARAVAN is a great train of people, camels, and goods traveling the desert together; Mansa Musa crossed the Sahara with an enormous caravan loaded with gold.
The famous huge caravan numbers come from LATER writers and may be exaggerated, so historians treat them as estimates rather than exact counts.
 
SECTION 5
Across the Sahara to Cairo
Crossing the Desert to Cairo
The caravan crossed the vast Sahara Desert by camel, following the trans-Saharan routes north and east toward Egypt.
On the way to Mecca, the caravan stopped in the great Egyptian city of Cairo, one of the largest in the Islamic world - where the story of the gold really begins.
 
SECTION 6
Gold in Cairo
A Flood of Gold
In Cairo, Mansa Musa gave away gold to officials, merchants, and the poor, and his followers spent enormous amounts of gold in the markets.
So much gold poured into Cairo from the caravan in just a few weeks that it flooded the whole city's markets.
 
SECTION 7
The Cairo Gold Crash
When Gold Became Cheap
Because so much gold flooded Cairo, gold became less scarce, so the value of gold fell and prices rose.
A general rise in prices caused when money (here, gold) becomes less scarce is called inflation; in Cairo, gold stayed cheap for about twelve years.
 
SECTION 8
al-Umari: Our Main Source
Near-Contemporary but Secondhand
Our fullest account of the gold in Cairo comes from al-Umari, an Arab historian who lived and worked in Cairo in the 1300s.
al-Umari recorded the story about twelve years after the visit, from people in Cairo who remembered it - so his account is near-contemporary but secondhand.
 
SECTION 9
Mali on the Map of the World
Drawn on a European Map
News of Mansa Musa's gold spread so far that in 1375 European mapmakers drew him holding gold on the Catalan Atlas - a sign the Hajj had put West Africa's wealth on European maps.
The Catalan Atlas was made in the year 1375, about fifty years after Mansa Musa's pilgrimage.
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