Ghana: A West African Trading Empire
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The kingdom of Ghana lasted from sometime before 500 C.E. until its final collapse in the 1200s.  It arose in the semidry Sahel and eventually spread over the valley between the Senegal and the Niger Rivers.  To the south was forest.  To the north lay the Sahara Desert.  Today this region is part of the nation of Mauritania and Mali.  (The modern country of Ghana takes its name from the old kingdom, but it is located far to the south.)


The earliest writings about the kingdom of Ghana come from Arab scholars.  These scholars recorded information they had gathered from travelers to Ghana.  By the time they began writing about Ghana in the ninth century, it was already a flourishing empire.



The King and His Government-- Ghana was ruled by a powerful king.  The king was the head of the army and had the final say in matters of justice.  He also led the people in religious worship.


Ghana’s king acquired great wealth through control of the gold trade.  Gold was especially plentiful in areas to the south of Ghana…Ghana collected taxes on gold that passed through the kingdom.


To preserve his wealth, the king tightly controlled the supply of gold.  All of the gold nuggets, or chunks, found in the kingdom had to be given to the king.  Other people could have only gold dust.  One of the king’s gold nuggets is said to have weighed almost 40 pounds.  According to legend, another was large enough to be used as a hitching post for his horse.


A large group of officials were paid from the kingdom’s wealth to help the king govern.  These officials were probably in charge of different parts of Ghana’s society, such as the armed forces, industry, taxes, and foreigners.  The king appointed governors to rule some parts of his empire, such as the capital city and some conquered areas.


When the king died, his son did not inherit the throne.  The royal inheritance was matrilineal, which means that it was traced through the women’s bloodlines rather than men’s.  In Ghana, the son of the king’s sister took over the throne.


Trade: The Source of Ghana’s Wealth-- Ghana was located between two areas that wanted to trade—North Africa and the southern forests of West Africa.  Traders from the north crossed the Sahara with salt, copper, and cowrie shells (the shells were used as money).  They traded these and other goods for kola nuts, hides, leather goods, ivory, slaves, and gold from the southern forests.  Then they returned to North Africa, bringing the goods from the south to merchants there.


Ghana’s location allowed it to control this trans-Saharan trade.  Traders going to and from the south had to pass through Ghana.  Each time, they paid heavy taxes on their goods.  These taxes helped make Ghana rich.


The History of Trans-Saharan Trade-- Trans-Saharan trade has a long history.  Archeologists have found evidence that North Africans brought back gold from the south forests as long ago as 400 to 500 B.C.E.  Travel across the Sahara, however, was very difficult.


Centuries later, two factors spurred the growth of trans-Saharan trade.  The first was the introduction of the camel to the Sahara.  The second was the spread of Islam.


The Gold/Salt Trade-- Many items were traded between North Africa and the southern forests, but the two that were most in demand were gold and salt.  The North Africans wanted gold, which came from the forest region south of Ghana.  The people in the forests wanted salt, which came from the Sahara.  Ghana made most of its money from the taxes it charged on the gold-salt trade that passed through its lands. (map ref. p. 135-vegetation zones)

In an area known as Wangara, gold was plentiful.  Wangara was located near the forests south of Ghana, but no one except the people of Wangara knew exactly where.  The Wangarans kept the locations of the gold mines secret. According to ancient stories, merchants occasionally captured a gold miner and tried to force him to reveal the location of Wangara.  The miners would give up their lives rather than reveal the secret.

To West Africans, salt was more precious than gold.  Their culture had little use for gold, except as an item for trade.  But they craved salt, and for good reason.  Salt is an important part of a person’s diet.  When people and animals perspire (sweat), they lose salt in their perspiration. People who live in areas with hot climates, like West Africa, perspire a lot and must replace the salt they lost.  West Africans also needed salt to keep their food from spoiling and to give to their cattle.  




The Exchange of Goods-- When caravans entered Ghana, they brought their goods to the great marketplace in the capital city of Kumbi.  From there, they headed to the southern forests to trade with the Wangarans.


Kumbi had the busiest market in the West Africa.  Many local craftspeople sold their goods there.  Ironsmiths sold weapons and tools.  Goldsmiths and coppersmiths sold jewelry.  Weavers sold cloth, and robes from Morocco.  People could also buy cattle, sheep, honey, wheat, raisins, dried fruit, ivory, pearls, and slaves.  All goods, including slaves, were paid for with gold dust.


Kumbi had one of the largest slave markets in West Africa.  The slaves came from the southern border of Ghana.  They were captured by raiders and brought to Kumbi to be sold.  Many were bought by Arab merchants, who took them across the Sahara and sold them to North Africans or Europeans.


The Decline of Ghana and the Rise of Mali-- Ghana’s empire reached its height around 1000 C.E.  War and the loss of natural resources lead to its downfall.


In the second half of the 11th century, Muslim warriors called Almoravids began attacking Ghana’s empire.  In 1076, they captured the capital city of Kumbi.  Ghana’s king regained power in 1087, but the old empire had broken apart.


The loss of natural resources further weakened Ghana.  A growing population had put great stress on the scarce resources like trees and water.  Trees were cut down to provide charcoal for iron-smelting furnaces.  Water became so scarce that farmers could no longer grow crops.  People were forced to leave in search of better conditions.  The empire came to an end in 1203 when a rival kingdom took over Kumbi.


The disappearance of Ghana opened the way to the rise of a new power, Mali. Around 1240, a group of West Africans called the Mande conquered Kumbi.  Their homeland of Mali was south of Kumbi, closer to the Niger River.  The Mande built an empire that reached from the Atlantic Ocean to beyond the Niger River, and from the southern forest to the salt and copper mines of the Sahara.
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