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TWO AMERICAS
A LIVING HISTORY OF PERSECUTION AND CONTRIBUTION

PROLOGUE · CONTRIBUTION · ENTRY C-4 · 1235 CE – 1610 CE

Mansa Musa & the Mali Empire
The Wealthiest Man Who Ever Lived

In 1324 CE, a West African emperor passed through Cairo on his way to Mecca. He

distributed gold so freely that the gold price in Cairo did not recover for twelve years.

A European king's cartographer drew him fifty years later — in gold leaf — as the

wealthiest man in the world.

His civilization had a constitution that prohibited slavery two centuries before Europe

consistently enforced its own founding documents.

Prologue Contribution Entry · 1235 CE – 1610 CE · Sacred & Political (Dual Lens)

Pairs with C-5 Timbuktu · C-6 Songhai · P-2 The Hamitic Hypothesis
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I.

SUNDIATA KEITA AND THE CONSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATION

The Kouroukan Fouga · 1235 CE · A Constitution That Prohibited
Slavery
The Mali Empire began with Sundiata Keita, whose story is preserved in one of the great oral epic

traditions of the world — the Sundiata Epic, performed by griots across West Africa from the thirteenth

century to the present. The griot tradition is primary source material of the highest order: a professional

class of oral historians who preserved and transmitted the records of the state with a precision and craft

that European scholarship spent centuries refusing to treat as legitimate evidence. It is legitimate. It is, in

many cases, more reliable than European court records of the same period.

Sundiata Keita defeated the Sosso king Soumaoro Kanté at the Battle of Kirina in approximately 1235 CE and

convened the Gbara — the great assembly — at Kurukan Fuga. The Kouroukan Fouga proclaimed there established

governance provisions that anticipate the principles of modern democratic governance by several centuries: division

of political authority between the emperor and the assembly, protections for women and foreigners, environmental

protections prohibiting the destruction of certain lands and trees, and — critically — an explicit prohibition against

the enslavement of free persons.4

Kouroukan Fouga vs. Magna Carta — The Comparison That Matters

Document Kouroukan Fouga · Mali · c. 1235 CE Magna Carta · England · 1215 CE

Origin Proclaimed by popular assembly (the Gbara)
following military unification

Extracted from King John under baronial
military duress

Scope Protections for all social classes including
women, foreigners, and artisans

Protections primarily for nobility and the Church

Slavery Explicit prohibition on the enslavement of free
persons

No prohibition. English serfdom continues.

Environment Environmental protections — certain trees and
lands explicitly protected

No environmental provisions

Enforcement Upheld by the Gbara assembly and griot tradition
across the Empire

Routinely violated by the Crown in the 13th
century

International
Recognition

UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage
inscription, 2009

Foundational to English common law tradition
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The point is not which document came first. The point is that one of them prohibited slavery and

one of them did not. The one that prohibited slavery was African.

II.

THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE EMPIRE

400,000 Square Miles · Half the World's Gold · The Trans-Saharan
Network
The Mali Empire at its peak encompassed an area approximately the size of Western Europe. It controlled the

trans-Saharan trade routes that connected the gold and salt of West Africa to the Mediterranean world, the Middle

East, and beyond. The two great commodities that funded Mali's wealth were gold — from the Bambuk and Bure

goldfields of the upper Senegal and Niger rivers — and salt — from the mines of Taghaza in the Sahara, where salt

traded at the same value as gold in the markets of the Niger bend.

The Wolof and Mande peoples whose agricultural knowledge — particularly rice cultivation and indigo production

— was embedded in the Mali Empire's economy were later specifically targeted by the Atlantic slave trade. Their

knowledge traveled with them to South Carolina and North Carolina's coastal lowlands, where planters paid

premium prices for enslaved Africans from the "Rice Coast" because they understood the agricultural technology

those people carried. The wealth of the American plantation economy was, in part, built on the appropriated

knowledge of the civilization documented in this entry.11
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III.

THE HAJJ OF 1324

Cairo · Mecca · The Gold That Crashed a Currency
Mansa Musa I ascended the throne of Mali in approximately 1312 CE. By the 1320s he governed an

empire of an estimated 400,000 square miles, controlling more than half the world's supply of gold and

salt. In 1324 CE he undertook the hajj — the pilgrimage to Mecca required of all Muslims of means —

and the passage of his caravan through the Islamic world constitutes one of the most thoroughly

documented events of the medieval period.

The caravan comprised approximately 60,000 persons and 80 camels each carrying between 50 and 300 pounds of

gold. The Syrian historian al-Umari, who arrived in Cairo approximately twelve years after Mansa Musa's passage

and interviewed Egyptian officials who had been present, recorded that the value of gold in Cairo had not recovered.

The mithqal of gold, which had traded above 25 silver dirhams before Musa's arrival, was still trading well below

that value a decade after his departure.1

A single man's charitable giving on a single journey altered the currency markets of the largest

city in the medieval world for twelve years.

In Cairo, Musa refused to prostrate himself before the Mamluk sultan Al-Nasir Muhammad — a refusal he held to

on the principle that he bowed to no authority but God. In Mecca, he recruited the Andalusian poet and architect

Abu Ishaq al-Sahili, whom he compensated handsomely and brought back to Mali to design mosques and royal

buildings. The Djinguereber Mosque in Timbuktu — which still stands today and is a UNESCO World Heritage Site

— was designed by al-Sahili on Mansa Musa's commission.

The Hajj of 1324 — Documented Sources

Source Account Primary or
Secondary

al-Umari · Syria · c.
1337 CE

Interviews Egyptian officials who witnessed Musa's
passage. Documents the 12-year depression of Cairo
gold prices. Most detailed primary account.

Primary · Arabic
Chronicle

Ibn Khaldun · North
Africa · 14th c.

Documents Mali's wealth and Musa's reign in his
historical survey.

Primary · Arabic
History

Ibn Battuta · Morocco ·
c. 1352

Travels to Mali in 1352 CE and describes the empire at
its mature height. Documents court protocol, justice
system, and prosperity.

Primary · Arabic
Travel Record
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Source Account Primary or
Secondary

Catalan Atlas · Spain ·
1375 CE

European cartographer Abraham Cresques depicts Musa
in gold leaf as "the richest and most noble lord in all this
region" — 50 years after his death.

Primary · European
Cartographic
Record

IV.

THE CATALAN ATLAS — THE EUROPEAN RECORD

1375 CE · A European King's Cartographer Draws an African
Emperor as the World's Wealthiest Man
In 1375 CE, the cartographer Abraham Cresques completed the Catalan Atlas for the king of Aragon — the most

sophisticated work of European medieval cartography. On the panel depicting West Africa, Mansa Musa sits on a

throne, crowned and sceptered, holding a gold nugget the size of his fist, rendered in gold leaf on vellum. The Latin

caption reads: This king is the richest and most noble lord in all this region on account of the abundance of gold

which is gathered in his land. Cresques drew him as the largest and most prominent figure on the West African

panel — more prominent than any European ruler depicted in the atlas.5

The Catalan Atlas is held today in the Bibliothèque nationale de France. Its digitized images are publicly available at

gallica.bnf.fr. Any person with an internet connection can look at a European king's cartographer depicting an

African emperor as the wealthiest man in the world — in gold leaf, on the most sophisticated map of the medieval

period — fifty years after Musa's death.

This is the record that five centuries of colonial scholarship required to be buried. It was not

buried deeply enough.

V.

THE DECLINE AND WHAT IT CANNOT ERASE

375 Years · The Agricultural Knowledge That Crossed the Atlantic
The Mali Empire declined across the fifteenth century under the pressure of Songhai expansion from the east and

Tuareg raids from the north. By the early sixteenth century, the Songhai Empire had absorbed Mali's core territories.

The last documented Mali ruler appears in sources around 1610. The empire lasted approximately 375 years —

longer than the United States has existed from independence to the present.

The decline of an empire does not retroactively diminish what it built. The record is the record. The wealth was real.

The civilization was real. The constitutional governance was real. What came after 1452 was the project of taking all

of it and then denying it ever existed.

The Wolof and Mande peoples of the Mali Empire carried their agricultural knowledge — rice, indigo, sorghum —

across the Atlantic in chains. American planters paid more for them specifically because of it. The plantation
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economy of North Carolina was built, in documented and peer-reviewed part, on the knowledge of a civilization

whose wealthiest ruler crashed the Cairo gold market for twelve years by being generous on his way to Mecca.
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VI.

NORTH CAROLINA LOCAL LENS

Cape Fear Basin · The Rice Coast Knowledge Transfer · Wolof &
Mande in NC
The Wolof and Mande agricultural knowledge embedded in the Mali Empire traveled directly to North Carolina.
The coastal lowlands of North Carolina — the Cape Fear basin and the lower Neuse and Pamlico regions — were
cultivated using rice and indigo techniques brought by enslaved Africans specifically from the Senegambia region,
the heartland of Mali's Wolof and Mande population base. Planters paid premium prices at auction for enslaved
Africans from the "Rice Coast" because they understood that those people carried agricultural knowledge that could
not be replaced.10, 11

Connection Documentation

Rice Coast targeting ·
NC colonial planters

Colonial NC planters specifically sought enslaved Africans from Senegambia (present-day
Senegal, Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Sierra Leone) — the Mali Empire heartland — for their rice
and indigo cultivation knowledge. NC coastal lowland agriculture depended on this targeted
knowledge transfer.

Black Rice
scholarship · Judith
Carney

Carney's Black Rice (Harvard, 2001) is the peer-reviewed authority documenting the
Mande/Wolof rice knowledge transfer to American plantation agriculture, including North
Carolina. This is a direct, documented causal line from the Mali Empire civilization to NC
colonial economy.

Indigo cultivation · NC Indigo cultivation — a West African specialty brought by enslaved Wolof and Mande people
— was practiced in the Cape Fear lowlands through the colonial and antebellum periods. The
knowledge base was African; the profit was extracted by the planter class.

Cape Fear basin ·
pre-plantation

The Cape Fear basin, including present-day Cumberland County, was the gateway through
which enslaved Rice Coast Africans entered the NC interior. Fayetteville's position on the
Cape Fear made it a distribution point for enslaved people whose knowledge funded colonial
NC agriculture.

FSU & NC Pedia
documentation

Fayetteville State University's Chesnutt Library and the NC State Library's NC Pedia hold
colonial agricultural records documenting the "Rice Coast" designation and the premium
pricing of enslaved Senegambian Africans in NC colonial markets.
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P-2 Persecution · The Hamitic Hypothesis — How European Scholarship Erased Africa · Prologue · Direct Pair

C-5 Contribution · Timbuktu: The Library That Predated Oxford · Prologue · See Also

C-6 Contribution · Songhai: Africa's Largest Empire · Prologue · See Also

C-1 Contribution · The Cradle: Where Humanity Began · Prologue · Foundational Entry

C-4 is the centrepiece of the West African empire sequence — Mali (C-4), Timbuktu (C-5), and Songhai (C-6) — which together

constitute the "everything you were not taught" chapter of the Prologue. The Kouroukan Fouga comparison table, the Hajj
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source documentation table, and the Catalan Atlas citation are the three elements most likely to be cited by readers and

researchers. The Judith Carney Black Rice connection is the most direct documented link from this entry to North Carolina

specifically.
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