
Lesson #3 – notes  

Ghana, Mali, and Songhai Kingdoms 
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Background info: 

Kush: 1000 BCE – 150 CE. Located between Egypt and Nubia. First a farming economy, and 

then trading state (iron products, ivory, gold, ebony, slaves). Provided iron to Roman Empire, 

Arabia, India. 

Rise of a new power: Axum. 150 CE. Founded by colony of Arabs. Located along the Red Sea. 

Trade Route between India and Mediterranean. Exported ivory, frankincense, myrrh, and slaves.  

4th century, King Ezana conquers the Kush & ivory trade.  330 Ezana converts to Christianity 

and makes it the official religion of Axum.  

 Islam begins to spread to Africa. 641, Arabs take control of Egypt.   

Western Africa: 

Ghana: 

 Trading state in West Africa, emerged as early as 500 AD. 

 Abundance of iron ore = tools and weapons 

 Also had an abundance of gold. Had control of one of the richest gold-producing areas in 

all of Africa.  

 Trade exports: ivory, ostrich feathers, hides, and slaves. 

 Imports included metal goods, textiles, horses, and salt. Salt was highly desired for food 

and health. Ghanaians would trade their gold for it. 



 Berbers, nomads who traveled by camel caravans, carried trade across the desert. Camels 

were crucial for desert trade. Caravans typically took 40-60 to reach destination.  

 Kings and trading merchants in Ghana prospered.  

 Weakened by wars, Ghana collapsed during the 1100s. 

 

Mali: 

 Established in the mid-thirteenth century by Sundiata Keita. Defeated the Ghanaians and 

captured their capital in 1240. United the people of Mali. 

 Built wealth and power on the gold and salt trade. Timbuktu was a large and famous 

trading city.  

 Mansa Musa (1312-1337) expanded the kingdom twice its size. Strong central 

government with provinces rule by governors.  

 Once establishing a secure rule, Mansa Musa made the pilgrimage to Mecca as a Muslim. 

Was accompanied by servants and soldiers, camels carrying gold and other supplies. 

Spread his wealth with gifts and purchases, which caused the value of gold to fall.  

 Mansa Musa encouraged mosque-building and the study of the Quran. Imported scholars 

and books. 

 He was the last powerful ruler of Mali. 1359, a civil war divided Mali.  

Songhai:  

 1009 a ruler called Kossi converted to Islam and established the first Songhai state, the 

Dia dynasty.  

 Benefitted from Muslim trade routes linking Arabia, North Africa, and West Africa. Gao 

is the chief trade center.  

 1464 Sunni Ali establishes the Sunni dynasty. Conquests lead to the gain of Timbuktu 

and Jenne, giving Songhai the control of the gold/salt trade.  

 Reached its height during the reign of Muhammad Ture. Overthrew son of Sunni Ali and 

established the new Askia dynasty.  

 Continue to expand the Empire, divided it into provinces.  

 Period of slow decline after Ture’s reign. Near the end of the 16th century sultan of 

Morocco occupied much of Songhai. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Eastern/Southern Africa: 
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 Bantu people migrated into eastern Africa, established small farming communities. 

Movements were based on subsistence farming (grains, yams, melons, beans). 

 Indian Ocean was abundant in trade. Eastern Africa formed trading ports such as 

Mogadishu, Mombasa, Kilwa. 

 Kilwa had two extravagant structures: Great Mosque of Kilwa and the Husuni Kubwa 

palace. Kilwa began to decline and was sacked in 1505 by the Portuguese.  

 Swahili (culture and language) emerges in Eastern Africa.  

 

 Stateless societies 

 Grassland regions south of Zambezi River: economy of farming, cattle herding, and trade 

developed over many centuries.  

 In the 11th centuries, independent villages eventually began to consolidate.  

 1300-1450 Zimbabwe was the wealthiest and most powerful state. Prospered from gold 

trade. Great Zimbabwe was the capital.  

 By the mid-15th century. Great Zimbabwe was abandoned likely due to damaged land.  

 


