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Merchants met in trading cities, where they exchanged goods under the watch-
ful eye of the king’s tax collector. In addition to taxing trade, royal officials made
sure that all traders weighed goods fairly and did business according to law. Royal
guards also provided protection from bandits.

Land of Gold By the year 800, Ghana had become an empire. Because Ghana’s
king controlled trade and commanded a large army, he could demand taxes and
gifts from the chiefs of surrounding lands. As long as the chiefs made their pay-
ments, the king left them in peace to rule their own people.

In his royal palace, the king stored gold nuggets and slabs of salt (collected as
taxes). Only the king had the right to own gold nuggets, although gold dust freely
circulated in the marketplace. By this means, the king limited the supply of gold
and kept its price from falling. Ghana’s African ruler acted as a religious leader,
chief judge, and military commander. He headed a large bureaucracy and could
call up a huge army. In 1067, a Muslim geographer and scholar named al-Bakri
wrote a description of Ghana’s royal court:

P R I M A R Y  S O U R C E
The king adorns himself . . . wearing necklaces and bracelets. . . . The court of appeal is
held in a domed pavilion around which stand ten horses with gold embroidered
trappings. Behind the king stand ten pages holding shields and swords decorated with
gold, and on his right are the sons of the subordinate [lower] kings of his country, all
wearing splendid garments and with their hair mixed with gold.

AL-BAKRI, quoted in Africa in the Days of Exploration
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West African Empires, 1000–1500

GEOGRAPHY SKILLBUILDER: Interpreting Maps 
1. Region Compare the regions occupied by the Ghana, Mali, and Songhai empires in terms

of size and location.
2. Human-Environment Interaction How did the environment both contribute resources to

and cause problems for traders?


