Activity 8.0
Ahmed’s Letter, Year 1324 ce
Dear Mother,

Today I met a man, a rock salt trader, just like father, who is leaving Timbuktu in the morning for our village. I am hoping that he will bring this letter to you so you will not worry about me. Even though you believe that 10 years old is too young to travel with father, my first trip across the great desert has been very exciting. I am enjoying myself and working hard tending to the camels when we stop for a rest, or to make camp for the night. I believe father is very proud of me.  

After days of travelling south, our caravan of 12 camels and riders has now swelled to 40. Other traders on their way to Timbuktu have joined us. Some were running out of water or were uncertain of the route there. Others are on their way to see the emperor of Mali. It is rumoured that he is visiting Timbuktu with his large caravan of soldiers, servants, and 600 kilograms of gold as he makes his pilgrimage to Mecca. Most of the traders have joined us for protection, believing that there is safety in numbers. Armed bandits from other regions continue to patrol the desert.  

The desert was very hot and I was thirsty a lot of the time. I kept my face covered to protect it from the hot sun and dust storms. My feet are sore as I did more walking than I probably should have. My camel is a very unco-operative animal. He is slow and stubborn. He hit, kicked, and spat on me when I disturbed him. The camel’s two-toed feet kept him from sinking in the sand, but the legs on one side of his body moved forward at the same time, making it very uncomfortable for me to stay seated on his hump. Father said it was okay to walk beside my camel, as long as I didn’t get too tired or slow the caravan down.  Somehow, my camel hurt his right front foot and has been walking with a limp during the last few kilometres of our journey toward Timbuktu.

It was late in the afternoon when we left the desert and began to follow the long, dusty road leading into the city. I was pleased as the sand quickly gave way to grass, shrubs, and bushes. From that distance away, we could see what looked like three large dots sticking out of the ground. Father said that the first two dots were mosques and the last dot was the prince’s palace. We began to see more and more people. The noise and movement of the men, women, and children on foot, as well as the people riding camels, horses, and donkeys, was unlike anything I had ever seen or heard before. The smile on Father’s face showed that he shared in my delight.

Our camp is here on the outskirts of Timbuktu. The Shonghai people from this area seem quite friendly.  I helped to unload the camels of their 20-kilogram slabs of rock salt. Things are starting to quiet down now as the sun begins to set. I am very tired. Tomorrow we will go to the Muslim markets in Timbuktu where the salt traders meet with the traders of gold.  

I anxiously look forward to seeing you again. May Allah bless you. 

Your loving son,




Ahmed

Activity 8.1
Faisal’s Journal Entry, Year 1324 ce

Dear Diary,

The warm rays of the setting sun feel good on my face. My whole body, especially my feet, is very tired.  I can’t believe Father and I walked as much as we did.  All is quiet now as we float down the great Niger River toward our village. The water is so calm now that our little boat, which is filled with cloth, fruit, and salt slabs, is hardly rocking at all. Father is not insisting that I help row the boat with him, so now seems like a good time to tell you about my day. We will be home soon and Faisa will surely have a hundred things to ask about my trip.

At the break of dawn, Father and I had already left our boat on the riverbank and began the long walk toward Timbuktu. Even though Father is carrying a large load of vegetables on his back to trade at the market, each time he took one step, it seemed like I had to take three steps to keep up with him. I could tell that he was in a hurry to make sure that I wasn’t late for my classes at the Islamic school.  Father said it would not look good to his friend, the mirabout, or the other teachers at the mosque if I were late for school. Father said that it wasn’t every day that the son of a poor farmer got the chance to attend a mosque and study from the Koran, and that I should be happy for this chance. He said I should study hard.  

Even after three months, I am still very nervous about going to school. Faisa once told me that the boys were severely punished by the mirabouts or teachers, if they could not memorize parts of the Koran. I haven’t seen that happen yet. Perhaps my older sister is just trying to scare me. Faisa is a very smart girl, but I think she resents the fact that as a girl, she is not allowed to go to school. She is expected to stay home and help with chores around the farm, while I get the chance to read and write.  

Anyway, our walk along the road into Timbuktu was like every other day – very uneventful. It was hot, dusty, noisy, and full of people entering and leaving the city with their families, animals, and supplies. As always, school was very serious. I did learn six new verses from the Koran.

Usually while I’m at school, Father spends the entire day at the market in Timbuktu, trading our vegetables for things our family needs. Then he picks me up at the mosque and we begin the long walk home. Today was different!

I found out that Mother had asked Father to bring home some salt. I know that salt makes your food taste better, but does it really stop your blood from rotting in the hot desert sun as Faisa claims? Father decided that he needed me to help carry the salt, so when school was let out, he took me into the market area for my very first time.  

The market area of Timbuktu is a very exciting place. Faisa once told me that Timbuktu was discovered by a group of Tuareg Nomads about 225 years ago. They settled and raised their cattle in this oasis during the dry season. Merchants began using Timbuktu as a rest area and a place to get supplies. This place keeps getting bigger and bigger. Faisa even told me that Timbuktu was named after a woman.  

As Father and I passed the university, we began walking through the narrow streets of the Muslim markets. The lovely smells of herbs, spices, and perfumes was everywhere.  

Individual merchants sang or shouted out to advertise what they were selling. You could buy or trade leather goods, rugs, fly whisks or swatters, cloth, pots, and even slaves. This wasn’t just a place to buy and sell. People seemed to be meeting people they hadn’t seen in a while. Father said the occasional “Hello” to people and noticed that everyone was dressed nicely. There was a feeling of excitement in the air. I overheard people gossiping about someone named Mansa Musa, who was visiting Timbuktu with his family and 600 kilograms of gold!  

When we noticed that the sun was beginning to set, Father traded for a large slab of salt from a woman vendor. We loaded up our supplies on our backs and headed for the road leading out of the city. The heavy load made my feet and back sore.  The walk was long and uneventful. I did notice a boy about my age walking beside a camel that was limping and spitting as it carried its heavy load. At that point, I remember wishing we had a camel – even a camel that limped.  

Well, Diary, I can see the cooking fires from our village in the distance. Father tells me that it is time to help him row the boat again. As I row, I’ll think about all the things I want to tell Faisa about my trip. Maybe one day we’ll be able to visit Timbuktu together. I’m sure she would like that. 

Tomorrow, it’s back to school!
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