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Maryvale College Primary 

Grade 7  History    

Lockdown-2: The kingdom of Mali and the city of Timbuktu: summary   

 

BRAIN EXERCISE ☺ 

Activity RL2.1 - The kingdom of Mali and the city of Timbuktu 

Read the summary of Mali below (pages 1 to 4), and then complete this crossword puzzle.  

     1  2     
Across 

3.  A valuable shell used for trading 

6.  Made from elephant tasks 

7.  A caravan in the desert consists of these 
animals 

8.  The religion of the Arab traders in Mali 

 

Down 

1.   A Muslim place of worship 

2.   Another word for manuscripts 

4.   Mined near Timbuktu 

5.   The desert near Mali 

9.   Valuable for preserving food 

10.  The word for “king” in Mali. 

    3        

            

         4   

   5    6     

            

            

  7          

            

8 9   10        

            

            

            

            

 

SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER – please read 

TRADE ACROSS THE SAHARA 

Camel caravans as the means of transport 

• Camels were used to transport goods and people across the Sahara Desert.   

 
 

• Most large animals are unable to survive in the Sahara Desert as there is very 
 little water, but a camel can go up to a week without water. 

• A camel can carry very heavy loads. 

• Camels have wide, flat, leathery feet that allow them to walk without sinking in the 
desert sand.     

This section summarises the topic on “The kingdom of Mali and the city of Timbuktu”. 

Please read all of it before you do the activities. Make sure you also done worksheet 

RL1. 
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 Source A. Goods traded in Mali (Adapted from Vodacom e-School at https://vodacom.topdog.co.za) 

Trade across the Sahara Desert 

• Arab traders travelled south from North Africa across the Sahara Desert to trade with people in 
West Africa (Mali included). They travelled in camel caravans. 

• Traders travelled long distances that took them up to three months, and they faced many 
challenges in the desert: 

- it was extremely hot during the day 
- the nights were very cold (hot deserts usually get very cold at night) 
- they sometimes ran out of water, (no water in the desert except for very few areas called 

oases)  
- there were lots of sandstorms 
- the desert is so huge, so it was easy to get lost 
- they could be attacked by robbers  

• The main goods for trade were salt (mined near the town of Taghaza north of Mali) and gold 
(mined in Mali). Salt was needed for seasoning and preserving meat. Gold was a sign of wealth. 

• Goods were brought from North Africa, the Middle East and Europe into Mali:  
- salt, fine printed cloth, silk, horses, and weapons  

• Goods from Mali included: 
- gold, ivory, nuts, ostrich feathers and slaves 

The spread of Islam in West Africa across North Africa into West Africa 

• Arab Muslim traders spread their religion of Islam as they travelled.  
- Islam was started by the Prophet Muhammad in the city of Mecca in Saudi Arabia. 
- The followers of Islam are called Muslims. Muslims worship Allah (God), and the teachings 

of Islam are contained in their holy book called the Koran. The building in which Muslims 
worship is called a mosque. The Muslim leader responsible for calling Muslims to prayer is 
called an imam. The most sacred (holiest) shrine of Islam is the Kaaba, a black cube shaped 
building in Mecca. Every Muslim is expected to make a pilgrimage to the Kaaba at least once 
in their life. Pilgrimage = journey to a holy place. 

Source B 

“Timbuktu is where the camel 

met the canoe” 
(An old proverb. Original source unknown) 
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• Islam started spreading in West Africa from around the 9th century. The founder of Mali Mansa 
Sundiata Keita was not Muslim, but he allowed people to practice a religion of their choice. A lot of 
Mali people practice Islam. 

• The most famous king of Mali, Mansa Musa, who ruled Mali from 1312 to 1337 was a deeply 
religious Muslim.  

- He went on a pilgrimage to Mecca. Muslims refer to a pilgrimage to Mecca as a hajj. 
- When returning from the pilgrimage, he ordered the building of the Great Mosque of 

Timbuktu, also known as the Djingareyber Mosque. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Timbuktu as a trade centre on the trans-Saharan route and a flourishing city 

• Timbuktu is situated on the edge of the Sahara Desert, close to the Niger River. Due to its location 
at the end of the camel caravan route, and being close to the river (water source), Timbuktu 
naturally became an ideal meeting place for traders.  

• It soon became a flourishing centre of trade and learning.  

• Mansa Musa made Timbuktu his capital city during his reign.  

• In the 14th century, Timbuktu (and Mali) was at its best. This is known as its Golden Age. 

• A famous traveller Leo Africanus wrote about Timbuktu. 

TIMBUKTU AS A CENTRE OF LEARNING 

• The city also became a centre of Islamic culture and learning: 
- There were about 180 schools teaching the Koran, 3 universities, many libraries and 

mosques.  
- Students and teachers came from all over West and North Africa and the Middle East.  
- Books were in demand and traders paid a lot of gold for books.  

• The first university in the world was the Sankore University in Timbuktu, which is part of the 
Sankore Mosque. 

• Subjects studied included Mathematics, Chemistry, Physics, Optics, Astronomy, Medicine, History, 
Geography, traditions of Islam, government laws and many more. 

• Many books were written by Islamic scholars at madrassah. A scholar is someone who has studied 
for a long time and has a lot of knowledge. Madrassah is a Muslim school or university. 

• Many manuscripts (handwritten books or documents) were passed from generation to generation 
in many households. These manuscripts now form part of a priceless source of African history. 

• These manuscripts provide proof that Africa has its own rich history from long before the 
Europeans arrived on this continent, destroying the myth that ‘Africa has no history’. 

 

The Great Mosque (Djingareyber Mosque) of Timbuktu: 

• is built out of sun-baked mud bricks (from 1324) 

• has wooden beams placed between the bricks 

• has foundations made of stone 

• has roofs made of palm tree leaves and branches 
covered with mud 

• has two minarets (a minaret is the tall part of a mosque 
where the imam stands when calling Muslims to prayer) 

• has enough space to hold 2000 people inside 

• was used as a place of worship as well as a centre of 
learning 

• was designed by an Arab Muslim architect brought by 
Mansa Musa from his pilgrimage  

• the mosque still stands today, with regular maintenance 
to prevent it from decaying 



Page | 4  
 

The decline (fall) of Timbuktu 

• Timbuktu’s Golden Age came to an end by the middle of the 16th century. From then this once 
powerful city entered a long period of decline. Timbuktu is now poor. Some of the reasons for this 
decline include: 

- Arrival of European explorers providing an alternative route for trade across the sea instead 
of across the Saharan Desert. 

- Moroccans invaded and captured the city of Timbuktu, driving scholars out. 
- When the French colonised Mali at the end of the 19th century (around 1892), they stole 

many of the manuscripts and kept them in European museums.  
✓ The people of Mali tried to hide some of the manuscripts, burying them in the desert 

or in caves. 
✓ Mali gained its independence from France in 1960. 

Timbuktu is a World Heritage Site 

• A World Heritage Site is a place that is so valuable and important that it should be preserved and 
protected for future generations to see.  

• In 1988, Timbuktu was declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO (United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation. Some of the reasons for that were: 

- Timbuktu’s importance as a centre of learning. The manuscripts contain proof of this. 
- Its old mosques built in the traditional style of West Africa 
- Timbuktu’s role in spreading Islam. 

Mali and South Africa collaboration to preserve the Timbuktu manuscripts. 

• In 2001, former President Thabo Mbeki visited Mali and promised that South Africa would help Mali 
to preserve the Timbuktu manuscripts to educate the world about African history. 

- The joint project between South Africa and Mali was launched in 2003. This included: 
✓ collecting and cataloguing the documents 
✓ building a special library where the manuscripts would be kept and studied 
✓ training researchers and librarians from Mali to look after the manuscripts 
✓ making digital (electronic) copies of the manuscripts to store on computers. 

• In 2010, the special library built for the manuscripts at the Ahmed Baba Institute in Timbuktu was 
opened. 

- About 30 000 manuscripts are stored in this library 
- The rest of the documents are in families around the city 

• In 2012, there was a civil war in Mali and some of the manuscripts were damaged. 

Activity RL2.2 – Revision and assessment 

2.2.1 Complete the sentences by filling in the missing words from the list below. 

 

Mali was one of the great (a)__________ African kingdoms. It came about as a result of trade 
across the Sahara Desert and along the (b)____________ River. It was also an important centre of 
learning and for the (c)__________ faith. One of its most important cities was Timbuktu. Timbuktu 
was situated at the centre of the (d)____________ trade, on the Niger River. It was a meeting place 
for (e)____________ traders coming from the (f)____________ across the desert and river traders 
from the south. Timbuktu was where the camel met the (g)____________.   
       

canoe  books  Niger  north  trans-Saharan 

camel caravan  salt  Muslim  ancient  gold 
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Traders from North Africa and the countries around the Mediterranean came to Timbuktu to buy 
(h)_______ from West Africa, (i)___________ and copper from the Sahara, ivory, dried fish, kola 
nuts and slaves. They brought with them cloth, horses and luxury goods, (j)__________ were in 
great demand and people paid a lot of gold for them.      

            [10] 

2.2.2 Match the words in Column A with those in Column B. 

Column A Column B 

UNESCO South Africa – Mali Scrolls Project  
New library Dark continent / Africa has no history 

Preserving manuscripts Storytelling 

Oral history World Heritage Site 

Computer Understanding African history 
Stereotype Ahmed Baba Institute 

Timbuktu Digital copies 

             [7] 

2.2.3 List four three things that made travel across the Sahara Desert difficult.    

 ________________________________________________________________ 

 ________________________________________________________________ 

 ________________________________________________________________  [3] 

2.2.4 The name of the period in history in Mali of outstanding wealth and achievement is called its 
 _________________ Age.         [1] 

2.2.5 What is the name of the books that were found in Mali and that were written long ago? (Hint: 
 pictures below). 

                               

 ________________________________________________________________  [2] 

 

2.2.6 What kind of source of information are these books? 

 ________________________________________________________________  [1] 

 

2.2.6 Oral history in Mali was told by storytellers called _______________________  [1] 

           Total marks: [25] 
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