Decline of Kilwa, an East African City-State

Kilwa experienced another economic decline during the reign of Sulaiman's successor, his brother Daud bin Sulaiman. The devastation of the Black Death in Europe and Asia depressed the world economy for decades, leading to a substantial drop in the demand for gold. During that period, the Husuni Kubwa palace was deserted, probably because the sultan could not afford to maintain such a large residence with his reduced resources. 

The gold market rebounded substantially in the early 14th century, leading to another period of prosperity in Kilwa. Many of the stone houses and other buildings on Kilwa date from 1410 to 1440. The Small Domed Mosque, one of the island's most interesting architectural remnants, was constructed during that period. Kilwa remained prosperous throughout the end of the 15th century. In 1498, however, the people of Kilwa saw a development that would have dire consequences for the control of trade on the Swahili Coast—the arrival of Europeans in the Indian Ocean. 

Using new navigational methods and advanced ships, the Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama sailed around the Cape of Good Hope and stopped briefly at Kilwa on the way to India. In 1502, da Gama led a Portuguese fleet that attacked Kilwa and extracted tribute payments from the sultan. In 1505, a fleet led by Francisco d'Almeida attacked and occupied Kilwa in order to gain control of its trade routes. The Portuguese occupied Kilwa from 1505 to 1512, during which time they built the Gereza fortress that still stands on the island. Kilwa was taken by an Arab mercenary in 1512 after Portuguese troops had decided to consolidate their power at mainland locations, but the damage to Kilwa's status was already done. The Portuguese were to remain the dominant trading power on the East African coast for the next two centuries, and Kilwa would never regain its status as a major trading power.
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West African Empires

Sometimes history seems to repeat itself. The rise and fall of two medieval kingdoms of West Africa is an example of this. Mali and Songhai, as well as the smaller kingdom of Ghana before them, were once great trading kingdoms famous for their gold. Yet despite their greatness, they each declined for similar reasons.

The rise and fall of Mali and Songhai

The empire of Mali, which dated from the early thirteenth century to the late fifteenth century, rose out of what was once the empire of Ghana. Mali had been a state inside of the Ghanaian empire. After Ghana fell because of invading forces and internal disputes, Mali rose to greatness under the leadership of a legendary king named Sundiata, the "Lion King." Later, another great leader named Mansa Musa extended the empire. After his death, however, his sons could not hold the empire together. The smaller states it had conquered broke off, and the empire crumbled.

As Mali's power waned, Songhai asserted its independence and rose to power in the area. Songhai had been an important trade center within Mali's empire, just as Mali had once been ruled by Ghana. Great Songhai kings such as Sunni Ali Ber and Askia Mohammed Toure extended the Songhai kingdom farther than Ghana or Mali had before it and brought an organized system of government to the area. It was the largest and most powerful kingdom in medieval West Africa. The riches of the gold and salt mines drew invaders, though, and in the late sixteenth century a Moroccan army attacked the capital. The Songhai empire, already weakened by internal political struggles, went into decline.

Timbuktu: A pattern of conquest

Looking at the city of Timbuktu, now part of the modern African state of Mali, brings this pattern of turmoil and conquest to light. In medieval times, Timbuktu was a central spot on the trade routes. During the height of ancient Mali, Timbuktu was one of its most important cities. When Mali declined, Timbuktu was taken over by the Songhai. After the decline of the Songhai empire, Timbuktu was briefly occupied by Moroccan forces, then taken over by the Fulani people and later by the French. Timbuktu's history mirrors the rise and decline of civilizations in the area.

How do we know what happened?

How do we know what happened in Mali and Songhai? Like most of what we know about history, the evidence has come from a variety of sources. Arab traders and scholars of the time wrote accounts of these great empires and their important cities, such as Timbuktu. African griots (storytellers) pass on legends of great kings and their battles. Archaeologists are finding evidence at sites such as Timbuktu and Jenne-Jono, another ancient city, that helps to explain how people lived and provide information about dates. All of these methods are helping scholars to understand how these once great African kingdoms rose to power — and why they collapsed.
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