







































































THE SECRET ROUTE FROM GUINEA 1

Isabella at first was not suspicious of her favorite. She attributed
his curious advocacy of the Portuguese case to what she thought
was his political naiveté. The very month he sailed again for the
Caribbean on his second voyage she wrote, warning him: “In this
affair of Portugal no determination has been taken with those who
are here [Don Juan'’s ambassadors]; although I believe that the
king will come to terms therein, I would wish vou to think the
contrary, in order that you may not on that account fail or neglect
to act prudently and with due caution, so that you may not be de-
ceived in any manner whatever,””

Only after Columbus’s tardy response to her request for charts
of navigation, and for the precise number and proposed names
of the islands he claimed to have discovered off Asia, did she
begin to wonder whether he was as open and straightforward as
he seemed.”

Two months after the signing of the Treaty of Tordesillas, about
which the Spanish king had strong misgivings, King Ferdinand
wrote Columbus asking him to come home immediately and help
them sort out disputes with Portugal arising over the settlement of
this extraordinary boundary line. Columbus was in Cuba (which e
claimed at that time was the mainland in spite of native pro-
nouncements to the contrary) when a mail boat arrived, carrying
the king’s letter. Columbus replied promptly, saving he could not
go home, for he was too gravely ill to move.® “Whether you are to
go on this business or not,” wrote Ferdinand, “write to us very fully
all that you know about this matter,”

The matter, however, cooled when Don Juan died of dropsy a
year later. His death came as a relief to the Spanish who, in spite
of the agreement (and the continnance of their obligation to his
successors), were none too eager to fix with an irrevocable finality
and precision the limits of their domains within the ocean-sea.
Few Spanish maps, in fact, show a recognition of this line.”

Columbns was slow to act on what Don Juan had told him about
the Guinea route, which led to the continent in the south. Cir-
cumstances made it difficult for him to investigate this matter on
his second voyage. One of the reasons may have been his own dis-
arming argument that Portugal stood to gain—and Spain stood to
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scholar who traveled with Columbus and who was often appalled
by his linguistic blunders, even in the use of Castilian Spanish,
wrote in the margin of the journal, correcting Columbus, “This
guanin is no island but that gold which according to the Indians
had an odor for which they valued it much.” Similarly, in Raccolta,

the Italian account of the voyage, one reads “there were pieces of

gua-nin as large as the caravel’s poop,™

The African spears presented by the Espaiiola Indians, which
corroborated Don Juan’s statement about the Guinea boats, were
just one in a number of new factors pushing Columbns toward an
exploration of the route from Guinea. His brother Bartholomew
arrived in Espaiiola in command of three caravels on June 24,
1494.” The admiral had not seen his brother for many years, and
Bartholomew knew more, Las Casas tells us, than C |m-.tn|1|wr
himself of the intelligence coming out of the Portuguese-African
world.™ Bartholomew had worked as a cartographer in Lishon.
While there, he had drawn numerous maps for mariners, and he
witnessed yearly the return of ships which had been navigating to
the western lands of Africa by way of the ocean, “Enlightened and
moved by the tales told him !w those who returned, as one might
say, from another world, and himself more versed in maritime af-
fairs, he communicated to his elder brother his reasons and argu-
ments, proving to him that in sailing away from the southern part
of Africa and directing his course straight upon the ocean-sea he
would surely arrive at continental land. ™

He confirmed what Don Juan had told Columbus the previous
year. When Columbus returmed to the Spanish court in 1496 he
found everywhere a spirited discussion of these continental lands
“said to lie to the south of the lands he had discovered and which
the King of Portugal seemed to think lay within his own do-
main.™" Jaime Ferrer, “a jeweller and trader in precious stones,”
also a distinguished geographer who had done extensive traveling
in Africa and had been called in by the Spanish sovereigns to head
the commission fixing the Tordesillas line, wrote letters to Is-
abella, who commanded him to get in touch with Columbus and
tell him all he had heard about this new continent.* Ferrer said
he had picked up his knowledge from Ethiopians and Arabs. He
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had had “many conversations in the Levant, in Alcaine and
Domas,” and from these he had gathered that “within the
equinoctial regions there are great and precious things, such as
fine stones and gold and spices and drugs . . . the inhabitants are
black or tawny . . . when your Lordship [Columbus] finds such a
people an abundance of the said things shall not be lacking,” His
letter ends with the strange rider (which goes beyond mere gra-
ciousness and implies that he knew some of this information had
already been conveyed to Columbus), “of all this matter. your
Lordship knows more when sleeping than I do waking, ™

The king and queen were excited. They saw whole new king-
doms opening up. Colonization of a ragbag of islands was not
enough. Columbus’s mission would not be complete, they said,
until these continental lands had been “discovered” and bronght
under the banner of Spain. "

Thus the scene was set for the exploration of the route the
African mariners had taken to the New World, Columbus suiled
with six ships on May 30, 1498. He issued instructions to three of
them to proceed to Espanola directly while “he ordered the course
laid to the way of the south-west, which is the route leading from
these islands to the south because then he would be on a parallel
with the lands of the Sierra of Loa [Sierra Leone| and the Cape of
Sancta Anna in Guinea, which is below the equinoctial line . . . and
after that he would navigate to the west, and from there would go
to this Espaniola, in which route he would prove the theory of the
King Don Juan; and that he thought to investigate the report of the
Indians of this Espaiiola who said that there had come to Espaiola
from the south and south-east a black people who have the tops of
their spears made of a metal which they call guanin.™*

The journey by that route proved to be swift and the seas calm.
But it suited the Africans far more than the Europeans, who could
not bear the sun burning down upon the wild floating grasses of
the sea with the same intensity as upon the grasses of the West
African suvannah lands, The heat tormented them almost to mad-
ness as they advanced through the Sargasso Sea. So ardent it was,
so penetrating, that Columbus “feared the ships would take
fire . .. the butts of wine and water swelled, breaking the hoops of
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the casks, the wheat burned like fire: and the pork and salted meat
roasted and putrefied.” Fortunately the rains came, without
which, according to Columbus, none of them, unaceustomed as
they were to such burning latitudes, would have escaped alive,

Columbus ended up on a branch of the North Equatorial cur-
rent which took him initially to a Caribbean island with three
great rocks, which made him think of the Holy Trinity. He named
this island Trinidad. A little more to the south, however, he did
come in sight of the South American mainland (August 1, 1498).
Columbus, for some odd reason, wonld not land. "

On this third voyage he came upon more evidence of the con-
tact between Guinea and the New World, From a settlement
along the South American coast on which his men landed on
Tuesday, August 7, the natives brought “handkerchiefs of cotton
very symmetrically woven and worked in colors like those brought
from Guinea, from the rivers of Sierra Leone and of no differ-
ence.”™ Not only were they alike in style and color but also in
tunction. These handkerchiefs, he said, resembled almayzars—
Guinea headdresses and loincloths, “Eachi one is a cloth so woven
in colors that it appeared an almayzar with one tied on the head
and the other covering the rest.""

These were the earliest documented traces of the African pres-
ence, Within the first and second decades of the so-called “dis-
covery,” Alrican settlements and artifacts were to be sighted by
the Spanish. When they were not reported as mere asides, they
were ignored or suppressed. But history is not easily buried. In
the oral traditions of the native Americans and the Guinea
Africans, in the footnotes of the Spanish and Portuguese docu-
ments, part of the story lies, Another part lies embalmed under
the American and African earth. As this carth is now being lifted
by archaeological picks and trowels, a new skeleton emerges of
the history of these adjacent worlds,

NOTES AND REFERENCES

For the evidence in this chapter the anthor draws to the reader’s
attention a 2,114-page study published in 19og. His interpretation,
however, of the events documented in this study is original, John






13."

I+

=

16,

17.

18.

19,

54

21.

29

15,

THEY CAME BEFORE COLUMBUS

to possess but to maintain in peace their sovereignty in the
New World,”

Thacher, op. cit., Vol. 1, p. 665.

This argnment was later reflected in Columbus’s Book of Priv-
ileges, in which he claimed “it was in the power of the said Ad-
miral, after God, our Lord, to give them to any Prince with
whom he might come to an agreement.” See Thacher, op. cit.,
Val. 3.

Thacher, op. cit., Vol. 1, p. 666.

Thacher, op. cit.,, Vol. 2, p. 379,

Bartholomew Diaz, patron of the king of Portugal’s ship, who
intercepted Columbus in the harbor of Rastelo inside the river
of Lishon on March 5. 1493, was the first to push his way
southward along the Atlantic coastline of Africa till he turmed
the sonthern extremity of the Old World. He did this in 1486,
winning for Portugal a southern route to Old India. See
Thacher, op. cit., Vol. 1, p. 664.

Ibid., p. 282,
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are made in Columbus’s Journal of the Third Voyage. Colum-
bus’s son Ferdinand deliberately omits in the Historie (as do
other works using this source as an authority) passages in the
journal related to these discussions between his father and the
Portuguese king on the Tordesillas line. He also omits refer-
ence to “the views held by King Don Juan of Portugal as to
there being great lands within the line and to the south-west.”
Columbus” son was aware that this could later be presented as
evidence of the prior discovery of the American continent.

. For the full text in Spanish of the Treaty of Tordesillas, see

ibick., pp. 165-186.

The expedition made by Pedro Alvares Cabral, who sailed
from Lisbon for Calicut, March g, 1500, with thirteen ships,
found itself unexpectedly driven from the African coastline by
a storm onto the shores of Brazil. Alvares Cabral gave to this
region the name of “Terra de Santa Cruz.” He returned to Lis-
bon at the end of July 1501, See ibid.. p. 444.

2, 1bid., p. 379.
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Two recent conferences of American anthropologists have con-
tributed to this change. These were the International Congress of
Americanists, held in Barcelona in 1964, at which a French an-
thropologist said that the only things missing in connection with
the Negroid terra-cottas of ancient America as final proof of the
African presence, were Negroid skeletons, which have since been
reported in early pre-Christian as well as medieval layers;” and the
Society for American Archaeology, which held a symposium at
Santa Fe, New Mexico, in May 1968 to discuss the problems of
pre-Columbian contact between the continents and concluded:
“Surely there cannot now be any question but that there were vis-
itors to the New World from the Old in historic or even prehistoric
time before 1492.""

What von Wuthenau has done is to open a door upon the photo
gallery of the Americas. For, lacking the camera, the ancient and
medieval Americans sought to capture for all time, in the art of re-
alistic portraiture throngh the medium of clay, the significant fig-
ures of their respective generations. Africans move through all
their major periods, from the time of the Olmec culture around
Soo B.C., when they arise in massive stone sculptures, through the
medieval Mexico of the Mayas, when they appear not only in
terra-cotta portraits but on golden pectorals and on pipes, down
to the late post-Classic period. time of the Conquest, when they
begin to disappear as they disappeared all over the world until
today, reemerging once more as significant figures.

A head from the post-Classic period stares at us across l‘m* cen-
turies with a lifelike power and directness (see Plate 5). This is
clearly the type of African who came here in 1310 in lhl' expedi-
tionary fleet of Abubakari the Second of Mali. These men made a
tremendous visual impression upon the Mixtees, last of the great
pre-Columbian potters, for this is one of their finest clay sculp-
tures. 1t was found in Oaxaca in Mexico. Its realisi is striking. No
detail is vague, crudely wrought or uncertain. No stylistic accident
can account for the undisputed Negro-ness of the features. From
the full, vivid lips, the darkened grain of the skin, the prognathic
bone formation of the cheeks, the wide nostrils, the generously
fleshed nose, down to the ceremonial earring and the cotton cap
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Cadamosto noted on warrior boatmen on the Gambia, the Amer-
ican artist has deftly caught the face of this African.

The court tradition of Mali and documents in Cairo tell of an
African king, Abubakari the Second, setting out on the Atlantic in
1311, He commandeered a fleet of large boats, well stocked with
food and water, and embarked from the Senegambia coast, the
western borders of this West African empire, entering the Ca-
naries current, “a river in the middle of the sea™ as the captain of
a preceding fleet (of which only one boat returned) described it."
Neither of the two Mandingo fleets came back to Mali to tell their
story, but around this same time evidence of contact between
West Africans and Mexicans appears in strata in America in an
overwhelming combination of artifacts and cultural parallels. A
black-haired, black-bearded figure in white robes, one of the rep-
resentations of Quetzalcoatl, modeled on a dark-skinned outsider,
appears in paintings in the valley of Mexico (see Chapter 5), while
the Aztees begin to worship a Negroid figure mistaken for their
god Tezcatlipoca because he had the right ceremonial color. Ne-
groid skeletons are found in this time stratum in the Caribbean
(see Postseript). “A notable tale is recorded in the Peruvian tradi-
tions . . . of how black men coming from the east had been able to
penetrate the Andes Mountains.”"” Figures, like the one de-
seribed above, return to prominence in American clay. We shall
deal with this in subsequent chapters, but it is important to bear
in mind that the Negroid terra-cottas are scattered over several
periods and bear witness, in conjunction with other evidence, that
this was just one of several contacts between the two continents,
joined thronghout pre-Columbian history by a long but easily ac-
cessible and mobile waterway.

Onto this waterway Africans sometimes stumbled accidentally.
This may account for some of the Negroid heads in Plate 2, which
represent Africans appearing on the plateau of Mexico and other
parts of Mesoamerica just before and after Christ, Here we see
native American artists struggling in clay two thousand years ago
to come to terms realistically with the alien plwsmgm:mv of the
African. This struggle is not always successful. Prognathism or
some other distinet Negro-African feature is sometimes deliber-
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discovery in the history of this hemisphere has presented such a
puzzle. The questions they raise are as momentous as those once
raised by the ancient observatory at Stonehenge and still hovering
over the mysterions giants of Easter Island.

There is no denying the great antiquity of these Negroid fig-
ures. The archacological contexts in which they have been found
have been radiocarbon-dated.” Carbon 14 can nnl\ be wrong one
hundred years either way (if we are dating materials less than
seven thousand years old) and indisputably clear carbon-14 dat-
ings have been procured for organic materials associated with the
culture and people who produced these Negroid figures. There is
no denying their Negro-ness either. The ancient Americans who
sculpted them have been shown to be absolute masters of realis-
tic portraiture, and did not arrive at these distinctive features
through accidental stylization. The features are not only Negro-
African in type but individual in their facial particulars, canceling
out the possibility of ritual stereotypes of an unknown race pro-
duced by some quirk of the sculptor’s imagination.

The people who were host to these Negro-African figures are
known as the Olmecs. At the sacred center of the Olmee cul-
ture—La Venta—about eighteen miles inland from the Gulf of
Mexico, which flows into the Atlantic, there stood four colossal
Negroid heads, six to nine feet high, weighing up to forty tons
each. They stood in large squares or plazas in front of the most
colorful temple platforms, the sides and floors of which were of
red, yellow and purple." They stood twelve to twenty times larger
than the faces of living men. They were like godf. among the
Olmecs. In this center of La Venta there were great altars. One of
these (known as the third altar) was made out of one of the Ne-
groid heads, Mattened on top for that purpose. A speaking tube
was found to go in at the ear and out at the mouth so that the fig-
ure could function as a talking oracle,” a detail we shall see later
to be of considerable significance in identifying the area of the
Old World from which these Africans came.

The construction of these Negroid figures is a fact of staggering
proportions, Imagine forty tons of basalt block mined from stone
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quarries eighty miles away and transported to the holy center of
La Venta—not in pieces but in one massive chunk—for the Ne-
groid heads seem to be sculpted out of gigantic balls, not jointed
shelves or built-up layers of stone. Hundreds of these balls mak-
ing pertect spheres are still found today in Central America, sug-
gesting that this was the way the stone may have been found by
the Olmecs, hu;,v basalt bubbles wronght by freak volcanic or me-
teoric activity.” This would have facilitated rolling them across
vast tracts of land, Other investigators, however, have suggested
that erude stone was transported from quarries eighty miles
downriver on rafts.® It was not only at La Venta that these extra-
ordinary heads were found. In all, eleven colossal Negroid heads
appear in the Olmec heartland—four at La Venta, five at San
Lorenzo and two at Tres Zapotes in southern Vera Cruz™

The Olmeces who lived in the jungled country of the Gulf Coast
and built these powerful monuments to the Negro were obsessed
with the figure of the jaguar. The jaguar motif appears on hun-
dreds of clay, stone and jade figures that survive their culture.
Hall-jaguar, hall-human monsters with small, fat baby faces and
snarling mouths, sexless and smooth with the obesity of eunuchs,
haunt and stamp this culture with a signature both unique and
foreign, "This feline,” says Frederick Peterson in his book Ancient
Mexico, “evidently proceeds from tropical regions and was im-
ported into Mexico,” Peterson also mentions investigations into
the skeletons of the ancient Mexicans. He pinpoints a “a substra-
tum with Negroid characteristics that intermingled with the ma-
gicians.”*" In September 1974 the Polish craniologist Dr. Andrzej
Wiercinski disclosed to the Forty-First Congress of Americanists,
held in Mexico, that “some of the skulls from Tlatileo, Cerro de las
Mesas and Monte Albdn [all pre-Christian sites in Mexico| show,
to a different degree, a clear prevalence of the total Negroid pat-
tern.”” In February 1975 a Smithsonian Institution team re-
ported the find of two Negroid male skeletons in a grave in the
U.S. Virgin Islands. This grave had been used and abandoned
by the Caribs long before the coming of Columbus, Soil from
the earth layers in which the skeletons were found was dated to
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“They went away and their absence was long, none came back
and their absence continued.” The king could not find peace.
He was obsessed by the arrow he had hurled across the spaces of
the ocean. What lands would it strike? Where would it fall fronn its
flight to the end of the unknown world? He could think of noth-
ing else. He found no joy in his food, his wives or his children, no
comfort in music or the discourse of his griot. He yawned and
made impatient signs during important discussions of affairs of
state, He called in the soothsayers, They could see nothing, “It is
too soon, Sultan,” the old men said. But early that morning, be-
fore he entered the palace yard to hold audience at the court, he
had had a dream from which he woke trembling. In this dream he
saw hundreds of blackbirds drifting lazily across the sky. One of
them in the tail of the flock began to fall. 1t fell clear out of the sky
and hit him like a gonrd, which then cracked and spilled white
froth and salt seawater. The other birds turned to a cloud in the
distance and dissolved.

He confided this dream to Kouyaté, who said it was an omen,
and he would soon hear news. Was it good news or bad news? The
king pressed hin. Kouyaté was cautions. The drift of the hivds was
good news, the fall of the tail was bad. It could be seen both ways,
he said,

In the midst of the discussion about Jenne, a commation was
heard outside the gates. The king, aroused by an obseure Nlicker of
his instinets, hall rose from the pempt. A murmur ran through the
court. It was soon (111|\'t~_\‘t‘rd to Abubakari that a captain of one of
the ships was waiting outside the gates to have audience. Let him
take precedence, said the king, curtly dismissing the business at
hand, wherenpon a man came forward dressed in ritually poor
garments and a dirty skulleap, holding his trousers knee-high as
he appoached the king’s platform. He shuffled forward in an atti-
tude of reverent humility, knocking the gronnd with his elbows,
then, as he came within a few yards of the pempi, stood up with
bowed head, waiting lor permission to speak.

The king forgot himsell. He descended the pempi in one step.
The captain of the boat, learing his wrath, began to speak.

“Sultan, we sailed for a long while until we came to what
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seemed to be a river with a strong current flowing in the open sea,
My ship was last. The others sailed on, but as they came to that
place they were ]mlled out to sea and disappeared.”

“Allis lost, then,” said the king.

“I do not know, sire. I do not know what became ol theni. The
waters there were strong and swift, and 1 was afraid. T turned where
1 was and did not enter that current, """

The king stared at him for a long while. The captain took a
handful of dust and threw it nervously over his head and back like
a bather splashing himself with water. The king returned to his
pempi withont a word. He clapped his hands and dismissed the
conrt,

This news made Abubakari the Second more fixed in his obses-
sion. Some said it made him mad. He abandoned Niani and jour-
neyed with a greater part of his court to the plain at the westemn
edge of Mali, where the first fleet had been fitted out and had dis-
embarked. Like the pyramid builders of dynastic Egypt he began
to reorganize his whole empire around a single massive project.
Word was sent out to the provincial governors and passed down to
the Kun-tigi, the political chiefs of the villages, that all gold, all
grain, alter due deduction for official services, should be sent on
to his camp on the Senegambian plain. A vast army of craftsmen,
dwarfing the planners and workers of the first expedition, were
assembled on that plain. Caravans which came into Niani in that
period found the army. the royal family and its vast retinue, the
drmmers and the Im;_,l(ls and the medicine men, all gone,
Paired men and women were being chosen for the new :*\po{h
tion, and fears were expressed that the king in his madness would
sacrifice hundreds of his subjects to the devils of the dark sea.

Abubakari the Second never looked back. He never returned
to the court at Niani, This time he had a special boat built for
himself, with a pempt on the poop deck shaded by the bird-
emblazoned parasol. He would commandeer the new expedition
himsell, keeping in touch with the captains of the fleet by means
of the talking drum, Thus, in 1311 he conferred the power of the
regency on his brother, Kankan Musa, on the understanding that
Kankan was to assume the throne if, after a reasonable lapse of
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North Atlantic to Ireland, capturing part of that country in a very
early period. Seumas McManus in The Story of the Irish Race
records that “in their possession of Ireland the Firbourges were
disturbed by the descent and depredations of African sea-rovers,
the Fomorians, who had a main stronghold on Torrey Island off
the northwest coast.”"" Everyone accepts, of course, that this myth
ol Africa being a continent of landlubbers was not true ol the
North. The shipping of the ancient Egyptians is well-documented.
Archacology is rich in its evidence of these ships (painting, graffiti,
sculpture, reliefs on temple walls, ancient texts, even shipyard ac-
cotnts and most recently the wrecks themselves).

The Norwegian writer and explorer Thor Heyerdahl has made
more than an academic study of these ships. He has put the ship-
building ideas and designs of the ancient Egyptians to a practical
test and proven that their most primitive boats—the papyrus reed
hoats that were built before their wooden ships—could have
made it across the Atlantic from Africa to America. What is ex-
tremely interesting about his experiment is not only the demon-
stration of the seaworthiness and oceangoing {.‘ilp.lhilllll"\ ol the
reed boat, but the fact that some of the far more sophisticated and
elaborate boats with rigid wooden frames, built along the same
papyriform design, would not have been able to make it. The fa-
mous Cheops boat, discovered in 1954 in the Cheops pyramid in
Egypt, for example, is the oldest preserved vessel in the world.
Built around 2600 B.C., it is very impressive-looking—146% feet
long and nearly 20 feet wide. It tries to imitate in wood the ocean-
going lines and curves of the papyrus boat, but is more like a huge.
spectacular toy. It wonld have disintegrated quickly under the vi-
olent slaps of the ocean.

Heyerdahl wondered why the builders of the Cheops boat tried
so hard to imitate in rigid cedar the oceangoing lines of the pliant
papyrus boat il papyrus was useless on the ocean. Scientists had
scoffed at the idea that an ancient papyrus vessel could make it on
the Atlantic. They had demonstrated in the laboratory, with loose
sections of papyrus reed, that this material becomes waterlogged
and loses all carrying capacities in less than a fortnight. They had
also put the reed in stagnant seawater in laboratory tanks to show
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to many vessels—those of ancient Egypt, the Arab world and the
East Afvican coast, But it was not an attribute of the Spanish car-
avel, the type of ship in which Columbus made his historic voyage.
Columbus was taken off-course for days by contrary curvents, Ev-
idence of this comes from several letters, such as the one he wrote
to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella from Jamaica as late as the
Fourth Voyage, July 7. 1503: "I was carried away by the current
for many days.”

The total dependence on the wind could also lead to complete
stasis. Here again, the letters written by Columbus substantiate
this. “The vessels of India [America] do not sail except with the
wind abaft. This is done not because they are badly built or clumsy,
but because the strong currents in these parts, together with the
wind, make it impracticable for them to sail with the bowline for in
one day they would lose as much way as they might have made in
seven, For a similar reason 1 could not use the caravels, even
though they were Portuguese lateens. This is the reason for their
not sailing except with a favorable wind and they will remain in
port, waiting for one, seven or eight months at a time, nm‘ is this
particularly strange for the same often occurs in Spain.™

Due to this kind of paralysis in windless seasons and spaces, a
Spanish caravel of the fifteenth century could actually take longer
to complete the Africa-to-America journey than the simplest
African boat. Thus Vespucei, in a Spanish caravel using sail power,
took sixty-four days to make it from the Cape Verde islands off
West Africa to the South American coast, while Hannes Linde-
mann, & German medical doctor in an African dugont using cur-
rent power, accomplished the crossing in 1955 in fifty-two days,

The invention of the sail was a crucial event in the story of sea-
manship, occurring six thousand years before the introduction of
the steamship engine, yet “wind propulsion by sail, setting such
rigorous limits upon the direction in which a '\!]II‘J could move, and
enforcing, by the nature of the winds, a very low average speed
between ports, is a far from satisfactory way of achieving motion
over great tracts of ocean,™

It will be contended, however, that even il the caravel was not
as agile and maneuverable as some of the simpler eraft cited, it
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band from the Guianas through the Antilles. The strongest part of
the current runs along the coast of Venezuela from Trinidad to the
Guajira Peninsula. This is one of the areas of South America
where we have evidence of early horticulture, This current also
leaves the African continent in a most propitious region, along the
coast of Senegal and Gambia.” (Italics added.)™
The coast of Senegal and Gambia was a propitious region in-
deed, for this was the Atlantic border of medieval Mali. It was out
of the Senegal River into the Atlantic that the fects of Abubakari
the Second sailed for the western lands. Long journeys across
charterless wastes were not new to the Mandingo. They knew that
the desert, like the great sea, had its signposts in the sky, and they
called the Sahara “the sandy sea.” They navigated it as thongh it
were a sea, using nantical instruments and astronomical computa-
tions to guide them. Toffut-al-Alabi, an Arab text quoted by E. W.
Bovill in The Golden Trade of the Moors, states that “the Negroes
travel in the desert as it were upon the sea, having guides to pilot
them by the stars.” The compass too was used by both Arab and
African merchants in the Sudan who had to eross the desert in
their caravans., “Of nautical instruments the Sharif was a keen
buyer. His interest in them seems to have sprung from their
proved value in the desert . . . merchants travelling to the Sudan
were forced to use nautical instruments.” Paul Imbert, a French
sailor making his journey across the desert by caravan, remarks in
aletter to a friend, “To steer their course they [heads of the cara-
vans]* make their observation from the rising and setting of the
sun, and the stars and compass direct them. They always take care
to have someone in the caravan who understands these matters.”
If West Africans were using the compass and astronomical com-
putations for desert travel, it hardly makes sense that they would
venture out intentionally on the unknown sea without these aids
to guide them. It would make little sense too if the Emperor of
Mali, Abubakari the Second, during whose reign (1307-1311)
Timbuktu had already become a seat ol learning, had equipped an
expeditionary fleet without drawing on the storchouse of knowl-
edge available to him and which he, with the enormous wealth of
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Its teeth were long and pointed, sheathed in gold. In one hand it

carried a stick, which was adorned with black stones, so it looked
like a heavily knobbed club, On this the god leaned. Its feet were
dressed like those of the traders, with small white rattles on the
ankles and sandals of yecotl leaves on its paws.”

He was not the only one of the featherworkers who was fasci-
nated by these strangers. The attraction of men from the Hot

Lands who provided them witl exquisite new material for their
trade was overwhelming. It was not long before they were drawn
also to their nagual and began to join in their rituals and festivi-
ties. Even though he himself had never worshiped Coyotli-nanal,
these were the men with whom he eventually did most of his busi-
ness, and they had become his good friends. He had been allowed
to stand on the edge of the palisade as the masked men chanted
and danced on the day of the festival.

Only yesterday it was, and he had gone to sleep on his mat with
the image of braziers piled with resinons pinewood burning away
the night. A few native women, their faces Tnminous and un-
masked, had danced with the men. They were danghters of the
[eatherworkers who had been taken to wife by the blacks. Thus
had the gods and rituals of the native and the foreign, of the
pochteca and amanteca,® slowly fused."

Through it all—the comings and goings, the meeting and the
mixing, the wedding of gods and of women-—he had been there.
The years of the strangers had Howed over him like all the strange
rivers flowing in that long katun of years into the valley of Mexico.
He felt the change like water minning over a subterranean floor as
he looked deeper into the past and the moming. The sun was sit-
ting on the edge of the lake now, and the sky and the stream had
merged, mirroring each other. Beyond, in the distance, he could
see the tops of the voleanoes, smul\m;__r But he could no longer tell
whether the thin, drifting dust he saw over the voleano Popocate-
petl was truly native voleanic smoke or the far-flung flowers and
branches of a foreign clond. . . .

* A mixed traderffeatherwoarker caste in medieval Tlateluleo, the market
island across the lake from Mexico-Tenochtithn.
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wolf of the prairies) is substituted for the African hyena (were-
wolf of the savannahs),"

There is one aspect of the African nama ritual that was not car-
ried forward in the main coyote ritual, but nonetheless preserved in
another ritual associated with a black god the Mexicans call Ek-
chu-ah, Attributes of a beekeeper god found in the Mandingo nama
worship seem to have fused with attributes of the Mandingo traders
themselves to produce the complex figure of this strange god
among the Mexicans. Ek-chu-ah was a god of traders or “traveling
merchants” and was often confused with the coyote god, whom the
amanteca worshiped ™ He is black in all his representations and is
also pictured as warlike, armed with a lance and sometimes en-
gaged in combat. This is to be expected, becanse the Mandingo
trader had to be warlike and always on his guard against hostile, sus-
picious tribes as he explored new trade routes. In fact, it is as a cap-
tive of native tribes with whom he had waged wars of selldefense
that the pre-Columbian African was first seen by the Spanish in the
New World in the Isthmus of Darien (now Panama) and on an is-
land off Cartagena, Colombia. A particularly African feature of this
trader god, Ek-chu-ah, was the bale of merchandise he carried on
his head. Professor Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran has pointed out, in his
ethnohistory of the Negro in Mexico, that this habit of carrying
heavy things on the head (and young children astride the hip) is an
indisputable African influence upon the Mexican.™

Ek-chu-ah is also often distinguished by his age. He is nsually
featured in the Mexican codices as an old man with a toothless jaw
or one solitary tooth and a drooping lower lip. He is also related to
bee culture. This is demonstrated by his presence in the Codex
Troano in the section on bees. All these aspects of Ek-chu-ah
link him unequivocally with the old beekeeping god found in
nama worship among the Mandingo. In nama worship the god,
represented as an old man, was sometimes put in a beehive (used
as a tabernacle) while his devotees drank a honeyed drink and
danced and howled around him. The medieval Mexicans cele-
brated the festival of Ek-chu-ah on the same day as the holiday of
Hobnil, the god of the beekeepers, and during this feast they
drank three bowls of honeyed wine. ™
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tionship between buckler and cloak. In Maya, more than one idea
is rooted in the word. In addition to “shield” and “cloak,” there is
chim and chimil, meaning “pouch,” These oddly linked ideas of
“pouch” and “cloak™ are also contained in terms found in the
Mande langnages. They have an Arabic origin and came into the
Mande languages through the Arab caravan trade. An Arabic term
is Simla (plaral, §imal, pronounced “chimal”), meaning “a garment
in which one wraps oneself” as well as “a bag or pouch put to the
raceme of a palm tree in order that the fruit may not be shaken off|
or held under the udder of the ewe or goat, when the ndder is
heavy with milk.”

Equdlly mtercblmg is maxtli, which in the American language of
Nahuatl means “a waistcloth to hide the nudity.” This garment is
tied around the private parts of women as an intimate adornment.
It is shown to cm‘respund with the Malinke word masiti, “adorn-
ment,” Bambara masiri, “adornment, to make one’s toilet” and
Bambara masirili, “ornamentation, toilet.” There is also the fe-
male loincloth, which in Mexico is nagua. This barely covered a
woman'’s privates, falling from the waist to the middle of the thigh.
It may be traced back to nagha in Mande, from h},ghrr in Malinke
and Dyula (“intimate female cover-cloth”) to lagam in Arabic,
which is a “menstrual cloth.”™

The very composition of the word for trader. pochteca, provides
us with an interesting clue as to its origin, Pochteca is a compound
of poch and teca. Teca may be traced to the Mande word tigi, as 1
have already shown. The poch in pochteca is traceable to the pol
in Maya polom (merchant). This finds its counterpart in the lan-
guage of the Soninke, another people in the medieval Mandingo
world. Soninke gives us folom (“rich man,” “merchant”).* Fray
Toribio de Motolinia in his memoirs refers to the Mexican mar-
ketplace as tian-quiz-co, which may have been derived from
tan-goz-mdo, a word for “trader” in West Alfrica. Even today in
Central America tianquiz and tiangue are used coloquially for
“marketplace.”™

Since many of the trader words and trading items we have been
discussing have Arabic roots, it would appear that Arabic cultural
influence on the medieval Mandingo was pervasive and over-
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light, as a power in the dawn and in the sunset of ancient Egypt,
was anathema to the ruling prejudices of imperial scholars. Thus
Reisner and Brugsch-Bey, Drioton, Vandier and Moret (to men-
tion just a few), and even more recently Arkell and Shinnie, seek
to bypass the blackness of these kings.

Dr. Brugsch-Bey, in his book A History of Egypt Under the
P!'mrrmhv. publlﬁhed nearly a hundred years ago, advanced the
theory that the kings of the Black Lands of Nubia and Kush, who
rose to power in the eighth and seventh centuries B.c., were not
really black at all, but came from outside to give leadership and
guidance to "these imperfectly developed people.” He claimed —
and later Drioton and Vandier supported the claim—that the
royal family of Kush were descended from a certain high priest of
Thebes, Hirhor” This Hirhor (also spelled Herihor) had been the
founder of the Twenty-First Dynasty. He had seized the Egyptian
throne in g45 1. and made himself the First Prophet of Amon,
but his successors, after 150 years of rule, were eventually over-
thrown and forced to flee Egypt sometime aronnd Soo 1.c.

It was around this time that a great national passion was stirring
in Nubia, Nubia, in which was based the kingdom of Kush, which
was later to expand and embrace the whole Egyptian world, had
already begun to feel her native strength, to assert her national in-
dependence. Egyptianized though she was in many respects from
long colonization, she had gained self-government durin;, the
troubled period through which Egypt was passing.” Yet these
scholars would have us believe that at the erest of this spirit of
self-pride and national ambition, the black Nubians—credited at
that time with having the finest militia in Africa—without a mur-
mur of protest, with not the slightest show of resistance, allowed
the flecing priests of the house of Hirhor, men who had lost all
power and prestige, impotent, defeated refugees, to establish a
new domination over them. Brugsch-Bey reveals the racial atti-
tude behind this absurd suggestion when he speiks of Nubia and
Ethiopia as places “where the minds of an imperfeetly developed
people must needs show themselves pliable and submissive to a
dominant priest caste.”

The only thread of evidence for the theory presented by these
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The old notion that the ancestors of the Kushite royal family
were Libyans has been abandoned. Most modern authorities now
agree that they were of native Nubian origin. The way they were
buried is one of several clues to their native roots. The burial prac-
tices are not only non-Egyptian but also very different from any-
thing found among the Libyans. In spite of the Egyptian cultural
influence (and the graves of the kings give clear evidence of this)
the manner of the royal burial is distinctive. The black kings are
buried on beds rather than in coffins. “A coffin bench is con-
structed with niches cut out near its corners for the legs of the fu-
nerary bed, the frame of which rested on the bench. In one of the
queen’s tombs two bronze bed-legs were found still in place.” This
type of burial was practiced by the Nubians a thousand years ear-
lier. "While the fumnishing and iconography of the rrjvdl tombs in
most respects follow the standard Egyptian practice of the pe-
riod . . . they [the kings of Kush] were reluctant to abandon their
ancestral form of burial.™

What is even more interesting is that we find close by the royal
burials the graves of people who worked under the black kings—
priests, artists, craftsmen, scribes, some of whom were Egyp-
tian—buried in the Egyptian fashion, bodies in coffins without
beds. These graves of typically Egyptian style belonged to people
of lower status than the kings. The pits where these bodies lie are
much narrower and very poorly furnished." Another difference
between Egyptian burial and that of the black kings of Kush
should be noted. The mound form of superstructure which occurs
in the royal graves at Kurru had been characteristic of Lower
Nubia since 2000 B.¢."

This evidence has convinced Professors Arkell and Shinnie, as
indeed it would convince anyone who has had to examine it, that
the chieftains of Kush were native. But having come step-hy-step
through each archaeological advance to an admission that na-
tives, not foreigners, provided the power behind the kingdom of
Kush, we find that the question dramatically shifts from what is
the racial origin of the kings of Kush to what is the racial origin of
the natives of Kush. “This,” says Arkell, contradicting his earlier
clarity and certainty on other related matters, is “wrapped in ob-
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seurity.”" His pupil and protégé. P. L. Shinnie, is equally cau-
tious. “The results should be treated with reserve,” he declares,
when faced with the findings of excavators at Karanog that
clearly indicated that the overwhelming majority of skeletons in
the Nubian area during this period were Negroid." We are wit-
nessing again the same Negmplluhl 1 that afflicted so many Eu-
ropean scholars during the heyday of the Tamitic 11\]mlhe~.1s
That myth has now been bludgeoned to death, but its mutilated
ghost still lingers, particularly within the unconscions racial re-
flex of British scholars.

When the Nubians were paying tribute and bearing gilts to the
pharaohs, there was no doubt whatever as to their racial identity.
Their blackness was not “wrapped in obscurity.” There is a repre-
sentation of Negro-Nubian princes in an Egyptian wall painting in
the tomb of Huy at Thebes." This painting has been well ciren-
lated. Tt appears in conntless histories of Egypt and owes its pop-
ularity to the fact that it flatters the generally accepted notion of
the black as colonial or vassal. Little or no use is made of equally

“instructive” paintings of ancient Egypt in which the Caucasoid or
Asiatic figure is depicted as bound captive and slave. The Nubian
princes are seen in the painting sitting in ox-drawn chariots,
shaded by parasols. Both they and their attendants are predomi-
nantly Negroid. Why then should skeletal surveys, which show
the natives of this area to be predominantly ’\epmtl be “treated
with reserve™ Has the Nubian become “faintly negroid” (to use
Shinnies shamefaced phrase)™ as he leaves the role of vassal be-
hind him and aggressively assumes the double crown of Egypt?

Both Arkell and Shinnie seek to deny the Negro-ness of the Nu-
bian king Taharka. Arkell says that “it is most improbable that

Taharka was a negro thongh he may have had some negroid blood
in his veins.”" Fortunately, we do not have to depend on these
gentlemen for proof on the point. We can go to the records of
Taharka’s enemies themselves, the Assyrians, his contemporaries,
wha on several occasions both in times of troubled peace and on
the brutal field of war met him and his predecessors face-to-face,
They left a vivid portrait of Taharka, who haunted their sleep as
they had haunted the sleep of the Egyptiaus for generations. They
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certainly not good for meat. But perhaps . .. perhaps. . .. The
thought was to return to him much later, more complete. But this
time he simply threw the gourd down on the trash heap.

The bottle gourd picked up on the beach by this aboriginal
American is an ancient plant, It is among man’s first cultivated
plants, It served wany lunctions before man began making pots
from clay. It could be nsed as a float, a container, a scoop and u
dipper, and was probably used for all these purposes by prehis-
toric fishermen. Gourds ocenr very early in both the Old and New
Waorlds, but in spite of the differences in the shape of the seeds
from the two hemispheres, the varieties are known to brandl
from a single species. This species originated in tropical Afvica
and, according to the botanists I, 1. Burkill and Oakes Ames, was
originally domesticated there,' Thomas Whitaker, the leading au-
thority on the cultivated cucurbits, also leans toward that view.”

The early branching off from the African Lagenaria has pro-
duced New Waorld avu(]s of the bottle gourd that are “small, nar-
row and without wings." while seeds of the Afvican gourd wre
usually “broad and corky.” There are, however, New World seeds
of the gourd found in carly dl(]mcoluglml sites, from Peru to Baju

California, Mexico, that are “broad,” just as there are Alrican
types that resemble “the slender, hard and wingless seeds” of the
New World,!

Most botanists hold that the bottle gourd was introduced into
the Americas by natural drift across the ocean. Karl Schwerin sug-
gests that in some prehistorie time (heginning about nine thou-
sand years ago) bottle gourds got caught in the pull of currents
from the African coast and drifted to America across the Atlantic,
Experiments have shown that such a drift voyage could in fact
oceur. Thomas Whitaker and G, F. Carter showed that gourds are
capable of floating in seawater for at least seven months, long
enongh to reach South America from Africa, without appreciable
loss of seed viability. Saltwater does not harm these seeds, just the
opposite. Direct immersion of Lagenaria seeds for up to fourteen
weeks actually seems to have a stimulating effect.”

As we have seen, this kind of oceurrence would have been im-
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The member of the bean family we are considering, the jack
bean (Canavalia sp.) grew from an early marriage between
African and New World beans. Red seeds from Africa (Canavalia
virosa) hybridized around 4000 B.c. with white seeds (Canavalia
plagiosperma). These “mottled” seeds, when carried into the
Amazon lowland, a habitat like that of the ancestral red seeds of
Africa (C. virosa), gave rise through repeated backcrossing to
brown seeds (C. piperi)."” Beans, unlike gourds, could not have
survived a transatlantic drift. The red seeds can float for a short
time, but they are not impermeable to water, and so swell up and
sink. Other Canavalia beans are neither buoyant nor impervious
to the effects of water. And so the explanations put forward for the
pre-Columbian transfers from Africa to America of the jack bean
include: 1) a sealed gourd with the seeds packed inside; 2) storni-
driven fishermen bringing the beans; and 3) an abandoned water-
craft with the beans on board. The sealed-gourd explanation is
highly improbable (why should Africans seal a gourd packed with

jack beans and set it adrift?), and with respect to the abandoned

watercraft, one has to imagine that the Americans who found the
craft knew the usefulness of the beans and the technique of their
cultivation. That men came in on the watercraft, surviving the
long drift journey, is not to be dismissed as improbable, in view of
what is now known ol the seaworthiness of small eraft, the cur-
rents traversing the foor of the Atlantic, and the capacity for
storm-driven fishermen to survive much longer accidental ocean
voyages, utilizing their equipment, which turns the ocean into a
mobile food store. These men, moreover, would know both the
usefulness of the plants and the technique of propagating them.
The journeys of these prehistoric fisherfolk, as Schwerin has
pointed out, are matched in improbability only by other explana-
tions. “Because lishing cultures are uncomimon in West Africa they
have been neglected ethnographically. Yet fishermen have proba-
bly been important as specialists for a long time, catching and dry-
ing great quantities of fish which could be traded long distances
inland. . . . Indigenous peoples of West Africa were no strangers to
travel on the open sea prior to European contact . . . and lishing in
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