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Salt was such

. a valuable

i commodity

that it was

traded pound

for pound

for gold.

People of West Africa

Background Information

Some of the West African countries that border the
Atlantic Ocean are Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Guinea,

Sierra Leone, Liberia, Cote d’lvoire, Ghana, Togo, Benin,

Nigeria, and Cameroon. Much of this area is covered by

tropical rain forests.

Senegal and parts of Mauritania also border the Atlantic, but
the land shifts from savannas to shrublands to the Sahara.
The landscape of the inland countries of Mali, Burkina

Faso, and Niger ranges from savannas to desert.

At one time, some of the major groups were the Hausa,
Yoruba, Fulani, and Ashanti. West Africans have survived the
domination of powerful ancient kingdoms, Middle Eastern
invasions, European conquests, and the debilitating slave
trade. Their customs and beliefs are hundreds of years old.

Early Migrations and Daily Life
West Africans originated from the late-Stone Age people of the
Sahara. The Sahara was once lush and tropical. The first
inhabitants lived in hundreds of scattered villages along
riverbanks. As the region slowly dried up, groups migrated into
more inhabitable land.

It is believed that about 4,000 years ago many groups ventured
further south into tropical rain forests. They ate yams, millet,
wild grains, onions, roots, kola nuts, watermelons, snails, and
fish. Cassava from South America was introduced in the fifteenth
century. In the drier sub-Saharan climates, people owned goats
and cattle. However, domesticated animals were not kept in the
rain forest because disease-breeding insects would infect and kill

the herds.

West Africa was rich in minerals. Some records indicate that gold
was so prevalent that it could be found lying in streams. People
collected gemstones, mined for copper and gold, and harvested
rock salt from dry riverbeds. Everyone was allowed to mine for
gold, but a certain amount was given to the king.







