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village of traditionists to each province, thus: Fadama for Hamana
province (Kouroussa, Guinea); Djd6la (Droma, Siguiri); Keyla
(Republic of Mali), etc.
Unfortunately the West has taught us to scorn oral sources in
matters of history, all that is not written in black and white being
considered without foundation. Thus, even among African intellectuals, there are those who are sufficiently narrow-minded to
regard `speaking documents', which the griots are, with disdain,
and to believe that we know nothing of our past for want of
written documents. These men simply prove that they do not
know their country except through the eyes of Whites.
The words of traditionist griots deserve anything but scorn.
The griot who occupies the chair of history of a village and who
bears the title of `Belen-Tigui' is a very respectable gentleman
and has toured Mali. He has gone from village to village to hear
the teaching of great masters; he has learnt the art of historical
oratory through long years; he is, moreover, bound by an oath
and does not teach anything except what his guild stipulates, for,
say the griots, `All true learning should be a secret.' Also the
traditionist is a master in the art of circumlocution, he speaks in
archaic formulas, or else he turns facts into amusing legends for
the public, which legends have, however, a secret sense which the
vulgar little suspect.
My eyes have only just opened on these mysteries of eternal
Africa and more than once, in my thirst to know, I have had to
give up my little claim as an armchair intellectual before the
silences of tradition just as my over-impertinent questions were
about to uncover a mystery.
This book is, then, the fruit of an initial contact with the most
authentic traditionists of Mali. I am nothing more thau a translator, I owe everything to the masters of Fadama, Djeliba Koro
and Keyla and more particularly to Djeli Mamoudou Kouyatd of
the village of Djeliba Koro (Siguiri) in Guinea.
May this book open -the eyes of more than one African and
induce him to come and sit humbly beside the ancients and hear
the words of the griots who teach wisdom and history.
D. T. NIANE
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The Words of the Griot
Mamadou Kouyate

I am a griot. It is I, Djeli Mamoudou Kouyat6, son of Bintou
Kouyatd and Djeli Kedian Kouyatd, master in the art of eloquence. Since time immemorial the Kouyatds have been in the
service of the Keita princes of Mali; we are vessels of speech, we
are the repositories which harbour secrets many centuries old. The
art of eloquence has no secrets for us; without us the names of
kings would vanish into oblivion, we are the memory of mankind;
by the spoken word we bring to life the deeds and exploits of kings
for younger generations.
I derive my knowledge from my father Djeli Kedian, who also
got it from his father; history holds no mystery for us; we teach
to the vulgar just as much as we want to teach them, for it is we
who keep the keys to the twelve doors of Mali.'
I know the list of all the sovereigns who succeeded to the throne
for my
of Mali. I know how the black people divided into tribes,
father bequeathed to me all his learning; I know why such and
such is called Kamara, another Keita, and yet another Sibibd or
Traord; every name has a meaning, a secret import.
I teach kings the history of their ancestors so that the lives of
the ancients might serve them as an example, for the world is old,
but the future springs from the past.
My word is pure and free of all untruth; it is the word of my
father; it is the word of my father's father. I will give you my
father's words just as I received them; royal griots do not know
what lying is. When a quarrel breaks out between tribes it is we
who settle the difference, for we are the depositaries of oaths
which the ancestors swore.
Listen to my word, you who want to know; by my mouth you
will learn the history of Mali.
By my mouth you will get to know the story of the ancestor of
great Mali, the story of him who, by his exploits, surpassed even
1

Alexander the Great; he who, from the East, shed his rays upon
all the countries of the West.
Listen to the story of the son of the Buffalo, the son of the
Lion.' I am going to tell you of Maghan Sundiata, of Mari-Djata,
of Sogolon Djata, of Nard Maghan Djata; the man of many names
against whom sorcery could avail nothing.

The First Kings of Mali
Listen then, sons of Mali, children of the black people, listen to
my word, for I am going to tell you of Sundiata, the father of the
Bright Country, of the savanna land, the ancestor of those who
draw the bow, the master of a hundred vanquished kings.
I am going to talk of Sundiata, Manding Diara, Lion of Mali,
Sogolon Djata, son of Sogolon, Nare Maghan Djata, son of Nar6
Maghan, Sogo Sogo Simbon Salaba, hero of many names.
I am going to tell you of Sundiata, he whose exploits will
astonish men for a long time yet. He was great among kings, he
was peerless among men; he was beloved of God because he was
the last of the great conquerors.
Right at the beginning then, Mali was a province of the Bambara kings; those who are today called Mandingo,$ inhabitants of
Mali, are not indigenous; they come from the East. Bilali Bounama, ancestor of the Keitas, was the faithful servant of the
Prophet Muhammad 4 (may the peace of God be upon him).
Bilali Bounama had seven sons of whom the eldest, Lawalo, left
the Holy City and came to settle in Mali; Lawalo had Latal
Kalabi for a son, Latal Kalabi had Damul Kalabi who then had
Lahilatoul Kalabi.
Lahilatoul Kalabi was the first black prince to make the Pilgrimage to Mecca. On his return he was robbed by brigands in the
desert; his men were scattered and some died of thirst, but God
saved Lahilatoul Kalabi, for he was a righteous man. He called
upon the Almighty and jinn appeared and recognized him as
king. After seven years' absence Lahilatoul was able to return, by
the grace of Allah the Almighty, to Mali where none expected to
see him any more.
2

Lahilatoul Kalabi had two sons, the elder being called Kalabi
Bomba and the younger Kalabi Dauman; the elder chose royal
power and reigned, while the younger preferred fortune and
wealth and became the ancestor of those who go from country to
country seeking their fortune.
Kalabi Bomba had Mamadi Kani for a son. Mamadi Kani was a
hunter king like the first kings of Mali. It was he who invented
the hunter's whistle;b he communicated with the jinn of the
forest and bush. These spirits had no secrets from him and he was
loved by Kondolon Ni San,4.e His followers were so numerous that
he formed them into an army which became formidable; he often
gathered them together in the bush and taught them the art of
hunting. It was he who revealed to hunters the medicinal leaves
which heal wounds and cure diseases. Thanks to the strength of
his followers, he became king of a vast country; with them
Mamadi Kani conquered all the lands which stretch from the
Sankarani to the Bourd. Mamadi Kani had four sons-Kani Simbon, Kamignogo Simbon, Kabala Simbon and Simbon Tagnogokelin. They were all initiated into the art of hunting and
deserved the title of Simbon. It was the lineage of Bamari Tagnogokelin which held on to the power; his son was M'Bali N~nb
whose son was Bello. Bello's son was called Bello Bakon and he
had a son called Maghan Kon Fatta, also called Frako Maghan
Keigu, Maghan the handsome.
Maghan Kon Fatta was the father of the great Sundiata and
had three wives and six children-three boys and three girls. His
first wife was called Sassouma Bdr4t4, daughter of a great divine;
she was the mother of King Dankaran Touman and Princess
Nana Triban. The second wife, Sogolon Kedjou, was the mother
of Sundiata and the two princesses Sogolon Kolonkan and Sogolon Djamarou. The third wife was one of the Kamaras and was
called Namandj4; she was the mother of Manding Bory (or
Manding Bakary), who was the best friend of his half-brother
Sundiata.
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The Buffalo Woman
Maghan Kon Fatta, the father of Sundiata, was renowned for his
beauty in every land; but he was also a good king loved by all the
people. In his capital of Nianiba 7 he loved to sit often at the foot
of the great silk-cotton tree 8 which dominated his palace of
Canco. Maghan Kon Fatta had been reigning a long time and his
eldest son Dankaran Touman was already eight years old and often
came to sit on the ox-hide beside his father.
Well now, one day when the king had taken up his usual
position under the silk-cotton tree surrounded by his kinsmen he
saw a man dressed like a hunter coming towards him; he _wore
the tight-fitting trousers of the favourites of Kondolon Ni Sane,
and his blouse oversewn with cowries showed that he was a
master of the hunting art. All present turned towards the unknown man whose bow, polished with frequent usage, shone in
the sun. The man walked up in front of the king, whom he recognized in the midst of his courtiers. He bowed and said, 'I salute
you, king of Mali, greetings all you of Mali. I am a hunter chasing
game and come from Sangaran; a fearless doe has guided me to
the walls of Nianiba. By the graces of my master the great
Simbon'O my arrows have hit her and now she lies not far from
your walls. As is fitting, oh king, I have come to bring you your
portion'. He took a leg from his leather sack whereupon the king's
griot, Gnankouman Doua, seized upon the leg and said, 'Stranger, whoever you may be you will be the king's guest because
you respect custom; come and take your place on the mat beside
us. The king is pleased because he loves righteous men.' The
king nodded his approval and all the courtiers agreed. The griot
continued in a more familiar tone, 'Oh you who come from the
Sangaran, land of the favourites of Kondolon Ni Sane, you who
have doubtless had an expert master, will you open your pouch
of knowledge for us and instruct us with your conversation, for
you have no doubt visited several lands.'
The king, still silent, gave a nod of approval and a courtier
added, 'The hunters of Sangaran are the best soothsayers; if the
stranger wishes we could learn a lot from him.'
The hunter came and sat down near Gnankouman Doua who
vacated one end of the mat to him. Then he said, 'Griot of the
4

king, I am not one of these hunters whose tongues are more dexterous than their arms; I am no spinner of adventure yarns, nor
do I like playing upon the credulity of worthy folk; but, thanks
to the lore which my master has imparted to me, I can boast of
being a seer among seers.'
He took out of his hunter's bagel twelve cowries which he
threw on the mat. The king and all his entourage now turned
towards the stranger who was jumbling up the twelve shiny
shells with his bare hand. Gnankouman Doua discreetly brought
to the king's notice that the soothsayer was left-handed. The left
hand is the hand of evil, but in the divining art it is said that
left-handed people are the best. The hunter muttered some incomprehensible words in a low voice while he shuffled and
jumbled the twelve cowries into different positions which he
mused on at length. All of a sudden he looked up at the king and
said, 'Oh king, the world is full of mystery, all is hidden and we
know nothing but what we can see. The silk-cotton tree springs
from a tiny seed-that which defies the tempest weighs in its
germ no more than a grain of rice. Kingdoms are like trees; some
will be silk-cotton trees, others will remain dwarf palms and the
powerful silk-cotton tree will cover them with its shade. Oh, who
can recognize in the little child the great king to come? The great
comes from the small; truth and falsehood have both suckled
at the same breast. Nothing is certain, but, sire, I can see two
strangers over there coming towards your city.'
He fell silent and looked in the direction of the city gates for a
short while. All present silently turned towards the gates. The
soothsayer returned to his cowries. He shook them in his palm
with a skilled hand and then threw them out.
' King of Mali, destiny marches with great strides, Mali is about
to emerge from the night. Nianiba is lighting up, but what is this
light that comes from the east?'
' Hunter,' said Gnankouman Doua, 'your words are obscure.
Make your speech comprehensible to us, speak in the dear
language of your savanna.'la
'I am coming to that now, griot. Listen to my message. Listen,
sire. You have ruled over the kingdom which your ancestors
bequeathed to you and you have no other ambition but to pass
on this realm, intact if not increased, to your descendants; but,
fine king, your successor is not yet born. I see two hunters
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coming to your city; they have come from afar and a woman
accompanies them. Oh, that woman! She is ugly, she is hideous,
she bears on her back a disfiguring hump. Her monstrous eyes
seem to have been merely laid on her face, but, mystery of
mysteries, this is the woman you must marry, sire, for she will
be the mother of him who will make the name of Mali immortal
for ever. The child will be the seventh star, the seventh conqueror of the earth. He will be more mighty than Alexander.
But, oh king, for destiny to lead this woman to you a sacrifice is
necessary; you must offer up a red bull, for the bull is powerful.
When its blood soaks into the ground nothing more will hinder
the arrival of your wife. There, I have said what I had to say, but
everything is in the hands of the Almighty.'
The hunter picked up his cowries and put them away in his
bag.
`I am only passing through, king of Mali, and now I return to
Sangaran. Farewell.'
The hunter disappeared but neither the king, Nar6 Maghan,
nor his griot, Gnankouman Doua, forgot his prophetic words;
soothsayers see far ahead, their words are not always for the
immediate present; man is in a hurry but time is tardy and
everything has its season.
Now one day the king and his suite were again seated under
the great silk-cotton tree of Nianiba, chatting as was their wont.
Suddenly their. gaze was drawn by some strangers who came into
the city. The small entourage of the king watched in silent
surprise.
Two young hunters, handsome and of fine carriage, were
walking along preceded by a young maid. They turned towards
the Court. The two men were carrying shining bows of silver on
their shoulders. The one who seemed the elder of the two walked
with the assurance of a master hunter. When the strangers were
a few steps from the king they bowed and the elder spoke thus:
` We greet King Nare Maghan Kon Fatta and his entourage.
We come from the land of Do,' 3 but my brother and I belong to
Mali and we are of the tribe of Traore. Hunting and adventure
led us as far as the distant land of Do where King Mansa Gnemo
Diarra reigns. I am called Oulamba and my brother Oulani. The
young girl is from Do and we bring her as a present to the king,
for my brother and I deemed her worthy to be a king's wife.'
6

The king and his suite tried in vain to get a look at the young
girl, for she stayed kneeling, her head lowered, and had deliberately let her kerchief hang in front of her face. If the young girl
succeeded in hiding her face, she did not, however, manage to
cover up the hump which deformed her shoulders and back. She
was ugly in a sturdy sort of way. You could see her muscular
arms, and her bulging breasts pushing stoutly against the strong
pagne of cotton fabric which was knotted just under her armpit.
The king considered her for a moment, then the handsome
Maghan turned his head away. He stared a long time at Gnankouman Doua then he lowered his head. The griot understood
all the sovereign's embarrassment.
` You are the guests of the king; hunters, we wish you peace in
Nianiba, for all the sons of Mali are but one. Come and sit down,
slake your thirst and relate to the king by what adventure you
left Do with this maiden.'
The king nodded his approval. The two brothers looked at each
other and, at a sign from the elder, the younger went up to the
king and put down on the ground the calabash of cold water
which a servant had brought him.
The hunter said: `After the great harvest" my brother and I
left our village to hunt. It was in this way that our pursuit of
game led us as far as the approaches of the land of Do. We met
two hunters, one of whom was wounded, and we learnt from
them that an amazing buffalo was ravaging the countryside of
Do. Every day it claimed some victims and nobody dared leave
the village after sunset. The king, Do Mansa-Gnemo Diarra, had
promised the finest rewards to the hunter who killed the buffalo.
We decided to try our luck too and so we penetrated into the land
of Do. We were advancing warily, our eyes well skinned, when
we saw an old woman by the side of a river. She was weeping
and lamenting, gnawed by hunger. Until then no passer-by had
deigned to stop by her. She beseeched us, in the name of the
Almighty, to give her something to eat. Touched by her tears I
approached and took some pieces of dried meat from my hunter's
bag. When she had eaten well she said, "Hunter, may God
requite you with the charity you have given me." We were
making ready to leave when she stopped me. "I know," she said,
"that you are going to try your luck against the Buffalo of Do,
but you should know that many others before you have met their
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death through their foolhardiness, for arrows are useless against
the buffalo; but, young hunter, your heart is generous and it is
you who will be the buffalo's vanquisher. I am the buffalo you
are looking for, and your generosity has vanquished me. I am the
buffalo that ravages Do. I have killed a hundred and seven
hunters and wounded seventy-seven; every day I kill an inhabitant of Do and the king, Gnemo Diarra, is at his wit's end which
jinn to sacrifice to. Here, young man, take this distaff and this
egg and go to the plain of Ourantamba where I browse among the
king's crops. Before using your bow you must take aim at me
three times with this distaff; then draw your bow and I shall be
vulnerable to your arrow. I shall fall but shall get up and pursue
you into a dry plain. Then throw the egg behind you and a great
mire will come into being where I shall be unable to advance
and then you will kill me. As a proof of your victory you must
cut off the buffalo's tail, which is of gold, and take it to the king,
from whom you will exact your due reward. As for me, I have
run my course and punished the king of Do, my brother, for
depriving me of my part of the inheritance." Crazy with joy, I
seized the distaff and the egg, but the old woman stopped me with
a gesture and said, "There is one condition, hunter." "What
condition?" I replied impatiently. "The king promises the hand
of the most beautiful maiden of Do to the victor. When all the
people of Do are gathered and you are told to choose her whom
you want as a wife you must search in the crowd and you will
find a very ugly maid-uglier than you can imagine-sitting
apart on an observation platform; it is her you must choose. She
is called Sogolon Kedjou, or Sogolon Kondouto, because she is a
hunchback. You will choose her for she is my wraith. 1 s She will
be an extraordinary woman if you manage to possess her. Promise me you will choose her, hunter." I swore to, solemnly,
between the hands of the old woman, and we continued on our
way. The plain of Ourantamba was half a day's journey from
there. On the way we saw hunters who were fleeing and who
watched us quite dumbfounded. The buffalo was at the other end
of the plain but when it saw us it charged with menacing horns.
I did as the old woman had told me and killed the buffalo. I cut
off its tail and we went back to the town of Do as night was
falling, but we did not go before the king until morning came 1 e
The king had the drums beaten and before midday all the in8

habitants of the country were gathered in the main square. The
mutilated carcass of the buffalo had been placed in the middle of
the square and the delirious crowd abused it, while our names
were sung in a thousand refrains. When the king appeared a deep
silence settled on the crowd. "I promised the hand of the most
beautiful maiden in Do to the brave hunter who saved us from
the scourge which overwhelmed us. The buffalo of Do is dead and
here is the hunter who has killed it. I am a man of my word.
Hunter, here are all the daughters of Do; take your pick." And
the crowd showed its approval by a great cheer. On that day all
the daughters of Do wore their festive dress; gold shone in their
hair and fragile wrists bent under the weight of heavy silver
bracelets. Never did so much beauty come together in one place.
Full of pride, my quiver on my back, I swaggered before the
beautiful girls of Do who were smiling at me, with their teeth as
white as the rice of Mali. But I remembered the words of the old
woman. I went round the great circle many times until at last I
saw Sogolon Kedjou sitting apart on a raised platform. I elbowed
my way through the crowd, took Sogolon by the hand and drew
her into the middle of the circle. Showing her to the king, I
said, "Oh King Gnemo Diarra, here is the one I have chosen from
among the young maids of Do; it is her I would like for a wife."
The choice was so paradoxical that the king could not help
laughing, and then general laughter broke out and the people
split their sides with mirth. They took me for a fool, and I
became a ludicrous hero. "You've got to belong to the tribe of
Traorc to do things like that," said somebody in the crowd, and it
was thus that my brother and I left Do the very same day pursued by the mockery of the Kondes.' 1 '
The hunter ended his story and the noble king Nare Maghan
determined to solemnize his marriage with all the customary
formalities so that nobody could dispute the rights of the son to
be born to him. The two hunters were considered as being relatives of Sogolon and it was to them that Gnankouman Doua bore
the traditional cola nuts.l 8 By agreement with the hunters the
marriage was fixed for the first Wednesday of the new moon. The
twelve villages of old Mali and all the peoples allied to them were
acquainted with this and on the appointed day delegations flocked
from all sides to Nianiba, the town of Maghan Kon Fatta.
Sogolon had been lodged with an old aunt of the king's. Since
9

her arrival in Nianiba she had never once gone out and everyone
longed to see the woman for whom Nar6 Maghan was preparing
such a magnificent wedding. It was known that she was not
beautiful, but the curiosity of everyone was aroused, and already
a thousand anecdotes were circulating, most of them put about
by Sassouma B4r&d, the king's first wife.
The royal drums of Nianiba announced the festivity at crack of
dawn. The town awoke to the sound of tam-tams which answered
each other from one district to another; from the midst of the
crowds arose the voices of griots singing the praises of Nard
Maghan.
At the home of the king's old aunt, the hairdresser of Nianiba
was plaiting Sogolon Kedjou's hair. As she lay on her mat, her
head resting on the hairdresser's legs, she wept softly, while the
king's sisters came to chaff her, as was the custom.
` This is your last day of freedom; from now onwards you will
be our woman.'
` Say farewell to your youth,' added another.
' You won't dance in the square any more and have yourself
admired by the boys,' added a third.
Sogolon never uttered a word and from time to time the old
hairdresser said, 'There, there, stop crying. It's a new life beginning, you know, more beautiful than you think. You will be a
mother and you will know the joy of being a queen surrounded
by your children. Come now, daughter, don't listen to the gibes
of your sisters-in-law.' In front of the house the poetesses who
belonged to the king's sisters chanted the name of the young
bride.
During this time the festivity was reaching its height in front
of the king's enclosure. Each village was represented by a troupe
of dancers and musicians; in the middle of the courtyard the
elders were sacrificing oxen which the servants carved up, while
ungainly vultures, perched on the great silk-cotton tree, watched
the hecatomb with their eyes.
Sitting in front of the palace, Nare Maghan listened to the grave
music of the 'bolon' 19 in the midst of his courtiers. Doua, standing amid the eminent guests, held his great spear in his hand and
sang the anthem of the Mandingo kings. Everywhere in the
village people were dancing and singing and members of the
royal family envinced their joy, as was fitting, by distributing
to

grain, clothes, and even gold. Even the jealous Sassouma B4retg
took part in this largesse and, among other things, bestowed fine
loin-cloths on the poetesses.
But night was falling and the sun had hidden behind themountain. It was time for the marriage procession to form up in
front of the house of the king's aunt. The tam-tams had fallen
silent. The old female relatives of the king had washed and perfumed Sogolon and now she was dressed completely in white with
a large veil over her head.
Sogolon walked in front held by two old women. The king's
relatives followed and, behind, the choir of young girls of Mali
sang the bride's departure song, keeping time to the songs by
clapping their hands. The villagers and guests were lined up
along the stretch of ground which separated the aunt's house
from the palace in order to see the procession go by. When
Sogolon had reached the threshold of the king's antechamber one
of his young brothers lifted her vigorously from the ground and
ran off with her towards the palace while the crowd cheered.
The women danced in front of the palace of the king for a long
while, then, after receiving money and presents from members
of the royal family, the crowd dispersed and night darkened
overhead.
' She will be an extraordinary woman if you manage to possess
her.' Those were the words of the old woman of Do, but the
conqueror of the buffalo had not been able to conquer the young
girl. It was only as an afterthought that the two hunters, Oulani
and Oulamba, had the idea of giving her to the king of Mali.
That evening, then, Nard Maghan tried to perform his duty
as a husband but Sogolon repulsed his advances. He persisted, but
his efforts were in vain and early the next morning Doua found
the king exhausted, like a man who had suffered a great defeat.
' What is the matter, my king?' asked the griot.
' I have been unable to possess her-and besides, she frightens
me, this young girl. I even doubt whether she is a human being;
when I drew close to her during the night her body became
covered with long hairs and that scared me very much. All night
long I called upon my wraith but he was unable to master
Sogolon's.'
All that day the king did not emerge and Doua was the only
one to enter and leave the palace. All Nianiba seemed puzzled. The
il

old women who had come early to seek the virginity pagneza
had been discreetly turned away. And this went on for a week.
Nard Maghan had vainly sought advice from some great sorcerers but all their tricks were powerless in overcoming the
wraith of Sogolon. But one night, when everyone was asleep,
Nard Maghan got up. He unhooked his hunter's bag from the
wall and, sitting in the middle of the house, he spread on the
ground the sand which the bag contained. The king began tracing
mysterious signs in the sand; he traced, effaced and began again.
Sogolon woke up. She knew that sand talks, 21 but she was intrigued to see the king so absorbed at dead of night. Nard
Maghan stopped drawing signs and with his hand under his
chin he seemed to be brooding on the signs. All of a sudden he
jumped up, bounded after his sword which hung above his bed,
and said, `Sogolon, Sogolon, wake up. A dream has awakened me
out of my sleep and the protective spirit of the Mandingo kings
has appeared to me. I was mistaken in the interpretation I put
upon the words of the hunter who led you to me. The jinn has
revealed to me their real meaning. Sogolon, I must sacrifice you
to the greatness of my house. The blood of a virgin of the tribe
of Kondd must be spilt, and you are the Kondd virgin whom fate
has brought under my roof. Forgive me, but I must accomplish
my mission. Forgive the hand which is going to shed your blood.'
' No, no-why me?-no, I don't want to die.'
`It is useless,' said the king. `It is not me who has decided.'
He seized Sogolon by the hair with an iron grip, but so great
had been her fright that she had already fainted. In this faint, she
was congealed in her human body and her wraith was no longer
in her, and when she woke up, she was already a wife. That very
night, Sogolon conceived.QZ

The Lion Child
A wife quickly grows accustomed to her state. Sogolon now
walked freely in the king's great enclosure and people also got
12

used to her ugliness. But the first wife of the king, Sassouma
Bdrdtd, turned out to be unbearable. She was restless, and
smarted to see the ugly Sogolon proudly flaunting her pregnancy
about the palace. What would become of her, Sassouma Bdrdtd, if
her son, already eight years old, was disinherited in favour of the
child that Sogolon was going to bring into the world? All the
king's attentions went to the mother-to-be. On returning from
the wars he would bring her the best portion of the booty-fine
loin-cloths and rare jewels. Soon, dark schemes took form in the
mind of Sassouma Bdrdtd; she determined to kill Sogolon. In
great secrecy she had the foremost sorcerers of Mali come to her,
but they all declared themselves incapable of tackling Sogolon.
In fact, from twilight onwards, three owlszs came and perched on
the roof of her house and watched over her. For the sake of peace
and quiet Sassouma said to herself, `Very well then, let him be
born, this child, and then we'll see."
Sogolon's time came. The king commanded the nine greatest
midwives of Mali to come to Niani, and they were now constantly
in attendance on the damsel of Do. The king was in the midst of
his courtiers one day when someone came to announce to him
that Sogolon's labours were beginning. He sent all his courtiers
away and only Gnankouman Doua stayed by his side. One would
have thought that this was the first time that he had become a
father, he was so worried and agitated. The whole palace kept
complete silence. Doua tried to distract the sovereign with his
one-stringed guitar but in vain. He even had to stop this music
as it jarred on the king. Suddenly the sky darkened and great
clouds coming from the east hid the sun, although it was still
the dry season. Thunder began to rumble and swift lightning
rent the clouds; a few large drops of rain began to fall while a
strong wind blew up. A flash of lightning accompanied by a dull
rattle of thunder burst out of the east and lit up the whole sky
as far as the west. Then the rain stopped and the sun appeared
and it was at this very moment that a midwife came out of
Sogolon's house, ran to the antechamber and announced to Nard
Maghan that he was the father of a boy.
The king showed no reaction at all. He was as though in a
daze. Then Doua, realizing the king's emotion, got up and signalled to two slaves who were already standing near the royal
`tabala'.'° The hasty beats of the royal drum announced to Mali
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the birth of a son; the village tam-tams took it up and thus all
Mali got the good news the same day. Shouts of joy, tam-tams
and `balafons's 6 took the place of the recent silence and all the
musicians of Niani made their way to the palace. His initial
emotion being over, the king had got up and on leaving the
antechamber he was greeted by the warm voice of Gnankouman
Doua singing:
` I salute you, father; I salute you, king Nard Maghan; I salute
you, Maghan Kon Fatta, Frako Maghan Keigu.$e The child is
born whom the world awaited. Maghan, oh happy father, I
salute you. The lion child, the buffalo child is born, and to
announce him the Almighty has made the thunder peal, the
whole sky has lit up and the earth has trembled. All hail, father,
hail king Nard Maghan!'
All the griots were there and had already composed a song in
praise of the royal infant. The generosity of kings makes griots
eloquent, and Maghan Kon Fatta distributed on this day alone
six granaries of rice among the populace. Sassouma Bdrdtd distinguished herself by her largesses, but that deceived nobody. She
was suffering in her heart but did not want to betray anything.
The name was given the eighth day after his birth. It was a
great feast day and people came from all the villages of Mali
while each neighbouring people brought gifts to the king. First
thing in the morning a great circle had formed in front of the
palace. In the middle, serving women were pounding rice which
was to serve as bread, and sacrificed oxen lay at the foot of the
great silk-cotton tree.
In Sogolon's house the king's aunt cut off the baby's first crop of
hair while the poetesses, equipped with large fans, cooled the
mother who was nonchalantly stretched out on soft cushions.
The king was in his antechamber but he came out followed by
Doua. The crowd fell silent and Doua cried, `The child of Sogolon
will be called Maghan after his father, and Mari Djata, a name
which no Mandingo prince has ever borne. Sogolon's son will be
the first of this name."
Straight away the griots shouted the name of the infant and
the tam-tams sounded anew. The king's aunt, who had come out
to hear the name of the child, went back into the house, and
whispered the double name of Maghan and Mari Djata in the ear
of the newly-born so that he would remember it.
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The festivity ended with the distribution of meat to the heads
of families and everyone dispersed joyfully. The near relatives
one by one went to admire the newly-born.

Childhood
God has his mysteries which none can fathom. You, perhaps, will
be a king. You can do nothing about it. You, on the other hand,
will be unlucky, but you can do nothing about that either. Each
man finds his way already marked out for him and he can change
nothing of it.
Sogolon's son had a slow and difficult childhood. At the age of
three he still crawled along on all-fours while children of the same
age were already walking. He had nothing of the great beauty of
his father Nard Maghan. He had a head so big that he seemed
unable to support it; he also had large eyes which would open
wide whenever anyone entered his mother's house. He was
taciturn and used to spend the whole day just sitting in the middle
of the house. Whenever his mother went out he would crawl on
all fours to rummage about in the calabashes in search of food, for
he was very greedy."
Malicious tongues began to blab. What three-year-old has not
yet taken his first steps? What three-year-old is not the despair
of his parents through his whims and shifts of mood? What threeyear-old is not the joy of his circle through his backwardness in
talking? Sogolon Djata (for it was thus that they called him, prefixing his mother's name to his), Sogolon Djata, then, was very
different from others of his own age. He spoke little and his
severe face never relaxed into a smile. You would have thought
that he was already thinking, and what amused children of his age
bored him. Often Sogolon would make some of them come to him
to keep him company. These children were already walking and
she hoped that Djata, seeing his companions walking, would be
tempted to do likewise. But nothing came of it. Besides, Sogolon
Djata would brain the poor little things with his already strong
arms and none of them would come near him any more.
The king's first wife was the first to rejoice at Sogolon Djata's
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infirmity. Her own son, Dankaran Touman, was already eleven.
He was a fine and lively boy, who spent the day running about
the village with those of his own age. He had even begun his
initiation in the bush.$s The king had had a bow made for him
and he used to go behind the town to practise archery with his
companions. Sassouma was quite happy and snapped her fingers
at Sogolon, whose child was still crawling on the ground. Whenever the latter happened to pass by her house, she would say,
` Come, my son, walk, jump, leap about. The jinn didn't promise
you anything out of the ordinary, but I prefer a son who walks
on his two legs to a lion that crawls on the ground.' She spoke
thus whenever Sogolon went by her door. The innuendo would
go straight home and then she would burst into laughter, that
diabolical laughter which a jealous woman knows how to use so
well.
Her son's infirmity weighed heavily upon Sogolon Kedjou; she
had resorted to all her talent as a sorceress to give strength to her
son's legs, but the rarest herbs had been useless. The king himself
lost hope.
How impatient man is! Nare Maghan became imperceptibly
estranged but Gnankouman Doua never ceased reminding
him of the hunter's words. Sogolon became pregnant again. The
king hoped for a son, but it was a daughter called Kolonkan.
She resembled her mother and had nothing of her father's
beauty. The disheartened king debarred Sogolon from his house
and she lived in semi-disgrace for a while. Nare Maghan
married the daughter of one of his allies, the king of the Kamaras.
She was called Namandje and her beauty was legendary. A
year later she brought a boy into the world. When the king
consulted soothsayers on the destiny of this son he received the
reply that Namandje's child would be the right hand of some
mighty king. The king gave the newly-born the name of Boukari. He was to be called Manding Boukari or Manding Bory
later on.
Nare Maghan was very perplexed. Could it be that the stiffjointed son of Sogolon was the one the hunter soothsayer had
foretold?
` The Almighty has his mysteries,' Gnankouman Doua would
say and, taking up the hunter's words, added, `The silk-cotton
tree emerges from a tiny seed.'
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One day Nare Maghan came along to the house of Nounfairi,
the blacksmith seer of Niani. He was an old, blind man. He
received the king in the anteroom which served as his workshop.
To the king's question he replied, `When the seed germinates
growth is not always easy; great trees grow slowly but they
plunge their roots deep into the ground.'
` But has the seed really germinated?' said the king.
` Of course,' replied the blind seer. `Only the growth is not as
quick as you would like it; how impatient man is.'
This interview and Doua's confidence gave the king some
assurance. To the great displeasure of Sassouma Berete the king
restored Sogolon to favour and soon another daughter was born
to her. She was given the name of Djamarou.
However, all Niani talked of nothing else but the stiff-legged
son of Sogolon. He was now seven and he still crawled to get
about. In spite of all the king's affection, Sogolon was in despair.
Nare Maghan aged and he felt his time coming to an end.
Dankaran Touman, the son of Sassouma Berete, was now a fine
youth.
One day Nare Maghan made Mari Djata come to him and he
spoke to the child as one speaks to an adult. 'Mari Djata, I am
growing old and soon I shall be no more among you, but before
death takes me off I am going to give you the present each king
gives his successor. In Mali every prince has his own griot. Doua's
father was my father's griot, Doua is mine and the son of Doua,
Balla Fasseke here, will be your griot. Be inseparable friends from
this day forward. From his mouth you will hear the history of
your ancestors, you will learn the art of governing Mali according
to the principles which our ancestors have bequeathed to us. I
have served my term and done my duty too. I have done everything which a king of Mali ought to do. I am handing an enlarged
kingdom over to you and I leave you sure allies. May your destiny
be accomplished, but never forget that Niani is your capital and
Mali the cradle of your ancestors.'
The child, as if he had understood the whole meaning of the
king's words, beckoned Balla Fasseke to approach. He made room
for him on the hide he was sitting on and then said, 'Balla, you
will be my griot.'
` Yes, son of Sogolon, if it pleases God,' replied Balla Fasseke.
The king and Doua exchanged glances that radiated confidence.
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A short while after this interview between Nard Maghan and his
son the king died. Sogolon's son was no more than seven years
old. The council of elders met in the king's palace. It was no use
Doua's defending the king's will which reserved the throne for
Mari Djata, for the council took no account of Nare Maghan's
wish. With the help of Sassouma Berdtd's intrigues, Dankaran
Touman was proclaimed king and a regency council was formed
in which the queen mother was all-powerful. A short time after,
Doua died.
As men have short memories, Sogolon's son was spoken of with
nothing but irony and scorn. People had seen one-eyed kings,
one-armed kings, and lame kings, but a stiff-legged king had
never been heard tell of. No matter how great the destiny
promised for Mari Djata might be, the throne could not be given
to someone who had no power in his legs; if the jinn loved him,
let them begin by giving him the use of his legs. Such were the
remarks that Sogolon heard every day. The queen mother,
Sassouma Bdretd, was the source of all this gossip.
Having become all-powerful, Sassouma Bdretd persecuted
Sogolon because the late Nare Maghan had preferred her. She
banished Sogolon and her son to a back yard of the palace. Mari
Djata's mother now occupied an old but which had served as a
lumber-room of Sassouma's.
The wicked queen mother allowed free passage to all those
inquisitive people who wanted to see the child that still crawled
at the age of seven. Nearly all the inhabitants of Niani filed into
the palace and the poor Sogolon wept to see herself thus given
over to public ridicule..Mari Djata took on a ferocious look in
front of the crowd of sightseers. Sogolon found a little consolation
only in the love of her eldest daughter, Kolonkan. She was four
and she could walk. She seemed to understand all her mother's
miseries and already she helped her with the housework. Sometimes, when Sogolon was attending to the chores, it was she who
stayed beside her sister Djamarou, quite small as yet.
Sogolon Kedjou and her children lived on the queen mother's
left-overs, but she kept a little garden in the open ground behind
the village. It was there that she passed her brightest moments
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looking after her onions and gnougous. 99 One day she happened
to be short of condiments and went to the queen mother to beg
a little baobab leaf."
` Look you,' said the malicious Sassouma, `I have a calabash full.
Help yourself, you poor woman. As for me, my son knew how to
walk at seven and it was he who went and picked these baobab
leaves. Take them then, since your son is unequal to mine.' Then
she laughed derisively with that fierce laughter which cuts
through your flesh and penetrates right to the bone.
Sogolon Kedjou was dumbfounded. She had never imagined
that hate could be so strong in a human being. With a lump in
her throat she left Sassouma's. Outside her but Mari Djata,
sitting on his useless legs, was blandly eating out of a calabash.
Unable to contain herself any longer, Sogolon burst into sobs
and seizing a piece of wood, hit her son.
` Oh son of misfortune, will you never walk? Through your
fault I have just suffered the greatest affront of my life! What have
I done, God, for you to punish me in this way?'
Mari Djata seized the piece of wood and, looking at his mother,
said, `Mother, what's the matter?'
` Shut up, nothing can ever wash me clean of this insult.'
` But what then?'
` Sassouma has just humiliated me over a matter of a baobab
leaf. At your age her own son could walk and used to bring his
mother baobab leaves."
` Cheer up, Mother, cheer up.'
` No. It's too much. I can't.'
` Very well then, I am going to walk today,' said Mari Djata.
` Go and tell my father's smiths to make me the heaviest possible
iron rod. Mother, do you want just the leaves of the baobab or
would you rather I brought you the whole tree?'
` Ah, my son, to wipe out this insult I want the tree and its roots
at my feet outside my hut.'
Balla Fassdkd, who was present, ran to the master smith,
Farakourou, to order an iron rod.
Sogolon had sat down in front of her hut. She was weeping
softly and holding her head between her two hands. Mari Djata
went calmly back to his calabash of rice and began eating again
as if nothing had happened. From time to time he looked up
discreetly at his mother who was murmuring in a low voice,
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`I want the whole tree, in front of my hut, the whole tree.'
All of a sudden a voice burst into laughter behind the hut. It
was the wicked Sassouma telling one of her serving women about
the scene of humiliation and she was laughing loudly so that
Sogolon could hear. Sogolon fled into the but and hid her face
under the blankets so as not to have before her eyes this heedless
boy, who was more preoccupied with eating than with anything
else. With her head buried in the bed-clothes Sogolon wept and
her body shook violently. Her daughter, Sogolon Djamarou,
had come and sat down beside her and she said, `Mother, Mother,
don't cry. Why are you crying?'
Mari Djata had finished eating and, dragging himself along
on his legs, he came and sat under the wall of the but for the
sun was scorching. What was he thinking about? He alone knew.
The royal forges were situated outside the walls and over a
hundred smiths worked there. The bows, spears, arrows and
shields of Niani's warriors came from there. When Balla Fasseke came to order the iron rod, Farakourou said to him, `The
great day has arrived then?'
` Yes. Today is a day like any other, but it will see what no
other day has seen.'
The master of the forges, Farakourou, was the son of the old
Nounfairi, and he was a soothsayer like his father. In his workshops there was an enormous iron bar wrought by his father
Nounfairi. Everybody wondered what this bar was destined to be
used for. Farakourou called six of his apprentices and told them
to carry the iron bar to Sogolon's house.
When the smiths put the gigantic iron bar down in front of the
but the noise was so frightening that Sogolon, who was lying
down, jumped up with a start. Then Balla Fasseke, son of
Gnankouman Doua, spoke.
` Here is the great day, Mari Djata. I am speaking to you,
Maghan, son of Sogolon. The waters of the Niger can efface the
stain from the body, but they cannot wipe out an insult. Arise,
young lion, roar, and may the bush know that from henceforth
it has a master.'
The apprentice smiths were still there, Sogolon had come out
and everyone was watching Mari Djata. He crept on all-fours
and came to the iron bar. Supporting himself on his knees and
one hand, with the other hand he picked up the iron bar without
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any effort and stood it up vertically. Now he was resting on
nothing but his knees and held the bar with both his hands. A
deathly silence had gripped all those present. Sogolon Djata closed
his eyes, held tight, the muscles in his arms tensed. With a violent
jerk he threw his weight on to it and his knees left the ground.
Sogolon Kedjou was all eyes and watched her son's legs which
were trembling as though from an electric shock. Djata was
sweating and the sweat ran from his brow. In a great effort he
straightened up and was on his feet at one go-but the great bar
of iron was twisted and had taken the form of a bow!
Then Balla Fass&e sang out the `Hymn to the Bow', striking
up with his powerful voice:
` Take your bow, Simbon,
Take your bow and let us go.
Take your bow, Sogolon Djata.'
When Sogolon saw her son standing she stood dumb for a
moment, then suddenly she sang these words of thanks to God
who had given her son the use of his legs:
` Oh day, what a beautiful day,
Oh day, day of joy;
Allah Almighty, you never created a finer day.
So my son is going to walk!'
Standing in the position of a soldier at ease, Sogolon Djata, supported by his enormous rod, was sweating great beads of sweat.
Balla Fassek6's song had alerted the whole palace and people came
running from all over to see what had happened, and each stood
bewildered before Sogolon's son. The queen mother had rushed
there and when she saw Mari Djata standing up she trembled
from head to foot. After recovering his breath Sogolon's son
dropped the bar and the crowd stood to one side. His first steps
were those of a giant. Balla Fass&e fell into step and pointing
his finger at Djata, he cried:
` Room, room, make room!
The lion has walked;
Hide antelopes,
Get out of his way.'

Behind Niani there was a young baobab tree and it was there
that the children of the town came to pick leaves for their
mothers. With all his might the son of Sogolon tore up the tree
and put it on his shoulders and went back to his mother. He
threw the tree in front of the but and said, `Mother, here are
some baobab leaves for you. From henceforth it will be outside
your but that the women of Niani will come to stock up.'
Sogolon Djata walked. From that day forward the queen
mother had no more peace of mind. But what can one do against
destiny? Nothing. Man, under the influence of certain illusions,
thinks he can alter the course which God has mapped out, but
everything he does falls into a higher order which he barely
understands. That is why Sassouma's efforts were vain against
Sogolon's son, everything she did lay in the child's destiny.
Scorned the day before and the object of public ridicule, now
Sogolon's son was as popular as he had been despised. The multitude loves and fears strength. All Niani talked of nothing but
Djata; the mothers urged their sons to become hunting companions of Djata and to share his games, as if they wanted their
offspring to profit from the nascent glory of the buffalo-woman's
son. The words of Doua on the name-giving day came back to
men's minds and Sogolon was now surrounded with much
respect; in conversation people were fond of contrasting Sogolon's
modesty with the pride and malice of Soussouma Berete. It was
because the former had been an exemplary wife and mother that
God had granted strength to her son's legs for, it was said, the
more a wife loves and respects her husband and the more she
suffers for her child, the more valorous will the child be one day.
Each is the child of his mother; the child is worth no more than
the mother is worth. It was not astonishing that the king
Dankaran Touman was so colourless, for his mother had never
shown the slightest respect to her husband and never, in the
presence of the late king, did she show that humility which every
wife should show before her husband. People recalled her scenes
of jealousy and the spiteful remarks she circulated about her cowife and her child. And people would conclude gravely, 'Nobody knows God's mystery. The snake has no legs yet it is as
swift as any other animal that has four.'
Sogolon Djata's popularity grew from day to day and he was
surrounded by a gang of children of the same age as himself.

These were Fran Kamara, son of the king of Tabon; Kamandjan,
son of the king of Sibi; and other princes whose fathers had sent
them to the court of Niani. 3i The son of Namandje, Manding
Bory, was already joining in their games. Balla Fasseke followed
Sogolon Djata all the time. He was past twenty and it was he
who gave the child education and instruction according to Mandingo rules of conduct. Whether in town or at the hunt, he missed
no opportunity of instructing his pupil. Many young boys of
Niani came to join in the games of the royal child.
He liked hunting best of all. Farakourou, master of the forges,
had made Djata a fine bow, and he proved himself to be
a good shot with the bow. He made frequent hunting trips with
his troops, and in the evening all Niani would be in the square
to be present at the entry of the young hunters. The crowd
would sing the `Hymn to the Bow' which Balla Fasseke had composed, and Sogolon Djata was quite young when he received the
title of Simbon, or master hunter, which is only conferred on
great hunters who have proved themselves.
Every evening Sogolon Kedjou would gather Djata and his
companions outside her hut. She would tell them stories about
the beasts of the bush, the dumb brothers of man. Sogolon Djata
learnt to distinguish between the animals; he knew why the
buffalo was his mother's wraith and also why the lion was the
protector of his father's family. He also listened to the history of
the kings which Balla Fasseke told him; enraptured by the story
of Alexander the Great, 32 the mighty king of gold and silver,
whose sun shone over quite half the world. Sogolon initiated her
son into certain secrets and revealed to him the names of the
medicinal plants which every hunter should know. Thus, between his mother and his griot, the child got to know all that
needed co b-- known.
Sogolon's son was now ten. The name Sogolon Djata in the
rapid Mandingo language became Sundiata or Sondjata. He
was a lad full of strength; his arms had the strength of ten and
his biceps inspired fear in his companions. He had already that
authoritative way of speaking which belongs to those who are
destined to command. His brother, Manding Bory, became his
best friend, and whenever Djata was seen, Manding Bory
appeared too. They were like a man and his shadow. Fran
Kamara and Kamandjan were the closest friends of the young
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princes, while Balla Fass6kd followed them all like a guardian
angel.
But Sundiata's popularity was so great that the queen mother
became apprehensive for her son's throne. Dankaran Touman
was the most retiring of men. At the age of eighteen he was still
under the influence of his mother and a handful of old schemers.
It was Sassouma Ur&6 who really reigned in his name. The
queen mother wanted to put an end to this popularity by killing
Sundiata and it was thus that one night she received the nine
great witches of Mali. They were all old women. The eldest,
and the most dangerous too, ti-vas called Soumosso Konkomba.
When the nine old hags bad seated themselves in a semi-circle
around her bed the queen mother said:
' You who rule supreme at night, nocturnal powers, oh you who
hold the secret of life, you who can put an end to one life, can
you help me?'
'The night is potent,' said Soumosso Konkomba, 'Oh queen,
tell us what is to be done, on whom must we turn the fatal blade?'
' I want to kill Sundiata,' said Sassouma. 'His destiny runs
counter to my son's and he must be killed while there is still
time. If you succeed, I promise you the finest rewards. First of
all I bestow on each of you a cow and her calf and from tomorrow
go to the royal granaries and each of you will receive a hundred
measures of rice and a hundred measures of hay on my authority.'
' Mother of the king,' rejoined Soumosso Konkomba, 'life hangs
by nothing but a very fine thread, but all is interwoven here
below. Life has a cause, and death as well. The one comes from
the other. Your hate has a cause and your action must have a
cause. Mother of the king, everything holds together, our action
will have no effect unless we are ourselves implicated, but Mari
Djata has done us no wrong. It is, then, difficult for us to compass
his death.'
' But you are also concerned,' replied the queen mother, 'for
the son of Sogolon will be a scourge to us all.'
' The snake seldom bites the foot that does not walk,' said one
o£ the witches.
' Yes, but there are snakes that attack everybody. Allow
Sundiata to grow up and we will all repent of it. Tomorrow go
to Sogolon's vegetable patch and make a show of picking a few
gnougou leaves. Mari Djata stands guard there and you will see
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how vicious the boy is. He won't have any respect for your age,
he'll give you a good thrashing.'
` That's a clever idea,' said one of the old hags.
`But the cause of our discomfiture will be ourselves, for having
touched something which did not belong to us.'
' We could repeat the offence,' said another, `and then if he
beats us again we would be able to reproach him with being
unkind, heartless. In that case we would be concerned, I think.'
` The idea is ingenious,' said Soumosso Konkomba. 'Tomorrow
we shall go to Sogolon's vegetable patch.'
` Now there's.a happy thought,' concluded the queen mother,
laughing for joy. 'Go to the vegetable patch tomorrow and you
will see that Sogolon's son is mean. Beforehand, present yourselves at the royal granaries where you will receive the grain I
promised you; the cows and calves are already yours.'
The old hags bowed and disappeared into the black night. The
queen mother was now alone and gloated over her anticipated
victory. But her daughter, Nana Triban, woke up.
' Mother, who were you talking to? I thought I heard voices.'
' Sleep, my daughter, it is nothing. You didn't hear anything.'
In the morning, as usual, Sundiata got his companions together in front of his mother's but and said, 'What animal are
we going to hunt today?'
Kamandjan said, 'I wouldn't mind if we attacked some elephants right now.'
' Yes, I am of this opinion too,' said Fran Kamara. 'That will
allow us to go far into the bush.'
And the young band left after Sogolon had filled the hunting
bags with eatables. Sundiata and his companions came back late
to the village, but first Djata wanted to take a look at his mother's
vegetable patch as was his custom. It was dusk. There he found
the nine witches stealing gnougou leaves. They made a show of
running away like thieves caught red-handed.
' Stop, stop, poor old women,' said Sundiata, 'what is the matter
with you to run away like this. This garden belongs to all.'
Straight away his companions and he filled the gourds of the
old hags with leaves, aubergines and onions.
' Each time that you run short of condiments come to stock up
here without fear.'
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` You disarm us,' said one of the old crones, and another added,
` And you confound us with your bounty.'
` Listen, Djata,' said Soumosso Konkomba, `we had come here
to test you. We have no need of condiments but your generosity
disarms us. We were sent here by the queen mother to provoke
you and draw the anger of the nocturnal powers upon you. But
nothing can be done against a heart full of kindness. And to think
that we have already drawn a hundred measures of rice and a
hundred measures of millets'-and the queen promises us each
a cow and her calf in addition. Forgive us, son of Sogolon.'
`I bear you no ill-will,' said Djata. `Here, I am returning from
the hunt with my companions and we have killed ten elephants,
so I will give you an elephant each and there you have some
meat!'
`Thank you, son of Sogolon.'
` Thank you, child of Justice.'
` Henceforth,' concluded Soumosso Konkomba, `we will watch
over you.' And the nine witches disappeared into the night.
Sundiata and his companions continued on their way to Niani
and got back after dark.
` You were really frightened; those nine witches really scared
you, eh?' said Sogolon Kolonkan, Djata's young sister.
` How do you know,' retorted Sundiata, astonished.
` I saw them at night hatching their scheme, but I knew there
was no danger for you.' Kolonkan was well versed in the art of
witchcraft and watched over her brother without his suspecting it.

Exile
But Sogolon was a wise mother. She knew everything that
Sassouma could do to hurt her family, and so, one evening, after
the children had eaten, she called them together and said to
Sundiata.
` Let us leave here, my son; Manding Bory and Djamarou are
vulnerable. They are not yet initiated into the secrets of night,
they are not sorcerers. Despairing of ever injuring you, Sassouma
will aim her blows at your brother or sister. Let us go away from
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here. You will return to reign when you are a man, for it is in
Mali that your destiny must be fulfilled.'
It was the wisest course. Manding Bory, the son of Nar4
Maghan's third wife, Namandjd, had no gift of sorcery. Sundiata
loved him very much and since the death of Namandjd he had
been welcomed by Sogolon. Sundiata had found a great friend in
his half-brother. You cannot choose your relatives but you can
choose your friends. Manding Bory and Sundiata were real friends
and it was to save his brother that Djata accepted exile.
Balla Fassdkd, Djata's griot, prepared the departure in detail.
But Sassouma Bdrdtd kept her eye on Sogolon and her family.
One morning the king, Dankaran Touman, called the council
together. He announced his intention of sending an embassy to
the powerful king of Sosso, Soumaoro Kantd. For such a delicate
mission he had thought of Balla Fasseke, son of Dona, his father's
griot. The council approved the royal decision, the embassy was
formed and Balla Fasseke was at the head of it.
It was a very clever way of taking away from Sundiata the
griot his father had given him. Djata was out hunting and when
he came back in the evening, Sogolon Kedjou told him the news.
The embassy had left that very morning. Sundiata flew into a
frightful rage.
` What! take away the griot my father gave me! No, he will
give me back my griot.'
` Stop!' said Sogolon. `Let it go. It is Sassouma who is acting
thus, but she does not know that she obeys a higher order.'
` Come with me,' said Sundiata to his brother Manding Bory,
and the two princes went out. Djata bundled aside the guards on
the house of Dankaran Touman, but he was so angry that he
could not utter a word. It was Manding Bory who spoke.
` Brother Dankaran Touman, you have taken away our part of
the inheritance. Every prince has had his griot, and you have taken
away Balla Fasseke. He was not yours but wherever he may be,
Balla will always be Djata's griot. And since you do not want to
have us around you we shall leave Mali and go far away from
here.'
` But I will return,' added the son of Sogolon, vehemently. `I
will return, do you hear?'
` You know that you are going away but you do not know if
you will come back,' the king replied.
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`I will return, do you hear me?' Djata went on and his tone
was categorical. A shiver ran through the king's whole body.
Dankaran Touman trembled in every limb. The two princes
went out. The queen mother hurried in and found her son in a
state of collapse.
` Mother, he is leaving but he says he will return. But why is
he leaving? I intend to give him back his griot, for my part. Why
is he leaving?'
` Of course, he will stay behind since you so desire it, but in that
case you might as well give up your throne to him, you who
tremble before the threats of a ten-year-old child. Give your seat
up to him since you cannot rule. As for me, I am going to return
to my parents' village for I will not be able to live under the
tyranny of Sogolon's son. I will go and finish my days among
my kinsfolk and I will say that I had a son who was afraid to
rule.'
Sassouma bewailed her lot so much that Dankaran Touman
suddenly revealed himself as a man of iron. Now he desired the
death of his brothers-but he let them leave, it could not be
helped, but if they should ever cross his path again-! He
would reign, alone, for power could not be shared!
Thus Sogolon and her children tasted exile. We poor creatures!
We think we are hurting our neighbour at the time when we
are working in the very direction of destiny. Our action is not us
for it is commanded of us.
Sassouma Bdrdtd thought herself victorious because Sogolon
and her children had fled from Mali. Their feet ploughed up the
dust of the roads. They suffered the insults which those who leave
their country know of. Doors were shut against them and kings
chased them from their courts. But all that was part of the great
destiny of Sundiata. Seven years passed, seven winters followed
one another and forgetfulness crept into the souls of men, but
time marched on at an even pace. Moons succeeded moons in the
same sky and rivers in their beds continued their endless course.
Seven years passed and Sundiata grew up. His body became
sturdy and his misfortunes made his mind wise. He became a
man. Sogolon felt the weight of her years and of the growing
hump on her back, while Djata, like a young tree, was shooting
up to the sky.
After leaving Niani, Sogolon and her children had sojourned at
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Djedeba with the king, Mansa Konkon, the great sorcerer.
Djedeba was a town on the Niger two days away from Niani. The
king received them with a little mistrust, but everywhere the
stranger enjoys the right to hospitality, so Sogolon and her children were lodged in the very enclosure of the king and for two
months Sundiata and Manding Bory joined in the games of the
king's children. One night, as the children were playing at
knuckle-bones outside the palace in the moonlight, the king's
daughter, who was no more than twelve, said to Manding Bory,
` You know that my father is a great sorcerer.'
` Really?' said the artless Manding Bory.
` Why yes, you mean you did not know? Well anyway, his
power lies in the game of wori;'° you can play wori.'
` My brother now, he is a great sorcerer.'
` No doubt he does not come up to my father.'
` But what did you say? Your father plays at wori?'
Just then Sogolon called the children because the moon had
just waned.
`Mother is calling us,' said Sundiata, who was standing at one
side. `Come Manding Bory. If I am not mistaken, you are fond
of that daughter of Mansa Konkon's.'
` Yes brother, but I would have you know that to drive a cow
into the stable it is necessary to take the calf in.'
` Of course, the cow will follow the kidnapper. But take care,
for if the cow is in a rage so much the worse for the kidnapper.'
The two brothers went in swopping proverbs. Men's wisdom is
contained in proverbs and when children wield proverbs it is a
sign that they have profited from adult company. That morning
Sundiata and Manding Bory did not leave the royal enclosure
but played with the king's children beneath the meeting tree.ss
At the beginning of the afternoon Mansa Konkon ordered the
son of Sogolon into his palace.
The king lived in a veritable maze and after several twists and
turns through dark corridors a servant left Djata in a badly-lit
room. He looked about him but was not afraid. Fear enters the
heart of him who does not know his destiny, whereas Sundiata
knew that he was striding towards a great destiny. He did not
know what fear was. When his eyes were accustomed to the
semi-darkness, Sundiata saw the king sitting with his back to
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the light on a great ox-hide. He saw some splendid weapons
hanging on the walls and exclaimed:
' What beautiful weapons you have, Mansa Konkon,' 38 and,
seizing a sword, he began to fence on his own against an imaginary foe. The king, astonished, watched the extraordinary child.
' You had me sent for,' said the latter, 'and here I am.' He
hung the sword back up.
' Sit down,' said the king. 'It is a habit with me to invite my
guests to play, so we are going to play, we are going to play at
wori. But I make rather unusual conditions; if I win-and I shall
win-I kill you.'
' And if it is I who win,' said Djata without being put out.
' In that case I will give you all that you ask of me. But I
would have you know that I always win.'
'If I win I ask for nothing more than that sword,' said Sundiata, pointing to the sword he had brandished.
' All right,' said the king, 'you are sure of yourself, eh?' He
drew up the log in which the wori holes were dug and put four
pebbles in each of the holes.
'I go first,' said the king, and taking the four pebbles from one
hole he dealt them out, punctuating his actions with these
words:
' I don don, don don Kokodji.
Wori is the invention of a hunter.
I don don, don don Kokodji.
I am unbeatable at this game.
I am called the "exterminator king".'
And Sundiata, taking the pebbles from another hole, continued:
'I don don, don don KokodjiFormerly guests were sacred.
I don don, don don Kokodji.
But the gold came only yesterday.
Whereas I came before yesterday.'
' Someone has betrayed me,' roared the king Mansa Konkon,
' someone has betrayed me.'
' No, king, do not accuse anybody,' said the child.
' What then?'
' It is nearly three moons since I have been living with you and
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you have never up to now suggested a game of wori. God is the
guest's tongue. My words express only the truth because I am
your guest.'
The truth was that the queen mother of Niani had sent gold
to Mansa Konkon so that he would get rid of Sundiata: 'the gold
came only yesterday', and Sundiata was at the king's court prior
to the gold. In fact, the king's daughter had revealed the secret to
Manding Bory. Then the king, in confusion, said, 'You have won,
but you will not have what you asked for, and I will turn you
out of my town.'
' Thank you for two months' hospitality, but I will return,
Mansa Konkon.'
Once again Sogolon and her children took to the path of exile.
They went away from the river and headed west. They were
going to seek hospitality from the king of Tabon in the country
which is called the Fouta Djallon today. This region was at that
time inhabited by the Kamara blacksmiths and the Djallonk6s. 37
Tabon was an impregnable town firmly entrenched behind
mountains, and the king had been for a long time an ally of the
Niani court. His son, Fran Kamara, had been one of the companions of Sundiata. After Sogolon's departure from Niani the
companion princes of Sundiata had been sent back to their
respective families.
But the king of Tabon was already old and did not want to fall
out with whoever ruled at Niani. He welcomed Sogolon with
kindness and advised her to go away as far as possible. He suggested the court of Ghana, 38 whose king he knew. A caravan of
merchants was shortly leaving for Ghana. The old king commended Sogolon and her children to the merchants and even
delayed the departure for a few days to allow the mother to
recover a little from her fatigues.
It was with joy that Sundiata and Manding Bory met Fran
Kamara again. The latter, not without pride, showed them round
the fortresses of Tabon and had them admire the huge iron gates
and the king's arsenals. Fran Kamara was very glad to receive
Sundiata at his home but was very grieved when the fatal day
arrived, the day of departure. The night before he had given a
hunting party to the princes of Mali and the youngsters had
talked in the bush like men.
' When I go back to Mali,' Sundiata had said, 'I will pass
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through Tabon to pick you up and we will go to Mali together.'
` Between now and then we will have grown up,' Manding
Bory had added.
`I will have all the army of Tabon for my own,' Fran Kamara
had said, `The blacksmiths and the Djallonkes are excellent warriors. I already attend the gathering of armed men which my
father holds once a year.'
` I will make you a great general, we will travel through many
countries and emerge the strongest of all. Kings will tremble
before us as a woman trembles before a man.' The son of Sogolon
had spoken thus.
The exiles took to the road again. Tabon was very far from
Ghana, 3 s but the merchants were good to Sogolon and her
children. The king had provided the mounts and the caravan
headed to the north, leaving the land of Kita on the right. On
the way the merchants told the princes a great deal about events
of the past. Mari Djata was particularly interested in the stories
bearing on the great king of the day, Soumaoro Kante. It was
to him at Sosso that Balla Fass6k4 bad gone as envoy. Djata
learnt that Saumaoro was the richest and most powerful king
and even the king of Ghana paid him tribute. He was also a man
of great cruelty.
The country of Ghana is a dry region where water is short.
Formerly the Cissds of Ghana were the most powerful of princes.
They were descended from Alexander the Great, the king of
gold and silver, but ever since the Cisses had broken the ancestral
taboo 40 their power had kept on declining. At the time of Sundiata the descendants of Alexander were paying tribute to the
king of Sosso. After several days of travelling the caravan arrived
outside Wagadou. The merchants showed Sogolon and her children the great forest of Wagadou, where the great serpent-god
used to live. 41 The town was surrounded . with enormous walls,
very badly maintained. The travellers noticed that there were a
lot of white traders at Wagadou 42 and many encampments were
to be seen all around the town. Tethered camels were everywhere.
Ghana was the land of the Soninke, 43 and the people there did
not speak Mandingo any more, but nevertheless there were
many people who understood it, for the Soninke travel a lot. They
are great traders. Their donkey caravans came heavily laden to
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Niani every dry season. They would set themselves up behind
the town and the inhabitants would come out to barter.
The merchants made their way towards the colossal city gate.
The head of the caravan spoke to the guards and one of them
beckoned to Sundiata and his family to follow him, and they
entered the city of the Cisses. The terraced houses did not have
straw roofs in complete contrast to the towns of Mali. There were
also a lot of mosques in this city, but that did not astonish Sundiata in the least, for he knew that the Ciss6s were very religious; 44 at Niani there was only one mosque. The travellers
noticed that the anterooms were incorporated in the houses
whereas in Mali the anteroom or `bollon' was a separate building. As it was evening everybody was making his way to the
mosque. The travellers could understand nothing of the prattle
which the passers-by exchanged when they saw them on their
way to the palace.
The palace of the king of Ghana was an imposing building.
The walls were very high and you would have thought it was a
dwelling-place for jinn not for men. Sogolon and her children
were received by the king's brother, who understood Mandingo.
The king was at prayer, so his brother made them comfortable in
an enormous room and water was brought for them to quench
their thirst. After the prayer the king came back into his palace
and received the strangers. His brother acted as interpreter.
` The king greets the strangers.'
` We greet the king of Ghana,' said Sogolon.
`The strangers have entered Wagadou in peace, may peace be
upon them in our city.'
` So be it.'
` The king gives the strangers permission to speak.'
` We are from Mali,' began Sogolon. `The father of my children
was the king Nare Maghan, who, a few years ago sent a goodwill embassy to Ghana. My husband is dead but the council has
not respected his wishes and my eldest son,' (she pointed to
Sundiata) `has been excluded from the throne. The son of my
co-wife was preferred before him. I have known exile. The hate
of my co-wife has hounded me out of every town and I have
trudged along every road with my children. Today I have come
to ask for asylum with the Cisses of Wagadou.'
There was silence for a few moments; during Sogolon's speech
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the king and his brother had not taken their eyes off Sundiata for
an instant. Any other child of eleven would have been disconcerted by the eyes of adults, but Sundiata kept cool and calmly
looked at the rich decorations of the king's reception hall-the
rich carpets, the fine scimitars hanging on the wall-and the
splendid garments of the courtiers.
To the great astonishment of Sogolon and her children the
king also spoke in the very same Mandingo language.
` No stranger has ever found our hospitality wanting. My court
is your court and my palace is yours. Make yourself at home.
Consider that in coming from Niani to Wagadou you have done
no more than change rooms. The friendship which unites Mali
and Ghana goes back to a very distant age, as the elders and griots
know. The people of Mali are our cousins.'
And, speaking to Sundiata, the king said in a familiar tone of
voice, `Approach, cousin, what is your name?'
` My name is Mari-Djata and I am also called Maghan, but
most commonly people call me Sundiata. As for my brother, he is
called Manding Boukary, my youngest sinter is called Djamarou
and the other Sogolon-Kolonkan.'
` There's one that will make a great king. He forgets nobody,'
Seeing that Sogolon was very tired, the king said, `Brother, look
after our guests. Let Sogolon and her children be royally treated
and from tomorrow let the princes of Mali sit among our children.'
Sogolon recovered fairly quickly from her exertions. She was
treated like a queen at the court of king Soumaba Cissd. The
children were clothed in the same fashion as those of Wagadou.
Sundiata and Manding Bory had long smocks splendidly embroidered. They were showered with so many attentions that
Manding Bory was embarrassed by them, but Sundiata found it
quite natural to be treated like this. Modesty is the portion of the
average man, but superior men are ignorant of humility.
Sundiata even became exacting, and the more exacting he
became the more the servants trembled before him. He was held
in high esteem by the king, who said to his brother one day, `If
he has a kingdom one day everything will obey him because he
knows how to command.'
However, Sogolon found no more lasting peace at Wagadou
than she had found at the courts of Djedeba or Tabon; she fell ill
after a year.
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King Soumaba Cissd decided to send Sogolon and her people to
Mema to the court of his cousin, Tounkara. Mema was the capital
of a great kingdom on the Niger beyond the land of Do. The king
reassured Sogolon of the welcome she would be given there.
Doubtless the air which blew from the river would be able to
restore Sogolon's health.
The children were sorry to leave Wagadou for they had made
many friends, but their destiny lay elsewhere and they had to go
away.
King Soumaba Cisse entrusted the travellers to some merchants
who were going to Mema. It was a large caravan and the journey
was done by camel. The children had for a long time accustomed
themselves to these animals which were unknown in Mali. The
king had introduced Sogolon and her children as members of his
family and they were thus treated with much consideration by
the merchants. Always keen to learn, Sundiata asked the caravaneers many questions. They were very well-informed people
and told Sundiata a lot of things. He was told about the countries
beyond Ghana; the land of the Arabs; the Hejaz, cradle of Islam,
and of Djata's ancestors (for Bibali Bounama, the faithful
servant of the Prophet, came from Hejaz). He learnt many
things about Alexander the Great, too, but it was with terror that
the merchants spoke of Soumaoro, the sorcerer-king, the plunderer who would rob the merchants of everything when he was
in a bad mood.
A courier, despatched earlier from Wagadou, had heralded the
arrival of Sogolon at Mema; a great escort was sent to meet the
travellers and a proper reception was held before Mema. Archers
and spearmen formed up in a double line and the merchants
showed even more respect to their travelling companions.
Surprisingly enough, the king was absent. It was his sister who
had organized this great reception. Tlie whole of Mema was at
the city gate and you would have thought it was the king's
homecoming. Here many people could speak Mandingo and
Sogolon and her children could understand the amazement of
the people, who were saying to each other, `Where do they
come from? Who are they?'
The king's sister received Sogolon and her children in the
palace. She spoke Maninkakan 45 very well and talked to Sogolon
as if she had known her for a long time. She lodged Sogolon in a
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wing of the palace. As usual, Sundiata very soon made his presence
felt among the young princes of Mema and in a few days he
knew every corner of the royal enclosure.
The air of Mema, the air of the river, did Sogolon's health a lot
of good, but she was even more affected by the friendliness of the
king's sister, who was called Massiran. Massiran disclosed to
Sogolon that the king had no children and that the new companions of Sundiata were only the sons of Mema's vassal kings.
The king had gone on a campaign against the mountain tribes
who lived on the other side of the river. It was like this every
year, because as soon as these tribes were left in peace they came
down from the mountains to pillage the country.
Sundiata and Manding Bory again took up their favourite
pastime, hunting, and went out with the young vassals of Mema.
At the approach of the rainy season the king's return was
announced. The city of Mema gave a triumphal welcome to its
king. Moussa Tounkara, richly dressed, was riding on a magnificent horse while his formidable cavalry made an impressive
escort. The infantry marched in ranks carrying on their heads
the booty taken from the enemy. The war drums rolled while the
captives, heads lowered and hands tied behind their backs, moved
forward mournfully to the accompaniment of the crowd's
derisive laughter.
When the king was in his palace, Massiran, his sister,
introduced Sogolon and her children and handed him the
letter from the king of Ghana. Moussa Tounkara was very affable
and said to Sogolon, `My cousin Soumaba recommends you
and that is enough. You are at home. Stay here as long as you
wish.'
It was at the court of Mema that Sundiata and Manding Bory
went on their first campaign. Moussa Tounkara was a great
warrior and therefore he admired strength. When Sundiata was
fifteen the king took him with him on campaign. Sundiata
astonished the whole army with his strength and with his dash
in the charge. In the course of a skirmish against the mountaineers he hurled himself on the enemy with such vehemence
that the king feared for his life, but Mansa Tounkara admired
bravery too much to stop the son of Sogolon. He followed him
closely to protect him and he saw with rapture how the youth
sowed panic among the enemy. He had remarkable presence of
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mind, struck right and left and opened up for himself a glorious
path. When the enemy had fled the old `sofas' 46 said, `There's
one that'll make a good king.' Moussa Tounkara took the son of
Sologon in his arms and said, `It is destiny that has sent you to
Mema. I will make a great warrior out of you.'
From that day Sundiata did not leave the king any more. He
eclipsed all the young princes and was the friend of the whole
army. They spoke about nothing but him in the camp. Men were
even more surprised by the lucidity of his mind. In the camp
he had an answer to everything and the most puzzling situations
resolved themselves in his presence.
Soon it was in Mema itself that people began to talk about
Sundiata. Was it not Providence which had sent this boy at a
time when Mema had no heir? People already averred that Sundiata would extend his dominion from Mema to Mali. He went
on all the campaigns. The enemy's incursions became rarer and
rarer and the reputation of Sogolon's son spread beyond the
river.
After three years the king appointed Sundiata Kan-Koro-Sigui,
his Viceroy, and in the king's absence it was he who governed.
Djata had now seen eighteen winters and at that time he was a
tall young man with a fat neck and a powerful chest. Nobody else
could bend his bow. Everyone bowed before him and he was
greatly loved. Those who did not love him feared him and his
voice carried authority.
The king's choice was approved of both by the army and the
people; the people love all who assert themselves over them. The
soothsayers of Mema revealed the extraordinary destiny o£
Djata. It was said that he was the successor of Alexander the
Great and that he would be even greater; the soldiers already
had a thousand dreams of conquest. What was impossible with
such a gallant chief? Sundiata inspired confidence in the sofas by
his example, for the sofa loves to see his chief share the hardship
of battle.
Djata was now a man, for time had marched on since the
exodus from Niani and his destiny was now to be fulfilled.
Sogolon knew that the time had arrived and she had performed
her task. She had nurtured the son for whom the world was waiting and she knew that now her mission was accomplished, while
that of Djata was about to begin. One day she said to her son,
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` Do not deceive yourself. Your destiny lies not here but in Mali.
The moment has come. I have finished my task and it is yours
that is going to begin, my son. But you must be able to wait.
Everything in its own good time.'

Soumaoro Kante, the Sorcerer King
While Sogolon's son was fighting his first campaign far from his
native land, Mali had fallen under the domination of a new
master, Soumaoro Kante, king of Sosso.
When the embassy sent by Dankaran Touman arrived at
Sosso, Suomaoro demanded that Mali should acknowledge itself
tributary to Sosso. Balla Fasseke found delegates from several
other kingdoms at Soumaoro's court. With his powerful army of
smiths the king of Sosso had quickly imposed his power on everybody. After the defeat of Ghana and Diaghan 4 ' no one dared
oppose him any more. Soumaoro was descended from the line of
smiths called Diarisso who first harnessed fire and taught men
how to work iron, but for a long time Sosso had remained a little
village of no significance. The powerful king of Ghana was the
master of the country. Little by little the kingdom of Sosso had
grown at the expense of Ghana and now the Kantes dominated
their old masters. Like all masters of fire, Soumaoro Kante was
a great sorcerer. His fetishes 4a had a terrible power and it was
because of them that all kings trembled before him, for he could
deal a swift death to whoever he pleased. He had fortified Sosso
with a triple curtain wall and in the middle of the town loomed
his palace, towering over the thatched huts of the villages. 49 He
had had an immense seven-storey tower built for himself and
he lived on the seventh floor in the midst of his fetishes. This is
why he was called `The Untouchable King'.
Soumaoro let the rest of the Mandingo embassy return but
he kept Balla Fasseke back and threatened to destroy Niani if
Dankaran Touman did not make his submission. Frightened, the
son of Sassouma immediately made his submission, and he even
sent his sister, Nana Triban, to the king of Sosso.
One day when the king was away, Balla Fasseke managed to
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get right into the most secret chamber of the palace where
Soumaoro safeguarded his fetishes. When he had pushed the door
open he was transfixed with amazement at what he saw. The
walls of the chamber were tapestried with human skins and
there was one in the middle of the room on which the king sat;
around an earthenware jar nine heads formed a circle; when
Balla had opened the door the water had become disturbed and a
monstrous snake had raised its head. Balla Fasseke, who was also
well versed in sorcery, recited some formulas and everything in
the room fell quiet, so he continued his inspection. He saw on a
perch above the bed three owls which seemed to be asleep; on the
far wall hung strangely-shaped weapons, curved swords and
knives with three cutting edges. He looked at the skulls attentively and recognized the nine kings killed by Soumaoro. To the
right of the door he discovered a great balafon, bigger than he
had ever seen in Mali. Instinctively he pounced upon it and sat
down to play. The griot always has a weakness for music, for
music is the griot's soul.
He began to play. He had never heard such a melodious balafon. Though scarcely touched by the hammer, the resonant wood
gave out sounds of an infinite sweetness, notes clear and as pure
as gold dust; under the skilful hand of Balla the instrument had
found its master. He played with all his soul and the whole room
was filled with wonderment. The drowsy owls, eyes half closed,
began to move their heads as though with satisfaction. Everything seemed to come to life upon the strains of this magic
music. The nine skulls resumed their earthly forms and blinked
at hearing the solemn `Vulture Tune'; 5° with its head resting on
the rim, the snake seemed to listen from the jar. Balla Fasseke
was pleased at the effect his music had had on the strange inhabitants of this ghoulish chamber, but he quite understood that
this balafon was not at all like any other. It was that of a great
sorcerer. Soumaoro was the only one to play this instrument.
After each victory he would come and sing his own praises. No
griot had ever touched it. Not all ears were made to hear that
music. Soumaoro was constantly in touch with this xylophone
and no matter how far away he was, one only had to touch it for
him to know that someone had got into his secret chamber.
The king was not far from the town and he rushed back to his
palace and climbed up to the seventh storey. Balla Fasseke heard
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hurried steps in the corridor and Soumaoro bounded into the
room, sword in hand.
` Who is there?' he roared. `It is you, Balla Fassdkd!'
The king was foaming with anger and his eyes burnt fiercely
like hot embers. Yet without losing his composure the son of
Doua changed key and improvised a song in honour of the king:
There he is, Soumaoro Kantd.
All hail, you who sit on the skins of kings.
All hail, Simbon of the deadly arrow.
I salute you, you who wear clothes of human skin.
This improvised tune greatly pleased Soumaoro and he had
never heard such fine words. Kings are only men, and whatever
iron cannot achieve against them, words can. Kings, too, are
susceptible to flattery, so Soumaoro's anger abated, his heart filled
with joy as he listened attentively to this sweet music:
All hail, you who wear clothes of human skin.
I salute you, you who sit on the skins of kings.
Balla sang and his voice, which was beautiful, delighted the
king of Sosso.
` How sweet it is to hear one's praises sung by someone else;
Balla Fassdkd, you will nevermore return to Mali for from today
you are my griot.'
Thus Balla Fassdkd, whom king Nard Maghan had given to his
son Sundiata, was stolen from the latter by Dankaran Touman;
now it was the king of Sosso, Soumaoro Kantd, who, in turn, stole
the precious griot from the son of Sassouma Bdrdte'. In this way
war between Sundiata and Soumaoro became inevitable.

History
We are now coming to the great moments in the life of Sundiata.
The exile will end and another sun will arise. It is the sun of
Sundiata. Griots know the history of kings and kingdoms and
that is why they are the best counsellors of kings. Every king
wants to have a singer to perpetuate his memory, for it is the
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griot who rescues the memories of kings from oblivion, as men
have short memories.
Kings have prescribed destinies just like men, and seers who
probe the future know it. They have knowledge of the future,
whereas we griots are depositories of the knowledge of the past.
But whoever knows the history of a country can read its future.
Other peoples use writing to record the past, but this invention'
has killed the faculty of memory among them. They do not feel
the past any more, for writing lacks the warmth of the human
voice. With them everybody thinks he knows, whereas learning
should be a secret. 51 The prophets did not write and their words
have been all the more vivid as a result. What paltry learning is
that which is congealed in dumb books!
I, Djeli Mamoudou Kouyatd, am the result of a long tradition.
For generations we have passed on the history of kings from
father to son. The narrative was passed on to me without alteration and I deliver it without alteration, for I received it free from
all untruth.
Listen now to the story of Sundiata, the Na'Kamma, the man
who had a mission to accomplish.
At the time when Sundiata was preparing to assert his claim
over the kingdom of his fathers, Soumaoro was the king of kings,
the most powerful king in all the lands of the setting sun. The
fortified town of Sosso was the bulwark of fetishism against the
word of Allah. For a long time Soumaoro defied the whole world.
Since his accession to the throne of Sosso he had defeated nine
kings whose heads served him as fetishes in his macabre chamber. Their skins served as seats and he cut his footwear from
human skin. Soumaoro was not like other men, for the jinn had
revealed themselves to him and his power was beyond measure.
So his countless sofas were very brave since they believed their
king to be invincible. But Soumaoro was an evil demon and his
reign had produced nothing but bloodshed. Nothing was taboo
for him. His greatest pleasure was publicly to flog venerable old
men. He had defiled every family and everywhere in his vast
empire there were villages populated by girls whom he had
forcibly abducted from their families without marrying them.
The tree that the tempest will throw down does not see the
storm building up on the horizon. Its proud head braves the
winds even when it is near its end. Soumaoro had come to despise
q,1

everyone. Oh! how power can pervert a man. If man had but a
mithka1 52 of divine power at his disposal the world would have
been annihilated long ago. Soumaoro arrived at a point where he
would stop at nothing. His chief general was his nephew the
smith, Fakoli Koroma. He was the son of Soumaoro's sister,
Kassia. Fakoli had a wonderful wife, Keleya, who was a great
magician like her husband. She could cook better than the three
hundred wives of Soumaoro put together. 53 Soumaoro adbucted
Keleya and locked her up in his palace. Fakoli fell into a dreadful
rage and went to his uncle and said, 'Since you are not ashamed
to commit incest by taking my wife, I am freed from all my ties
with you from this day forward. Henceforth I shall be on the side
of your enemies. I shall combine insurgent Mandingoes with my
own troops and wage war against you.' And he left Sosso with the
smiths of the Koroma tribe.
It was like a signal. All those long-repressed hates and rancours burst out and everywhere men answered the call of Fakoli.
Straight away Dankaran Touman, the king of Mali, mobilized
and marched to join Fakoli. But Soumaoro, casting his nephew's
threat aside, swooped down on Dankaran Touman, who gave up
the struggle and fled to the land of the cola; and in those forested
regions he founded the town of Kissidougou. 54 During this period
Soumaoro, in his anger, punished all the Mandingo towns which
had revolted. He destroyed the town of Niani and reduced it to
ashes. The inhabitants cursed the king who had fled.
It is in the midst of calamity that man questions himself about
his destiny. After the flight of Dankaran Touman, Soumaoro
proclaimed himself king of Mali by right of conquest, but he was
not recognized by the populace and resistance was organized in
the bush. Soothsayers were consulted as to the fate of the
country. The soothsayers were unanimous in saying that it
would be the rightful heir to the throne who would save Mali.
This heir was 'The Man with Two Names'. The elders of the
court of Niani then remembered the son of Sogolon. The man
with two names was no other than Maghan Sundiata.
But where could he be found? No one knew where Sogolon and
tier children lived. For seven years nobody had had any news of
them. Now the problem was to find them. Nevertheless a search
party was formed to seek him out. Among the people included
must be mentioned Kountoun Manian, an old griot from the
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court of Nars Maghan; Mandjan Berets, a brother of Sassouma's,
who did not want to follow Dankaran Touman in flight; Singbin Mara Cisss, a divine of the court; Siriman Tours, another
divine; and, finally, a woman, Magnouma. According to the clues
of the soothsayers they had to search towards the riverine lands,
that is, towards the east. The searchers left Mali while war
raged between Sosso Soumaoro and his nephew Fakoli Koroma.

The Baobab Leaves
At Mema Sundiata learnt that Soumaoro had invaded Mali and
that his own brother, Dankaran Touman, had fled. He learnt also
that Fakoli was holding his own against the king of Sosso. That
year the kingdom of Mema was at peace and the king's viceroy
had a lot of leisure time. As always, he went out hunting, but
since the news about Mali had arrived Sundiata had become very
gloomy. The aged Sogolon was ill. Manding Bory was fifteen and
was now a lively youth like his brother and friend Sundiata.
Djata's sisters had grown up and Kolonkan was now a tall maiden
of marriageable age. Now that Sogolon had grown old it was she
who did the cooking and she often went to the town market
with her serving women.
Well, one day when she was at the market she noticed a woman
who was offering for sale nafiola 55 and gnougou, condiments
unknown to the people of Mema, who looked in astonishment at
the woman who was selling them. Kolonkan approached. She
recognized baobab leaves and many other vegetables which her
mother used to grow in her garden at Niani.
` Baobab leaves,' she muttered, 'and gnougou, I know these,'
she said, taking some.
' How do you know them princess?' said the woman. 'I have
been offering them for sale here in the market of Mema for days
but nobody wants any here.'
' But I am from Mali. At home my mother used to have a
vegetable garden and my brother would go to seek baobab leaves
for us.'
' What is your brother's name princess?'
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` He is called Sogolon Djata, and the other one is called Mending Bory. I also have a sister called Sogolon Djamarou.'
Meanwhile a man had drawn near and he spoke thus to Sogolon Kolonkan, `Princess, we are also from Mali. We are merchants
and are going from town to town. I am selling colas myself.
Here, I give you one. Princess, could your mother receive us
today?'
` Of course, she will be happy to talk to people who come from
Mali. Don't budge from here and I'll go and talk to her about it.'
Kolonkan, without caring about the scandal of the viceroy's
sister being seen running across the market-place, had knotted
her long dress about her middle and was running at full speed
towards the royal enclosure.
` N'na,se she said, out of breath and addressing her mother, `I
have found baobab leaves, gnougou and many other things at
the market, look. Some merchants from Mali are selling them.
They would like to see you.'
Sogolon took the baobab leaves and gnougou in her hand and
put her nose to them as though to inhale all the scent. She opened
her eyes wide and looked at her daughter.
` They come from Mali, you say? Then run to the market and
tell them that I am waiting for them, run, my daughter.'
Sogolon remained alone. She was turning the precious condiments over and over in her hands when she heard Sundiata and
Manding Bory returning from the hunt.
` Hail, mother. We have returned,' said Manding Bory.
` Hail, mother,' said Sundiata, `we have brought you some
game.'
` Come in and sit down,' she said, and held out to them what
she had in her hand.
` Why, it's gnougou,' said Sundiata, `where did you find it? The
people here grow it very little.'
` Yes, some merchants from Mali are offering it for sale in the
market. Kolonkan has gone to fetch them for they want to see
me. We are going to have some news of Mali.'
Kolonkan soon appeared followed by four men and a woman;
straight away Sogolon recognized the eminent members of her
husband's court. The salutations began and greetings were exchanged with all the refinement demanded by Mandingo courtesy. At last Sogolon said, `Here are my children; they have
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grown up far from their native country. Now let us talk of
Mali.'
The travellers quickly exchanged meaningful glances, then
Mandjan Bdr&4, Sassouma's brother, began to speak in these
words
` I give thanks to God the Almighty that we are here in the
presence of Sogolon and her children. I give thanks to God that
our journey will not have been in vain. It is two months since
we left Mali. We went from one royal town to another posing as
merchants and Magnouma offered vegetables of Mali for sale. In
these eastern lands people are unacquainted with these vegetables. But at Mema our plan worked out perfectly. The person
who bought some gnougou was able to tell us of your fate and
that person, by a crowning stroke of fortune, turned out to be
Sogolon Kolonkan.'
` Alas! I bring you sad tidings. That is my mission. Soumaoro
Kante, the powerful king of Sosso, has heaped death and desolation upon Mali. The king, Dankaran Touman, has fled and Mali
is without a master, but the war is not finished yet. Courageous
men have taken to the bush and are waging tireless war against
the enemy. Fakoli Koroma, the nephew of the king of Sosso, is
fighting pitilessly against his incestuous uncle who robbed him of
his wife. We have consulted the jinn and they have replied that
only the son of Sogolon can deliver Mali. Mali is saved because
we have found you, Sundiata.'
`Maghan Sundiata, I salute you; king of Mali, the throne of
your fathers awaits you. Whatever rank you may hold here,
leave all these honours and come and deliver your fatherland.
The brave await you, come and restore rightful authority to
Mali. Weeping mothers pray only in your name, the assembled
kings await you, for your name alone inspires confidence in them.
Son of Sogolon, your hour has come, the words of the old Gnankouman Doua are about to come to pass, for you are the giant
who will crush the giant Soumaoro.'
After these words a profound silence reigned over the room of
Sogolon. She, her eyes cast down, remained silent; Kolonkan and
Manding Bory had their eyes fixed on Sundiata.
` Very well,' he said, `it is no longer the time for words. I am
going to ask the king's leave and we will return immediately.
Manding Bory, take charge of the envoys from Mali. The king
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will return this evening and we will set out first thing tomorrow.'
Sundiata got up and all the envoys stood up while Djata went
out. He was already king.
The king returned to Mema at nightfall. He had gone to spend
the day in one of his neighbouring residences. The viceroy was
not at the king's reception and nobody knew where he was. He
returned at night and before going to bed he went and saw
Sogolon. She had a fever and was trembling under the blankets.
With a feeble voice she wished her son good night. When Sundiata was in his chamber alone he turned to the east and spoke thus:
` Almighty God, the time for action has come. If I must succeed in the reconquest of Mali, Almighty, grant that I may bury
my mother in peace here.' Then he lay down.
In the morning, Sogolon Kedjou, the buffalo woman, passed
away, and all the court of Mema went into mourning, for the
viceroy's mother was dead. Sundiata went to see the king, who
offered his condolences. He said to the king, `King, you gave me
hospitality at your court when I was without shelter. Under your
orders I went on my first campaign. I shall never be able to
thank you for so much kindness. However, my mother is dead;
but I am now a man and I must return to Mali to claim the
kingdom of my fathers. Oh king, I give you back the powers you
conferred upon me, and I ask leave to depart. In any case, allow
me to bury my mother before I go.'
These words displeased the king. Never did he think that the
son of Sogolon could leave him. What was he going to seek in
Mali? Did he not live happy and respected by all at Mema?
Was he not already the heir to the throne of Mema? How ungrateful, thought the king, the son of another is always the son
of another.
` Ungrateful creature,' said the king, `since this is how it is, go
away, leave my kingdom, but take your mother's remains with
you; you will not bury her at Mema.'
But after a pause he went on, `Very well then, since you insist
on burying your mother, you will pay me the price of the earth
where she will lie.'
` I will pay later,' replied Sundiata. `I will pay when I reach
Mali.'
` No, now, or you will have to take your mother's corpse with
you.'
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Then Sundiata got up and went out. He came back after a short
while and brought the king a basket full of bits of pottery,
guinea fowl feathers, feathers of young partridges and wisps of
straw. He said, `Very well king, here is the price of the land.'
` You are mocking, Sundiata, take your basket of rubbish away.
That is not the price of the land. What do you mean by it?'
Then the old Arab who was the king's adviser said, `Oh king,
give this young man the land where his mother must rest.
What he has brought you has a meaning. If you refuse him the
land he will make war on you. These broken pots and wisps of
straw indicate that he will destroy the town. It will only be
recognized by the fragments of broken pots. He will make such
a ruin of it that guinea-fowl and young partridges will come to
take their dust baths there. Give him the land for if he reconquers his kingdom he will deal gently with you, your family, and
his will be forever allied.'
The king understood. He gave him the land and Sogolon
received her funeral honours with all the regal obsequies.

The Return
Every inan to his own land! If it is foretold that your destiny
should be fulfilled in such and such a land, men can do nothing
against it. Mansa Tounkara could not keep Sundiata back because
the destiny of Sogolon's son was bound up with that of Mali.
Neither the jealousy of a cruel stepmother, nor her wickedness,
could alter for a moment the course of great destiny.
The snake, man's enemy, is not long-lived, yet the serpent that
lives hidden will surely die old. Djata was strong enough now to
face his enemies. At the age of eighteen he had the stateliness of
the lion and the strength of the buffalo. His voice carried authority, his eyes were live coals, his arm was iron, he was the husband
of power.
Moussa Tounkara, king of Mema, gave Sundiata half of his
army. The most valiant came forward of their own free will to
follow Sundiata in the great adventure. The cavalry of Mema,
which lie had fashioned himself, formed his iron squadron.
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