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Introduction
The Gambia, nestled along the banks of the river from which it takes its name, is one
of West Africa’s smallest yet most storied nations. Despite its modest size and the
narrow reach of its territory, The Gambia’s history stretches back thousands of years,
woven together by the sweep of ancient civilizations, powerful empires, trans-Saharan
trade, and relentless currents of change set in motion by both internal dynamics and
forces from afar. Its strategic position on the Atlantic coast and along the Gambia
River has drawn explorers, traders, and settlers from distant landscapes, each leaving
an indelible mark on the land and its people.

This book, “The History of Gambia: Gambia from its earliest beginnings to the present
day,” is an exploration of the nation’s long and complex journey. Beginning with the
first known inhabitants and the diverse societies that emerged around the river, we
trace the formation of early kingdoms, the transformative impact of Islam, and the
interconnectedness of societies across the West African region. The threads of oral
tradition, embodied by griots who served as living repositories of memory, have
ensured that Gambia’s history is not only written in books but sung and spoken across
generations.

The arrival of Europeans in the fifteenth century set in motion a new era for The
Gambia, marked by both opportunity and tremendous upheaval. Portuguese traders,
British colonialists, and rival European powers sought to control the river’s trade and
resources, leading to centuries of shifting alliances, economic exploitation, and the
devastating legacy of the transatlantic slave trade. Under colonial rule, Gambian
society was transformed by new agricultural systems, infrastructural changes, and
political reforms—yet also by resistance, resilience, and the gradual movement
towards self-determination.

Gambia’s transition to independence in the 20th century ushered in new hopes and
challenges. The rule of Dawda Jawara and his party provided stability and democratic
governance, even as the nation faced economic hurdles and episodes of political
turmoil. The 1981 attempted coup and the later Senegambia Confederation illustrated
the country’s vulnerability, but also its determination to maintain sovereignty and
social harmony. The 1994 coup led by Yahya Jammeh introduced an era of
authoritarianism, punctuated by human rights concerns but also by twists and turns
on the international stage.

The most recent chapter in Gambia’s history, the democratic transition marked by the
2016 presidential election and the emergence of Adama Barrow, has once again
opened a new era of hope, dialogue, and reform. The current landscape is defined by
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a dynamic society, where diverse ethnic communities contribute to a vibrant culture
and national identity. The Gambia navigates the challenges of underdevelopment,
poverty, and external pressures while celebrating its traditions, resilience, and
aspirations for a just and prosperous future.

In these pages, readers will follow The Gambia’s unique journey from prehistory to the
present, witnessing the enduring spirit of its people amid adversity and change. This
history is a testimony not only to struggle and endurance, but also to creativity, faith,
and the enduring desire for freedom and dignity.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and the River: Gambia’s
Geography and Early Settlement
The Republic of The Gambia, often simply called Gambia, is a sliver of land nestled on
the bulge of West Africa, almost entirely surrounded by Senegal. This geographical
quirk, a legacy of colonial cartography, has profoundly shaped its history, culture, and
economy. Its defining feature, and indeed its namesake, is the Gambia River, a
majestic waterway that flows for approximately 1,120 kilometers (700 miles) from its
source in the Fouta Djallon highlands of Guinea, emptying into the Atlantic Ocean. For
a nation of just over 11,000 square kilometers (about 4,300 square miles), the river is
not merely a geographic landmark but the very artery of its existence.

Imagine a country that is, in essence, a prolonged riverbank. That’s The Gambia. Its
width rarely exceeds 48 kilometers (30 miles), creating a long, narrow strip of territory
that follows the river's course inland for about 320 kilometers (200 miles). This unique
geography has meant that throughout history, access to and control of the Gambia
River has been paramount. It served as a natural highway, facilitating trade,
migration, and communication for millennia. The river’s ebb and flow dictated the
rhythm of life for early inhabitants, just as it continues to influence the livelihoods of
modern Gambians.

The river itself is navigable for about half its length, allowing ocean-going vessels to
reach Kuntaur, approximately 240 kilometers (150 miles) upstream. Smaller boats can
travel even further, making it an unparalleled inland conduit for commerce. The river’s
estuary, a broad expanse where fresh and saltwater mingle, is dotted with islands,
most famously James Island (now Kunta Kinteh Island), which played a crucial role in
the colonial era. The river’s banks are generally low-lying, giving way to a landscape of
mangroves near the coast, gradually transitioning to savanna grasslands further
inland.

Beyond the immediate riverine environment, The Gambia’s landscape is characterized
by a relatively flat terrain, with elevations rarely exceeding 50 meters (164 feet)
above sea level. This gentle topography, combined with a tropical climate, has
historically supported agriculture. The climate features a distinct dry season
(November to May) and a wet season (June to October), influenced by the West African
Monsoon. These seasonal variations have always been critical for agricultural
practices, particularly for rain-fed crops.

The coastal areas, where the capital city of Banjul is located, offer sandy beaches that
have, in more recent times, become a draw for tourism. The country's limited natural
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resources, however, have historically meant that human ingenuity and the strategic
advantage of the river itself were the primary drivers of its development. The fertile
alluvial soils deposited by the river have long supported a variety of crops, making
agriculture the backbone of the Gambian economy for centuries.

The presence of the river and its fertile floodplains meant that early human
settlements naturally congregated along its banks. Access to fresh water, fishing, and
arable land were crucial for the survival and growth of these nascent communities.
Archaeological findings, such as pottery fragments dating back thousands of years,
testify to the continuous human habitation of the Gambia River valley. These early
inhabitants were drawn to the river not just for sustenance but also for its role as a
natural thoroughfare, connecting them to other communities and fostering early forms
of trade.

The river's significance extended beyond mere utility; it likely held spiritual and
cultural importance for these early societies. Rivers often feature prominently in the
cosmologies and oral traditions of ancient peoples, seen as sources of life, purification,
and connection to the spiritual realm. While direct evidence from such ancient times is
scarce, the enduring reverence for the river in Gambian culture today suggests a long-
standing relationship between the people and this vital waterway.

The geographical position of The Gambia also placed it within a broader West African
context, influencing its interactions with powerful empires and trade networks. While
its narrow confines might suggest isolation, the river actually served as a conduit,
linking it to the wider region. This interconnectedness is a recurring theme in Gambian
history, demonstrating how geography can both define and transcend boundaries.

The limited land area and the overwhelming presence of the river have fostered a
close-knit society. Unlike larger nations with diverse geographical regions, The
Gambia’s uniform geography has, in some ways, contributed to a shared identity
among its various ethnic groups. The river, in essence, unites them, flowing through
the heart of their shared homeland.

In understanding The Gambia’s past, one must always return to the river. It is the
silent witness to every migration, every battle, every trade, and every generation that
has called this land home. Its waters have carried the canoes of ancient fishermen, the
ships of European traders, and the hopes and dreams of a nation. The very essence of
Gambian identity is inextricably linked to this remarkable geographical feature, a
testament to the enduring power of nature to shape human destiny.
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