
SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

From the MixCache.com library

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

A History of Gambia
MixCache.com

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Table of Contents
Introduction
Chapter 1 Early Human Settlement and Archaeology
Chapter 2 The Gambia River: Lifeblood of a Nation
Chapter 3 The Ethnic Mosaic: Mandinka, Fula, Jola, and Beyond
Chapter 4 The Stone Circles and Ancient Societies
Chapter 5 Oral Traditions and the Griots
Chapter 6 The Mali Empire and the Malinke Migration
Chapter 7 The Songhai Influence and Regional Kingdoms
Chapter 8 The Rise of Mandinka Kingdoms: Niumi and Kombo
Chapter 9 Pre-European Trade and Society
Chapter 10 Arrival of the Portuguese
Chapter 11 European Rivalries: Dutch, French, and Courlanders
Chapter 12 The Transatlantic Slave Trade and Its Impact
Chapter 13 James Island and the Struggle for Control
Chapter 14 Abolition of the Slave Trade and British Intervention
Chapter 15 The Founding of Bathurst and Colonial Expansion
Chapter 16 Colonial Rule: Governance and Society
Chapter 17 Economic Transformation: Groundnuts and Agriculture
Chapter 18 Education, Religion, and Social Change Under Colonialism
Chapter 19 The Path to Political Awakening
Chapter 20 Struggles for Self-Governance
Chapter 21 Achieving Independence: The Birth of a Nation
Chapter 22 Dawda Jawara and The First Republic
Chapter 23 The Senegambia Confederation
Chapter 24 Coup and Military Rule: The Era of Yahya Jammeh
Chapter 25 The New Gambia: Democracy, Reform, and Reconciliation

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Introduction
The Gambia, though the smallest country on the African mainland, boasts a history of
remarkable depth and complexity. From its ancient roots along the serpentine banks
of the Gambia River, the story of this nation is one of encounters—between peoples,
empires, and cultures that have left enduring imprints on the land and its people.
Across the centuries, The Gambia has been a crossroads for trade, migration, conflict,
and cooperation, and its past reflects both its unique local dynamics and its integral
place in broader West African and world history.

Archaeological discoveries reveal that humans have inhabited the region for millennia,
laying the foundation for a tapestry of societies, each contributing to the area’s ethnic
and cultural diversity. The Mandinka, Fula, Jola, and many others shaped traditions,
languages, and livelihoods that remain vibrant today. The imposing Senegambian
stone circles and the oral histories kept alive by griots hint at a rich past often
obscured by the limits of written records.

For centuries, The Gambia was influenced by the rise and fall of powerful West African
empires, most notably Mali and Songhai, which expanded their reach along the
Gambia River and beyond. Local kingdoms such as Niumi and Kombo flourished as
centers of trade and political autonomy. The river itself, long before the arrival of
Europeans, served as the vital artery for commerce, communication, and cultural
exchange, connecting the interior with the Atlantic coast.

The narrative of The Gambia is also marked by the profound disruptions of European
encroachment and the transatlantic slave trade, which irreversibly altered the region’s
demography, economy, and social structures. Portuguese traders, later followed by
the English, Dutch, French, and others, used the Gambia River as both a prize and a
battleground. The struggle for control over strategic islands and trading posts became
intertwined with the wider currents of global commerce and imperial rivalry.

Colonial rule brought about sweeping changes, setting the stage for new forms of
governance, economic production, and social stratification. The imposition of British
authority, the cultivation of cash crops like groundnuts, and the exclusion of Gambians
from meaningful political power engendered both challenges and resistance. Over
time, the seeds of modern nationhood were sown—as local leaders, activists, and
ordinary people strove for dignity, justice, and autonomy.

The road to independence and beyond has been marked by both triumphs and trials:
spirited efforts toward nation-building; episodes of political turbulence, including coups
and contested transitions; and ongoing quests for reconciliation and progress. As The
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Gambia continues to shape its future in the 21st century, understanding its layered
and resilient past is not only an act of remembrance but a guide for the challenges
and possibilities that lie ahead. This book seeks to illuminate that journey—chapter by
chapter, era by era—tracing The Gambia’s history from its ancient beginnings to the
dynamic present.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Human Settlement and
Archaeology
Long before written records, oral traditions, or the arrival of seafaring vessels, the land
now known as The Gambia was already home to human communities. The story of its
people stretches back across millennia, a deep history subtly etched into the
landscape itself. While the vibrant narratives passed down by griots capture later
epochs, the earliest chapters must be unearthed through the careful work of
archaeologists, sifting through soil and stone to reveal the faintest echoes of ancient
lives.

Evidence suggests that hunter-gatherers and early farmers began to settle along the
Gambia River valley as far back as 5,000 years ago, during the Neolithic period. This
was a time of significant transformation across the globe, as humans began to
domesticate plants and animals, shifting from purely nomadic existences to more
settled ways of life. The fertile banks and abundant resources of the Gambia River
would have provided an ideal environment for such early endeavors.

These initial inhabitants, whose specific identities are lost to time and written history,
would have navigated a landscape perhaps different in subtle ways from today, but
still defined by the rhythm of the great river. They would have hunted game in the
savannas, fished in the river's waters, and cultivated crops like millet and sorghum,
slowly shaping the environment through their presence and activities.

The archaeological record for these earliest periods is, as is often the case in many
parts of the world, sparse and fragmented. Finding definitive proof of habitation from
such remote times requires patient excavation and analysis of often subtle clues –
scattered stone tools, remnants of hearths, or perhaps early pottery shards. Each
discovery, no matter how small, adds another piece to the vast, incomplete puzzle.

As centuries turned into millennia, these early societies evolved. The period leading up
to the common era saw the emergence of more complex social structures and belief
systems, hinted at by some of the most enigmatic and striking archaeological features
in the wider Senegambian region: the stone circles. These ancient monuments stand
as silent testaments to organized communities capable of undertaking monumental
tasks.

The most famous examples within The Gambia's borders are the Wassu stone circles,
located in the central part of the country. These sites, along with others like Ker Batch,
show clusters of large laterite pillars, often circular but sometimes forming other
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shapes, frequently accompanied by burial mounds. Their construction would have
required significant communal effort and coordination, suggesting a level of social
hierarchy or collective purpose.

Radiocarbon dating of materials found within the burial mounds associated with the
Wassu circles has provided a timeline for their use, indicating activity spanning a vast
period from roughly the 3rd century BCE all the way up to the 16th century CE. This
indicates that the tradition of constructing and using these sites persisted for nearly
two millennia, evolving over time but maintaining a core significance for the
communities that built them.

The precise purpose of the stone circles remains a subject of scholarly debate. While
the presence of burial mounds points strongly towards a funerary function, the circles
themselves likely held deeper symbolic or ritualistic meaning. Were they markers of
power, astronomical observatories, gathering places, or sites for initiation ceremonies?
Without written records from the builders, archaeologists rely on interpretation and
comparison with similar sites elsewhere.

The sheer scale and arrangement of the pillars at places like Wassu speak volumes
about the people who created them. They weren't simply piling up stones; they were
selecting, transporting, and erecting massive laterite pillars, some standing over two
meters high and weighing many tons. This was not the work of scattered, disorganized
groups, but of societies with established leadership, a shared vision, and the capacity
to mobilize labor.

The burials found at the sites provide further, albeit sometimes challenging, insights.
Studying the remains can reveal information about the health, diet, and perhaps even
the social status of the individuals interred there. Grave goods, if present and
preserved, might offer clues about their beliefs regarding the afterlife or their worldly
possessions.

The long period of construction and use also suggests cultural continuity alongside
gradual change. The communities building circles in the 15th century were likely
descendants of those who started the tradition over a thousand years earlier, but their
societies, beliefs, and perhaps even the exact rituals performed at the sites would
have evolved considerably over that vast stretch of time.

Understanding the stone circles requires looking beyond just the stones themselves to
the context of the landscape. These sites are often strategically located, sometimes on
elevated ground or near important waterways. Their positioning might relate to
territorial claims, access to resources, or perhaps have cosmological significance tied
to the movements of the sun or stars.

The peoples who built the stone circles were part of a wider cultural sphere that
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encompassed present-day Senegal as well. The distribution of these megalithic sites
across the Senegambian region points to connections and shared traditions among
different groups living along and between the major rivers. They represent a
significant pre-Islamic and pre-European cultural phase of the region.

The raw material for the pillars, laterite, is a type of soil and rock rich in iron and
aluminum, common in tropical regions. It is relatively soft when first quarried but
hardens upon exposure to air, making it durable for construction. The builders would
have needed to identify suitable quarries, extract the stone, and then transport it,
sometimes over considerable distances, to the chosen site.

The methods used for quarrying, shaping, and erecting these massive pillars are not
fully understood but would have involved ingenuity and simple tools. Levers, ropes,
and sheer manpower would have been essential. The process itself might have been
embedded in ritual, adding another layer of meaning to the final monument.

Comparing the stone circles to other ancient sites in Africa can provide valuable
context. While unique in their form and material, they fit within a broader tradition of
megalithic construction found in various parts of the continent, reflecting diverse
societies capable of large-scale cooperative projects for cultural or religious purposes.

The people of this era would have lived primarily in villages, relying on a mix of
agriculture, animal husbandry (perhaps cattle or goats), hunting, and fishing. Their
dwellings were likely constructed from perishable materials like mud, wood, and
thatch, which is why archaeological evidence of their settlements is often harder to
find than the enduring stone monuments.

The burials within the mounds often contain human remains, giving direct insight into
the physical anthropology of the people who built and used the circles. Studies of
these remains contribute to our understanding of population movements, health
status, and genetic relationships among ancient West African populations.

The presence of grave goods, although not universally found and often poorly
preserved, can offer tantalizing clues about daily life, belief systems, and trade
networks. Items might include pottery, iron implements (as ironworking developed in
the region), or personal adornments.

The transition from the societies of the stone circles to the later kingdoms and empires
that dominated the region is a complex one. The stone circles tradition appears to
have faded out around the time that the major West African empires, like Mali, were
extending their influence, and the trans-Saharan trade routes became increasingly
prominent.

Archaeology also provides evidence of early iron working in the region, a
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transformative technology that allowed for the production of more efficient tools for
agriculture, hunting, and warfare. Sites yielding slag (a byproduct of smelting) and
ancient furnaces tell the story of this crucial technological development and its impact
on society.

While the stone circles are the most visible archaeological markers of this ancient
period, countless other, less dramatic sites hold important information. Middens
(ancient refuse heaps) can reveal diet, pottery styles, and details of daily life. Early
village sites, even if only represented by post holes and scattered artifacts, show
patterns of settlement and community organization.

The study of palaeoenvironment, examining ancient pollens, soils, and animal
remains, helps archaeologists reconstruct the landscape that these early people
inhabited. Understanding the climate, vegetation, and fauna provides essential
context for interpreting how ancient societies lived and interacted with their
surroundings.

For example, changes in pollen records might indicate the clearance of forests for
agriculture, or shifts in animal remains could suggest changes in hunting practices or
the arrival of domesticated species. These environmental clues are interwoven with
the archaeological evidence of human activity.

Water resources, particularly the Gambia River and its tributaries, were undoubtedly
central to the lives of early inhabitants. The river provided water for drinking and
irrigation, fish for food, and a natural highway for transport and communication,
facilitating connections between communities along its banks.

The development of farming would have led to increasing sedentism – people staying
in one place for longer periods, or even permanently. This, in turn, could support
larger populations and the development of more complex social structures,
prerequisites for undertaking large projects like building stone circles.

The relationship between these early farming communities and the landscape was one
of deep interdependence. They relied on the land for sustenance, but their activities,
such as clearing fields and building structures, also began to shape the environment in
ways that persist to this day.

The archaeological record serves as a crucial counterpoint and complement to oral
traditions. While oral histories often focus on rulers, migrations, and significant
historical events from a later period, archaeology provides a window into the deeper,
more anonymous past, revealing the foundations upon which later societies were built.

Future archaeological work in The Gambia promises to uncover more details about
these early periods. New techniques and discoveries can refine our understanding of
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chronology, cultural practices, and the connections between communities across the
region. Each excavation has the potential to rewrite or add significant details to this
ancient narrative.

The enduring mystery of the stone circles, in particular, continues to capture the
imagination. They are a powerful reminder that sophisticated societies with complex
belief systems thrived in this part of Africa long before external powers arrived on the
scene.

Understanding these early layers of history is essential for appreciating the full scope
of The Gambia's past. It provides a foundation upon which the narratives of empires,
trade, and colonialism would later be built, showing that the land was occupied and
shaped by its people for millennia before these later chapters unfolded.

The archaeological record, though often fragmented and challenging to interpret,
offers a tangible link to these distant ancestors. It allows us to glimpse something of
their lives, their beliefs, and their achievements, reminding us that the history of The
Gambia is deeply rooted in its ancient soil.

The study of early human settlement highlights the adaptability and resilience of
communities living in the region. They navigated environmental changes, developed
new technologies like ironworking, and built enduring monuments, laying the
groundwork for the diverse societies that would inhabit the Gambia River valley in
subsequent centuries.

The people of the stone circle era were not isolated. The scale and apparent purpose
of their monuments suggest connections and shared cultural practices across the
Senegambian landscape, part of a broader tapestry of West African development.

Unlocking more secrets of this era depends on continued research. Dedicated
archaeological projects, careful preservation of sites like Wassu, and collaboration
between local communities and researchers are key to illuminating more fully this long-
obscured period of Gambian history.

The sites themselves, like the Wassu stone circles, are not just historical curiosities;
they are important cultural heritage sites, providing a physical connection to the deep
past for contemporary Gambians and visitors alike. They stand as silent, imposing
witnesses to the ancient roots of the nation.

These ancient communities, though we may not know their names or speak their
languages, were the first custodians of the land. Their presence shaped the earliest
human history of the Gambia River valley, leaving subtle but significant marks for
future generations to discover and ponder.
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The layers of earth beneath our feet in The Gambia hold countless untold stories.
Archaeology acts as the key to unlocking some of these earliest narratives, revealing a
history that extends far beyond the reach of written documents or even the most
ancient oral traditions.

The stone circles, with their silent, brooding presence, serve as powerful symbols of
this deep past. They are a testament to the ingenuity, organization, and cultural
complexity of the early inhabitants of the region, long before the eras that would bring
empires, trade, and colonial powers to the Gambia River.

Each discovered artifact, each analyzed bone, each dated charcoal fragment
contributes to a growing understanding of how humans first made their home in this
part of West Africa. It is a story of adaptation, community building, and the gradual
shaping of societies in response to the opportunities and challenges of the
environment.

The people who erected the stone circles were not merely existing; they were
creating, building, and embedding their beliefs and structures into the landscape in
ways that have lasted for millennia. Their legacy, though not written in books they
produced, is etched into the very earth and stone they manipulated.

This ancient history forms the essential opening act in the long and complex drama of
The Gambia's past. It sets the stage, demonstrating that the land has been inhabited
and shaped by human endeavor for an immense span of time, providing a deep
foundation for everything that followed.

The study of early human settlement in The Gambia is an ongoing journey of
discovery, reminding us that the nation's history began not with written treaties or
trading ships, but with the footsteps of the first people who recognized the potential
and abundance of the land along the great river, laying the groundwork for the rich
tapestry of life that would unfold over the subsequent thousands of years.
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