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SEVEN LETTERS FROM THE TRIPOLI ARCHIVES 

by 

Hassan Ibrahim Gwarzo 

During the course of my North African research tour (1) I visited Tripoli in July, 1968. 
There was much talk there among the educated elite of damage having been done to manuscript 
collections during the Italian war of 1911. The Italians in their bid to dominate Libya at all 
costs made it a matter of policy to destroy its cultural heritage. Many manuscripts perished 
in this way; others were taken away to Italians Archives but still a lot survived and are now 
housed in various collections. The Libyan Government Archives (Dar al-Mahfuzat al-Tari
khiyya) at the Red Castle of Tripoli contains many original letters which throw light on the one 
hand on relations between the Shaikhs of Bornu and the Ottoman rulers of Libya iri the 19th 
century; on the other they reveal the importance of trade between that country and the Central 
Sudan. Fourteen of these letters were discovered by the writer, thirteen of which were addi
tional to the five discoverd by B. G. Martin in the Summer of 1962. (2) The fourteenth is the 
same as number five in Martin's article (3) Only seven letters are treated in this article. The 
rest will form the basis of another article in the next issue of Kano Studies. Two of the seven 
are available only in translation from Turkish. The rest are photo- copies of the originals. 
They are all 19th century letters and broadly speaking can be classified into two groups, namely:-

Letters originating from Bornu directed to the Mutasarrifs of Fezzan or to the Walis of 
Tripoli and letters sent from Fezzan to Tripoli on matters concerning either Bornu or Kano. 
They do not constitute a set of letters with their replies, but, never-the-less, a reasonable (4) 
comprehensive pictur,e can be built of the missing ones through the extensive quotation which 
is particularly characteristic of the letters sent from Fezzan to the Governor of Tripoli. Another 
factor which help to build a still clearer picture is that some of them touch on matters raised by 
Martin's letters. (5) The only disturbing thing about these letters is that the name of the 
addressee is sometimes not mentioned, at times even his title is omitted. The addressee has 
been discovered by checking the-date of the letters in question with the known lists of governors 
ruling in Tripoli or. Fezzan at the time. 

NOTES 

1. The writer was engaged in a research programme which started in Morocco on 17th October 1966. The 
research had the dual purpose of collecting m1terial for the study of Islam in West Africa with particular refe -
rence to Northern Nigeria and Kano with a view to writing a doctoral thesis to be submitted to Ahmadu Bello 
University. The other purpose was to prepare a handlist of Arabic mmuscripts bearing on the history of West 
Africa in general for the::,Northern History Research Schfme of Ibadan and Ahmadu Bello Universities 
(vide H. F. C. Smith 2nd Interim Report of the Northern History Research Scheme. Zaria, 1967, pp.6-7). Two 
years were spent in Morocco, Algeria', Tunisia, Libiya and Eygpt together with a brief visit to Spain, France and 
England. Many works of historical 'importance were discovered during the course of this tour. The bulk of what 
was discovered came from Morocco and Algeria where many works of the celebrated scholar of Timbuctu 
Ahmad Baba (1552-1626) came to light. Most of these works were known only from tlieir titles (vide J. 0. Hunwick 
"A new source for the biography of Ahm_ad Baba al-Timbukti" Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African 
Studies XVII, (1964), pp. 570). Works by the Kunta Shaikhs · including letters; works of al-Maghili (d. 1503/4); 
Muhamm1d al-Katsinawi (d. 1741), Salih al-Fullani (d. 1803) etc. It is hoped that these and many other 
discoveries will form the subject of a separate report by the writer in the near future. 

2. B. G. Martin, "Five letters from the Tripoli Archives" Journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria TI, 3 
(1962) pp. 350-371. 

3. B. G. Martin, op. cit. p. 369. 

4. There are also a number of letters from the Wali of Tripoli to the Governor of the Fezzan which are con
cerned with Bornu, but they are not dealt with in this article. 

5. Bashir Tirab (my Letter I) is m::ntioned in B. G. Martin's Letter I. The seal m~ntioned in my Letter II 
was asked for in Martin's Letter IV etc. 
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The calligraphy of these letters differs d~pending on whether they wereinternalletters of the 
province of Tripoli or whether they originated from Bornu. All internal letters ( of the Wilayat 
of Tripoli) conform in a great measure to one style, but it is a style that cannot truly be called 
Maghribine, neither in the North African nor in the Western Sudan sense. The only thing 
which they have in common with the Maghribi script appears to be the dot of fa and qaf, the 
former being a single dot below and the latter a single dot above. Otherwise they resemble the 
Mashr.iqi._script more than anything else; (6) letters one and two are good examples. This 
was no doubt due to Turkish influence on the one hand and proximity to Egypt on the other. 
This influence was gradual and by the time we reach 1893 (7) the change from Maghribi to the 
Mashriqi form of writing was complete. This is examplified in Letter VII which was from 
Fezzan to Tripoli and is completely Mashriqi in style. 

Letter 5, which was from the Shaikh of Bornu Abu Bakr b. Umar al-Kanami (1881-4) to 
Muhammed Nazif Basha (1881-1882), represents a different kind of script. It is no doubt 
Maghribi script but what Maghribi? It does not seem to conform to the Moroccan script nor 
to the w~_,tern Sud:rn Timbuctoo type and, since it is knownthatthecalligraphyofTripolitania, 
Tunisia and to some degree Algeria had been influenced by the Turkish Mashriqi type;especially 
in the period in question, one wonders by what channel and at what period Bornu received this 
particular cultural influence in the art of calligraphy. If it has been the rather-circuitous way 
put forward by contemporary historians (i.e.) Morrocco-Timbuctoo - Bornu one would expect 
conformity between the three lines of influence. One would rather prefer the more direct 
channel, say from Qairawan in Tunisia or Tripoli in Libya to Murzuk and Bornu, but here 
again we are confronted with a problem. We know of the increasing Turkish impact on 
these countries from the sixteenth century on-wards, and iftherefore we assume the more direct 
cultural influx we should expect to see traces of Turkish influence in Bornu. As these were 
lacking especially in calligraphy we must try to find other solutions to our problem. (8) 

One letter is not sufficient evidence on which to speculate but the calligraphy in this particular 
letter does not differ from other letters of Bornu origin, infact it does not differ much from the 
traditional writing of the Bornu of today. Comparing this form of writing with the ancient 
Kufic script one sees striking similarities; first in the straightness of the lines, then in the shape 
offa, qaf, da, k~f and the nun etc. What can be the answer to this riddle then?. It is known 
that the Maghribi script in all its shapes and forms is a derivation of ancient Kufic but there has 
been a great divergence from it save in the case of the Bornu script. (9) It is also known that 
the Kufic script was in current use during the Aghlabide regime in Tunisia (184/800 - 296/909). 
Examples exist in the Archives of Qairawan today. We knew that the Aghlabids had contacts 
with the Sudan, Ibrahim al-Aghlab I, faced with the troubles of the Arab Junud and the 
Khawarij, had a body guard of slaves from the Sudan, one would assume the Central Sudan 
since it would have been too arduous to import slaves from the Western Sudan. (10) That 
there was frequent contact between Tunis and Bornu from the beginning of the 9th century A. D. 
is well known. (I I) Could the introduction of the Kufic type of calligraphy ddte from this 
period?. It is rash to draw such a conclusion, but this is a matter worth exploring because 
once established through research its implications would be far reaching. 

6. Broadly speaking Arabic Script is of two types, the mashriqi which is common in the Middle East and 
Turkey and the masghribi which is only found in North Africa and those countries influenced by it, for 
example Nigeria and Mali. 

7. This is the date of the last letter which is entirely in a mashriqi hand It does not necessarily mean that this 
was the date of the switch from maghribi to mashriqi. There is a great need for further research into the r;;!> 

change from one to the other. 
8. A. D. H. Bivar, "Arabic Docum~nts of Northern Nigeria" B. S. 0. A. S. XXII, 2 (1959), pp. 324-348. 

9. Op. cit. p. 328. 
10. Encyclopedia of Islam (New Edition), p. 248; Marakushi al - Mughrib fi bayan al-Maghrib, Beirur 1948, p. 93. 
11. The antiquity of comm::rcial relations across the Sahara is beyond doubt, vide B. G. Martin, "Kanem

Bornu and the Sudan, notes on the political history of a trade route," Journal of African History forthcoming. 
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The style and language of these letters do not differ from those of Martin's letters which he 
amply discussed (12) but one should note that of all·the letters dealt with here (with the proba
ble exception of Letter Vil) Abu Bam- b. Umar al-Kanami's letter (Letter V) seems to be the 
most classical in form and the most grammatically correct. 

A more detail account of these letters follows. 

LETTER I 

From the Qaimmanqam Fezzan Hasan Umar to the Wali (Governor) of Tripoli Mustapha Nuri.) 
Basha. One folio of 16 lines per page. Dated 29th Dhu al-Qaada 1269 (3rd September, 1853. 
Dar al-Mahfuzat al-Tarikhiyya, Tripoli. 

(To) the Excellency of my master, the ruler of the State. What your servant is reporting is 
that two days before the date (below) a caravan, about which we had notified (your) leadership 
in the mail before this, arrived from Bornu. With it a letter came to us from the representative 
(director) whom we had sent before. In it he informs us that Alhaj Bashir Tirab called him 
and said to him, "Get yourself ready for setting out towards this side (i.e. the direction of 
Fezzan) after the Festival of 'Id el-Fitr." So the representative became (busy) completing his 
businesses (assignments). And this is the mentioned letter coming rolled to your honourable 
Gates (Government). Should you favour (us) by reading it, the position will be clear to the 
Excellency Waliy al-Ni'am (giver of bounties). And new (rumours) spread to us from the people 
of the mentioned (written) caravan that the Arab caravan of traders are coming to this end in 
their entirety. Information is also succeessive among the people of this caravan that Shaikh 
Umar al-Kanami, (the governor) Mutasarrif of Bornu has a war and great troubles at hand 
between him and the Fulani. The mentioned Fulani are in the lands of the Sudan and the 
intention of the aforesaid Shaikh in preparing an army during the ripening of Guinea Corn 
is to conquer Kano which is the (capital) city of the Sudan; may God not assist him in that and 
may He not· become a Helper and Supporter to them. And if Kano is taken there will be 
wholesale damage to traders who are the subjects of the elevated state, from amongst the people 
of Ghadames and the Qaimmaqamiyya - (Fezzan). This is because most of the property 
belonging to the Ghadamsians is in the mentioned city. Their selling and buying (take place) 
in it. It is an obligation on all and sundry to protect the properties of traders, followers of the 
Supreme Government. Because, should victory, may God not cause it to happen, be on their 
side and they conquer the aforesaid city, they will not know (differentiate) between friends and 
enemies and the properties belonging to traders will be lost under all circumstances. (That is) 
because their soldiers are not (following) any military rule and their commanders are in disorder. 
What appears to your servant (is that) we request from your high zeal, without any 
lowering of gratitude for your favours, that you kindly write a high direction to the referred 
Shaikh on this particular (problem). You should (get him to) promise preservation and 
protection for the properties of traders who are subjects to the Elevated Government (state) 
and that no evil should befall them. When your Supreme directive to which reference is 
made reaches your servant, a special messenger will take it to Bornu immediately (in a prio
rity manner) before the outbreak of war between them. This is what became clear to your 
servant and we have presented it before the excellency of Waliy al-Niam and your sound 
opinion is more embracing. Instruction is the right of those in authority, master of the state. 

Dated: 29th Dhul - Ka'ada 1269 (3rd September, 1853) 

Signed: 
Qaimmaqam Fezzan 
Hassan Umar 

12. B. G. Martin (162), p. 353. 
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Commentary 

The letter was prompted by reports from Bornu of serious fighting between Umar al-Kanami 
and the Fulani and the danger of its extending to Kano. Al-Hajj Bashir Tirab the Wazir of 
Bornu (13) was greatly concerned about the state of affairs and with the mounting storms over 
the head of his master on the one hand and over his own survival on the other. It was very 
shrewd of the Wazir to emphasise the safety of Tripolitainan merchants inBornu and Kano so 
as to get urgent attentionfromthe Mutasarrifs of Fezzan and the Walis of Tripoli. The letter 
under discussion refers solely to the danger of attack on Kano and troubles with the Fulani. 
Whether this· was an allusion to the dangers of the Buhhari of Hadejia's revolt or whether 
there were other underlying dangers, it is not easy to ascertain. But it is known that there was 
another danger which was more serious and about which surprisingly enough the letter remains 
mute. This we know about from letter II of this article where the coup d'Etat staged by Abd 
al-Rahman and the counter coup by Umar al-Kanami are referred to. If we accept Barth's 
date for the killing of Bashir Tirab (December of 1853) when Abd al-Rahman revolted against 
his brother, then the Wazir must be entertaining fears ofthe imminent dangers in Bornu itself 
when he sent an envoy to Fezzan in August of 1853. (14) 

Whatever were the true nature of things, this letter, taking it at its face value, was mainly 
concerned with the safety and protection of property belonging to the merchants of Tripoli 
in Bornu and Kano. One would expect a quick reaction from both Tripoli and Fezzan to such 
an appeal. Whether there was an immediate response or not, we know that there"was no assault 
on Kano then under Uthman b. Ibrahim Dabo (1846-1855). A point emphasised by this 
letter was the importance of Kano at that time as a major commercial centre. This is of course 
well known, but the implication of political supremacy contained in calling it the capital city of 
the Sudan is something of a novelty. 

LETTER II 

From the Wakil Qaimmaqam Fezzan, Ahmad to Mustapha Nuri Basha of Tripoli (1852-1855) 
Dated 1th Jumada 'I-Ula 1271 (26th January, 1855) One folio of 16 lines, Dar al-Mahfuzat 
al-tarikhiyyd, Tripoli. 

(To) the Excellency of My Master, the ruler of the State. 

The subject of report by your servant is that your command, (instruction) which is to be 
obeyed and which has to be accepted and followed, had arrived. In it you have, your highness, 
the giver of bounties ( Waliy-al-Niam), made mention concerning what your have been informed 
by the deceased, Qaimmaqam (viceroy) of the Basha about the coup d'etat which took place in 
Bornu and the coming of Shaikh Umar to power. And that, previously when Shaikh Abd 
al-Rahman ascended the throne and wrote letters to your highness, Waliy al-Niam and to the 
viceroy, you have taken up leadership for his (Abd al-Rahman's) to (Ali 'A' tab al Aliya) the 
Exalted Government (Government Headquarters, Istanbul) and explained how his affection 
to the Exalted State is. You have (also), may God allow your existence (to continue), requested 
a stamp (seal) to be made in his name and you informed them of sending gifts to him. And 
through the effort of the highness of the Waliy al-Niam the mentioned gifts have arrived intact. 
We have reported the manner of its arrival in a previous (letter). You have (since) directed 

13. H. Barth, Travels and Discoveries . ... , 1857, vol II, p. 290. Barth was a close friend of al-Hajj Bashr Tirab. 

14. This date has been worked out from the information in the letter. The messenger was due to leave for 
Fezzan immediately after the Id al-Fitr 1853-which was in Shawal 1269 A.H., as the letter was written in 
Murzuk 29th Dhy'l qa'ada that is barely 58 days, the m'!ssenger must have undertaken his mission at the 
appointed time. 
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m:iy the Master strengthen your authority, th:it since U m1r has assumed power and his affair 
is unknown, whether he will be (following) the way which he was following in the first instance 
or whether he will not return and incline to the affection of the Exalted (Turkish) State; and for 
that (reason) you instructed that it was necessary to stop the aforesaid present at our side (place), 
until his position is clear and we inform your highness in detail after which it will be clear to the 
Excellency of Waliy al-Niam what he will decide concerning that, and so on to the end of what 
your Excellency .~as kindly directed and indicated. 

All has been noted 'by your servant and it is according to the (strict) wording of your high 
command that action will be taken. 

And now two days before the date (below) a messenger came from Ghat carrying (in his 
hand) a letter from Al-Hajj Amin of Ghat; saying that a messenger has come to them from the 
Sudan telling them that there was a confusion between Al Shaikh Umar and his brother Abd 
al Rahman and that Shaikh Umar attacked Abd al-Rahman and killed him. He (the messenger) 
also says that a battle occurred in the Sudan between Fulani tribes among themselves and also 
skirmishes over s1lt (mines) took place between Tuareg tribes. Attached is the letter coming 
from Ghat which is coming rolled up to your noble and generous government. lf you kindly 
read it, the m:inner of these affairs will be cle:ir to your Excellency. Instructions are the right 
of your Excellency, possessor of authorioty, my Master. 

Dated: 7th Jumada 'I-Ufa 1271 (26th January 1855) 
Signed: 
Ag. Viceroy 
Fezzan, 
Band Khuda (The Servant of God) 
Ahmad 

Commentary: 

This letter speaks of the countercoup staged by Umar against his brother Abd al-Rahman, 
who had usurped Umar's throne in 1853. Abd al-Rahman held the office of Shaikh for about 
IO mc,nths in which time he engaged in intensive diplomatic activity in order to gain support 
and to justify his action,. Martin's Letter IV was actually a reply to Abd al-Rahman's announ
cement to Tripoli of his accession. He wrote to Gagliuffi, British Vice-consul in M urzuk, on 
12th June 1854 assuring him that "we are still h.is good friends,' and that "things h·ave happened 
as they·have b~en ordained. ' He also wrote to Queen Victoria to inform her, incorrectly as it 
turned out, that Barth was d :ad but that Vogel was well and at that moment visiting 
Bauchi. (15) Vogel had actually arrived in Bornu just after the original coup d'etat (16) 

It is interesting to note that the Turks favoured Abd al-Rahman because of his affection for 
"the Lofty State" and were not happy at Umar's restoration. Could this be connected with 
the Ottom'.ln i!lterest in Kawar and Umar's opposition to that interest? (17) Certainly all the 

15. Translations of these letters were kindly lent to me by Mr. J. E. Lavers of the History Department, Abdullahi 
Bayero College. 

16. Eduard Vogel arrived in Kukawa on 13th January 185i, he had heard of Abd al-Rahman's usurpation 
while passing through Agadem. some 7-10 davs north of Bornu. He accomoanied the new ruler on a 
raid into Musgu country (Tchad) in March 1854 before travelling to Gom'Je, Bauchi and Zaria. It is of 
interest to note that he was given a slave girl by the Emir of Bauchi, she delivered a daughter who died in 
Gombe circa 19IO (information from Dr. V. N. Low), Resume historiqure de l'e:rploratim1 faite da11s 
l'Afrique centrale de 1855-56 par Dr E. Vogel V. A. Malle-Brun (eel), Paris 1859. 

17. H. Earth op. cit. vol. Ill p. 12-13 
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indications are that relations between Umar and the Wali of Tripoli were not cordial and the 
latter was hesitant to forward the gifts originally intended for Shaikh Abd al-Rahman. 

This letter does no! clear up the problem of chronology of the coups, but. it shoul~ be noted 
that Barth reported that it was on the Id al-Kabir of 1854 that Umar vanquished his _brother 
(18). The festival fell on the 10th of Dhu'l Hajj 1270 (3rd September 1854) and this would 
appear to be the correct date and not November 1854 as maintained by Martin. (19) 

LETTER III 

From as-Sharif Abd al-Rahman Burkan, the Wasir of Bornu to Muhammad Effendi Basha/a, 
dated 2nd Muharram 1286 (14th April 1869). This letter is only available in Arabic translation 
from the Turkish. Dar al-Mahfuzat al-Tarikhiyya, Tripoli. 

Dear our,sincere friend, Muhammad Bashala, 

After (offering) my greeting and asking about your conditions of health, the purpose of 
writing to you is to let you know of the arrival of your pi;esents in the hands of your slave boy 
and that wehave also handed over to him a lion anda leopardso that he brings them to you. 
As for the rest of the beasts we have already acquired them and they are now available with us. 
But some of them cannot endure thirst and the great heat, that is why we postpone sending 
them to you along with the caravan. They will stay until my arrival in a suitable time. This is 
because I have great desire to have the honour of paying my obligations of l?yalty to the Seat of 
the Caliphate. This we have duly informed you about, my brother; Greetings. 

Dated: 2nd Muharram 1286 (14th April 1869) 

Signed: 
Sharif Abd al-Rahman Burkan 

Commentary: 

The circumstances in which the self-styled Wazir went to Bornu was made clear in Letter 
III published by Martin. (20) The Turkish authorities in both Murzuk and Tripoli were 
worried about the fate of their relationship with Bornu now that Umar had re-established 
himself on the throne. They were at the same time becoming increasingly concerned with the 
numbers of European travellers who were carrying gifts of various kinds to win the _favours of 
the rulers of Bornu and the other chiefs in the Central Sudan. They must have considered that 
it was no longer sufficient to send a messenger with gifts and letters but rather a more influential 
person must be found, who could actually go to Bornu and reside thereon the pretext of trading, 
and who would then be able to report on the exact state of affairs in Bornu and to win Umar 
over to their side. Sharif Burkan, who appears from his name to have been a Turk, was 
chosen to undertake the mission. He must have found the situation in Bornu congenial and he 
quickly worked himself up to the position of Wazir of Bornu or more probably to the headship 
of the influential Arab community in Bornu, an office that made him one of Shaikh Umar's 
counciilors. This was probably very easy as we know that Umar was in dire need of a confi
dante after losing his close friend and Wazir - Bashir Tirab. Although Ba_shir ~as succeeded 
as Wazir by Mallam Laminu, Umar most probably felt the need for a foreign advisor, one who 
would not covet his throne. 

18. Op. cit. Vol. II, p. 670. 

19. B. G. Martin, (1962), p. 364. 

20. Op. cit. p. 363 
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When Sharif Burkan was on Bornuan soil he travelled extensively, no doubt to see things, 
for himself. He was away on 44business,, in, the Sudan when the envoy from,.Fezzan arrived. 
The intelligence nature of Burkan's mission is further suggested in let~er I\: of this article where 
he expresses a wish to go to the Fezzan, probably to report on ;thmgs m person. He also 
indicates his desire to visit Istanbul itself so as to pay his '"obligations of loyalty" to the Sultan. 
( 21) 

Ottoman policy in Turkish relations with Western Sudan is a subject of much interest and 
is worthy of further inquiry. This letter and othe,rs yet to be discussed may serve as a torch to 
such an inquiry. 

LETTER IV 

From the Wazir of the kingdom of Bornu Abd-a!-Rahman b al-Sharif Muhammad Burkan to the 
Mutasarrif of Fezzan. Dated 15th Jumada yl-Awwal 1286 A.H. (23rd August. 1869. Araik.ble 
in translation from the Turkish original text, Dar al-Mahfuzat - al- Tarikhiyya, Tripoli. 

We have received your letter which is all embracing for strengthening cordial relations and 
firm sincerity for your eminent feelings. And I have already presented the gift and the letter 
which the ruler of the state, the Governor of the State ofTripoH, sent to His Excellency the king. 
(I have) also passed on the instructions concerning wild animals which you requested for sending 
to the seat of the Caliphate according to the wishes of His Excellency the Sultan. But as 
I happened to be away on business tQ the Sudan, it was our (my) deputy who (actually) pre
sented the correspondence and the gifts to His Majesty the king. who accepted them with most 
pleasure. He gave his instructions for writing (letters) in connection with the requested animals 
and I have delegated someone to be in charge of their affairs. And a few days before writing 
to you I returned to Bornu and when I had an audience with the king our discussion touched 
on the question of the wild animals. Letters had certainly been sent to all corners of the country 
to obtain (the animals) in spite of the difficu1ty of hunting some wild animals such as lion~ leopard, 
rhinoceros and giraffe. If it is possible to obtain some of them alive along with their kids, 
(now) then, hunting the rest wm be in winter according to the wishes t;,f the king. Next autumn 
I shaH come home to you along with the gifts sent by His Majesty the king which included some 
of those animals to His Majesty the Sultan, the Great. I should also like you if you please, to 
convey the special 1e.tters to the governor of Tripoli. 

Hoping that my full respects will be accepted. 
Written on 15th Jumada al-Awwal 1,286 A.H. (23rd August, J 869) 
Signed: Abd-al~Rahamn b. Al-Sharif Muhammad Burkan 

Commentary 

Letter l/1 was addressed to a merchant and this one to the Mutasarrif of the Fezzan. But 
both deal with the same subject namely the question of procuring some wild animals for the 
co,urt of the Ottoman Caliph in Istanbul. Apparently the Mutasarrif must have made the 
requests for these animals through this trader who was probably rendering other services in 
addition to trading as indicated earlier in the commentary to Letter Ill. One interesting 
feature about this letter is the air of authority with which the so called Wazir of Bornu wrote 
his letter. He sounds as if he was actual Wazir and that Laminu was simply his deputy. 
He did not mention Laminu by name but he had a deputy who used to discharge his official 
duties during his absence; He was in a position to write to the Turkish governors in Tripoli 
and their viceroys in Fezzan on behalf of the ruler of Bornu. His actual position must have 

21. Burkan's correspondent • Muhamad Bashala, was a well known merchant of Tripoli who frequently tra
velled to Istanbul for purposes of trade. He might have been part of the intelligence network. 

56 

l 

been more than the head of the Arab community as was suggested ear1ier. What was the 
exact position of Sharif Burkan in the court of Umar al-Kanami '? We need to, recover more 
letters to find the true answer. He does.not seem to have been mentioned by.,any of the Euro
pean travellers who visited Bornu during this period, although Martin suggests he might have 
been mentioned by Barth as a prominent M urzuk merchant. (22) 

The practice of sending wild animals from Bornu to North Africa was of course an old one 
dating at least from the beginning of the 13th century, when it is discussed by lbn Khaldum. 
He reported that a king of Kanam sent a giraffe as a present to the Hafsid caliph al MM ustansir 
in 655/1257. · 

LETTER V 

From Abu Bakr b. Umar al-Kanami (1881~4) to the Wali of Tripoli Muhammad Nazif Bshaa 
(1880-1882). Dated 20th Muharram 1299 (12th December 1881) One folio of 16 lines Dar 
af .. Mahfuzat al-Tarikhiyya~ Tripoli. 

Praise be to God and blessing and Peace be upon the Apostle of God. 

To the Excellency of the best, the most noble, the most perfect, the most sublime, the 
Possessor of first (class) esteem, and most grand rank, His Excellency, our affectionate (master) 
the Governor of the state of Tripoli. (Upon you be) complete peace, mercy of God the Exalted 
and His blessing as long as the nights and days alternate. 

After (all that preceeded) the cause of writing this letter (in) addition (to)extending greetings 
to you and asking about your general condition, is to let you know that when God the Glorious, 
the Exalted had decreed the death of my father al-shaikh Umar al-Kanami, mercy and pleasure 
of God be upon him, He appointed me to his office and put me in his rank by His gra~e and 
abundant kindness. This is why we informed you so that you hear the news from us, we (mform 
you) that we are in goodness, health and bounty (which is) abundant aod complete. We praise 
Him (God) and thank Him. We also ask Him for increase of His favour to us~ to you and to all 
the entire Muslims, by the high rank of the leader of the Apostles; (may the) blessing of prayer
sayers be upon him; Amin. Dated Monday, the last ten days of the month of Go~ Mu~arram 
the sacred, beginning the year 1299 A.H. (23) (12th December, 1881) after the migration (to 
Medina) of the best of all creatures generally, our master Muhammad, be upon him the best of 
the double blessing of the king who is the Creator, Amin. Greetings (From the) Needy of 
his God Abu Bakr b. Umar al-Kanami. May God be kind to him, Amin. 
Sealed: Abu Bakr al-Kanami 1299. 

Commentary: 

The letter announces the accession to the throne of Bukar Kura as Shaikh Abu-Bakr was 
popularly known in Bornu. He was acting in accordance with the common tradition in Bornu 
when a new ruler was installed. , Similar letters had been sent to Tripoli, Fezzan and England 
by his uncle Abd al-Rahman when he usurped (24) the throne from Kura's father Umar in .1854-
International relations between Bornu and the outside world were so important that rt was 
necessary for any new ruler to obtain international ~recognition' from them or at least 
from the countries with which trade relations existed. 

22. B. G. Martin1 (1962). op. cit. p. 365. 

23. This is a round-about way of saying 20th Muharram 1299 A.H. 

24. B. G. Mai:tin/(1962). Letter IV was a rep]y to a similar letter sent by Shaikh Abd al~Rahman. Two letters 
in the Public Record Office, London. (F. O. 101 /34) inform the British Vice-Consul in Murzuk and Queen 
Victoria of the accession of Abd al-Rahman (translations in the possession of J. E. Lavers). 
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It is clear from this letter that Bukar Kura hoped to have cordial relations with the rulers; 
in Tripoli, unlike his father, who at some time, at least, during the tenure of his office did not 
seem to enjoy the affection of the Turkish Governors. 

The script is a typical hand which is peculiar to the Bornuan chancery. It does not seem 
to resemble any form of writing in the Maghrib except the ancient Kufic. 

LETTER VI 

From Mukhtar Hassan to A/hajj Muhammad. Dated 10th Sha'ban (1299 27th June, 1882). 
One folio of 14 lines. Dar al-Muhfuzat al-Tarikhiyya, Tripoli. 

Praise be unto God only, Peace and blessing be upon the one after whom there is no 
prophet. 

To the presence of the Excellency of the honoured the respected, (who occupies) the position 
of a brother, Sayyid Alhajj Muhammad. May God prolong his continuance, Amen. 

After (extending) increasing greetings and respects to you and (invoking) the mercy of 
Allah and His blessing (upon you). Should you kindly inquire after us, we are in a good state. 
We only ask of you and of your entire conditions. We ask God that He may cause affairs to 
run according to your wishes. 

Know that we are hereby giving you information about Bornu. A caravan has arrived 
and informed us about (the state of) affairs in the country. It is in a favourable state. Fea
ther is likewise cheap. The ribda (dust-colour) costs two Abu Tayra per one Rat!. The black 
one costs six Abu Tayra per Rat/. The white one has the same (price) but the very white one 
costs fifteen Abu Tayra. We also inform you about Shaikh Abu Bakar. His government 
like that of his father and even better. The people who came to us (from there). Now many 
people are getting ready to go towards the East. This is all due to your blessing and that of 
Salih. b. Abdullah. This is what we find worthwhile (on our part) to inform you. You 
should let us know what information you find necessary. Please extend our greetings to "I wad 
al-Nafs" (a substitute for life) the lover of all, our brother Muhammad al-Musrati. Here, on 
our side, our brother Muhammad al-Qartali, Sa'id Fu'adi and Muhammad al-Magrifi extend 
their abundant greetings. 

Greetings Dated 10th Sha'aban 1299 (27th June, 1882) 
The servant of his God, your brother Mukhtar Hassan 

Commentary: 

The letter is essentially a commercial document between two merchants who had interests 
in the trade with Bornu. ·No mention of the-destination of the letter is made but,it would--appear 
that it was sent from Murzuk to Tripoli. The interesting thing about it is the prices of articles 
it gives. It also informs us of the percentage of profit in a particular commodity. The curren
cies in use for trading purposes during the period in question were French francs and the Spanish 
and Austrian (Maria Theresa thaler) dollars (25). The Abu Tayra mentioned here is none 
other than the Maria Theresa dollar and the name was derived from the fact that the dollar 
had on one of its sides a picture of a bird while on the other side appeared the head of a queen. 
In Tripoli it was the side bearing the bird which seemed to have attracted attention while in the 
Sudan, according to Barth, it was the head of the queen which made the coin popular among the 
Sudanese women. 

25. A. A. Boahen, Britain the Sahara and the Western Sudan (1788-1861), London, 1964, p. 130. 
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The value of the Maria Theresa dollar fluctuated in the course of the nineteenth century but 
in 1894, only twelve years after this letter, it was reported from Kano that the dollar was worth 
between 3 shillings and four- shillings and sixpence (it was estimated that the coin contained 
2 shillings worth of silver.) (26). While in 1885, again in Kano, the dollar was estimated to 
be the equivalent of J¾ francs or 5,000 cowries. (27) Profits from the trans-Saharan caravan 
trade were indeed high at this time,; Newbury has recently shown that in the year 1880 the 
greatest amount of trade ever recorded passed through Tripoli, ostrich feathers to the value of 
7,280,000 francs were brought across the desert from the Sudan. (28) The trade figures declined 
thereafter, particularly in ostrich feathers which were subject to the whim of European fa
shions, 6,045,000 francs in 1883 down to 2,186,000 francs in 1885. However in 1882 profits 
were still high and it is clear that Mukhtar Hassan and his associates had no idea that a recession 
had already begun. 

This letter furnishes us with further evidence of the part played by merchants in transmitting 
information of value to the Ottoman authorities. We learn that Shaykh Abu Bakr's govern
ment in Bornu was better than his father's, but even his, that is Shaykh Umar's, was good. This 
would suggest that Shaykh Umar became more friendly with the Ottomans in the years after 
his restoration; such an improvement might be attributed to the efforts of Sharif Burkan. (29) 

If the reading of 'al-Qibla' is correct-meaning the direction of Mecca - it would imply that 
many merchants became wealthy as a result of trade with Bornu, that is, wealthy enough to 
make the hajj 

The language and style of this letter suggest that the author was not well versed in classical 
Arabic, at times he is forced to express himself in colloquial phrases, thus supporting the view 
that generally spe:iking the traders were not men of learning. 

LETTER VII 

From the Wakil of the Mutasarrif of Fezzan to the Wali of Tripoli Kamal-Basha (1893-98) 
One folio of eight lines in Mashriqi Script. Dated 29th April, 1893. Dar-al-Mahfuzat al -
Tarkhiyya. 

To the exalted Seat, the refuge of the esteemed Prince. 
To the Excellency of my master ruler ~of the State. 

It had been presented before the headquarters of your Lofty State the question of sending 
a special envoy with letters to the governor of Kawar and to the Tripolitanian merchant, Muha
mmed b. al-Zahuni who had been directed to Bornu in order to explore news concerning the 
incident of Rabih in Bornu. Now the mentioned envoy has arrived but has not brought any 
news except reports there of Rabih's occupation and his over-powering Bornu in particular. 
This is because the route which is between Kawar and Bornu has been cut off because of 
Tuareg raids. The envoy mentions that the Tuareg of Air had invaded the region of the Tebu 
(of) Tibesti and took from them an estimated three hundred camels. They also overtook a 
caravan-(belonging) to the people of Kawar and with it was the mentioned Muhammed b. 
al-Faqih al-Zahuni. They seized the whole caravan and Muhammad al-Zahuni escaped 
only with his soul (by) running away on his horse. There was also, in the caravan which had 

26. C.H. Robinson, Hausa/and London 1897, p. 62. 

27. P. Staudinger, Im Herzen der Haussalander Berlin, 1889, translated by Mrs H. Moody in Kano Studies 
I, 3, (1967) pp. 38-61. 

28. C. Newbury, "North African trade in the nineteenth century" JAH. VII, 2 (1966) pp. 233-246. 

29. Vide letters II & III. 
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been seized a number of merchants from the flag (i.e. your subjects of Fezzan) and others, 
according to the account of the (attached) rolled (trade) list. The whole of their property and 
their children who were wth them•lrad been confiscated. The messenger also mentions that 
Abd al-Jalil, the famous Shaikh in the region of Kanem, had been raided by the Tuaregs (lit. 
the raid of the Tuaregs came upon him.) They estimated twelve thousand strong. They 
beseiged him in Kanem and it is not yet known what (actually) happened between them. 
And all those Tuaregs were from Air. This is what has been understood from the mentioned 
envoy and from the letters which arrived with him. And as Muhammad al-Zahuni has now 
arrived at the region of the desert of Qatrum on his return journey, (I wrote so that it becomes 
known to the seat of your government. (It is) in good repute that the presentati.on of this letter 
took place. Command is (the right) of those in authority ; (my) master, Dated: 12th Shawwal 
1310/29th April, 1893. 

Signed: 
Deputy of the Governor of Fezzan, 
Mustapha b. Ali. 

Commentary: 

This letter poses interesting chronological problems as it suggests that Rabih b. Fadlallah, 
the Sudanese military leader, occupied Bornu early in 1893. The letter is dated the Fezzan 
April 1893 and, allowing a minimum of forty days for the news to travel from Bornu, this means 
Rabih must have invaded the country in February 1893 - an incredibly early date. The inva
sion is often said to have taken place in the dry season of 1893/4, the earliest date previously 
put forward is May 1893. The whole problem of dating Rabih's campaigns and the evidence 
for dating of the conquest of Bornu in particular needs re-examination; al! that can be said at 
this point is that this letter seems to be repeating caravan rumour rather than verified facts. 

The letter is also of interest in as much as it give further evidence of Ottoman concern with 
the affairs of the interior and of their use of merchants as intelligence agents. Tuareg raids 
were of increasingly frequent occurrence on this route in the last year of the century; this followed 
on the decline of the caravan trade - in which they had been the chief transporters - infavour of 
the Wadai-Kufra-Benghazi road. There are frequent references to the closure of the route due 
to raiding, either of the caravans, of the Tubu inhabitants of Kawar or between the Awlad 

. Sulayman .and the Taureg. The latter regarded the Kawar Oases as a dependency of Agades, 
while the Mai or Sultan of Kawar recognized the Ottoman Sultan as nominal overlord. The 
heir to the Kawar Sultanate, Maina Adam, was in Kukawa when this letter was written and 
there he was caught by Rabih's invasion. (30) Shaykh Abd al-Jalil b. Rhet, was governor of 
Kanem, or parts of it, under Wadai, he was the grandson of the famous Abd al-Jalil ·saif al
Nasr, killed by the Turks in 1844 and himself, as a young man, was the host of Gustave Nachtigal 
during his travels in 1871. (31) (32) 

30. P. Monteil, St Louis a Tripoli par le lac Tchad Paris, 1894., pp. 359-399 and F. 0. 101/86 Jago to F. 0. 
10 Apr. 1896). 

31. Landeroin in Tilho, Documents scientiftques de la Mission Ti/ho 1906-9, Paris, 1911, Vol. II, p. 
32. l must acknowledge my gratitude to Professor Muhamad Usta of the Dar al-Mahfuzat al-Tarikhiyya, 

Tripoli, as it was due to him that I discovered these letters in the first instance. He it was who translated 
the Turkish letters into Arabic and also assisted me with several valuable suggestions. I also owe thanks 
to the H. E. the Moroccan Ambassador in Tripoli who kindly introduced me to the authorities of the 
Islamic University of al-Imam Muhammad b. Ali al-Sanusi. I must thank the authorities for the generous 
hospitality accorded to me by the Islamic University. I am also indebted to the Minister al-Hajj Ibrahim 
Musa Gashash who gave me letters of introduction to several Tripolitanian merchants. I have benefited 
greatly from discussion with them. I specially owe a debt of thanks to al-Hajj Mustapha Siala who n:ade 
my stay in Tripoli ccmfortable and to several other merchants who helped me. I must also thank Mr Ali 
Mustapha al-Musrati for introducing me to the Tripolitanian elite. My thianks are also due to all those 
people throughout North Africa who'most kindly gave of their time to aid and advise me in my research. 
Lastly but not least I must thank my University for giving me this goldl!n opportunity and Professor 
Abdullahi Smith for his advice both before and during the course of my tour. 
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