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Sahara Desert
According to scientists, the Sahara 

Desert is the second largest 
desert on Earth. (Antarctica is the 
largest. Surprised? Look it up!) The 
Sahara is also the hottest desert 
in the world. It is about the size of 
the United States. It covers one-
third of the continent of Africa. 
There are two mountain ranges in 
the Sahara—the Atlas Mountains and 
the Ahaggar Mountains. The Sahara 
receives less than 3 inches of rain a 
year. Many years, there’s no rain at 
all.  Archaeologists say the Sahara 
wasn’t always a desert. They have 
found thousands of rock paintings in 
the West African Sahara. These are 
pictures of elephants, rhinos and other 
animals that no longer live in the region. Scientists believe the 
Sahara was home to many animals about 3,000 to 8,000 years 
ago. Then the dry period came. Today, scientists study the 
Sahara with satellite photography and say the desert actually 

grows miles and miles during some years 
and shrinks back miles and miles other 
years.

People have traveled through the 
Sahara Desert for thousands of 
years, despite sand dunes as high as 
600 feet, blowing winds and extreme 
temperatures as hot as 136 degrees F. 
Nomadic people tend sheep and goats 
and travel through the Sahara with 
their camels. Throughout the Sahara 
are oases, places with water, trees and 
some fertile land. However, these oases 
can be several days of travel apart from 
each other. 

The harsh environment is home 
to foxes, hyenas, jackals, antelopes 
and badgers. Many of the animals of 

the Sahara are nocturnal, active only at night, and avoid the 
extreme day temperatures. Some actually burrow into the 

chameleons are also found in the desert. 
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Emperor Mansa Musa
A great leader of the West African Kingdom of Mali, 

Mansa Musa ruled from A.D. 1312-1337. He built ancient 
Mali into one of the largest empires in the world and 
made Timbuktu a great city of trade and learning. Mansa 
Musa believed strongly in education, so he built schools 
throughout his empire. He also built libraries after 
collecting books from all over the region. Mansa Musa 
built beautiful mosques, or places of worship, in which to 
practice his Islamic faith. As a Muslim, Mansa Musa also 
went on a pilgrimage, a holy trip, to the Islamic city of 
Mecca, between A.D. 1324 and 1325. The emperor took 
60,000 people with him on his journey. It is said that his 
caravan included 80 camels, each of which carried 300 
pounds of gold. Along the way to Mecca, Mansa Musa 
gave much of the gold away to the poor. In fact, he gave 
away so much gold that in Egypt the value of gold greatly 
decreased for many years after his visit. After his 
death, Mansa Musa was remembered for his generosity 
and kindness. 

Few outside of Africa knew about Mansa Musa when 

to Mecca changed that. 
Mapmakers in the 1300s 
added the Kingdom 
of Mali to their 
maps. Another 
result of his 
travel was that 
European leaders 
learned of Mansa 
Musa and all of the 
gold. European rulers 
then became more 
interested in the 
African continent 
(and its 
gold).

Salt
Gold, silver, rubies, diamonds, 

with the others? You’d 
probably say salt, because 
it isn’t as valuable as 
the others. Would you 
believe that at one 
time, salt was very 
precious? Salt is 
important to the body. It 
helps our muscles move, our stomach digest food and our cells 
get nutrients. When we perspire, salt leaves our body. In a hot 
climate like the Sahara, people needed to eat salt to replace the 
salt they lost when they perspired.

Desert dwellers traded gold equally for salt. People in Ghana, 
Nigeria and Senegal worked in gold mines. People in West Africa 
worked in salt mines. Traders moved back and forth between 
these areas exchanging these two important products. Trading 
caravans began crossing the Sahara around the 7th century. 
They traveled from Northern Africa near the Moroccan-Algerian 
border to the gold region of the Ghana Empire. In addition to 
gold and salt, cultural ideas spread with these caravans. Can you 
think of something we have in the United States that comes 
from another culture?

Why are camels called 
“ships of the desert?”

Travelers in the Sahara Desert have used camels for a long 
time. They got the nickname “ships of the desert” because 
they were so helpful with transporting large amounts of 
goods and people through this unfriendly region. Everything 
about a camel makes it able to withstand a desert’s harsh 
environment. Camels have powerful legs that help them carry 
heavy loads—up to 1,000 pounds! Even with such heavy cargo, 
they can travel up to 25 miles a day (averaging 3 miles per 
hour). Have you looked at a camel up close? They have long, 
thick eyelashes. The lashes keep blowing sand out of their 
eyes. Camels’ thick eyebrows and large eyelids also keep away 
the sun’s harsh glare. Their humps store food (not water) 
when there isn’t much available, and they can go without 
water for up to a month. Camels’ thick lips are tough enough 
to munch on bushes with thorns, and their thickly padded 
feet protect camels when they walk on hot sand. Would you 
want to ride a camel through the desert? 



  Name ______________________________________

Use the map to help you answer the 
following questions:

1. The Kingdom of Songhai was located 
near where the countries of Niger and 
Burkina Faso are located today. What 
is the capital of Burkina Faso? Which 
of the two countries is farthest west? 

Burkina Faso?

_____________________________

_____________________________

2. Find the country of Mali. What 
important river is found in Mali? The 
capital city is also found along this 
river. What is the capital of Mali? 

_____________________________

_____________________________

3. In which northern African country 
is the Ahaggar Mountain range found? 

_____________________________

4. In which countries are the Atlas 
Mountains found? 

_____________________________

_____________________________

5. The kingdom of Benin developed 
near the rainforest of the Guinea 
coast. Which countries border the 
country of Benin? 

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

6. Morocco borders which body of 
water? What is its capital city? 

_____________________________

_____________________________

7. Some trade routes went from 
Benin to the city of Tripoli on the 
Mediterranean Sea. In which county is 
Tripoli found today? 

_____________________________

8. The Kingdom of Kush was found in 
present day Egypt and Sudan. Which 
body of water do both countries 

countries? 

_____________________________

_____________________________

North Africa

ACROSS
4. animals that sleep during the day and are active at night
6. a holy trip
9. large groups of people and their goods
10. traded equally for gold in ancient West Africa

DOWN
1. storytellers who pass on traditions and stories 
2. one of two mountain ranges in the Sahara
3. largest desert in the world
5. center of learning and Islam in ancient Mali
7. also known as Nubia
8. a ship of the desert 

As you read this week’s lesson, circle or highlight 
all proper nouns with any color pen or highlighter. 

answers and get ready for this week’s test.

or event from this week’s magazine. Use any 
color to circle or highlight details about the 
person or event. Analyze the details and write 
a paragraph about how the author introduced 
and expanded information in the article. (CC 
ELA RI.6.3)

If you’d like to make any 
editorial comments about our 
paper, please write to us at 
feedback@studiesweekly.com.


