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In the past, farmers did not have to 
produce enough to eat and to sell for 

money. Do you think food more 
plentiful then?

Sharing food has long been important 
way of making sure everyone was fed. 

Does your family still do this today?

Did You Know? Surviving a Mega-Drought

Learning from the Past

Recent Changes in Farming

Finding Farming in the Past

We collect seeds 
from the dirt of 
archaeological
sites, but have to
“wash” it first.

Between 350 to 550 years ago, there was a 
severe drought, with rainfall lower than at any 
other time in the last 1000 years! 

Farmers grew a lot of pearl millet, which 
produces well with little rainfall. Food did not 
run short. Why not?

The Banda economy was strong. We know this 
because archaeology tells us that Banda was a 
key player in long-distance trade all the way to 
the Sahara. People manufactured and traded 
lots of goods—ivory, iron, pottery, and copper 
items. People also consumed many more 
animals—for meat and skins—then at any 
other point in history. People also helped one 
another in times of need.

Why do we suffer from drought today? The 
economy changed drastically in the 1800s-
1900s. The wars in the 1800s drained many 
skilled artisans from Banda. This meant that 
Banda people no longer produced so many 
goods. Ghana became subject to British rule. 
The British imported many goods to sell. 
People still made pottery, but most other 
things they started buying from the cities and 
abroad. People now had to work in cities or sell 
their crops to get money for their household 
needs.
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Guinea corn from 
Makala Kataa

Farming in the Past

Archaeology tells us that farmers in the area 
have been growing pearl millet and guinea 
corn for at least the last 1000 years!  The 
graph above shows that farmers made use 
of more guinea corn when conditions were 
wet. 

Maize is a crop introduced to Africa from 
the Americas. It arrives in Banda in the 
1600s, but for hundreds of years, people 
preferred to eat millet and guinea corn 
instead. People only started eating a lot of 
maize when times were rough in the 1900s.

People in Banda were able to survive and 
thrive during the worst drought in 1000 
years! 
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Rainfall is one of biggest challenges for Banda 
farmers today. 

About 20-30 years ago, farmers stopped 
growing pearl millet. Changing rainfall patterns 
made pearl millet less productive. Pearl millet 
is difficult and time consuming to process, and 
everyone who helps with harvesting receives a 
share. These smaller harvests mean less money 
for farmers.

Instead they grew more yams and maize, yet 
these crops demand more of soils and are also 
sensitive to rainfall. Farmers now grow much 
more cassava in the past. They also grow 
sorghum, which is a dependable producer in 
the Banda area.


