
The best book that I’ve read this year—and definitely the best titled one, as well—is The Bad-Ass     

Librarians of Timbuktu and Their Race to Save the World’s Most Precious Manuscripts, by Joshua 

Hammer.  In popular culture, ‘Timbuktu” has taken on the meaning of any distant and inaccessible 

place.  In reality, Timbuktu is located in Mali on the southern edge of the Sahara Desert.  From the 

13th through the 16th centuries, Timbuktu flourished as a center of Islamic culture and scholarship 

and as a center of the manuscript trade, becoming a repository of Islamic texts from all over the 

Muslim world.  

  

         Over the centuries, scholarly families carefully tended these medieval manuscripts, but in the 

early 1980s, the government-owned library in Timbuktu launched an effort to collect and centrally 

store the manuscripts—both for their safekeeping and for archival purposes.  They approached 

Abdel Haidara, the son of a scholar, to undertake the arduous process of finding the manuscripts 

and convincing families who had held these treasured texts for centuries to part with them.   

  

          Uniquely gifted for this task, in his first year of work, Haidara managed to acquire as many            

manuscripts as the previous team of eight prospectors had collected in a decade.  By 2012, there 

were over 370,000 manuscripts in Timbuktu’s libraries.  In 2012, radical Muslims linked to al-

Qaida invaded and     established Sharia law.  Fearing that al-Qaida viewed the manuscripts as 

heretical and did not value them as part of their Islamic heritage, Haidara feared that al-Qaida 

would destroy the manuscripts.  To safeguard the   manuscripts, Haidara pulled off what reviewers 

have described as a brazen heist worthy of Ocean’s Eleven, by masterminding and overseeing a 

plot to smuggle out more than 300,000 manuscripts.  

  

           In interviews, Hammer has described the significance of these texts.  “Well, these volumes 

portrayed Islam, as practiced in this corner of the world, as a blend of the secular and the religious, 

or they show that the two could co-exist beautifully.  And they did in this city.  One of the things 

I think is important to draw from [this story] is to realize that there is this whole strain of Islam 

that is moderate, that celebrates           intellectuality, that celebrates culture, that celebrates 

diversity, secular ideas, love, human beauty.  I think that is lost in the debate that’s going on.  But 

I think in fact that the Islam as represented by those in Timbuktu and the bad-assed librarians is, 

in fact, more representative of what Islam is.” 

  

          During a time in which a spate of terrorist attacks directed or inspired by ISIS have rocked 

us to the core, the portrayal of Islam in The Bad-Ass Librarians of Timbuktu is a much needed 

antidote to the toxicity of radical Islam.  I strongly recommend it to those looking to find common 

ground with the practitioners of Islam who are not making headlines. 
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