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Abstract

The Vhambedzi clan is one of the earlier Vhavenda sibs that settled 
south of the Limpopo (Vhembe) River before the arrival of the Masingo 
group that later conquered and subjugated them. The Masingo is the 
ruling elite of Venda. The Vhambedzi claim authorship and occupation 
of various Zimbabwe-type stone-walled sites (which the Masingo 
also occupied) in the eastern Soutpansberg area of South Africa. The 
Vhambedzi represents a segment of the earlier Vhavenda groups that 
predominantly settled south of the Vhembe River in an area known 
as Vhambedzi, extending to Tshituzi, Malungudzi (Marungudzi), and 
Hamatibi in southern Zimbabwe. The dominant legend states that 
Vhambedzi originated in Malungudzi. Conflicting justifications exist 
regarding this concern. Other counter-traditions associate them with 
other known earlier Vhavenda groups, the Vhangona. These earlier 
groups are autochthonous. The research for this article focused on 
unfamiliar Zimbabwe-type sites and oral legends clarifying the status 
of these sites concerning the known Vendaungubwe, Great Zimbabwe, 
Thulamela, Makahane, and Khami stone building traditions. The 
cultural continuity transcending the geographical divide, which the 
Vhambedzi represent, is of great significance.

Keywords: Vhambedzi; Venda; Vhavenda; Vhangona; Masingo; 
Zimbabwe.

Introduction

Vhambedzi is a segment of the Vhavenda nation, comprising sub-groups, led by 
the ruling Vhasenzi or Masingo sib, located north and northeast of the Soutpansberg 
Mountain range in South Africa. Their history is extremely scanty. Scholars of Venda 
history from multidisciplinary contexts, such as anthropology, archaeology, and 
ethnology, wrote little about this well-known Vhavenda group or sometimes mention 
the Vhambedzi only in the passing. Other Vhavenda major groups remembered in 
living history and memory comprise Vhangona, Vhatavhatsindi, Vhalembethu, 
Vhanyai, and Vhanzhelele. It is claimed that the first Vhavenda groups arrived in 
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Venda territory around 1200 Anno Domini (AD).1 No confirmed archaeological 
research exists to substantiate this statement. All traditions seem to agree that the 
Masingo, the current ruling group of Venda, occupied the present Venda between 
1700 and 1750 AD,2 conquering and subjugating pre-existing groups.3 This 
conclusion settles the confusion that the Vhavenda is a homogenous group.4

All the aforementioned groups dwelt in the Soutpansberg range of mountains,5 
known in Venda as Mitshilinzhi-ya-Venda which means the “mountain ranges 
of Venda”.6 On top of these mountains is evidence that the Vhavenda were 
accomplished stonemasons, setting up their houses with stones (solely stone-walled 
enclosures). They were also used as fortresses against their enemies. Certain stone-
walled settlements south of the Vhembe River in South Africa are similar to those 
in some parts of the Zimbabwe Plateau.7 Vhambedzi, (with Vhalembethu, Vhanyai, 
and Vhanzhelele) settled in the eastern-most part of Venda. They are mostly credited 
with building stone structures, resembling those established towards the north of 
Vhembe or the Limpopo River in Zimbabwe, such as Khami and Great Zimbabwe.

Notable researchers on these groups and settlements, such as Phophi, Wessman, 
Stayt, Van Warmelo, Giesekke; Huffman, and Giesekke acknowledge associations 
that Vhambedzi and other Vhavenda groups have with Zimbabwe culture in several 
aspects. This article provides more clarity on a Vhavenda, group- the Vhambedzi, 
as neighbours of the Zimbabwe Plateau, focussing on Zimbabwe-type stone-
walled settlement sites in the north-eastern parts of Venda and the Giyani area 
of Madzimanombe. Vhambedzi inhabited these parts of north-eastern Venda. It 
ultimately makes preliminary remarks on the influence of the Zimbabwe stone 
building tradition south of the Vhembe River. Their historical distribution is spread 
from far northeast of Zimbabwe and South Africa as shown in Venda Image 1 below.

1 MH Nemudzivhadi, Commission of Inquiry on Land Matters 1980 (Sibasa, Venda Government, 1985), p. 2. 
2 G Liesegang, “New light of Venda traditions: Mahumane’s account of 1730”, History in Africa, 4, 1977, p. 164.
3 E Mudau, “Ngoma Lungundu”, NJ Van Warmelo, The copper miners of Musina and the early history of the 

Zoutpansberg (Pretoria, Union of South Africa Government Printer, 1940), pp. 10-32. 
4 MH Nemudzivhadi, A Vhavenda vha kale. Vhavenda vha Vhukalanga, a paper presented to the Board Members 

of the Bureau of TshiVenda language (Sibasa, 31 August 1973), pp. 1-4.
5 I Schapera, The Bantu speaking tribes of South Africa (London, Routledge, 1937), p. 63.
6 T Nemaheni (Personal Collection – hereafter NPC), Interview, MC Neluvhalani (Member of the Vhangona 

Cultural Movement), 23 December 2012. 
7 HA Stayt, The Bavenda (London, Frank Cass& Co. Ltd, 1968), pp. 7-8. 
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Image 1: Distribution of Vhambedzi villages and archaeological sites in South Africa and 
Zimbabwe

Source: P Tizola, Department of Geography, University of Pretoria, 2016.

Vhavenda origins, migration, and links, north of the Vhembe River

There are many stories, tales, legends, and myths about the origins of the Vhavenda 
nation.8 The early history of the Vhavenda, before they entered the Zimbabwe Plateau 
and South Africa, is still vague and fragmentary. There are differing observations 
about Vhavenda origins – as they migrated to the south as small groups of diverse 
clans or families. One prominent observation is that the Vhavenda, originated from 

8 EO Hanisch, “Reinterpreting the origins of Dzata: Archaeology and legends”, N Swanepoel, A Esterhuysen 
and P Bonner, Five hundred years rediscovered: Southern African precedents and prospects (Johannesburg, Wits 
University Press, 2008), p. 119.
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Eastern Africa,9 whereas another perspective is that they originated further north 
of the Southern African subcontinent.10 The 19th and 20th centuries writers of 
Vhavenda history attach their origins to various places, such as the Congo,11 Kenya 
and Tanzania,12 the Great Lakes region of East Africa,13and Malawi.14 With all these 
places presumed to be the origins of the Vhavenda inhabitants, it is challenging 
for scholars of history, archaeology, anthropology, ethnology, and cultural heritage 
studies to report with any certainty on the Vhavenda history.15

Other scholarly explanations point to some local origins of the earlier Vhavenda 
groups, such as Vhambedzi and Vhangona south of Vhembe River in South Africa.16 
From these earlier groups, the Vhangona claim supremacy over the other mentioned 
groups, including the Masingo. The Vhangona claim that all these earlier groups, 
with the exclusion of the Masingo, are sub-groups of the “Vhangona nation” and 
they are called Vho-Ngwani-wapo, or those who were found on the land and Vho-
Tshidza-tsha-po; or those whose graves are found on the same land they originated 
from and occupied from time immemorial.17 The uncertainty of when the different 
Vhavenda groups arrived and settled south of the Vhembe River remains a myth as 
the process of migration itself. What seems to combine scholars is the agreement that 
all the Vhavenda groups migrated from north Africa.

During Vhavenda migration to the south, most groups first settled on the Zimbabwe 
Plateau where they met and merged with the Rozvi Empire, believed to have been 
established and led by the Changamire dynasty during the late 17th century.18 
The Changamire dynasty was based at the Manyanga stone-walled settlement in 
Zimbabwe, associated with a Vhavenda group – the Masingo.19 A question that 
most scholars do not have an answer to is: where did the Vhambedzi part of the 
Changamire dynasty splinter?

Chigwedere suggests that the splintering of the Karanga Empire may have led to 
another Vhavenda group, the Vhambedzi. They moved earlier to the area around 

9 HA Stayt, The Bavenda, p. 250.
10 HA Stayt, The Bavenda, p. 249.
11 R Wessman, The Bawenda of the Spelonken (Transvaal): A contribution towards the psychology and folklore of 

African peoples (London, The African World, Ltd, 1908), pp. 9-10.
12 EOJ Westphal, “The linguistic prehistory of Southern Africa: Bush, Kwadi Hottentot, and Bantu linguistic 

relationships”, Africa: Journal of the International African Institute, 33, 1963.
13 E Mudau, “Ngoma Lungundu”, NJ Van Warmelo, The copper miners of Musina..., p. 8.
14 GP Lestrade, “Some notes on the political organization of the Venda speaking tribes”, NJ Van Warmelo, 

Contributions towards Venda history, religion and tribal ritual (Pretoria, Department of Native Affairs- 
Government Printer, 1960), pp. iii & 1.

15 HA Stayt, The Bavenda, p. 251.
16 DN Beach, A Zimbabwe past: Companion volume to the Shona and Zimbabwe, 900-1850 (Gweru, Mambo Press, 

1994), p. 180.
17 TR Rakhadani, Udivha makhulu ndi u vhudzwa (Thohoyandou, Jefec Publishers, 2006), p. 44.
18 LT Marole, Makhulukuku, 2 (Sibasa, Marole Book Depot, 1966), p. 5.
19 NPC, Interview, GC Mazarire (History Lecturer, University of Zimbabwe, Harare), 27 July 2010.
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Marungudzi (Malungudzi) Hill in the Beitbridge District in the southern-most 
part of Zimbabwe Lowveld,20 about 70 km east of the border town of Beitbridge. 
These indicate connections with Zimbabwe as a conjoint thread in most Vhavenda 
traditions. Beach also supports the claim that the earlier Vhavenda groups crossed 
the Vhembe to the Soutpansberg region much earlier. Nemudzivhadi estimates the 
Vhavenda arrival in the Soutpansberg highlands at around 1200 AD.21 Wesphal 
alludes to a Vhambedzi group also migrated from the north through Mozambique 
into the eastern parts of South Africa but fell short of further explanations regarding 
their possible locations into the interior of the Limpopo Province. Motshekga records 
the TshiVenda-speaking population between Vhembe and Olifants or Lumbelule/
Lepelle Rivers.22 It is not clear if these TshiVenda-speaking people along the eastern 
Olifants River were the Vhambedzi.

Venda oral tradition informs that the Vhavenda originated from various parts of 
African countries in the north and migrated to the south from the central African 
region, Congo, Kenya, Malawi, and Tanzania.23 Collective memory believes that 
the origins and migrating of Vhavenda from central Africa developed over several 
decades. This memory features in teaching in Venda schools and was also made 
available in songs and sung in schools.24 For example, Nesengani, a former Minister 
of Education in the former homeland of Venda composed a song sung during the 
independence of Venda celebration on 13 September 1979. The song is titled Hupfi 
Vhavenda vhothe vha bva Afurika-Kati. It means: “it is said that all the Vhavenda 
originated from central Africa”.25 Since then it has remained in use up to today by 
those living in villages as descendants of the Venda that migrated from the north. 
Much of the oral history of the Vhavenda is dominated by the history of the Masingo 
and not that of the other Vhavenda groups.26

Another collective belief on the Venda origin is that of the descendants of the 
Vhambedzi and Vhangona, claiming to relate to some local origin. When Vhavenda 
of the Masingo clan crossed the Vhembe River into the Soutpansberg Mountain 

20 A Chigwedere, The Karanga Empire (Harare, Books for Africa Morgan House, 1985), p. 129. 
21 MH Nemudzivhadi, When and what: An introduction to the evolution of the history of Venda (Thohoyandou, 

Office of the President of the Republic of Venda, 1985), p. 2. 
22 M Motshekga, “Reclaiming the history and culture of the people of the sun of the north-eastern province”, 

Y Dladla, Voices, values and identities symposium: Record of the proceedings 25-27 August 1998 (Pretoria, South 
African National Parks, 1998), p. 25.

23 EO Hanisch, “Reinterpreting the origins of Dzata...”, N Swanepoel, A Esterhuysen and P Bonner, Five hundred 
years rediscovered…, p. 120.

24 EO Hanisch, “Reinterpreting the origins of Dzata...”, N Swanepoel, A Esterhuysen and P Bonner, Five hundred 
years rediscovered..., p. 119.

25 ERB Nesengani, Vhavenda vha Bva Africa-Kati (Johannesburg, South African Broadcasting Corporation), 
Vendaland Institute Choir, Conducted by A Mulaudzi, CD-ROM, CDT 2292, LT12211/2, 2003.

26 EO Hanisch, “Reinterpreting the origins of Dzata...”, N Swanepoel, A Esterhuysen and P Bonner, Five hundred 
years rediscovered..., p. 119.
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range during the second half of the 18th century,27 they gradually absorbed several 
established Shona groups, while extending their authority in this region over groups, 
such as the Vhangona, Vhambedzi, Vhatavhatsindi, Vhalembethu, Vhanzhelele, and 
Vhanyai.28

The movements of Vhavenda groups across the Vhembe River to the north and 
the south was a process, starting much earlier, before the colonialism and apartheid 
eras. Both colonialism and apartheid did not stop these movements – least to say the 
artificial Limpopo River. Vhambedzi from South Africa still crosses the border to 
Malungudzi for ritual purposes.

The Vhambedzi origins and distribution

Vhambedzi occupied parts of the north-eastern Soutpansberg Mountain range 
from 1200 AD.29 The Vhambedzi are strongly associated with the origins and history 
north of the Limpopo in Zimbabwe. Historical sources are constrained in providing 
convincing answers. From a few relics scooped up in scholarly work, Maylam 
indicates that Vhambedzi and Vhangona are among the “original” descendants of 
Venda.30 It can be argued, though that the word original is a relative term if referring 
to the Masingo clan coming after the Vhambedzi. Maylam may be postulating a 
Vhavenda political entity before the arrival of the Masingo clan.

The Vhambedzi are linked to the Karanga Empire, north of the Vhembe River. 
They should, therefore, also be linked to a migrating Karanga dynasty (from the 
north), led by Chief Matibi, a Mbedzi.31 Matibi32 conquered that Vhapfumbi,33 
whom he found settled in Malungudzi in the early 19th century, gaining a foothold 
at Malungudzi Hill where his descendants are traditional leaders even today (2021).34 
Confusingly the Vhambedzi of Zimbabwe, especially those in the Malungudzi area, 
regard themselves as Vhapfumbi; however, they are both renowned as rainmakers 

27 I Pikirayi, The origins and decline of Southern Zambezian states: The Zimbabwe culture (London, Altamira 
Press, 2001), p. 217.

28 HJ Van Aswegen, History of South Africa to 1854 (Pretoria, Van Schaik Publishers), 1960, p. 65.
29 MH Nemudzivhadi, When and what: An introduction to the evolution of the history of Venda (Thohoyandou, 

Office of the President of the Republic of Venda, 1985), p. 2. 
30 P Maylam, A history of the African people of South Africa: From the early Iron Age to the 1970s (Cape Town, David 

Phillip Publishers, 1985), pp. 130-131. 
31 A Chigwedere, The Karanga…, p. 129.
32 Matibi is used interchangeably with Matibe in this discussion. Matibi is used in Zimbabwe while Matibe is used 

in South Africa. The two words refer to the same person who is a traditional Chief in Malungudzi in Zimbabwe.
33 The Vhambedzi based in Malungudzi refer to themselves as Vhapfumbi or Vhambedzi interchangeably. It 

happens that Vhapfumbi in Zimbabwe are referred to as Vhavumba in South Africa. In Tshivenda, Vhavumba 
means predictors of rain. According to oral tradition, Vhambedzi were known to be rain makers. They could 
predict when it was going to rain.

34 DN Beach, The Shona and Zimbabwe 900-1850: An outline of Shona History (London, Heinemann Educational 
Books Ltd, 1980), p. 208.
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and they also have a common totem, which is a crocodile.35 The Vhambedzi in South 
Africa claims the area around the Malungudzi Hill in Zimbabwe as their place of 
origin.36 This statement contradicts another observation that the ruling Vhambedzi 
in Zimbabwe came to Malungudzi from the Vhambedzi country south of the 
Vhembe River in South Africa.37

Another opinion is that Vhambedzi represents the aboriginal people of Venda, 
implying they are native or indigenous to Venda.38 Mudau also supports this 
observation by drawing from spoken traditions, confirming the Vhambedzi earlier 
settlements of the eastern Soutpansberg range of mountains in Venda for a prolonged 
period.39 Ralushai rejects the northward migration of Vhambedzi.40 Nemudzivhadi 
contends that two groups departed Malungudzi41 in diverse directions in South 
Africa and Zimbabwe. One moved to Gwatemba between Filabusi, Shavhani, and 
Mbelengwa or Mberengwa in Zimbabwe, led by Diza, their leader.42 The other group 
crossed the Vhembe River into South Africa and settled at Tshilavulu or Maheni 
in Thengwe, Mianzwi, Tshaulu, and Haluvhimbi.43 Nemudzivhadi acknowledges 
Tshitaudzi as the King of all the Vhambedzi in South Africa and Zimbabwe.44 It is 
unclear if Chief Tshitaudzi exercised his chieftainship role from Zimbabwe or if he 
crossed into South Africa.45

But then there is also the version of Chief Gilbert Mukununde. He contends that 
the Vhambedzi of Hamukununde “originated from Malungudzi and migrated to 
Tshitudzi where they built stone walls and settled on top of Tshitudzi Hill before they 
crossed Vhembe River”.46 It could be that Chief Tshitaudzi was exercising his kingship 
roles from Tshitudzi Hill in Zimbabwe before colonial borders were enforced. By the 
end of the South African war (1899-1902), the three Vhavenda chiefs in Southern 
Zimbabwe were Matibe, Makhado, and Tshitaudzi.47 It is, however, not yet clear if 
there was a relationship between the three Vhambedzi chiefs in Zimbabwe (Diza, 
Tshitaudzi, and Matibi).

35 M Netsianda, “Vhapfumbi culture shrouded in secrecy”, Mashnetstories, 01 March 2011 (available at http://
mashnetstories.blogspot.co.za/2011/03/vapfumbi-culture-shrouded-in-secrecy.html, as accessed on 7 January 
2020), p. 1.

36 DN Beach, The Shona and Zimbabwe…, p. 214.
37 DN Beach, The Shona and Zimbabwe…, p. 215.
38 NJ Van Warmelo, The copper miners of Musina and the early history of the Zoutpansberg (Pretoria, Union of South 

Africa Government Printer, 1940), p. 4. 
39 E Mudau, “The Vhadau of Tshakhuma”, NJ Van Warmelo, The copper miners of Musina…, p. 72.
40 VNMN Ralushai, “Conflicting accounts of Venda history with particular reference to the role of mutupo in 

social organization” (PhD, Queen’s University, 1977), p. 106.
41 In Zimbabwe, this place is known as Marungudzi. It is the same place in southern Zimbabwe east of Beitbridge 

international border post between South Africa and Zimbabwe.
42 MH Nemudzivhadi, A Vhavenda vha kale. Vhavenda vha Vhukalanga…, p. 1. 
43 MH Nemudzivhadi, A Vhavenda vha kale…, p. 2.
44 MH Nemudzivhadi, A Vhavenda vha kale…, p. 3.
45 MH Nemudzivhadi, A Vhavenda vha kale..., p. 4
46 NPC, Interview, G Mukununde (Chief, Hamukununde village, Hamukununde), 14 January 2012. 
47 MH Nemudzivhadi, A Vhavenda vha kale…, p. 2.
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The Vhembe River as a political border constructs a modern colonial historiography 
period—an observation supported by Mudenge.48 This observation resonates well 
with Sigwavhulimu’s argument that: “the areas around Malungudzi Hill in Zimbabwe 
existed in Venda and that the Vhembe River cut through the middle of one country” 
which, according to him, was Venda.49 Sigwavhulimu is a well-known TshiVenda 
language author and a leading member of the Vhangona Cultural Movement—in 
the forefront of claiming and reviving Vhangona cultural heritage in the current 
dispensation. He also emphasises that the southern Vhambedzi received delegations 
from Zimbabwe, performing rituals south of the Vhembe River.50

Another narrative regarding the performance of rainmaking rituals is that 
Vhambedzi and or Vhapfumbi from south of Vhembe River converged on 
Mathonjeni or Matopo Hills where the Njelele shrine is located for rainmaking 
rituals.51 A challenge of terminology exists where migration and movement become 
interchangeable. Movements of the same people in a single territory were prevalent 
between Zimbabwe and South Africa. Besides the South African Vhambedzi’s claim 
of their origin in the Malungudzi area, there is a significant presence of them on the 
Vhembe frontier (north and south of the river) and to the north of the Bubye River 
around Malungudzi Hill and further north in the Mberengwa area in Zimbabwe.52

South of Vhembe River, Vhambedzi historically occupied the eastern parts of 
the Soutpansberg Mountain in an area they called Vhumbedzi, Hamukununde, 
Hamutele, Hamakuya Tshulu, Mianzwi, and Maheni or Tshilavulu.53 The small 
groups at Tshulu in Hamakuya, south of Mutale River, comprised Vhavumba or 
Vhapfumbi. They also crossed the Vhembe River into Tshulu from Tshitudzi 
or Tshitulupadsi in the Malungudzi area around the Bubye River. Vhalembethu, 
Vhanyai, and Vhanzhelele groups feature as historical neighbours of Vhambedzi in 
the far eastern part of Vhumbedzi in Hamutele, Hamakuya, and the northern parts 
of the Kruger National Park.

Vhambedzi, Vhanyai, and Vhalembethu immigrated from Vu-Duma or Vhuduma in 
Zimbabwe,54 about 50km east of Great Zimbabwe National Monument to the Save or 
Sabie River. Phophi’s narrative suggests that Vhanyai, Vhalembethu, and Vhambedzi 

48 NPC, Interview, SI Mudenge (Zimbabwe Minister of Higher Education, Masvingo), 27 December 2011.
49 NPC, Interview, W Sigwavhulimu (Member of the Vhangona Cultural Movement, Phiphiḓi), 24 December 

2011. 
50 It is important to note that by the time this article was conceived, Sigwavhulimu was the Chairperson of 

the newly established Vhangona Cultural Movement which is claiming to have authority over the Vhavenda 
culture. The Movement is also leading a campaign to claim Vhavenda Kingship into a Vhangona royal family.

51 M Netsianda, “Vhapfumbi culture shrouded in secrecy,” Mashnetstories, 1 March 2011 (available at http://
mashnetstories.blogspot.co.za/2011/03/vapfumbi-culture-shrouded-in-secrecy.html, as accessed on 7 January 
2020), pp. 1-3.

52 A Chigwedere, The Karanga…, p. 133.
53 VNMN Ralushai, “Conflicting accounts of Venda history..., p. 140.
54 WMRD Phophi, Mafhungo na Nganea dza Tshulu (Johannesburg, Educum Publishers, 1991), p. 13.
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were related and arrived at almost the same time–from the north.55 The Vhalembethu 
stone-walled settlements of Makahane and Thulamela in the Kruger National Park 
(further east of Vhumbedzi) are a worthy example of people living together.56 The 
later arrival of the Vhanzhelele descendants of Hamutele in the area is associated with 
the arrival of Masingo in western Venda who clashed and chased away from them 
(Vhanzhelele) from western Soutpansberg on their first arrival in Venda.57

The Vhambedzi and Zimbabwe culture

Vhambedzi settlements and other cultural practices reflect the culture of the 
inhabitants of Zimbabwe. They built their enclosures using stones on hills and/
or raised locations.58 Whereas enough stonewalls are established on the Zimbabwe 
Plateau, archaeological evidence attests, expanding the tradition south of the Vhembe 
River. According to Summers, a ruined stone-walled settlement cannot be mentioned 
in South Africa without referring to Zimbabwe as country.59 Certain key stone-walled 
settlements indicating affinities with the Zimbabwean culture are scattered throughout 
Vhumbedzi, Hamukununde, Giyani, the rest of the Limpopo Valley, and Venda. 
Loubser describes these stone-walled settlements according to Zimbabwean categories 
and Mutsheto patterns with regular coursed walls arranged in tight semi-circles and 
irregular enclosures.60 Dwelling remains of this pattern occur among the walls but also 
extend well beyond the wall limits, such as in Danamombe, Zimbabwe.

Roughly stacked walls of raw stone sometimes occur in the residential areas outside 
the limits of the coursed walls.61 A major feature of the Zimbabwe Pattern is regular 
courses of stones of fair, standard shape and size, similar to large bricks, built up 
into walls like brickwork.62 The categorisation and classification of the monumental 
stone buildings is a subject of ongoing debate in Zimbabwe where archaeologists are 
questioning some criteria used to determine what belongs to diverse stone-walled 
settlements in that country and Vendaungubwe in South Africa.63 Elton Sagiya adds 
that as more monumental stone buildings are recovered throughout southern Africa, 
there is a quest to understand these places from indigenous or African worldviews 
and epistemologies.64

55 WMRD Phophi, Mafhungo na Nganea…, p. 13.
58 JF Eloff and JB Devaal, “Makahane”, Koedoe, 8 (1), 1965, p. 68.
57 WMRD Phophi, Siyalala ya Mutale (Johannesburg, Educum Publishers, 1989), pp. 99-106.
58 HA Stayt, The Bavenda (London, Oxford University Press, 1968), p. 7.
59 R Summers, Ancient Ruins and vanished civilisations of Southern Africa (Cape Town, TV Bulpin, 1971), p. xx. 
60 JHN Loubser, The ethnoarchaeology of Venda speakers in Southern Africa, 7(8) (Bloemfontein, National Museum, 

1991), p. 183. 
61 JHN Loubser, The ethnoarchaeology of Venda speakers…, p. 175.
62 JHN Loubser, The ethnoarchaeology of Venda speakers…, p. 178. 
63 NPC, Interview, E Sagiya (Archaeology Lecturer, Bindura University of Science Education, Bindura, 

Zimbabwe), 11 July 2020.
64 NPC, Interview, E Sagiya (Archaeology Lecturer, Bindura University of Science Education, Bindura, 

Zimbabwe), 11 July 2020.
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Stone-walled settlements at Tshaluvhimbi or Tshilavulu (see Image: 3) in Thengwe; 
Tswingoni or Tshitaka-tsha-Makoleni) in Mianzwi (see Image: 2); Matombotswuka 
and Tshibvumbe in Masetoni and Maramanzhi and Dzivhaidenga in Hamukununde 
(see Images 6 and 7) reflect a cultural identity of the people of Zimbabwe that built 
their settlements in stones.65

Image 2: Tswingoni (Tshitaka-tsha-Makoleni)66 stonewalls in Mianzwi

Source: Photograph by T Nemaheni, 2015. 

Image 3: Tshaluvhimbi or Tshilavulu stonewalls in Thengwe

Source: Photograph by T Nemaheni, 2015.

The Zimbabwe-type sites occur in and north of the Soutpansberg Mountains and are 
mostly established on elevated slopes or hills. Tshaluvhimbi (Tshilavulu) stone-walled 
settlement was abandoned by Vhambedzi as they were unsettled by the Mphaphuli-

65 G Pwiti, Let the ancestors rest in peace? New challenges for the cultural heritage management in Zimbabwe (London, 
James and James Science Publishers Limited, 1996), p. 152. 

66 This site is known in archaeological circles as Tshiṱaka-tsha-Makoleni because it is located within a sacred site 
of the same name. However, the custodian family members insist that the site has been known as Tswingoni 
because of the Tswingoni because of the Tswingoni Mountain where it is located, on the foot of the mountain.   
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Tshivhase wars raging on between 1893 and 1894.67 According to Ralushai, the 
Vhangona family of Dzivhani also settled in and around Tshilavulu Hill after it 
was abandoned.68 This raises a pertinent question about the lineage of the Dzivhani 
family in Venda. Chigwedere contends that the Dzivhani of Venda belong to the 
bigger Mbedzi clan and they are the descendants of Luvhimbi.69

At Tshaluvhimbi, parts of the outside standing walls are visible between what 
Loubser refers to as an “assembly” or khoroni and tshivhambo (enclosure for Domba, 
an initiation school for maturing girls and boys). Earlier research by Huffman and 
Loubser suggests that the Zimbabwe-type stone-walled settlements are usually 
approached through the lower and open residential area of the commoners. Conversely, 
the assembly areas divide the commoner area from the prestige coursed wall zone 
or settled around Tshilavulu’s musanda (where the royals reside).70 Both Tswingoni 
and Tshaluvhimbi stone-walled settlements have enclosures marked “assembly” or 
khoroni, “wives” (of the Chief ) or vhafumakadzi vha khosi, and “tshivhambo”.

This interpretation of enclosures is unknown to Vhambedzi south of the Vhembe 
River.71 Huffman’s interpretation of the enclosures in stone-walled settlements cannot 
be regarded as an accurate reflection of the Vhambedzi culture. This is because no 
oral tradition of the Vhavenda and Vhambedzi of Hamakuya (Tshulu) and Mianzwi 
(Tswingoni) state that female leaders doubled as traditional leaders. No evidence 
exists from an oral tradition of female leaders or rainmakers of the Vhambedzi 
engaged in marriage-initiated processes to marry their husbands.

The second stone-walled category of Vhambedzi is the “Mutsheto” pattern, 
comprising stacked terraced walls with round boulders and angular rocks set on edge.72 
These walls demarcate the main residential areas from the royal enclosures. They 
are arranged in interlinked terraced enclosures along the upper settlement portions. 
Mutsheto sites share certain features with the Zimbabwe Pattern sites because the 
terraced nature of both Mutsheto settlements and Zimbabwe-type structures is a 
result of their location in places with slope or steep gradients, such as hilltops.73 There 
is variation in Vhambedzi stone-walled settlements across Vhumbedzi areas.74 The 
Mutsheto ruins at Madzimanombe in Giyani is a continuation of the same culture of 
the same people coming from Haluvhimbi. Chief Mukununde asserts Dzivhaidenga 
stone-walled settlement was built during their conflicts with the incoming Ndebeles 
who on several occasions attempted to infiltrate the Vhambedzi of humankind.75

67 VNMN Ralushai, “Conflicting accounts of Venda history ...” (PhD, Queen’s University, 1977), p. 138.
68 VNMN Ralushai, “Conflicting accounts of Venda history...” (PhD, Queen’s University, 1977), p. 95.
69 A Chigwedere, The Karanga empire…, p. 135.
70  JHN Loubser, The ethnoarchaeology of Venda speakers…, p. 175.
71  NPC, G Mukununde (Chief, Mukununde Village, Hamukununde), 14 January 2012.
72  JHN Loubser, The ethnoarchaeology of Venda speakers…, p. 183.
73  JHN Loubser, The ethnoarchaeology of Venda Speakers…, p. 184.
74  JHN Loubser, The ethnoarchaeology of Venda Speakers…, p. 182.
75  NLC, Interview, G Mukununde (Chief, Mukununde Village, Hamukununde), 14 January 2012.
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The stone-walled settlement of Dzivhaidenga was built for defence purposes against 
enemies (See Images 4-7). They have loopholes or mavhona and watch-out points 
probably used for watching approaching enemies from a distance.76 The conflicts 
with the Ndebeles were not the only threat to the Vhambedzi. There were also wars 
of subjugation and succession between Tshivhase and Mphaphuli, affecting certain 
Vhambedzi in the eastern parts of Venda.77 The ruins of Mutsheto are, therefore, 
attributed to this strife of conflicts among the Vhavenda groups and Masingo of 
Tshivhase, Mphaphuli, Rambuda, Makuya, and Mphaphuli.

These internal conflicts in Venda could have led the Vhambedzi of Hamukununde 
to relocate from one mountain to another – looking for proper defensive locations. 
Dzivhaidenga stone-walled settlement is one of them with a loophole and watch-out 
points. Hamakuya’s Tshamiulwi stonewalls still show these loopholes. In Zimbabwe, 
stone-walled settlements with loopholes, such as Dombomarombe are attributed to 
the 17th-century conflicts.78 Some archaeologists in Zimbabwe are referring to these 
sites and their material culture “Refuge” sites.79

Image 4: Neatly packed Matombotswuka terraced stonewalls in Masetoni Halambani

Source: Photograph by T Nemaheni, 2012.

76 WMRD Phophi, Sialala ya Mutale (Johannesburg, Educum Publishers, 1989), p. 49.
77 HI Giesekke, The Berlin mission in Venda, the pioneer years 1872-1901 (Polokwane, Self Printed), p. 167.
78 I Pikirayi, The archaeological identity of the Mutapa state: Towards an historical archaeology of northern Zimbabwe, 

Studies in African Archaeology 6 (Uppsala, Societas Archaeologica Upsaliensis, 1993), pp. 56-57.
79 NPC, Interview, E Sagiya (Archaeology Lecturer, University of Bindura for Science Education, Bindura, 

Zimbabwe), 11 July 2021.
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Image 5: Tshibvumbe stonewalls in Masetoni Halambani

Source: Photograph by T Nemaheni, 2012. 

Image 6: Chief Gilbert Mukununde at the Maramanzhi stonewalls in Hamukununde

Source: Photograph by T Nemaheni, 2012.



129

The Vhambedzi origin and the expansion of Zimbabwe stone building tradition south of the Vhembe River, pp. 116-133

Image 7: Dzivhaidenga stonewalls with a loophole in Hamukununde

Source: Photograph by T Nemaheni, 2012. 

Masingo, the ruling elites of Venda 

The history of the Vhambedzi cannot be presented without reference to the Masingo 
clan. Masingo or Vhasenzi are known as the last powerful Vhavenda group to have 
subjugated and forcefully occupied areas belonging to Vhambedzi and other earlier 
or indigenous Vhavenda groups, such as Vhangona. According to Huffman, Masingo 
that built Zimbabwe-type settlements strongly relate to Rozvi in Zimbabwe, if not 
Rozvi themselves.80 Vhavenda oral traditions indicate the Masingo emanated from 
Vhukalanga, the TshiVenda name for Zimbabwe. Unfortunately, earlier writers of 
the history of the Venda such as Mudau, Van Warmelo, Eloff, Nemudzivhadi, and 
Mathivha emphasise that all the Vhavenda groups were homogeneously Masingo.81 
It is not surprising, observing from the research of Hanisch, that oral history in the 
19th and 20th centuries as Vhavenda history, was actually “the history of Masingo 
rulers and not that of all the Vhavenda clans”.82

The link among Masingo and other Vhavenda groups, specifically Vhambedzi and 
Vhangona, dates to the 1700 to 1900 AD when Masingo arrived from Vhukalanga 

80 TN Huffman, Snakes and crocodiles: Power and symbolism in Ancient Zimbabwe (Johannesburg, Wits University 
Press, 1996), p. 12.

81 MH Nemudzivhadi, A Vhavenda vha kale. Vhavenda vha Vhukalanga, a paper presented to the Board Members 
of the Bureau of TshiVenda language (Sibasa, 31 August 1973), p. 1.

82 EO Hanisch, “Reinterpreting the origins of Dzata...”, N Swanepoel, A Esterhuysen and P Bonner, Five hundred 
years rediscovered..., p. 120.
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with their leaders, Velelambeu and later Thohoyandou.83 This period was eventful in 
the broader history of the Vhavenda; internal conflicts existed among the Masingo 
clan, such as Tshivhase, Mphaphuli, and Rammbuda.84

Events associated with Masingo of Rammbuda or Dzimauli, Tshivhase, and Mphaphuli 
affected Vhambedzi of Hamakuya, Haluvhimbi, Tshilavulu in Thengwe and Mianzwi 
areas. Masingo used intermarriages with Vhambedzi as a weapon to subjugate the 
Vhambedzi and other Vhavenda groups. Masingo of Hatshivhasa ended Vhambedzi 
hegemony in Hamakuya and Mianzwi- marrying powerful female Vhambedzi 
rainmakers or “dzimbonga”,85 such as Tshisinavhute and Mbobvu, respectively.

The conflicts for the control of Haluvhimbi by Masingo of Hamphaphuli and 
Hatshivhasa led to the disintegration of the powerful Vhambedzi chieftainship 
under the well-known Chief Luvhimbi. One Vhambedzi group, led by Nemasetoni 
royal family went to the far east of Haluvhimbi and settled in an area that became 
known as Masetoni in Halambani along the Luvuvhu86 River into the Kruger 
National Park.87 The second group headed to the south, where they settled on top 
of Madzimanombe Mountain and surrounding areas in Giyani.88 Regent Queen of 
Haluvhimbi, Mukumbudzi89 led this group after the assassination of Chief Itani 
Luvhimbi by the Masingo of Hamphaphuli in 1896.90 Ludwig Giesekke, a German 
missionary of the Berlin Missionary Society, reported in 1897 the concerns raised by 
other missionaries that a Chief of Haluvhimbi was assassinated and “no action was 
taken against the culprits despite them being known by the community”.91

Protracted conflicts between Masingo of Mphaphuli and Tshivhase led to Tshivhase 
defeating Mphaphuli.92 Haluvhimbi currently falls in the jurisdiction of Hatshivhasa 
with the Chief of Haluvhimbi paying his allegiance to the Senior Traditional Leader 
of Hatshivhasa.93 Conversely, larger areas of Vhumbedzi, especially the far eastern 
parts, including Halambani Masetoni, are within the jurisdiction of Masingo of 
Hamphaphuli, while Mianzwi and Haluvhimbi are under the Tshivhase royal family. 
Further internal conflicts among Masingo groups of Tshivhase and Mphaphuli led 
to another splinter group from Haluvhimbi, assisting Rammbuda (another Masingo 
group) fighting against Tshivhase’s aggression. Chief Itani Luvhimbi’s younger 

83 ERB Nesengani, Vhavenda vha Bva Afrika-Kati (Johannesburg, South African Broadcasting Corporation), 
Vendaland Institute Choir, Conducted by A Mulaudzi, CD-ROM, CDT 2292, LT12211/2, 2003.

84 HI Giesekke, The Berlin mission in Venda..., p. 167.
85 WMRD Phophi, Mafhungo na Nganea dza Tshulu, p. 5.
86 This River is also known as Levubu in non-Tshivenda speaking areas in the Vhembe District of the Limpopo 

Province of South Africa, especially amongst the Tsonga speaking and farming communities. 
87 NPC, Interview, A Nemasetoni (Mukoma, Masetoni Halambani Masetoni), 21 January 2012.
88 NPC, Interview, A Nemasetoni (Mukoma, Masetoni, Halambani Masetoni), 21 January 2012.
89 NPC, Interview, T Nemadzimanombe (Pensioner, Giyani, Risinga), 21 January 2012.
90 VNMN Ralushai, “Conflicting accounts of Venda history...” (PhD, Queen’s University, 1977), p. 110.
91 HI Giesekke, The Berlin mission in Venda..., p. 203.
92 HI Giesekke, The Berlin mission in Venda…, p. 167.
93 NPC, Interview, T Masikhwa (Chief at Haluvhimbi), 12 November 2015.



131

The Vhambedzi origin and the expansion of Zimbabwe stone building tradition south of the Vhembe River, pp. 116-133

brother, Mabila, led the Vhambedzi group, assisting Masingo of Rambuda. After 
Masingo of Rammbuda quelled Tshivhase’s aggression, Chief Rammbuda provided 
a piece of land to Mabila, who assisted them as a Chief of Hamabila within the 
jurisdiction of Harambuda. This piece of land is now known in Venda as Hamabila.94

The Vhambedzi did not only sense the presence of the Masingo clan, south of the 
Vhembe River. Early time, Vhavenda groups were also defeated and subjugated. 
Consequently, the Masingo united all these groups with their separate leaders under 
one centralised authority based at Dzata in the Nzhelele Valley under the leadership of 
Kings Velelambeu (earlier) and Thohoyandou (later).95 The legendary Thohoyandou 
is the one who bonded all the Vhavenda groups into one united nation- now the 
Vhavenda, after subjugating the Vhambedzi and other non-Masingo groups into his 
rule.

The Vhanyai and Vhalembethu of Hamutele, Hamakahane, and Thulamela in the 
extreme north-eastern part of the Kruger National Park (Punda-Maria to Pafuri), were 
also compelled to subject themselves to the powerful Masingo leadership from about 
1720 to the late 1880s. When the Berlin Missionary Society missionary, Schwellnus, 
attempted to baptise Chief August Makahane on the summit of Makahane Hill on 4 
August 1890, he confessed to the missionary that he was a “nobody” as he was a small 
leader reporting somewhere in Venda.96 The stone-walled citadels of Makahane and 
Thulamela in the Kruger National Park bear testimony to the Zimbabwe culture of 
building houses of stones, among various Vhavenda sibs. The Vhavenda chiefs ruled 
from traditional capitals with prestige stonewalling until recently, while maintaining 
class distinction and sacred leadership.97 This is further proof that Vhavenda groups 
and the Shona of Zimbabwe share the same symbolic system associated with sacred 
leadership.

Historically, the Vhavenda groups were crisscrossed the Vhembe River to the north and 
the south. Certain movements were mistakenly regarded as relocating from one country 
to another. These movements were attributed to the Vhambedzi, visiting their relatives 
on either side of the Vhembe River. These visits still occur across the Vhembe River.98 
VhaMbedzi informants of Hamukununde and Hamakuya still visit their relatives in 
certain parts of Zimbabwe, such as Filabusi, Mberengwa, and Malungudzi.99

94 VNMN Ralushai, “Conflicting accounts of Venda history...”, pp. 112-113. 
95 EO Hanisch, “Reinterpreting the origins of Dzata...”, N Swanepoel, A Esterhuysen and P Bonner, Five hundred 

years rediscovered..., p. 121.
96 HI Giesekke, The Berlin mission in Venda…, p. 164.
97 TN Huffman, Snakes and crocodiles…, p. 12.
98 T Nemaheni, NPC, Interview, GN Mbedzi, 14 January 2011. 
99 NPC, Interview, GN Mbedzi, 14 January 2011.
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Conclusion

This study demonstrated that despite physical proximity to Zimbabwe, people 
living in Venda villages still believe that their descendants migrated from the north of 
the Vhembe River, specifically from Zimbabwe.100 Their links were not only based on 
their proximity to one another, but several aspects brought them together, ranging 
from conjoint history and cultural practices to family interrelations.

The movements and interactions of Vhavenda groups, especially Vhambedzi and 
the people of Zimbabwe across the Vhembe River to the north proved to be the same 
people from one culture, united for several years despite their location side on either 
side of Vhembe River. This did not end as occasionally they filtered back across the 
Vhembe River.101 Vhavenda groups would travel north to settle among the Shona or 
Karanga. Shona would migrate into the Venda country.102

Interdependency had always been a factor. Ralushai observed during fieldwork in 
1956 that when food was scarce on both sides of the Vhembe River, Vhambedzi and 
the other Vhavenda groups would cross the river to attempt purchasing products on 
the other side.103 It is not surprising that a significant presence of the Vhambedzi 
and or Vhapfumbi of the Chief Matibe dynasty on the Limpopo frontier and just 
to the north around Malungudzi Hill exists.104 Vhambedzi oral traditions maintain 
Malungudzi represents conjoint origins dwelling for all the Vhambedzi, south and 
north of the Vhembe River. It is also a habitation where the histories of Shona and 
Vhavenda inhabitants merge.105

In this discussion, the objective was to also demonstrate that the Zimbabwe culture 
is a conjoint feature among the Vhavenda inhabitants. The Vhambedzi, like the 
Masingo, Vhatavhatsindi, and Vhangona, built their settlements with stones, like 
their Karanga cousins north of the Vhembe River and Vhambedzi stone-walled 
settlements. Sacred sites reflect close associations with the Zimbabwean sites, 
spreading to southern Zimbabwe and north-eastern South Africa. Because of 
their strong links with the Shona people of Zimbabwe, Vhambedzi, south of the 
Vhembe River, mingled with the Shona people. They adopted a culture of building 
their settlements in stone and settling in caves regarded as sacred places by local 
Vhambedzi communities. The practice of rainmaking by Vhambedzi south of the 
Vhembe River is the continuation of culture by people that settled together for a 
long time around Malungudzi. These linkages are indications that the Vhembe River 

100 EO Hanisch, “Reinterpreting the origins of Dzata...”, N Swanepoel, A Esterhuysen and P Bonner., Five hundred 
years rediscovered..., p. 119.

101 DN Beach, The Shona and Zimbabwe…, p. 249.
102 DN Beach, The Shona and Zimbabwe…, p. 179.
103 VNMN Ralushai, “Conflicting accounts of Venda history...”, p. 102.
104 A Chigwedere, The Karanga empire…, p. 133.
105 DN Beach, The Shona and Zimbabwe..., p. 208.
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is truly an artificial border, dividing people who share the same culture. Vhambedzi 
and Vhavenda are, therefore, not only neighbours of the Zimbabwe Plateau and 
adjacent lowlands, but they are also two groups of individuals, practising the same 
traditions.


