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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the grandmothers. 

The ones who gathered the children by the fire.

The ones who said, “Let me tell you a story.”

The ones who taught us that wisdom is not something you learn in school.

It is something you receive, like a seed, and tend, like a garden, and pass down, like a calabash*.

To the grandmothers who are still here, and to the grandmothers who have gone ahead—This is for you. 

This is because of you.

This is in honor of you.

May we be worthy of the seeds you planted.

May we tend them well.

May we pass them down.

Key Terms

Calabash: A hollowed gourd used as a vessel, symbolizing the container of wisdom.




A Note Before You Begin

This is not a book to be read once and put on a shelf. 

This is a book to be lived with. To be returned to. To be planted in the soil of your life.

Read it slowly. Read it aloud if you can. Let the stories settle in you.

And when you are ready, close the book.

Stand up.

And begin.

Because the teaching does not happen in the reading.

The teaching happens in the doing.

May the seven seeds grow in you.

May they grow through you.

May they grow beyond you.


Why This Book Exists

We Have Confused Speed with Strategy 

Three years ago, I attended a leadership retreat in Guinea. On the second night, an old griot told us a story about two brothers: one who planted millet for quick harvests, and one who planted a baobab tree that would take forty years to bear fruit.

The story was simple. Almost childlike.

But by the end, I understood something about long-term thinking that I had never grasped in all my years of education and professional training.

He ingrained a seed in my mind. And that seed has been growing ever since.

I have sat in many rooms where important decisions were being made—boardrooms, family councils, community meetings. I have watched brilliant people with endless information make surprisingly short-sighted choices.

We measure success in seasons when we should measure it in generations. We have mistaken information for insight, frameworks for wisdom. And in doing so, we have lost the ability to think strategically—not just about business, but about life, relationships, health, legacy, and the world we are building for those who come after us.

Why The Griot Tradition

You might wonder: Why does a book on strategic thinking need to sound like a West African folktale?

Because the way we have been teaching wisdom has shown its limits, and that limit is asking us, gently but firmly, to reconsider. It’s an invitation to pause, to reflect, and to explore new forms of learning that can hold the complexity of the world we live in. 

We have reduced wisdom to bullet points and listicles. We treat it as something to be consumed quickly—and forgotten just as quickly. 

But wisdom is not a technical skill you can download or a trick you can master overnight. Wisdom is a way of seeing. A way of thinking. A way of being.

And you cannot teach a way of being through bullet points. You teach it through story. Through metaphor. Through repetition, rhythm, and the slow, patient work of planting seeds and watching them grow.

This is what the griot tradition has always understood. This is what the modern world has forgotten. And this is what this book brings back.

Understanding The Griot Tradition

In West Africa, there is a tradition older than books, older than universities, older than the word “strategy” itself. It is the tradition of the griot.

The griots (called jeli or djeli in Manding languages) are hereditary oral historians, musicians, and advisors who have served West African societies for centuries. They are not merely entertainers—they are the living libraries of their people, carrying genealogies, histories, and wisdom teachings across generations through memory and song.

The griot does not lecture. The griot tells you a story. And in that story, you see yourself. You see your choices. You see the path you are walking and the paths you have not yet considered.

The griot’s primary instrument is the kora—a twenty-one-stringed bridge harp made from a large calabash gourd covered with cow skin. The kora’s sound is both melodic and percussive, creating a musical landscape that enhances the storytelling.

A Note on Respect and Responsibility

I want to be clear: I am not claiming to be a griot.

I am West African, a descendant of the Manding people. But I have not been trained in the oral tradition. I have not earned the title. What I am doing is honoring the griot tradition by using its structure, its rhythm, its wisdom as a teaching tool.

I am doing this because I believe the griot tradition offers something the modern world desperately needs: a way to teach that transforms, not just informs.

Throughout this book, I use several terms from Manding languages (primarily Mandinka, Dyula, and Bambara). A comprehensive glossary appears in Appendix F.

I am not a griot. I am a student of one griot’s teachings, and I share those teachings with his blessing and guidance. This book is not an anthropological study—it is one person’s encounter with wisdom that changed his life. This wisdom is offered in the hope that it might illuminate yours.

If these teachings resonate with you, I encourage you to seek out the living tradition. Listen to kora music. Read the work of West African writers and scholars. Support contemporary griots who are keeping this tradition alive in a changing world.

Who Should Read This Book

This book is for:

Leaders tired of short-term thinking who want to build something that lasts

Anyone navigating a major life transition—career change, relationship crossroads, health challenge—who feels overwhelmed by complexity

Parents who want to teach their children how to think, choose, and see the long game

Anyone stuck in reactive mode—chasing every urgent thing—who thought, There has to be a better way

There is. And it is in this book.

How This Book Works

This book is structured in three spirals, mirroring the way wisdom is actually learned:

FIRST SPIRAL: Planting the Seeds (Chapters 1–7)

Learn the seven seeds individually—Patience, Consequence, Pathfinder, Drum, Scale, Weaver, and Lever.

SECOND SPIRAL: Tending the Garden (Chapters 8–9)

See how the seeds work together in different contexts.

THIRD SPIRAL: The Harvest (Chapters 10–12)

Master the way, avoid the traps, and pass the wisdom down.

Each chapter follows the griot’s teaching structure:

The Story — A tale that plants the seed

The Teaching — The wisdom revealed

The Contemplation — How to apply it in your life

The Warning — The shadow side to avoid

An Invitation

This book will not give you a quick fix. What it will give you is a way of seeing that will serve you for the rest of your life.

But you must do the work—plant the seeds, tend them, and live them every day until they become part of you.

Put away your phone. Close your laptop. Step away from the endless stream of notifications.

Sit by the fire. Listen to the griot. Plant the seeds. And watch what grows.

Modern life needs ancient wisdom.

The urgent needs the important.

The information needs the story.

This book is the bridge. 

Cross it.

Key Terms

Baobab: The “tree of life,” can live 2,000+ years, central to West African ecology and symbolism

Calabash: A hollowed gourd used as a vessel, symbolizing the container of wisdom

Griot: A hereditary oral historian, musician, and advisor in West African societies

Jeliba: Honorific title for a griot (from jeli = griot, ba = great/elder)

Kora: A twenty-one-string West African harp-lute, the griot’s primary instrument

Manding/Mandinka: Ethnic group spanning Mali, Guinea, Senegal; builders of the Mali Empire

Dyula: The Manding ethnic group, known for the Dyula traders, played a key role in West African trade networks, establishing routes that connected kingdoms and fostered cultural exchange.

Mali Empire: (thirteenth to seventeenth centuries) One of history’s largest and wealthiest empires, it spanned much of West Africa. Renowned for Mansa Musa, the University of Timbuktu, advanced governance, trade, oral tradition, and as the foundation of the griot tradition.

Millet: A fast-growing grain crop that matures in sixty to ninety days. Staple food in West Africa. In the book, millet represents short-term thinking and immediate results—necessary for survival but insufficient for legacy. 
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Think Like a Griot.

How Ancient Storytelling Transforms Modern Strategy.

A Griot’s Teaching on Strategic Thinking.
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The Gathering Fire

“The elder sitting down sees farther than the child standing up.”


— Manding Proverb


(Emphasizes the importance of learning


from elders’ wisdom and experience.) 


The Gathering Fire

A single note falls from the kora—patient as rain seeking earth, inevitable as roots finding stone.

Listen.

I am Jeliba, and I have been called to this fire tonight because there is something you need to hear. But first, I must share how fate brought us together, you and I, beneath the warm glow of this lantern light. Every moment leading here feels meaningful, as if destiny conspired to create this unforgettable night.

The Village at the Crossroads

Where the Niger River winds through West Africa, amid the lush greenery, stood a village at the crossroads of seven paths. To the north, the road led to the great markets where fortunes were made and lost before the sun moved a hand’s width across the sky. To the east, the path wound toward the river, where the fishermen knew the rhythms of the water and the patience of the net. To the south lay the forest, dense and wild, where the hunters learned to read signs invisible to common eyes. And to the west stretched the fields, where farmers planted seeds they would not see harvested for seasons to come.

Three paths more: one led to the mountain, where the wise ones saw far; one led to the neighboring villages, where alliances were built and stories exchanged; and one—the seventh path—led inward, to the sacred grove where the ancestors whispered counsel to those who knew how to listen.

Seven paths. Seven directions. Seven choices, every day.

This was no ordinary place; it pulsed with life and legend, woven into every leaf and stone by generations who dared to dream beneath its boundless sky. 

For a time, the village prospered. The young were strong, the elders were honored, and the granaries were full. 

But then, as it happens in all stories worth telling, something changed.

Key Terms

Niger River: Africa’s third-longest river (4,180 kilometers) flows through Guinea, Mali, Niger, Benin, and Nigeria. It has sustained West African civilizations for millennia and features prominently in many stories in the book.

The Restlessness

It began quietly. 

A farmer abandoned his field mid-season, chasing quick profits in the northern markets. He returned empty-handed to find his field choked with weeds.

A young chief dammed the river without consulting the elders. The fields flourished for one season. But downstream allies turned away in anger, and when drought came, there was no one to share surplus. The dam became a monument to isolation.

A merchant worked without rest, saying yes to every opportunity, moving faster and faster until he collapsed. He had won a hundred small victories and lost the war for his own life.

One by one, the people found themselves trapped—by urgency, by reaction, by the loudest voice. They were busy, but not moving forward. Wasting time, chasing shadows, exhausting themselves on paths that led nowhere.

The granaries emptied. The young left. The elders whispered in worry.

The council gathered.

Why the Elders Called Jeliba

Maylon, eldest among them, whose eyes had seen eighty rainy seasons, stood before the council:

“We have forgotten something. We are clever, hardworking, good people—yet we are failing. Not because we lack strength, but because we lack…something else.”


“Vision,” said one elder.

“Patience,” said another.

“Wisdom,” offered a third.

Maylon nodded. “Yes. All of these. But there is a word that holds them together, a way of seeing we have lost. Our ancestors understood it. They built this village with it. But we have been so busy walking the paths that we have forgotten how to choose which path to walk.”

Silence.

“Send for Jeliba.”

A messenger traveled seven days, traveling the old roads, carrying the ceremonial staff, seeking the griot who carried the old knowledge. It took seven days to find me. I came as soon as the staff was placed in my hands. 

When I arrived, the village gathered. Not in the chief’s compound, not in the marketplace, but in the open space at the center, where the seven paths met. A fire was built. Lanterns were lit. The people sat in a wide circle, and I stood at the center, my kora resting against my chest.

Maylon approached, carrying a calabash—a vessel polished smooth by generations of hands.

“Jeliba,” she said, “we have lost our way. We work hard, but do not progress. We make decisions, but they do not hold. We plan, but our plans crumble. Teach us what we have forgotten.”

I took the calabash. It was heavier than it looked. 

I opened it.

The Seven Seeds in the Calabash

Inside were seven seeds. Not ordinary seeds—these were old, preserved, passed down. Each one different. Each one a key.

I held the calabash to the firelight:

“These seeds were cultivated by your ancestors when they first came to this crossroads. Each seed grew into a tree that sustained this village for generations. But over time, the trees were taken for granted. They were not tended. And one by one, they stopped bearing fruit.”

I lifted the first seed.

“The Seed of Patience—yes, that’s what it is. It urges you to look beyond the present and plant today so future generations may benefit. Without patience, you risk being swayed by every change and ending up with nothing to harvest.”


I placed it on the ground.

One by one, I lifted and named them:

The Seed of Consequence—every action has offspring, and those offspring have their own. When you move one stone in the river, the whole water changes.

The Seed of the Pathfinder—break down the impossible and find the way around, over, or through.

The Seed of the Drum—facts walk; stories fly. Truth must travel on the wings of story.

The Seed of the Scale—weigh what matters against what glitters. Choose the important over the urgent.

The Seed of the Weaver—see the pattern in the chaos, connect the threads into cloth, the cloth into meaning.

The Seed of the Lever—the right pressure at the right point moves mountains. Everything else is noise.

Seven seeds. Seven teachings. Seven powers that, when combined, create what the ancestors called strategic wisdom—the ability to see far, choose well, and act with precision.

I looked at the faces around the fire—the farmer, the young chief, the exhausted merchant, Maylon with her eyes bright with recognition.

“These seeds are not mine to keep. They are yours. They have always been yours. I am here only to remind you of what you already know, buried deep in your bones, passed down in your blood.”

I let the silence settle. 

“Listen now, for what I tell you has been tested by time…”

What I share has endured through generations and proven valuable in the lives of farmers and queens, warriors and healers, builders and wanderers. These are not new ideas. They are old truths, worn smooth by use and sharpened by necessity.

I will tell you stories—some you will recognize, some will feel like forgotten dreams. I will show you how the seven seeds grow, how they intertwine, how they bear fruit in different soils.

But mark my words: I cannot plant these seeds for you. I can only place them in your hand. You must choose to plant them. You must choose to tend them. You must choose to wait for the harvest, even when the waiting is hard.

This is not a quick path. There are no shortcuts to wisdom. But if you walk it—if you truly walk it—you will find that the seven paths before you, which once seemed overwhelming, will become clear. You will know which one to take. You will know when to wait and when to move. You will know how to build something that lasts.

And one day, when someone younger comes to you, confused and exhausted, chasing shadows, you will reach into your own calabash, pull out these seeds, and say: “Allow me to brief you on what I learned.”

The fire crackled. The night waited.

“So,” I said, my voice softer now, a whisper, “are you ready to listen?”

The people leaned forward.

And I began.

The kora sighs.

The teaching begins.




First Spiral:
Planting The Seeds
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(Chapters One to Seven)

Learn the seven seeds individually
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Chapter 1
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The Seed of Patience

“The tree that will shade your grandchildren is planted today.’’


— Manding Wisdom


(Long-Term Mindset)


The Seed of Patience

“The baobab does not grow in a day.”


— Manding Proverb


(Patience yields lasting results)


The kora weeps. The silence answers. Then, three notes, like a door opening.

The baobab knows what the hurried world has forgotten: that which endures cannot be rushed; what is rushed cannot endure. 

The fire has burned down to coals. 

Jeliba lifts the first seed from the calabash. It is small, hard, ancient. 

“This is the Seed of Patience. It teaches you to see beyond the season you are in, to plant today what will shade your grandchildren tomorrow. Without it, you chase every wind and harvest nothing.”

He places it on the ground.

“Let me tell you a story.”

The Story: The Farmer Who Planted Baobabs

There were once two farmers, brothers, who inherited land from their father. The land was good—rich soil, reliable rain, close to the village. Each brother received an equal portion.

The first brother, whose name was Kofi, looked at his land and thought: I will grow millet and sorghum. In four moons, I will harvest. In eight moons, I will harvest again. Every season, I will see the fruit of my labor. Every season, I will eat.

And so he did. He planted millet. He harvested. He planted sorghum. He harvested. Season after season, year after year, his granary filled and emptied, filled and emptied. He worked hard. He was never hungry. The village respected him as a steady man, a reliable man. 

The second brother, whose name was Yao, looked at his land and thought differently.

He walked to the edge of the village, to the place where the old baobab trees stood—trees so ancient that no one remembered who had planted them. Trees so vast that twenty people holding hands could not circle their trunks. Trees that provided fruit, shade, medicine, and shelter. Trees that had fed the village for generations.

Yao stood beneath those trees and asked the eldest woman in the village, “Who planted these?”

She laughed, a sound like dry leaves. “Child, these trees were here when my grandmother’s grandmother was young. No one alive knows who planted them. But someone did. Someone who never saw them grow tall. Someone who planted them for us.”

Yao returned to his land.

He planted millet and sorghum, yes—enough to eat, enough to trade. But he also did something else. In the corners of his fields, along the borders, in the spaces others would have left empty, he planted baobab seeds.

His brother Kofi saw this and laughed. “Yao, what are you doing? Those trees take forty years to bear fruit. You will be an old man before you taste a single baobab pod. Plant more millet! Plant more sorghum! Grow what you can harvest!”

Yao smiled. “Brother, I am not planting these trees for me. I am planting them for my children. For their children. For the village that will be here when we are dust.”

Kofi shook his head and returned to his fields.

Ten years passed.

Kofi’s granary was full. He had a good house, a large family, respect in the village. He worked hard every season, and every season he reaped what he had sown.

Yao’s granary was also full—but only just. He had enough, but not abundance. And in the corners of his fields, young baobab trees stood, thin and tall, not yet bearing fruit. They gave no harvest. They took up space. Some in the village whispered that Yao was foolish.

But Yao tended them. He watered them in the dry season. He protected them from goats. He pruned them with care.

Twenty years passed.

Kofi’s back began to ache. The work that had once been easy now exhausted him. His children helped, but they were restless. “Father,” they said, “we do the same work you did, and we harvest the same amount. We are no better off than you were. What is the point?”

Kofi had no answer.

Yao’s back also ached. But his baobab trees were now taller than his house. Their branches spread wide. They did not yet bear fruit, but they provided shade—deep, cool shade that made the work beneath them easier. Travelers on the road began to stop at Yao’s land to rest. Some traded goods in gratitude. Some shared news from distant places.

Yao’s children asked
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The Contemplation: The “Three Generations” Question
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