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The wisdom of the Ndebele people is deeply embedded in their proverbs—short, vivid expressions that have been passed down through generations to guide, caution, inspire, and educate. This compilation brings together 25 carefully selected Ndebele proverbs, each one paired with a children’s story that illustrates its message in a way that resonates with both the young and old. These proverbs are not just linguistic treasures; they are vessels of cultural identity, moral instruction, and community values. They touch on themes such as humility, perseverance, respect, gratitude, courage, restraint, and the importance of family and community. Through storytelling, these truths become more than abstract lessons—they take on life, making their meanings tangible, memorable, and applicable to everyday situations.

The lessons drawn from these proverbs speak powerfully to the human experience. They teach that real success does not need to be announced—it reveals itself naturally; that gratitude is essential, especially to those who sustain us; and that the most effective guidance often comes from one’s peers. They emphasize that while courage has its place, wisdom often lies in caution, and that true learning is a lifelong pursuit. They encourage resilience in adversity, warn against duplicity and arrogance, and remind us that even seemingly small acts of kindness carry the weight of obligation and communal responsibility. Whether through humorous analogies or solemn declarations, these proverbs call us to reflect on who we are, how we treat others, and the kind of legacy we hope to leave behind.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Inkunzi esuthayo izwakala ngokubhonga”, literally translates to, “A well-fed bull has a strong bellow”. A bull that is well-fed is healthy, strong, and vibrant. It has ample energy and is thriving. A well-fed bull's bellow is deep, resonant, and full of vigour. It's a sound that carries far and signifies the animal's robust health and strength. In contrast, a sickly or malnourished bull might have a weak or barely audible bellow, or perhaps no bellow at all. The analogy is clear: just as the health of a bull is evident in its powerful bellow, the positive circumstances in a person's life become apparent through their actions, demeanor, and the tangible results they produce.

When someone is doing well, it's not a secret that needs to be uncovered. Their positive circumstances are evident in various ways – their confidence, their positive outlook, their accomplishments, their material possessions, their healthy relationships, or even just their general sense of contentment. You don't need to inquire or seek confirmation; the signs are plain to see. Just as a bull's bellow can be heard from a distance, a person's well-being often has an impact on those around them. Their success might inspire others, create opportunities, or simply radiate a positive aura that is felt by their community. True well-being doesn't need to be boasted about or exaggerated. Like the bull's bellow, it's an authentic expression of its state. Similarly, genuine success speaks for itself and doesn't require validation from others. While the proverb doesn't explicitly mention effort, the "well-fed" aspect implies that a certain level of care, hard work, or favorable conditions has led to this thriving state. The "bellow" is the natural outcome of that positive input.

In essence, the proverb teaches us that when good things are happening in someone's life, there's no need for them to announce it, nor for others to probe. The evidence of their prosperity, happiness, or success will naturally become apparent through their actions, circumstances, and the positive impact they exude. It's a reminder to observe and acknowledge the positive developments in people's lives, as they often manifest without explicit declaration.



Benny the Bull’s Big Bellow
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Once upon a time, in the rolling hills of Clover Meadow, lived a young bull named Benny. Benny was bright-eyed and curious, but when he was little, he was thin and tired most days. He tried to play with the other calves, but he often needed to lie down and rest. And while the other bulls practiced their mighty bellows, Benny’s voice came out in a soft little “moo.”

Farmer Jo noticed Benny’s weakness and said kindly, “What you need, young Benny, is good food, fresh water, and some time to grow strong.” So every day, Farmer Jo gave Benny big bowls of oats, juicy apples, and fresh hay. Benny drank from the clear stream and rested under the shady trees. He didn’t grow strong overnight, but slowly, he began to feel different. His legs grew sturdy, his coat became glossy, and his eyes sparkled with energy.

One sunny morning, as the breeze danced through the meadow, Benny felt something stir deep inside him. He took a deep breath and let out a bellow that echoed over the hills. “BAAARRROOOOMMM!” Birds flew from the trees, the cows looked up from their grazing, and even Farmer Jo stopped in his tracks. “Now that,” Farmer Jo chuckled, “is the bellow of a well-fed, healthy bull!”

From that day on, Benny’s bellow became famous in Clover Meadow. But Benny didn’t brag. He didn’t need to. His strength showed in the way he helped the smaller calves reach the apples, in how he led the herd gently, and in the joy he brought just by being himself.

The animals all agreed: “You can tell Benny’s doing well. You don’t even have to ask—you can hear it, see it, and feel it.” And so the meadow echoed with more than just sound—it echoed with the quiet truth that when someone is thriving, it shows.

The moral of the story is that, just like Benny’s bellow, true strength and happiness shine without needing to be shouted. When life is good, the signs speak for themselves.
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Inkukhu iyawusola umumbu


[image: ]



The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Inkukhu iyawusola umumbu'," translates literally to "The chicken complains about the maize." This proverb carries a deeper meaning than its simple translation suggests, offering a subtle critique of ungratefulness, finding fault, or blaming others when one is in a position of privilege or benefit. In this context, the chicken represents someone who is receiving a benefit, someone who is being provided for, or someone who is in a relatively comfortable position. Chickens are often fed maize, which is a staple food for them, signifying a direct benefit.  However, when it complains about the maize it highlights an act of ingratitude or dissatisfaction. Despite receiving something good, the "chicken" is still grumbling or picking flaws. The maize symbolizes the very thing that is sustaining or benefiting the chicken. It's the source of their well-being.



The proverb is used to describe a situation where someone is ungrateful for what they are receiving, even if it's essential for their well-being. They focus on minor imperfections or perceived shortcomings rather than appreciating the overall benefit. It points to the tendency of some people to find fault or complain even when they are in a good situation or have more than enough. They might nitpick about the quality, quantity, or presentation of something that is fundamentally good for them. The proverb can also imply a situation where someone blames the very thing or person that is providing them with sustenance or support. Instead of acknowledging the help, they criticize it. It serves as a gentle rebuke for those who fail to appreciate their blessings and instead choose to focus on minor inconveniences or perceived flaws.

In essence, "Inkukhu iyawusola umumbu'" is a cautionary proverb that reminds people to be grateful and appreciative of what they have, especially when it is providing them with sustenance or comfort. It discourages the act of complaining or finding fault with the very hand that feeds you.



Clara the Complaining Chicken
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Once upon a time, in a cozy little farm at the edge of the forest, lived a chicken named Clara. Clara had shiny feathers, a warm coop to sleep in, and all the maize she could ever want to peck at. Every morning, Farmer Bheki would come with a bucket full of golden maize and scatter it across the chicken yard. 

The other chickens clucked happily and pecked away with joy. But not Clara. “Hmph,” she would huff. “This maize is too dry today. Yesterday it was too hard. And the day before, there were crumbs! I don’t like crumbs!” The other chickens rolled their eyes. "Clara," said Dudu the hen, "you always have something to complain about! Maize is good for us. It keeps us full and strong!" Clara just fluffed her feathers and muttered, “I deserve better.”

One day, Farmer Bheki was called away to visit his sick aunt in the village. He left in a hurry and forgot to feed the chickens. The coop was quiet that morning. No clattering bucket. No scattered maize. Clara waited. And waited. Her tummy growled. She pecked at the empty ground. Nothing. By evening, the chickens were huddled together, hungry and tired. Clara sighed and whispered, “I wish we had even the dry maize today...”

The next morning, Farmer Bheki returned with a big smile and a bigger bucket. “Sorry, my little ones!” he called. “Here’s your breakfast!” He scattered the maize, and the chickens rushed to it, pecking happily. Clara didn’t complain. She ate with quiet gratitude. Later that day, she told the others, “You know... maybe the maize wasn’t so bad after all.” Dudu clucked gently, “Inkukhu iyawusola umumbu'. You were blaming the very thing that keeps you strong.” From that day forward, Clara didn’t fuss about her food. Instead, she gave a happy cluck every morning when the maize was scattered, thankful for the meal that kept her well.

The moral of the story is that we should be grateful for what you have, even if it's not perfect. Sometimes, what you complain about is exactly what’s helping you the most.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Inkomo ithanjiswa ngesigogo seyinye
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Inkomo ithanjiswa ngesigogo seyinye," which literally translates to "A cow is tamed using the hide (leather) from another cow," carries a rich meaning that extends beyond its literal interpretation, particularly concerning the process of correction, influence, and the power of peer example within society.


Taming a cow refers to the process of domesticating a wild or unruly cow, teaching it obedience, and integrating it into the herd. The key element here is the rope, which is traditionally made from dried and processed animal hide. The proverb specifically highlights that the "tool" for taming comes from another cow. This emphasizes the organic and intrinsic nature of the method – using something from their own kind to control them.


The proverb moves from the literal act of taming a cow to the metaphorical taming or correction of people, especially those who deviate from societal norms or require guidance. Just as a cow is tamed by a rope made from another cow's hide, people are most effectively corrected, guided, or brought back into line by: those who understand them. People who share similar backgrounds, experiences, or social standing often have a unique ability to influence and correct others within their group. They understand the nuances of their "kind." The actions, expectations, and examples of one's peers can be a powerful force in shaping behavior and encouraging conformity to social standards. Advice or correction is often better received when it comes from someone with whom one can relate, as opposed to
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