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Proverbs are the heartbeat of a culture, carrying within them the wisdom, humour, and hard-earned lessons of generations. Among the Ndebele people, proverbs have long been used to teach, warn, inspire, and comfort. They capture the richness of life in just a few words, drawing from nature, tradition, and human experience to offer guidance across time and circumstance.

This book, part of a growing series on Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling, brings together twenty-five carefully chosen proverbs, each explained in depth and brought to life through captivating children’s stories designed for readers aged 10–14. Through storytelling, these proverbs speak directly to young hearts and minds, offering timeless wisdom in ways that are both memorable and meaningful.

The proverbs explored here are far more than simple sayings; they are poetic and powerful expressions of life’s deepest truths. Some remind us of the human spirit’s ability to overcome even the toughest challenges through sheer determination and focus. Others reveal the timeless patterns of life—the way events and mistakes often repeat themselves if lessons are not learned. There are proverbs that caution against giving power to those who do not understand it, and those that highlight the importance of fairness, impartiality, and equality, using vivid images from the natural world such as the leopard’s coat.

Across the pages, readers will encounter metaphors that describe people who repeat mistakes even after second chances, or those who betray the very hands that once fed them. They will learn the value of collective effort, the importance of careful thought before action, and the danger of malicious deception or burning bridges with those who offer help. Some proverbs remind us that behind every rumour lies a grain of truth, while others teach that emotional wounds, like physical ones, leave scars that shape us long after the pain fades.

Ndebele family and community values also shine through in proverbs that emphasize the sacred wisdom of parental guidance and the dangers of passivity or inaction. Vivid imagery—from the sun reaching the darkest corners, to the setting sun symbolizing finality, to storms that pass and never return—brings to life themes of change, loss, love, relationships, and the fleeting nature of time. These proverbs urge us to seize opportunities, warn us against provoking danger, and teach us that even one painful experience can leave lasting caution in its wake.

Through these stories and explanations, this book celebrates the beauty of Ndebele proverbs as living treasures—reminders of where we come from, who we are, and the wisdom we carry forward. It invites readers not only to understand these proverbs but to feel them, reflect on them, and carry their lessons into their own lives.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Ilihlo liwela umfula ugcwele," literally translates to, "The eye crosses a full river." This proverb is a poetic and powerful expression of the human spirit's ability to overcome seemingly insurmountable obstacles through sheer will, determination, and focus.

The proverb uses a simple, yet striking, image to convey its message. The "eye" (ilihlo) represents the mind, the will, and the desire. It is the part of a person that sees a goal and sets its focus on it. It is the source of all motivation and determination. A full river (umfula ogcweleyo) is a symbol of a massive, overwhelming obstacle. It represents a challenge that is seemingly impossible to cross. A person cannot physically cross a river in full flood; it is a force of nature that is too powerful. The proverb states that the eye "crosses" this impossible obstacle. This is a metaphorical act. The eye sees the other side and, in its determination, has already mentally overcome the challenge, even if the body cannot yet follow.

The proverb emphasizes that the will to succeed is more powerful than any physical or external obstacle. If you have the mental fortitude and a strong desire to achieve something, you have already taken the most important step towards your goal. It acknowledges that life is full of challenges ("full rivers"). The proverb is a call to face these challenges with a steadfast spirit and not to be intimidated by their apparent difficulty. The "eye" is a symbol of focus. It teaches that if you have a clear vision of your goal and you are determined to achieve it, you can mentally and spiritually transcend the obstacles in your path. The obstacles become secondary to the goal.

The proverb is often used to encourage someone facing a difficult and seemingly hopeless situation. A person with a serious illness, a family facing a severe financial crisis, or a community recovering from a natural disaster can draw strength from this proverb. It reminds them that despite the overwhelming odds, their will to survive and thrive is the most important asset they possess. On a more philosophical level, the proverb speaks to the mind's power to shape reality. By first visualizing success and firmly committing to it, the mind prepares the way for the body to follow, making the seemingly impossible possible.

"Ilihlo liwela umfula ugcwele" is a profound and deeply inspiring proverb that celebrates the immense power of the human will. It teaches us that the greatest obstacles are not external but internal. When the eye—our will, our desire—is set on a goal, no river, no matter how full, can stop us. It is a timeless reminder that with enough determination, we can overcome any obstacle and achieve what we set our minds to.



The Eye That Crossed the River
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Long ago, in a small village surrounded by hills and forests, lived a young girl named Thandi. She loved exploring, but there was one place she had never been—the other side of the Great River.

The Great River was wide and wild, especially after the rains. Its waters roared and churned like a thousand lions. Everyone in the village warned, “No one can cross the river when it is full. It is too dangerous.”

However, Thandi’s grandmother often told her, “One day, you will find the courage to see beyond the river, Thandi. Remember the saying: Ilihlo liwela umfula ugcwele—the eye crosses the full river.” Thandi didn’t fully understand what it meant, but she kept the words in her heart.

One hot afternoon, the village’s water well dried up. Without water, the people and animals would suffer. The elders remembered a hidden spring on the other side of the Great River, but no one dared to cross while it was so full. Thandi stood by the riverbank, watching the water rage. Her heart pounded, but she said softly, “I can see the other side. I know we can reach the spring.” Her friends shook their heads. “It’s impossible, Thandi. The river is too strong!”

Thandi didn’t listen to them. She tied a rope around her waist, fixed her eyes on the far bank, and stepped into the cold, rushing water. Step by step, she pushed forward. The current tried to pull her back, but she kept looking ahead, never behind. Her eyes were set on the goal—the spring that could save the village. Finally, soaked but smiling, Thandi reached the other side.

She found the spring, tied the rope to a strong tree, and called across the river, “Hold on to the rope and come! We can cross together!” One by one, the villagers followed. With courage and determination, they carried buckets of fresh water back home.

That evening, as the village celebrated, Thandi’s grandmother smiled and said, “Today, Thandi showed us the meaning of Ilihlo liwela umfula ugcwele. Before her feet crossed the river, her eyes—her will—had already crossed it. When the eye is set on the goal, no river is too full.”

From that day on, whenever life became hard, the villagers remembered Thandi and the eye that crossed the river.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Imbali iyaziphinda," literally translates to, "History repeats itself." This proverb is a timeless and universal observation about the cyclical nature of human affairs, reminding us that patterns, events, and mistakes from the past tend to recur in the future. 

The proverb's meaning is direct and profound. It uses the concept of "imbali" (history, or story) to highlight its repetitive nature. The phrase "iyaziphinda" (it repeats itself) conveys the idea that human actions and their consequences follow predictable patterns.

The proverb suggests that societies and individuals are prone to repeating the same mistakes and successes. Conflict, prosperity, periods of ignorance, and periods of enlightenment are not isolated events but part of an ongoing cycle. The proverb carries a strong cautionary undertone. If we are not mindful of history and if we do not learn from the mistakes and experiences of those who came before us, we are doomed to repeat them. The proverb implies that by studying and understanding the past, we gain valuable insights into the present and can better navigate the future. History is not just a collection of old stories; it is a roadmap of human behavior.

The proverb can be applied to an individual's personal life. A person who repeatedly makes the same mistakes in relationships, finances, or personal habits might be told this proverb. It serves as a reminder that their failure to learn from past experiences is leading them down the same destructive path. 

The proverb can be used to describe conflicts that repeat themselves in a region or between groups of people, often stemming from unresolved historical issues. The violence, for example, is the "history repeating itself" because the root causes were never addressed. The proverb applies to the rise and fall of empires and civilizations. Empires that forget the lessons of hubris, corruption, and overreach are likely to fall in the same way as their predecessors.

The proverb is also highly relevant to economic trends. The cycles of boom and bust, prosperity and recession, are well-documented throughout history. The proverb suggests that these cycles are not random but are the result of human behavior and decisions that have been made before.

At its heart, "Imbali iyaziphinda" is a call to be more aware. It encourages people to look beyond the immediate present and to consider the historical context of their situations. By understanding the forces that shaped the past, we can better understand the forces shaping our present and, more importantly, change our behavior to avoid repeating the negative parts of "history."

"Imbali iyaziphinda" is a timeless piece of wisdom that is as relevant today as it was centuries ago. It is a profound acknowledgment of the human tendency to fall into old patterns. The proverb serves as both a philosophical statement about the nature of time and human affairs and a practical, cautionary piece of advice. It teaches us that to progress, we must first look back, learn, and consciously choose a different path, for if we do not, the past is simply our future.



The Tale of the Two Villages
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Long ago, in the wide green valleys of Matabeleland, there were two neighbouring villages: Luziba and Maphango. The people of Luziba were hardworking farmers. The people of Maphango were great hunters. Every year, they traded food and meat and lived in peace.

One year, a small argument broke out. Someone from Maphango claimed the best hunting ground, while someone from Luziba claimed the same land for farming. The quarrel grew into a fight. Soon, the villages stopped trading. Hungry times followed, and both villages suffered. Finally, the elders met under the big baobab tree and made peace. “We must share the land,” they said. “Never again shall we fight over it.” Life returned to normal.

Many years later, the children of those villages grew up. They had forgotten the old quarrel. One day, two boys—Sipho from Luziba and Musa from Maphango—argued over the same hunting ground. “This land belongs to my people!” Musa shouted. “No, it is ours!” Sipho replied. The argument spread like wildfire. Soon, the two villages were fighting again, just as they had in the past. 

The elders shook their heads sadly. “Imbali iyaziphinda,” they said. “History repeats itself.  Since we did not teach the children the lessons of the past, they have walked the same path.” This time, the elders gathered everyone—young and old—under the big baobab tree. They told the story of the first quarrel and the suffering
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