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Ndebele proverbs are windows into the wisdom, humour, and life lessons of generations past, offering timeless guidance for both the young and the old. This book is part of a series, each containing 25 carefully chosen proverbs, introduced in simple English and paired with a short, engaging story that brings the lesson to life for young readers. Through these stories, children will discover truths about learning from past hardships, making wise decisions through observation, and understanding the weight of words once spoken. They will explore the value of empathy—its power and its limits—the resilience of the human spirit, and the importance of humility, discretion, and strategic thinking. Some proverbs speak of loss, wasted opportunities, or the reality that kindness and trouble alike often return to the giver. Others celebrate mutual help, clever escapes, and seizing golden opportunities when they appear unexpectedly.

These proverbs are not only about caution and wisdom; they also reflect the warmth of human connection and the shared responsibilities within a community. They remind us that not all advantages are permanent, that stubbornness can hinder growth, and that even those in comfort should remember the hardships others endure. The imagery—whether of a pampered child on their mother’s back, wet firewood refusing to light, or a snake resting in laziness—invites children to think deeply while enjoying the playful rhythms of language. By weaving each proverb into a short story, this book encourages reflection while keeping learning fun, ensuring that the rich cultural heritage of the Ndebele people continues to inspire and guide new generations.
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The proverb "Ameva ayabangulana" (A thorn removes another thorn) means that a difficult solution or a past negative experience can be used to solve a current problem. This principle suggests that sometimes the most effective way to deal with a problem is by using something similar in nature to the problem itself. It emphasizes learning from experience and leveraging past hardships to navigate present challenges.



The most literal interpretation is that a problem can be solved by an equally "thorny" or difficult method. Just as one thorn can be used to extract another from the skin, a solution may arise from a source that is similar to the problem itself. This is often seen in medicine, where a diluted form of a disease-causing agent is used in vaccines to prevent the disease.



The proverb highlights the importance of learning from past negative experiences. A past mistake or a difficult situation can provide the wisdom and tools needed to avoid or solve a similar problem in the future. The very thing that once caused trouble can become a source of strength and knowledge.



The proverb encourages people to not see past troubles as just a loss but as an opportunity for growth. The hardships we overcome teach us valuable lessons that can be applied to new problems. The "thorn" of a past failure can be used to "extract" the new "thorn" of a current challenge.



The proverb also touches on the idea of mutual aid and community. Just as a thorn can help another, people with similar experiences or backgrounds can help each other. The phrase, "people help each other, in as much as criminals help each other," illustrates this idea by showing that individuals with shared circumstances—whether positive or negative—often possess a unique understanding and ability to support one another.



Thorn Helps Thorn
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In the little village of Nsuza, there was a boy named Zibongo who loved to explore the bush. One sunny afternoon, while chasing a bright red butterfly, he stepped on a sharp thorn.

“Ouch!” Zibongo yelped, hopping on one foot. The thorn was stuck deep, and he couldn’t pull it out.

An old woman named Mama Nokulunga saw him and came over. “Ah, Zibongo,” she said with a gentle smile, “you’ve met the acacia thorn today.” “Yes, and it’s not letting me go!” Zibongo cried.

Mama Nokulunga reached into her small leather pouch and pulled out... another thorn. Zibongo’s eyes grew wide. “Wait! Why would you use a thorn to take out a thorn? That doesn’t make sense!”

Mama Nokulunga chuckled. “Sometimes, my boy, the best way to solve a problem is with something just like it.” She carefully used the second thorn to push the first one out. “There! All gone.” 

Zibongo looked amazed. “So... a thorn saved me from a thorn?” “Exactly,” Mama Nokulunga said. “It’s the same in life. When you face a problem, remember the troubles you’ve overcome before. The pain of yesterday can teach you how to heal today.” From then on, whenever Zibongo got into a tricky situation, he thought of the two thorns. He knew that even painful experiences could become tools to help him—and others—find a way out. So, in Nsuza, whenever someone solved a problem using an old lesson, they would smile and say, ‘Ameva ayabangulana’—a thorn removes another thorn.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Ikhuba lithengwa ngokubonwa," which literally translates to "View the hoe first before you can buy it," is a powerful and practical saying that emphasizes the importance of careful observation and judgment before making a decision.



The proverb's core message is a call for discernment, due diligence, and making informed decisions based on personal observation and inspection rather than just hearsay or reputation. The hoe is a vital tool for farming and survival. The hoe is used here as a metaphor for anything you are about to acquire, whether it's a tool, a person for a job, a spouse, a business partner, or any significant life choice. Viewing before purchase is the crucial part of the proverb. It means that before you "buy" or commit to something, you must first "see" it—that is, you must inspect it, examine it, and assess its quality and suitability for yourself.



The proverb teaches several important lessons. It advises against relying solely on the word of others. Just as you wouldn't buy a farming tool without first checking its condition and quality, you shouldn't make a major decision without first-hand observation and experience. It is a call to be a critical thinker and to base your choices on evidence, not just trust.



The proverb is a guide for making wise choices. It encourages people to "test the waters" and to thoroughly investigate a situation before committing. This could mean testing a product before buying it, observing a person's character before trusting them, or examining the terms of an agreement before signing it. The value of discernment is a testament to the value of exercising careful judgment in all aspects of life. It warns against being impulsive or easily swayed. It suggests that a person who is wise takes the time to look closely and think critically before acting.



In essence, "Ikhuba lithengwa ngokubonwa" is a proverb that champions the principle of "seeing for yourself." It's a fundamental piece of wisdom that encourages people to be proactive, observant, and discerning in order to avoid mistakes and make decisions that will lead to success and well-being.





Nandi and the Shiny Hoe
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In the farming village of Mhlangeni, planting season was near, and little Nandi was excited to help her grandmother in the fields. But their old hoe had a broken handle, and they needed a new one.

One Saturday morning, Nandi and Gogo walked to the market. The stalls were bursting with fruits, pots, and farming tools. At the very front, a trader waved at them. “Come, Gogo! I have the best hoes in the whole village,” he boasted, holding up a shiny one. “It’s strong and will last for years.” Nandi’s eyes sparkled. “It looks perfect! Let’s take it!”

But Gogo shook her head slowly. “Hmm... remember the proverb, Ikhuba lithengwa ngokubonwa—the hoe is bought by being seen.” “But we can see it!” Nandi said. “Yes,” Gogo smiled, “but seeing also means testing, feeling, and making sure it’s right for the job.”

Gogo picked up the hoe. She turned it over, tapped the blade with her knuckles, and pressed the handle to test its strength. Then she saw a tiny crack hidden under the shiny paint. “This will break after a few days,” Gogo said kindly to the trader.

They walked further into the market and found another stall. This hoe was not as shiny, but when Gogo tested it, the blade was solid and the handle smooth and sturdy. “This,” Gogo said, handing the coins to the seller, “is the hoe we need.” On the way home, Nandi asked, “So ‘seeing’ means more than just looking?”

“Yes, my child,” Gogo said. “It means thinking, testing, and making sure before you choose. A wise decision is made with both the eyes and the mind.” That planting season, the sturdy hoe helped them till the soil and grow the biggest harvest Nandi had ever seen. And she never forgot the lesson: look closely before you choose, because the hoe is bought by being seen.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Ilizwi kalivikwa," which literally translates to "A word cannot be fended off," is a profound and powerful saying about the irreversible nature and enduring impact of spoken words.


The proverb's core message is a cautionary one: once words are spoken, they are released into the world and cannot be taken back, ignored, or "fended off." They have a life of their own and their impact, whether intended or not, is a permanent reality. A word is not just to a single word, but to a message, a statement, an opinion, or a piece of information that is communicated. It cannot be fended off is the central metaphor. Just as you cannot physically ward off or catch a word once it's been uttered, you cannot prevent it from being heard, absorbed, and passed on. The word "fended off" implies that no matter how much someone dislikes or tries to resist what is said, the message has already been delivered and its effect has begun.


The proverb teaches several crucial lessons about communication and responsibility. Unlike a physical object that can be retrieved, a word, once spoken, is gone forever. This is a fundamental lesson in the power of language. It emphasizes that we should not speak rashly or carelessly, because our words will have lasting consequences. The proverb acknowledges that words, whether they are kind or hurtful, true or false, will be heard and will leave a mark. A person may outwardly pretend they haven't heard or
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