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In the Ndebele culture, proverbs are an important part of storytelling and learning valuable life lessons. This book shares 25 timeless Ndebele proverbs, each accompanied by a short story that brings the lesson to life. From learning to resolve conflicts through dialogue, rather than violence, to understanding the importance of nurturing one's potential from a young age, these proverbs teach us how to live harmoniously and responsibly. Through stories, children learn the value of self-reflection, the importance of patience, and how our actions, both good and bad, impact those around us. These lessons remind us that wisdom can be passed down through generations, and by listening to the wisdom of our elders, we can grow into respectful, thoughtful individuals. As we journey through each story, we discover how kindness, preparation, and integrity can help guide us through life’s challenges and triumphs.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Iqaqa alihlinzelwa ebandla", conveys a message about maintaining discretion and privacy when dealing with sensitive or unpleasant matters. The literal translation, "A skunk is never skinned in public," uses the metaphor of a skunk—a creature often associated with strong, unpleasant smells, to emphasize that certain issues should not be exposed or discussed openly, especially when they can cause embarrassment or harm. Just as one would not conduct a private or unpleasant task like skinning a skunk in a public space, similarly, personal or contentious matters should not be aired in front of others.

The proverb highlights the importance of solving disputes or addressing grievances in a private and respectful manner. It suggests that matters spoken about or caused by words, whether misunderstandings, arguments, or conflicts, should also be resolved through communication, rather than through public display or gossip. The equivalent English proverb, "Do not wash your dirty laundry in public", carries a similar caution to keep personal issues away from public scrutiny, focusing on resolving conflicts discreetly.

In essence, the proverb emphasises the value of privacy, respect, and diplomacy, urging individuals to handle unpleasant situations with care and avoid unnecessary public drama. It speaks to the idea that solutions to problems should come through thoughtful conversation rather than through exposing them to the world.


The Skunk's Secret
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Once upon a time, in a peaceful forest, there lived a skunk named Sisi. Sisi was friendly, but she had a problem—she was always getting into trouble. She would accidentally knock over fruit baskets, step on flowers, or spill muddy water on the forest path. The other animals would sometimes gossip about her, laughing at her mistakes.

One day, Sisi made a big mistake. She knocked over a beehive while playing tag, and the angry bees chased her all the way to the heart of the forest. The forest animals were upset, and they started to talk about Sisi’s blunder. They gathered in the meadow and began to point fingers. "Did you see what she did? She’s always making trouble!" said the rabbit. "I’m tired of her accidents! We should tell everyone about it!" the squirrel added.

But wise old Owl, who had been listening from a tall tree, flew down and perched on a branch above them. "Listen carefully, my friends," Owl said. "We shouldn’t be quick to talk about Sisi’s mistakes in front of everyone. Just like you would never skin a skunk in public, we should never air someone's troubles in front of all the forest. If you have a problem with Sisi, talk to her directly, not to everyone else. Discuss things privately and kindly." The animals were quiet for a moment, thinking about Owl’s words. They realized that they had been wrong to gossip about Sisi, and that talking behind her back wasn’t helpful.

The next day, the rabbit and squirrel decided to speak to Sisi. They apologized for gossiping and asked if she needed help fixing the beehive. Sisi was surprised, but she smiled and thanked them for their kindness. Together, the animals worked hard to fix the hive, and Sisi promised to be more careful in the future.

From that day on, the forest animals remembered Owl’s lesson: when someone makes a mistake, it’s better to help them quietly and respectfully, instead of talking about it in front of everyone. Sisi, the skunk, felt much better knowing her troubles were handled with care, not gossip. And so, the forest became a place of kindness, where everyone solved their problems in private and helped each other grow.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Insimba iyabanjwa lanxa amagoda esebolile", translated as, "A civet cat will be caught even if the ropes are rotten", carries a powerful message about justice and the eventual revelation of wrongdoing.

The civet cat in the proverb is often associated with being sneaky and elusive, much like how a person who does wrong might try to hide their misdeeds. The mention of "rotten ropes" suggests that even if the means to catch or reveal the wrongdoer seem weak or ineffective just like old, rotting ropes, the truth will eventually come out, and the wrongdoer will be caught.

In essence, the proverb teaches that no matter how well a person tries to conceal their evil actions, whether through cleverness or time passing, the truth has a way of surfacing. Misdeeds, no matter when or how they are committed, will eventually be exposed, and the wrongdoer will face the consequences.

This lesson encourages people to act with integrity, knowing that doing good is always the right path because dishonesty and evil will ultimately be discovered. It reminds us that we cannot escape the consequences of our actions forever, so it's better to live in a way that aligns with honesty and fairness. The proverb ultimately urges people to do good always and avoid any temptation to deceive, because, in the end, the truth has a way of prevailing.


The Sneaky Fox and the Honest Rabbit
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Once upon a time in a sunny forest, there lived a clever fox named Fizo. Fizo was known for being sly and sneaky. He would often trick the other animals into doing things for him. One day, he had an idea to trick the animals out of their food.

"I will pretend to be sick," Fizo thought. "Then all the animals will feel sorry for me and bring me food. I'll get all the treats without doing any work!" So, Fizo lay down in his den and started groaning loudly, hoping to get the animals’ attention. Soon, a kind rabbit named Thandi hopped by. 

"Fizo, are you alright?" asked Thandi, worried. "Oh, Thandi, I’m so sick," Fizo moaned. "I haven’t eaten in days. Could you bring me some food? I’m too weak to move." Thandi, who was a very kind and helpful rabbit, didn’t hesitate. "Of course, Fizo! I will bring you some fresh carrots from the garden!" she said, hopping off to help him.

As Thandi was leaving, she felt a little suspicious. Fizo wasn’t usually this sick, and he didn’t seem to have a fever or look weak. She decided to quietly peek back from behind a tree. To her surprise, Fizo wasn’t lying down weakly at all. He was smirking and rubbing his paws together. He had tricked her!

Thandi felt hurt but didn’t want to make a big scene. She decided to teach Fizo a lesson. She went to the other animals in the forest and told them what she had seen. Together, they came up with a plan to reveal Fizo’s trickery.

The next day, Thandi invited Fizo to a big picnic, where all the animals were sharing their food. Fizo was excited and quickly joined them, hoping to take advantage of the feast. As soon as he sat down, the other animals started telling stories about how they had been tricked in the past by clever foxes who didn’t share.

Fizo, who thought he had gotten away with his trick, suddenly realized that the animals were talking about him. The squirrel, the deer, the owl, and even the wise old turtle all started to share their own stories of how they had been tricked before. "I thought I could fool everyone," Fizo sighed, "but now everyone knows what I did." 

The other animals didn’t get angry or scold him. Instead, they told him that it was always better to be honest and share with others. "Just like the civet cat, no one can hide their tricks forever," said the owl, looking at Fizo with kind eyes. Fizo felt ashamed, but he learned an important lesson. From that day on, he promised to be honest and kind, and never trick anyone again. And the animals, who once feared being tricked, now trusted him because they knew Fizo had changed. And so, the forest became a place where everyone knew that goodness and honesty always win in the end.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Imbila yaswela umsila ngokulayezela", translated as, "The rock-rabbit failed to get a tail as a result of instructing others to go and fetch a tail on its behalf", conveys a powerful message about personal responsibility and the consequences of relying too much on others for tasks that are your own to complete.

In the proverb, the rock-rabbit is depicted as trying to get a tail but failing because it asked someone else to do the job for it. The message here is that certain responsibilities are yours alone to manage. If you rely on others to handle tasks that are your own responsibility, you may end up with no results or fail to achieve what you intended.

The lesson of the proverb is that you should take ownership of your duties and not pass them off to others, especially when they are tasks that you can and should do yourself. If you constantly delegate or avoid your responsibilities, you risk not getting the outcome you desire, or even failing to achieve it altogether.

It teaches the importance of personal accountability and the value of being proactive in fulfilling one's own duties rather than depending on others. Just as the rock-rabbit could not get a tail by asking others to fetch it, you cannot expect success or fulfilment in your own life if you do not take action and responsibility for your own goals and tasks. In essence, the proverb encourages self-reliance, hard work, and the idea that success comes from doing things for yourself, not relying on others to do them for you.


The Rock-Rabbit and the Tail
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Once upon a time, in a quiet forest, there lived a little rock-rabbit named Riko. Riko was very curious, but there was one thing he wanted more than anything else in the world—a tail. All the other animals in the forest had tails: the squirrel's tail was fluffy, the deer’s tail swished gracefully, and the lion’s tail was long and strong. But poor Riko had no tail at all.

One day, Riko heard a story from an old tortoise about how every animal could have a tail if they went to the magical hill beyond the forest and asked for one. Riko’s eyes sparkled with hope. "I want a tail too!" Riko exclaimed. But he quickly thought, "I’m not strong enough to climb the hill myself. Maybe someone else can go for me!"

So, Riko asked his friend, the rabbit, “Could you go up the hill and ask the magical hill for a tail for me? I’m too small and tired to go myself.” The rabbit, who was kind but busy, hesitated. “I can go, but Riko, why don’t you come with me? It might be better if you ask for the tail yourself.” But Riko was too lazy to go. “No, no, it’s much easier for you to do it. I’ll wait here for the tail!”

The rabbit
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