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Welcome to the latest instalment of our journey into the heart of the Northern Ndebele culture. This series was born from a simple belief: that a proverb is more than just a clever arrangement of words—it is a living vessel of history, a survival guide, and a bridge between generations. In these pages, we continue our exploration of the ancient maxims that have guided the Ndebele people through seasons of harvest and years of drought alike.

In this volume, we present twenty-five carefully selected proverbs. Following the structure of our series, each entry provides a literal translation, a narrative explanation of its cultural roots, and a look at how similar truths are expressed in other languages across the globe. To ensure these lessons take root in the hearts of our younger readers, every proverb is accompanied by a short children's story, turning abstract concepts into relatable adventures that reinforce the wisdom of the ancestors.

The proverbs in this collection weave a rich tapestry of life lessons. You will encounter the urgent call of the "walking years," which teaches us that because life is not infinite, we must seize our period of strength to accomplish our goals and leave a legacy. We are reminded that there is no "third act" to fix the mistakes of the past; death arrives as a final full stop, urging us to live fully and consciously today.

We also explore the complexities of stewardship and the unpredictability of growth. We learn that bringing a project or a child into the world is only the beginning; if we do not grow alongside our responsibilities, we risk being overwhelmed by the very things we are meant to lead. This volume speaks candidly about the dangers of ingratitude, likening the foolish person to a louse that bites its own "forest," destroying the very support system that provides its warmth and survival.

Within these chapters, you will find a narrative of resilience and social grace. We learn that when we are "blinded" by life’s struggles, we must have the humility to let ourselves be "seen for" by our mentors and families. We are taught the value of discretion—why the most successful "anthill" often looks uninviting from the outside to protect its inner sweetness—and the power of redemption, showing how a person can move away from a life of "thorns" to become a tree that provides shade and fruit for others.

From the necessity of unity, where we learn that a single log cannot keep the fire burning, to the ethics of sustainability, where we are reminded that true success is leaving the "bowl" full for the next person, these proverbs challenge us to be better neighbors, leaders, and friends. We are cautioned to stay humble during our "glory days," for even the deepest pools eventually fill with the sand of time, and we are encouraged to keep a handful of seeds ready for the "new field" that follows a cleared sky.

Ultimately, this book is a call to authenticity and a reminder that peace is the highest form of prosperity. Whether you are reading these stories to a child at bedtime or reflecting on them in a quiet moment of your own, may these proverbs serve as your "cunning neighbor"—a living blueprint to help you sharpen your mind, soften your heart, and walk bravely into the unknown.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akungane yakhasa kathathu", literally translates to, "No child crawls three times." This evocative observation is rooted in the biological and spiritual arc of a human life, which is viewed as having two distinct periods of physical vulnerability. The first occurs in infancy, when a child naturally crawls before learning to walk, and the second often occurs in extreme old age, when the body weakens and a person may once again find themselves moving on all fours or requiring similar support to navigate the earth. However, the proverb serves as a definitive boundary, asserting that there is no third cycle of this existence. Once the second "crawling" of old age is complete, the journey ends in death, marking the absolute conclusion of one’s earthly opportunities. It is a stark reminder that the wheel of life does not spin indefinitely and that the chance to act, build, or repent is a finite resource.



This recognition of the linear and non-repeating nature of life is a theme echoed in many other languages and philosophical traditions. In English, the riddle of the Sphinx famously describes man as a creature that walks on four legs in the morning, two legs at noon, and three legs in the evening, using a staff as the third leg. Both the riddle and the Ndebele proverb emphasize the three stages of life, though the Ndebele version is more concerned with the finality of the end. In various Asian philosophies, while the soul might be seen as part of a cycle, the specific human life—the "precious human rebirth"—is treated as a rare and limited window that must not be squandered. These parallels across cultures reinforce the global understanding that time is the only commodity that cannot be reclaimed once spent, and that the physical decline of the body is the final warning before the door of opportunity closes forever.



The primary lessons derived from this proverb centre on the urgency of the present and the danger of procrastination. It teaches that because life is not infinite, one must seize the "walking" years—the period of strength and maturity—to accomplish their goals and leave a meaningful legacy. It warns against the foolish assumption that there will always be another chance or a "third act" to fix the mistakes of the past, reminding us that death arrives as the final full stop to our efforts. By highlighting the brevity of our time between the two periods of crawling, the proverb encourages a lifestyle of purpose and immediate action. Ultimately, it serves as a call to live fully and consciously, teaching us that the greatest tragedy is not the weakness of old age, but the realization that we waited too long to become the people we were meant to be.



The Season of the Standing Man
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In a dusty, sun-drenched village nestled between two great hills, lived a young man named Thulani. Thulani was strong, his legs were like the sturdy trunks of the mopane tree, and his hands were capable of carving the finest wood in the land. However, Thulani had a habit that worried the elders: he was a dreamer who lived only for "tomorrow." Whenever the village needed a new bridge, or his mother needed her roof thatched, Thulani would lean against a shade tree and smile. "The sun is too high today," he would say. "I have many years ahead of me. I will do it when the time is perfect."

One afternoon, Thulani sat by the outdoor hearth watching his baby nephew, Lindo, who was learning to crawl. The little boy moved on his hands and knees, giggling as he chased a bright feather across the sand. Thulani’s grandfather, Khulu, sat nearby, his back curved like a bow and his movements slow and heavy. Khulu watched the baby with a bittersweet smile, then looked down at his own trembling hands.

"Look at Lindo, Khulu," Thulani laughed. "He is so eager to move. He has no idea that one day he will be as fast as me!"

Khulu nodded slowly and gestured toward the child. "He is in his first crawling, Thulani. It is the beginning of his journey. And look at me," the old man said, pointing to the sturdy wooden staff he used to steady himself. "I am in my second crawling. My legs have done their work, and now I move slowly once more, nearing the end of my path." Thulani shrugged. "But you have lived a long time, Khulu. There is always more time for me."

Khulu reached out and caught Thulani’s hand. "Listen well, my son. The ancestors say, Akungane yakhasa kathathu—No child crawls three times. You see the baby on four legs today, and you see me leaning toward the earth today. But between these two moments is a precious time where you stand tall on two legs. This is your 'walking time.' It is the only time you are given to build, to plant, and to be the man you were born to be. When the second crawling comes, your strength will be gone, and when it ends, there is no third chance. The sun sets, and the fire goes out." Thulani looked at his strong, steady legs and then back at the fragile baby and the tired old man. He realized that he had been waiting for a "perfect time" that might never come. He saw that every day he spent leaning against the shade tree was a piece of his "walking time" disappearing into the sand.

The next morning, the village did not find Thulani under the shade tree. Instead, they heard the sound of his rhythmic chopping and the whistle of his saw. He began to build the bridge he had promised, and he mended his mother’s roof before the first clouds of the rainy season appeared. He learned that the greatest tragedy isn't growing old and weak, but reaching the end of the journey and realizing you left your best work in the "tomorrow" that never arrived. Thulani walked tall and worked hard, knowing that while the first and second crawl are given to us by nature, what we do while we are standing is what truly defines us.
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The Ndebele proverb, "Inkomo ixakwe yinkonyane", translates literally to, "The cow is overwhelmed by its own calf." This creates a narrative of role reversal and the unexpected burden of responsibility. In nature, a cow is the provider and protector, yet this proverb describes a moment where the very thing the cow produced—its offspring—becomes a source of confusion, distress, or paralysis. It suggests a situation where a creator is mastered by their creation, or a parent is defeated by the needs or behaviour of their child. It is a story of being trapped by your own success or your own duties, illustrating that sometimes the things we love most or work hardest to bring into the world are the very things that end up complicating our lives the most.


This narrative of the "troubled creator" appears in many other cultures. In English, we often speak of "Frankenstein's monster," referring to a creation that eventually torments its creator. There is also the idiom "to be a victim of one's own success," which describes how achieving a goal can bring about new, unforeseen problems that are harder to manage than the initial struggle. In Zulu, a similar sentiment is found in the idea that "isala kutshelwa sibona ngomopho," where the one who refuses advice (often a headstrong youth) eventually brings grief to those who raised them. Each of these parallels highlights the irony of being undone by something that originated from within your own sphere of influence.


The lessons derived from
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