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Language is more than a means of communication; it is the living repository of a people's history, values, beliefs, and collective wisdom. Among the Northern Ndebele people, proverbs have long served as powerful instruments for preserving cultural knowledge, teaching moral principles, resolving conflicts, and guiding everyday life. Passed down orally from one generation to the next, these concise yet profound expressions encapsulate centuries of observation, experience, and communal reflection.

This forty-seventh volume of Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling continues the ongoing effort to preserve, document, and celebrate the rich heritage of Northern Ndebele proverbial wisdom. Like the preceding volumes, it presents each proverb through a carefully structured approach that makes its meaning accessible to readers of all ages. Every proverb is first explained in its literal and cultural context before exploring its deeper metaphorical significance, comparable expressions from other cultures, and the timeless lessons it offers for contemporary life. Each explanation is then brought to life through an original children's story that illustrates the proverb in an engaging, memorable, and age-appropriate manner.

The proverbs in this collection explore a remarkable range of human experiences. They celebrate cooperation and unity, encourage patience and careful judgment, promote foresight and preparation for the future, emphasise reconciliation and social harmony, warn against gossip and misplaced trust, and remind us that humility, wisdom, and perseverance are often more valuable than strength or status. Although these sayings originated within traditional Northern Ndebele society, their messages remain strikingly relevant in today's families, schools, workplaces, and communities. They demonstrate that the wisdom of our ancestors continues to offer practical guidance for navigating modern challenges.

Storytelling has always been central to African education. Before formal classrooms existed, children learned life's most important lessons by listening to elders recount stories around evening fires. Stories transformed abstract principles into memorable experiences, allowing young listeners to understand not only what was right, but why it was right. This book seeks to honour that educational tradition by pairing each proverb with a story that captures both the imagination and the moral insight contained within the original saying.

It is my hope that this collection will contribute to the preservation of the Northern Ndebele language and cultural heritage while inspiring younger generations to appreciate the beauty and depth of their ancestral wisdom. At the same time, I hope that readers from other linguistic and cultural backgrounds will discover that although our languages differ, the values embodied in our proverbs—respect, compassion, integrity, cooperation, wisdom, and hope—are universal. They remind us that humanity shares many of the same aspirations and challenges, regardless of where we come from.

May these proverbs continue to be spoken in our homes, taught in our schools, discussed within our communities, and treasured by future generations. For as long as our proverbs are remembered, the voices of our ancestors will continue to guide, inspire, and enrich the lives of those who follow.
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Amasongo akhala kuhle emabili
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Amasongo akhala kuhle emabili", literally translates to, "Bangles sound beautiful when they are two" or "bracelets jingle well when there are two of them." This imagery refers to the traditional metal bangles worn on the wrists; a single bangle remains silent as it moves, but when a second is added, they strike against each other to create a rhythmic, musical chime. Metaphorically, this is a profound celebration of companionship, partnership, and the necessity of social interaction. It suggests that human life only achieves its full "melody" or potential when individuals work together, whether in marriage, friendship, or communal labour. The proverb implies that while a person can exist alone, the true beauty and vibrancy of character, joy, and productivity are only activated through the "clashing" and coordinating of two or more souls.



This appreciation for the power of "two" is a universal sentiment, reflecting the global understanding that isolation is a silent state. A direct English parallel is the well-known idiom, "It takes two to tango," which emphasizes that certain activities or harmonies require a partner. Similarly, the phrase, "Two heads are better than one" captures the intellectual advantage of cooperation. In many West African cultures, the proverb "One hand cannot clap" mirrors the Ndebele sentiment almost perfectly, highlighting that the "sound" of success requires a meeting of forces. These parallels across different civilizations underscore a shared human realization: that we are social beings whose greatest "music"—our achievements, our laughter, and our resilience—is produced through our relationships with others.



The lessons derived from "Amasongo akhala kuhle emabili" focus on the virtues of cooperation, the value of marriage and friendship, and the rejection of lonely pride. It teaches that we should not fear the "striking" together of different personalities, as it is this very friction and interaction that creates the beautiful rhythm of a functioning society. The proverb discourages the idea that self-sufficiency is the ultimate goal, reminding us that a life lived in total isolation is a life without "sound." It encourages individuals to seek out partners, mentors, and companions who can bring out the best in them. Ultimately, it is a call to communal harmony, suggesting that our individual worth is amplified and made musical only when we allow ourselves to be part of a pair or a group.



The Song of the Two Bangles
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Long ago, in a warm village surrounded by rolling hills and whispering grass, there lived a young girl named Lindiwe. She loved to run, to sing, and to imagine grand adventures all by herself. On her wrist, she wore a single shiny bangle given to her by her grandmother. “This is for you,” Gogo had said, smiling gently. “But remember, a bangle’s true song is not heard alone.” Lindiwe did not understand. She shook her wrist. The bangle slid up and down, but it made no sound. “It’s fine,” she said to herself. “I don’t need any sound. I like being alone.”

One day, the children of the village gathered near the big marula tree to build a toy cart. They worked together, tying sticks, pushing wheels, and laughing loudly. “Come join us, Lindiwe!” they called. Lindiwe shook her head. “I can build my own cart,” she said proudly. She went off by herself. She tried tying sticks together, but the knots slipped. She pushed the wheel, but it fell over. Soon, her cart lay broken in the dust. Frustrated, she sat down and shook her wrist again. The bangle slid, but still there was no sound.

The next day, Lindiwe went to fetch water from the river. She saw her friend Thabo struggling with a heavy bucket. “Let me help you,” she said. Together, they lifted the bucket. It was still heavy, but now it was easier. They laughed as water splashed onto their feet. As Lindiwe moved her arm beside Thabo’s, something wonderful happened. Her bangle touched his, and a soft, beautiful clink filled the air. She moved again, and the sound came back, gentle and musical. Lindiwe looked down in amazement. Her single bangle had found its song when it met another.

That evening, Lindiwe ran to her grandmother. “Gogo, my bangle sang today!” she said excitedly. Her grandmother smiled. “Were you alone?” “No,” Lindiwe replied. “I was helping Thabo.” Gogo nodded. “Now you understand. A single bangle is quiet, but when two come together, they create music.” Lindiwe thought about the broken cart, the heavy bucket, and the laughter she had shared.

The next day, when the children gathered again under the marula tree, Lindiwe walked over. “Can I help?” she asked. The children welcomed her warmly. Together, they worked, tying, lifting, and fixing. This time, the cart came together quickly and rolled smoothly across the ground. Lindiwe laughed along with the others, and as she moved among them, her bangle sang its bright, happy song.

From that day on, Lindiwe still loved to dream, but she no longer walked alone. She had learned that life is quiet when you keep to yourself, but when you walk, work, and laugh with others, your life becomes a beautiful song.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Igundwane kalibekwa ndawonye lentanga", literally translates to, "A rat is not kept in the same place as pumpkin seeds." In a traditional Ndebele household, dried pumpkin seeds (intanga) are a precious resource, saved for planting or as a nutritious snack. To place a rat—a natural, persistent scavenger—in the same container or room as these seeds is not just an accident; it is a guaranteed disaster. 

This proverb serves as a sharp metaphorical warning against preventable temptation and reckless trust. It suggests that it is foolish to place a person with a known weakness or a predatory nature in a situation where they can easily exploit others or succumb to their worst instincts. It is a call for common sense and protective boundaries, reminding us that we cannot blame the "rat" for its nature if we were the ones who provided the opportunity.

The wisdom of avoiding "unholy alliances" or "impossible situations" is a recurring theme across global cultures. A very close English parallel is the idiom, "Don't put the fox in charge of the chicken coop," which warns against giving a predator authority over the vulnerable. Similarly, the phrase, "Opportunity makes a thief" suggests that even those who aren't naturally inclined to evil might stumble if the temptation is placed right in front of them. In many Middle Eastern traditions, there is a saying about "Keeping cotton away from the fire," highlighting that some elements are simply too reactive to be placed together safely. These parallels underscore a universal human understanding: integrity is often a matter of avoiding the circumstances that make it easy to fail.

The lessons derived from "Igundwane kalibekwa ndawonye lentanga" focus on prevention, discernment, and environmental wisdom. It teaches that we have a responsibility to "audit" the environments we create, whether in our families, businesses, or communities. The proverb discourages a naive "hope for the best" approach when dealing with known risks; instead, it encourages us to be realistic about human nature. It serves as a reminder that true leadership and care involve protecting the "seeds"—the vulnerable, the resources, or the future—by keeping them out of reach of those who would consume them. Ultimately, it is a lesson in proactive boundary-setting, suggesting that the best way to deal with a problem is to ensure it never has the chance to begin.

The Rat and the Pumpkin Seeds
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In a peaceful village surrounded by wide fields, there lived a careful farmer named Baba Themba. Every year, after the harvest, he would dry his pumpkin seeds—his precious ‘intanga’—and store them safely for the next planting season. “These seeds are our future,” he would say to his children. “We must protect them well.”

One afternoon, his youngest son, Sibusiso, found a small, scurrying rat near the storage hut. “Oh, you poor little thing,” Sibusiso said. “You look hungry.” The rat twitched its nose and squeaked softly. Sibusiso felt sorry for it. “I will help you,” he said kindly. He picked up the rat and looked around for a safe place to keep it. Without thinking much, he placed the rat inside the storage hut where the pumpkin seeds were kept. “There,” he smiled. “Now you will be warm and have food.”

The next morning, Baba Themba went to check on his seeds. He opened the storage hut door and froze. The floor was covered with broken shells. The carefully stored pumpkin seeds had been nibbled, scattered, and destroyed. “What happened here?” he asked in shock. Sibusiso stepped forward slowly. “I put a rat inside,” he admitted. “I wanted to help it.”

Baba Themba sighed gently, not in anger, but in understanding. “My child,” he said, placing a hand on Sibusiso’s shoulder, “a rat will always do what a rat does. It eats what it finds. It is not wrong for being a rat.” Sibusiso looked down sadly. “So, it’s my fault?” “It is not about fault,” Baba Themba said kindly. “It is about wisdom. We must never place something precious where it can easily be destroyed.”

Later that day, Baba Themba showed Sibusiso how to build a small shelter outside for the rat, far from the seeds. “There is a place for everything,” he explained. “But not everything belongs together.” Sibusiso nodded. “I understand now. I should have protected the seeds.” Baba Themba smiled. “Yes. We protect what is important by keeping it safe from harm.”

From that day on, Sibusiso became very careful. When he helped
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