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Long before stories were written in books, they were carried in voices, shared around fires, under trees, and along dusty paths. In Ndebele culture, proverbs have always been one of the most powerful ways of teaching children how to live well. Short, vivid, and rich with imagery, a proverb is like a small seed: simple on the outside, yet full of wisdom that grows with time, reflection, and experience.

This book brings together twenty-five Ndebele proverbs, carefully selected and thoughtfully presented for young readers. Each proverb is gently unpacked so that children can understand not only what it says, but what it asks of them in their daily lives. The meaning of each proverb is clearly explained, then placed alongside similar wisdom from other languages and cultures, showing that truth and insight are shared across humanity. Each lesson is further strengthened by a children’s story that transforms abstract wisdom into lived experience, allowing young readers to see themselves in the characters and situations.

The lessons woven through these pages are both practical and profound. They teach children not to be deceived by appearances and to look beyond what is loud, beautiful, or impressive on the surface. They reveal the quiet power of small things and remind us that great achievements are built through patience, consistency, and the collective effort of many. They speak to those who are enjoying success, happiness, or influence, encouraging humility and preparedness, and reminding us that no season of life is permanent.

These proverbs also nurture resilience. They invite children to adopt a long-term view of life’s hardships, understanding that difficult seasons pass just as surely as they arrive. They encourage mindfulness in the present moment—appreciating the warmth of the day while it lasts—while also accepting the coming of evening with grace and peace. In doing so, they teach that dignity lies not only in winning, but in trying wholeheartedly and living actively, even when the outcome is uncertain.

Listening is another powerful theme in this book. Children are reminded not to dismiss wisdom based on the appearance or status of the speaker, for wisdom is nomadic and may arrive from the most unexpected places. True strength, the proverbs teach, is often quiet rather than loud, composed rather than threatening. They encourage emotional discipline, patience, and the ability to judge reality rather than being intimidated by noise and display.

The proverbs also speak clearly about character and leadership. They teach that love and loyalty cannot be forced, that influence is greater than control, and that leadership is found not only in public authority but in the careful, disciplined management of people and resources. Children learn that character travels with us wherever we go, that our habits and values eventually reveal who we truly are, and that forgetting one’s roots is a form of self-betrayal.

Community stands at the heart of Ndebele wisdom. While some heights in life must be climbed alone, these proverbs remind us that a meaningful life is sustained through connection, respect, and hospitality. They warn against isolation, encourage openness, and emphasize that people matter more than possessions. A home, they teach, grows larger not by adding rooms, but by welcoming more hearts.

Finally, these proverbs speak honestly about humility, mortality, and responsibility. They remind us that talent, success, and even life itself are not possessions, but trusts. Since no one is exempt from death, pride is empty, and dignity must be extended to all. Children are encouraged to protect their inner peace, to release bitterness, to work with their own hands, and to leave behind a legacy of kindness, effort, and respect.
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Akula siduli esingela genga
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The Northern Ndebele proverb "Akula siduli esingela genga", literally translates to, "There is no termite mound without termites." In a narrative sense, this proverb draws our attention to the physical world—specifically the towering, intricate structures of the termite mound that dot the African landscape. To an observer, the mound may appear to be a solid, singular object made of earth, but the proverb reminds us that this massive structure only exists because of the millions of tiny, invisible insects working tirelessly inside it. The narrative suggests that any great achievement, large organization, or significant family reputation is not a hollow shell; it is sustained by the people and the actions within it. It implies that where there is a visible result, there is an underlying cause, and where there is a public reputation, there are private behaviours that created it.

Parallels to this observation of cause and effect are found in many languages, often focusing on the idea that "signs" point to a deeper reality. In English, we often say, "Where there's smoke, there's fire," which mirrors the idea that a visible outward sign indicates an active internal source. Another parallel is found in the idiom, "The forest is not just trees," emphasizing the living ecosystem within. In Swahili, there is a similar logic in the proverb "Where there is smoke, fire is not lacking”. These global variations all share the same fundamental logic: the external form is inseparable from the internal substance.

The lessons derived from this proverb focus on integrity, collective effort, and observation. It teaches that we should not be deceived by appearances; if a family or a business looks "large" or successful like a termite mound, it is the quality of the "termites"—the individuals and their daily habits—that determines its strength. It serves as a lesson in accountability, reminding us that our secret actions will eventually manifest in the outward "mound" of our reputation. Furthermore, it highlights the power of the small; it reminds us that great things are built by the consistent, collective work of many small parts. If you want to build something significant, you must focus on the "termites"—the small details and the people—rather than just the outward shape of the goal.

The Termite Hill That Could Talk
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Long ago, at the edge of a sunny savannah, there stood a tall termite mound. It was the biggest mound anyone had ever seen—taller than a giraffe and stronger than the wind. Children who passed by would stop and stare. “Wow,” said little Kato. “That mound must be magic. It just appeared there!”

One afternoon, Kato tapped the mound with a stick. Tap, tap. Nothing happened. “See?” he laughed. “It’s just dirt.” Just then, Grandma Nambi, who knew many old stories, smiled and shook her head.
“My child,” she said, “Akula siduli esingela genga—there is no termite mound without termites.”
Kato frowned. “But I don’t see any termites!” Grandma knelt down and whispered, “Look closer.”

They sat very still. Soon, Kato noticed tiny holes, tiny paths, and tiny grains of soil being carried away. Inside the mound, thousands of termites were working together—building, fixing, and caring for their home, one grain at a time. “Oh!” Kato gasped. “The mound is big because the termites work hard!”

Grandma nodded. “Yes. Big things are made by many small actions. Just like this mound, families, schools, and good names are built by what people do every day—even when no one is watching.”

From that day on, whenever Kato saw something strong or beautiful, he remembered the termites. He helped at home, worked hard at school, and treated others kindly. Just like the termite mound, something wonderful began to grow around him—slowly, quietly, and strong from the inside.
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Akulanga laphuma lingatshonanga
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The Northern Ndebele proverb "Akulanga laphuma lingatshonanga", literally translates to, "No sun rises without eventually setting." In a narrative sense, this proverb captures the rhythm of the natural world to explain the inevitable cycles of human experience. It tells a story of change and the passage of time. Just as the morning sun brings light, heat, and activity, it must—by the very laws of nature—give way to the cool shadows of evening and the stillness of night.

The "sun" here represents any period of time, a person’s life, a reign of power, or even a season of intense suffering or joy. The narrative suggests that no condition in this world is permanent; every beginning has an inherent end, and every peak is followed by a descent. It describes a universe where change is the only true constant, and where the "setting" is as natural and necessary as the "rising."

This recognition of the temporal nature of all things is reflected in the wisdom of many civilizations. In English, we find a direct parallel in the phrase, "All good things must come to an end," as well as the more stoic, "This too shall pass," which is often used to provide perspective during times of both great trial and great triumph. The Latin expression "Thus passes the glory of the world” provides a similar warning about the fleeting nature of success. In Persian wisdom literature, there is a famous story of a ring inscribed with a phrase that would make a happy man sad and a sad man happy: "This also shall change." These parallels all emphasize that time is a river that never stops flowing, regardless of how brightly the sun shines on the water at any given moment.

The lessons derived from this proverb focus on equanimity, humility, and hope. It teaches those who are currently "in the sun"—those experiencing wealth, power, or happiness—to remain humble and prepared, knowing that their current status is not eternal. It serves as a check against arrogance, reminding the powerful that their day will eventually set. Conversely, it offers profound encouragement to those in darkness; if no sun rises without setting, then it is also true that no night lasts forever. It encourages a long-term perspective on life’s hardships, fostering the resilience to endure difficult seasons because they are, by definition, temporary. Ultimately, it is a call to live mindfully in the present, appreciating the light of the day while it is here, but accepting the coming of the evening with grace and peace.

The Sun That Loved to Travel
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Every morning, little Ama woke up to greet the Sun. “Good morning!” she waved as golden light spilled into her village. The Sun warmed the fields, helped flowers open, and made children laugh as they played.

Ama loved the daytime so much that one evening she frowned when the sky began to turn orange.

“Sun,” she called, “why are you leaving? Stay with us forever!” The Sun smiled softly and said, “My child, Akulanga laphuma lingatshonanga—no sun rises without eventually setting.” Ama felt sad. “But I don’t like the dark.”

That night, Grandma wrapped Ama in a blanket and pointed to the stars.
“The Sun resting does not mean the world has ended,” Grandma said. “It only means something new has begun.” Ama listened to crickets sing and watched the Moon glow gently. It was quiet, calm, and beautiful in a different way.

The next morning, the Sun returned—bright and warm as ever. Ama clapped her hands. “You came back!” “Yes,” said the Sun, “because no night lasts forever either.”

From then on, Ama learned an important lesson. When days were happy, she enjoyed them without boasting. When days were hard, she remembered they would not last. Each time the Sun rose or set, Ama smiled, knowing that change was simply part of life’s gentle journey. 
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