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Deep within the hills where the valleys still echo with the voices of the elders, the landscape itself speaks in the profound language of izaga—proverbs. To open the volume Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling Part XLIV is to step into a living sanctuary where ancestral wisdom is preserved not as static law, but as a vibrant, rhythmic blueprint for the human soul. The book masterfully bridges the ancient past with the present imagination by pairing timeless maxims with engaging narratives, reminding us that a community’s morality is like a mighty river fed by the quiet, steady streams of individual character and collective responsibility. 

In this cultural journey, the proverbs act as a mirror for both the individual and the community. We are reminded that true wealth is found in a clean reputation, for a good name carries a permanent value that outshines material riches, while the vanity of greed eventually drags a person into the dirt. True honour cannot be hidden or stolen; it is earned through transparent, honest labour performed out of love and duty in the open sun. Yet, an individual is nothing without the collective, just as a single decorative bracelet cannot jingle on its own. We need each other to create harmony, and we need the honest mirror of family and community to correct us when we lose our way.

The philosophy of the Ndebele people also embraces the unpredictable, often harsh realities of life with a deeply grounded stoicism. Through these pages, the reader learns that life’s obstacles are cyclical, much like a traveller navigating a landscape filled with recurring anthills that require patience and resilience to overcome. Excellence and strategic success cannot be rushed, for a truly good plan requires time to mature and ripen, and the grandest visions remain entirely fruitless unless the hands rise up to actively help the head through hard work. Survival and security ultimately depend on maintaining and relying upon one's own internal skills and grit, just as the crocodile must depend on its own sharp teeth to feed.

When facing inevitable conflict, the elders teach that a wise, measured mouth has the profound power to put out the destructive fires of communal dispute. When dealing with life's final, irreversible transitions, the proverbs offer comfort and radical equality. There is no mountain without a grave, a truth that normalizes mortality as a universal part of the human geography and strips away all human arrogance. Death obeys no social status, possesses no shame, and respects no silver-tongued expert. When the calabash of sour milk is finally broken, the community is called to accept the unchangeable catastrophe, find comfort in family roots, and gather the courage to build anew. By transforming these abstract dictums into a heartbeat through storytelling, this collection invites us to listen directly, tread patiently, and allow the stories to wash over us like the morning dew, leaving us refreshed and walking forward with wisdom.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akulantaba engelaliba”, literally translates to "There is no mountain without a grave." In a narrative sense, this profound and sobering wisdom speaks to the absolute universality of mortality. It suggests that death is not a stranger to any landscape, no matter how remote, majestic, or seemingly untouched. The "mountain" serves as a metaphor for the heights of human achievement and the permanence of the earth, yet even these giants are marked by the presence of the "grave." It serves as a reminder that death is an inescapable part of the human geography; wherever people have lived, dreamed, and built, they have also eventually returned to the earth.



This acceptance of death as a global constant is a theme woven into the fabric of many cultures, reflecting a shared human attempt to reconcile life with its inevitable end. In English, a similar sentiment is expressed in the phrase "Death is the great leveller," implying that no height of status or location can exempt one from the common lot of humanity. Another familiar English idiom is "Nothing is certain but death and taxes," which, though more cynical, captures the same sense of inevitability. In the Latin tradition, the phrase "Even in Arcadia, there am I” is a famous artistic and literary motif where Death speaks, reminding the living that even in the most idyllic and beautiful places, the grave is present. These parallels all converge on the truth that death is not an interruption of life, but a fundamental characteristic of the world we inhabit.



The lessons derived from this proverb focus on the virtues of humility, the recognition of shared humanity, and a deep, grounded sense of belonging. It teaches us that the "grave" is not merely a symbol of tragedy, but a sign of inhabitation—proof that those who came before us claimed the land, lived upon it, and now rest within it. By acknowledging that there is no mountain without a grave, the proverb encourages individuals to see themselves as part of a long, unbroken chain of existence. It fosters a perspective where death is normalized as part of the natural cycle, reducing the fear of the unknown. Ultimately, it invites a sense of peace and continuity, suggesting that we are never truly alone in our mortality, as every ridge and valley holds the story of those who have already paved the way.



The Mountain That Remembered
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Long ago, in a village resting beneath a tall blue mountain, there lived a curious child named Lindiwe.

Every morning, Lindiwe would look up at the great mountain and think, “It has always been there. It will always be there”. The mountain’s peak wore a silver mist like a crown, and its slopes were dressed in green trees and bright wildflowers. To Lindiwe, it seemed strong and everlasting—like a giant who could never fall.

One afternoon, while walking with her grandmother, Gogo Thandi, Lindiwe asked, “Gogo, is there any place in the world where nothing sad has ever happened?” Gogo Thandi smiled gently. “Ah, my child,” she said, taking Lindiwe’s hand, “our people have a proverb: Akulantaba engelaliba — There is no mountain without a grave.” Lindiwe frowned. “Even this mountain?” “Yes,” Gogo replied. “Even this one.”

They climbed a little way up the slope, where the wind hummed softly through the grass. Gogo stopped beside a small circle of stones resting under a wild olive tree. “Long ago,” she said, “this is where a shepherd was buried. He loved this mountain. He sang to his goats and watched the sunrise from this very spot.” Lindiwe looked around in surprise. The mountain did not feel sad. Birds were singing. The sun was warm. Butterflies danced over yellow flowers. “But Gogo,” she whispered, “it’s so beautiful here.” “Yes,” said Gogo. “And that is the lesson.”

They sat together on a smooth rock. “The mountain is strong,” Gogo explained. “People come and go, but the earth holds them gently. Everywhere people have lived, laughed, and dreamed, they have also returned to the soil. The grave is not only a place of tears—it is proof that someone lived, that someone loved this land.” Lindiwe traced her finger through the dust. “So, the mountain remembers them?” “In its own way,” Gogo said. “The trees grow taller because of those who rest beneath them. The grass is greener. The stories are carried in the wind.”

Lindiwe looked up at the towering peak again. It no longer seemed only strong. It seemed kind. “So,” Gogo continued, “when we say there is no mountain without a grave, we remember three things. First, we must be humble. No one is taller than the mountain, and no one escapes the path all must walk. Second, we belong to one another. Every person, rich or poor, brave or shy, shares the same earth. And third, we are never alone. Others have walked before us.” Lindiwe thought about kings in faraway castles, explorers crossing oceans, and farmers tending fields. No matter where they were, the same truth followed them—just like the proverb said.

As the sun began to set, the sky turned orange and pink. The mountain’s shadow stretched across the valley like a long blanket. “Gogo,” Lindiwe said softly, “does that mean we should be afraid?” Gogo squeezed her hand. “No, my child. It means we should live kindly. If the earth will one day hold us, then let us leave it better than we found it. Let us fill our days with songs, with courage, and with love.” They walked back down the path together.

That night, Lindiwe lay in bed listening to the wind brushing the hills. She imagined all the people who had once stood where she now stood—children who had run through the same grass, elders who had watched the same sunset. The mountain was not lonely. It was full of stories. Lindiwe understood something new: being part of the great chain of life was not a sad thing. It was a beautiful one. For there is no mountain without a grave—and no grave without a life that once shone brightly beneath the sky.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Igama elihle lifana lenotho", literally translates to, "A good name is like wealth." In a narrative sense, this profound observation suggests that an individual's reputation and character carry a tangible value that often exceeds the worth of silver and gold. It paints a picture of a world where material riches can be lost to fire, theft, or time, but a person’s honourable standing within the community remains a permanent asset that opens doors and provides security. To have a "good name" means to be trusted and respected, ensuring that when you are in need, the community will rally around you based on the strength of your past actions. It emphasizes that a legacy built on integrity is the most stable currency a person can possess, acting as a protective shield for both the individual and their family.


This high regard for character as a form of capital is a universal theme that resonates deeply across many different cultures and languages. In English, a very direct parallel is found in the biblical proverb "A good name is rather to be chosen than great riches," which highlights the moral superiority of a clean reputation over financial gain. Similarly, William Shakespeare captured this sentiment in his writing, famously noting that "he that filches from me my good name robs me of that which not enriches him and makes me poor indeed." In many West African cultures, there are sayings that suggest "character is beauty," implying that no amount
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