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Welcome to Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling, a special collection that brings the wisdom, humour, and life lessons of the Northern Ndebele people to young readers through captivating stories. Within these pages, you will find twenty-five proverbs, each carefully chosen and brought to life with tales of children, animals, and everyday adventures.

Ndebele proverbs are more than just clever sayings—they are a mirror of culture, tradition, and moral guidance. Each proverb carries lessons about honesty, courage, patience, responsibility, kindness, and resilience, teaching children how to navigate both personal growth and the world around them. Through the adventures in these stories, readers can see these principles in action, understand their consequences, and learn how to apply them in their own lives.

The stories explore a wide range of experiences: children and animals learning to act wisely when trouble arises, discovering the importance of looking inward before judging others, and realizing that no one is beyond hope or repair. Some tales show how trust, loyalty, and integrity can shape relationships, while others reveal the dangers of betrayal or deceit. Readers will also encounter lessons about patience and perseverance, understanding that success and growth often take time, and that quick or careless choices can lead to unintended harm.

Generosity, compassion, and kindness are woven throughout the stories, reminding young readers that giving fully and acting thoughtfully enrich both themselves and those around them. The power of words, the importance of courage, and the value of timely action are explored in ways children can understand, helping them see that their choices—big or small—have consequences.

By learning these proverbs through storytelling, children are introduced not only to the richness of Ndebele culture but also to timeless lessons about life, character, and community. Each story invites laughter, reflection, and empathy, guiding readers toward wisdom, self-awareness, and a deeper understanding of human nature.

Step into these stories and discover the enduring lessons of the Ndebele people—one adventure, one proverb, and one meaningful lesson at a time.
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Umthakathi akafi
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Umthakathi akafi,” which literally translates to, “A witch never dies,” carries a meaning that goes far deeper than its surface suggests. It is not only about witches or supernatural beings, but about the kind of people who, despite being the subject of constant criticism, anger, or gossip, seem to live on undisturbed. In everyday life, such people are often at the centre of controversy, their bad deeds well known and widely discussed. Yet, no matter how much society condemns them or wishes them ill, they continue to thrive.

This proverb captures a certain irony in human experience: those who do wrong, who stir conflict or cause harm, often seem to have an inexplicable endurance. When people say “Umthakathi akafi,” they express both frustration and a grudging recognition of this strange truth — that the wicked or troublesome often outlast the righteous. It is a way of acknowledging that social anger and moral outrage do not always bring down those who deserve it. The proverb therefore becomes both a lament and a reflection on the resilience of the notorious.

The imagery of the “witch” in this saying is powerful. In traditional belief, a witch is someone who uses hidden powers to cause harm, yet is rarely caught or punished. Over time, the word “witch” in this proverb came to symbolize anyone whose wrongdoing seems immune to consequence. The proverb reminds people that evil, gossip, or mischief can be stubbornly persistent — that some individuals are like bad weeds which never die, no matter how much people try to root them out.

Similar ideas appear in many cultures. In English, one might say, “Bad weeds never die,” a phrase expressing almost the same thought: that troublesome people or harmful influences are hard to eliminate. In Swahili, there is a comparable proverb, “A witch never dies,” again emphasizing the enduring nature of evil or infamy. In Yoruba, “The wicked person does not die before the honest one” expresses a similar frustration: that life’s fairness does not always align with human expectations. Even in French, the expression “Bad weeds never die” — carries this same sense of resignation toward the survival of the troublesome.

Thus, “Umthakathi akafi” is more than just a statement about witchcraft; it is a reflection of human reality. It acknowledges the mystery of endurance — that those who bring pain or mischief to others often seem to persist when everyone else has fallen silent. The proverb serves as both wisdom and warning: that in life, justice is not always immediate, and that some forces, whether born of evil or resilience, are simply hard to kill.

The Tale of Clever Babonile and the Crooked Hyena
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Long ago, in the bright hills of Matobo, there lived a clever little boy named Babonile. He loved helping his grandmother herd goats and gather firewood. However, there was one creature in the village who made everyone’s life miserable — Mpisi the Hyena.

Mpisi was greedy. Every night, he sneaked into people’s kraals to steal meat, milk, and sometimes even blankets left out to dry. The villagers would chase him, shout at him, and even set traps. Still, every morning, Mpisi was still there, grinning his wide toothy grin as if nothing had happened.

One day, Babonile asked his grandmother, “Gogo, why doesn’t Mpisi ever go away? We chase him and scold him, but he still comes back!” His grandmother smiled sadly and said, “Umthakathi akafi, my boy — a witch never dies.” Babonile frowned. “But Mpisi isn’t a witch!” “True,” said Gogo, “but he is like one — full of tricks and trouble, yet he always finds a way to return. Sometimes, the wicked live long not because they are strong, but because people give them too much of their time.”

Babonile thought about that all afternoon. The next evening, when the sun turned gold, he gathered all the children and whispered a plan. That night, when Mpisi came creeping towards the kraal, he found something strange. Every house was quiet. No one shouted. No one threw stones. No one even looked his way.

The hyena blinked. “Hmm? Where is everyone? Don’t they fear me anymore?” He prowled from hut to hut, but found no meat, no milk, no blankets — nothing at all! The people had stored everything safely and simply stopped paying him any attention.

Days passed, and Mpisi grew thinner and thinner. Without anyone to tease, without any chaos to feed on, he became lonely and tired. One morning, he trotted off toward the hills and never came back.

That evening, the villagers danced and laughed. Babonile’s grandmother nodded proudly. “You see, my boy,” she said, “even though Umthakathi akafi, a witch never dies, the power of trouble fades when people stop feeding it.” From that day on, the villagers remembered: When you stop giving mischief your attention, it loses its strength.

The moral of the story is that evil and trouble can seem to live forever, but they grow weaker when people stay wise, united, and peaceful.
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Umunwe kawuzikhombi
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Umunwe kawuzikhombi”, which literally means, “A finger does not point at itself,” carries a powerful message about human nature and the tendency to avoid self-blame. In its literal sense, the proverb refers to the way a finger always points outward, never toward itself. Metaphorically, it reflects how people often behave — quick to accuse others, yet slow to acknowledge their own faults.

When someone says, “Umunwe kawuzikhombi,” they are speaking about a person who is always ready to find fault in others while ignoring their own shortcomings. It is a comment on hypocrisy, denial, and the unwillingness to take responsibility. The proverb teaches that many people would rather shift blame than confront their own guilt, just as a finger never turns around to point at itself. Even those who are deeply in the wrong may still try to justify themselves by blaming others, deflecting attention from their own behavior.

At a deeper level, this saying highlights a universal truth about human psychology. It shows how pride and ego make self-reflection difficult. Admitting one’s own mistakes can be painful, so instead, people often project their faults onto others. The proverb thus serves as both a criticism and a lesson: before judging or accusing, one must look inward first.

This idea appears in many other cultures and languages as well. In English, the expression, “People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones” carries a similar warning against judging others while one is also flawed. Another English saying, “When you point a finger at someone, three fingers point back at you,” mirrors the imagery of the Ndebele proverb almost exactly. In French, the phrase “The hypocrite sees the speck in his neighbour’s eye but not the beam in his own” — expresses the same moral idea. Likewise, in Swahili, there is a saying “A person sees the speck in another’s eye but not the log in their own.”

Across all these traditions, the message is consistent: it is easier to criticize than to self-examine. The Ndebele proverb “Umunwe kawuzikhombi” reminds people to turn their judgment inward before casting it outward, to take responsibility for their actions, and to recognize that honesty begins with oneself.

Sipho and the Missing Mangoes
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In the small village of Mzilikazi, there was a cheerful boy named Sipho who loved climbing trees — especially mango trees! When the fruit was ripe and golden, all the children would gather to pick and share them.

One sunny morning, Auntie Lindiwe came to the playground looking upset.
“My basket of mangoes is gone!” she cried. “I left it under the big tree, and now it’s empty!” All the children gasped. Before anyone could say a word, Sipho shouted, “It must be Nomsa! She was near the tree yesterday!”
Nomsa frowned. “No, I wasn’t! Maybe it was Thabo — he always eats too many mangoes!” Thabo crossed his arms. “Hey! I didn’t even come to the playground this morning. Maybe it was Sipho! He loves mangoes the most!” Sipho’s cheeks grew hot. “Me? Never! I would never steal!”

The children argued until old Gogo Dube, who was passing by, stopped to ask what was wrong. When they told her, she listened quietly and then said: “My children, remember the proverb — ‘Umunwe kawuzikhombi’ — a finger does not point at itself.” The children looked puzzled. Gogo Dube smiled. “It means we are quick to point at others, but slow to look at ourselves. Before blaming, ask your own heart if it might be wrong.”

Sipho looked down. His fingers were sticky. He remembered sneaking one mango that morning when no one was looking. He hadn’t meant to take all of them — but the basket had tipped over, and the rest had rolled away. He had been too scared to tell. Quietly, he said, “Gogo... it was me. I didn’t mean to steal. I just wanted one mango.” Gogo Dube nodded kindly. “You see, child, when you point at others, three fingers point back at you. It is better to be honest and fix your mistake.”

Sipho helped Auntie Lindiwe gather the fallen mangoes, washed her basket, and shared the fruit with everyone. From that day, he learned to look at himself first before blaming anyone else. Whenever the children started to argue, someone would always remind them: “Umunwe kawuzikhombi! — A finger does not point at itself.”

The moral of the story is that before blaming others, look within yourself first. True honesty begins with
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