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Language is far more than a means of communication; it is the living memory of a people. It carries their history, values, beliefs, humour, and wisdom from one generation to the next. Among the richest treasures preserved within every language are its proverbs—short, memorable expressions that capture profound truths about life, human relationships, nature, leadership, justice, courage, and character. The Northern Ndebele language is particularly rich in such wisdom, with proverbs that have guided families and communities for centuries.

Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling Part LI continues the journey of preserving and celebrating this invaluable cultural heritage. This volume presents a carefully selected collection of traditional Northern Ndebele proverbs, each explored in three complementary ways. First, every proverb is translated literally into English to preserve its original imagery. Second, it is explained in depth, revealing its cultural significance, philosophical meaning, practical lessons, and parallels with wisdom found in other languages and cultures. Finally, each proverb comes alive through an engaging children's story that illustrates its timeless message in a manner that is both entertaining and educational.

Storytelling has always been one of Africa's most powerful educational traditions. Long before formal classrooms existed, children gathered around parents, grandparents, and elders to hear stories that entertained while teaching integrity, respect, perseverance, compassion, responsibility, and wisdom. These stories helped young listeners understand not only the meaning of words but also the values that shaped their communities. This book seeks to preserve that tradition by presenting each proverb within a memorable narrative that allows readers of all ages to experience its practical application.

Although these stories are written primarily for children, the wisdom they convey speaks equally to adolescents and adults. Every proverb addresses universal aspects of the human experience—making wise decisions, overcoming fear, respecting others, appreciating family, embracing responsibility, seeking justice, and living with integrity. The lessons remain as relevant in today's rapidly changing world as they were when these proverbs were first spoken by our ancestors.

This series also contributes to the preservation and revitalisation of the Northern Ndebele language and its oral literature. As indigenous languages face increasing pressure from globalisation and changing patterns of communication, documenting their proverbs ensures that future generations will continue to appreciate the intellectual depth, creativity, and moral philosophy embedded within them. Each proverb represents not merely a saying but a condensed expression of generations of observation, reflection, and lived experience.

It is my hope that this book will serve many audiences. Children will discover enjoyable stories filled with memorable characters and important life lessons. Parents and grandparents will find opportunities to share meaningful conversations with younger generations. Teachers will have culturally relevant material to enrich language and literacy education. Researchers and lovers of African languages will gain further insight into the richness of Northern Ndebele thought and worldview. May these stories inspire curiosity, encourage thoughtful reflection, strengthen cultural identity, and remind every reader that the wisdom of our ancestors continues to illuminate the path toward kindness, wisdom, resilience, and responsible living. May each proverb become not simply something to remember, but something to live.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akembethe owaphikisana lamalanga", translates literally to, "He who is in dispute with the days is as good as not clothed." In a narrative sense, it describes the ultimate futility of a human being attempting to fight against the relentless march of time or the unfolding of objective truth. The imagery of being "unclothed" or "naked" serves as a stark metaphor for the shame, vulnerability, and destitution that await anyone who lives in denial of reality. When a person pits their own will against the "days"—which represent the natural order, the passage of time, and the inevitable revelation of facts—they inevitably lose. Since they spent their energy fighting a battle they could never win, they are eventually left exposed and empty-handed when the truth finally comes to light.



This African wisdom finds deep parallels in various cultures across the globe, illustrating a universal human understanding of our limitations. In English, one might think of the phrase "Time and tide wait for no man," which emphasizes that certain natural forces are beyond human control. There is also a strong connection to the Greek concept of, "Truth is the daughter of time," implying that no matter how much one argues against a fact today, the passing days will eventually give birth to the reality of the situation. Similarly, the common saying, "You can't fight city hall" touches on the futility of resisting a much larger, systemic power, though the Ndebele version is more existential, suggesting that fighting time is like trying to stop the sun from rising.



The lessons derived from this proverb are centred on the virtues of humility, foresight, and integrity. It teaches that it is far wiser to align oneself with the truth and the natural progression of life than to waste resources on deception or stubborn resistance. A person who accepts the reality of "the days" is able to prepare themselves, ensuring they are "clothed" and ready for the future. On the other hand, the one who argues with time—perhaps by procrastinating, denying their own aging, or maintaining a lie—will find that when the sun sets on their argument, they have nothing left to shield them from the consequences of their choices. Ultimately, the proverb serves as a gentle but firm reminder that while we can control our actions, we cannot control the inevitable passage of time or the eventual exposure of the truth.





Themba in dispute with the days
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Before the dusty road curved toward the hills, there stood a cheerful village where everyone worked together from sunrise to sunset. Children fetched water, parents tended their fields, and grandparents often reminded everyone that every day carried its own work. Among the children lived a lively boy named Themba, who believed he was clever enough to outsmart almost anything.

One spring morning, Grandmother Gogo Nandi handed each child a small packet of pumpkin seeds. "Plant them today," she said kindly. "The rains have come, and the earth is ready." Themba smiled but slipped the packet into his pocket. "There will be another day," he whispered to himself. "The days can wait for me." His friends, Lindiwe, Sipho, and Ayanda, carefully planted their seeds. Every morning, they watered them, pulled away weeds, and watched tiny green shoots push through the rich soil. Whenever they invited Themba to join them, he laughed. "I'll plant mine tomorrow. The days are always coming." Tomorrow became next week. Next week became another.

Soon the rains became lighter, and the warm wind dried the ground. One afternoon Themba hurried to his garden and finally planted his seeds. "Grow quickly!" he begged. However, the earth was no longer soft and wet. The seeds remained asleep beneath the dry soil. Themba frowned. "It isn't fair," he complained. "The days should wait until I am ready." Old Mkhulu Bheki, who was repairing a fence nearby, heard the boy's words and smiled gently. "My child," he said, "the days belong to no one. They keep walking whether we walk with them or not."

Themba folded his arms. "I still think they should wait."

Weeks passed. The vines in his friends' gardens spread across the ground, covered with bright yellow flowers. Before long, round pumpkins appeared beneath the leaves. When harvest time arrived, every family gathered baskets of pumpkins. The children proudly carried their harvest to the village celebration. Themba looked at his empty garden. There were no vines, no flowers, and no pumpkins. He felt as though everyone could see his mistake. While his friends shared roasted pumpkin and pumpkin soup, he had nothing to bring. He wished he had listened when the rains first came.

That evening, Gogo Nandi sat beside him beneath the stars. "You look troubled," she said. "I argued with the days," Themba admitted quietly. "I thought they would wait for me. Now I have nothing." Gogo nodded. "The Northern Ndebele people have long said, Akembethe owaphikisana lamalanga." "What does that mean?" asked Themba. "It means, 'He who disputes with the days is not clothed.' The days keep moving. They do not stop because we wish them to. When we refuse to accept the right time to act, we are left uncovered by the consequences of our own choices." Themba looked up at the moon. "So, I wasn't really fighting the days." "No," Gogo replied with a warm smile. "You were fighting reality itself. The rains came when they should. The season changed when it should. The days simply kept their promise." Themba thought carefully about her words.

The following year, when the first clouds gathered over the village, Themba was the very first child to prepare his garden. He planted his seeds while the soil was still moist, watered them faithfully, and cared for every little plant. As the months passed, his pumpkin vines grew thick and healthy. At harvest time, his garden was filled with large, golden pumpkins. This time, Themba happily shared them with everyone, especially the younger children. "If there is work to do today," he would tell them with a smile, "do not argue with the days. Walk with them." 

The children remembered his words whenever they had chores, schoolwork, or promises to keep. They learned that time never stopped for anyone, but those who respected it were always ready for tomorrow. From that season onward, whenever the first rains arrived, the children would hurry into their gardens, smiling as they remembered the wisdom of the old proverb: "Akembethe owaphikisana lamalanga" — He who disputes with the days is not clothed. For they had learned that while no one can stop time or hide the truth forever, everyone can choose to act wisely today and be prepared for the days that surely lie ahead.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akulasithutha esindlebende kwaso", translates literally to, "There is no fool who is long-eared in his own home." In a narrative sense, this profound observation explores the nature of intelligence, belonging, and the subjective definition of wisdom. It suggests that even an individual who is considered a "fool" or "simpleton" by the outside world possesses a unique kind of competence, authority, and cleverness within their own familiar environment. In the safety of one's own space or household, a person understands the nuances of their surroundings, the needs of their family, and the management of their own affairs far better than any stranger could. It asserts that every person is a master of their own domain and that no one is entirely devoid of sense when dealing with matters that are close to their heart and home.


Parallel concepts exist across many cultures, often focusing on the natural advantage of being in one's own territory. In English, the phrase, "Every dog is a lion at his own gate" captures the same spirit, suggesting that confidence and strength are inherent to being at home. Another similar sentiment is found in the saying, "A man's home is his castle," which implies that within those walls, he is the ultimate authority regardless of his status in the public square. In Latin, there is a similar proverb stating that, "A cock is at his best on his own dunghill," reinforcing the idea that everyone has a place where they feel empowered and capable. These parallels all point to the universal truth that context and environment play a massive role in how a person’s abilities are perceived and exercised.


The lessons derived from this proverb centre on the values of respect, dignity, and the danger of underestimating others. It serves as a warning against intellectual arrogance; just because someone seems slow or uninformed in a foreign or academic setting does not mean they lack wisdom in the context of their own life. It teaches us to respect the autonomy of others and to recognize that every individual has a "home"—be it a physical space, a specific craft, or a field of knowledge—where they are the experts. Furthermore, it encourages self-confidence, reminding us that we all possess an innate "home-field advantage" and a specific area of life where our instincts and intelligence are valid and sharp. Ultimately, the proverb is a call for empathy and the recognition of the inherent worth and "internal wisdom" found in every human being.



Everyone is wise at home
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Once, at the foot of the beautiful Matobo Hills, there was a peaceful village where everyone was preparing for the annual Harvest Festival. Families swept their yards, repaired their huts, cooked delicious meals, and decorated the village with colourful flowers. People from nearby villages were also invited to take part in the celebration. Among the visitors was a young boy named Bheki. He came from a distant village and was excited to see so many new faces. But because everything was unfamiliar, he often made mistakes. He carried water in the wrong containers, greeted elders using customs from his own village, and even got lost while looking for the cattle kraal.

Some of the village children began to laugh. "Bheki doesn't know anything!" one boy giggled. "He is so slow," another whispered. "He must be a fool." Bheki lowered his head. He wanted to help, but no matter what he did, someone corrected him. Watching from beneath a large marula tree was old Gogo MaMoyo. She noticed Bheki's sad face but said nothing. 

The next morning, something unexpected happened. The village goats wandered into the hills and disappeared. Everyone rushed in different directions, searching through bushes and rocky paths, but the goats could not be found. Just then, Bheki looked at the ground. "The goats went this way," he said quietly. The children laughed again. "How would you know? You don't even know where our well is!" Bheki knelt beside a patch of soft earth. "These hoofprints are fresh," he explained. "One goat is limping, and the others are following it." The adults became curious. "Lead us," said one of the elders. Bheki carefully followed the tracks through the bushes. He noticed broken branches, tiny clumps of fur caught on thorn bushes, and freshly nibbled grass. Before long, everyone heard the familiar sound of goats bleating. There they were, resting safely beside a rocky stream. The villagers cheered with joy. "You found them!" the children shouted. Bheki smiled shyly. "My grandfather taught me how to read animal tracks," he said. "At home, I help him look after our goats every day."

That afternoon, another problem arose. One of the cooking fires would not burn properly because the wood was damp. Again, everyone tried without success. Bheki quietly gathered a few dry twigs hidden beneath a large fallen log, arranged them carefully, and gently blew on the small flame until it grew into a bright fire. The women smiled. "You certainly know what you're doing." "My grandmother taught me," Bheki replied. "At home, this is one of my chores." The children who had laughed earlier began to feel embarrassed.

That evening, everyone gathered around the fire to share stories before the Harvest Festival.

Gogo MaMoyo looked at the children with kind eyes. "My grandchildren," she began, "today you have learned an important lesson. Long ago our ancestors said, Akulasithutha esindlebende kwaso." The children listened carefully. "It means, 'There is no fool who is long-eared in his own home.'" Lindiwe frowned thoughtfully. "What does that mean, Gogo?" She smiled. "It means that someone who seems foolish in a strange place may be very wise at home. Every person knows something that others do not. Every family teaches its children different skills. When we laugh at someone simply because they are unfamiliar with our ways, we forget that we too would be learners in their home."

The children looked at Bheki. "We thought you knew nothing," admitted one boy
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