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Among the Ndebele people, wisdom has always travelled through stories. Around the hearth, in the fields, and within the rhythms of daily life, elders shaped character not through long lectures but through short, powerful sayings woven into narrative. Proverbs are therefore not decorative phrases; they are compressed histories of experience, carrying justice, identity, and moral direction in a few memorable words.

This book, one of a series dedicated to Ndebele proverbs, presents twenty-five teachings explored through storytelling. Each chapter brings a proverb to life through narrative, followed by a clear explanation, parallels in other languages, and reflections on the lessons it offers today. In doing so, the book restores these sayings to their natural environment—human experience—while making them accessible to modern readers.

Across the collection, several enduring themes emerge. Strength is inseparable from its roots and leadership must honour the foundation that nurtured it. Respect, or inhlonipho, stands as the true measure of dignity, reminding us that reputation is sustained not by noise or status but by character. The proverbs affirm that initiative and discipline are the engines of achievement, while laziness and careless talk ultimately undermine one’s own progress. They defend quiet competence over empty display and insist that time is sacred and cannot be reclaimed once wasted.

Family and community form the moral centre of these teachings. Character begins at home, and example speaks louder than instruction. While individuals are accountable for their own choices, parents and elders are reminded that their conduct becomes the pattern the next generation follows. In this balance, the sayings create justice for both the young and the old, for the diligent and for the compassionate.

Hope and resilience complete the wisdom offered here. The proverbs acknowledge struggle and inherited burdens, yet they teach that perseverance gives birth to success. They encourage movement when opportunity appears, patience when effort feels heavy, and faith that honest work will bear fruit in time.

To learn these proverbs is to inherit a worldview grounded in respect, responsibility, diligence, and hope. To learn them through storytelling is to experience their wisdom as living guidance rather than distant tradition. May this book not only preserve Ndebele thought, but also inspire each reader to embody its enduring truths.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akukho nkunzi eyaphendula unina," literally translates to, "No bull ever answered back to its mother," serving as a powerful reminder of the enduring nature of filial respect and humility. In the practical reality of the kraal, inkunzi (bull) is the symbol of ultimate strength, authority, and masculine power; yet, even this formidable creature owes its very existence to the mother that reared it. This proverb teaches that no matter how successful, wealthy, or "energetic" a child becomes, they must never outgrow the respect due to the trunk that birthed them. To "answer back" or defy one's parents is seen as a betrayal of one's foundation—an act of "walking crookedly" that destabilizes the entire family tree and diminishes one's own "ruling name."



This insistence on honouring one's origins finds a profound parallel in the Latin concept of Pietas, which demands an unbreakable loyalty and respect toward one's parents and ancestors as the bedrock of a stable society. Similarly, the English sentiment that "blood is thicker than water" underscores the Ndebele belief that the "well of support" found in the family should never be poisoned by arrogance. In West African traditions, it is often said that "no matter how tall the okra plant grows, it can never be taller than the person who planted it," reflecting the same global truth: power without humility toward one's source is a hollow achievement.



The primary lesson derived from "Akukho nkunzi eyaphendula unina" is that true strength is tempered by submission to one's roots. It provides a sense of justice for the elders, ensuring that their "upbringing" of the young is honoured even after the "calf" has become a leader of the herd. It teaches the youth that their "social bank account" is only valid as long as it is backed by the "gold" of inhlonipho (respect). The proverb serves as a grounding force, reminding every "bull" that before they were a master of their own domain, they were a vulnerable offspring dependent on the "trunk" that sustained them.



True Strength Comes from Respecting Your Mother
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Long ago in a wide green valley, there lived a calf named Langa. When Langa was born, he was small and wobbly, with legs that trembled like thin reeds in the wind. His mother, gentle MaVela, stood over him and kept him warm. She showed him where the sweetest grass grew and how to listen for danger in the rustling bushes. When thunder roared, Langa would hide against her side, and she would hum softly until the storm passed. As the seasons turned, Langa grew taller and stronger. His horns curved proudly, and his hooves struck the ground with confidence. The other young calves admired him and followed him as he raced across the fields. Their praise made his chest swell with pride.

One sunny afternoon, after he had pushed aside a heavy branch to clear the path, Langa lifted his head and declared, “Soon I will lead this whole herd! I am the strongest of all!” MaVela looked at him with calm, wise eyes. “Strength is a wonderful gift,” she said gently, “but remember who helped you grow.”

“I grew because I am powerful,” Langa answered quickly. “I do not need anyone to guide me anymore.”

The older cows grew quiet. In their valley, there was an old saying: no bull ever answered back to its mother. Even the strongest bull once depended on the one who gave him life.

That very evening, dark clouds gathered without warning. A fierce storm swept across the valley. Rain poured down, and the river began to overflow. The youngest calves cried as water rushed toward the grazing lands. Langa stepped forward bravely. “Follow me!” he called. He led them toward a path he believed was safe, but the ground there was slippery, and the water was rising fast. The smallest calves struggled to keep their footing. Through the sound of wind and rain came MaVela’s steady voice. “This way.” She moved along a narrow ridge near the rocks, a path she had learned long ago from her own mother. The ground there was firm and high above the rushing water. One by one, the herd followed her to safety.

When the storm passed and the moon shone again, Langa stood quietly. He looked at his strong legs and sharp horns, then at his mother. Slowly, he lowered his great head. “Mother,” he said softly, “today I remembered that before I was strong, I was small. Before I could lead, I had to be led.” MaVela touched her nose to his. “True strength,” she said, “is not only in your body. It is in your respect.”

From that day on, Langa became a wise and gentle leader. He protected the herd, but he never spoke proudly to his mother again. Whenever young calves boasted, he would tell them, “No matter how strong you become, never forget the one who helped you stand.” So, the valley remained peaceful, because the strongest bull in the herd understood that real strength always bows to its roots.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akunsimba yazuza ibuzi ngokuhlala," literally translates to, "No genet (wildcat) ever caught a field mouse while sitting down," reinforcing the practical reality that survival and success are impossible without movement. The insimba (genet) is a sleek, nocturnal hunter known for its agility. However, its natural talent is useless if it remains curled in a tree. Similarly, the field mouse (ibuzi) is quick and alert; it will never be caught by a predator that is "sitting down" or paralyzed by comfort. This proverb serves as a definitive rebuke of the lazy person, teaching that desire without diligence is a hollow pursuit. To fill one's "social bank account" or provide for the trunk of the family, one must be willing to hunt, to move, and to engage with the world.


This call to action finds a classic parallel in the Latin phrase "it is pleasant to do nothing"—which is often used ironically to warn that such pleasure leads to ruin. In the English tradition, the saying "No pains, no gains" captures the same fundamental truth: that the "field mouse" of success is only won through the "pain" of the hunt. Similarly, the Swahili proverb, "The patient one eats ripe fruit", implies that the "eating" only happens because the person was active and present throughout the growing season. These cross-cultural insights remind us that while the diligent person may be tired, they are the only ones with a full stomach.


The primary lesson derived from "Akunsimba yazuza ibuzi ngokuhlala" is that initiative is the engine of achievement. It teaches that a "ruling name" is not something one waits for; it is something one pursues. It provides a sense of justice for those who "trouble themselves" with hard work, affirming that the "genet" who hunts will always be superior to the one that only dreams of the hunt. The proverb serves as a sharp reminder to the youth that the world owes them nothing while they are "sitting down"; if they wish to catch the opportunities of their generation, they must first get up and move



Success Comes to Those Who Get Up and Move
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Long ago, at the edge of a grassy field and a tall marula tree, there lived a young genet named Siba. Siba had a beautiful spotted coat and a long-striped tail. He was quick, clever, and proud of his sharp eyes that could see even in the dark. High in the branches of the tree, Siba liked to curl up and watch the world below.

In the tall grass lived many tiny field mice. They darted in and out of holes, nibbling seeds and whispering to one another. “I will catch the biggest mouse one day,” Siba would say lazily, stretching his paws. “I am the fastest hunter in this whole valley.” His grandmother, old Gogo Nala, flicked her tail and looked at him wisely. “My child,” she said, “no genet ever caught a field mouse while sitting down.” Siba yawned. “But I am naturally fast,” he replied. “When I truly feel like it, I will leap down and catch one easily.”

Days passed. Each night Siba stayed in the tree, watching. The mice grew plump and strong. They learned the safest paths through the grass. They listened for the smallest sound. One evening, Siba’s stomach growled loudly. He had not eaten well in many days. He looked down and saw a mouse nibbling close to the tree. “This is my moment,” he whispered. When he finally jumped down, his legs felt stiff from so much resting. The mouse heard the rustle and vanished into its hole before Siba even touched the ground. Hungry and embarrassed, Siba climbed back up the tree.

The next night, his grandmother did not scold him. She simply said, “Talent is a gift. But gifts must be used. Even the sharpest claws grow dull if they never touch the earth.” Siba lay awake thinking. He realized that wishing was not the same as working. Watching was not the same as moving.

The following evening, before the moon rose high, Siba climbed down from the tree. He stretched his legs. He crept quietly through the grass. He practiced stepping without making a sound. He waited patiently and moved carefully again and again. At first, he failed. The mice were quick. But Siba kept trying. Each night he became faster, quieter, smarter.

One cool night, after many attempts, Siba moved like a whisper through the grass. With a swift leap
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