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Every language carries the heartbeat of its people — their wisdom, humour, struggles, and dreams. In isiNdebele, that wisdom often lives within proverbs: short, memorable sayings that teach big lessons about life. A proverb can be only a few words long, but behind it lies a whole story — a story about kindness, patience, courage, or humility.

This book, Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling, invites young readers to step into that world of wisdom. Each chapter introduces a well-known Ndebele proverb and then tells a story that brings its meaning to life. Through these tales, children will meet clever animals, wise elders, brave children, and ordinary people who learn valuable lessons from their choices.

Some proverbs remind us that no one lives forever, teaching humility and the acceptance that life, no matter how grand, is temporary. Others show us the importance of helping others, warning that those who forget where they came from often lose sight of what truly matters. There are sayings about patience and planning, teaching that rushing into things rarely ends well, and that true wisdom often waits for the right moment.

Children will also learn that teamwork makes strength, that relying too much on others can lead to weakness, and that every action—good or bad—carries its own consequence in time. Some stories reveal the power of emotions, reminding us that what we feel inside cannot always be hidden, while others speak of resilience and faith, teaching that even when life seems difficult, there is always a small opening for hope.

Most of all, these proverbs help children understand what it means to live with kindness, honesty, and awareness — to think before acting, to share when they can, and to stay humble no matter what life brings. Through storytelling, the wisdom of the ancestors becomes alive again — not as something old and distant, but as a living guide for how we can treat others, face challenges, and find joy in the world around us.

So, turn the page. Let’s listen, learn, and laugh together — as we discover the beauty and power of Ndebele proverbs told through the magic of story.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Akukho mango ongenaliba”, literally translates to, “There is no hillside without a grave.” On the surface, it emphasizes the inevitability of death, but its imagery carries deeper cultural meaning. In Ndebele tradition, hillsides are often associated with burial sites and ancestral presence. A hillside is not just a physical feature of the land; it is a place that holds the memory of those who have passed. By stating that every hillside has a grave, the proverb underscores that death is universal—everyone, like the hillsides themselves, will eventually be marked by the passage of life into ancestry.



This imagery also serves as a moral and philosophical reminder. Just as hillsides endure over time, so too does the memory of those who have died, encouraging the living to reflect on their actions, honour their elders, and live responsibly. The proverb teaches humility, acceptance of mortality, and awareness that life is temporary, no matter one’s status, wealth, or power.



Parallels exist in other cultures. In English, “Death comes for us all” conveys the same universal truth. In French, “Death is inevitable” reflects a similar acknowledgment of life’s transience, and in Swahili, “Death makes no distinction” emphasizes that death treats all humans equally.



By connecting death to the landscape—the hillsides that surround daily life—the proverb makes the lesson tangible and ever-present: mortality is an inescapable part of existence, and living with mindfulness, humility, and respect for life is essential.



The Hills That Remember
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Long ago, in a quiet Ndebele village surrounded by green hills, there lived a curious young boy named Banele. Every morning, he would run across the fields, laughing as the sun rose over the tallest hill, uMango Omkhulu. He loved how it glowed golden in the light, and he often asked his grandmother, Gogo Thandi, “Gogo, why do we never climb that big hill?” Gogo Thandi would smile softly and say, “Because, my child, that hill remembers.”

Banele frowned. “How can a hill remember, Gogo? It has no mouth, no eyes, no ears!”

One evening, after supper, Gogo took Banele by the hand. The moon shone bright as they walked slowly toward uMango Omkhulu. “Long before you were born,” she said gently, “our people lived, laughed, worked, and loved on these hills. When they finished their journeys on earth, we buried them here, close to the sky, where the wind can whisper their names. That is why we say, ‘Akukho mango ongena liba’—there is no hillside without a grave.”

Banele grew quiet. He listened to the night wind sighing through the grass. It almost sounded like voices—soft, peaceful, kind. “So,” he whispered, “the hills remember the people who came before us?” “Yes,” said Gogo. “They remind us that everyone becomes part of the earth one day. But their love, their stories, and their lessons live on through us. That’s why we must live kindly and honour those who came before.” Banele looked up at the great hill, feeling both small and warm inside. 

From that day on, whenever he played outside, he greeted the hills politely, saying, “Thank you for remembering.” And the hills, it seemed, always whispered back.  The moral of the story is that every life, no matter how small, becomes part of the great memory of the world. We should live with kindness, respect, and gratitude—because, as the Ndebele say, “Akukho mango ongena liba.”
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Ayize yakhonkotha iphethe ithambo," literally meaning, "It (the dog) never barks with a bone in its mouth," offers a sharp and insightful observation about human behavior—especially selfishness and self-interest. The image it evokes is simple yet powerful: a dog holding a bone tightly between its teeth, unwilling to bark or open its mouth for fear of losing what it has. It is so focused on guarding its possession that it forgets everything else happening around it.



In human terms, the proverb describes people who, once they have achieved comfort, wealth, or power, become self-centered and protective of their status. They no longer speak up for others or involve themselves in matters that don’t affect them directly, fearing that doing so might threaten their own comfort or position. Just like the dog that refuses to bark lest it drop its bone, such people choose silence, greed, or indifference over generosity and solidarity.



The proverb also exposes the hypocrisy of human nature. Often, those who once struggled and needed help become the very ones who refuse to help others once they are secure. They “guard their bone” tightly, forgetting that they, too, once had nothing. It’s a commentary on how comfort can breed selfishness and how prosperity can make people blind to the suffering around them.



This wisdom has clear parallels in many cultures. In English, one might say, “They don’t bite the hand that feeds them, but they won’t feed another,” or “When the stomach is full, the heart is forgetful.” 



Ultimately, "Ayize yakhonkotha iphethe ithambo" is a caution against selfishness and complacency. It reminds us that true strength and character are shown not by how tightly we cling to what we have, but by our willingness to speak, share, and act even when it costs us something. The proverb calls for awareness, empathy, and generosity, warning that a life spent guarding one’s “bone” leads to isolation and moral emptiness.



The Dog Who Forgot to Bark
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In a small village near the river, there lived a dog named Mvelo. Mvelo was clever, strong, and always the first to bark when strangers came near the village. Everyone trusted him to keep them safe.

One day, while wandering through the fields, Mvelo found a big, juicy bone. It was the best bone he had ever seen! He grabbed it quickly and ran home, tail wagging with pride. From that day, Mvelo carried his bone everywhere. He didn’t play with the other dogs anymore—he was afraid they might take it. He didn’t chase away the monkeys that stole maize from the fields, because he didn’t want to drop his bone. He even stopped barking at night when jackals prowled near the goats.

“Why doesn’t Mvelo bark anymore?” asked the children. “He’s got a bone,” said old Gogo Thembi sadly. “When a dog has a bone in its mouth, it doesn’t bark—it’s too busy keeping what it has.”

Then one night, the jackals came again. They sneaked into the kraal, and no one woke up because Mvelo stayed silent, clutching his bone tightly. By morning, a goat was gone. Mvelo hung his head in shame. He had kept his bone—but lost everyone’s trust.

Gogo Thembi came to him and patted his head gently. “Mvelo,” she said, “it’s good to have something of your own, but remember—your voice helps others. What you give and do for others is worth more than what you keep.” Mvelo thought about her words. Slowly, he set his bone down and began to bark again—loud and proud, just like before.

From then on, Mvelo still enjoyed his bone, but when danger came, he never stayed silent. The villagers forgave him, and Mvelo became known not just as the dog with the biggest bone—but as the one with the bravest bark.

The moral of the story is that when we have what we need, we must still care for others. Keeping everything to ourselves may make us comfortable—but sharing our voice and help makes us truly strong.
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Elokufa kalitsheli
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Elokufa kalitsheli," which literally means, "The day of death does not announce itself," carries a profound message about the unpredictable nature of misfortune, especially death. It reminds us that death—like many hardships in life—arrives suddenly and without warning. No matter how prepared or cautious one may be, misfortune can strike at any moment, catching us off guard. This proverb speaks to the inevitability and unpredictability of certain events; they don’t send invitations or give us time to brace ourselves. It highlights the fragile and uncertain nature of life, where safety is never guaranteed.


In a broader sense, the proverb teaches humility and acceptance. It warns against complacency or a false sense of security, urging people to live mindfully and appreciate the present because the future is always uncertain. We may make plans or try to control our fate, but ultimately, some things—like death—are beyond our control and arrive silently.


This idea echoes in many cultures around the world. For example, the English saying, "Death comes for us all," or the Latin phrase, “Remember that you will die”, both serve as reminders of life’s unpredictability and the suddenness of death. Like these, the Northern Ndebele proverb teaches a universal truth: misfortune does not knock before entering, and thus, one should live with awareness and readiness for whatever life may bring.



The Day the Wind Stopped

[image: ]

In the quiet village of Mahlathi, there lived a young girl named Lindiwe. She loved to
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