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Proverbs are the heartbeat of Ndebele culture – succinct, poetic expressions that capture the wisdom, values, and lived experiences of generations. They are more than just words; they are tools for teaching, cautioning, healing, and inspiring. This book, Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling, is part of a series designed to introduce children and young readers to the rich heritage of Ndebele proverbs through captivating stories. Each book in the series contains twenty-five proverbs, each paired with a story that brings its meaning to life in ways that children can easily understand and remember.

The lessons found in these proverbs are timeless and universal. They teach us about resilience in the face of hardship, reminding us that even during life’s “dry seasons,” hope and renewal will eventually return. They challenge us to direct anger and blame toward the true source of a problem rather than punishing the bearer of bad news. Some proverbs open our eyes to the harsh realities of life: that when basic needs go unmet, individuals may be driven to acts they would otherwise never consider, or that the most painful betrayals often come from those closest to us.

These proverbs also nurture virtues such as patience and perseverance, showing us that great achievements are built slowly, step by step, and that procrastination or divided focus can rob us of precious opportunities. They remind us to value those we might otherwise overlook, to seek collaboration over isolation, and to approach challenges with a clear sense of purpose. Others highlight the power of words, both to wound and to heal, and the need for honesty and consistency in all we do if we wish to maintain trust.

Many of the proverbs serve as warnings: that ignoring the root causes of discontent will only allow suffering to grow; that once the natural order of respect and law is disturbed, danger follows; and that those who inflict harm leave lasting scars, even if they forget their actions. Still others speak to the importance of accountability, reminding us that our choices today shape our futures, and that ignoring lessons from the past can lead to repeating its mistakes.

Above all, these proverbs teach us about the human condition – our vulnerabilities, strengths, hopes, and fears. They acknowledge that while we often seek awareness and engagement, there are moments when a measure of ignorance can feel like a blessing. They reassure us that positive expectation, even when the odds are against us, can help us endure adversity and find a way forward.

Through the stories in this book, children will learn that the wisdom embedded in these proverbs is not confined to the past. It is alive and relevant today, guiding us in how we treat ourselves, one another, and the world around us. By weaving the beauty of Ndebele language and culture into engaging narratives, Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling seeks to preserve this heritage for future generations – one proverb, one story, and one lesson at a time.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Indlala ilanda umdlezane embelekweni," which literally translates to, "Hunger hits the nursing mother in the baby carrier," is an incredibly poignant and powerful proverb. It speaks to the extreme and devastating impact of dire necessity, illustrating how it can force individuals to compromise their most fundamental duties, instincts, and even their very nature. It highlights that in the face of overwhelming need, people may resort to the "unthinkable."



In Ndebele culture, as in many African cultures, the nursing mother is a revered figure. She embodies life, nurturing, sacrifice, and the continuation of the family and community. Her primary and most sacred duty is to care for and feed her infant, who is entirely dependent on her. The act of carrying the baby "embelekweni" (in the baby carrier, typically a cloth wrap on the back) symbolizes this constant, intimate bond and the mother's readiness to provide sustenance and protection. 



The bond between a nursing mother and her child is considered sacred and inviolable. It represents unconditional love, selflessness, and the most basic instinct for survival and propagation. To "hit" this figure with hunger is to attack the very core of this sacred duty. When acute hunger "hits" the nursing mother, it implies an assault on her ability to fulfill her most vital role.



The natural instinct of a mother is to protect and feed her child above all else. However, when faced with extreme hunger, the proverb suggests that even this most powerful, innate drive can be compromised or overridden. Hunger can physically diminish a mother's milk supply, making her unable to fulfill her duty of nourishing the infant. This is a profound failure driven by external circumstances, causing immense distress. A famished mother might be forced to undertake risky actions (like begging in dangerous places, stealing, or leaving her child unattended to search for food) that she would never consider otherwise, all in a desperate attempt to survive and, by extension, care for her child.



The proverb implies that hunger can force individuals to transcend societal norms, moral boundaries, or personal integrity. What was once unthinkable becomes a possibility when survival is the only option. This highlights the profound moral and ethical compromises that can occur under duress. When basic survival is threatened, the usual rules of conduct, dignity, and even natural instinct can be overridden by the sheer force of necessity.



In essence, "Indlala ilanda umdlezane embelekweni" is a potent reminder of the overwhelming power of extreme deprivation. It uses the most sacred and instinctual of human relationships – that of a mother and child – to illustrate how profound hunger can break down even the strongest bonds and most deeply ingrained duties. It serves as a stark warning about the societal and individual breakdown that can occur when basic needs are unmet, pushing people to the very edge of what is humanly conceivable.



Mama Nomsa’s Hardest Day
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In the small village of Mzilikazi, Mama Nomsa carried her baby, Lethu, close to her heart. She wrapped him snugly in a bright cloth on her back, the way mothers had done for generations. His tiny breaths tickled her neck as she walked.

However, that morning, Mama Nomsa’s stomach growled louder than the rooster’s crow. There was no porridge left, and the maize fields had been dry for weeks. Hunger clung to her like a heavy shadow.

She tried to hush her stomach with sips of water, but her milk was drying up. Lethu whimpered softly, his little mouth searching for comfort. “Hush, my child,” she whispered, patting his back. “Mama is here. Mama will find a way.”

Mama Nomsa knew she could not sit and wait. She walked for hours to the river, hoping to catch a fish, but the nets were empty. She went to the market, but she had no money to buy food. Her legs ached, and her head felt light, but she kept walking. As the sun sank low, Mama Nomsa spotted a basket of maize left outside a hut. She froze. She had never taken what wasn’t hers. Her heart pounded as she looked at the basket, then at Lethu’s tiny face.

Just then, the owner of the hut, old Gogo Thembi, stepped out. Mama Nomsa gasped, ready to run, but Gogo Thembi’s eyes softened. “Child, I know that look,” she said gently. “You are hungry.” Tears filled Mama Nomsa’s eyes. “I... I just need something for my baby,” she whispered. Gogo Thembi placed the basket in her hands. “Take it. A hungry mother cannot feed her child. We must help one another, or we all suffer.”

Mama Nomsa thanked her with all her heart. That night, she cooked porridge and fed little Lethu until he was full and smiling again.  As she held him close, she thought about the day. Hunger had pushed her further than she ever imagined, but kindness had pulled her back. So, Mama Nomsa whispered to Lethu, “We will remember this, my child. When we see another in need, we will share what we have. For hunger can even strike the mother with her baby on her back.” In the quiet night, the old proverb lived on: “Indlala ilanda umdlezane embelekweni.”
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Isitha somuntu ngabendlu yakhe," which translates to, "A person's enemy is their household or family," is a profound and often sombre observation on the nature of human relationships. It speaks to the painful truth that the most dangerous and impactful challenges, conflicts, or betrayals a person faces often originate from within their own family or closest circle, rather than from external adversaries.


The core of this proverb lies in the unique vulnerability one has within their family. Unlike strangers or distant acquaintances, family members have intimate knowledge of your strengths, weaknesses, vulnerabilities, aspirations, and secrets. This deep understanding, which should ideally be a source of support, can be weaponized in conflict, making betrayals from within far more damaging and hurtful than those from outsiders.


Being in close proximity, family members have more frequent opportunities for friction, misunderstandings, and competition. Shared resources, inheritance, differing opinions, historical grievances, and personal rivalries can all fester within the household, leading to significant discord. Conflicts with family carry a much heavier emotional weight. Betrayals from loved ones can cause profound psychological pain, distrust, and long-lasting emotional scars that external conflicts might not. The ties of kinship make these wounds particularly deep and difficult to heal. We are generally taught to trust our families implicitly. When that trust is broken by a family member, it shakes the very foundation of one's sense of security and belonging. This disillusionment can be far more damaging to a person's spirit than any external attack.


The proverb highlights the counter-intuitive nature of this threat. We expect protection and support from our family, making it all the more shocking and devastating when harm comes from that very quarter. Outsiders are often viewed with a degree of caution, but the guard is naturally down with family, making them more effective at causing damage. This is a common theme across many cultures. From biblical stories (e.g., Cain and Abel, Joseph and his brothers) to Shakespearean tragedies (e.g., King Lear, Hamlet), the notion that one's closest kin can be the source of their greatest sorrow is a recurring motif in human narrative and wisdom. It reflects a universal understanding of the complex and often fraught dynamics within families.


In essence, "Isitha somuntu ngabendlu yakhe" serves as a cautionary reminder that while we seek solace and safety within our families, these very relationships, due to their intensity and intimacy, also hold the potential for the deepest wounds and most significant challenges. It acknowledges the paradox that those who are supposed to be our greatest allies can sometimes become our most formidable adversaries.



The Seeds in the Garden
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In a quiet village surrounded by rolling hills, there lived two brothers, Thabo and Sipho. Their father had a small garden behind the house, where he grew mealies and beans. He often told them, “Family is like this garden. If we care for it together, it will feed us all.”

One year, the rains were poor, and food in the house became
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