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Welcome to Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling, Part XXXIX, a continuation of a journey into the rich wisdom, imagination, and cultural heritage of the Northern Ndebele people.

For generations, Ndebele proverbs have served as powerful tools for teaching, guiding, warning, and inspiring communities. These short yet profound sayings carry the experiences of ancestors, the observations of everyday life, and the moral values that shape strong individuals and compassionate societies. Within only a few carefully chosen words, a proverb can teach courage, patience, humility, wisdom, responsibility, honesty, resilience, and the importance of community.

In this book, each proverb is explored not only through explanation, but also through storytelling. Stories allow children and young readers to experience the meaning of the proverb in a living and memorable way. Through animals, children, elders, villages, rivers, fields, and everyday adventures, the lessons hidden within the proverbs become vivid and easier to understand. Storytelling transforms wisdom into experience.

The proverbs in this volume explore many important themes of life. Some teach the importance of unity and standing together during hardship. Others warn against arrogance, dishonesty, recklessness, and delayed action. Some encourage humility, preparedness, discernment, compassion, perseverance, and self-preservation. Readers will encounter lessons about protecting one’s dreams, recognizing danger, helping those in need, avoiding harmful schemes, respecting the truth of human nature, and understanding that actions always carry consequences.

This collection also demonstrates how deeply connected Ndebele wisdom is to nature and daily life. Reeds standing together in the river, birds escaping from traps, oxen travelling far from home, partridges fleeing danger, goats avoiding leopards, and dogs gnawing old bones all become mirrors through which human behaviour and life lessons are understood. The natural world becomes a teacher.

At a time when many indigenous languages, oral traditions, and cultural teachings face the risk of being forgotten, books like this help preserve and celebrate African knowledge systems for future generations. By learning these proverbs, young readers are not only learning language and stories; they are learning values, identity, history, and ways of seeing the world that have guided communities for centuries.

It is my hope that this book will encourage children to think deeply, speak wisely, act kindly, and appreciate the richness of African cultural heritage. May these stories spark conversations between generations, strengthen cultural pride, and inspire readers to carry this wisdom forward into their own lives.

As you turn the pages, may you enjoy the stories, reflect on the lessons, and discover the enduring beauty of Ndebele proverbs.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akuhlanga lwalahlana lodwa," literally translates to, "There is no reed from the same cluster that ever abandoned another." This evocative imagery is drawn directly from the riverbanks, where reeds grow in thick, interconnected clusters. In nature, these reeds are physically bound by their root systems; when the wind blows or the river rises, they do not stand in isolation. Instead, they sway together, using their collective density to buffer the force of the elements. If one reed leans, the others provide the structural support necessary to keep it from snapping, illustrating a perfect natural model of social architecture.



In a human context, this proverb serves as a powerful statement on blood ties and social solidarity. It suggests that people of the same family, origin, or nation are fundamentally inseparable, regardless of the distance or disagreements that may arise. The "cluster" represents the community or the lineage, and the proverb posits that it is against the natural order for a person to be left to face hardship alone. It implies that our identity is not individualistic but is defined by the group we belong to.



The core lesson here is one of moral obligation and duty. When a member of the "cluster" is in trouble, others are duly bound to intervene and offer help. This isn't merely a suggestion of kindness; it is a cultural mandate. It teaches that the strength of the whole is dependent on the preservation of every single "reed." In a world that often prizes individual success, this Ndebele wisdom reminds us that our true resilience lies in our refusal to abandon one another, ensuring that no one is swept away by the currents of life.



The Reed That Never Stood Alone
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On the banks of a wide, sparkling river, there grew a thick cluster of tall green reeds. Their feathery tops danced in the sunshine, and their long stems swayed gently in the breeze. Beneath the muddy water, their roots were all tangled together like clasped hands. In that cluster lived a young reed named Sani. Sani was thinner than the others. When the wind blew, she bent much farther than the rest. “I wish I were stronger,” Sani sighed one afternoon. “I feel like I stand all alone.”

An old reed named Gogo Rustle chuckled softly. “Look beneath the water, little one,” she said. “You are never alone.” Sani wished she could see what Gogo Rustle meant. But just then, dark clouds rolled across the sky. The wind began to howl, and the calm river turned wild and choppy. “Hold tight!” called Gogo Rustle. A fierce gust pushed against Sani. She bent low—lower than she ever had before. “I can’t do it!” she cried. “I’m going to snap!” But something held her. On one side, tall Themba leaned close. On the other, gentle Lindi pressed against her. Beneath the water, their roots clung together firmly in the mud. “Lean on us,” whispered Lindi. “We are one cluster,” said Themba bravely.

The storm roared through the night. The reeds swayed left and right, bowing together, never breaking apart. Whenever Sani felt herself slipping, she felt the steady strength of the others holding her upright. By morning, the storm had passed. The river shimmered once more under the golden sun. Sani slowly straightened. She was still standing. “I thought I was alone,” she said softly. Gogo Rustle’s leaves shimmered in the light. “Akuhlanga lwalahlana lodwa,” she said. “There is no reed from the same cluster that ever abandons another.”

Sani finally understood. The cluster was not just a group of reeds growing side by side. They were connected—by roots, by strength, by care. If one leaned, the others leaned too. If one was weak, the others made her strong. From that day on, when the wind blew, Sani did not fear it. She knew she belonged to her cluster. Along the riverbank, the reeds continued to sway together—never leaving one another behind, no matter how strong the storm.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Ayoze akutshele amanzi," literally translates to, "The water will eventually dry up for you, just like for a fish." A fish is entirely dependent on water; it is its home, its safety, and its life source. However, even fish can be stranded in the pool that dries. The environment or luck you are currently relying on won't last forever. If you are reckless because things are going well, you are headed for a disaster.



This proverb serves as a sobering reminder that the abundance we enjoy today is often subject to the whims of time and tide. In the context of Ndebele culture, which is deeply rooted in pastoralism and an understanding of seasonal cycles, the drying of a water source is the ultimate symbol of a changing reality. When someone is "swimming" in success, they often forget that the pool is not infinite. The proverb warns against the arrogance of the present, suggesting that those who fail to plan for a "dry season" will find themselves gasping for air when their resources or protectors inevitably vanish.



The wisdom found in this Ndebele saying echoes across many cultures, highlighting a universal human tendency toward complacency. It finds a strong parallel in the English idiom, "Don't count your chickens before they hatch," or more accurately, the warning to "make hay while the sun shines," which emphasizes utilizing a temporary advantage before it is gone. In Latin, the concept of Memento Mori carries a similar weight—a reminder that all earthly status is fleeting. Similarly, a Chinese proverb warns that "the water that bears the boat is the same water that can swallow it," emphasizing that the very things we rely on for our progress can become the source of our downfall if we do not treat them with respect and foresight.



Ultimately, the lesson derived from this imagery is one of humility and preparation. It teaches that one should never become so comfortable in their current privilege that they lose their ability to survive without it. By acknowledging that the "water" will eventually recede, a person is encouraged to build reserves, remain grounded, and treat others well while they are still in a position of power. It is a call to live with an awareness of the future, ensuring that when the environment changes, you are not left stranded and helpless on the sand.





When the River Went Quiet
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In a wide blue river lived a cheerful little fish named Tumi. The water sparkled in the sunshine, and tiny silver bubbles tickled his fins as he swam. “This river will last forever!” Tumi boasted, flipping his tail. “There’s always water. There’s always food. I don’t need to worry about anything!” Old Mama Catfish, who rested near the smooth river stones, lifted her whiskered face. “Little one,” she said gently, “rivers rise and rivers fall.” But Tumi only laughed. “Not this one! Look how big it is!” All through the warm season, Tumi played. He darted through reeds, splashed near the surface, and teased the slower fish. “You should store food in the deeper pools,” warned Mama Catfish. “When the sun grows hot, the river shrinks.” Tumi flicked his tail. “The water will never leave me!” 

Days passed. The sun burned brighter. The clouds stopped coming. Slowly—very slowly—the river began to shrink. At first, Tumi didn’t notice. Then one morning, he swam toward his favourite shady spot and bumped his nose on mud. “That’s strange,” he muttered. Each day, the water grew shallower. The wide river became a narrow stream. The narrow stream became a small, quiet pool. Tumi’s heart began to pound. The pool felt tight and warm. There was little food. The splashing laughter was gone. “Mama Catfish!” he cried. “What is happening?” She looked at him kindly. “Ayoze akutshele amanzi,” she said softly. “The water will eventually dry up for you—just like for a fish.” Tumi trembled. “But this was my home! My safety!” Mama Catfish nodded. “And that is why we must never forget that even good things can change.”

Just then, a group of fish called out from the deeper end of the shrinking pool. They had worked together, clearing a narrow channel that led to a larger lake beyond the reeds. “We planned when the river was high,” they said. “Come with us!” Tumi felt ashamed. He had spent his days playing while others prepared. With the last of the flowing water, the fish swam through the tiny channel—wiggling, pushing, helping one another along. Tumi followed close behind. At last, they burst into a wide, cool lake. Fresh water surrounded them once again. Tumi took a deep, grateful gulp. “I understand now,” he said quietly. “The river was a gift—but it was not forever.” Mama Catfish swam beside him. “When the water is high, be thankful. When the sun is shining, prepare. And when you are strong, stay humble.”

From that day on, Tumi still played—but he also learned. He explored deeper waters. He listened. He helped clear safe paths. Whenever the river ran full and bright, he remembered:

Even a fish must be ready for the day the water grows quiet.
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