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Long before stories were written in books, they were carried in people’s voices. Around fires, under trees, and along dusty paths, elders used proverbs to teach children how to live well with others, how to face hardship, and how to understand themselves. This book is part of a special series that gathers 25 Ndebele proverbs at a time, so that this wisdom can continue to travel—now from generation to generation, and from page to page.

Ndebele proverbs are short, poetic, and powerful. They speak about everyday life—water, cattle, journeys, wounds, work, and home—but inside these simple images are deep lessons about courage, honesty, patience, kindness, and responsibility. You will discover that many of these ideas also appear in other languages and cultures around the world. Just like rivers flowing from different places, human wisdom often meets at the same ocean. These parallels remind us that while cultures are unique, the lessons of being human are shared.

In this book, each proverb is gently explained in a way children can understand. To make the lessons come alive, every proverb is followed by a short story. These stories show the proverb at work—through friendships, family life, challenges, mistakes, and moments of growth. By seeing the proverb in action, readers learn not just what the words mean, but how they can be lived every day.

The lessons you will find here encourage tolerance and respect for different opinions, perseverance in the face of difficulty, humility over pride, and honesty over shortcuts. They teach that strength includes rest, that effort must be guided by wisdom, and that community is strongest when people care for one another. Above all, these proverbs remind us that every person has value, every action has consequences, and every journey is richer when we walk it together.

This book is an invitation—to listen, to think, and to remember. May these Ndebele proverbs guide young hearts, spark meaningful conversations, and help preserve a rich cultural heritage that still has so much to teach the world.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akubuyelwa nganxanye kungemanzi," which literally translates to, "We cannot return from one side like water," offers a profound observation on the complexity of human nature and the inevitability of disagreement. The imagery is drawn from the singular, relentless flow of water; once a river moves in a certain direction, its entirety follows that same path. However, human beings are not water. We do not all flow in one direction, think with one mind, or share the same tastes. The proverb suggests that it is unnatural to expect a group of people to always agree or to return to a situation with a uniform perspective.

In a narrative sense, this proverb is an embrace of subjectivity and intellectual diversity. It serves as a grounded piece of advice for leaders, families, and communities: do not be surprised when there is friction or contrasting views, even among those who are close. Just as water is defined by its one-way movement, humanity is defined by its multifaceted nature. It teaches that subjectivity is a natural law. What one person perceives as a strength, another may see as a weakness, and the proverb encourages us to accept this diversity of thought rather than trying to force the "stream" of human opinion into a single, narrow channel.

Parallels to this sentiment are found in cultures worldwide that value the individual within the collective. In English, we often say, "Different strokes for different folks" or "To each their own," acknowledging that personal taste is beyond argument. The French expression, “Everyone sees noon at their own door” beautifully mirrors the idea that our perspectives are shaped by where we stand. In Japanese, the phrase, "ten people, ten colours," highlights that everyone has their own unique "hue" or way of being. These expressions all reinforce the truth that uniformity is for the elements, while diversity is for the soul.

The lessons derived from this proverb focus on tolerance, realistic expectations, and the strength of a varied community. It teaches that attempting to make everyone "flow in one direction" is a futile effort that goes against human nature. Instead of seeing disagreement as a failure, we should see it as a sign of a healthy, thinking group. It encourages a spirit of compromise and diplomatic dialogue, reminding us that because we cannot "return from one side like water," we must find ways to bridge the different "sides" of our opinions. Ultimately, the proverb celebrates the richness of human thought, teaching us that a community is most resilient when it acknowledges that every person brings their own "flow" to the collective experience.

The Day the River Tried to Argue
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In the village of Silokotho, there was a bright river called uMfula, and everyone loved to visit it. The river always flowed in one direction, singing the same song as it hurried past stones and reeds. “See?” said the elders. “Water never argues. It knows where it is going.”

One sunny morning, a group of children gathered near the river to plan a game. There was Lindiwe, who loved climbing trees, Sipho, who liked racing, Thabo, who enjoyed drawing in the sand, and Amahle, who preferred sitting quietly and thinking. “Let’s all play the same game,” Sipho said. “We must agree quickly.” “Yes,” said Thabo. “Everyone should choose one thing. Just like the river flows one way.” They argued and argued. Sipho wanted to race. Lindiwe wanted to climb. Amahle wanted to talk. No one agreed, and soon their voices were louder than the river itself.

An old woman named Gogo Ndlovu, who was collecting water nearby, smiled and came closer.
“Why so much noise, my children?” she asked. “We’re trying to agree,” Lindiwe said. “But we can’t. We want to be like the river—all going one way.” Gogo Ndlovu chuckled softly. “Ah,” she said, “akubuyelwa nganxanye kungemanzi.”
The children looked at her with curious eyes. “It means,” Gogo explained, “people are not water. Water flows in one direction, but people do not think the same way or like the same things. And that is not a problem—it is a gift.” She pointed to the village. “If everyone thought the same, who would plant the fields? Who would cook? Who would build, heal, sing, or lead? A village needs many minds, just as a river needs many drops.” The children grew quiet. “So... we don’t have to agree on everything?” Amahle asked. “No,” said Gogo. “You only need to listen, speak kindly, and find a way to walk together, even if your thoughts take different paths.”

The children smiled. They decided to make a new game. First, they raced. Then, they climbed. After that, they sat and drew by the river. Everyone had a turn, and everyone felt seen. As the sun began to set, Sipho looked at the flowing river and laughed. “The river flows one way,” he said, “but we do not have to.” Gogo Ndlovu nodded. “That is how a strong community lives—many thoughts, one heart.”

From that day on, whenever the children disagreed, they remembered the river—and happily chose not to be water.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akulambokodo eyehlula umgayi," literally translates to, "There is no grinding stone that defeats the grinder." This imagery comes from the daily traditional labour of grinding grain (such as maize or sorghum) on a large, flat stone (imbokodo). The work is physically demanding and the stone is heavy and stubborn, yet, through persistence, rhythmic movement, and time, the person doing the grinding always prevails, turning the hard grain into fine flour. It is a powerful statement of human agency, resilience, and the triumph of the will over any obstacle.

In a narrative sense, this proverb is an anthem for perseverance. It suggests that no matter how "hard" or "heavy" a problem might seem—be it a difficult task, a long-standing grief, or a complex challenge—it is ultimately "smaller" than the human spirit tasked with handling it. The stone does not move itself; it is umgayi (the grinder) who dictates the outcome. It serves as a reminder that tools, circumstances, and even the most "rock-like" hardships are inanimate and passive, whereas the human mind and body are active and creative. It is a rebuke to despair, asserting that there is no situation so tough that a determined person cannot eventually "grind it down" into something manageable.

Parallels to this spirit of relentless persistence are found in many cultures that celebrate the endurance of the worker. In English, we say, "Constant dripping wears away the stone," which focuses on the power of persistence over time. Another equivalent is, "Where there's a will, there's a way," emphasizing that the "grinder's" intent is the deciding factor. The Latin phrase “Work conquers all” captures the exact same sentiment—that labour is the ultimate force against any resistance. In modern terms, we might say, "The task doesn't own you; you own the task."

The lessons derived from this proverb focus on grit, mastery, and the rejection of victimhood. It teaches that we should never be intimidated by the "size" of the stone we are asked to move or the "hardness" of the grain we must grind. It encourages a mindset of consistent effort, reminding us that success is often a matter of staying at the grinding stone longer than the problem can stay whole. Furthermore, it highlights the dignity of labour; the grinder is the master of the stone, and through their work, they transform something raw and hard into something life-sustaining. Ultimately, the proverb reminds us that while the "stones" of life are inevitable, the "grinder" is always the one who has the final word.

The Stone That Could Not Win
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In the village of Silokotho, mornings began with sound. Tap... grind... swish. Tap... grind... swish. That was the sound of Gogo Thandi grinding maize on her big, flat stone, the imbokodo. The stone was old, wide, and rough, and it had helped feed the village for many years.

One morning, a young boy named Nkosana sat nearby, watching Gogo Thandi work. His arms were crossed, and his face was full of worry. “What is troubling you, mzukulu?” Gogo asked without stopping her rhythm. Nkosana sighed. “My schoolwork is too hard. The sums are big. My head feels small. I think the work is stronger than me.”

Gogo Thandi smiled and patted the stone beside her. “Come closer,” she said. Nkosana leaned in. The stone looked heavy and unkind, and the grain on it was hard as tiny pebbles. “Do you think this stone is stronger than me?” Gogo asked. Nkosana nodded quickly. “Yes! It is big and hard. It never gets tired.” Gogo laughed softly. “Listen well, child. Akulambokodo eyehlula umgayi. There is no grinding stone that defeats the grinder.”

She placed the grain on the stone and began to move the smaller stone back and forth. Slowly, the hard grains cracked. Then they softened. Then they became fine, white flour. “The stone does nothing,” Gogo said. “It only waits. I am the one who moves. I am the one who stays. In the end, the stone must listen to me.”

Nkosana’s eyes grew wide. “But Gogo,” he said, “what if the work takes a long time?” Gogo nodded. “Then we take a long time. We do not run away. We keep our rhythm.” Tap...grind...swish. Tap...grind...swish.

Later that day, Nkosana sat with his schoolwork. At first, the numbers felt heavy, like stones. But he remembered Gogo’s words. He worked slowly. One sum at a time. One line at a time. Tap... grind... swish. The
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