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Long before stories lived in books, they lived in voices—shared beside the fire, in the fields, and in the quiet moments between elders and children. Among the amaNdebele, these voices shaped wisdom into short, powerful sayings called izaga (proverbs). Though brief, each proverb carries deep meaning, guiding people on how to live well with themselves and with others.

This book brings together 25 Ndebele proverbs, thoughtfully explained for children. Each proverb is unpacked in three ways: its meaning, its connection to similar ideas found in other languages and cultures, and the life lessons it offers. These lessons are not only about the past; they are tools for today—helping young readers understand responsibility, relationships, leadership, courage, and character.

Throughout this collection, children will learn personal accountability. Several proverbs remind us that we cannot blame others for problems we refused to face ourselves. These teachings encourage children to take ownership of their actions and to understand that responsibility begins with the self.

The proverbs also teach the power of presence and attention. They show that simply “being there,” watching carefully, and noticing small details can prevent bigger problems later. A good leader, parent, or friend does not wait until a situation becomes a crisis. Instead, they pay attention early.

Many of the lessons focus on wisdom in relationships and community life. Children are taught the value of privacy and respect, learning that strong communities are built when families mind their own homes and protect one another’s dignity. The proverbs warn against gossip, careless speech, and distraction, reminding us that what we “eat” with our words shapes our character just as much as food shapes our bodies. Silence, when used wisely, is shown to be a form of strength.

Another powerful theme is persistence and resilience. Several proverbs teach that success rarely comes from a single attempt. Children learn that failure is not the end, but part of the journey, and that courage means staying in the arena even when things are difficult. Big problems, often require patience, multiple efforts, and determination.

The book also emphasizes flexibility and foresight. Young readers are encouraged to understand that one solution does not fit every problem. W must be ready with “Plan B” and “Plan C.” This teaches adaptability, creative thinking, and responsibility—especially when caring for others.

Strong lessons about character and moral vigilance run through the proverbs. Children are warned about hidden dangers: small signs of trouble, ignored too long, can grow into great harm. The proverbs teach them to trust their instincts, to be cautious about whom they allow into their lives, and to understand that character—good or bad—often reveals itself in small moments first.

Family and home are treated as sacred spaces. The proverbs highlight loyalty, protection, and emotional intelligence, teaching that conflict, careless words, and unresolved anger can slowly destroy the sweetness of a household. At the same time, they show that true strength lies in reconciliation, patience, and the courage to put out a fire completely rather than hiding embers under ashes.

Children will also learn important lessons about love, leadership, and humility. They discover that real influence is quiet, that wise leaders listen—especially to women and elders—and that honor comes from good character, not from appearances or titles. Love, the proverbs teach, must be guided by wisdom, for a blind heart cannot protect a home.

Across all 25 proverbs, one message is clear: actions define who we are. Clothing, words, and status mean little if they are not matched by responsibility, hard work, and care for the community. Every person, young or old, has a role to play, and dignity comes from fulfilling that role with integrity.

Although rooted in Ndebele culture, the lessons in this book are universal. By drawing parallels with proverbs from other languages, children will see that people across the world share similar wisdom. This reminds us that humanity is connected—not just by stories, but by values.

May this book help young readers grow thoughtful minds, kind hearts, and strong character. These proverbs are not just to be read, but to be lived—for a proverb remembered is wisdom carried, and wisdom carried is a life well guided.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Ilihlo lomnikazi liyakhuluphalisa inkomo", literally translates to, "The eye of the owner fattens the cow." This narrative takes us to the cattle kraal, the heart of Ndebele wealth and survival. While a man may have many herders and advisors (the "spears" or "loincloths" mentioned previously), the ultimate responsibility for the health of his assets rests with him. A herder may be diligent, but they do not feel the hunger of the cow as the owner does. When the owner stands by the gate and watches his herd, he notices the slight limp, the dull coat, or the missed feeding that others might overlook. This proverb teaches that active oversight and personal accountability are what lead to prosperity. In any social challenge—be it a business venture, a family matter, or a community project—the one with the most at stake must be the one most present.

This principle of personal stewardship is recognized in many cultures that value industry and property. In Zulu, the parallel is identical—"Ilihlo lomnikazi liyayikhuluphalisa inkomo"—reinforcing the shared pastoral heritage. In Spanish, the proverb " The eye of the master fattens the horse” is an exact cross-cultural match, showing that the need for personal oversight transcends continents. In French, they say " The eye of the master does more than both his hands”, suggesting that the act of "watching" and "caring" is more valuable than the labour itself. In English, the phrase "If you want a thing done well, do it yourself" captures the spirit of this oversight, while the business adage "Management by walking around" is the modern corporate application of this ancient Ndebele wisdom.

The lessons derived from this proverb focus on vigilance and the limits of delegation. First, it teaches personal accountability, reminding us that we cannot blame others for the failure of a "cow" we refused to look at ourselves. Second, it highlights the power of presence, suggesting that simply "being there" to witness the work changes the quality of the outcome. Third, it promotes detail-oriented leadership, encouraging the provider to notice the "small things" before they become "thin cows." Finally, it instils a sense of ownership, teaching us that true resilience is built by the person who cares enough to stay awake when the herders are sleeping.

The Eye at the Kraal Gate
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Long ago, in a village where the hills were green and the nights were full of stars, lived a child named Nala. Nala loved one thing most of all—a small brown calf called Moyo. Every morning, the herders took the cattle to graze. They were kind and hardworking, but they had many cows to watch. Nala’s grandmother would smile and say, “Ilihlo lomnikazi liyakhuluphalisa inkomo.” “The eye of the owner fattens the cow.”

So, Nala did something special. Each day, before school, Nala stood by the kraal gate and watched Moyo. Nala noticed when Moyo’s walk was a little slow. Nala saw when his coat looked dull. Nala remembered when he missed his favorite grass. “Grandmother,” Nala said, “Moyo needs help.” Together they cleaned his hoof, brushed his coat, and gave him fresh water. Soon, Moyo grew strong and shiny again. He kicked his heels and mooed happily.

The other cows were fine, but Moyo was the fattest of all. Grandmother laughed softly. “You see, my child,” she said, “when you care with your own eyes and heart, things grow well.” From that day on, Nala remembered the lesson—not only for cows, but for homework, friendships, and helping at home.

The moral of the story is that if something matters to you, be present. Your caring eye makes all the difference.
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Izindaba zemizi azidliwa
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Izindaba zemizi azidliwa", literally translates to, "The affairs of other households are not for consumption." In the social fabric of a Ndebele village, the homestead is a sacred space of privacy and internal governance. This narrative serves as a warning against the destructive nature of gossip and the meddling in others' business that often arises when one becomes successful or influential. It suggests that a wise leader or a resilient provider should treat the rumours and secrets of others like "poisoned food"—something that might seem enticing to "eat" (or talk about) in the moment but will ultimately sicken the person who consumes it. For a man carrying his knobkerries, his focus should be on his own hunt and his own family’s welfare; to turn aside to feast on the scandals of a neighbour is to lose sight of his purpose and invite unnecessary conflict into his own yard.

This boundary between private affairs and public discourse is a universal theme in wisdom literature. In Swahili, they say "What has happened to your companion is waiting to happen to you," reminding the gossiper that the misfortune they discuss could easily be their own tomorrow. In Yoruba, the proverb suggests that every house has its own trials, so one should not mock the struggles of another. In French, the phrase " Everyone should sweep in front of their own door” encourages focusing on one's own responsibilities. In English, the common idioms "Mind your own business" and "People who live in glass houses shouldn't throw stones" capture the essence of this Ndebele restraint, highlighting that no one’s household is perfect enough to justify judging another’s.

The lessons derived from this proverb focus on discretion and social integrity. First, it teaches the value of privacy, asserting that a strong community is built when families respect each other's boundaries. Second, it highlights the danger of distraction, warning that a provider who is preoccupied with the "noise" of the village will fail in his own duties. Third, it promotes empathy over judgment, suggesting that since every house has its secrets, we should offer silence instead of scrutiny. Finally, it reinforces the weight of words, reminding us that what we "consume" in conversation defines our character just as much as the food we eat.

The Soup That Wasn’t for Eating
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In a quiet Ndebele village lived a curious child named Lulu. Lulu loved stories—especially the ones whispered near the cooking fires. One afternoon, Lulu carried a small pot to the river. On the way, she met children giggling. “Come and listen,” they said. “We know secrets from another homestead!”

The words sounded tasty, like sweet soup. Lulu leaned closer.

Just then her grandmother called out, “Izindaba zemizi azidliwa!”- “The affairs of other households are not for eating.” She gently took the pot from Lulu’s hands. Inside was soup with a big red warning leaf floating on top.  “This soup smells good,” Grandmother said, “but it will make you sick if you eat it.” Lulu understood. The secrets of others were like that soup—tempting, but harmful. 

Instead of listening, Lulu walked home. She helped stir the real soup, fed the chickens, and laughed with her family. The next day, the children who shared secrets were arguing, but Lulu felt peaceful and safe. Grandmother smiled. “When you mind your own pot,” she said, “your home stays warm.”

The moral of the story is that not every story is meant to be shared. Respect keeps hearts—and villages—strong.
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