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Welcome to Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling, a book that invites young readers on a journey into the wisdom, humour, and rich heritage of the Ndebele people. Proverbs are more than just words—they are windows into a culture, encapsulating generations of experience, moral guidance, and insight into human nature. Through this series, each proverb becomes a living lesson, paired with stories that bring its meaning to life in ways that children can see, feel, and remember.

In this book, you will discover 25 carefully selected Ndebele proverbs, each reflecting a facet of life: from the importance of unity without uniformity, to the courage of standing by one’s beliefs, to the wisdom of patience and humility. Some proverbs warn of the consequences of deceit, false unity, or reckless action; others celebrate generosity, collaboration, and the joy of recognizing one’s achievements. Each one offers a timeless truth about human behaviour, relationships, and the world around us.

Through storytelling, children are not only introduced to the words of the proverb but also guided to understand its lessons in a practical, memorable, and entertaining way. For example, a story might illustrate that while “one man’s meat is another man’s poison,” diversity in taste and opinion enriches life; another may show how wisdom often lies in knowing when to act and when to wait patiently.

This book, like the series it belongs to, is designed to help young readers grow holistically—in mind, heart, and spirit—while connecting them to the enduring wisdom of Ndebele culture. Here, each proverb is a seed: with the nurturing of curiosity and reflection, it can grow into understanding, compassion, and the skills to navigate life’s challenges.

Step into these pages and let the words, stories, and lessons guide you. You are about to enter a world where proverbs speak, stories teach, and every tale holds a piece of the timeless wisdom of the Ndebele people.
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Abayindawonye bengemanzi
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Abayindawonye bengemanzi,” which literally translates to, “They do not move in the same direction if they are not water,” uses a striking natural image to convey the reality of human diversity and unity. Water, by its nature, flows together in rivers, streams, or rainfall, moving as a single body. People, on the other hand, are not water. Each individual has their own mind, experiences, desires, and perspectives. They cannot be expected to always agree or act in perfect harmony.

The proverb emphasizes that unity does not require uniformity. People can share a common goal or purpose without thinking identically or behaving exactly the same way. Just as a river is made up of countless drops of water, each moving slightly differently yet contributing to the same flow, a community, family, or group can achieve collective strength even when its members differ in opinion or approach. It is a celebration of collaboration rooted in purpose rather than conformity.

For example, in a workplace or village project, not everyone may agree on the methods, schedules, or decisions. Some may move faster, some slower; some may see solutions differently. Yet if all are committed to the shared goal — the success of the project — the group can still achieve progress. The proverb reminds us that disagreement is natural, and it does not prevent unity when there is a shared commitment.

Similar ideas appear in other languages. In Zulu, a comparable expression is, “People do not all agree, but they can move together toward the same goal.” In Swahili, one might say, “People cannot always think alike, but they can cooperate for one purpose.” In English, the proverb is akin to sayings like, “Unity in diversity” or “Many hands make light work.” Even if people do not agree on every detail, they can still contribute meaningfully to a collective effort. In French, one could say, “Unity does not require uniformity.”

Ultimately, “Abayindawonye bengemanzi” is a reminder of the wisdom in recognizing human differences while embracing a common purpose. It encourages patience, understanding, and respect for varying perspectives, while showing that genuine unity is built on shared intention, not identical thought. It is both a lesson in tolerance and a guide for effective collaboration.

The River of Many Drops
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Once upon a time, in a sunny village surrounded by hills, there was a little stream named Sipho. Sipho loved to travel down the hills, laughing as he tumbled over rocks and twirled around tree roots. One day, he noticed something strange. The drops of water in the stream were arguing! “I want to go left!” said one drop. “No! I want to go right!” said another. “I want to stay here and lay on this rock!” shouted a third.  Sipho sighed. “Why can’t you all just move together?”

Just then, Grandfather River appeared. His waters were calm and wide, stretching far into the valley. He chuckled softly and said, “My little drops, remember this: Abayindawonye bengemanzi. You are not water like me. Each of you has your own thoughts, your own dreams, and your own way of flowing. You cannot always move exactly the same way.”

The little drops looked at one another, puzzled. Grandfather River continued, “But even though you are not water, you can still move together toward the same place. Some of you go faster, some slower, some take turns around the rocks, but all of you contribute to the stream’s journey to the valley below. Unity does not mean being the same. It means flowing together with purpose.”

The drops thought about this. Slowly, they began to move in the same direction, laughing and bumping into each other along the way, yet respecting each drop’s little differences. Some splashed over rocks, some slid quietly along the edges, but together, they reached the valley and joined the mighty river.

From that day on, the little drops remembered Grandfather River’s words: it was okay to be different, as long as they shared the same purpose. The stream of Sipho sparkled brighter than ever, full of life and harmony. The moral of the story is that people do not always think alike or act the same way, but with a shared goal, differences can flow together like drops in a river.
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Bahlangene phezulu kanti phansi bangamahele
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Bahlangene phezulu kanti phansi bangamahele" paints a vivid picture of false unity — a situation where people appear close and harmonious on the surface, but beneath that appearance lies distrust, deceit, and division. It is a commentary on hypocrisy and the fragile nature of relationships built on pretence rather than truth.

Imagine a group of friends, leaders, or family members who outwardly act as one — they laugh together, speak in agreement, and present a united front before others. To outsiders, they seem inseparable, bound by shared goals or affection. Yet behind closed doors, there is tension. They whisper against each other, hide secrets, and harbour jealousy or resentment. Their smiles are masks; their unity is only for show. The proverb exposes this double-faced behavior, warning that unity without honesty is hollow and will eventually crumble.

This wisdom echoes through many cultures. In Zulu, a similar idea is captured in the saying, “The hands wash each other, but the hearts do not meet.” It speaks of people cooperating outwardly but lacking true affection or trust within. In Swahili, the proverb, “Unity is strength, division is weakness” is often used positively, but it also implies the reverse — when unity is fake, strength is lost. In English, one might say, “United in public, divided in private.” Another common English saying, “They smile to your face but stab you in the back,” captures the same spirit of deceit behind the façade of friendship. In French, there’s the phrase literally “to put on a good face,” used to describe people who hide conflict or unhappiness under a mask of civility. Similarly, in Arabic, a saying goes, “One hand in water, the other in fire”, is used for those who pretend to belong to two sides but are loyal to neither.

Through all these parallels, the proverb teaches a timeless truth: unity without sincerity is fragile. Whether in families, friendships, or nations, relationships sustained by deceit are like a tree that looks green but is hollow inside — it will fall with the first strong wind. The Ndebele saying, therefore, reminds us to seek real connection grounded in honesty, not the illusion of togetherness for the sake of appearances.

The Tree That Looked United
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Once upon a time, in a sunny village, there was a big, beautiful tree in the centre of the playground. Its branches were wide and green, and all the birds and animals said it was the most harmonious tree in the village.

Every day, the leaves whispered together in the wind. They laughed and rustled happily so anyone looking from afar thought, “What a united, happy tree!” However, one little leaf named Lindi noticed something strange. “The leaves look happy from above, but under the branches, some are hiding and whispering against each other,” she said. Curious, Lindi peeked beneath the branches. She saw leaves arguing quietly, seeds feeling left out, and twigs grumbling to one another. The tree looked perfect from the top, but down below, it was full of tension and secrets.

Just then, wise Old Owl flew down and said, “Ah, Lindi, you have seen the truth. This is why we say, ‘Bahlangene phezulu kanti phansi bangamahele.’ On the surface, everyone may seem united, but beneath, there is division. Smiles and laughter are easy, but honesty and trust are what make unity strong.”

Lindi thought about this. “So, being together only for show is not real?” she asked.
“Exactly,” said Old Owl. “True friendship, family, and teamwork must be built on honesty. Otherwise, like this tree, it may look strong, but a little storm can shake it down.”
From that day, Lindi made sure that the leaves, seeds, and twigs spoke honestly with each other, shared their problems, and helped one another. Slowly, the tree became truly united — not just on the outside, but all the way to the roots. When the next rainstorm came, the tree stood tall and strong, because its unity was real.

The moral of the story is that true unity comes from honesty and trust, not just appearances. Smiles can hide conflict, but real strength grows when people care for each other sincerely.
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Inyama yomunye yitshefu yomunye
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Inyama yomunye yitshefu yomunye”, which literally translates to, “One man’s meat is another man’s poison,” speaks to the diversity of human taste, opinion, and experience. It reminds us that what brings joy, benefit, or success to one person may bring pain, harm, or misfortune to another. What one person values or loves, another may dislike or even suffer from.

At its heart, the proverb is about perspective and difference. It teaches that people are not the same — our preferences, beliefs, and circumstances shape how we see the world. Something that seems right, beautiful, or advantageous to you might be unpleasant or dangerous to someone else. Just as one person may thrive on a certain food while another gets sick from it, so too do our paths in life vary.

Imagine, for example, a man who finds great satisfaction in living in the city — the noise, the rush, the constant activity gives him energy. Yet another man may find that same environment unbearable, preferring the calm of the countryside. Or consider someone who rejoices at a new opportunity that requires travel, while another dreads leaving home. The proverb reminds us not to judge others by our own preferences or assume that what works for us must work for everyone.

This idea is shared across many cultures. In Zulu, a similar saying is, “What is sweet to you is bitter to someone else.” In Swahili, there is, “One person’s food is not another’s,” expressing
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