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Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling is a rich and engaging exploration of 25 timeless Ndebele proverbs, each brought vividly to life through stories that illuminate their meaning. The book delves into human experiences shaped by hardship, revealing childhoods moulded more by necessity than nurture, where survival depends on instinct, resilience, and a strength no child should be forced to summon. It examines generosity and its unintended consequences, the delicate balance between hope and uncertainty, and the tender pain of watching over someone or something suspended between two possible outcomes.

Through its stories, the collection portrays how pride and laughter can collide with reality—sometimes forcing irony, cruelty, or scorn to surface—and how outward appearances can hide inner truth, grief, or bitterness. It highlights the burdens created not by tasks themselves, but by resistance or arrogance, and reminds readers of the fundamental importance of respect, proper placement, and social harmony. At the same time, it celebrates the power of joy, the freedom found in a carefree spirit, and the exhilaration of shared laughter that elevates the human experience.

The book also conveys deeper moral and philosophical lessons: courage is shown not as the absence of fear but as action despite it; perseverance and patience lead to eventual triumph; timely initiative can prevent missed opportunities; and true reconciliation requires addressing hidden resentments. It teaches that honesty, even when uncomfortable, carries invaluable wisdom, and that profound experiences—whether moments of strength, consequence, or insight—linger long after they occur. In weaving these lessons into compelling stories, the book offers both a guide to Ndebele cultural values and a mirror reflecting universal truths about human nature, morality, and the resilience of the human spirit.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Ichwane lenyoka liyazibonela,” literally translates to, “The young of a snake fends for itself.” The image is clear: when a snake hatches, there is no mother hovering nearby, no warmth, no milk, no guidance. The eggs crack open, and the tiny snakes scatter instinctively, each one slithering into the world alone. Their survival depends not on care, but on instinct and sheer resilience. The proverb uses this stark beginning to speak about children who must raise themselves—children who face the world without the guidance, protection, or nurturing that others take for granted.



Narratively, it can be imagined this way: in the early morning, before the sun fully warms the earth, a clutch of snake eggs breaks open beneath a fallen log. One by one, the hatchlings push out into the cool air. There is no mother waiting to lead them to food or shelter. Instead, the moment they emerge, each instinctively turns in a different direction. One slips into the grass, another hides beneath stones, another ventures toward the riverbank. Their tiny bodies must face the world immediately, dodging predators, hunting insects, finding cover—all without a guiding presence. Life demands that they grow up instantly. The proverb draws on this harsh scene to describe children who, for many reasons—loss, poverty, neglect, or circumstance—must take on adult burdens long before they should. They navigate hunger, decisions, dangers, and responsibilities with a maturity forced upon them, not freely chosen.



Many cultures express similar realities through their own images. English has the phrase “they had to raise themselves,” which describes children who grow without parental support, learning life’s lessons through hardship rather than guidance. Another English idiom, “thrown into the deep end,” portrays someone forced to cope with overwhelming responsibility before they are ready. In Spanish, the expression, “they grew up through life’s blows” captures the way hardship becomes a reluctant teacher. In French, “left to himself” similarly describes someone who must navigate life alone, without the safety net of adults.



Though the imagery varies—from deep water to the blows of life to solitary struggle—the emotional core is the same. “Ichwane lenyoka liyazibonela” speaks to a childhood shaped by necessity rather than nurture, where survival depends on instinct, resilience, and a strength no child should be forced to summon.



The Little Snake Who Found Its Way
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In the quiet hours before the sun woke the sky, a fallen log in the tall grass began to stir. Tiny cracks appeared in the smooth, white eggs hidden beneath it. One by one, the little snakes inside wiggled and pushed until they popped free.

The first snake, bright and curious, slipped into the morning grass. The second found a cool stone to hide under. The third slithered boldly toward the sparkling river. Not one of them had a mother to guide them. No gentle nudge, no warm coil to curl around them. Just the soft earth beneath them and the wide, waiting world ahead.

Each tiny snake had to learn quickly. One discovered how to catch a cricket for breakfast. Another learned where the shade was on hot afternoons. And the third found that hiding under leaves kept the big birds from noticing. Every day was a lesson, and every lesson came from trying, falling, and trying again.

The little snakes grew strong because they had no choice. They learned to trust themselves, to follow their own instincts, and to keep moving forward even when the path was hard.  And though the world had been lonely at first, the snakes discovered something important: inside them was a courage bigger than any danger, a wisdom earned in the quiet moments of the grass and under the stones.

Sometimes, life is like that, said the whispering wind through the trees. Some children, like these little snakes, have to find their way on their own. But if they keep trying, they discover a strength that is all their own.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Ithi ingaqhoba ithambo yejwayele,” literally means, “Once it (the dog) chews a bone, it gets used to it.” The image is simple but powerful: a dog that has tasted a bone once will return again and again, expecting more. What begins as a single act of generosity quickly turns into a pattern, and soon the giver finds themselves with a visitor who comes not out of need alone, but out of habit. The proverb speaks to people who, after receiving help once, begin to rely on it continually, returning each day with new requests as though the giving were endless.



In narrative form, the meaning comes alive: imagine a man living on the edge of the village who one day offers leftover meat and a bone to a neighbour’s hungry dog. The dog accepts it gratefully, tail wagging, and disappears into the bush to enjoy its treat. The man thinks nothing of it—just a single act of kindness. The next morning, as he steps outside to start his chores, he finds the dog waiting at his door, eyes bright with expectation. He laughs and gives it another scrap. Soon, the dog arrives every day, sometimes more than once, convinced that this household is now its source of food. What began as a small kindness has grown into a routine, the dog returning not because it is starving, but because it remembers the taste of the bone and knows exactly where to find another. The proverb uses this familiar scene to describe people who, once helped, begin to depend on that help, turning generosity into obligation through repetition.



Many cultures share this understanding of how easily habit forms from kindness. English speakers say, “give them an inch and they’ll take a mile,” suggesting that a small favour can lead to larger and larger expectations. Another English idiom, “once you feed a stray, it keeps coming back,” mirrors the image of the returning dog almost exactly. French uses the phrase “to acquire a taste for something” to express how someone can quickly develop a liking that becomes a habit. In Spanish, the expression, “they get used to it quickly” conveys the ease with which temporary help becomes permanent expectation.



Across languages, the message remains clear: one act of kindness can grow roots. “Ithi ingaqhoba ithambo yejwayele” warns that generosity, once tasted, can become something others come to expect—sometimes more eagerly than one ever intended.



The Dog and the Bone
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On the edge of a little village, lived a kind man named Musa. One sunny afternoon, he found a lonely dog wandering near his door. The dog’s eyes were soft and hungry. Musa had a small piece of meat and a leftover bone. Smiling, he tossed it to the dog. The dog gobbled it up and wagged its tail happily. “There you go, little one,” said Musa. “Now go on your way.”

The next morning, as Musa stepped outside to fetch water, he saw the same dog sitting by the gate, looking up at him with hopeful eyes. “Oh,” laughed Musa, “so you liked that bone, did you?” He gave the dog another small treat.

The day after that, and the day after that, the dog kept coming back. Sometimes it arrived twice in a day, expecting Musa’s kindness. The man noticed something: the dog didn’t come only when it was hungry—it had gotten used to the treats and now counted on them.

Musa realized that kindness was a gift, but habits could grow from it. One little act of generosity had turned into a daily visit. So, he decided to plan carefully, giving what he could, but also teaching the dog to be patient and wait its turn.

From then on, Musa’s treats were shared wisely, and the dog learned that some days were for treats, and some days were for waiting. And everyone in the village remembered: once a dog tastes a bone, it gets used to it.
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Kubonwa ngokusa


[image: ]



The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Kubonwa ngokusa,” literally translates to, “It is only visible in the morning.” It speaks of those who are gravely ill, so close to death that only the coming dawn will reveal whether life still clings to them or not. The night becomes a long, uncertain stretch where nothing more can be done, and morning—quiet, cool, and honest—becomes the final witness. The proverb carries an even heavier weight when it refers to someone living alone, with no family beside them. For such a person, neighbours or community members can do little more than check in the morning to see whether they have survived the night. It is a phrase woven from compassion, helplessness, and the inevitability of fate.


Narratively, the scene unfolds like this: in a small hut on the edge of the village, an old man lies wrapped in a thin blanket. His breath is shallow, each rise of his chest a struggle fought deep inside him. The neighbours have come earlier to bring water, to offer a quiet word, to straighten the bedding he could no longer fix himself. As darkness settles, they must return to their own homes. There is nothing more they can do in the night’s thick silence. The hut grows still. The moon rises. The old man’s fragile breaths continue—or falter—unseen. The villagers know that by morning, all will be revealed. At first light they will approach his doorway, calling his name softly before stepping
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