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In every culture, wise words are passed down through generations—lessons carved into memory through stories, proverbs, and everyday life. Among the Ndebele people of Zimbabwe, proverbs are much more than clever phrases; they are guiding stars, lighting the way through life’s challenges, triumphs, and choices.

This book brings you 25 Ndebele proverbs, each paired with a short story to help young readers understand the meaning behind the words. From the wisdom of elders to the strength found in unity, from the consequences of laziness to the rewards of perseverance, these proverbs teach timeless truths about how to live with kindness, courage, and understanding.

You’ll discover how even the smallest act can shape a better future, how true power lies in quiet confidence, and how—just like bracelets that make music only when they are together—people achieve more when they work side by side.

Through these stories, children will learn that every action has a ripple effect—just like a pond in chaos when a baby hippo is harmed, so too does the world respond when justice is denied. With every turn of the page, may young hearts grow wiser, more compassionate, and more aware of the values that build strong people and strong communities.

Let us begin this journey into the rich world of Ndebele wisdom—one proverb, one story, and one life lesson at a time.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akukho zinyane lemboma ladliwa yingwenya kwacweba", which means, "There is no hippopotamus calf that’s eaten by a crocodile and the pond remains calm," is a vivid and powerful metaphor that speaks to the inevitable consequences of harm, conflict, and wrongdoing.

In nature, if a crocodile were to attack and eat the calf of a hippopotamus, it would not go unnoticed. The water would be stirred into chaos—splashes, roars, thrashing. Hippos are known to be fiercely protective of their young. Such an act would disrupt the entire pond. So, in this sense, the proverb paints a clear picture: no violent or harmful act happens quietly or without reaction.

All actions have consequences, in one way or the other. Just as the pond would erupt in chaos if a baby hippo were attacked, so too will society react when someone is wronged. An evil deed—especially something as grave as killing—cannot pass silently or without consequence. People will respond. There will be fallout.

After destruction, there is no peace. You can’t expect calm to return immediately after a major, traumatic event. Whether it's a crime, betrayal, or any harm done to a person or community, the emotional, social, or even spiritual ripple effects will follow. The pond—like society—will remain disturbed for some time.

In traditional contexts, relatives and communities were deeply connected. If someone was harmed or killed, their family and community would not sit idly by. They would seek justice or revenge. The proverb warns: if you hurt someone, their people will come for answers.

This is also a moral lesson. It reminds us that evil does not go unnoticed or unpunished. Even if someone thinks they can escape the consequences of a wrong act, the “pond” (society, conscience, or even the universe) will not remain still. There will be a reckoning.

"Akukho zinyane lemboma ladliwa yingwenya kwacweba" teaches us that no harm goes without response, and those destructive actions stir the waters of life. It’s a reminder to act with conscience, to respect others, and to understand that every action—especially harmful ones—leaves a trace.



The Crocodile and the Hippo Calf
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Once upon a time, in a peaceful pond surrounded by tall grasses and thick trees, there lived a young hippopotamus named Kuhle. Kuhle was playful and loved swimming with his family. His mother, Amahle, was very protective of him, always watching over him as he swam, ate, and played in the cool water.

One bright afternoon, as Kuhle swam happily near the reeds, he did not notice the crocodile, Gwala, lurking just below the water’s surface. Gwala was old, sly, and hungry. He had watched Kuhle and his family for some time, and today, he decided to strike.

With a quick snap, Gwala lunged at Kuhle, catching him in his sharp jaws. Kuhle cried out, but before he could escape, Gwala dragged him deeper into the pond.

Amahle, Kuhle’s mother, heard the screams and rushed to the water. She saw Gwala, her baby trapped in the crocodile’s grasp, and with a mighty roar, she charged at the crocodile with all her strength. The other hippos, who had been grazing nearby, heard the commotion and rushed to her side.

The water of the pond became wild and churned with splashes. The hippos fought bravely, and with their mighty tusks, they drove Gwala away. Kuhle was safe, but the damage had been done. The peaceful pond had turned into a scene of chaos.

For many days after, the pond was never the same. The ripples of the battle could still be felt, and the creatures of the pond no longer felt calm. Even the birds who flew above could feel the tension.

As time passed, Gwala tried to hide away in the deepest parts of the pond, but he knew—he could never return to the peaceful waters again. Amahle and her family would never forget what had happened, and Gwala’s actions had forever left a mark.

One of the wise old tortoises who lived by the shore saw what had happened and turned to the other animals gathered by the water. He said, “Remember this, friends: There is no hippopotamus calf eaten by a crocodile, and the pond remains calm. Actions of harm, no matter how hidden, will stir the waters and bring unrest.”

The animals nodded in agreement. “When one creature is hurt, it affects everyone,” said the tortoise. “And peace is not easily restored after such things happen.”

From that day, Kuhle and his family continued to live by the pond, always remembering the day the waters had boiled with fury. And Gwala, the crocodile, lived in solitude, knowing he would never again find peace in the pond he had disturbed.

And so, the animals of the pond learned that every action, especially a harmful one, creates waves that are felt by everyone. They understood that the peaceful waters could never be the same once disturbed.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Akukho thusi lathetha lilodwa", which translates to, "There is no bronze, silver or copper bracelet that tinkles if it's on its own," serves as a powerful metaphor for interdependence and the importance of community.

At its core, the proverb uses the image of bracelets — typically worn in sets — to illustrate that a single bracelet cannot make a sound alone, just as a single person cannot thrive or make meaningful progress without the presence and support of others. The sound (or the "tinkling") only comes when multiple bracelets move together, symbolizing how collaboration, interaction, and shared effort produce meaningful outcomes in society.

No one can function or succeed entirely alone. Like bracelets that make music together, people achieve more when they work together. It encourages a collective mindset where individuals value relationships, mutual aid, and teamwork. The proverb subtly warns against self-sufficiency taken to the extreme. It implies that going it alone leads to silence, stagnation, or ineffectiveness. This proverb aligns with broader African philosophies such as Ubuntu ("I am because we are"), which emphasize communal values and the interconnectedness of all people.

In modern contexts, the proverb can be applied to many areas of life — from family dynamics and friendships to teamwork in the workplace, or even national unity. It is a reminder that progress, harmony, and success are built together, not in isolation. In essence, this beautiful saying urges us to recognize our shared humanity and to appreciate the value of togetherness in all aspects of life.


The Bracelet Song
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In a sunny village nestled between rolling hills, lived a little girl named Lethu. Lethu loved to play with her grandmother’s shiny bracelets—bronze, silver, and copper ones that jingled and sang whenever her grandmother moved.

One day, while helping clean the hut, Lethu found a single copper bracelet under a mat. She slipped it onto her wrist and shook her arm. But to her surprise, there was no sound.

She tried again. Shake, shake. Silence. "Why won’t it sing?" Lethu pouted.

Just then, her grandmother entered, smiling. “Ah, you found one of my bracelets,” she said, sitting beside her. “But Gogo,” Lethu said, “it won’t tinkle like yours always do!”

Her grandmother chuckled softly and held out her arm. A dozen bracelets sparkled in the sunlight, chiming together with a gentle, happy tune.

“You see, Lethu,” said Gogo, “Akukho thusi lathetha lilodwa. A single bracelet cannot make music alone.” “What does that mean?” Lethu asked, wide-eyed. “It means just like this bracelet needs others to make music, people need each other to shine, to grow, and to be happy. We are not meant to do everything alone.”

Lethu thought for a moment. “So, like when Sipho helps me carry water, and I help him with his reading?” “Exactly!” her grandmother nodded. “That’s the music of community.” From that day on, Lethu wore the bracelet as a reminder: Together, we sing. Alone, we are quiet. And in the little village between the hills, the bracelets sang sweet songs—just like the people who wore them, side by side.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Amathanga ahlanzela abangelamabhodo," which literally translates to, "Pumpkins sprout for those who have no pots," is a poignant observation on the often ironic and seemingly unfair distribution of resources, opportunities, and good fortune in life.


Pumpkins are a symbol of abundance, growth, food, and prosperity. They represent something good, useful, and desirable that emerges from the earth. Pots are essential tools for cooking and utilizing the bounty of pumpkins. However, the shortage of pots symbolize the means, capacity, or need to make use of something.


The core meaning is that good things (like the pumpkins) often appear or are given to people who are not in a position to properly use or appreciate them (those without pots). This can manifest in several ways: someone who already has plenty or doesn't value the item receives it, someone who doesn't have the necessary knowledge, tools, or ability to benefit from the good fortune receives it. For example, someone might inherit a valuable business but lack the skills to run it, leading to its collapse, recipient doesn't understand the value of what they've received and might squander it. 


Implicitly, the proverb also speaks to the frustration of those who do have "pots" (i.e., a need, the capacity, the appreciation) but do not receive the "pumpkins." It reflects the feeling that fate can be capricious, and that good things often seem to bypass those who truly need them or would make good use of them. It's a proverb about
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