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Language is the vessel through which a culture preserves its soul, and proverbs are the concentrated drops of wisdom that have sustained generations. In the rich oral tradition of the Northern Ndebele people, a proverb is never just a static collection of words; it is a living companion to daily life, a gentle guide for the lost, a mirror for the arrogant, and a source of comfort for the weary. In the book “Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling Part XLV”, the vital literary mission of bridging ancient philosophy with modern understanding continues seamlessly. This volume brings together twenty-five profound Ndebele proverbs, translating their literal imagery into universal life lessons through a beautiful blend of cultural commentary and narrative fables.

The profound beauty of Ndebele proverbs lies in their earthy, vivid imagery, drawn directly from the natural world, domestic life, animal behaviour, and human anatomy. These timeless truths reflect the core tenets of Ubuntu, emphasizing humanity, integrity, and communal interconnectedness. Through expressions like “Icala kaliboli”, which teaches that a crime or debt does not rot, readers are reminded that time cannot erase a moral debt and that true peace is only found through honesty and restitution. The book gracefully honours the elderly through “Igula elidala livame ukunuka amasi”, illustrating how an old calabash naturally retains the rich scent of sour milk, a metaphor for the indelible legacy of wisdom that younger generations must learn to respect and consult. There are also stark warnings regarding self-restraint, such as “Ulimi lucije kulomkhonto”, which cautions that the tongue is sharper than a spear, and “Uzonde ugane unwabu”, a slightly humorous yet firm reminder not to let anger dictate permanent life choices. Ultimately, the collection champions the grit of the human spirit, showing through “Isihlahla esikhulu sivela embewini encane” that a great tree always begins as a small seed, and calling upon the weary to sacrifice the bones and dig into the absolute core of their resolve to achieve greatness through “Zidele amathambo”.

Abstract moral concepts can sometimes feel distant, but this book removes that barrier entirely through the ancient art of storytelling. Each proverb in this collection is brought to life through a charming, narrative-driven fable where characters learn the practical consequences of their choices. We witness the danger of singular reliance when a mother places all her expectations on an only child, mirroring her fragile, solitary milk-gourd that inevitably shatters. We see how material comfort can breed complacency when a well-fed guard dog refuses to bark at a midnight predator, and we learn the value of social boundaries when an intrusive neighbour gets caught in the crossfire of a private marital dispute. Through recurring encounters with wise village elders like Gogo Thandi, Gogo Nomusa, and Baba Khaya, these stories do not lecture, but rather illustrate, allowing readers of all ages to internalize the rhythm, humour, and depth of Ndebele thought. As the world changes at a rapid pace, the danger of losing touch with ancestral roots grows, making this compilation both a protective shield and an open invitation. By exploring these pages, readers will discover that while our surroundings evolve, the human heart remains beautifully unchanged, still requiring these ancient, steady truths to navigate the complexities of life.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Agaba ngegula elilodwa”, literally translates to, "They are proud because of a single milk-gourd." In a narrative sense, this imagery is used to describe a parent who places all their hopes, pride, and expectations on a single child, or more broadly, anyone who relies entirely on one source of security. A milk-gourd (igula) is a vital vessel for sustenance, but it is fragile. If that one gourd breaks, the family is left with nothing. It paints a picture of a precarious situation where a parent’s over-reliance on one child can lead to a lack of preparation for the future and a heavy, sometimes crushing, burden of expectation placed on that child’s shoulders.



The primary lesson derived from this proverb is the importance of diversification, both in family planning and in life’s endeavours. It teaches that while it is natural to be proud of a child’s success, one should not become arrogant or complacent based on a single blessing. In the traditional Ndebele context, it encourages the building of a broad support system and the nurturing of all children, rather than favouring only one. The proverb serves as a warning against the fragility of "putting all your eggs in one basket," suggesting that true security comes from a harvest gathered from many fields, rather than the contents of a single, vulnerable vessel.



In other languages and cultures, the danger of singular reliance is a frequent theme in folk wisdom. An English parallel is the aforementioned idiom "Don't put all your eggs in one basket," which warns that the loss of that one basket results in the loss of everything. Another thematic match is the proverb, "One is none," suggesting that a single point of failure is no security at all. In Latin, the phrase "The madness of one makes many mad” can be loosely applied to the idea that over-reliance on a single individual or investment can lead to the downfall of many when that individual or investment fails.



Ultimately, the proverb encourages a balanced and cautious approach to life and parenting. It reminds us that while we should celebrate our "milk-gourds," we must also work to ensure our survival is not dependent on any single point of failure. By fostering resilience across the whole family and maintaining a humble perspective on our assets, we protect ourselves against the sudden "cracks" that life can bring. It reinforces the Ndebele value of communal strength, where the prosperity of the home is built on multiple pillars rather than a solitary, overtaxed support.



The One Milk-Gourd
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Long ago, in a warm valley surrounded by tall acacia trees, there lived a mother named MaNdlovu and her son Sipho. MaNdlovu loved her son more than anything in the world. Sipho was clever, kind, and hardworking. In their small homestead stood a beautiful milk-gourd, polished smooth and shining in the sunlight. Every morning, MaNdlovu filled it with fresh milk from her cow.

One day she lifted the gourd proudly and said to the neighbours, “Look at my gourd! It holds the sweetest milk in the whole valley. Just like my son Sipho—he will bring me all the success I need.” The neighbours smiled kindly, but Gogo Thandi, the oldest woman in the village, gently warned her. “MaNdlovu, remember the proverb: ‘Agaba ngegula elilodwa’. Do not be proud because of only one milk-gourd.” MaNdlovu just laughed. “My gourd is strong, and my son is strong. What could go wrong?”

As Sipho grew older, MaNdlovu placed all her hopes on him. “You must become the best,” she told him. “You must earn all the money. You must take care of everything.” Sipho tried very hard. He studied every night and worked every day, but sometimes he felt tired and worried. “What if I fail?” he whispered to himself. “Everyone is depending on me.” One hot afternoon, MaNdlovu was carrying her beautiful milk-gourd from the kraal. Suddenly her foot slipped on a stone and the gourd fell to the ground and shattered. Milk spread across the dusty earth. MaNdlovu stared in shock. “Oh no! My only gourd!” At that moment Sipho came running. “Mother, are you hurt?” “No,” she said sadly, “but our only gourd is broken.”

Just then Gogo Thandi walked past and gently placed a hand on MaNdlovu’s shoulder. “My daughter,” she said kindly, “this is why we do not depend on one gourd alone.” That evening MaNdlovu sat quietly beside Sipho. “My son,” she said softly, “I placed too much weight on your shoulders. I was proud because of only one milk-gourd.” Sipho looked at her and smiled gently. “It is alright, Mother. We can build many gourds together.”

The next day MaNdlovu began making new gourds. She taught Sipho and the other children in the village how to shape and care for them. Soon their homestead had many gourds—some for milk, some for water, and some for sharing with neighbours. MaNdlovu felt happy as she watched the children learning and helping one another. She remembered the wise proverb: Agaba ngegula elilodwa. From that day on she knew that true strength does not come from one fragile vessel, but from many gifts and many helping hands working together.
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Esuthiyo kayikhonkothi
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Esuthiyo kayikhonkothi," literally translates to, "A full dog does not bark." This observation of animal behaviour serves as a sharp metaphor for human nature, contentment, and the silence that often accompanies satisfaction or complicity. It suggests that when a creature—or a person—has had their immediate needs met, particularly their hunger or their greed, they lose the inclination to sound an alarm, protest, or cause a disturbance. The "bark" represents the voice of dissent, the cry of the needy, or the vigilance of a guard, all of which are silenced once the "stomach" is filled.


In a deeper sense, the proverb is frequently used to critique social and political behaviour, specifically how material comfort can lead to complacency or the abandonment of principles. It implies that it is easy to buy someone’s silence or loyalty by satisfying their personal desires. When applied to leadership or community dynamics, it warns that those who are "feasting" at the table of power or privilege are unlikely to speak up against injustice or ring the bell of warning for those who are still hungry. The silence of the "full dog" is not necessarily a sign of peace, but rather a sign of self-interest and the loss of the watchful spirit that hunger or necessity usually sharpens.


The lessons derived from this proverb centre on the themes of integrity and the dangers of complacency. It serves as a reminder to remain vigilant and vocal even when our own needs are met, challenging the human tendency to become indifferent to the struggles of others once we are comfortable. In English, a similar sentiment is found in the phrase, "A well-fed bell has no tongue," or more cynically, "Every man has his price," suggesting that integrity can be compromised by the fulfilment of desires. In Latin, the expression "A full stomach does nothing willingly” similarly touches upon the lethargy and lack of drive that follows satisfaction. These parallels all underscore the universal truth that comfort can be a cage for the conscience, and true character is measured by those who continue to "bark" for what is right, regardless of whether they are full or empty.





A Full Dog Does Not Bark
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Long ago, in a quiet village surrounded by green hills, there lived a boy named Themba. Themba helped his grandmother, Gogo Lindiwe, look after their small homestead and the animals that lived there. Among the animals was a brown dog named Nkosi. Nkosi was known in the village as a good guard dog. At night he barked loudly whenever strangers or wild animals came near the kraal. The villagers often said that Nkosi kept watch better than any drum.

One year the rains were poor, and food became scarce. Themba and Gogo Lindiwe worked hard in their garden, growing what little they could. Even Nkosi sometimes went to sleep with an empty stomach. Whenever he heard the slightest sound in the night, he barked bravely to warn the family. One



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Learning Ndebele Proverbs
Through Storytelling Part XLV

/4
7/// ¥4

N\

PROVERBS

N
A children’s book forthe
10to 14 year olds

I

Compileddy Nomusa Dlodlo





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image010.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





