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In every culture, the elders share stories and wisdom passed down from generation to generation, often through proverbs. The Ndebele people are no exception, and their proverbs carry rich lessons that guide daily life, relationships, and personal growth. These timeless proverbs offer insight into human nature, the importance of community, and the values that shape society.

This book introduces 25 carefully chosen Ndebele proverbs that serve as windows into the world of traditional wisdom. Each proverb is a lesson, an opportunity for us to reflect on the choices we make, the relationships we nurture, and the way we approach challenges in life. From understanding the significance of youth in shaping the future, to learning the importance of justice, fairness, and empathy, these proverbs remind us that our actions and words have consequences.

You will also find wisdom on how to handle relationships, both personal and communal—understanding that true beauty lies not in outward appearances but in the strength of character and the willingness to care for others. These proverbs invite us to be mindful of our words, to appreciate the struggles of others, and to seek wisdom from those who have lived through both the brightness of youth and the wisdom of old age.

In these pages, you will discover lessons on resilience, self-awareness, the power of unity, and the importance of remaining true to yourself. The Ndebele proverbs teach us to value what we have, even when it seems little, and to be cautious of the choices we make, especially when faced with temptation or difficulty. Through understanding these proverbs, we can see that wisdom is not just found in the actions we take, but in how we reflect on the lessons passed down to us.

As you read through these proverbs and their meanings, take a moment to think about how each lesson applies to your own life, and how you can use this ancient wisdom to grow, learn, and navigate the world with kindness, integrity, and understanding.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Inkunzi isematholeni", translates to, "The bull is among the calves," and carries a powerful message about potential and leadership. It reflects the idea that future leaders will come from the youth of today. Just as a bull, which is strong and powerful, was once a calf, the leaders of tomorrow are those who are young and may seem insignificant now but have the potential to grow, develop, and lead in the future.

The proverb emphasises that greatness isn't always immediately obvious. It reminds us that even those who may seem ordinary, inexperienced, or unremarkable in their youth can rise to be influential leaders with the right guidance, effort, and time. Essentially, it calls for the recognition of the potential within young people, encouraging belief in their capacity to become great, just as a calf has the potential to become a mighty bull.

It also serves as a reminder that leadership and greatness are often cultivated over time and through experience, and that young people should be nurtured, respected, and empowered to fulfill their potential.


The Bull and the Calves
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Once upon a time, in a quiet village surrounded by green hills, there lived a wise old bull named Mhlanga. Mhlanga had been the strongest and most respected bull in the village for many years. His coat was shiny, and his horns were big and proud. All the animals admired him, and the young calves would often gather around to listen to his stories of adventure and wisdom.

One sunny morning, a curious little calf named Nthuthuko approached Mhlanga. He had heard so many stories about how great Mhlanga was, and h wanted to learn from him. “Old Bull,” Nthuthuko said, “I want to be strong and wise like you. How do I become a great leader?” Mhlanga smiled and gently nudged him with his big head. “Nthuthuko, greatness comes with time. Just as I was once a calf like you, you will grow into the bull you are meant to be.”

Nthuthuko didn’t understand. H looked around at the other calves, who were all playing in the meadow, running and having fun. “But I’m just a little calf. I’m not strong, and I don’t know how to lead. Will I ever be as great as you?”

Mhlanga chuckled softly. “Look around you, Nthuthuko. All of you calves may seem small now, but within each of you is the potential to become mighty. You see, the bull is always among the calves. The leaders of tomorrow are the young ones of today. It’s not how you look now, but how you grow, learn, and care for others.”

Nthuthuko thought for a moment. “So, I don’t need to be strong right now?” “Not yet,” Mhlanga said. “The most important thing is to learn from each day. Help your friends, listen to the wise animals around you, and always stay kind. Your strength will grow, not just in your muscles, but in your heart and mind.”

Nthuthuko felt comforted. He realized that, even though he was small now, he had the ability to become a great leader one day. He spent the rest of the day helping the younger calves find their way to the best spots to graze, just like Mhlanga had taught him.

As the years passed, Nthuthuko grew stronger and wiser. He listened to the older animals, learned from his mistakes, and always treated others with kindness. Eventually, he became the new leader of the herd, just as Mhlanga had once been. When he looked at the young calves, he smiled, knowing that they, too, would one day become great, just as he had. So, Nthuthuko learned the lesson of the proverb: "The bull is among the calves." Great leaders are once young and ordinary, but with patience, care, and the willingness to grow, they can become mighty.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Oseyitshayile akakayosi, oseyosile akakayidli, oseyidlile udle icala," literally translates to, "He who has struck it hasn't barbequed it; he who has barbequed it hasn't eaten it; he who has eaten it is bearing the blame." This proverb is a reflection on accountability, justice, and fairness.

The message it conveys is that different people are often responsible for different parts of a situation, yet the person who ends up bearing the blame or consequences might not have been at fault at all. It highlights the importance of assigning responsibility correctly and understanding the roles people play in any given circumstance.

The part that says, "He who has struck it hasn't barbequed it", suggests that someone may have started or initiated something, but did not see it through. They might have caused the problem, but didn’t complete the process or take full responsibility for its consequences. The part that says, "He who has barbequed it hasn't eaten it", refers to someone who has played a role in preparing or dealing with the situation, but still isn’t the one who directly benefits from the outcome or suffers from the full consequences. The part, "He who has eaten it is bearing the blame” indicates that the person who ends up taking the blame or bearing the consequences might be the one who had the least involvement in the issue, or at least wasn’t responsible for the initial actions.

The proverb is a reminder that justice requires understanding the true source of responsibility and that the person bearing the blame should be the one who truly caused or is responsible for the problem. It serves as a cautionary statement against unfairly blaming others or punishing someone who may not have been at fault, urging people to consider the full story and the roles everyone has played before passing judgment. In a broader sense, it’s a call for fairness and accountability, teaching those actions have consequences and that those consequences should be rightly attributed to those who are responsible.


The Story of the Missing Mangoes
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In a small village surrounded by tall trees, there was a large mango tree that stood in the centre of the village. Every year, the villagers would eagerly wait for the mangoes to ripen, and once they did, they would all share in the delicious feast. This year, however, something strange happened. The mangoes disappeared overnight, and no one knew who had taken them.

The village chief, a wise and fair old lion named Nkosi, decided to find out who was responsible. He gathered all the animals in the village to discuss the mystery. "I am sure someone here knows what happened to the mangoes," Nkosi said, his voice strong. "The truth must be uncovered, and the one who took them must be found." The animals began to argue, each pointing their paws and hooves at someone else.

"It was the monkey!" cried the zebra. "I saw him climbing the tree last night, swinging from branch to branch. He must have taken the mangoes!" "No, no!" shouted the monkey. "I didn’t take them! I was just playing in the tree. But I did see the elephant standing near the tree this morning. Maybe he knows something!" The elephant shook his large head. "I didn’t take the mangoes either! But I did see the hyena near the tree late last night. She was sneaking around." The hyena laughed slyly. "Why would I steal the mangoes? I wasn’t even there! I do know that the giraffe was standing nearby this morning, and I’m sure she saw something."

Nkosi the lion watched carefully, his sharp eyes noting each accusation. Finally, after everyone had spoken, he called for silence. "Let me tell you a story," Nkosi said. "It reminds me of an old proverb: 'He who has struck it hasn't barbequed it; he who has barbequed it hasn't eaten it; he who has eaten it is bearing the blame.'" The animals looked at each other, confused.

"Let me explain," Nkosi continued. "Imagine a group of friends who are making a delicious barbeque. One starts the fire and strikes the match, but then leaves the cooking to others. Someone else prepares the food and barbeques it, but doesn't taste it. Finally, the one who comes last, the one who eats the food, is the one who gets blamed if something goes wrong."

The animals started to understand. "Now," Nkosi said, "we need to figure out who played which part in this situation. The monkey may have climbed the tree, but he didn’t steal the mangoes. The elephant might have been near the tree, but he wasn’t the one who took them. And the hyena may have been sneaking around, but she wasn’t the thief." The animals began to look around, unsure of who the real culprit might be.

Nkosi took a deep breath and spoke again, "The truth is, the one who ate the mangoes—who enjoyed the fruit—will be the one who bears the blame. The rest of you, the ones who were just involved in different parts of the story, shouldn’t be blamed for something you didn’t do."

Just then, the sly fox, who had been quietly listening, raised his tail and stepped forward. "I know who took the mangoes," the fox said, looking guilty. "It was me. I was the one who ate them. I had been watching the mangoes ripen for days, and when no one was looking, I sneaked up and took them. I’m sorry, and I accept the blame."

The animals were shocked, but they appreciated the fox's honesty. Nkosi the lion smiled. "Now that we know the truth, we can all move on," Nkosi said. "It’s important that we understand who is responsible for what, and that we don't place blame on those who didn’t cause the problem."

The animals learned an important lesson that day: each
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