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The pride of the Ndebele people lies deeply in their rich cultural heritage, especially in the wisdom carried through their proverbs. These short, poetic expressions hold generations of lessons about life, nature, and human behaviour. They are not merely sayings — they are living truths, guiding people through joy and sorrow, peace and hardship, and youth and old age. In both storytelling and daily conversation, Ndebele proverbs add colour, depth, and beauty to language. They explain complex ideas in simple, memorable ways. Yet, as the world changes and oral traditions fade, it becomes more important than ever to preserve this treasure of wisdom. The Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling series does exactly that — bringing these timeless proverbs to life in English, through children’s stories that are both educational and enjoyable.

This particular book, containing twenty-five proverbs, explores lessons drawn from the rhythm of Ndebele life — lessons about kindness, honesty, humility, and resilience. Each story shows how a proverb applies to real experiences, helping young readers understand that wisdom is not something distant or old, but something alive in everyday actions. Within these pages, readers will learn that no two rivers sound the same, yet each has its own voice — just as every person has their own way of expressing themselves. They will discover that character, like the baboon’s forehead, cannot be hidden or changed, and that the same mistakes can return if we do not learn from them. Some proverbs remind us to act quietly and with respect, for not everything should be done or said in front of others. Others warn that what looks pleasant may hide danger, or that every person — no matter how poor or small — deserves dignity.

One important lesson also reminds us not to underestimate what we think is finished or forgotten. It can be a warning: do not underestimate what you think is over, because the past can rise again. A quarrel that seems settled may erupt once more; an old debt may be remembered; a forgotten person may return with influence. Through this, the Ndebele teach respect for the past and caution in our dealings, for what lies buried may still hold power. Other proverbs in the collection remind us that trust is proven through action, not words; that family and roots shape who we are; and that goodness shines brightest under blame, like sweetness that endures even when bitten. Through Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling, young readers will travel through tales of courage, kindness, and reflection, discovering that every word of wisdom, like a seed, grows into understanding and pride in who we are.
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Akumfula ungahlokomi
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Akumfula ungahlokomi” literally translates to, “It’s not a river that never makes a sound.” The image is a beautiful one — a flowing river, alive with its own song, rippling, rushing, murmuring, or roaring depending on its size and strength. No two rivers sound the same, yet each announces its presence through its own distinct voice. From this natural truth, the proverb draws a profound lesson about human individuality and expression.



Figuratively, “Akumfula ungahlokomi” means that every person has their own way of being, their own voice, and their own character. Just as no river flows silently, no human being exists without leaving some trace of their nature — whether through speech, temperament, talent, or behavior. Every individual has a “sound,” a defining quality that sets them apart from others. The proverb thus celebrates diversity and authenticity, reminding us that difference is natural and inevitable.



In another layer of meaning, the proverb may also be used to describe how people reveal themselves through their actions or words. A person’s “sound” — like that of a river — reflects what is within. One who is gentle flows quietly, another who is fierce roars loudly, but both are true to their nature. It warns against judging others by comparison, for each person, like each river, carries its own course, rhythm, and depth.



At times, “Akumfula ungahlokomi” is also used to remind people that no one is entirely silent or insignificant. Even the smallest stream makes its murmur, and even the humblest person has a presence and a story. The proverb thus calls for respect — an understanding that every voice, no matter how soft, matters in the grand flow of life.

In English, similar ideas appear in sayings like “Every man has his own song,” or “It takes all sorts to make a world.” Another English expression, “Each to his own,” carries the same message of respecting individual differences.



Among the Zulu, there is a related proverb, “Akukho mfula ungahlokomi,” nearly identical in form and meaning, used to describe how everyone shows who they are — no one can completely hide their nature. In Setswana, “Running water can be heard,” carries a similar tone: movement, life, and individuality are always perceptible. In Arabic, the saying “Every person has their own nature” — expresses the same truth about individuality. In Chinese, “Each person has their own ambition or way” — also emphasizes that everyone follows their own path and rhythm.



Through “Akumfula ungahlokomi,” the Ndebele give poetic expression to one of life’s simplest yet most profound truths: that difference is natural, and every being carries its own sound in the world. The proverb invites us to listen — not to silence others or force them to conform, but to recognize and appreciate the distinct “music” each person brings to the great river of human life.



The River That Found Its Song
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Long ago, in the rolling hills of Matabeleland, there was a little stream named Ntobeko. Ntobeko was shy and quiet. While other rivers laughed and sang loudly as they ran over rocks and tumbled down waterfalls, Ntobeko only whispered softly as she moved through the grasslands.

“I wish I could sound like Zambezi!” she sighed one morning. “He roars so proudly that even the mountains listen to him. And Limpopo sparkles and giggles all day long. But me? No one even hears me.” The wind, who loved to talk to all the rivers, blew gently through her reeds and said, “Ntobeko, every river has its own song. You must find yours.” “But how?” asked Ntobeko sadly. “By being yourself,” replied the wind. “Flow where your heart leads.”

So, Ntobeko began her journey. She flowed past villages where children bathed and laughed in her waters. She passed fields where women fetched water in clay pots and sang songs that floated on her ripples. She passed tall trees that dipped their roots into her stream to drink.

With every bend, Ntobeko began to notice something. When she flowed gently, she made a soft hum that soothed the tired travellers resting by her banks. When she passed pebbles, her water tinkled like tiny bells. When she met rocks, she gurgled and bubbled in delight.

One day, an old herdboy sat beside her and said, “Ah, listen to that! This little river has such a peaceful sound. She sings like the evening breeze.” Ntobeko’s waters sparkled with joy. For the first time, she realized she did have a voice—quiet, yes, but full of warmth and calm. From that day on, she flowed proudly, never trying to sound like Zambezi or Limpopo again. She had found her own song.

So, the elders would say to the children when they came to fetch water,

“Listen carefully, little ones. Akumfula ungahlokomi. There is no river that flows without a sound. Every river, like every person, has its own song to sing.”

The moral of the story is that everyone has their own way of shining in the world. Some are loud and bold; others are gentle and quiet—but each has a voice worth hearing.
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Ayikhulunyelwa eziko
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The Northern Ndebele proverb “Ayikhulunyelwa eziko” literally translates to “You don’t talk about it around the fireplace.” Like many Ndebele sayings, it emerges from everyday experience but carries a deeper moral and social lesson.



In a traditional homestead, the fireplace — iziko — is not only a place of warmth but also of conversation. It is where families and friends gather in the evenings, where stories are told and plans are discussed. It is also a public space of sorts: what is said at the fireplace rarely stays there. News travels quickly in a close-knit community. So, when the proverb says, “You don’t talk about it around the fireplace,” it is warning against revealing your plans or intentions in a space where others may overhear and act before you do.



In its practical form, this proverb was often taught to boys. If you had your eyes on a bird’s nest, ready to collect its eggs or capture the fledglings, it would be foolish to boast about it when sitting around the fire. The moment you talk, others who are listening might rise earlier than you and reach the nest first — and when you finally arrive, you will find it empty. The lesson is simple but profound: keep your cards close to your chest. Speak less, especially about your ambitions and opportunities, until the time is right.



Beyond its literal context, “Ayikhulunyelwa eziko” becomes a principle for life. It teaches discretion and prudence — the idea that not everything should be said aloud, and that sharing too much can invite envy, competition, or even sabotage. Wisdom, in this sense, is not only knowing what to do, but knowing when to speak and when to remain silent.



This theme of silence and secrecy is shared across many cultures. In Swahili, the proverb “Do not spill millet where there are many chickens” — conveys the same idea: your plans, once spoken, may be devoured by others. In English, a comparable saying is “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch,” but even closer is “Loose lips sink ships,” a reminder that careless speech can destroy one’s own efforts. The Chinese expression “The walls have ears” — also captures the idea that one should not speak freely, for you never know who is listening.



Across all these expressions, the same moral thread runs clear: success often depends on silence. The wise person moves quietly, lets their deeds speak louder than their words, and does not announce every plan to the world. In the Ndebele imagination, the fireplace is a symbol of community — a place of sharing, but also of risk. To talk too freely there is to invite misfortune. 



Thus, “Ayikhulunyelwa eziko” reminds us that words, once released into the firelight, cannot be taken back — and sometimes, silence is the surest path to keeping what truly matters safe.



The Secret of the Bird’s Nest
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One warm evening in the village of eMhlangeni, the children sat around the big family fire. The flames danced and crackled as Grandmother told stories, and the stars twinkled above like tiny eyes listening from the sky. Among the children was a boy named Sipho. He was clever and full of ideas, but he liked to talk — a lot.

That afternoon, while herding goats near the river, Sipho had spotted something special — a bird’s nest high in the branches of a fig tree. Inside were three shiny, blue eggs. “Tomorrow morning,” he whispered to himself, “I’ll wake up before sunrise and collect those eggs. I’ll show them to everyone!”

As he sat by the fire that night, the excitement bubbled up inside him like boiling porridge. He couldn’t keep it in. “Guess what I found today!” Sipho burst out. “A nest full of the prettiest blue eggs! I’ll fetch them tomorrow before anyone else sees!” The other children’s eyes widened. Even Grandmother raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

Early the next morning, Sipho ran to the fig tree with his basket. However, when he climbed up and looked into the nest — it was empty. The eggs were gone! He sat on the branch, his shoulders drooping. He could hear laughter from far away — his cousin Themba was showing the blue eggs to everyone by the huts.

That evening, Sipho returned to the fire, quiet as a mouse. Grandmother looked at him kindly and said, “My boy, do you remember what we say? Ayikhulunyelwa eziko — you don’t talk about it around the fireplace. What you speak in the firelight travels fast. Next time, keep your plans in your heart until the right moment.” Sipho nodded, his cheeks red. He had learned an important lesson: not every secret is meant for the fire.

From that day on, Sipho spoke less and listened more. When he found another nest, he told no one — until the little birds hatched and flew into the sky. The moral of the story is that we should be careful what we share. Some plans grow best in silence — once spoken too soon, they may fly away like the eggs in Sipho’s nest.
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Elempofana livunywa muva
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, “Elempofana livunywa muva” literally means, “The poor person’s (voice) is heard last.” On the surface, it describes a social scene — perhaps a meeting or discussion — where everyone is allowed to speak, but the poor person’s turn comes only at the end, when decisions have already been made and no one is really listening. Beneath this simple image lies a sharp and deeply human truth: those who have little are often ignored, no matter how wise their words may be.



In Ndebele society, as in many others, gatherings and discussions are communal affairs. People of status or means often dominate conversation, while the poor or socially insignificant are expected to remain quiet or speak only when invited. So, when elders say, “Elempofana livunywa muva,” they are commenting not only on social inequality but also on the injustice of how wisdom and worth are often measured by wealth or position, not by truth.
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