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5 Only got five minutes?
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Nouns and adjectives


In Swahili, as in the other Bantu languages spoken in sub-Saharan Africa, nouns group themselves into various classes, each class with its own prefix for singular and plural nouns. (Not all the other languages in the Bantu group have the same number of noun-classes as Swahili; some have fewer and some have more.) Here are some of the Swahili noun-classes:
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M–WA


The M–WA class consists mainly of words for people. The singular prefix is m-, and the plural prefix is wa-. (The hyphen shows that these syllables cannot stand on their own; they have to be attached to a noun stem.)






	mtu

	a person






	watu

	people






	mtoto

	a child






	watoto

	children






	mzee

	an old person






	wazee

	old people






	Mkenya

	a Kenyan






	Wakenya

	Kenyans







The noun stems are: -tu, -toto, -zee and Kenya; the first three are not complete words until they have a prefix.


If you need to use an adjective with a noun, it usually follows the noun and it must ‘agree with’ the noun it describes by having the same prefix. Using the adjective -dogo, small:






	mtu mdogo

	a small person






	watu wadogo

	small people






	mtoto mdogo

	a small child






	watoto wadogo

	small children
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KI–VI


The KI–VI class, although quite mixed, includes many of the words for implements and other domestic items.






	kijiko

	a spoon






	vijiko

	spoons






	kikombe

	a cup






	vikombe

	cups






	kiatu

	a shoe






	viatu

	shoes







Using the adjective -dogo again:






	kijiko kidogo

	a small spoon






	vijiko vidogo

	small spoons






	kikombe kidogo

	a small cup






	vikombe vidogo

	small cups






	kiatu kidogo

	a small shoe






	viatu vidogo

	small shoes
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M–MI


The M–MI class includes, among other nouns, many of the words for trees and plants:






	mti

	a tree






	miti

	trees






	mchungwa

	an orange tree






	michungwa

	orange trees






	mtende

	a date palm






	mitende

	date palms







With the adjective -refu tall:






	mti mrefu

	a tall tree






	miti mirefu

	tall trees






	mchungwa

	a tall orange tree






	michungwa mirefu

	tall orange trees






	mtende mrefu

	a tall date palm






	mitende mirefu

	tall date palms
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N


In the N class most of the words for animals and some of the words for objects are of Bantu origin but a large number are not. One reason that Swahili has such a rich vocabulary is that, like English, it has acquired loan-words from other languages; many of them are in this class, and it is constantly expanding.


Only a few of the nouns of Bantu origin retain an earlier prefix -n; these are nouns whose stems begin with d, j, z and g, e.g. -doo bucket. The earlier n- (perhaps originally ni-) has, for example, changed to m- in front of noun-stems beginning with b and v, e.g. mvua rain, and to ny- in front of stems beginning with a vowel, e.g. nyumba house. The sound variations within the N class prefix are offset, for learners, by the simplicity of the singular and plural prefixes being the same:






	njia

	a road






	njia

	roads






	ndoo

	a bucket






	ndoo

	buckets






	nyumba

	a house






	nyumba

	houses







This is the only class in which the plural prefix is the same as the singular.


The rules about the varying forms of the N class prefix also apply to any adjective with an N class noun, e.g. ngoma ndogo a small drum, nyumba ndogo a small house. Even if a noun is one of the many without the n/ny/m etc. prefix, e.g. saa clock, kofia hat, its adjective must follow the N rules. This means that if, for example, the adjective stem begins with -d it must have the n- prefix, e.g. saa ndogo small clock, kofia ndogo small hat. If the adjective begins with a vowel, e.g. -eupe white, it takes the ny- prefix e.g. nyumba nyeupe a white house.


More examples:






	ndoo ndogo

	a small bucket/small buckets






	ndoo nyeupe

	a white bucket/white buckets






	kofia nyeupe

	a white hat/white hats






	saa nyeupe

	a white clock/white clocks
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Verbs and sentences


The basis of a Swahili verb is its ‘root’. The root carries the meaning of the verb but it cannot be used on its own as a word e.g. -som- read. The hyphens show that it takes prefixes and suffixes. All verbs of Bantu origin finish with -a. Whether or not any special-purpose suffixes (not discussed here) are attached to the verb root, the final -a is there.


The [verb root + a] or [verb root + suffix(es) + a] is called the verb stem; -soma is the simplest kind of stem. It is also the imperative form of the verb: Soma! Read!


[image: image]


Verb prefix and tense marker


We shall refer to the first prefix that makes up the verb group as the verb-prefix. In the example below it is a- he or she (the context usually makes clear which is meant). The second prefix is the tense marker, indicating the time (past, present, future) of the action:
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These are joined together as one word: anasoma s/he is reading; they function as a sentence. Using -ta-, future time, and -li-, past time:






	atasoma

	s/he will read






	alisoma

	s/he read







Grammatically, the verb-prefix is functioning here as the subject, in its pronoun form.


The M/WA noun-class has six verb-prefixes:
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	Unasoma?

	Are you reading?






	Ninasoma.

	I am reading.






	Wanasoma.

	They are reading.







The other noun-classes, noted earlier, each have two verb-prefixes for it and they. These prefixes have several functions; as well as representing the subject, they can also function as object pronouns (except for a few of the M/WA verb prefixes which are different for subjects and objects).


[image: image]


Subjects


In sentences like anasoma or wanasoma the speaker and hearer(s) know who the verb prefix (the subject) refers to. If the identity of the subject needs to be made clear, the subject noun goes in front of the verb group:






	Adam anasoma.

	Adam is reading.






	Mtoto anasoma.

	(The) child is reading.
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Objects


In the following sentence -ki-, the verb prefix for singulars of the KI/VI class, functions as a pronoun referring to the object it, rather than the subject. Notice its position in the verb group – immediately before the verb stem.
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	Anakisoma.

	S/he is reading it.
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Subject nouns


Adding the subject noun we have:






	Adam anakisoma.

	Adam is reading it.







In sentences like this, the object represented by -ki- is known to speaker and hearer(s), having probably just been mentioned in the conversation. Sometimes an object needs to be specified as in the following sentence, which could be a reply to What is Adam doing?:






	Anasoma kitabu.

	He is reading a book.







If the participants in the conversation know the identity of the book, the object needs to be made definite (like using the in front of a noun in English) by using the object-marker as well:






	Anakisoma kitabu.

	He is reading the book.







So in sentences with a named object, using the object pronoun as well as the object noun marks that object as definite, like using the in English.
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The infinitive


The infinitive form of the verb, e.g. to read in English, is made by putting the prefix ku- in front of the verb stem:






	kusoma

	to read







Using the verb -penda like, we can make the sentence:






	Adam anapenda kusoma.

	Adam likes to read.







Kusoma means reading as well as to read, so the example above can be translated as Adam likes reading.
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Introduction


About Swahili


Swahili is the most extensively used of the hundreds of Bantu languages spoken in many areas of sub-Saharan Africa. A knowledge of Swahili will enable you to make yourself understood throughout much of east and central Africa.


Swahili is a language that developed and spread through the trading links that the coastal towns had with the interior of Africa and with the lands around the Indian Ocean. Until the early part of the 19th century its use was largely confined to the people of the coastal and island towns, stretching from what is now the Somali Republic southwards to Mozambique.


The expansion of the trade-routes between the island of Zanzibar, the coast and the interior gave an impetus to the use of Swahili as a means of communication between people at trading-places who did not share the same ‘home language’. Most of the major trade-routes went through modern Tanzania. It is in Tanzania that the use of Swahili is the most widespread. Even in remote areas far from towns, where people have little need to use a language other than their home language, there are likely to be at least some people who know Swahili. For many Tanzanians, Swahili, even if not the first language acquired in childhood, is now the language they use most during the working day. It is the country’s national language, and is used in government administration, in schools and in the media.


Pre-20th-century links between the coast of Kenya and the interior were much less extensive than those further south so the use of Swahili did not spread inland to the extent it did in Tanzania. However, all along the Kenya coast and islands, in the inland towns and wherever there is a mixed population of speakers of different languages, Swahili is in use. As in Tanzania, Swahili is a national language, and is used in schools and the media.


Uganda’s history and geographical position has not favoured the use of a ‘standard’ east-coast form of Swahili. There was no indigenous Swahili-speaking community from whom the use of the language might have spread. Nevertheless, it is used in Kampala and some of the larger towns.


In these three countries Swahili shares its function as lingua franca (auxiliary language) with English in certain domains of use – in the tourist trade, for example. Further west it is French that fulfils this function.


Swahili is also spoken in the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of Congo, and is officially recognized as one of the country’s four national languages. DRC (Zairean) Swahili differs in some respects from the kind spoken further east, but it is recognizably Swahili; if you go to the Democratic Republic of Congo it is better to know some Tanzanian/Kenyan Kiswahili Sanifu than to know none at all. Swahili is also understood in parts of Rwanda and Burundi.


On the margins of the Swahili-speaking area, and this includes the border areas of northern Malawi and Zambia as well as the southern Somali coast and the northern end of the Mozambique coast, you should not expect everyone to know Swahili. In some places it may only be a small proportion of the men in the population who have a working knowledge of it. You should also not be surprised to hear something which at first sounds as if it might be Swahili but turns out to be the local language, which has absorbed words from Swahili.


Since millions of people who use Swahili in east and central Africa have acquired it as a second or third language, people are very relaxed about talking to someone who speaks it rather differently from the way they do. An unfamiliar way of speaking is a source of interest rather than the subject of criticism. No one is going to be horrified or offended if you make mistakes, or have a strong accent to start with. People will be pleased that you are learning Swahili, whether it is their own language or one that they have just picked up or learned at school. The important thing is to want to talk to people!
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How to use this course


The course is divided into two parts. Units 1–6 form Part One, a basic survival package for people who do not have time to work through the whole course but would like to get some idea of how the language works, and want something more than a phrase book. Units 7–18, in Part Two, build on the foundation of Part One, and are for people who would like to do more than just ‘survive’ with the language. Each unit builds on what you have learned in the previous units, and opens with a short list of what you will know how to say after working through the unit.


Each unit starts with a dialogue: two dialogues per unit in Part One, and one per unit in Part Two. These dialogues, marked by the symbol [image: ], are at the heart of each unit and introduce the new words and grammatical structures in the context of an everyday situation. Then comes a list of the new words and phrases in the order in which they occur in the dialogue.


Next is a section of background information to help you put the dialogue into the context of life in eastern Africa. The next section, the Grammar section, explains the new structures used in the dialogue. Grammatical terms are kept to a minimum and only used where absolutely necessary to give you ‘short cuts’ to learning. The terms are introduced, with English examples, at the point where they are needed in an explanation.


The final section of each unit is the Practice section. This provides a range of activities which will help you to check your understanding of the dialogue and your ability to use the new words and structures. You will find the answers in the Key to the Exercises following Unit 18.


The Appendix contains summaries of the grammatical information taught in the course.


At the end of the book there are Swahili–English and English– Swahili vocabulary lists containing words taught in the course.


How to use the course with the recording


You will find it helpful to do some listening before you start working through the course. The accompanying audio content for this book is available to buy in store or online. If you are using the recording you should listen to the pronunciation of the sounds and words. If you do not have the recording and are already in a Swahili-speaking area, listen to as much Swahili as you can.


You can see what is in the recorded material from the symbol [image: ] next to passages in the book. When you work through a unit, read the dialogue several times (listening to the recording if you have it) using the vocabulary list to help you understand it. When you think you have understood most of it, read through (and listen) again. It is the dialogue that is most likely to give you a ‘feel’ for the language and you should not go on to the Grammar section until you have a good grasp of the dialogue.


How to study


Try to set aside a certain amount of time each day for working on the course. Half an hour each day would be more helpful than one longer session per week. You need frequent practice when you are starting on a language, or trying to brush-up a half-forgotten one.


Set a definite – but realistic – goal for each Swahili-learning session, e.g. aim to work through one dialogue, to learn one list of vocabulary, or to read and understand two parts of a Grammar section. When you learn anything by heart, whether single words, phrases (groups of words) or whole sentences, try to imagine yourself using them in real situations and say them to yourself aloud. Writing things down will also help you to remember them. Try putting lists of vocabulary where you will see them every day – near the bathroom mirror, in the kitchen or by your bed. When you have to learn words for furniture and other domestic items (e.g. in Units 3 and 10) you could label some of your own things with their Swahili names. Try to link your language-learning with activities in your everyday life: for instance, write part of a shopping list in Swahili, keep a daily diary in Swahili – even if, to start with, it is only a sentence or two.


One of the interesting features of Swahili which will help your vocabulary learning is that it has a number of English ‘loan-words’ in it. A loan-word is a word used in a language other than the one where it originated. Like English, Swahili has a very rich vocabulary because of the words it has absorbed from other languages. Many have come from Arabic and Persian as well as from Gujarati, Hindi, Portuguese and – more recently – English. The reason that you already know the word ‘safari’ in English is because it is a loan-word from Swahili; but it was originally taken into Swahili from Arabic. Loan-words are pointed out from time to time in the course because they ‘behave’ differently from words of Bantu origin.


You will find that you need to keep a very open mind about language structure; don’t expect Swahili to work like English or any other language you know, although here and there you may find similarities. One big difference is in the way the words are composed. For example, in English when we talk about more than one of anything we usually add something to the end of the noun, as in cat → cats, or we change one or more of its sounds, as in mouse → mice, or we even do both, as in child → children. But in Swahili it is the beginning of the noun that changes: mtoto (child) → watoto (children); kikapu (basket) → vikapu (baskets). (This is how it works most of the time, but there is a pleasant surprise in store for you in Unit 2.)


There are also differences in the way words are organized in sentences. One very obvious difference is the way ‘qualifiers’ are used with nouns. (Examples of nouns: cat, house, mouse, woman, child, basket, happiness, tree.) A qualifier is a word or group of words used with a noun to add some more information. The words attached to tree(s) in the following examples are all qualifiers: tall trees; three trees; our trees; other trees; all trees; this tree; trees with long roots; the tree itself; any tree at all. You will notice that most of the qualifiers come in front of the noun tree(s). In all these examples Swahili puts the qualifier after the noun. So in Swahili we would say: trees tall, trees three, trees our, trees other – and so on.


There are other differences to look out for, and you will be introduced to them gradually as you go through the units. Points which are especially important are indicated by ‘Note’.






	Abbreviations

	






	(syll.)

	syllable






	(sing.)

	singular






	(pl.)

	plural






	lit.

	literally






	-ni

	something must precede ni







	ki-

	something must follow ki







	-ta-

	something must precede and follow ta










[image: ]


Pronunciation


The best way to acquire good Swahili pronunciation is to imitate native-speakers or people who learned Swahili at school and use it as their primary means of communication. There are two basic rules which will help you to get off to a good start:




1 Note: In Swahili the stress of a word almost always falls on the next-to-last syllable. The ´ shows the stressed syllable in the following words: bába (2 syllables), mtóto (3 syllables), amepáta (4 syllables), aliyekúja (5 syllables).


2 Keep your voice level, and do not try to emphasize a word by giving it extra stress or raise the pitch of your voice to show surprise. Swahili does, of course, have its own patterns of intonation (rise and fall), which you will acquire naturally, through imitation, but the extent of the rise and fall is much less than in English.





Vowels
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	Letter

	Approximate sound

	Example






	a

	pronounced rather like the a in father but halfway towards bat


	
baba father







	e

	pronounced rather like e in get, but it should feel slightly longer

	
pete ring







	i

	pronounced like ee in see


	
kisu knife







	o

	pronounced like o in olé, with the lips kept well apart throughout the sound

	
boga pumpkin







	u

	pronounced like oo in tooth


	
dudu pest








Notes:




1 When a comes at the end of a word it should be pronounced more like a beginning or middle a than like er. For example, baba should not be made to sound like barber. This means that you need to keep your mouth well open for the final a.


2 When two different vowels occur together each keeps its own sound and forms a separate syllable: faida: fa-i-da (3 syllables); aibu: a-i-bu (3 syllables).


3 Two similar vowels occurring together count as two syllables, as far as stress is concerned, and are pronounced as a long vowel. For example, kúfa (to die) has two syllables and kufáa (to be suitable) has three. (These double vowels are very often the result of the loss of an earlier l between the vowels. Later on, you will see that, in certain circumstances, the l reappears.)





Consonants
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In writing Swahili, the only letters of the alphabet that are not used are q and x.


In the first group of consonants each sound is represented by one letter. The Swahili sound is much the same as the English sound represented by the same letter, but take note of the special comment on b, d, g and j.






	Letter

	Approximate sound

	Example






	b

	like b in book


	
baba father







	d

	like d in day


	
dada sister







	f

	like f in father


	
fimbo stick







	g

	like g in get


	
gari vehicle







	h

	like h in hot


	
habari news







	j

	like j in job


	
joto heat







	k

	like k in keep


	
kiti chair







	l

	like l in like


	
leo today







	m

	like m in make


	
mama mother







	n

	like n in no


	
na and







	p

	like p in pot


	
pata get







	r

	like r in carrot


	
chura frog







	s

	like s in soft


	
sasa now







	t

	like t in bat


	
bata duck







	v

	like v in voice


	
vuka cross







	w

	like w in wait


	
watu people







	y

	like y in yet


	
yetu our







	z

	like z in zoo


	
zetu our








Note on b, d, g and j


If you have the recording or have listened quite a lot to people speaking Swahili you may have noticed that when these sounds come at the beginning of a word or between vowels – baba is a good example – they have a slightly ‘hollow’ sound. This is because they are produced with a downward movement of the ‘voice-box’ and an intake of breath. In words such as mbegu, ndefu, ngoma and njema they sound (and are produced) much more like the English sounds. The two different kinds of b, d, g and j don’t make a difference to the meaning, so if you cannot manage the ‘gulped’ ones just use the English sounds.


The j sound, except when it follows n, needs your tongue-tip to be behind your lower teeth and the main part of your tongue to be touching the roof of the mouth, behind the hard ridge at the back of your upper teeth. If you eventually aim for native-speaker pronunciation you should try to manage this, but it is best practised by watching someone making this sound.


Notes on m


(Come back to this after Units 1, 2 and 5.)




1 Two groups of words, the singular nouns of classes M/WA (Unit 1) and M/MI (Unit 5), have m at the beginning, as a syllable:





mtu (2 syllables) mtoto (3 syllables) mnanasi (4 syllables)


If w follows m in words of these two classes, the m is not a separate syllable:


mwana (2 syllables) mwanangu (3 syllables)




2 If m comes at the beginning of a word in the N class of nouns (Unit 2) it is not a separate syllable. It ‘merges’ into the next sound which is always either b or v. So don’t linger on the m in mbegu (2 syllables) or mvua (2 syllables).





In the second group of consonants each sound is represented by two letters.
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	Letter

	Approximate sound

	Example






	ch

	like ch in chop


	
chakula food







	dh

	like th in this


	
dhahabu gold







	gh

	like ch in Scots loch
(see kh below) but voiced

	
ghali expensive







	kh

	like ch in Scots loch or German Bach


	
Khamisi man’s name







	ng’

	like ng in song


	
ng’ombe cow







	ny

	like n in new and the first n in onion


	
nyama meat







	sh

	like sh in ship


	
shauri advice







	th

	like th in thin


	
thelathini thirty








Voiced and voiceless sounds


(to help with gh and kh, and with the N class words in Unit 2).


Before trying gh and kh, make sure you can tell the difference between a voiced sound and a voiceless one. Make the English sounds p (voiceless) and b (voiced) alternately, with a finger resting lightly on the front of your throat. When you make the b sound you should be able to feel the movement in your throat caused by the vibration of the vocal cords in your ‘voice-box’. Then try k and g, and finally kh and gh. The kh and gh sounds occur in words of Arabic origin. You need only use the kh sound for words that have kh in the spelling; it occurs in some Muslim names, such as Khadija, and a few greetings. You may hear native-speakers using kh in some of the words spelt with h, but as this is only appropriate in certain words, it would be best to always pronounce written h as h.


Notes on ny, ng and ng’




1 Remember that ny represents a single sound. In Swahili it must never be pronounced like nigh.


2 ng without the following apostrophe represents the ng sound in finger, hunger, longer, where the g is sounded.


3 ng’ has no g sound in it.
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Pronunciation practice
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1 Practise the double vowels


(The words with a hyphen at the beginning are verbs.)






	aa

	ee

	ii

	oo

	uu






	-faa

	mzee

	hii

	choo

	buluu






	-kaa

	niletee

	mtalii

	koo

	mguu






	saa

	pekee

	utalii

	kondoo

	wakuu







2 Practise using m. In the first column m is a syllable, in the second and third columns it is not.






	mfinyanzi

	mwana

	mbati






	mgeni

	mwalimu

	mbavu






	mtoto

	mwezi

	mbegu






	mtu

	mwili

	mvua










Notice that in mtu the m is stressed.




3 Nasal sounds: ng’, ng and ny.




a Practise ng’, after checking it in the second list of consonants. For most (not all) English-speakers this is the sound at the end of sang, wrong, hung, etc., and in the middle of hangar, singer, etc. There is no g sound.








Try separating hangar like this: ha-ngar, then drop the ha, and say the second part several times. Then just do ng’ with all the Swahili vowels, so that you say: ng’a, ng’e, ng’i, ng’o, ng’u.


Then practise these words:








	ng’ambo

	ng’ombe






	ng’oa

	






	ng’ofu

	-ng’ong’ona







b The letters ng (without the apostrophe) represent two sounds, as they do in English: finger, hunger, longer, etc. You will need to get used to having these sounds together at the beginning of a word. Try these:






	ngamia

	ngoma






	ngiri

	






	ngoja

	nguvu







c The letters ny represent only one sound. Have a look at the two English examples in the second list of consonants. If you know any French you can use the sound represented by gn in magnifique and agneau. Remember, ny is never a separate syllable.





Practise these words:








	
nyama (2 syllables)

	-nyonya






	
nyemelea (4 syllables)

	nyota






	nyerere

	nyuki






	nyika

	nyuma






	-nyima

	







How many syllables do the rest of the words have?







4 Grand finale!





Try saying this word – it has two of the sounds you have been practising, and one of those occurs twice:








	-nyang’anya










How many syllables are there?
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Note: In 3(c) nyerere has 3 syllables and the other words each have 2 syllables. In 4 -nyang’anya has 3 syllables.




1
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Hujambo?
How are you?


In this unit you will learn




• how to exchange greetings


• how to say where you come from


• how to identify yourself and others
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Dialogue 1


Alison and John have just arrived in Tanzania. Their friend Mohamed calls at their hotel to see them.
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	Mohamed

	
(to John) Hujambo, bwana?






	John

	Sijambo.






	Mohamed

	
(to Alison) Hujambo, bibi?






	Alison

	Sijambo, bwana.






	Mohamed

	Habari za safari?






	John

	Njema.






	Alison

	Safari njema.










One of Mohamed’s colleagues, Asha, is on her way to work and sees him coming out of the hotel with John and Alison.








	Asha

	Hujambo, bwana?






	Mohamed

	Sijambo, mama. Habari za asubuhi?






	Asha

	Nzuri, bwana. (to John and Alison:) Hamjambo?






	John and Alison

	Hatujambo, mama.










QUICK VOCAB


hujambo how are you? (to one person)


bwana sir, Mr, gentleman


sijambo I’m fine


bibi lady, Mrs, Miss, Ms


habari za how is/was (lit. news of)


safari journey, trip


njema (-ema) good


mama Mrs, Miss, Ms, mother, woman


asubuhi morning


nzuri (-zuri) good, fine


hamjambo how are you? (to more than one person)


hatujambo we’re fine
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Hujambo / sijambo; hamjambo / hatujambo


These are the most commonly used greetings and responses. Notice that, in Dialogue 1, Mohamed could have greeted John and Alison jointly with ‘Hamjambo?’ as Asha did. This greeting is appropriate for two or more people together.


If you are younger than the people you are going to talk to, you should greet them first. Also, a person newly arrived in a place always greets first the person or people already there.


Jambo can mean affair, business, circumstances, or matter for discussion according to the context. It is only in greetings that it is attached to hu-, si-, ham- and hatu-; these will be explained in Unit 2.
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Insight


In casual situations you can make do with just Jambo? to start with; locals often do that when greeting foreign visitors, being aware that it is the only word of greeting some tourists know. Other casual greetings are Mambo? and Vipi?, mainly used to close acquaintances or people of similar status.
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Bwana, bibi, mama


It is courteous in Swahili (and courtesy is very important wherever Swahili is spoken) to use these as titles when addressing people. They can be used on their own or followed by the person’s name, e.g. Mohamed’s friends could address him as either Bwana Mohamed or Bwana. People can be referred to in the same way when they are not present.


In Tanzania, but not elsewhere, ndugu (relation) can sometimes be heard as a term of address to mean comrade or friend. Its use has the effect of emphasizing the solidarity of the speaker with the person addressed.


Bibi is usually shortened to Bi when followed by the woman’s name, e.g. Bi Ruth. Bibi is probably rather more common at the coast than inland. Where both mama and bibi are in use, bibi is slightly more formal, and some speakers tend to use it for younger rather than older women. (Bibi is also in use as a word for grandmother but the context of use usually makes it clear who is being referred to.)


Sometimes a married woman is addressed, and referred to, as Mama followed by the name of her eldest or last child, so Mama Fatuma, Mohamed’s mother, may well be referred to, by family and friends, as Mama Mohamed. Also Mwana is still heard, in some coastal and island communities, as a very respectful title for a woman, followed by her own name. Note that where two names are used, e.g. Bi Rehema Daudi, the second name is usually the name of the person’s father – in this case the names refer to Rehema, daughter of Daudi. Some professional families have adopted the custom of a wife taking one of her husband’s names, e.g. his father’s name, and using it as a surname.
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Dialogue 2


The next morning, Mohamed takes Alison to meet his mother, Mama Fatuma, who lives north of Dar es Salaam. They approach her house and stand outside the door, which is slightly open.


[image: ] CD1, TR 2, 01:04








	Mohamed

	Hodi!






	Mama Fatuma

	
(from inside) Karibu! (She comes to the door, and sees Alison with Mohamed.) Karibuni!






	Mohamed

	Shikamoo, Mama.






	Mama Fatuma

	Marahaba.






	Mohamed

	Hujambo?






	Mama Fatuma

	Sijambo, mwanangu.






	Mohamed

	Habari za asubuhi?






	Mama Fatuma

	Salama tu.






	Alison

	
(to Mama F) Shikamoo, Mama.






	Mama Fatuma

	Marahaba. Karibu sana. Unatoka wapi, bibi?






	Alison

	Natoka Uingereza.






	Mama Fatuma

	Wewe si Mmarekani?






	Alison

	Ndiyo, si Mmarekani. Mimi ni Mwingereza.










QUICK VOCAB


hodi May I / we come in?


karibu (here) Come in (addressed to one person)


karibuni Come in (to more than one person)


shikamoo greeting to an older person or someone the speaker considers to be of higher status


marahaba the standard reply to shikamoo


mwanangu (mwana wangu) my child, son or daughter


salama safe, in good health


tu just, simply (also only and merely)


karibu sana you’re very welcome


unatoka you come from


wapi where?


natoka I come from (nina → na)


Uingereza UK, Britain, England


Wewe si Mmarekani? You are not an American? (person from USA) (Mwamerika is also used)


ndiyo yes, that is so


si am not / are not / is not


Mimi ni Mwingereza I am British


ni am / are / is
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Insight


There is no English equivalent of Marahaba. It cannot be used to initiate a greeting. Only use it as a reply to Shikamoo.


If you are young you can greet a much older person with Shikamoo! It is a term of great respect.
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Grammar


1 Asking how things are / what’s new


Habari za can be used for a variety of different greetings, including ones for different times of the day. In Dialogue 1, Mohamed asked Asha how things were that morning. Here are some more examples of its use:






	Habari za mchana?

	How’s everything today?






	Habari za jioni?

	How’s everything this evening?






	Habari za siku nyingi?

	How’s everything since I last saw you? (some time ago)






	Habari za tangu jana?

	How’s everything been with you since yesterday?






	Habari za kazi?

	How’s work?






	Habari gani?

	What news?







QUICK VOCAB


mchana daytime


jioni evening


siku nyingi many days


tangu jana since yesterday


kazi work


gani what


nyumbani at home


Greetings should be kept very general. A man would not, for example, ask about another man’s wife, unless he had been told she was ill, or knew the family very well. To enquire about a person’s family, say:






	Habari za nyumbani?

	How’s everything at home?






	Hamjambo nyumbani?

	Are you all well at home?







Sometimes Habari is omitted, so that an exchange of greetings might be:






	A: Za nyumbani?

	(How’s everything) at home?






	B: Nzuri, za kazi?

	Good, (how’s everything) at work?







The replies to Habari za in the two dialogues are all in common use. Safi (in order, correct) is also commonly used as a reply. These replies are all positive; one or other of them should always be used as an immediate reply. If there is some bad news to be communicated, that can follow later.


Note that Shikamoo is only used to greet someone older or of higher status than the speaker.


2 Nouns and noun-prefixes


Words for people, places, things or ideas – nouns – function in various classes in Swahili. Most of these noun-classes group together similar types of nouns. The class membership of a noun can be recognized, in most cases, by the bit at the beginning – the noun-prefix. For example, the word mtu, which means person, is made up of two parts, and the prefix is m-. If you want to talk about more than one person, the prefix is wa-: watu means people.


[image: ]



3 Mmarekani, Mwingereza and other M/WA class nouns



Mtu and watu are in the M/WA class of nouns. In this class, if the main part of the noun begins with a vowel (a, e, i, o, u), the singular prefix is mw- instead of m-, e.g. mwana (son/daughter). The plural prefix follows these rules: wa + a makes wa-, wa + e makes we-, wa + i makes we-: e.g. wana (sons/daughters). The only exceptions are words for nationalities or other established group names, in which cases the vowel of the main part of the word is retained, as in Waingereza.
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The words below are also in the M/WA class. You should learn all these by heart as soon as you can; they will be used in subsequent units. More M/WA words will be introduced in the units that follow. Almost all the words in this class refer to people – two exceptions are mnyama (animal) and mdudu (insect).
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Insight


To help you learn the noun-classes you might like to try highlighting the noun-prefix in colour, using the same colour for singular m- or mw- and plural wa-.
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4 Verbs and verb-prefixes


a Verbs are words or combinations of words which refer to actions, events and states. In the following sentences, for example, the words printed in italics are all verbs:






	They gave her some food.

	I will read it tomorrow.






	He will be leaving for Cairo.

	The manager received a complaint.






	She has malaria.

	We don’t like mushrooms.






	
Unatoka wapi, bibi?

	Where do you come from, madam?






	
Natoka Uingereza.

	I come from Britain.







In Swahili, a verb is made up of several parts, as in unatoka (you come from):






	u-

	
you (singular)






	-na-

	present time






	-toka

	
come from (this is the verb ‘stem’ in dictionaries it is the stem of the verb which is given, so -toka can be found under T)







b The first part of the verb, u- in the case of unatoka, will be referred to as the verb-prefix. This prefix stands for the subject of the verb (like it, I, you, he, she, we, they in English): in this case, you (one person only). In a sentence the verb has to be closely linked to its subject, and this linking is done through the verb-prefix. Most noun-classes each have a pair of verb-prefixes, one for singular subjects (it) and one for plural subjects (they). It is only the M/WA class that has six.


So that you can talk about yourself and about other people, you need to learn all the verb-prefixes for the M/WA class of nouns:









	ni-

	I






	u-

	
you (sing.)






	a-

	he / she






	tu-

	we






	m-

	
you (pl.)






	wa-

	they










The following sentences show how these prefixes work:






	
Ninatoka Manchester.

	I come from Manchester.






	
Unatoka Nairobi?

	Do you (sing.) come from Nairobi?






	
Anatoka Marekani.

	He comes from the USA. She comes from America.






	
Tunatoka Uingereza.

	We come from the UK/Britain.






	
Mnatoka Kenya?

	Do you (pl.) come from Kenya?






	
Wanatoka Kisumu?

	Do they come from Kisumu?







If you need to mention who the subject is, just put the word or words at the beginning:






	Mohamed anatoka Dar es Salaam.

	Mohamed comes from Dar es Salaam.






	Mama Fatuma anatoka Tanzania.

	Mama Fatuma comes from Tanzania.






	Bi. Alison na Bw. John wanatoka

	Alison and John come from Britain.






	Uingereza. (na = and)
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Insight


If you decided to try the highlighting suggestion for the M/WA noun-prefixes, use the same colour for highlighting the ‘matching’ verb-prefixes in the example sentences above. Remember that the verb-prefix represents the subject of the verb.
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5 Ndiyo It is so and ni/si



Although ndiyo is often translated as yes and does have a yes function in Swahili, it really means it is so, i.e., it is as you say. In Dialogue 2, Alison is mistaken for an American. Mama Fatuma says to Alison, ‘Wewe si Mmarekani?’ (‘You’re not American?’). When Alison replies, ‘Ndiyo, si Mmarekani’, she is saying, ‘That’s right, (I’m) not American.’


If the question addressed to you is ‘Ni Mwingereza?’ or ‘Wewe ni Mwingereza?’ the correct reply if you are British is ‘Ndiyo, ni Mwingereza.’


6 Names of countries


Many Swahili-speakers inevitably have a very hazy idea of the composition of the UK, just as many English-speakers (wherever they live) have difficulty in identifying African countries and places within them. Uingereza is used variously to refer to the United Kingdom, Britain or just England. There are no well-established Swahili names for Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and if people need to refer specifically to any of these they are likely to have sufficient knowledge of the English language – and European geography – to use the English names. Not all Swahili names of countries have a U- prefix, but quite a few do, and they form one set of words that belong to the U class of nouns which will be dealt with in Unit 6.




a Countries (U class nouns):









	Ubelgiji

	Belgium






	Uchina

	China






	Ufaransa

	France






	Uganda

	Uganda






	Ugiriki

	Greece






	Uingereza

	UK, Britain, England






	Ujerumani

	Germany






	Ulaya

	Europe






	Ureno

	Portugal






	Urusi

	Russia










b Countries without the U- prefix:









	Afrika ya Kusini

	South Africa






	Bara Hindi

	India






	Hispania

	Spain






	Marekani

	USA






	Misri

	Egypt






	Msumbiji

	Mozambique
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Practice
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1 How would you:




a Reply to a child who greets you with ‘Shikamoo’?


b Ask someone how his/her journey was?


c Reply to the greeting ‘Hujambo’?


d Ask someone how things are this morning?


e Ask to come in to someone’s house? (See Dialogue 2.)


f (Together with a companion) reply to ‘Hamjambo’?


g Reply to ‘Habari za mchana’?


h Welcome a visitor into your home? (See Dialogue 2.)


i Ask someone how everything is at home?


j Welcome a group of people into your home? (See Dialogue 2.)





2 How would you say:




a I come from America.


b Where do you (sing.) come from?


c She comes from Liverpool.


d Do they come from Kenya?


e They come from Nairobi.


f Where do you (pl.) come from?


g Does he come from Germany?


h Do you (pl.) come from Uganda?





3 Rearrange the list of person words (List B) so that each of them is next to the appropriate country.


e.g. Marekani (USA) Mmarekani (American person)






	A

	B






	Kenya

	Mtanzania






	Uchina

	Mfaransa






	Uingereza

	Mrusi






	Uganda

	Mganda






	Ufaransa

	Mwingereza






	Tanzania

	Mkenya






	Urusi

	Mjerumani






	Ujerumani

	Mchina







4 Supply a suitable question for each of the following answers. The first one has been done for you.




a Hodi! Karibu, Bi Alison.


b _______________ Hatujambo, mama.


c _______________ Njema tu.


d _______________ Safari nzuri.


e _______________ Tunatoka Marekani.


f _______________ Sijambo, bwana.


g _______________ Marahaba.


h _______________ Ndiyo, ni Mwingereza.


i _______________ Ndiyo, si Mmarekani.





5 Make up an exchange of greetings between yourself and the person or people in each of the following pictures. If you are learning Swahili with a friend or in a group, do some role-plays of different greeting sequences.
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6 Identify the people in these pictures:
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e.g. A Jeanne na Pierre ni watalii. (Jeanne and Pierre are tourists.)


Then answer the following questions, using ndiyo or siyo and ni or si.


e.g. a Siyo, Bi. Bertha si mtalii. Bi. Bertha ni mwuguzi.




a Bi. Bertha ni mtalii?


b Pierre ni mpokeaji?


c Bw. Ramadhani ni mwalimu?


d Lulu na Abdu ni wapokeaji?


e Jeanne ni mtalii?


f Mama Amina ni mwuguzi?


g Bw. Musa ni mpokeaji?


h Abdu ni mwanafunzi?
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Insight


Greetings are absolutely essential when meeting people. Before going on to Unit 2 make sure you know the M/WA nouns introduced so far. Then practise using the verb-prefixes by making up sentences about yourself and friends, e.g. Ninatoka Birmingham; Bill anatoka Washington; Heidi na Otto wanatoka Bremen.
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You will be delighted to know that each of the other noun-classes, one per unit in Part One, has only two verb-prefixes because, of course, you only need words for it and they when things, rather than people, are involved.
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Ten things to remember




1 The reply to Hujambo? is Sijambo (one person).


2 The reply to Hamjambo? is Hatujambo (more than one person).


3 A suitable reply to Habari za asubuhi? is Nzuri.


4 Call out Hodi! before entering someone’s house.


5 Say Karibu! to someone entering your house or room.


6 Say Karibuni! to more than one person visiting you.


7 Say Shikamoo! to greet a person much older than yourself.


8 Reply Marahaba to a person who has greeted you with Shikamoo.


9 The verb-group is composed of: verb-prefix + tense marker + verb-stem.


10 I come from the USA is Ninatoka Marekani.
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Kwenda posta
Going to the post office


In this unit you will learn




• how to ask and understand simple directions


• how to ask where something is located


• how to count


• how to buy stamps at the post office
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Dialogue 1


John is on his way from the hotel to the post office.
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Dereva (taxi driver)


	Hujambo, bwana? Teksi?






	John

	Sijambo, bwana. Habari za asubuhi?






	Dereva

	Safi sana, bwana. Teksi?






	John

	Hapana. Nakwenda posta tu. Iko karibu?






	Dereva

	Iko karibu sana. Nenda moja kwa moja, halafu pinda kushoto. Nenda moja kwa moja, moja kwa moja, halafu utaona posta, upande wa kulia.






	John

	Haya, asante sana, bwana. Kwa heri!






	Dereva

	Haya, bwana. Karibu tena!










QUICK VOCAB


dereva driver (here: taxi-driver)


teksi taxi


sana very/very much


hapana no


nakwenda (ni-na-kwenda) I’m going (to)


posta post office


iko it is (located)


karibu near, nearby


nenda go (to one person)


moja kwa moja straight on


halafu then


pinda turn


kushoto left


utaona (u-ta-ona) you will see


upande wa kulia (on) the right side (lit. side of right)


haya OK


asante thanks


kwa heri goodbye


karibu tena a polite farewell (lit. welcome again)


In some areas people say naenda rather than nakwenda, meaning I’m going/I’m on my way.
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Street transactions


If the taxi driver’s question seems rather brusque and insistent, it should be remembered that overseas visitors, whether temporary workers or tourists, represent a potential source of income for which there is fierce competition in the capital cities and larger towns of Africa. Urban taxi drivers and street traders in east Africa get used to dealing with tourists who have little or no knowledge of Swahili and who may be in a hurry. People with services to offer are good at modifying their language to suit the circumstances and will often use very simple Swahili until they have assessed a visitor’s knowledge of the language. Transactions are carried out at a more leisurely pace away from the large towns.
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Grammar



1 Teksi, posta and other N class nouns




a Teksi and posta, like many other loan-words, function as members of the N class of nouns. This class is so-called because some of the words of Bantu origin in it begin with a ‘nasal’ sound, written as m, n, ny or ng’. A few of the commonly used words with this nasal prefix are given in the N class vocabulary box below, along with some non-prefixed ones, including those introduced in this unit and Unit 1.
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You will find some of these words in the next dialogue. As is clear from the nouns in the box, the N class is rather a ragbag as far as meaning is concerned. But it does contain one group of words for living beings, and these will be dealt with separately. This class contains many loan-words, which have no prefix, and some words of Bantu origin which have lost their prefix.
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Insight


If you are highlighting prefixes, use a different colour from the one used for the M/WA class in Unit 1. Only five of the nouns in each of the N class vocabulary boxes in Unit 2 actually have the ‘nasal’ prefix n-, m-, ng’ or ny-.
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One good thing about the N class from a learner’s point of view is that the singular and plural forms of the nouns are the same.
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Although in other noun-classes the form of the prefix remains virtually the same whatever noun stem it is attached to, in the N class the form of the prefix varies according to the first sound in the stem. The ‘stem’ is the main part of a noun – the part to which the prefix is attached. It is worth noting here the rules for the ‘nasal’ prefix because they also apply to adjectives (‘describing words’ like good, bad, short, tall, etc.) and other qualifiers which must be made to agree with their noun by having the same prefix. You can leave the learning of these rules until later if you like, and just learn the N class nouns in the vocabulary box.


Notes to Grammar section 1a




1 Loan-words, and noun-stems of Bantu origin beginning with the voiceless consonants p, f, s, ch, k and t, do not take a prefix. The only exceptions are the few stems of this sort that have a single syllable. Like all single-syllable stems of Bantu origin in this class, they take a prefix, which carries the stress, e.g. ńchi.


2 Stems beginning with a vowel take the prefix ny-, e.g. nyumba.


3 Stems beginning with b, v or w take the prefix m-, e.g. mvua. In addition, w becomes b, e.g. m + wili becomes mbili (-wili is the stem for two). Do not confuse this m with the singular prefix of the M/WA class. In the N class the only reason that m occurs as a prefix is that it is the appropriate nasal prefix for noun-stems beginning with sounds made with the lips closed or partly closed.


4 Stems beginning with d, j, z or g take the prefix n-, e.g. ndizi, njia, nguo. Although we write n- as the prefix for stems beginning with g, its sound is like the sound at the end of thing, not thin. (See the guide to pronunciation preceding Unit 1.)


5 Stems beginning with l or r also take the prefix n, and the l or r changes to d, e.g. n + limi (tongues) becomes ndimi, n + refu (long) becomes ndefu.





The prefix for this class must originally have been something like ni-, which contracted to ny- and n-. If you try pronouncing n before b or v you will feel how easily it changes to m.


You would probably find it helpful at this point to listen several times to the N class ‘nasal’ prefixes in the pronunciation guide at the beginning of the recording.


b Verb-prefixes


This is where the difference between singular and plural shows up.






	Singular: i-


	Plural: zi-







	Teksi inatoka wapi?

	Teksi zinatoka wapi?






	Where is the taxi coming from?

	Where are the taxis coming from?







Words for ‘uncountables’ like mvua (rain), sukari (sugar), etc., use the singular verb-prefix only.


c People and other creatures in the N class


Most words for animals and insects, and some words for people, are in this class. Two occurred in Unit 1 – mama and ndugu. They are like the other N nouns in that singular and plural are the same; but they take the verb-prefixes of the M/WA class. Here are a few of the most frequently used N class ‘animates’:
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	Askari anatoka wapi?

	Where does the policeman come from?






	Askari wanatoka wapi?

	Where do the policemen come from?






	Paka anatoka wapi?

	Where does the cat come from?






	Paka wanatoka wapi?

	Where do the cats come from?
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Insight


The N class verb-prefixes i- and zi- should be highlighted in your chosen N class colour. Note that, in the four example questions above, the verbs have M/WA class verb-prefixes because their subjects, askari and paka, although in the N class, are animate beings.
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2 Being in a place


The ni/si, is/is not forms used in Dialogue 2 of Unit 1 cannot be used to talk about people or objects being in a place. For this a particular structure is used:
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Using wapi (where) and a few N class nouns, we can ask:






	Sukari iko wapi?

	Where is the sugar?






	Nguo ziko wapi?

	Where are the clothes?







Similarly, using M/WA verb-prefixes:






	Niko wapi?

	Where am I?






	Mohamed yuko wapi?

	Where is Mohamed?






	Tuko wapi?

	Where are we?






	John na Alison wako wapi?

	Where are John and Alison?







Note that the form meaning he/she is located… is yuko, and not ako as you might have expected.


There are three place-markers:






	-ko

	refers to indefinite location, and is therefore the form used when asking where someone or something is.






	-po

	refers to definite location, as in yupo posta, she’s at the post office, not necessarily inside it – she might be waiting just outside.






	-mo

	refers to location inside, as in yumo posta, she’s inside the post office – perhaps sheltering from heavy rain.







The use of any one of these is dependent on the circumstances as the speaker sees them, but you can restrict yourself to -ko until you have gained more experience with the language.
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Insight


If you are still colour-coding the noun-classes, there is plenty of scope in the last section for highlighting the M/WA and N class noun- and verb-prefixes. Note that only one of the nouns in the two N class example sentences (using wapi) has the nasal prefix.
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Dialogue 2


In the post office, John goes towards one of the windows at the counter.
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	John

	
(to a young woman nearby) Habari gani, bibi?






	Bibi

	Nzuri, bwana.






	John

	Nitapata stampu hapa?






	Bibi

	Hapana, hutapata stampu hapa. Angalia juu! (She reads aloud the notice above the counter:) ‘Hundi za posta’. Simama pale. Utapata pale.






	John

	
(to the counter clerk at the correct window) Naomba stampu kwa barua hizi, kwenda Uingereza kwa ndege.






	
Karani (clerk)


	Una barua ngapi?






	John

	Nina barua tatu.






	Karani

	Haya. Stampu tatu za shilingi mia moja na sabini ni shilingi mia tano na kumi.






	John

	Na barua hii nataka kupeleka Mwanza.






	Karani

	Moja tu?






	John

	Ndiyo, moja tu.






	Karani

	Unataka stampu ya shilingi arobaini. Jumla ni shilingi mia tano na hamsini. (John passes a Sh 1000/– note to the clerk who then gives him the change.) Haya, chukua chenji ya shilingi mia nne na hamsini. Karibu tena.






	John

	Asante sana.










QUICK VOCAB


nitapata (ni-ta-pata) I will get


hapa here


hutapata (hu-ta-pata) you will not get


angalia look, pay attention


juu up, above, top


hundi za posta (N)* postal orders


simama stand


pale over there


utapata (u-ta-pata) you will get


naomba (ni-na-omba) I want


kwa for


barua (N)* letter


hizi these (with N nouns)


kwenda (ku-enda) to go


kwa ndege (N)* by air (ndege is aeroplane and bird)


karani clerk


una (u-na) you have


ngapi? how many? (referring to N class nouns)


nina (ni-na) I have


tatu three


za of


shilingi shilling


mia moja na sabini 170


mia tano na kumi 510


hii this


nataka (ni-na-taka) I want, need


kupeleka (ku-peleka) to send


moja one


ya of


arobaini 40


jumla (N)* total


mia tano na hamsini 550


chukua take


chenji (N)* change


mia nne na hamsini 450
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Post offices


It is only in large post offices in the cities and larger towns that people like John may find themselves going to the wrong window if they fail to read the signs above the counter. We can assume that John is in the post office in Azikiwe Street in Dar es Salaam where only certain counters are allocated to the sale of stamps. The spelling can vary between stampu and stempu.


Post offices are always busy places, not only because of the transactions inside but because people who rent mail boxes come to collect their letters from them. Only the holder of the key to a particular numbered box has access to that box and can collect letters from it. Addresses must therefore contain the correct PO Box number:


Bibi Amina Omari


SLP 584


Musoma


Mkoa wa Mara
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QUICK VOCAB


SLP (sanduku la posta) PO Box


la of


Mkoa wa Mara Mara Region
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Money


Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda all have the shilingi (shilling) as their unit of currency, but its value varies markedly from one country to another. One hundred shillings is abbreviated as 100/– or Sh.100.


There are three words in current use meaning money and all are in the N class: fedha, hela, and pesa. Note that fedha also means silver. Hela is only likely to be heard in Tanzania and is used much less frequently than the other two words.


The cost of stamps here, and of goods and services in Units 3 and 4, cannot reflect reality at the time of reading in any Swahili-speaking area due to the effects of inflation.
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3 How many?


Ngapi (how many) is one of the words that takes the same prefix as the noun to which it refers. Since it already begins with a nasal sound we do not have to attach a nasal prefix to make it agree with an N class noun:
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