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Welcome, story supporter!

We hope that you and your child 
have fun with this story.

Nurturing and supporting 
your child is important for 

their physical, emotional and  
academic development.
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Guitar playing is not just for young people. 
Nothembi Mkhwebane is a mother and 
traditional Ndebele singer who became famous 
for her guitar-playing skills.  

Many years ago, when she came onto the 
scene, JJ Phiri wrote in a magazine: 

I heard about a woman who was performing 
on Freedom Day at Kippies, one of the most 
popular clubs in Johannesburg. She wears 
traditional Ndebele clothes and plays an 
electric guitar. “Never, that can’t be true!” I 
said. But I was curious. I wanted to see her for 
myself. So I went to Kippies and there I found 
Nothembi.

I could not believe my eyes when Nothembi 
walked onto the stage. She looked enormous. 
Colourful beaded bracelets covered her arms 
and legs. She had a bright, beaded blanket 
around her shoulders and she wore a large 
traditional hat. She picked up her guitar and 
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started playing.

Nothembi also sings. Her songs are about the 
rural areas. “My uncle taught me to play the 
guitar when I was very young,” Nothembi says. 
“I used to sing at funerals and weddings.”

She says she is lucky now. She performs for a 
living. 

Nothembi grew up in a rural area in 
Mpumalanga. Her grandmother taught her to 
play traditional Ndebele instruments and her 
uncle taught her to play a home-made oil tin 
guitar. These lessons were given to her during 
lunch time while they were taking a break from 
ploughing the fields and looking after cattle.

Then Nothembi moved to Pretoria where she 
worked as a domestic worker to support her 
two children. But she got bored sitting alone 
in her room so she bought a keyboard and 
acoustic guitar and started to compose songs. 
Her next step was to form a group known as 
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The Siblings.

At first, Nothembi recorded her own music on a 
portable tape recorder and took it to a record 
company. But her reading skills were not good 
enough to read the contract and so she lost 
money she could have earned from her music. 

So Nothembi went back to school to improve 
her reading skills. With her better reading 
skills, she could read the contract properly and 
understand what she was signing. 

As a result, Nothembi was able to sign a good 
contract. She could record her music and make 
money from it. 

From then on, her music earned her money.  
It also made her more and more famous. She 
travelled to lots of countries, and was awarded 
many honours in South Africa and in other 
countries.  In return, she started a Foundation 
to promote cultural and traditional music.     
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Nothembi is still known as the Ndebele Queen 
of Music. You can listen to her music on 
YouTube.

By Pam Hicks, DGMT

Photograph by courtesy of Daily Dispatch



WHAT TO USE

Pen / pencil, piece of paper

WHAT TO DO

•	 Ask your child to answer the following 
questions by doing a spelling game. They 
must try to spell the answer to you before 
writing it down on their notebook.

1. Mma Nothembi’s other name when she 
sings is the Ndebele Queen of .... ?

2. What musical instrument did Mma 
Nothembi play? 

ExTEnD THE STOry...

Word spell WritiNg
activities



3. Who taught Mma Nothembi to play 
the guitar? Who taught her to play 
traditional instruments?

4. Where did Mma Nothembi go to work to 
support her children? Name the city?

5. How many children did she have when 
she went to this city? (Write the word 
for that number.) 

6. What kind of work did she do to support 
her children? 

7. Mma Nothembi wears traditional 
clothes when she plays her music.  
Name any traditional item she wears. 

8. Mma Nothembi went back to school 
when she was already an adult. Why? 
What did she learn to do better than 
before? 

9. Mma Nothembi’s Foundation promotes 
a certain kind of music. What kind of 
music does it promote? 
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