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This is a combined issue, January/February.  
Knowing that I would go to Harar in early 
February, I decided to wait until my return.  
Sounds like a good excuse doesn’t it?  
Harar and Haramaya University ሓረርና ሐረማያ 
ዩኒቨርሲቲ 
One item on my bucket list for this trip was 
to return to the old city of Harar, my training 
site as a Peace Corps Volunteer in 1974.  It 
was my first real glimpse into the culture and 
wonder of Ethiopia, far from the bustle of the 
capital, Addis Ababa.  Harar Jugol, the old 
walled city, was listed as a World Heritage 
Site in 2006 by UNESCO and in 2018 was 
named one of the best places in the world to 
visit by National Geographic.  My training 
group stayed in a small hotel above the Jugol 
and we frequently walked the narrow 
passageways to visit the colorful markets and 
shops, practice our Amharic and soak in the 
culture.  Shaft in Africa, one of the 
blaxsploitation films, a truly bad movie if you 
have never seen it, had recently been filmed 
on location in Harar.   

 

Scene from Shaft in Africa. 

One young boy, who decided to be our 
guide, nicknamed himself Ato Shaft (Mr. 
Shaft) and guided us around the city.  But 
how would I get back?  Enter Nebeyou and 
Facebook. 

 

Nebeyou was a constant presence in our conversations 

My dear friend Nebeyou, back in Denver, 
tagged me on a posting on Facebook 
announcing the publication of a book, 
Fundamentals of Collection Development and 
Management, by Tilahun Shibeshi (his best 
friend in college) and Lawrence Gojeh (his 
professor).   

 

With Dr. Gojeh, Nebeyou’s professor 

Nebeyou told Tilahun that I was in Ethiopia 
and that we should connect.  Minutes later, 
we were in touch about the possibility of 
coming to Harar and co-teaching a Digital 
Libraries (Master’s level course) at Haramaya 
University.  We agreed that the first week of 
January would be ideal, then the protests 
happened, we lost Facebook access, and 
Haramaya closed.  Once the ban on 
Facebook was lifted and Haramaya 
reopened, we were on target for early 
February.  Zekarias Teferi stepped in as my 
coordinator and did a superb job making 

Connections. Networking. 
Mentors. Facebook.  
by Janet Lee  
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arrangements and following up on schedules, 
flights, and lodging.  

I knew Haramaya as Alemaya University.  It is 
one of the oldest in the nation and one of 
three universities at my time of service.  
There are nearly 40 government-run 
universities now.  It had close ties with 
Oklahoma State University and was part of 
Truman’s Point Four program.   

 

 

Aksum University is only about a decade old 
and you can feel the difference in 
infrastructure, grounds, and especially the 
library. I met Tilahun in Addis and he 
supplied me with back-up readings and a 
polished PowerPoint presentation for the 
class.  I was set!  I flew to Dire Dawa where 
Zakarias and Dr. Gojeh met me and then off 
to visit the Dire Dawa University Library. I 
had hoped to meet Iman Yusuf, the Library 
Director, but she was awarded a DV 
(Diversity Visa) and had relocated to Aurora, 
Colorado (another amazing connection).  She 
and I had met in Columbus, Ohio attending 
the IFLA (International Federation of 
Libraries and Institutions) conference, for 
which she had received a significant 
scholarship.  

 

Iman and I (center) at IFLA conference 

Then an hour-long drive to Haramaya 
University where I was put up in their faculty 
guest house.  

The class of fifteen students was great 
(eleven males and four females registered), 
but extremely quiet and polite.  They said 
that they did not have a problem with my 
accent, although I was the first American 

professor that they had had.  We did a round 
robin with several questions so that I could 
encourage them to say something: Where 
were they from? Why did they choose 
information science? Was there a library in 
their high school or undergrad college? What 
is their impression of the library profession? 
What was the last book that they read that 
was not a textbook?  It was an interesting 
discussion.  Students rank their top college 
choices and are then assigned a university, 
sometimes in another region.  Likewise, they 
are assigned a course of study depending on 
their aptitude, not necessarily on the career 
path that they might have chosen.  Tuition 
and expenses are covered, but only if they 
have passed the national exam, adding 
additional stress their final year of secondary 
school.  It was in a block, so three full days of 
lecture and discussion.  Meanwhile, students 
were also wrapping up their last semester, 
taking exams, running late because of the 
protests in November and December when 
school was closed.  

 

I also had an opportunity to meet with Dr. 
Gojeh, Tilahun, and Zakarias about a 
potential online journal East African Journal 
of Computing and Informatics.  They had a 
well-laid out plan and it has great potential.  

 

Tilahun and Zakarias  

With class over, it was time to visit the 
Haramaya University Library.  It was 
impressive.  The furniture was imported and 
well built.  The library had great space for 
student seating.  It was fairly high tech with 
an active web page, an online catalog, and an 
extensive digital collection.   

 

Entrance to the Haramaya University Library 

Then off to the city of Harar by minibus.  We 
drove through a robust Chat market and 
fields that were heavily irrigated (think about 
the movie Captain Phillips).  It is quite a 
business and very much out in the open.  The 
city of Harar was nothing like I remembered 
it.  It was expansive, modern, with many new 
buildings and much new construction.  After I 
was checked into a hotel, Zakarias and I 
walked to the old city of Jugol, went through 
one or two of the five gates, through the 
colorful markets, into various shops, and was 
led through passageways to homes that had 
jewelry, baskets and other sundry items.  
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At dusk we walked to the outskirts of town, 
where the hyena man called out to the 
hyenas to come into town.  By the light of a 
Bajaj, we saw the hyenas approaching and 
each of us in turn was able to feed the hyenas 
a small piece of meat draped over a stick.  
Surprisingly, I was not afraid when my turn 
came.  The hyena was actually more skittish 
than I was and plucked the meat from the 
stick with her tongue.  Hyenas scared me to 
death in my village, and that was just 
because of their whoop at night on market 
days. (Album on Facebook: 

https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?s
et=oa.1203042453164078&type=3&pnre
f=story )  

 

Too soon it was time to go home to Axum.  
As I departed Dire Dawa, my colleague, Tim 
Landers, from Gondar was arriving to go to 
Haramaya and Harar.  We were like two ships 
passing in the night.  On the flight back to 
Axum, I was seriously thinking of jumping 
ship and transferring to Haramaya.  It had a 
beautiful campus, a robust IT department, 
and an incredible, modern library.  Still it was 
good to be back home and be met by the 
driver from the Sabean International Hotel.  
Then I got a text from Tim.  Traveling on the 
same route that I took just hours before, he 
and Zakarias were in the middle of a protest 
and skirmish the likes that neither had seen 
before.  All hell broke loose, people were 
beaten, and later we learned  people were 
killed.  Axum looks pretty good to me right 
now (and Tim made it to safety and 
eventually back to Gondar).  This was the 
beginning of a series of protests that resulted 
in the resignation of the Prime Minster, 
Hailemariam Deselegn, and a State of 
Emergency.  Axum is peaceful and calm.   

Holidays: Gena ገና and Timket ጥምቀት 

There were two major holidays in January, 
Gena ገና and Timket ጥምቀት.  Jeremy and I 
were invited to the home of one of the 
employees of the Foundation for Gena or 
Ethiopian Christmas celebrated on January 7.  
This was a very quiet holiday with little to no 
fanfare.  The streets were almost deserted as 
we walked to the home, as it should be.  It 
was obvious that people were celebrating 
quietly with their family.  The family 
prepared a simple but delicious meal and 
there was a coffee ceremony. 

 

 

I was also invited to a Gena dinner by the 
housekeeper in charge of my room. She 
enjoys talking to me and is helping me with 
Amharic.  She has a beautiful family and she 
served Doro Wat (Chicken). 

 

 

Timket is held on January 19 and celebrates 
the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist.  
The largest and most well-known celebration 
is in Gondar, but I think the one in Axum can 
easily compare.  People begin their 
celebration around midnight at the church 
and break their fast around 2:00 a.m. 

   

People then congregate around a pool or 
stream to reenact the baptism and to renew 
their vows.  In our case, the ceremony was 
held at the large Queen of Sheba bath, with 
great pomp and circumstance. 

 

 The priests were dressed in ceremonial 
vestments and carried colorful umbrellas.  
After a series of lengthy prayers and 
greetings, many of the males in attendance 
jumped into the pool with bottles to retrieve 
the now holy water.  Jeremy and I joined the 
crowd and watched the ceremonies from the 
side of a nearby mountain.  It was a 
memorable experience. 

https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.1203042453164078&type=3&pnref=story
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.1203042453164078&type=3&pnref=story
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=oa.1203042453164078&type=3&pnref=story
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Not many days later I attended the 
christening reception of a newborn girl, 
which is held 80 days after the birth (40 for a 
male).  The mother, Friwet, is the hostess at 
the Sabean hotel and I attended with a 
couple of the wait staff from the hotel. 

 

 

  

 

  

 

Aksum University (አክሱም ዩኒቨርሲተ) Updates  

All politics is local as they say.  These past 
few months, the university has embarked on 
restructuring, reminding me of years of 
restructuring in both my home university and 
in the library profession.  The library director 
was on leave to take advanced training, and 
Arefaine, who does double duty at the 
Foundation Library as well was serving as 
interim.  Speculation was that the director 
would not be returning at the end of the 
month to the library.  It was decided that the 
library and ICT would report to the academic 
branch of the university as opposed to 
administrative (parallel to most academic 
institutions in the U.S.).  A search for a new 
director from within the University’s 
academic departments was launched and 
Eyerusalem was selected.   

Concurrently, it appears that all positions 
within the library and ICT, at least, were 
being reclassified and staff could apply for 
their own position and also one other.  If 
qualified, they would be considered for the 
alternative position, which would be on 
parity with similar positions at Addis Ababa 
University.  There was a great deal of buzz 
and conversation and little work was done 
(as they freely admitted.  Some things are 
universal). 

Needless to say, training and configuration 
of Koha have been tabled.  I am still 
optimistic that with a new director at the 
helm, and one with significant ICT 
experience, things will move quickly. 

Axumite Heritage Foundation Library (ቤት 
መጻሕፍት) 

We have hit some significant milestones in 
our way forward at the Axumite Heritage 
Foundation Library.  Cables for internet 
access have been pulled to the building and 
into the server room.  Shortly, Ethiotelecom 
will be installing the equipment that will 
provide both network and wifi.  It will be a 
significant boon to the library operations and 
to our library users.   

Laying paving stones in front of the building 
was put on hold until the cables were laid 
across the great expanse of the compound 
from the street to the building.  Work is now 
continuing since the ditches have been dug 
and filled in.  A special stone is being laid 
from the street to the entrance.  It will 
greatly complement the recently laid paving 
stones.   

We have set up the Chromebook lab.  
Because it will be in an area of its own and 
not in the computer lab, we wanted to wait 

until we had laptop locks installed on each 
Chromebook.  My great appreciation to 
Fekadu Gebreegziabher for canvassing Addis 
Ababa and purchasing the locks for me. The 
next step is to configure the software on 
each Chromebook in order to access the 
server.  We still need to make a decision as to 
whether the server will stand on its own (it is 
wireless) or be networked to the wider 
network.   

Two significant personal collections (Gebru 
Tareke and Zewde Gabre-Sellasie) have been 
classified, labeled, and placed in glass cases 
in the Ethiopian Collections room.   

We are planning the move from the old 
building to the new and estimate that it 
could take two weeks. In addition to a 
significant collection, we will need to move 
shelving and furniture.  

As the construction comes to an end, so does 
the need for a construction foreman.  Nigus, 
my most favorite person in all of Ethiopia, 
will be leaving at the end of the month.  He is 
largely responsible for the construction of 
this magnificent building.  He displayed 
amazing patience when he was confronted 
with many last minute changes, was cost-
efficient without cutting corners, and 
displayed strong management and 
supervisory skills all the while training many 
inexperienced workers, including both male 
and female laborers. Intelligent. Gentle. 
Unassuming.  Dedicated.  He has much to be 
proud of.  I will miss him. 

 

 

 



AXUM, ETHIOPIA FULBRIGHT 2018 | Issue #  5 

 

 

Other excursions: 

Gondar.  I felt a need to get out of town.  
Sometimes living in a bubble closes in on a 
person and the nearest and most logical 
place to go was Gondar, where there were 
three other Fulbrighters and their families.  A 
simple text to Tim Landers and I was on my 
way.  Jordann and Rahwa arrived later in the 
year and I had not seen either since the pre-
departure orientation last June.  It was a 
pleasant weekend.  We spent time having 
meals together, with Brian Landers, the son, 
serving as executive chef.  We walked around 
town and went to the market, walked by the 
castles, and went back to faculty housing and 
cooked.  Time flew and it was time to go 
back to Axum.  I was ready and it was good 
to be back home. 

  

Tim with Reggie on top, and Jordann 

 

With Brian Landers 

PontLeon. I also enjoy time with members of 
the Ex-Pat community.  The Filipino contract 
teachers enjoy going for hikes and one 
weekend we walked up to the monastery, 
which is perched on the top of a nearby 
mountain.  From town it looks a little 
forbidding, but little by little, it was a most 
enjoyable walk.  We could not go inside, but 
instead had a picnic breakfast on some large 
rocks outside. 

 

With Cleofe and Meriam 

 

Monastery on top of the hill 

African Storybook Project Update 

Mesemir (Debre Birhan ደብረ ብርሃን) sent the 
story by Dawit that we had agreed would 
make a good book.  It is in both Amharic and 
English.  He has also found an illustrator and 
we are negotiating a contract. I received a 
grant for the African Storybook Project from 
the International Library Cultural Exchange 
Interest Group of the Colorado Association of 
Libraries. 

Visitors/Friends/New Acquaintances 

I received an email from Tsegaye Hailu 
(Denver Sister Cities) that his brother-in-law 
would like to meet me.  Fekadu 
Gebregziabher lives in Addis and is a Regis 
University graduate.  I enlisted his support in 
purchasing laptop locks and later met him 
and his family in Addis. 

 

I also met with Zion Kiros (Midako 
Publishing) and purchased five copies of each 
of the currently published books in Amharic 
and English.  We discussed the possibility of 
translating Back in Time to the Battle of 
Adwa: African Victory 1896 into Tigrigna as 
well as one of the popular picture books. 

  

Rick Stoner and his wife, Elsa also stopped by 
on their way to Adwa.  They are building a 
museum in Adwa.  March 2nd is the 
anniversary of this famous battle and many 
locals climb a mountain to celebrate this 
historic event.  A year ago, I visited the 
museum site and had to rock skip across a 
stream.  This year I will be able to walk across 
a newly established bridge that the Stoners 
have built.  

 

 

I also met with Patrick Plonski from Books for 
Africa and Yonathon Kassahun and Dereje 
from Ethiopian Knowledge and Transfer 
Society (EKTS).  In the past, I shipped a 
container of books with Books for Africa with 
Peace Corps Volunteers Ethiopia.  The Regis 
University Library ships excess books to 
Better World Books and Books for Africa is 
the designated non-profit for proceeds from 
the sale of these books.  Patrick didn’t even 
seem a little bit surprised when I showed up 
in my Books for Africa T-shirt.   
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 With Patrick Plonski, Books for Africa 

Ethiopian Knowledge and Transfer Society 
has set up public libraries in all regions of 
Ethiopia, including a public libraries in Axum, 
Adwa, Mekelle, and Shere.  EKTS works 
closely with Books for Africa and Book Aid 
International.  I was quite impressed with the 
public library in Axum.  It was small but well 
maintained and there were about a dozen 
people in attendance.   

 

Professional Activities 

Just because I am in Axum, does not mean 
that I am on a ten-month vacation from 
professional activities.  I have submitted a 
proposal for a poster on my Fulbright 
experience for the American Library 
Association conference in New Orleans as 
well as applied for an IRRT Mission 
Enhancement grant.  I have also submitted 
an article to be published in March for 
International Leads, an IRRT (International 
Relations Round Table) publication, that I 
one time edited for two years. 

I am pleased to announce that I received 
word that I have been awarded the $1,000 
grant. It is the first time this award has been 
given out by IRRT. In 2016, the International 
Relations Round Table members and 
supporters established the IRRT 
Endowment.  Interest from the Endowment 
is used to fund member-initiated proposals 

for international activities and initiatives that 
contribute to ALA’s role in international 
librarianship.  Goals for the funding are to 
provide support for international projects or 
partnerships; promote a global dialogue 
about librarianship; increase visibility of 
international opportunities for U.S. and 
international librarians, and encourage 
international collaboration in librarianship.   I 
have been asked to be in attendance at the 
International Librarians Reception at ALA in 
New Orleans, cutting short my Fulbright 
experience by a week. 

 

Finally, I was profiled in Worldview, a 
publication of the National Peace Corps 
Association. The article was written by a 
library colleague, Peter Deekle, who is a 
Returned Peace Corps Volunteer Iran.  It can 
be found on page 39 at 
https://issuu.com/peacecorpsconnect/docs/1
4992_wv_winter_2017_web 

An overdose of cuteness 

Every day is a wonder at the Axumite 
Heritage Foundation Library.  It is not 
unusual to have your attention diverted by a 
troop of monkeys.  For a fun video see:  
https://www.facebook.com/search/top/?q=Ja
net%20Lee%20monkey%20video 

 

Save the date!  Denver/Axum Sister Cities is 
planning a fundraiser for the Axumite 
Heritage Foundation Library on Sunday, April 
8th from 4:30 to 7:00 at the Africana Café on 
Colfax in Denver.  

Thinking of visiting Ethiopia?  Please check 
out an up and coming tour company:  Selam 
Ethiopia Tours:  
http://selamethiopiatours.com/ and like 
them on Facebook: 
https://www.facebook.com/ToursSelam/ 

 

In the stelae fields 

https://issuu.com/peacecorpsconnect/docs/14992_wv_winter_2017_web
https://issuu.com/peacecorpsconnect/docs/14992_wv_winter_2017_web
https://www.facebook.com/search/top/?q=Janet%20Lee%20monkey%20video
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http://selamethiopiatours.com/
https://www.facebook.com/ToursSelam/

