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Wolaita Sodo ወላይታ ሶዶ 

Sodo Public Library 

Last month, Ashenafi Kebede from Wolaita 
Sodo University and ETLearns  came to 
Axum and helped set up the Chromebook 
Lab at the Axumite Heritage Foundation 
library (see March newsletter). He asked me 
if I would be interested in seeing the 
Chromebooks in action. I jumped at the 
chance and booked my reservations for the 
week between Hosana (Palm Sunday) and 
Fasika (Easter).  The flight from Axum to 
Addis Ababa was delayed and I caught my 
connection with a minute to spare.  
Unfortunately, my suitcase didn’t make it.  It 
was delivered to the Arba Minch airport the 
next day, but since the airport is about a 90 
minute drive, it didn’t make sense to travel 
that far to retrieve it.  Nothing like laundry 
soap and daily washing of my one outfit.  My 
suitcase was at the Arba Minch airport 
waiting for me upon my return and made it 
back to Axum without a hitch.   

The first formal stop on my visit to Wolaita 
Sodo was the Sodo Public library built in 
2006 by ISOB out of Amsterdam and the 
WODA (Wolaita Development Association).  
The library is skillfully managed by Abebach 
Zewga.   

 

The library was filled to capacity and 
students who could not find a place at a table 
formed their own tables by using benches as 
tables and chairs. 

     

The library has wifi, but the computers are 
older and not internet ready.  Students found 

spots outside the building to connect to wifi 
with their phones or laptops.   

 

 

The library also was equipped with individual 
study carrels, what is called either “attention 
boxes” or “tension boxes” in Ethiopian 
parlance (there was a difference of opinion 
on this one).  

Children’s Services 
by Janet Lee  
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As nearly all libraries in Ethiopia, there is a 
need for newer editions of books, updated 
computers, and workspace.  Unfortunately, 
there were no materials visible for young 
children, nor was there room in the current 
building for a children’s section.    

There is a public toilet behind the library, but 
I did not check to see if it was a pit latrine or 
one that flushed. In any event, the two stalls 
would accommodate either gender.  The 
front door was handicapped accessible, 
usually an indication of western financing 
and backing.  The hours are limited to 
standard government hours of Monday to 
Friday, from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. (2:00 a.m. 
to 11 p.m. Ethiopia time). 

The library is situated on a large track of land 
with much room for expansion. There is a 
small building that serves as a tea house and 
a life-sized replica of a traditional Wolaita-
style country home, reminding me much of 
the traditional Gurage homes in my Peace 
Corps days. 

  

 

Pending funding for children’s books and 
other materials, it would be possible to pitch 
a tent or canopy that could serve as a 
temporary location for a children’s library.  
Although the cost would be prohibitive, it 
was fun to think about building a dwelling, 
Wolaita-style to serve as a children’s library.  
We also discussed a future Chromebook lab 
and Abebach said that there was a room that 
could be utilized through the movement of 
existing furniture.  Ashenafi is also looking at 
different types of outdoor benches that could 
be placed under the trees behind the library 

where students are currently congregating to 
access wifi.  

Additional recommendations for the Public 
Library include soliciting print donations 
from entities such as Book Aid International, 
CORE Ethiopia, and Ethiopian Technology 
Transfer Society; purchasing Amharic picture 
and chapter books from Midako Publishing 
(www.midakobooks.com); and linking to and 
downloading books from the African 
Storybook project.  Ashenafi will work with 
Mezemir Girma, Debre Birhan, and 
colleagues at Wolaita Sodo University in 
translating some of the ASb books into the 
Wolaita language. 

Wolaita Sodo University 

We next visited the Wolaita Sodo University 
Library.   

 

The first thing that was recognizable was the 
architecture.  The library was part of the 2nd 
generation of universities and all of the 
libraries had counterparts on other campuses 
that were identical to themselves.  These 
universities were built in 1999 EC and 
include:  Aksum, Wolaita, Dire Dawa, Ambo, 
Madawalabu, Debre Marcos, Debre Birhan, 
Mizantepe, Nekempte, and Jigjiga.  If 
someone was familiar with one, they would 
be familiar with the layout of another on a 
different campus.   

There were multiple libraries on multiple 
campuses.  The furniture was sturdy.   

 

Above the circulation desk was a large 
security monitor that was tied to 87 cameras.  
A similar unit was housed in the technical 
manager’s office. 

   

In 2011-12, the Wolaita Sodo staff visited 
Adama University and also received training 
from the Ministry of Education.  They worked 
closely with the Civil Services University in 
Addis Ababa in setting up a fully-functional 
Koha online catalog.  The system allows for 
both manual cataloging and importing of 
records (Z39.50) as well as circulation of 
books.  Access is only on campus because of 
firewall restrictions.  They are able to print 
spine labels and barcodes.   

I also briefly met with the President, Dr. 
Samuel, had a long discussion with Dr. 
Wendemu, the VP for Academic Service 
Affairs, and an extensive conversation with 
Dr. Takele, the VP for Research and 
Community.  We discussed future next steps 
including different types of partnerships, 
Sister Cities, a 2019 Summer Institute (AI, 
Computational Linguistics, Literacy, and 
professional training for librarians). 

 

Dr. Wendemu presents me with a Wolaita scarf 

Cacheno and Bogale Walelu Secondary 
Schools 

The purpose in traveling to Wolaita Sodo was 
to visit some of the schools where ET Learns 
had installed Chromebooks and the Rachel 
server.  We visited two schools that were 
near the town:  Bogale Walelu and Cacheno 
Secondary.   

 

http://www.midakobooks.com/
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Each had a library that was actively used and 
each had an active ETLearns lab.  A sign at 
the Bogale Walelu library indicated that Bill 
and Betty Graff, RPCVs, had donated nearly 
500 books to the library.   

 

 

There were approximately 30 Chromebooks 
in each lab as well as a projection monitor.  

 

ETLearns pays a nominal stipend to each of 
the two room monitors per school.  The room 
monitor seats the students at vacant 
workstations, assists them in getting started, 
and takes care of the equipment.   

 

Both labs were completely full.  As one 
student leaves, another comes in.  Each 
school boasted about 2000-2700 database 
uses per week. 

   

Unique to Bogale Walelu was the 
experimental garden, of which the director, 
Teshome, was justifiably proud.  Plants 
included 192 species of medicinal varieties 
and a potential pond for a fishery. 

 

 

I made quite a hit with the Bogale Walelu 
girls.   

 

It was at Gacheno that I met current Peace 
Corps Volunteer Colby Biersheuve from the 
Seattle area.  He indicated that there are 
currently 12 PCVs in Wolaita with six new 
Volunteers coming shortly. 

    

One aspect of life in Wolaita that surprised 
me was how much the late Prime Minister, 
Meles Zenawi was still revered.  Apparently 
there have been long ties between Tigray 
and Wolaita and many appreciated how 
much Meles contributed to educational 
policy and standards. 

 

Launch of the Global Digital Library 

In November 2017, I traveled to in Debre 
Birhan ደብረ ብርሃን to conduct an African 
Storybook workshop at the Ras Abebe 
Aregay Library owned and run by Mezemir 
Girma, an instructor at Debre Birhan 
University (detailed in my November 
newsletter).  By all accounts it was a great 
success.  

  

Once again, thanks to Facebook and a 
posting by Mezemir, I discovered that there 
would be a launch of the Global Digital 
Library in Addis.  The GDL is part of the 
Global Book Alliance and is incorporating 
most of the titles from African Storybook.  
Mezemir would be in attendance as would 
Dorcas Wepukhulu who is with African 
Storybook in Kenya and has presented in 
Debre Birhan and in Adwa previously.  I also 
forwarded the invitation to Tsion Kiros of 
Midako Publishing and she was able to 
attend.  

 

The event was co-organized by USAID, 
UNESCO, and the Norwegian Agency for 
Development (Norad).  GDL’s goal is to make 
storybooks and other reading materials 
available in more than 100 languages by 
2020.  All resources are freely available in 
digital format (online or downloadable to a 
device) and in print-ready format.  The site 
will contain Ethiopian government-approved 
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reading resources in seven Ethiopian 
languages (Amharic, Tigrigna, Afaan Oromo, 
Af-Somaali, Sidama Afoo, Wolayttatto, and 
Hadiyyisa) and the three Ethiopian languages 
from African Storybook.  

The day went well.  I met Kahsay Girmay, 
from Imagine 1 Day, whose organization had 
conducted an African Storybook workshop in 
Adwa before my arrival in Axum.  Out of that 
workshop came thirteen stories in Tigrigna. 

   

The formal part of the program included 
workshops on the GDL, introducing 
supplementary reading materials, teacher 
training, and translating existing resources 
into other languages for personal use (not to 
be uploaded back into the platform without 
appropriate vetting).  Although the product 
was greeted with great enthusiasm, there 
was broad discussion about the difficulties 
that would be encountered in rural areas due 
to erratic electricity and internet instability 
and the lack of printing capabilities and 
ensuing expense.  

Mezemir, Dorcas, Kahsay, and I took 
advantage of being on the UNECA campus to 
visit Afework Tekle’s magnificent stained 
glass window (see a Library of Congress 
interview with Afework at:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=alrWoVl

0PWo)  

 

Mezemir, Dorcas, and I also met to plan an 
upcoming workshop in Adama and Debre 
Birhan for early May. 

 

Follow up on the November Debre Birhan 
workshop. 

In the November workshop, the participants 
brainstormed on a possible book.  In walking 
through Debre Birhan, I was informed that 
there were one or two female Bajaj drivers 
and I proposed that the story be about such a 
driver.  Several stories were suggested and 
one was selected.  Finding an illustrator 
proved to be a little more difficult, but 
Mezemir was able to engage an illustrator 
who produced a number of drawings, which 
he brought to the launch.  Dorcas is taking 
these back to Nairobi to scan and will return 
the finished scans and originals when she 
returns to Ethiopia in early May.  An example 
of the illustration follows.  Producing a 
finished book was part of the proposal to the 
International Library Cultural Exchange 
Interest Group grant that I was awarded.  

  

 Holidays:  Hosana and Fasika  

Fifty-five days of fasting have ended with the 
celebration of Fasika (Easter).  Axum is a 
highly religious community following the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Tawehido Church 
traditions.  Hosana (Palm Sunday) is 
celebrated by the distribution of Palms and 
Fasika celebrates the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.  

 

On both days I was invited into the homes of 
friends for a family meal.   

 

 

Reflecting on Palm Sunday, I recall my father 
plaiting the distributed palms into shapes.  A 
colleague retrieved a palm frond and a staff 
member from the Sabian hotel made it into a 
ring.  I noticed several of those same rings on 
fingers of passengers as I flew to Arba Minch 
the day after Hosana. 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=alrWoVl0PWo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=alrWoVl0PWo
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Fasting includes abstaining from all animal 
products including eggs and dairy.  It is not all 
that difficult to find appealing and healthful 
food during S’om.  

 

 

It also includes abstaining from other things 
as well, thus weddings are postponed until 
after Fasika.  We are now in a very big 

wedding season, frequently held on Sunday, 
but also other days of the week. They can be 
quite showy as the wedding party drives 
down the main street in open convertibles or 
horse-drawn wedding carriages with music 
blaring.   

 

 

 

The wedding party also frequently stops on 
the street to dance. 

 

Aksum University (አክሱም ዩኒቨርሲተ) Updates  

Eskinder Asmelash from the University’s ITC 
department has reinstalled the Koha 
software.  Nearly all of the dummy records 
that had been installed in prior versions were 
removed during the installation problems 
ensuring that we will have fewer difficulties 
with this version.  Berihulay and I will set 
upon configuring the libraries, patrons, and 

loan rules over the next few days.  Time is 
ticking. 

 

Axumite Heritage Foundation Library (ቤት 
መጻሕፍት) 

Current library operations in the old 
Governor’s Palace have been curtailed so 
that the collection could be moved.  The new 
library will begin limited operations in early 
May.  As always, moves such as this, no 
matter how well planned, are more 
complicated than they seem.  We did have 
some assistance from a neighborhood school 
in moving the books. 
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The circulation desk has received a facelift.  A 
blonde cabinet adjoining the main desk 
looked out of place.  In comes Guday, a 
skillful painter and several coats of varnish 
later, we have matching furniture. 

 

 

The auditorium seating is receiving a total 
makeover with elegant burgundy fabric. Four 
rows of seating have been completed at this 
writing, thanks in large part to daddy’s little 
helper. 

 

 

Although the stone is not yet exposed, the 
front stone work is essentially complete.  All 
of the stone has been placed, and stone 
filings cover the stone work and has been 
compacted to form a type of cement. We are 
all waiting in anticipation to see the final 
design that is below the loose filings. 

 

 

A pedestrian gate and a vehicle gate have 
been installed and unveiled.  The corrugated 
iron fencing has been removed showcasing a 
most magnificent front entrance.  It is 
especially beautiful at night as lamp posts 
illuminate the compound. 

 

 

 

The fencing covering the commercial 
building has also been removed. 

 

 

Finally, great progress has been made on the 
café. From a hand-poured foundation to tall 
poles to form the circular roof, it is taking the 
shape of a traditional rural home, complete 
with a local stone façade. 
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Next month: 

Off to Adama and Debre Birhan for a repeat 
performance. We open the new building. 
Emmanuel and Eric make their first trip to 
Africa, specifically, Axum, Ethiopia.  Perhaps, 
they will come to understand what makes 
their mother tick and why she keeps coming 
back to this incredible country so often.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The stellae at night. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The stellae at night.  

Recommended Facebook pages 

https://www.facebook.com/AxumHeritageLi
brary/ 
https://www.facebook.com/ToursSelam/ 

 

https://www.facebook.com/ToursSelam/

