
Eritrean American Harmony  
 

QUARTERLY ONLINE MAGAZINE OF NCEA'S  NATIONAL PUBLIC DIPLOMACY GROUP

Magazine

SEPTEMBER - NOVEMBER 2022 
VOL. 2, # 1.



01 



02 



SEPTEMBER - NOVEMBER 2022 | VOL.2, NO.1

co
nt
en

ts

03 



Opening Note 

Archeology

Culture

04 

Biodiversity

Congratulatory Note 

Contents

Eri-Fest, Dallas, TX

Women's health

introducing

Reflections



Opening note 

First Year Anniversary 

It has been a year 
since we first 
launched our 
quarterly online 
magazine.  
  
We hope you are 
enjoying the 
contents. Your 
comments are 
importatnt , 
therefore, please 
let us know . The 
statistics show us 
that  each issues is 
viewed in over 
thirty countries. 
This is rremarkable.  

Thank you for 
your  continued 
support.  



Congratulations to  our virtual-resident 
artist, Yegizaw Michael (Yeggy) for 

winning Washington State's  Governor's 
Arts & Heritage Awards 2022 
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 By EriArcheo

The Technological 
and Historical 
Aspects of Ge'ez 
Manuscripts



Located in the Horn of Africa, Eritrea 
is one of the most ancient 
civilizations in the world, a place 
where traditional culture, firmly 
fixed in the past, continues to be 
challenged by the customs of 
modernity. Nevertheless, one of the 
remarkable treasures of this country 
is the rich manuscript culture, 
inseparably tied to the monastic 
institutions. Many monasteries in 
Eritrea store parchment manuscripts 
(brana in the Tigrinya vernacular)
containing ancient and sometimes 
unknown religious texts. 
  
The standard writing surface of 
ancient Ge’ez, the “brana,” is a 
parchment made from animal skin. 
Its organic nature is subject to 
degradation over long periods. It was 
a fairly common practice to transfer 
aging texts onto new brana to 
preserve the written word. It is 
impossible to date ancient 
manuscripts using common 
scientific methods. Yet, it is generally 
agreed upon that the Geéz writing 
has been stable for over 2000 years, 
achieving perfection by the fourth or 
fifth century and further culminating 
into its height with the development 
of the production of parchments 
during the medieval period.

The Techonological 
and Historical Aspects 
of Ge'ez Manuscripts

The libraries of many old 
monasteries in Eritrea contain a 
variety of parchment manuscripts. 
Gianfrancesco Lusini, for instance, 
has reported that the most 
outstanding manuscript collection in 
Eritrea is at Däbrä Bizän, holding 572 
manuscripts. Jacek Tomaszewski and 
Michael Gervers stated that the 
ancient monastery of Däbrä Libanos 
in Eritrea is known to have had at 
least 84 manuscripts in 1994. The 
libraries of these monasteries hold 
not only the standard set of books 
needed to perform the liturgy and 
other services but also essential 
texts for the study of the history of 
Eritrea and the Eritrean Orthodox 
Church, the literature of the Christian 
and Eritrean Orthodox Church, and 
the history of the manuscript, book. 
Most of the manuscripts appear to 
have been copied over centuries and 
attract the attention of cultural 
heritage experts, conservators, 
archivists, and historians when 
viewed from technological and 
historical perspectives.



The Research and Documentation 
Center (RDC) tackled the examination 
and recording of manuscripts in 
Eritrea recently, permitting an 
inventory of the parchment 
manuscripts housed in several 
monasteries. However, a broader 
study of the technological and 
historical features of the Eritrean 
manuscripts remains to be 
systematically addressed. Thus, it will 
be essential to highlight certain 
aspects revolving around these 
manuscripts’ technological and
historical importance. From a 
technological perspective, Geéz 
parchment manuscripts are attractive 
through analyzing the writing and 
painting layers, the construction of 
the book blocks, and the binding 
process. However, geéz parchments 
have distinctive features that 
differentiate them from their 
European counterparts. Dissimilarities 
result mainly from different
manufacturing methods and 
indirectly from the type of goat 
leather used to produce Geéz 
parchments. Making Geéz parchments 
often involved a reasonably basic 
process without robust chemical 
processing. As a result, it often 
resulted in a relatively raw, rigid, 
uneven, and sometimes hairy product, 
with large areas of gelatinization on 
the surface. 

It is believed that the structure 
involved in the binding process of 
Geéz parchment manuscripts is very 
similar to that of early Coptic codices. 
Presumably, all decorative elements 
of the binding also stem from this 
early period in the development of 
the codex. It is also believed that 
patterns have traveled as the tradition 
of writing and bookbinding spread, 
particularly across the Levant and Nile 
Valley.  

Therefore, the northern Horn in the 
medieval period and the technological 
aspects of Geéz manuscripts found in 
Eritrean monasteries should be seen in the 
light of particular ornamentation and 
binding processes inherent to manuscripts 
found in the Nile Valley, Levant, and 
elsewhere in the Horn. A comprehensive 
study of manuscripts from the early Coptic 
period is required to trace the direction of 
influence involving these regions. Another 
intriguing aspect that affects the 
technological process of Geéz parchment 
production deals with the use of adhesives 
in binding book blocks. It is mentioned in 
some cases that a starch paste is currently
used for this purpose, and starch glues, 
gums, and gum resins have been
suggested as adhesives initially used on 
the binding of manuscripts. Yet, survey 
tests through physicochemical studies are 
required to identify the binder material 
and provide a complete comprehension of 
these technological processes.  

The decorative conventions visible in 
several Geéz parchments and the tools 
prescribed in the bookbinding process are 
also interesting aspects of the technology 
of manuscript production that was
established centuries ago in this part of 
the world. Decorative motifs, subtle 
differences in design, representation of 
holy figures in miniatures, and the use of 
different pigments in the writing and paint 
layers of these old manuscripts further 
resonate around the technological aspects
of Geéz parchment production. An 
overview of traditional manuscript repair 
and its scope is vital to understand the 
maintenance of the integrity of the whole 
book and its binding. Therefore, when 
viewed from these, the production of Geéz 
parchments becomes a fascinating artistic 
and cultural ensemble that evolved over 
centuries in this part of the Horn.  

 

The Technological....



In the words of Jacek Tomaszewski 
and Michael Gervers, “not only did the 
diligence and accuracy of a scribe’s 
handwriting serve as testimony to his 
artistry, but it also promoted the 
splendor of the decorative binding 
that he prepared for his book´´. This 
rich cultural heritage, however, is
particularly vulnerable to damage, 
loss, and destruction and requires 
various approaches for its 
preservation. Therefore, it is crucial 
that physical examination of 
individual manuscripts and the direct 
assessment of the condition of an 
entire collection help to determine 
what lay behind the manuscripts’ 
relative states of deterioration. 
Analysis of existing damage to the 
parchment, the writing and painting 
layer, and the construction of the 
book blocks and the bindings 
becomes crucial to understanding the 
deterioration of Geéz parchments. 
Visual assessment of the condition of 
inventoried manuscripts in Eritrea 
indicates that, as a consequence of 
the progressive gelatinization of the 
parchment, further deterioration 
appeared in the form of a glass-like 
layer on the surface of most of the 
folios, and inadequate storage, as well 
as short repair, further make 
preservation of these manuscripts 
challenging. 

The examination and recording of 
manuscripts by the Research and 
Documentation Center have allowed 
the development of a more general 
conservation strategy for manuscripts 
found in Eritrea. The compromising 
storage conditions and the state of 
preservation of the collection are 
common throughout the country. As a 
result, many of these manuscripts are 
vulnerable to lose and destruction. 
Embarking on these needs, a

Tdigitization project has been launched by 
the Research and Documentation Center 
as an immediate preventive measure. 
Digitization is an essential and effective 
tool for protecting and preserving this 
heritage. However, while digitization 
becomes a crucial tool, the nature of 
deterioration of the extant manuscripts 
also requires broader cooperation among 
a wide range of stakeholders involved in 
the field. Therefore, the study, 
preservation and conservation of these 
valuable literary works and manuscripts 
should be sustained through training in 
modern conservation methods, 
involvement of cultural heritage experts, 
and, wherever possible, supporting 
surviving scribal practice and local 
management schemes of monastic 
complexes in Eritrea. 

This article originally appeared on 
https://www.eriarcheo.wix.com. 

 

The Technological....

"not only did the 
diligence and accuracy 
of a scibe's 
handwritinng serve as 
testemony to this 
artitstry, but it also 
promoted the splendor 
of the decorative 
binding that he 
prepared for his book" 
Jacek Tomaszewski and 
Michael Gervers
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When I first came to North America, 
I had a very friendly American 
neighbor.  She would often chat with 
me if we ran into each other outside 
and she kept my deliveries in her 
home until I returned from work. 
One particularly sweltering day she 
waved at me as I finished yard work 
and asked if I had a chance to eat 
lunch.  Hungry and hot I was grateful 
for the impromptu invitation to sit in 
her backyard, under an umbrella and 
enjoy some lunch. She brought out a 
jug of lemonade, salad, sandwiches, 
and some cookies. She invited me to 
eat to which I said “oh you went out 
of your way to prepare this. You 
should not have gone through the 
trouble.” She responded casually 
that it was not a big deal and the 
food had been prepared earlier. I 
watched as she poured herself a 
glass of lemonade, grabbed a couple 
of sandwiches and cookies. My 
stomach rumbled as I poured a half 
glass of lemonade and placed a half 
sandwich, a couple of forkfuls of 
salad, and no cookies on my plate. I 
hungrily ate. After eating she asked 
if I would like any more and I politely 
declined even going as far as 
gesturing to my stomach and telling 
her how full I felt. I complimented 
her food and she thanked me as she 
swiftly picked up the dishes and 
returned the uneaten food to the 
kitchen. I was still hungry, I wanted 
more, and I missed a great cookie!

By Rahel Musa

“Qal Alem” – directly translated means 
“the word of the world.”    There is no 
singular word in English that explains 
this Eritrean cultural norm. It is an act 
that is shown to express respect and 
hospitality amongst people and 
communities.    You see, when my 
neighbor invited me to lunch I went 
willingly and very hungry, and out of 
respect for her kind gesture, I took a 
very small portion.    At that moment, I 
thought that she was serving me an 
abundance, even more than she had or 
could afford. I considered whether 
there were other people that had yet 
to eat or if the portion she served 
today was also her food for tomorrow. 
In reciprocating her respect, I took a 
very modest portion knowing that she 
would insist that I eat more food, and 
looked forward to adding to my plate 
when the time came.    I expected a 
back and forth, like a fine-tuned and 
practiced dance that all Eritreans know. 
The host offers more; the guest 
declines; the host cajoles; the guest 
declines stating how delicious the food 
was; the host insists and asks if the 
guest didn’t find the food appealing; 
the guest vehemently denies that and 
insists that the food was delicious; the 
host asks “bezay Qal Alem” (you’re not 
saying this out of Qal Alem); to which 
the guest gives in and accepts more 
food and drink.   

In Eritrea and amongst Eritrean people 
and communities in the diaspora this 
exchange happens organically and in 
so many instances. Commonly around 
meals and hospitality but also when 
someone may need help with a task. 
More subtly it happens when an 
individual does not share their 
knowledge, accolades, or successes 
because “Qal Alem” is the notion that 
being humble is more valued than self-
praise. Eritreans in the diaspora can 
share many stories, similar to mine and 
the American neighbor when “Qal 
Alem” did not serve them in a 
beneficial way.  In many cultures where 
it is common and expected to self-
promote, like in work or academic 
settings, “Qal Alem” weighs heavily and 
creates internal conflict because un-
learning an insisting behavior of 
humbleness and hesitancy as a show 
of respect is challenging.
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"Qal Alem"   ቃል ዓለም 

I often found myself, out of “Qal Alem”, 
not sharing my accomplishments and in 
hindsight understand how this may 
have affected my career. In social 
settings amongst non-Eritreans holding 
back and not expressing what I wanted 
or needed has had more severe 
consequences than just walking away 
being a little hungry.  

In a culture that promotes community 
cohesion over individuality, “Qal Alem” 
is an anchor and deeply rooted in our 
identity so while it is possible, it is 
incredibly challenging to shed the 
behavior. When practiced outside of the
culture it can be confusing to an 
Eritrean because the expected response 
does not exist. “Qal Alem” can be 
equally confusing to others and be 
perceived as indecisiveness, lacking in 
something (like knowledge or skill), 
indifference, shyness, or bashfulness. 
But even having said this I would not 
unlearn or do away with “Qal Alem.” It is 
an important part of my cultural identity 
and serves as a reminder that thinking 
of others, being considerate, serving 
community, and working for the sake of 
good rather than praise are qualities 
that I value, and will always serve me 
well as an Eritrean. 
  
So until next time --    insist, insist again, 
and insist some more!
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Eritrea's Most 
Dangerous  Snake:  the
 Carpet Viper 

Part Two
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Eritrea's Most Dangerous Snake: The Carpet Viper 

After drk, I walked out of the 
Barentu Tree Nursery at the edge of 
town. Our vehicle was parked next to 
some houses by the gate. We had 
collected a few frogs from pools of 
water in the nursery. Two young men 
who lived nearby and worked in the 
nursery had helped us catch the 
frogs. As we were getting ready to 
leave, a young boy about ten years 
old came out of his house to see the 
frogs. Kaleab turned on his flashlight 
to show the boy our bucket of frogs. 
I looked down and saw a Carpet 
Viper, a hazardous snake, lying 
motionless on the ground only 
about two meters from Kaleab and 
the boy. 
  
I said, “Kaleab, do not move and tell 
the boy to stand still!”  

The snake did not move while I got 
an empty bucket and a snake hook 
tool from the back of the Toyota 
Hilux. I used the snake hook to lift 
the Carpet Viper into the bucket. The 
snake was about 40 centimeters 
long. Carpet vipers are a small 
species. The maximum size is about 
70 centimeters, 
  
The snake was angry when we 
shined our lights on the snake at the 
bottom of the bucket. The typical 
behavior of this viper species is to 
form its body into a coil with its head 
up on the top while the snake moves 
the coiled body back and forth, 
rubbing the scales together. The 
rubbing makes a loud noise that 
sounds like someone cutting wood 
with a saw. Another name commonly 
used is “Saw-scaled Viper” because 
of the noise these angry vipers 
make. The name “Carpet Viper”

is due to the colors of the body 
markings that look like an oriental 
carpet. They seem familiar in the 
tree nursery because many frogs, 
toads, lizards, and mice provide food
for the snakes. There is a well at the 
nursery, and the tree seedlings are 
watered daily. 
  
Our primary purpose in collecting 
Carpet Vipers from Barentu is to take 
tissue samples for future DNA 
studies. In addition, there is a need 
to find out if Eritrean Carpet Vipers 
are genetically closely related to 
Carpet Vipers in Sudan, South Sudan, 
Ethiopia, and northern Kenya. Finally, 
snakebites from venomous species 
are treated with an intravenous 
injection of antivenom. There may 
be a need to develop new 
antivenoms to treat Carpet Viper 
bites in Eritrea and neighboring 
countries. 
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Snake Bites, Snake Venom, And 
Antivenom

In 1960 only two species of Carpet Vipers were 
scientifically recognized and given scientific names. 
All Carpet Vipers in Africa were named Echis ocellatus 
scientifically. The second species was the Indian 
Carpet Viper, scientifically called Echis carinatus for 
snakes found in the Arabian Peninsula, the Middle 
East, and the Indian subcontinent. This unfortunate 
early classification of Carpet Vipers contributed to the 
death of many Africans who lived in Sub-Saharan 
Africa because suitable antivenoms had not yet been 
developed for Echis from a different region of Africa 
where these snakes lived. In addition, medical 
professionals did not know that there were 
considerable differences in the venom composition of 
Carpet Vipers from other countries. 

Starting around 1960, scientists found significant 
regional differences in the chemical composition of 
Echis venom that was extracted for making 
antivenom to treat snakebites. Superficially all Echis 
look almost the same and have the same coiling 
behavior and the saw-like sound we observed in the 
Barentu snake. However, there were differences in
scale numbers and scale shapes that can be seen 
under a microscope. Now, in 2022 there are 18 species 
of Echis, with 12 found only in Sub-Saharan Africa 
north of the Equator.

Carpet vipers from India, Nigeria, 
Sudan, and Kenya.

Kaleab is removing the liver from the Carpet 
Viper. The liver will be used for DNA study. 
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Snake Bites, .....

The only effective treatment for venomous 
snakebites is antivenom. The medical history of 
antivenom production started in India in the 1890s. 
An Indian doctor talked to a snake charmer bitten 
by a cobra but had no severe reaction to the bite. 
At that time, cobra bites were very often fatal. The 
snake charmer told the doctor that he had injected 
himself with tiny amounts of cobra venom over 
several years and was now immune to the toxin. 
He told the doctor that he had been bitten several 
times with no effects. 

The doctor and other medical professionals 
decided to try to produce an antivenom, which 
could be injected into humans to neutralize the 
venom. Various experimental methods were 
tested, and by the 1920s, the best method was the 
production of antivenom using the blood plasma 
of domestic animals, usually horses. This method is 
still used over a century later. First, venom is 
extracted from snakes using a process called 
“milking,” where a trained person holds a snake 
behind his head and presses the mouth against a 
piece of plastic wrapped attached to a glass 
container. Then, when the snake opens its mouth 
and extends its fangs through the plastic wrap, the 
person presses the top of the head where the 
venom glands are located. This forces the venom 
out of the paired venom glands, and the poison is 
ejected through the hollow fangs into the glass 
container.  

The antivenom is injected into a horse, 
starting with a small amount of venom and 
gradually with larger and larger amounts 
once a week for about two months. The 
horse’s immune system reacts and produces 
antibodies that bind to and neutralize the 
venom. At this point, the horse is ready to 
have its blood harvested. Around 3 to 6 liters 
of blood are drained from the jugular vein. In 
a few weeks, the horse produces enough 
blood to replace the amount drained, and 
the process can be repeated. The antibodies 
are separated from the blood plasma and 
purified to use as antivenom for humans. 
When injected intravenously into a patient, 
the antibodies neutralize the venoms in the 
patient. 

In 2017 the World Health Organization 
(WHO) categorized snakebite envenomation 
into the Category A of the Neglected 
Tropical Diseases. 2021 WHO report 
estimates that there are 2.7 million snakebite 
envenomations (poisoning from snakebites), 
with between 81,000 and 138,000 human 
deaths each year with three times as many 
amputations and other permanent 
disabilities caused by venomous snakes 
worldwide. Many victims living in remote 
areas far from medical facilities die shortly 
after snakebite accidents and therefore are 
absent from hospital records. 
  

Milking viper snake venom in Kenya.

Country Reports that discuss Carpet 
Viper bites and treatments.

Eritrea

Dr.Tekeste Fekadu is a surgeon at Orotto 
Hospital in Asmara. He was an EPLF Frontline 
Trauma Surgeon during the struggle for 
independence from 1976 to 1991. He published 
an article about  venomous snakebites in 
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Eritrea in the Journal of Eritrean Studies, Volume 
7, June 2016. The journal is available to the public 
online. 
  
https://eritreahub.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/10/Journal-of-Eritrean-
Studies-Vol.-7-No.-2-June-2016.pdf 

This excellent article provides information on 
human snakebites in Eritrea from the colonial 
period until 2016. As a frontline surgeon, 
venomous snakebites were a significant concern 
for forwarding Surgical Units (FSU) and Front Line 
Hospitals (FLH) during a military engagement, 
especially in the lowlands of Gash-Barka and the 
arid Sahel mountains around Nakfa and Afabet. 
Quoting Dr. Fekadu, “It was common to see 
different types of snakes resting, sluggishly or 
swiftly moving, leaping across or coiling around 
branches of trees, stealthily creeping among 
rocks and in caves, and rarely, even lying beside 
combatants during nights.” Combat medics first 
treated snakebite victims at brigade clinics or 
division hospitals in combat zones. The standard 
procedure for treating snakebites included 
immobilizing the bitten limb, tying a tourniquet 
above the bite site, and administering antibiotics 
and anti-pain medicines. No antivenoms were 
available. From 1979-1986 there were 104 cases 
of treated snakebite victims from the Sahel 
around Nakfa and Afabet. Unfortunately, there 
were 13 deaths (12.5%). 

After independence, reports were made to the 
Ministry of Health from health facilities in each 
Zoba. Between 1998 and 2013, there were 17,134 
cases of venomous snakebites, with 236 deaths. 
Dr. Fekadu concludes his article by discussing 
why health facilities’ estimates are 
underestimated, not just in Eritrea but in all sub-
Saharan African and Asian countries. His much 
larger estimates are taken from an open-access 
2008 published report. The number of 
envenoming snakebites in Eritrea each year could 
be as high as 5000 to 6000, and the number of 
deaths between 120 to 150 each  year could be 
 

as high as 5000 to 6000, and the number of 
deaths between 120 to 150 each year. The
reasons are some victims of snakebites may 
visit traditional healers, use traditional 
medicines at home, or die before reaching a 
health facility. 

The link to this exciting publication is here:  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC257769

 
Nigeria

During the 1960’s Nigeria bought Echis 
specific antivenom produced by the South 
African Institute for Medical Research (SAIMR). 
This antivenom was made from venom 
extracted from Carpet Vipers collected in 
Kenya and Nigeria. This antivenom effectively 
treated Echis bites from both East Africa and 
West Africa. Patients treated in Nigerian 
hospitals had a survival rate of 95.5%. In 1970, 
Nigeria stopped importing South African 
antivenom and bought antivenom made in 
Iran for political reasons. There was a dramatic 
increase in mortality. In June 1970, 16 patients 
at a hospital in central Nigeria were each 
given an average of eight 10ml vials of Iranian 
antivenom, but six patients died. These 
failures were quickly noticed in the local 
community, with a fall in hospital attendance. 
Information from the local villages suggested 
that there was no decrease in the incidence of 
snake bites but that people who were bitten 
had resorted to local herbal medicines when 
they learned that the antivenom at the 
hospital did not work. In 1972, Iranian 
antivenom was stopped, and South African 
SAIMR antivenom was imported again. 
Patients returned to the hospital, and survival 
increased back to 95.5%.
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Now, 50 years later, there are still problems with 
antivenom availability in Nigeria. The SAIMR 
antivenom made from West African Carpet Viper 
venom is very expensive at US Dollars $561 for a 
10ml vial. I checked the price today, August 1, 
2022. Successful treatment may require four vials. 
The SAIMR antivenom must be kept refrigerated 
and expires after three years. A practical and less 
expensive antivenom, Echitab, is made from 
Carpet Vipers collected and sent alive to the 
United Kingdom, where the snakes are milked, 
antivenom is made, and the vials can be 
purchased and sent to Nigeria. The March 2022 
price is $120 per vial. Medical professionals in 
Nigeria have tried for several years to get 
government funds to produce Echitab in Nigeria, 
but funds have not yet been allocated. Even at a 
lower cost of $120 per vial, there is not enough 
Echitab each year imported to treat all Carpet 
Viper bite victims. 

In 2021 the Nigerian Ministry of Health reported 
that about 2000 people die each year from 
snakebites, with 60% of the deaths caused by 
Echis ocellatus. Between 1,700 and 2,000 people 
also have one leg or arm amputated to save their 
lives following a snakebite in the country every 
year. A Nigerian newspaper reported the 
comments from an angry doctor at a hospital in 
Plateau State, Nigeria. The hospital had run out of 
antivenom; there was little chance of getting 
more vials soon. He is quoted in the newspaper. 

“It is a poor man’s disease. Those affected are 
nobody. But when the snake bites the president 
or the governor, the government would take 
strong action to stop this. Ten percent of the 
Ebola intervention fund could have saved many 
poor lives in the bush.”  
  

  
  
  
  
 

during the five years from 2018-2018 for 
both inpatient and outpatient. There was an 
average of 3327 inpatient patients per year 
with a death rate of 2.5%, or 83 human 
deaths. The total number of deaths from 
2014-2018 was 415. These numbers only are 
for snakebites reported to hospitals and 
clinics. The total is higher because many 
envenomations and deaths occur in remote 
parts of Sudan that lack medical facilities 
equipped to treat snakebites. 
  
Detailed information by authors from the 
University of Khartoum is available in the 
link. 

https://academic.oup.com/trstmh/article/115/9/992/629

  

 

Sudan

The Sudan Ministry of Health recorded about 
63,000 cases of snakebite envenomation

Echis antivenom: some good, some 
bad

In Eritrea, there are two families of 
venomous snakes, vipers such as the East 
African Carpet Viper and elapid snakes such 
as the Nubian Spitting Cobra. Depending on 
the type of snake, the toxins in the venom 
can cause different problems, like damage 
to the nervous system from a bite by Nubian 
Spitting Cobra or massive internal bleeding 
and tissue destruction from the bite of East 
African Carpet Viper. 
  
This diversity means that developing 
effective antivenom is difficult. An 
antivenom made using venoms extracted 
from snakes in one country may not be 
effective in neutralizing venom from snakes 
in another country, as was the attempt to 
use Iranian antivenom in Nigeria in 1970. 
Unfortunately, useless antivenoms are still 
imported into Africa because the price is 
low. Indian antivenom made from Echis 
carinatus Indian Carpet Viper venom milked 
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from snakes collected in India is still sold in 
Africa, despite having little to no effect on 
patients other than contributing to potential loss 
of life or limb amputation.  
  
In 2020 the leading venomous snake authority in 
Sudan, Intesar Salih, started working with the 
Sudan Ministry of Health on methods to improve 
snakebite treatment. She has convinced the 
Ministry to stop the purchase of cheap but not 
proper antivenom from India. She is now 
developing a plan to start antivenom production 
at the University of Khartoum, using only snakes 
collected in Sudan, South Sudan, Eritrea, or 
Ethiopia. Now that the World Health 
Organization lists snakebite as a Neglected 
Tropical Disease, international funding may start 
production of local antivenom at a much lower 
cost than importing expensive antivenom from 
South Africa or the United Kingdom. Intesar 
recently told me that she would like to unite 
scientists and medical professionals from 
countries around Sudan to work together in 
improving treatments so that snakebite is no 
longer neglected.  

In Eritrea, there are 
two families of 
venomous snakes, 
vipers such as the 
East African Carpet 
Viper and elapid 
snakes such as the 
Nubian Spitting 
Cobra. Depending on 
the type of snake, 
the toxins in the 
venom can cause 
different problems, 
like damage to the 
nervous system from 
a bite by Nubian 
Spitting Cobra or 
massive internal 
bleeding and tissue 
destruction from the 
bite of East African 
Carpet Viper.

This ends part 2 of Eritrean snakes. I received new 
information this week about two new methods 
that are being studied to make antivenom that 
does not require the 100-year-old method of 
snake milking to make horse serum for human 
injection. There will be a Part 3 update in the next 
issue of NCEA.

Dr. Theodore (Ted) J. Papenfuss 
Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, 
University of California at Berkeley 
(UCB)
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�ghtin� �stul�: 
A conversatio� wit� Dr. Mar� 
L. Pola�, Dr. Amberee� Sleem�, 
an� Melb� William�-Kir�



FIGHTING FISTULA: A CONVERSATION ... 

Dr. Polan, 

Well,  It was sort of a circuitous route 
when I first got in touch with the 
physicians in Eritrea. It was in 
Massawa. Dr. Tabar sent me to 
someone who worked in Massawa at 
the hospital. And those who've been 
there know it's right on the Red Sea. 
It is a beautiful view. And so, I 
contacted him and said that I 
thought I told him what I thought 
we should study and that we should 
study contraception. Because at that 
point, I knew that in Eritrea. People 
were given condoms in the hotel. 
Rooms. Like they are in the United 
States. And I thought that was 
interesting and perhaps unusual in a 
country. That was a third Catholic, a 
third another Christian, and a third 
Muslim. So, I thought it would be an 
interesting topic to look at 
contraception, and Dr. immediately 
told me. Maki, that was not what we 
should study. We needed to look at 
the fistula because that was the 
biggest problem. And for those of 
you who knew Dr. Maki, you didn't 
tell him, I don't think so. I want to do 
something else. He told you what to 
do, and I got that pretty fast. So, I 
said fine we'll do fistula, but I am a 
reproductive endocrinologist. I get 
people pregnant. I don't and at that 
point was not delivering babies. So, I 
had to find people who could deal 
with this tool quickly, and the people 
who do that are your gynecologist. 
And at the time, we didn't have 
somebody at Stanford who could do 
that.  

Dr. Mary Lake Polan

And of course, when we got there, As Melba can tell 
you, it was very clear that he was the most important 
thing because as Ambreen has said such a 
devastating condition. So, we sort of fell into it. I 
didn't know about fistula. There are rare officials in 
this country, usually from cancer care or radiation 
damage, but in the early 2000s, when people began 
to do obstetrics, even in this country, there were no 
cesarean sections, and there were no fistulas that 
occurred in the United States. So, the fact that there 
aren't any more in Western Europe or the United 
States is strictly and historical Improvement. That 
happens anywhere if you don't have cesarean 
sections, but I think we were fortunate to discover 
this as a topic. 

Issayas: So, how widespread is it? In other parts of the 
world, besides Western Europe and Asia? For 
example, does it have to do with religion, or what 
does it happen? I mean, is there any connection with 
religion or any besides .... 
  
Dr. Polan: Well, there have been statements. That 
female circumcision is one of the things that cause 
fistulas, and I'd like to hear what I am bringing says. I 
don't think it per se causes officials. I believe it 
predisposes to protracted labor. But so you go ahead 
Ambreen. 

Dr. Ambreen:    oh sure. No, there's no, you know, the 
root cause is the inability to get emergency obstetric 
care could be due to economic reasons. It could be 
cultural reasons. There's no religious reason, and as 
far as you know, FGM or circumcision

Part 2



FIGHTING FISTULA: A CONVERSATION ... 

only in the most severe form, which 
is not common, may be an 
association between protected labor. 
Still, as you know, the association is 
not there. People try to try to make it 
there. They try to make; they try to 
make a connection with religion. 
They try to make a lot of 
relationships with other things. But 
ultimately, it is a lack of emergency 
obstetric care. It's considered a 
barometer of the Health Care system 
and in areas and in areas of the 
world, which have had challenges to 
thing up the healthcare System, 
whether it's internally realized or 
from external forces there. This is 
one of the outcomes you see, so I 
want to say that. As far as the 
reasons for it. You know, I'm glad you 
think that struck me once. We got 
there was just the region itself, so I 
could see how it would be so 
prominent in . 

Melba Williams-Kirk:    You know, I'm 
glad you think that struck me once. 
We got there was just the region 
itself, so I could see how it would be 
so prominent in this particular side 
of the world because it's in the 
highlands. And so I remember when 
we travel, I think that is Adi Keyih 
and just seeing I get it, sort of looks 
like the background you have there. 
He's biased but remote that I didn't 
understand until I saw it like, oh, this 
is how a woman ends up. 24 days 
because just having to travel to the
nearest medical center is 
exceptionally taxing. 

Issayas: Melba, And so, have you heard that before 
you went there? Have you heard of fistula? And 
what was your when you heard? You know, what 
was your reaction? And we went there, you started 
mentioning when the first time how did you plan it 
and all that? How are you go?  
  
Melba Williams-Kirk:    I hadn't. I had not said 
anything about it. It and Dr. Polan gave me an 
education on it. She explained to me, and you know, 
directed me to different reading materials. And so I 
did my best to understand it and research the 
country as well and try to understand the region 
and just some of the conditions and social 
behaviors and things like that before we left. But of 
course, it's always beyond what you imagine. And it's 
a beautiful country. The people are just so beautiful 
and welcoming and endearing. And it was amazing 
that the women suffered from this experience. We 
have a clip also and I think you may want to do it. I 
have a clip, so I don't know whenever you want me 
to share it, I can. But yeah, it was it. It is 
heartbreaking to see. And just to see the people. I 
knew they would be coming to the hospital to try to 
get the surgery. But I remember the day that we 
filmed at the hospital, just the desperation that that, 
you know, people wanted. They understood that 
this changed the outcome of their lives. And so, 
yeah, it's an incredible, incredible experience.  
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IIssayas: Melba, And so, have you heard that 
before you went there? Have you heard of fistula? 
And what was your when you heard? You know, 
what was your reaction? And we went there, you 
started mentioning when the first time how did 
you plan it and all that? How are you go?  
  
Melba Williams-Kirk:    I hadn't. I had not said 
anything about it. It and Dr. Polan gave me an 
education on it. She explained to me, and you 
know, directed me to different reading materials. 
And so I did my best to understand it and 
research the country as well and try to 
understand the region and just some of the 
conditions and social behaviors and things like 
that before we left. But of course, it's always 
beyond what you imagine. And it's a beautiful 
country. The people are just so beautiful and 
welcoming and endearing. And it was amazing 
that the women suffered from this experience. 
We have a clip also and I think you may want to 
do it. I have a clip, so I don't know whenever you 
want me to share it, I can. But yeah, it was it. It is 
heartbreaking to see. And just to see the people. I 
knew they would be coming to the hospital to try 
to get the surgery. But I remember the day that 
we filmed at the hospital, just the desperation 
that that, you know, people wanted. They 
understood that this changed the outcome of 
their lives. And so, yeah, it's an incredible, 
incredible experience.  

" But of course, it's always 
beyond what you 
imagine. And it's a 
beautiful country. The 
people are just so 
beautiful and welcoming 
and endearing." 

" the root cause (of 
fistual) is the inability to 
get emergency obstetric 
care could be due to 
economic reasons. It 
could be cultural reasons. 
There's no religious 
reason, and as far as you 
know, FGM or 
circumcision only in the 
most severe form, which 
is not common, may be an 
association between 
protected labor"

Part III on the next issue.
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Part II (Last) 
  
We spent countless hours exploring the 
mountains of Senafe. I remember sitting on a 
mountain, looking over the valley, seeing the 
plowed fields, and reflecting on the various 
peoples and kingdoms that had occupied for a 
time or lived there over the past 2000 years or so. 
Then the archeological exploration of the buried 
buildings at Metera had begun, and they were 
visible in the distance. Eritrea is a land rich in 
history! 
  
One of my brothers had a klipspringer as a pet, 
joining the stork and various insects that my 
brothers kept. Next, my siblings and I watched 
farmers work their fields using methods similar to 
those in use since Bible times. Next, we enjoyed
the excitement of a wedding procession. Finally, 
we managed the feast of Meskel being observed 
with the large bonfire on the town’s soccer field. 

I cannot imagine any place I would instead have 
spent my growing years than Eritrea. I always 
remember that the purpose of our family being 
there was to bring the good news that the Injil 
Yohannes records: Jesus calls himself the Good 
Shepherd, who laid down his life for his sheep. He 
pursues even a lost sheep and carries it home 
rejoicing. I am thankful he found me. After Eritrea 
won its independence, the Mehrete Yesus 
Evangelical Presbyterian Church was organized by 
friends whom I had known in my teen years in 
Eritrea.  

  I now live in the United States, many miles from 
the land of my birth. But I look forward to the 
fellowship of many Eritrean friends in the new 
heavens and earth! 

John W. Mahaffy, Pastor 
Trinity Presbyterian Church 
of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
Newberg, Oregon 

 

I cannot imagine 
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instead have spent 
my growing years 
than Eritrea.

Kilspringer

Reflection

Climbing Emba Metera



Harvesting

Winnowing

Gathering for preaching

Plowing

Samuel & Tek'a practicing Tigrinya

Literature in Saho

Home schooling

Coffee Time
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The first Eritrean Basketball Showcase was held at 
Macalester College on August 5, 2022. The first of 
its kind Eritrean Basketball Showcase was 
coordinated by two young Eritrean College 
Basketball Coaches, Abe Woldeslassie and 
Alexander Loul Syum. Abe is in his 8th season 
coaching basketball at Macalester college in 
Minnesota and Alexander Loul Syum coaches 
men’s basketball at Hood Community College in 
Oregon. 
The showcase attracted about 20 teenagers 
mostly of Eritrean descent from the United States, 
Canada, and a few from abroad. The goal of the 
showcase was to use basketball as a vehicle and 
connect young Eritreans to their motherland. The 
showcase was instrumental in getting them to 
know each other and establish lasting 
relationships. Undeniably, the organizers, Abe and 
Alexander, used their experiences as coaches in 
high-level collegiate competitive sports and 
shared fundamental basketball skills to help these 
young Eritreans develop in their journey to higher 
education.  
The coaches hope to elevate Eritrean basketball
through the work they just started. This may be 
the first Eritrean showcase ever in the United 
States, but plans are in place to make it an annual 
event. It is also the hope of Abe and Alexander 
that the basketball showcase will inspire Eritrea to 
improve its standing in FIBA.   

The coaches hope to 
elevate Eritrean 
basketball through the 
work they just started. 
This may be the first 
Eritrean showcase ever 
in the United States, 
but plans are in place to 
make it an annual 
event. 
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Exhibition at Eritrean Festival 

The US's 48th annual Eritrean community 
festival was exuberantly conducted from 5 to 7 
August in Dallas, TX. The public diplomacy 
team was one of the nine regions that set up 
tent exhibitions. Our exhibition's main 
message was to show the calmness and 
humbleness of Eritrean people that impeded 
through the ritualistic culture. 

The exhibition's theme was displayed in the 
picture, in three-D format, in magazines and 
books, and in audio. On the big posters, the 
images represented love and peace. For 
example, the greetings of the Eritrean people 
are a sign of love and peace. The People of 
Eritrea greet, smile, and kiss on their cheeks 
every time they greet each other. The three-D 
format pictures represented the way of living 
together as a society and family. For 
example,    three-D pictures show the family 
eating together called meAdi, friends eating 
geAt (traditional Eritrean food), and women 
drinking coffee. 

Visitors to our exhibition had a chance to take 
a photo with three-D pictures that looked like 
real people. Visitors also learned how ancient 
Eritrean culture is. The presentation taught the 
visitors how and why Eritreans eat and drink a
certain way. For example, drinking coffee has a 
ceremonial function. It is served daily to 
facilitate conversation among relatives and 
neighbors. Many people drink it up to three 
times a day. Coffee is served elaborately, 
whereby each step to serving it has to be 
performed in a specific order. The ritualized 
process takes at least an hour. The time spent 
drinking coffee creates harmony and love 
among family and neighbors.
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The public diplomacy team also had two magazines for 
sale. The group illustrated, edited, and published one of 
the magazines, a special edition for the festival. One of our 
Nigerian friends from Houston, TX, published the second 
magazine. The magazine featured Mr. Berhane 
Gebrehiwet, Charge d'Affairs of the Eritrean Embassy here 
in the US. The editor-in-chief of the magazine interviewed 
Mr. Berhane. The subject of the interview was " Africa 
needs to tune up its integration process." The magazine's 
name is "Houston events Magazine," vol 3 No21, June 2022. 
The Public Diplomacy team exhibition was unique in its 
presentation; it communicated very well with the locals 
and foreigners. It taught the locals what public diplomacy 
is and introduced the culture, history, and society's moral 
values to foreigners.



Public Diplomacy Activities



Setting up







Thank you NPDG members 
for your hard work at the 
Eritrean Festival. 









Berhane Gebrehiwet, Charge d'affaires for the 
State of Eritrea to the US opening the Festival 



Eritrean American  actress and comedian Tiffany Haddish signing her new  book
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the works of Asmara-based multi-
talented artist, Jonathan Tesfay
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