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Eliman Gibba stands behind the window as steam rises from the pot of mafé. His welcoming voice and personality attracts the students more than ever this month, coincidentally his one-year anniversary of being on the University of Oregon campus. 


The Sunset Hut located at 12th and Kincaid is known as the Mafé cart for its infamous West African dish. The man that owns, runs and operates that cart has dedicated much of his life to improving the living conditions of his home country of Gambia, West Africa. The hand built tiny restaurant on wheels contains stories of tragedy and hope. His daughter, Nima, who was tragically killed in a car accident three years ago, inspired him and his wife, Alexandra, to found the Nima’s Wish Foundation. 


The silver chain that hangs from Gibba’s neck carries a large pendant in the shape of Africa, and he has one earring in his right ear that matches the necklace. His personality almost comes bursting out of his mafé cart when he greets his customers. Mafé is a stew local to West Africa. Peanuts are one of the main crops in Gambia and one of the main ingredients in the stew, as well as potatoes, red peppers, onions, garlic, carrots, and all served over rice. Although mafé is his most famous recipe, he also serves burritos, rice bowls and goat stew at his hut.

“As someone that likes to cook and living here for 22 years, I had to either adjust to the food here or learn to cook what I am familiar with,” Gibba said, and that led him to opening the cart. “People liked it, and they would always ask me to cook it, so I thought, well, now I’m working for myself, maybe I should try selling it. And that’s what inspired that. That’s how mafé stayed with me.” 

He’s now been on the University of Oregon campus for a year this month, and business is better than ever. 

Gibba’s favorite part about being on campus is the people, “the openness, people that are willing to talk when you say hello. You start exchanging ideas and you start getting to know a little bit about them. I come from a society where people are friends, even if you’re just meeting for the first time, because you share that humanity. Talk.”  

It’s not difficult for news of the Sunset Hut to spread. Jessamy Fabricant went for the first time with some friends, and after one bite she was hooked. “It was delicious!” she said, “Really good food. He’s so friendly! He let us try things and sub things out. I will definitely come back for more.” 

Gibba greets every customer with a smile and a unique hello. The conversation flows and he asks questions about their weekend, schoolwork, and daily plans. A customer comes to the window and asks Gibba what he suggests, so he gives the student a sample of the mafé. 


Owning his cart has taken some work and an extremely positive attitude. Moving to the United States when he was 26, the lifestyle was new and unfamiliar and it took some getting used to. He started in Corvallis, later moved to Portland, and landed in Eugene shortly after where he met his current wife, Alexandra and built his life.


Gibba was born in Senegal but grew up in Gambia. While working in the Peace Corps in Gambia and also Senegal as a language instructor, he met his first daughter’s mother and moved to the United States to be with her and his new baby. 


They were married for three short years before they divorced, and in 1997 she left and took their kids across the country to the east coast. Earlier that year, in February, Gibba’s mother died due to high blood pressure. The traditional 40-day ceremony took place in her honor. Gibba was not able to attend for financial reasons. The first week of March, his sister passed away of complications. She was 19 years old. His grandparents died later that year, and he was not able to be there. “So, 1997 was the darkest time of my life,” Gibba said, “but there was light in it.” Amidst the news of having his children taken away from him, Gibba’s second daughter, Nima, was born. “As I was losing that, she was coming into my life.”


She was born one pound nine ounces and the doctors said she would not live, and if she did she would be in “veggie state” and confined to a couch or wheelchair. But Gibba did not give up. He was not going to let his second baby girl leave him so soon. Nima survived, passed all the tests and became a stunning 11-year-old girl. “Nima means beautiful in my native language,” Gibba said with a smile on his face and pointing to the picture of his lost 11-year-old. 


In 2009 a horrible accident occurred and Nima’s short life was taken from her. A drunk driver killed her and three other passengers. Nima was out later than usual after dance class and when Gibba and Alexandra heard of an accident on West 11th, they rushed there immediately. It was Pajama Day at Kennedy Middle School that day and Gibba described the pajama pants to the sergeant. It was confirmed that Nima was in the accident, and she did not survive. “You feel numb,” Gibba said. “I decided I’m going to focus on Nima, and only her, and it’s going to be about her. The short life she lived. The things she wanted to do in her life. The hope I had for her, and what I wanted to teach her.”  

“So now we form a non-profit organization.”


The Nima’s Wish Foundation finds ways to improve the lives of those living in the Gambia, and they’ve been approved by the IRS to move forward with the foundation. 


One of the main focuses of the organization is to improve the cooking and heating methods with a stove project for the area. After a recent trip to Gambia, Gibba and Alexandra were disturbed by the heating systems they were still using. The Aprovecho Research Center designed and now builds an institutional stove that Gibba and Alexandra plan to bring to Gambia and start manufacturing there. The stove cuts resource usage by 90%. Additional projects of the Nima’s Wish Foundation include education, sustainable agriculture and farming, health care and vaccine programs, renewable energy, sports and athletics, job training, and small business training for women. 


They currently send seeds and are trying to rebuild the agriculture in Gambia, so the Gambians can grow their own food. “We want to help, but we don’t want them to depend on us either. I want to be independent that way, for us to be self-sustaining.” 


Their first official fundraising event is coming up on May 3, 2012. “This will be one step towards the goal,” said Gibba. He and Alexandra are familiar with the music industry and are putting on a concert at The McDonald Theatre. Gibba tells his story, but he does not beg. He sends letters to businesses, but few often reply. “You can’t take it personal. When you believe in something, when you have a conviction, you stay true to that. But it’s never in my nature to beg for anything.” 

The foundation honors Nima by carrying out her selfless wish of helping others. For now, the foundation is specifically dedicated to supplying aid for the people of Gambia. One day, the Gibbas would like to expand to other places, but they know it’s realistic to take it slow. “I just want to do my part and hopefully other people will see that and do their part. Because it does take that kind of vision to grow. I truly believe that it’s time to go back to Africa. I may not live there, but I’ll go and do work there.”

More information at nimaswish.com. 
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