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Jungle Chronicle 

Yousif Kuwa: back to his roots 

 
 

Atem Yaak Atem * 

 
 

The people of the Nuba Mountains in western central Sudan share three commonalities with their 

compatriots inhabiting the southern third of Sudan: the British colonial administration placed the 

two regions under cultural, social and political entity called the “Closed Districts”. The 

ordinance governing the entities that included Southern Blue Nile which some political 

commentators describe as social quarantine was enacted to purportedly protect the “indigenes” 

from Islamic and Arab influence. Second, the peoples of Southern Sudan and the Nuba 

Mountains are characterised by great linguistic and cultural diversity. Third, the two regions 

were until recent times- the South since the Addis Ababa Agreement of 1972 ran its internal 

affairs such as administration, local security; health and education- were among the most 

neglected by the central governments in Khartoum in the provision of basic social services and 

economic development. The similarities end there. 

 

 

Emergence of radical politics in the Nuba Mountains 

The struggle of the Nuba people for survival and recognition as equal with other Sudanese in 

their own country is a long history. However, without belittling the role of Nuba leaders 

throughout modern history one would say the period after independence in 1956 especially after 

the October 1964 popular uprising that overthrew the military dictatorship of General Ibrahim 

Abboud, the emergence of General Union of the Nuba, the Gun, under the leadership of a priest 

turned politician, Rev Philip Abbas Gabboush (although he was “Anglican” the Arabic media 

used to refer to him as El Ab or Father), became a turning point for the Nuba people whose 

existence as a political force the Sudan’s ruling elite could no longer ignore. 
 

The formation of the General Union of the Nuba or Gun, in the early 1965 under the leadership 

of Philip Abbas gave the Nuba people in general and the youth in particular a fearless leader who 

was known for blunt talk about the condition of his people in the capital city and in their 

ancestral home in the Nuba Mountains in the Kordofan Province. 
 

For the first time since independence the Nuba people were able to have their own 

representatives in the Constituent Assembly. Their undisputed spokesperson was Gabboush. 

Under his leadership most educated young Nuba were able to take pride in themselves. He also 

played a role as one of the architects of the rural alliance which brought together some leaders 

from the South, East and Darfur, a development some political analysts believe was a precursor 

to the New Sudan ideology. 
 

It would be a mistake for one here to write that the Nuba were all under the umbrella of the priest 

turned politician; there were other leaders jostling for the leadership of the Nuba people who are 

a multilingual society also divided by religion, Islam, Christianity and traditional African beliefs 

and practices. In was in that atmosphere where one Nubawi*, Mohamud Haseeb, a retired army 
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officer came out as a pan-Arabist. Lt Col Haseeb was later appointed Minister for Transport and 

Telecommunications in the first government of Nimeiri. He was chosen on the pan-Arabism 

ticket. 

 

 

Yousif Kuwa once believed he was an Arab 

Much has been written about the early life of Yousif Kuwa Mekki and his political ideas. Some 

of the writings about that time and views of late Yousif are contained in the works of writers on 

the Nuba people, among them fellow Nubawi, Dr Omer Shurkian or the British journalist, Julie 

Flint. My selection here as is the case of other narratives about departed SPLM is what I either 

witnessed being done or heard being said by a deceased SPLM/A prominent leader. 
 

I was privileged to have been one of the few SPLM members to meet and talk with late Yousif 

Kuwa Mekki among others. Aziz Adam el Hilu later followed. When Yousif and his fellow 

Nuba comrades arrived in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia in 1986 I led the SPLM team, in my capacity 

as the head of the movement department of information. (Before that they had met several time 

Garang and senior SPLM members who exchanged views on the issues of the day.)  
 

In a modest and simply ceremony that was announced as a news item over Radio SPLA, there 

was jubilation within the ranks and file of the movement, at the war front, at home and outside 

Sudan by the movements members and sympathisers. The reason was simple: we could 

justifiably claim and even boast of the SPLM/A as being a national political force, not an 

insignificant and isolated Southern outfit made up of some angry and disgruntled people who had 

left home, protesting the division of the South. During the early days the arm struggle being 

waged by the SPLA was wrongly diagnosed and painted in that way. 

 

 

Borrowing a leaf from Southern Sudanese  

Following the ceremony, my chat with Yousif gave me the impression of a serious man who was 

widely read, logical in his reasoning and above all a man with a trove of experience in public life 

as a student, teacher, politician and poet. The longer I came to exchange ideas with him the more 

I discovered the depth of his thoughts and his unshakeable commitment to serve even to sacrifice 

his own life for the rights of his down trodden people. The Nuba politician was an accomplished 

orator, almost a demagogue, although a soft spoken person, an attribute rarely found in rabble 

rousers of the late Abbas Gabboush calibre. 
 

While addressing recruits from the South who were being prepared for military training, the 

visitor whose presence raised a lot of curiosity (I overheard someone whispering to a friend “See 

this man [John Garang]; he is even bringing the Nuba who killed us during the Anya Nya war”) 

Yousuf moved the crowd of over 20 000 Southern Sudanese almost to tears. 

“You had your government and you had ministers from the South in Khartoum and even the vice 

president of the republic. You got those rights because you fought. We [the Nuba] shall fight 

also, along with you to get our rights.” 

On our return to Addis Ababa, Yousif Kuwa and his few fellow Nuba companions became a 

huge asset to the SPLM/A mostly on the basis of their mastery of Arabic knowledge and the 

affairs of Northern Sudan. Yousif by the time he had been commissioned major and junior 

member of Political Military High Command became an indispensable adviser to late John 
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Garang on national politics especially the role of the sectarian parties. During the much talked 

about but window dressing type of meeting between the former Prime Minister Sadiq el Mahdi 

and the SPLM leaders in Addis Ababa in 1986, Yousif Kuwa Mekki and Arok Thon Arok were 

said to have been some kind of irritant to the PM because of their familiarity with Khartoum and 

sectarian politics they knew  first hand. (The nine-hour long meeting was a none-issue event. As 

I tried to take the photograph of Garang and Mahdi greeting one another, Mahdi waved me away 

and Garang asked me to leave the room as the PM did not want any picture of him with a rebel 

and his colleagues. I complied and left to wait outside the building in the company of the PM’s 

driver and his security personnel provided by Sudan embassy in Addis Ababa.) 
 

On several occasions during conversation between Yousif, me and others, the Nuba leader used 

to poke fun at himself. He said in all seriousness that he used to believe he was truly an Arab. 

Someone has written that late Yousif Kuwa “saw the light” when one of his teachers of Arab 

origin asked the Nuba student why he wasted his time in school while like the rest of the Nuba 

people, his place was to be a house boy.  
 

Another factor he said contributed to his rethinking his belief in racial affiliation was his reading 

of the writings by the Tanzanian leader and thinker, President Julius Nyerere. Kuwa was fond of 

repeating Nyerere’s expression of “We have been oppressed a great deal.” The second idea that 

turned his mind to question his belief in being an Arab was the frequent claim by the Northern 

ruling elite that any attempted coup by men from the Nuba Mountains or in combination with 

others was a racist plot. Unlawful regime changes by military officers of Arab stock were always 

dubbed revolution. 

 

 

Baptism of fire for Kuwa 

Cmdr Yousif Kuwa who had received military training in Sudan- sand the cadet training before 

being commissioned- before joining the SPLM/A was fully convinced that a combination of 

armed and political struggle to change the way the country was being government was the best 

option. He rejected the separation of any part of the region from the rest of the country. That 

unwavering position often generated heated and sometimes angry exchanges between him and 

some young officers from the South who either deliberately or innocently said they wanted a 

separate South. 

 

 

Controversial clandestine mission to the SPLM 

It is clear that the Nuba leaders who joined the SPLM/A were working closely with secret 

internal cells within the Nuba community in Khartoum and at home in Kordofan. Late Gabboush 

constantly sent messages of support to the late SPLM/A leader, late John Garang he often 

addressed as “my son John”. The cells’ and their networks facilitated the spread of support and 

recruitment drive. Messages, mostly by word of mouth were able to filter to the Mountains that 

young men should prepare to travel to Southern Sudan where to receive military training before 

returning to wage guerrilla warfare in the Mountains.  
 

(Sometimes in the late 1980 a few good-for-nothing but politically ambitious elements within the 

Nuba community who had joined the movement began to talk of Yousif and company had been 

sent to discuss with the SPLM/A leadership the type of cooperation that would exist between 
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Southern Sudanese fighters and their Nuba political activists. The claim further went to absurd 

length, accusing Yousif and colleagues of having “hijack” the Nuba leadership by joining the 

SPLM/A instead of reporting back to Khartoum for briefing. I am not here prepared to argue for 

or against these allegations but I believe whatever the case was, a return to Khartoum by the 

Nuba politicians who had hobnobbed in public  with the Southern rebels would be foolish 

enough to do that: suicide. 

 

 

Great trek to the Mountains 

At the time Yousif had been made member of the SPLM/A the SPLA was one Africa’s largest 

armies. Because of that the SPLA command dispatched force to get recruits from the Nuba 

Mountains. As a commander Yousif Kuwa led an army that was entirely Southern in 

composition. On arrival in the Nuba Mountains a huge mass of recruits was waiting; ready to 

walk to north eastern Southern Sudan for military training. Surprisingly, there was a sizeable 

number of girls who had decided to train for combat. Among the female recruits was Hanan 

Almazek, a Christian who was among the recruits. She became Yousif’s second wife and has 

remained Christian to this day.  
 

While commanding the forces to the Nuba Mountains I met Cmdr Yousif Kuwa Mekki at Pibor 

which had just been taken by the SPLA. In a private conversation he told me how sad he was. 

One of his colleagues from the Mountains was not going with him as he was sick. I suspect he 

believed the officer was malingering. Said Yousif of the officer “What he is doing is wrong. We 

are making history. It is true that there are dangers in this mission but it is our duty to shoulder 

it.” He was both angry and was almost shedding tears.  
 

After graduation as soldiers and highly motivated and battle ready, the SPLA fighters from the 

Nuba Mountains had to fight on their way home. Some of the government garrisons the Nuba 

fighters cleared on their way home were in Western Equatoria.  Crudely put, the SPLA fighters 

from the Nuba Mountains  famed for gallantry, were paying the debt to the South for escorting 

them to the training centres where they were moulded into fully qualified and armed guerrilla 

force and under the command of their own officers, among them Cmdrs Aziz Adam el Hilu, 

Yousif Kara, Ismail Jalab and Telefuun Kuku. 

 

 

Leadership test 
After the split of 1991 the SPLA forces in the Nuba Mountains were cut off. The new 

government under the ideological guidance of Hassan el Turabi had declared jihad on the Nuba 

Mountains. Getting logistics by the SPLA GHQs to the area became impossible. It was time for 

the SPLA there to surrender to Khartoum was almost inevitable and understandable. But Cmdr 

Yousif Kuwa and fellow commanders called a meeting of the local leaders and the SPLA senior 

officers in the area to decide the course of action to be taken in the face of what was an imminent 

defeat by forces of Khartoum. The overwhelming view was that the fight must go on. Luckily 

enough for the forces and the people of the Nuba Mountains, some amounts of ammunition had 

reached the area through northern Bahr el Ghazal. And as they say, the rest is history. 
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My last days with Cmdr Yousif Kuwa Mekki 

In 1998 I was appointed head of information at a think tank that was closely associated with the 

SPLM, the Horn of Africa Centre for Democracy and Development, Hacdad, for short. I also 

became the centre’s monthly magazine The Horn of Africa Vision. At that time the Nuba 

Mountains had a humanitarian organisation. Like Hacdad the organisation for the Nuba operated 

in Nairobi. Cmdr Yousif Kuwa was diagnosed as having prostate cancer at an advanced state, but 

the man fought on, almost unperturbed by his impending death. One day I went to see him in his 

office. He looked well, fit and cheerful as usual. When I enquired about his condition the answer 

in Arabic was “Ma bathal” or not bad. To my surprise he asked me whether I had time to spare 

to discuss a matter and do him a “favour”.  
 

The favour he wanted me to offer had something to do with a job he wanted me to perform for 

the people of the Nuba Mountains. He told me that his office had received a handsome amount of 

money from well wishers. He told me he had decided that a certain percentage of that fund 

should be used for training journalists from the Nuba Mountains and that I should be both the 

chief trainer and course director. I obliged. Together with three fellow Southern Sudanese 

(Henry Lasu was helping with English while I taught most of the subjects half of the time in 

Arabic. Obede Kunde gave instruction in photography.) The three months’ course ended in 

success. One of my former students on that training course was Sufian Mohammed, now a 

prominent media practitioner.  

 

 

Approaching the  end 

One day I paid a visit to the SPLM Nuba Mountains office in Nairobi’s Riara suburb which was 

next door my own department. His office manager was Waleed Hamid, a friend of mine and an 

SPLA officer from Central Sudan. When I asked him about the health of his boss, Waleed 

replied was gloomy “tharthan, tharthan”, meaning cancer is cancer. The message was clear: it 

was terminal. What has amazed me to this day was by the time this brave man was nearing his 

end on this earth, he was busy, working for the movement and the cause of his people while his 

family was leading a life of hardship. In fact, the family did not have money. His two wives had 

to migrate to North America and Australia respectively for the education of their children. Few 

leaders in Yousif situation would have found the temptation irresistible to convert the 

organisation’s funds to his own to care for the families he was about to leave in poverty. But his 

selfless character had put honesty, principles and the future of the millions of his compatriots 

above family’s welfare. 
 

By the time he passed away I had gone to join my family in Australia. I was very sad at his 

passing on. However, I welcomed the news that Comrade Yousif received a hero send off as his 

body was taken to several towns in Southern Sudan then under the control of the SPLA before 

his coffin was flown to Kauda in the Nuba Mountains for final repose in his ancestral home 

although he hailed from the Miri ethnic group, some distance from where he lies buried. On my 

visit to the Nuba Mountains in transit to Kurmuk in Southern Blue Nile in 2003 time did not 

allow me to visit the grave of the  of one of Sudanese great freedom fighters of our time. But at 

Kauda I witnessed a situation worth recording. After our plane made a stopover to pick Kuwa’s 

successor Cmdr Abdel Aziz Adam el Hilu and comrades from the Mountains who were going to 

attend as observers, SPLM regional congress in Kurmuk Abdel Aziz received us. We sat under a 

young and leafy mango tree. Nearby, there was a small thatched hut. This was Governor’s Hilu’s 
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“palace” where his wife and children lived. The young ones were attending a school there. At the 

time the children of some of the governor’s colleagues were receiving their formal education 

either in Uganda or Kenya or far afield in England. And for probably for the first time the 

medium of instruction at school was English language. 
 

Yousif Kuwa Mekki died a brave and tolerant man. Although a Muslim he never tried to convert 

his wife and her children. Recently, Comrade Hadi Diab, an SPLM member from the North and 

a Muslim informed me that late Yousif allowed his children and wives to follow the faiths of 

their choice. He added that Fatima’s children have converted to Christian on their own accord 

while a daughter by Christian Hanan has embraced Islam. Following Yousif death in a London 

hospital, Hadi said, the body was taken to a chapel and later to a mosque for prayers. To this day, 

Yousif Kuwa Mekki is draped with a crescent and a cross, two symbols of Islam and 

Christianity, respectively. That spirit of tolerance would have saved this country many lives and 

chronic civil wars which have cost the countries millions of lives and held back the time for 

development and prosperity for all the citizens. 

 

 

Kuwa’s successor 

Some people love criticising the SPLM for almost everything that goes wrong in government, in 

party and its general performance in society in general. But except for people who deny hard 

historical facts, the SPLM has surprised both friends and floes in the manner its leadership 

conduct smooth transition when there is a leadership vacuum. Abdel Aziz Adam el Hilu 

succeeded the fallen Kuwa with little or no opposition. Hilu’s leadership credentials are 

impeccable: a man of humility with rare records for gallantry in military action in the Nuba 

Mountains, Southern Sudan where he once helped privates in carrying food items over a distance 

of more than a kilomtre, in Eastern Sudan and Darfur- where Cmdr Dawood Bolad was captured 

by the SAF and later executed in early 1990s.  
 

Although a quiet man, Abdel Aziz Adam el Hilu can argue his case patiently, persuasively and 

devoid of emotions. Abdel Aziz and I have known each other for years, so I am making these 

statements from personal experience. 
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