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KASSIM THE DREAM
A Film by Kief Davidson 

 
Synopsis 

 
This is the story of World Champion Boxer, Kassim "The Dream" Ouma - born in Uganda, kidnapped 
by the rebel army and trained to be a child soldier at the age of 6. When the rebels took over the 
government, Kassim became an army soldier who was forced to commit many horrific atrocities, 
making him both a victim and perpetrator. He soon discovered the army’s boxing team and realized the 
sport was his ticket to freedom. After 12 years of warfare, Kassim defected from Africa and arrived in 
the United States. Homeless and culture shocked, he quickly rose through the boxing ranks and became 
Junior Middleweight Champion of the World. 
 
Kassim, now age 29, seems to have obtained the American Dream with his jovial nature, fame and hip 
hop lifestyle. As Kassim trains for his next world title fight against Jermain Taylor in Little Rock 
Arkansas, keeping his demons out of the ring becomes increasingly difficult. His desires to reunite with 
family in Uganda intensify when Kassim’s only hope for a safe return is a military pardon from the 
president and government responsible for his abduction. 
 
From the director of The Devil’s Miner, Kief Davidson received unprecedented access to Kassim 
Ouma during a pivotal time in the boxer’s career. Filmed in cinema verite, current events are skillfully 
woven in with brutal revelations of a stolen childhood. The parallels reveal a complex and haunted 
fighter surviving against incredible odds. 
 
Running Time – 86 minutes 
 
 



KASSIM THE DREAM 
A Film by Kief Davidson 

 
Director's Statement 

 
My first encounter with Ugandan boxer Kassim Ouma was in the summer of 2005, just prior to his 
World Championship title defense against Roman Karmazin. Nearing his hotel room the day of the 
fight, his manager, Tom Moran, turned to me cautiously and said, "Please don't bring up his childhood 
until after the fight!"  Kassim greeted me with a brash, confident smile - "Hey dude, you the director? 
You Jewish, right? I'm black Irish" - amidst a dozen of his friends dancing wildly to the beat of a Fifty 
Cent song while downing beer after beer.  This was the upbeat, good-natured side I'd read about in 
numerous articles on the former child soldier. But how could a man, kidnapped at the age of six and 
forced into a life of senseless tribal killing, be so good-humored; how had he managed to overcome his 
turbulent past to become the Junior Middleweight Champion of the World? 
 
Kassim's childhood was hardly unique: over 300,000 children continue to fight in bloody conflicts 
worldwide, as oppressor and victim, terrorized into compliance, and trained to become deadly, 
expendable fighters. Surviving unimaginable hardships, Kassim is one of the fortunate few to find great 
success outside his homeland, appearing to have attained the  American Dream; his lighthearted 
exterior conceals the staggering pain and tragedy he has experienced in his lifetime. 
 
Kassim desperately needed to reconcile his past with his desire to move forward.  Over the next two 
years, and across two continents, he would slowly reveal private details of his childhood. And a 
military pardon, granted by the same men who abducted him, would enable him to return to Uganda for 
the first time in ten years, and allow the healing process to begin. 
 
 
 
 
 



KASSIM THE DREAM 
A Film by Kief Davidson 

 
Bios 

 
KIEF DAVIDSON – Producer, Director, Editor  
Kief Davidson is an award-winning feature film and documentary director born and raised in Brooklyn, 
New York. His latest film Kassim the Dream, about a former child soldier turned boxing champion of 
the World, premiered at the 2008 Tribeca film festival and won the Silver Docs award at AFI/Silver 
Docs film festival. Magnolia pictures will theatrically release the film in early 2009.  

His prior film, The Devil's Miner, made its world premiere at the Rotterdam Film Festival in 2005 and 
won over a dozen awards at international film festivals including Tribeca, Hot Docs, Chicago, 
Woodstock, Jerusalem and Mexico City. He received the prestigious DGA Award nomination for 
Outstanding Achievement in Documentary Directing and won the coveted PBS Independent Lens 
Audience Award. The Devil's Miner screened theatrically in over 140 cinemas across Europe and the 
USA.  

Davidson has also directed and produced documentaries for The Discovery Channel, ABC News, PBS, 
ARTE and A&E. As a narrative filmmaker, Davidson wrote and directed the dark comedy, Minor 
Details, an independent feature film starring Peter Sarsgaard and Larry Pine. He began his filmmaking 
career in 1993 as editor on the Academy Award-nominated documentary, Blood Ties: The Life and 
Work of Sally Mann. He is the recipient of two Emmy nominations for his work with National 
Geographic and earned the International Monitor Award for Best Editing on the journalistic film, 
What's News?. He has also edited dozens of comedy shows including: Martin Short's prime time Glick 
(Comedy Central), Comics Come Home (Comedy Central), Robert Klein's Child in his 50's (HBO) 
Saturday Night Live (NBC), Richard Pryor's Ain't Dead Yet (Comedy Central). Davidson currently 
divides his time between Los Angeles and New York City with his wife Kathleen and son Liam. 
 
KASSIM “THE DREAM” OUMA 
Born in rural Uganda, Kassim Ouma is the seventh of 13 children. In 1984, Ouma was part of a class of 
schoolchildren abducted by a rebel guerilla force, the National Resistance Army that successfully 
staged a military coupe and eventually assumed governmental power in 1986. Ouma was forced to  
fight as a child soldier but also joined the Bombers, a military boxing club. He was selected to 
represent Uganda for Boxing at the Atlanta Olympics in 1996 but could not attend because of financial 
problems. In 1998, Ouma defected to the United States after receiving a visa to travel for a military 
boxing tournament and quickly rose to professional ranking later that same year.  In 2002, he earned 
the American Junior Light Middleweight title and went on to defeat Verno Phillips for the IBF world 
junior light middleweight title in 2004. Ouma's humanitarian interests include educating others about 
the continued plight of child soldiers who are forced into service by rebel forces. He now lives with his 
two sons and mother in Florida, where he continues to train and fight as a professional boxer.  

 
LIZ SILVER – Producer 
Liz Silver, Partner and Co-Executive Producer of Believe Media, is one of the most accomplished 
executive producers working in the music video and TV commercial genres today.  Silver began her 
career in the music industry in New York, where she organized the influential New Music Seminar and 
worked on documentaries and news specials before forming her own music video company, Sound & 
Vision.  She segued into television commercials, where she worked for some of the top production 
houses in the industry before teaming up with husband Luke Thornton to open their own company, The 



End, in 1991.  In 2000, Silver and Thornton opened Believe Media, which has consistently played a 
key role in some of the most successful ad campaigns in the industry.  Client list includes: Target, 
Nike, L’Oreal, Coca-Cola, Budweiser and BMW among others.   
 
While strongly rooted in short-form work, Silver has also produced feature length documentaries and 
television specials.  Among her long-form credits are Weird Nightmare, a tribute to jazz great Charles 
Mingus that was directed by Ray Davies of The Kinks.  It ran on PBS, the BBC and Canal Plus, and 
was distributed to the retail market by Sony Classics.  Silver also produced a feature length 
documentary for Steely Dan and The Disney Channel, and collaborates often with director Storm 
Thorgerson, the visual genius behind the film and design work for Pink Floyd. 
 
 

TONY MOLINA JR. – Director of Photography 
Director of Photography, Tony Molina, began his shooting days in the mid '80's with an understudy 
from "Taxi Driver" 2nd unit DP, Michael Zingale. Continuing his studies in film and photography, 
Molina earned a B.A. in film from the Art Center College of Design. His main interest as 
cinematographer was to diversify as much as possible in this creative role which has brought him 
experiences on four continents as DP shooting music videos/live DVD, commercials, documentaries, 
and narrative. Molina has photographed numerous musical acts including:  Snoop Dogg, Audioslave, 
Macy Gray, Brian Setzer, J Lo, Aerosmith, Keith Urban, Kenny Chesney, Beyonce, Morrisey, Carly 
Simon, and B.B. King. Molina has enjoyed working in the commercial field as well shooting for clients 
such as Nike, Gatorade, Verizon, Buick, Ford, Prison Break (FOX), HBO, Starz, INC, Subway, Mc 
D's, Major League Baseball, and American Idol. This past fall Molina completed the TV comedy pilot 
"Bite & Smile" produced from the veteran team of Second City-Saturday Night Live performers. 
Molina also pursues several directions in still photography by shooting fashion, music portraiture, and 
professional surfing. 
 
LEONARDO HEIBLUM, JACOBO LIEBERMAN, ANDREW SOLIS – Composers  
Audioflot is a musical collaboration based in Mexico City that has been producing music for all kinds 
of visual arts for over 15 years. The founding collaborators, Jacobo Lieberman and Leonardo Heiblum, 
have written music for films such as Maria Full Of Grace, Trade, In The Pit, My Mexican Shivah, One 
Minute To Nine, Cocalero, My Life Inside and many others. Andres Solis joins them again for Kassim 
The Dream as he did for Kief Davidson´s first film The Devil´s Miner. For Kassim they used some 
traditional Mexican instruments such as the Requinto Jarocho from Veracruz or the Marimba, to obtain 
a very original and traditional sound at the same time. The music was all produced, recorded and 
mixed at Audioflot´s studio in Mexico City. 
--- 
 
 



KASSIM THE DREAM 
A Film by Kief Davidson 

 
Company Information 

 
Urban Landscapes Productions 
Urban Landscapes Productions is an independent production company dedicated to producing 
theatrical feature films and documentaries. The company’s award-winning films have been seen in 
cinemas all over the world and broadcast on over 40 international television networks, offering a 
unique ability to achieve access, intimacy and execution of great story telling as demonstrated in their 
films. The award winning The Devil's Miner and current film Kassim The Dream specifically display 
Kief Davidson's talent for achieving highly cinematic visuals while evoking a deeper understanding of 
the human experience. Urban Landscapes productions, formed by director Kief Davidson in 1998, is 
currently based at the Hollywood Center Studios in Los Angeles with additional production offices in 
New York City. The company is currently developing new television series and feature films. 
 
Believe Media 
Believe Media has produced hundreds of commercials and music videos picking up along the way 
various awards and many industry accolades since it opened its doors in January 2000. Owners Luke 
Thornton and Liz Silver brought the same agency-friendly technique coupled with creatively vibrant 
work that was their signature at their former company, The End. Striving to remain ahead of the curve, 
Believe Media quickly set out to establish itself as a 21st century company, producing groundbreaking 
work comprising music video, commercial production and with the advent of new technology 
commercial branded entertainment. Believe Media maintains an expanding international presence 
currently having offices in New York, Los Angeles and London. Believe Media’s universal vision is 
reflected in its roster that is comprised of international talent covering North and South America, 
Africa, continental Europe, Australia and Asia. Renowned as a boutique operation, Believe Media is 
committed to new and young talent, a necessary component of an ever-evolving industry always 
looking to break new ground. Winning the Cannes Lion for the Best New Director of the Year, the 
company continues to develop and support young talented directors. Having co-created the BMW films 
project with Fallon, Believe Media has also developed original content for Extasy Records, CBS 
Infinity Broadcasting, Buena Vista Television and Nickelodeon amongst others.  Creative Director Nic 
Johnson, who brings many years of industry-leading experience and creativity to each project, heads 
the company’s new media division. The company’s talents have been recognized through an abundance 
of awards including MTV Music and Billboard Awards.  For commercial production, Believe Media 
has won numerous Clios, Lions, AICP and One Show honors. Believe Media is partnered with Paris 
based Quad, one of Europe’s best production companies with directors like Bruno Aveillan.  Since 
forming their co-venture, Quad and Believe have produced spots for Nintendo, Pepsi, Infiniti, Lexus 
and Acura under the Quad US banner. 

 





Kassim the Dream

(Documentary) A Believe Media/Urban
Landscapes production in association with Monaco
Film Hamburg/Arte/ZDF Enterprises. Produced
by Kief Davidson, Liz Silver. Executive producers,
Luke Thornton, Forest Whitaker, Keisha Whitaker,
Joshua Green. Co-producers, Kathleen Davidson,
Tom Moran. Directed by Kief Davidson. With:
Kassim Ouma, Tom Moran, Russell Peltz, Jermain
Taylor. (English, Swahili, Acholi dialogue)

By Ronnie Scheib
April 25, 2008

The story of Kassim "the Dream" Ouma
and his rise from Ugandan child soldier to
world champion boxer combines serious
human rights issues with incredible
triumph-over-adversity sports lore.Docu
arrives with ready-made dynamic
ingredients but, in helmer Kief Davidson's
hands, "Kassim the Dream" offers far more
than a one-way trip to fame and fortune. As
in his "Devil's Miner," Davidson illuminates
how indomitable people in impossible
situations negotiate with their demons.
Haunting docu, with a complex, immensely
likeable figure at its center, seems a
formidable contender for arthouse release.

Initially, helmer Davidson's recreations of
the experiences of a child soldier as
recounted by Kassim are kept deliberately
simple -- soldiers move through the bush in
a pervasive atmosphere of dread.

Kassim was kidnapped at the age of 6,
when his boarding school was attacked and
everyone was either carried away or
slaughtered by then-rebel forces under
Yaweri Museveni. While still hardly more
than a tot, Kassim tortured and killed
people, ordered to do so under the threat of
death.

After Museveni came to power, Kassim, in
addition to his duties on the killing fields,
began to box for the military team. When
the team traveled to America for a match,
18-year-old Kassim -- who had no money
or contacts and didn't speak English --
dared to defect.

At this point, the docu moves into sports
mode, as Kassim's entourage of fellow
Africans, fellow boxers and handlers --
chief among them manager Tom Moran
whose extended Irish family Kassim has
adopted ("I'm black Irish!") -- chime in to
flesh out the backstory. Davidson follows
the highs and lows of Kassim's career as a
professional pugilist, with extensive footage
of his fights as he wins the light
middleweight championship only to lose it
the next year, then moves up in weight
class to valiantly, if unsuccessfully, challeng
middleweight champ Jermain Taylor.

But alongside the bouts' usual backstage
preps and postmortems, Davidson never
loses sight of Kassim's inner child soldier.
"Boxing is my therapy," Kassim declares.
As Kassim shadowboxes his way through
fields, gyms, airports and hotel rooms,
Davidson frames a man jabbing at traumas
that never go away.

Films highly emotional finale takes place in
Uganda, where Kassim finally is permitted
to end his 10-year exile. Despite his stolen
childhood and a father murdered by
government troops in retaliation for
Kassim's defection, home cannot easily be
discarded. Indeed, the beauty and integrity
of war-scarred northern Uganda can be
perceived even in the round thatched
architecture of a camp for displaced
persons where Kassim gives boxing tips to
locals.

New rebel forces have been unloosed on the
land and child soldiers on both sides lay
waste to the countryside. In docu's most
amazing scene, a shaken Kassim attends a
dramatic, supposedly therapeutic
reenactment of a murderous attack on a
village. Lenser Tony Molina Jr.'s camera
moves through ersatz carnage, while child
soldiers toting handmade, all-too-realistic
fake guns stalk the periphery.
Tech credits are ace.

Camera (color, HD), Tony Molina Jr.; editors, Tony
Breuer, Davidson; music, Leo Heiblum, Jacobo
Liberman, Andres Solis; music supervisors, Nnamdi
Mowerta, Robert Singerman; sound, Mike Norman;
supervising sound editor/sound design, Chris M.
Jacobson. Reviewed at Tribeca Cinemas, New York,
April 8, 2008. (In Tribeca Film Festival -- competing.)
Running time: 87 MIN.



NINE TO WATCH
Simplifying Tribeca.
APRIL 23 THROUGH MAY 4

THE TRIBECA FILM FESTIVAL IS BACK—and slowly learning from its many mistakes. After raising ticket prices to $18 last year, the fest will settle for

a slightly better $15 (and less). After spreading itself too thin, it will cluster most of its screenings in Tribeca and around Union Square. Most important, the
bloated festival has once again trimmed its often-spotty lineup, from its peak of almost 200 features to a mere 120. But are they any good? Well, we’ve seen
more than half of the festival’s films and found at least nine sure bets. Tickets go on sale April 19. By Sara Cardace, Bilge Ebiri & Logan Hill, Apr 21, 2008

GUNNI N’ FOR THA T #1 SPOT !

Filmmaker Adam Yauch’s first non–Beastie
Boys project is a funked-up, fast-paced doc that
uses 2006’s “Elite 24” all-star game at
Harlem’s Rucker Park to highlight eight high-
school superstars (likely lottery picks Michael
Beasley and Kevin Love, and top Brooklyn

prospect Lance Stephenson, among them). It’s
as much a snapshot of the contemporary
basketball scene as it is a love letter to the
famed uptown court. The soundtrack is,
predictably, killer. –S.C.

KASSIM THE DR EAM

Kief Davidson’s gorgeously shot documentary
gives us horror mixed with hope: Ugandan
boxer Kassim Ouma was kidnapped and forced
into guerrilla warfare as a child, deserted the
Ugandan Army as a young man, and then came
to America, where he battled his way toward
becoming a boxing champion. Kassim is both
relentlessly upbeat and totally unable to shake
his murderous past.

The film provides no easy judgments—just the
conflicted, charismatic figure at its center. –
B.E.

THE WACKNESS !

Hometown director Jonathan Levine’s debut (a
Sundance Audience Award winner) is an
inebriated, thumping paean to being a white
hip-hop head on the Upper East Side in the
summer of 1994. Child star Josh Peck breaks
out of kiddie TV to play a deadbeat teen who
courts Olivia Thirlby and trades pot for
therapy—when he isn’t selling it

o
ut of an Italian-ice cart. Thankfully, the buzzed-
about make-out session between Mary Kate
Olsen and Ben Kingsley is, like most of the
film, more sweetly goofy than crude. –L.H.

ELITE SQUAD

The big winner at Berlin this year, José
Padilha’s social drama–cum–action epic is
equal parts City of God and Delta Force—with
all the breathtaking contradictions and
possibilities that implies.

Following two security-squad buddies, this
account of a ruthless war against drug lords in
Rio’s slums is very violent and not at all
politically correct. Padilha’s film has already
sparked controversy in its homeland and at
other fests; now it’s New York’s turn. –B.E.

FIRE UNDER TH E SNOW

Makoto Sasa’s timely documentary traces the
Chinese occupation of Tibet as seen

through the eyes of Buddhist monk Palden
Gyatso, who was imprisoned for 30 years and
brutally tortured. Gyatso’s unwavering faith in
the face of horrific circumstances would make
for essential viewing in itself, but it couldn’t be
more relevant now: News coverage that takes
you right up through the current global strife
over the 2008 Olympics in Beijing bookends
his story perfectly. –S.C.

THE S ECR ET OF TH E GRAIN

Abdellatif Kechiche’s deserving César Best
Picture winner is a family epic in miniature. An
aging French-Arab dockworker is laid off, then
attempts, with the help of his large and

contentious family, to open a couscous
restaurant inside an old boat. What begins as a
shapeless, immersive look at immigrant life in
France gradually becomes a surprisingly deft
piece of neorealist suspense, building up to the
restaurant’s heartbreaking opening night. –B.E.

PROFIT MOTIVE AND

THE WHISPERING WIND !

Inspired by lefty Howard Zinn, John Gianvito’s
haunting experimental documentary

takes us on a silent, meditative journey through
the forgotten gravestones, memorial plaques,
and other landmarks of America’s underground
history. We’re not talking the Jefferson
Memorial here. Gianvito foregrounds
abolitionists, organizers, poets, and victims—
from Sojourner Truth to Sacco and Vanzetti to
Cesar Chavez. –B.E.

MY WINNIPEG

Canadian auteur Guy Maddin’s fevered
“docufantasia” recasts his hometown’s history
through the lens of his own family’s story and
his sordid imagination. The film takes the
maverick filmmaker’s patented blend of silent-
movie aesthetics and dreamy, wink-wink

narratives and gives it all an intensely personal
spin. With detours into scandalous melodrama
as well as digressions on Canadian hockey, the
result is Maddin’s funniest and most touching
film to date. –B.E.

BOY A !

Theater vet John Crowley’s Irish drama is a
fresh, gritty cover of an old familiar standard:
Con becomes ex-con, adjusts to life on the

outside. The script by the woefully underrated
Mark O’Rowe (Intermission) is a tight leash
linked by sharp surprises—and rising actor
Andrew Garfield (wasted in Lions for Lambs)
is held taut by the tough Brit character actor
Peter Mullan, as his hard-ass caseworker. –L.H.



Boxer and Former Child Soldier Kassim Ouma
on His Tribeca Documentary

by Bilge Ebiri
April 30, 2008

One of the most shattering documentaries at this year’s Tribeca Film Festival, Kassim the
Dream brings viewers into the world of Ugandan-born boxer Kassim Ouma, the 29-year-old
former International Boxing Federation light-middleweight champion, and his struggle with his
deadly past. Abducted from school at the age of 6 and forced to become a child soldier,
Ouma fought in the National Resistance Army during Uganda’s harrowing “bush war” in the
eighties, engaging in brutal acts that still haunt him to this day. Later, he discovered boxing
and fled for the U.S. to try his hand at going pro. Since then, under the tutelage of his
manager Tom Moran (whom he affectionately calls “Uncle Tom”), Ouma has become not
only a renowned athlete but also an outspoken advocate for African issues. We spoke to him
during a visit to New York for the Tribeca premiere of Kassim the Dream.

You say at the end of the film that you’re still trying to become the normal boy you
once were. Do you think you’ll ever get there?

I’m still looking. I will always be looking. Put yourself in my shoes. You’re a child and you’ve
been abducted. You don’t know nobody — don’t know who loves you and who doesn’t. They
tell you to do horrible things, and you have to do them. They order you to kill your best friend
— and if you don’t do it, they’ll kill you. What would you do? You kill him, to survive. So, I can
never forget it. Every day, I think about it. I’m trying, but I don’t know if I’ll ever overcome it.

The film has a very harrowing sequence depicting you in a losing fight. Is it tough
watching yourself get beaten on film?

It’s tough, of course. I really don’t like to lose. But now I say that I’m retired. Not retired
forever — just for a few months, to get myself ready. This was the first half of my career. Now
I want to start the second half of my career and come back stronger.

One of the most moving scenes in the film comes when you revisit Uganda for the first
time since fleeing the army there. Were you scared to go back?

When I first arrived in Uganda, I was very scared. I didn’t know what would happen to me.
When I returned to the army base that I left, I didn’t know what they would do to me. I have to
give big ups to President [Yoweri] Museveni, who pardoned me. Then Uncle Tom told me I’d
have to go to the north [where a conflict still rages between rebels and government forces]. I
tried to resist, but when I went, I saw all these people who really needed help. It was very
hard for me. I opened up a clinic there, but they still need more help. The most important
issue is clean water — not just in Uganda, but in all of Africa.

Do you think politicians in Washington genuinely want to help Africa?

Uncle Tom and I go over there twice a year to talk about these issues. I think politicians in
Washington want to help, just like everybody else. There are a lot of groups out there really
helping — like the ONE Campaign. Celebrities like Oprah and Madonna have gotten involved
in African problems. It’s all part of the same issue, the same fight. The problem is that even
when food aid comes, the food doesn’t reach the people who need it.

Tom Moran says that you’re a political person, regardless of whether you want to be.
Do you agree?

I don’t like to go against the government or anything like that. But if it’s political to help
people, then I’m political.



Tribeca Scours the Earth for Human Drama

Movies Review of: Head Wind, and Kassim the Dream, and Milosevic on Trial
By S. JAMES SNYDER

May 2, 2008

Most of the buzz surrounding this year's Tribeca

Film Festival, which comes to a close Sunday

evening, has zeroed in on its red-carpet

premieres. But only slightly less appreciated are

the festival's powerful and probing foreign

entries, several of which offer an unprecedented

view of events that altered the course of the

future.

Nicolas Johnson Former Ugandan child soldier and boxing

champion Kassim Ouma is the subject of

Kief Davidson's 'Kassim the Dream.'

Atop the roster is Mohammad Rasoulof's "Head

Wind" (showing Fri., Sat., Sun.), a documentary

doubling as a case study of how democracy is

taking root in the Middle East through the

adoption of technology, as the younger

generation works its way around the oppressive

propaganda of tyrannical governments.

A case in point concerns the cheap, flimsy

satellite dishes that pop up throughout Mr.

Rasoulof's film and are bought and sold illegally

all across Iran. As he travels to remote villages,

major cities, even to individuals living in tents

in the desert, Mr. Rasoulof shows how one

satellite and a pinch of electricity can bridge the

modern and the fundamentalist. With the flip of

a switch, people who have been denied access to

the world at large are suddenly overwhelmed by

music, news, and opinions spanning the globe.

Of course, there is dissent among the Iranian

population, most of which knows nothing more

than its government's crippling isolationist

policy. In one village Mr. Rasoulof visits, the

men are allowed to watch television, but the

women are not. In a dramatic touch evoking his

fellow documentarian Errol Morris, the director

goes so far as to re-create raids in which

government agents storm apartment complexes

and stomp the satellite dishes.

Many Iranians, however, are not deterred. Out

in the desert, Mr. Rasoulof allows us to marvel

at the ingenuity of the man who powers his cell

phone with his car battery, his television and

satellite dish with a portable generator; he is as

connected to the outside world as just about any

New Yorker. Later, in an urban area, Mr.

Rasoulof listens as a young girl describes how

adults love the entertainment made possible by

satellites but remain unaware of their own

ability to generate electronic communication. As

she navigates the Internet, smiling in the glow

of her computer monitor, we watch as

technology empowers a generation to break free

of ignorance one mouse click at a time.

If "Head Wind" is about a society gradually

moving forward, then Kief Davidson's "Kassim

the Dream" (showing Sat.) is about a former

child soldier of Uganda working backward as he

tries to reconcile the horrors of his past.

Mr. Davidson spent two years getting to know

Kassim "The Dream" Ouma, whom some will

recognize as the former world junior-

middleweight boxing champion.

"It took two years to really get to know him,"

Mr. Davidson said. "But the closer I got, the

more I saw the conflict in him. It would have

been so easy to make a fluff piece about this

great boxer who returns home to cope with his

inner demons. But while I believe Kassim has a

huge heart and is trying to do great things for

Uganda, there are limitations for him — a dark

side from his past you don't see right away."

Starting in the boxing ring before shedding light

on the killing fields in Kassim's past, Mr.

Davidson gingerly reconstructs the dark years of

his subject's life. He was abducted at age 6 by

the rebel army of Yoweri Museveni and forced

for 12 years to slaughter men and women across

Uganda in a civil war that has claimed tens of

thousands of Ugandan lives. His saving grace

was to be discovered on the army's boxing team

— a hobby that Kassim refers to as his

"therapy." He fled to America in 1998.

The stakes are raised when Kassim decides to

return home to see his family — a visit that will

only be possible if the Ugandan government

pardons him for his past crimes. Traveling with

Kassim on his harrowing six-day trip, Mr.

Davidson cuts through the third-person

testimonials, archival footage, and objectivity

that one might expect to buffer a film of this

nature.

"It was a roller coaster, those six days, and at

that point in Africa he definitely forgot that the

cameras were there," Mr. Davidson said. "And

we reached a point where we had to get

involved. We desperately wanted him to be

pardoned; we talked to the ambassador. It wasn't

just a film anymore, but a mission."

Michael Christoffersen's commitment to his

subject can be measured not in years but in

hours — 2,000 of them.

That's how much footage the director of

"Milosevic on Trial" (showing Fri. and Sat.) had

to wade through to fully understand the story of

Slobodan Milosevic's trial before the Hague

Tribunal for crimes against humanity. Poring

over some 120,000 minutes of footage — that's

83 full days of video — Mr. Christoffersen

immersed himself in this unprecedented trial of

the former Serbian president, following the first

case of its kind as it spanned various judges and

lawyers and continued through numerous

dramas involving witnesses recanting their

statements and Milosevic's own efforts to

obstruct the process at every step.

Beyond the genuine melodrama of the

courtroom, Mr. Christoffersen was there to

interview the trial's lawyers and observers as the

three-ring circus unfolded.

"It brought it to life in a whole new way, to be

there all the time," Mr. Christoffersen said. "It

helped, since we weren't re-creating the

moment, or asking people to re-enact the

moment. We were there, in the hallways, close

to the key players. You start to get a sense of

how massive and frustrating this whole thing

was."

More than a surreal courtroom drama,

"Milosevic on Trial" offers a vivid survey of the

atrocities perpetrated by Milosevic's Serbian

government, but its true purpose is to provide a

glimpse of the inner workings of the

international court and a cumbersome legal

process that is far larger than any one man.

"We wanted to show the breadth and the scope

of this," Mr. Christoffersen said. "This is the

first time we're getting a good look backstage.

It's part of globalization, this way of dealing

with conflicts and criminals, and it's very

debatable about whether that's good or bad, but

we simply wanted to get a good look at what

exactly is going on here.”



Boxing is therapy for former child soldier Kassim
Apr 30, 2008

By Kristina Cooke

NEW YORK, April 30 (Reuters) - What struck U.S.

filmmaker Kief Davidson about Ugandan child soldier

turned world champion boxer Kassim "The Dream"

Ouma was that he was always smiling.

Davidson became fascinated by how Ouma,

kidnapped from school at age 6 by the rebel army of

Yoweri Museveni -- who is now Uganda's president --

dealt with his nightmare past.

More than two years after first seeing Ouma on a TV

news segment, Davidson's beautifully shot

documentary, "Kassim The Dream," debuted on

Friday at New York's Tribeca Film Festival. In the

film, Davidson tells the story of Ouma's first journey

back to Uganda since he fled to the United States in

1998.

The filming took place last year during a cease-fire

between Museveni's government and the rebel Lord's

Resistance Army.

But one of Africa's longest wars rages on, after nearly

two years of negotiations collapsed in early April. The

22-year civil war has killed tens of thousands of

people and uprooted 2 million more in northern

Uganda alone.

Ouma, who learned to box in the army, fled to the

United States when he was 19 using a visa given to

him for a military boxing championship. He arrived

homeless and unable to speak English, at one point

handing out pizza fliers before finding a boxing gym,

where his talent became apparent.

"Boxing was my way out and it's my therapy," said

Ouma, 29.

And it was his boxing fame, in particular his high-

profile match against reigning middleweight

champion Jermain Taylor that helped him obtain a

pardon from Ugandan President Museveni and visit

his homeland.

"For me, the story was Kassim getting back to

Africa," Davidson said in an interview. "He was

wanted for desertion, but because of his status there

was the potential of a pardon. The fight with Jermain

Taylor, which he lost, was the fight that opened up

the doors to him going back.

"Kassim was afraid that it was a trick. The military

had said before if he ever set foot in Uganda he

would be tried for desertion and the punishment for

desertion is death."

BUILT-IN PROTECTION

But, Davidson said, Ouma saw the cameras as his

built-in protection, as the crew had the support of

U.S. senators and nonprofit groups who helped

Ouma get the pardon.

"We made it very clear that if we go and something

happens it won't go silent," said Davidson, who won

more than a dozen awards for his 2005 film "The

Devil's Miner."

Davidson was also concerned some people might

have a vendetta against Ouma. "Who knows who he

has killed in the past? He was a victim and a

perpetrator," Davidson said.

Ouma hopes the film will raise awareness about the

plight of child soldiers and the people living in

displacement camps, afraid to return to their

villages.

"It's hard to talk about my childhood. But my heart is

still with my people in Africa, and I have to spread

the word," he said. "The most important thing is to

never give up hope. They stole my childhood, but I

never gave up hope."

Ouma won the International Boxing Federation's

world junior light middleweight title in 2004 and

holds records for the most punches thrown in a fight.

He is raring to get back in the ring for what he calls

the second round of his career.

After boxing, Ouma said, with his trademark broad

smile, he would like to star in some martial arts

movies.

"I'm going to be the African Jet Li," he said. "Watch

out." (Editing by Michelle Nichols and Philip

Barbara)



TRIBECA '08 INTERVIEW

"Kassim The Dream"

Director Kief Davidson

by indieWIRE

April 23, 2008

EDITORS NOTE: This is part of a series of interviews, conducted via
email, profiling directors who have films screening at the 2008 Tribeca

Film Festival.

American director Kief Davidson's Tribeca Film Festival world
documentary competition film "Kassim the Dream" is the story

of world champion boxer Kassim "The Dream" Ouma. Born in
Uganda and kidnapped at the age of six to be a child story,
Kassim was forced to commit horrific atrocities. He also

discovered the army's boxing team and realized it could be his
way to freedom. After living with 12 years of war, he defected to
the United States and quickly rose through the boxing ranks and

became junior middleweight champion of the world...

In the Tribeca catalog, TFF programmer David Kwok writes,
"[Davidson] paints a vivid and candid portrait of survival,

balancing the story of Kassim's life inside the ring and out.
Kassim's rise in the boxing workd is extraordinary on its own, but
it is the man in the gloves that gives the film its heart."

What initially attracted you to filmmaking?

I really had no clue what I wanted to do until my third year of
college. I initially pursued cinematography and somehow talked

my way into a 2nd assistant camera gig on a Bad Brains music
video. It was a disaster. I couldn't figure out how to close a c-
stand, and halfway into the shoot I lost the smart slate and was

publicly fired by the DP.

I decided to give editing a try instead. Eager and willing to work
for free, I landed an edit gig on a short doc about Sally Mann,

the controversial photographer. This was my first real foray into
the biz, and soon discovered that the work would be perfect
training for filmmaking. Fortunately, I didn't mess the job up, and

the film received an Oscar nomination. My editing career took off
immediately. Working with many directors, and learning from
their successes and mistakes ultimately gave me the confidence

and desire to start making my own films.

What was the inspiration for Kassim the Dream?"

During the premiere of my film, "The Devil's Miner" (Tribeca
Film Festival '05) the dreaded question kept coming up during
the Q&A's -- "So, what's your next project?" I said I had a couple

of exciting, top-secret projects in the works, but the truth was, I
had no idea, and I was starting to worry. A few weeks later,
Kathleen Davidson, my co-producer and wife, was doing her

nightly remote control shuffle between HBO and E! when she
stumbled upon a short news segment on HBO Real Sports about
Kassim. Upon viewing the segment, we were struck by the

charm and charisma of this former child soldier-turned-boxing
champion of the world. How could a guy who was kidnapped at
the age of six and forced to kill walk around with such a smile on

his face? There was no doubt that a much bigger story needed to
be explored. What is going on in this man's mind? How does he
see the world? I instantly wanted to know more.

Please elaborate a bit on your approach to making the film...

I think like an editor, which tends to help me out significantly in
the field. A lot of my choices on location are instinctual. I am

constantly editing the film in my head, so I save a lot of time by
not over shooting scenes which are not necessary.

My approach is to trust my instincts, listen carefully, and be

impacted by what happens around me. On the simplest level, my
films reflect my concerns or obsessions. What motivates me is
the desire to learn more about my characters and the subject

matter of the film itself. In the case of Kassim Ouma, he was a
victim, kidnapped at the age of six, but he soon became a
perpetrator who killed and admittedly enjoyed killing. He is a

compelling, complicated character who at times seems to be
both haunted and impossibly happy. My instincts were to tread
carefully with Kassim. Slowly gain his trust and let him reveal

himself on his terms. Kassim is incredibly strong, but just as
emotionally fragile.

What were some of the biggest challenges you faced in
developing the project?

I wanted Kassim to tell his own story, but his English was

challenging to say the least. He is a fast talker and difficult to
understand. It was an ongoing joke that Kassim didn't even
understand Kassim. We would play him back his own phone

messages and he wouldn't have a clue. A lot of time was spent
just getting Kassim to just slow down and take his time.

One of the biggest challenges however was the fact that our

story hinged on Kassim returning to Africa to reunite with his
family. The Ugandan military publicly said that if Kassim was to
return to Uganda, he would be tried for desertion and if found

guilty, executed. A lot of political pressure was put on the
government for Kassim's return, and the closer we came to
achieving entry to Uganda, the more terrified Kassim became of

the trip.

I can go describing the challenges, but it would surely turn into a
novel.

What are your goals for the Tribeca Film Festival?

Seeing the film on the big screen with family and friends is what I
look forward to the most. For me, that is when it finally sinks in
that the movie is complete...until of course someone reminds me

that releasing a film into the marketplace is half the work.



Tribeca Film Festival: Stories Of Stolen Youth

By SUSAN DUNNE |

April 23, 2008

Ishmael Beah's best-selling memoir from

last year, "A Long Way Gone," got the

world talking about the use of child

soldiers in Africa.

Among the 122 feature films showing at

the Tribeca Film Festival in New York

this week and next are two

documentaries that will fascinate those

who want a closer examination of the

horrifying situation.

They focus on men who are trying to

escape the horrors of their past and make

their lives meaningful.

'War Child'

Emmanuel Jal doesn't know how old he

is. His guess is 25 to 27. So he isn't sure

how old he was when he was recruited

by the Sudanese People's Liberation

Army. But in his rap lyrics, he figures he

was 8.

"I left home at age of 7. ... One year later,

I had an AK-47."

In Karim Chrobog's documentary "War

Child," we get to know Jal. We also get a

terrific primer on the incendiary political

situation in Sudan, then and now, and

what led 10,000 children, over 20 years,

to fight alongside adults to assert the

rights of the southern part of the country.

Unlike Beah, Jal joined the military

willingly. He wanted revenge for what

happened to his village. The residents

were massacred and their homes set

aflame, leaving the survivors to wander

until they found someplace to live.

After an almost unbelievable series of

hardships — a boat sinking, a crocodile

attack he fended off with a hand grenade,

and later surviving by eating the vultures

that were feasting on nearby corpses —

Jal was rescued from his nightmarish life.

"I believe I survived for a reason, to tell

my story, to touch lives," he raps on

stage in one of his concerts.

Jal now lives in London, and travels all

over the world to tell his story, in rap. He

has fans who like his music because, as

one says, it is rap with "no bitches, no

bling, no hos."

An eloquent and gentle man, it's difficult

to imagine Jal killing anyone. The

memories of the person he used to be —

"my dreams are like torments," he says

— have made him, at times, suicidal. But

he continues to rap, and work for better

things for his homeland.

He hopes someday the Sudan will enjoy

an American-style freedom of

expression.

"I like the way Americans make fun of

their president, and their president

doesn't mind," he says. "You do that in

Africa, you're asking to die."

'Kassim The Dream'

Kassim Ouma endured much the same

trauma as Emmanuel Jal, but his

salvation lies in another arena: a sports

arena.

Ouma, a native of Magamaga, Uganda,

was kidnapped at age 6 and forced to join

the rebel forces. At 8, he began killing.

Then he began torturing, and as he says,

"it was fun because I was young."

In the 20-year conflict, 30,000 Ugandan

children were used as soldiers. Resisters

were killed, putting the ones who obeyed

in the unusual position of both victim and

villain.

After many years, Ouma vowed to

escape. He got trained as a boxer; that

became his ticket out. He fled to the

United States.

Ouma says that in retaliation for his

escape, his father was killed. In America,

Ouma rose to the junior middleweight

world championship.

"Kassim the Dream," Kief Davidson's

documentary about Ouma, shows a man

glowing with joy toward anyone who is

kind to him, and living like a rap star. His

joie de vivre and embrace of the

American Dream is almost boyish.

But he is haunted by memories of

Uganda. In the film's last segment, he

goes back, with permission from

Ugandan leader Yoweri Museveni, but

his emotions overwhelm him. He no

longer is fluent in Acholi, and he is asked

to watch a dramatization of the horrors

he and his comrades-in-arms inflicted.

He falls apart at his father's grave.

Kassim's dream is the same dream of

immigrants from eras past: to give his

children a better life than he had. His

story is horrifying, and at the same time

gentle, and also sad, especially when one

knows what has happened since the film

wrapped: Ouma's career has taken a

downturn.

Tribeca Film Festival

The 7th annual Tribeca Film Festival

begins today and runs through May 4.

The fest was founded by actor Robert De

Niro and associates Jane Rosenthal and

Craig Hatkoff after the Sept. 11, 2001,

terrorist attacks, in an attempt to

revitalize the economy and culture of

Lower Manhattan.

Unlike many festivals, which take years

to catch on, Tribeca was popular

immediately, and has grown every year.

It almost became too popular; last year's

festival was a dizzying glut of movies —

160 features — which were spread out

over the city, seemingly negating the

lower-Manhattan emphasis. This year's

lineup has been scaled back considerably

and the venues are more geographically

concentrated. Also, the ticket prices have

been reduced.

Among the other films at the festival are

some that shine a light on Lyme disease,

the Middle East, steroid usage, the

Homeless World Cup, Slobodan

Milosevic, Bobby Valentine, Celia Cruz,

Keith Haring and that crazy Frenchman

who strung a high wire between the Twin

Towers in 1974 and walked across.



Tribeca target titles
10 films generating interest among execs

By SHARON SWART, ANTHONY KAUFMAN

April 21, 2008

A mildly acquisitive Sundance coupled with economic woes and a tough theatrical marketplace have buyers
casting a particularly cautious eye on this year's Tribeca lineup. Still, a few titles are piquing interest among
execs. Here are 10:

Ball Don't Lie

Urban coming-of-ager about a streetballer (real-life
basketball star Grayson Boucher) who overcomes his
troubled past. Pic is feature debut of Brin Hill (short

"Morning Breath") and based on Matt de la Pena's
popular novel. Co-stars Ludacris, Nick Cannon and
Rosanna Arquette. (Sales: Film Sales Co.)

Bart Got a Room

Quirky teen comedy that follows a young man's quest to
find a prom date, as the marriage of his parents (William
H. Macy and Cheryl Hines) falls apart. Written and
directed by first-time feature helmer Brian Hecker. (Sales:

Cinetic)

From Within

D.p. Phedon Papamichael ("Walk the Line") takes the
helm with this psychological thriller about a string of
apparent suicides in a small town; scripted by Brad
Keene, with a young cast including Thomas Dekker,
Elizabeth Rice, Rumer Willis. (Sales: Cinetic)

Gotta Dance

Helmed by Dori Berinstein ("ShowBusiness: The Road to
Broadway"), docu chronicles the first senior citizen hip-
hop dance team, the New Jersey NETSationals. (Sales:
WMi)

Kassim the Dream

Docu follows the journey of Kassim "The Dream" Ouma,
who went from being a child soldier in Uganda to a world
champion boxer. Directed by Kief Davidson ("The Devil's

Miner"). (Sales: attorney Andrew Hurwitz)

Lake City

Southern drama toplining Sissy Spacek and Troy Garity
as a mother and son who try to reconcile their past;
helmed by first-timers Hunter Hill and Perry Moore. Cast

includes Dave Matthews, Drea de Matteo and Rebecca
Romijn. (Sales: Film Sales Co.)

Tennessee

Road movie, helmed by Aaron Woodley ("Rhinoceros
Eyes"), about two brothers who travel back to their
hometown and encounter a spirited woman (Mariah
Carey) along the way. Produced by Lee Daniels
("Monster's Ball"). (Sales: CAA/Submarine)

Theater of War

Docu maverick John Walter ("How to Draw a Bunny")
dissects German playwright Bertolt Brecht, weaving in
behind-the-scenes footage of the Public Theater's recent
staging of his antiwar play "Mother Courage" and the
creative process of stars including Meryl Streep. (Sales:
Required Viewing)

This Is Not a Robbery

Docu portrait of J.L. Hunter "Red" Rountree, who became
one of the country's most notorious and senior serial bank
robbers at 86 years of age. (Sales: Cinetic)

Trucker

Michelle Monaghan ("Gone Baby Gone") stars in James
Mottern's debut, a drama about a female truck driver who
must take over the care of her estranged 11-year-old son.
Plum Pictures produced; cast also includes Benjamin

Bratt and Joey Lauren Adams. (Sales: Cinetic)



N.Y. rolls out red carpet for Tribeca
Festival kicks off Wednesday night with 'Mama'

By WINTER MILLER

Apr. 22, 2008

The seventh annual Tribeca Film Fest opens on a light
note Wednesday night with the world preem of
Universal's Tina Fey-Amy Poehler laffer "Baby Mama" at
midtown's Ziegfeld, with an after-party at the Museum of
Modern Art.

In keeping with Tribeca's eclectic tradition, however, films
set to unspool will include a significant number of
international pics, political documentaries and fare from
tyro filmmakers.

Selections for this year's fest, which runs through May 4,
were trimmed by 25% from last year. Gripes about
sprawling venues and high ticket fees have been
addressed with two centralized hubs and lower prices.

"We want to keep a pulse on what's happening in the rest
of the world," said Tribeca artistic director Peter Scarlet of
the fest's picks. "You can get a better sense of how
people live in other parts of the world through films, more

than reading the newspaper. You feel people's souls."

Mainstream centerpieces are David Mamet's samurai
warrior "Redbelt" and family-style actioner "Speed Racer."
Additional outreach efforts to target the indie uninitiated
are the outdoor screenings (the making of Michael
Jackson's "Thriller," plus the video), an ESPN mini-fest of
competish films and a traditionally well-attended
downtown street fair that has brought several hundred

thousand people to the Tribeca hood.

Fest is known for harvesting a reputable crop of docs.
Buzzed-about screenings include Errol Morris' "Standard
Operating Procedure," Madonna-produced Malawi AIDS
orphans doc "I Am Because We Are," Gini Reticker's
inspirational Liberian civil war doc "Pray the Devil Back to
Hell," Kief Davidson's Ugandan-child-soldier-to-world-
champion-boxer tale "Kassim the Dream" and Beastie
Boy Adam Yauch's streetball doc "Gunnin' for That #1

Spot."

One sales agent echoed an oft-expressed sentiment that
while Tribeca is not much of a market, "It's a great
barometer of popular taste; it tells you what films people
like."

Fest co-exec director Paola Freccero emphasized the
underlying mission at this point of bringing like artists
together to network.

"I hope our film festival is not only measured by how
many films sell but (by) the connections made," said
Freccero. To that end, the fest partners with its nonprofit
arm, the Tribeca Film Institute, to sponsor the Tribeca All
Access program.

In its fifth year, TAA has selected 37 filmmakers from

traditionally marginalized communities to participate in
mentoring, networking and pitch meetings with creative
execs from shingles ranging from Zeitgeist to Miramax.
Three films in this year's fest are from prior TAA alums.
One success story is a 2005 alum: Helmer Benson Lee's
breakdancing doc "Planet B-Boy" opened in Gotham in
March with the highest per-screen average for an indie
film nationwide in its first sesh.



Documentaries stir up heat at

Tribeca Film Festival

By Jeremy Kay

New York

27 Apr 2008

In its short history the Tribeca Film Festival has been slow

to trigger buying sprees and sure enough as the event

reached the first weekend's halfway mark no major deals

had closed.

However by Saturday interest had coalesced around Keif

Davidson's World Documentary Competition entry Kassim

The Dream, which recounts the remarkable story of Kassim

Ouma, the former Ugandan child soldier who went on to

become world junior middleweight boxing champion.

Another popular piece of non-fiction has been This Is Not

A Robbery, Lucas Jansen and Adam Kurland's tale of JL

Rountree, who was believed to be the world's oldest active

bank robber.

Plum Pictures' drama Trucker has generated buzz as well as

universal admiration for Michelle Monaghan's turn as an

emotionally remote long-haul truck driver struggling to

reconnect with her estranged son. New York-based Plum,

which is also represented at Tribeca by Bart Got A Room

and Life In Flight, expects a deal to close shortly on its

Sundance entry Birds In America by Craig Lucas.

Channel 4/More 4 acquired UK television rights to Julie

Checkoway's documentary Waiting For Hockney, which

received its world premiere at Tribeca last Thursday.

Neal Checkoway and Geralyn White Dreyfous of Littlest

Birds and Jana Edelbaum and Rachel Cohen of iDeal

Partners produced and Michael Lesser served as executive

producer.

Waiting For Hockney follows an eccentric 38-year-old art

school graduate who tries to reinvent realism and believes

the key to his success hinges on showing his work to his

idol Hockney.

"We are thrilled that Channel 4 has embraced this

wonderful documentary," Edelbaum said. "The struggle to

create art and to seek validation for that work is a universal

story."

Cactus Three partner Julie Goldman brokered the deal on

behalf of iDeal Partners with Sandra Whipham for Channel

4/More 4.



Notes from the Underground
Brace yourself for a bumper crop of topflight indie films

May 19, 2008

– Adam Duerson and David Epstein

and forced to torture and kill for his captors; boxing became his ticket to an escape to the

U.S. when he was a teen. Davidson catches Ouma at the moment when he returns to

Uganda to confront his past. If you don’t like to cry at the movies, be careful. As in

boxing, things can get messy when you let your guard down. 1/2

SI’S FAVORITE It would be easy to write off

light middleweight Kassim Ouma as just

another immature boxer. He has a history of

irresponsible behavior in and out of the ring

and is prone to odd pronouncements like, “I

have six kids left inside of me that I haven’t

released yet; they’re like albums.” But director

Kief Davidson’s Kassim the Dream exposes a

tortured soul who acts like a child because he

never got to be one. As a six-year-old in

Uganda, Ouma was kidnapped by insurgents



Through boxing, Ouma escaped nightmarish childhood
By Joe Tessitore
March 26, 2008

Seemingly every night, ESPN programming is filled with world-class athletes
who emerged from challenging backgrounds. Many have similar stories.
Socioeconomic hurdles -- including hardships, limits or tragedy -- are the norm.

Now another world-class athlete who is overcoming adversity will have his story
told.

This story, however, is far from that norm. This story starts in a living hell and

may never escape from it. It's been told before, but now a much brighter
spotlight is shining on it in the Tribeca ESPN Sports Film Festival -- and with
new revelations.

Of all those athletes on our air this week who carry the tag of finding a better
life through sports, only one of them was forced to repeatedly murder as a
child. Only one of them escaped that life which resulted in the vengeful, brutal
killing of his father. Only one had cameras follow him as he returned to that

horrific place and allowed us to see his self-medicating remedy. Only boxing
star Kassim Ouma knows the American dream from a perspective few, if any,
have ever seen.

Ouma's story has been told numerous times through print and television. Now,
it's about to be uncovered with new twists in a long-form film. It makes for
interesting crossroads in Ouma's life.

Ouma will be the focus of this week's "Friday Night Fights" main event against
Cornelius Bundrage (ESPN2, 9 p.m. ET). Then, on April 25, the documentary
"Kassim the Dream" premieres at the Tribeca ESPN Sports Film Festival.

"[Ouma] goes into detail about killing people and how he felt about killing
people," said director/producer Kief Davidson. "I spent two years with him and
had to gain his trust for him to reveal things slowly."

As a 6-year-old in Uganda, Ouma was abducted from his school and trained to
kill by a savage upstart military. He experienced inhumane abuse and crossed
lines he can never cross back from. Through boxing, he escaped to America to
find freedom, success and attempts at healing. He became a world titlist and

fought pay-per-view star Jermain Taylor for the middleweight crown.

Davidson's film delivers much more than just a recap of an African child soldier.
He brings this story where no one else was able to go -- back to where it

began.

"The idea of him going back to the army base he had come from was daunting.
Kassim was visibly scared. He believed they would arrest him and try him for

desertion," Davidson said.

With the producer pressuring the national government, Ouma was allowed
back into Uganda. Two cameras on him at all times captured his triumphant

return. Countrymen crowded the airport and rushed the streets to greet Ouma.
Young boys reached high towards the sunroof of his motorcade to touch his
world title belt.

The heroic welcome would be replaced by harsh realities. Those same
cameras would film him reuniting with his family and visiting his father's grave.
The whole time, Ouma was thinking somebody might kill him, perhaps a
relative of a life he ended or perhaps a young boy-turned-angry man who

remembers how Ouma once ruined lives.

"He needed to deal with some of the demons he was battling for so long,"
Davidson noted. "It will still be a lifetime of him trying to figure out his past."

Understandably so.

We also get a glimpse of just how Ouma deals with figuring out that past. He

smokes -- and not Marlboros. The trailer for the movie will show you enough.
His need to heal has been a lifelong battle for Ouma. The drug and alcohol use
is just one of the sneak peeks Davidson gives us into his thorny life.

"There's ways he copes with his past," Davidson said. "He has an attitude of,

'This is who I am, make your own judgments.'"

As a fighter, Ouma is skilled. As a human, he is flawed. Flaws brought about
from deep fractures in a child's psyche and spirit.

"He appears to have attained the American dream, but the American dream to
Kassim can be very destructive," Davidson said.

Ouma has fought on ESPN through much of his career. For fight fans, he is a
well-known, volume-punching, elite-level junior middleweight. He has always
come across as a likable fellow.

He is always smiling, forever optimistic, yet sad in a way. It's been said all
fighters are sad. Ouma's sorrow, portrayed through Davidson's
cinematography, somehow seems deeper and penetrates further into our
sensitivities than others.

"Kassim is a complex character. There are many sides to him," Davidson
thoughtfully explained. "People may not like him because he has killed. The
challenge was how he would come across. Kassim has a huge heart -- he can

be self-destructive, for sure, but at the end of the day he has a huge heart. He
isn't perfect; he's flawed like we all are. I don't think any of us could have
walked in his shoes."

Those shoes have walked through hell. No one should ever have to face what
he faced, especially not as a 6-year-old child. Now, thanks to Davidson's recent
years of hard work and Ouma's cooperation, we will soon be able to experience
his story in a new way.

The trailer for the movie can be found at www.kassimthedream.com.

ESPN broadcaster Joe Tessitore is on the advisory committee for the Tribeca

ESPN Sports Film Festival.



Tribeca Film Festival Mini-Review No. 8
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By Neil Best

Kassim the Dream, 86 minutes.

This is the remarkable story of Kassim
(The Dream) Ouma, who overcame a
shattering childhood as a Ugandan
soldier - first kill ing a person at age 8 - to
become a successful boxer in the United
States.

Strange as it sounds, the early telling of
the story is not the most compell ing part
of the film. That comes later, when the
cameras follow Ouma as he returns to his
native country by special permission of
the president and visits his beloved
grandmother and his father's grave.

One great scene: Kassim walks past a
flag-waving Don King en route to a bout.
"Only in America," Ouma says.

Responds King: "Don't you forget it it -
greatest country in the world."

Another: Ouma explains the importance
of abstaining from sex before a bout,
saying sperm "is the motor oil of the
body."

Another: Ouma, steeped in American
culture after a decade living here,
blurts this out in the presence of the
Ugandan president: "I love you,
nigga!"



Kassim Ouma Hits The Big Screen

The heart wrenching story of former world

champion Kassim Ouma hits the big screen this

weekend with the world premiere of "Kassim

the Dream" at the prestigious Tribeca Film

Festival co-founded by Robert De Niro in

Lower Manhattan. In this inspiring tale of

survival and determination, we see Kassim

"The Dream" Ouma transformed from a

Ugandan child soldier to a world champion

boxer..

Ouma was born in Uganda, kidnapped by the

rebel army and trained to be a child soldier at

the age of 6. When the rebels took over the

government, Kassim became an army soldier

who was forced to commit many horrific

atrocities, making him both a victim and

perpetrator. He soon discovered the army’s

boxing team and realized the sport was his

ticket to freedom. After 12 years of warfare,

Kassim defected from Africa and arrived in the

United States. Homeless and culture shocked,

he quickly rose through the boxing ranks and

became Junior Middleweight Champion of the

World.

Kassim, now age 29, seems to have obtained

the American Dream with his jovial nature,

fame and hip hop lifestyle. In the film, as

Kassim trains for his next world title fight

against Jermain Taylor in Little Rock Arkansas,

keeping his demons out of the ring becomes

increasingly difficult. His desires to reunite

with family in Uganda intensify when Kassim’s

only hope for a safe return is a military pardon

from the president and government responsible

for his abduction.

Award winning producer/director Kief

Davidson shot over 200 hours of footage over

the last 3-years for the documentary feature

film. Actor Forest Whitaker, who won an

Academy Award for his portrayal of Ugandan

dictator Idi Amin, is the Executive Producer of

the Ouma film. The film will compete against

11 other films for the Best Documentary in the

festival, a prize that went last year to "Taxi to

the Dark Side," which later went on to win the

Academy Award.

More information and a movie trailer are

available at the Kassim the Dream.com website

or the Tribeca Film Festival website.



Sunday, April 27, 2008

by Kenneth Silber

Go see Kassim

We just saw an excellent film at the Tribeca Film Festival: Kassim the

Dream. It's a documentary about Kassim Ouma, a Ugandan boxer and

former soldier. He was kidnapped at age 6 by a rebel army, which later

became the government army. He came to the U.S. to participate in an

international military boxing competition--and he stayed, becoming a

deserter to the Ugandan army that had forced him to join, and opening

the way for a new, soaring career.   He's a remarkable person--witty,

vivacious, decent and incredibly resilient. He's not presented as a pure

victim or saint. As a child, he was forced to kill and torture--and he found

some of that to be "fun"; his conscience developed later. The film shows

an uneasy interplay between Kassim and the Ugandan authorities, as

he seeks a pardon for desertion and permission to visit Uganda.  Kassim

was present at the showing to answer questions, with filmmaker Kief

Davidson. The audience was very impressed by the film and its subject.

Davidson seems a thoughtful and very honest type, and Kassim was

shy but engaging (though there was one lame question from the

audience when a woman probed Kassim as to why he was seen on film

wearing colors of Jamaica, not his native Uganda--as if he needed to

prove his ethnic or national bona fides to her).   An interesting question is

how the Ugandan government will react to this film, which notes that the

present government emerged from the same force that kidnapped

Kassim and committed numerous atrocities. One hopes the authorities

in Kampala will take the diplomatic approach that this film is part of their

troubled country's needed reconciliation.



Friday, April 25, 2008

Kassim The Dream
Documentary film to screen at the

Tribeca Film Festival

Written by Laura Adibe Photography by Tribeca Film

Festival website

Kief Davidson directs the story of Kassim “The Dream”

Ouma, a former junior middleweight boxing world

champ. Kassim, born in Uganda, had been trained as a

child soldier at six years old and forced to commit

unspeakable atrocities until he was eighteen. Eventually,

Kasim comes to the United States and tries to start a new

life for himself, although the memories of his past

continue to haunt him.

Kassim decides to go back to Uganda and reconnect with

his family back home, but the journey home has its own

obstacles. This is the story of a man who must confront

his past so that he can continue on the path towards his

future.

The 86-minute film, which is executive produced by

Forest Whitaker and his wife, Keisha Whitaker, will

screen at the Tribeca Film Festival and is entered in the

World Documentary Film Competition. Tribeca is an

annual celebration of film, music and culture which takes

place in Manhattan, New York, bringing together people

from all walks of life.

You can watch the trailer for this film on Tribeca’s

website and learn more about other films that will be

screened.



CORRECTION TO THIS ARTICLE
An earlier version of this article misspelled the name of boxer Jermain Taylor.

The Fight Of His Life
Buffeted by War, Kassim Ouma Began Punching Back

By David Segal
Washington Post Staff Writer
Monday, June 16, 2008; C01

NEW YORK

Kassim Ouma landed at Dulles International Airport in February 1998 with one of the lamest plans in the history of travel.

A 19-year-old deserter from the Ugandan army, he arrived vastly underdressed for winter, a season he'd never seen, then started hitchhiking. When a
cabdriver pulled over and asked where he was going, Ouma said "Richmond," because he had heard that Ugandans live there. The driver assumed
he meant Richmond Highway, a misimpression that Ouma was in no position to correct because he didn't speak English and knew nothing about
U.S. geography. He was dropped off at a rather dingy Alexandria motel, where he lived until his money ran out.

That took two weeks. When Ouma was homeless, he moved in and out of shelters, and on and off the streets, and found work delivering fliers for a
pizza joint. Instead of simply dropping the circulars at the front door, as instructed, he would knock and ask everyone who answered the same
question, using two words he had picked up: "Boxing gym?" he'd say, usually to blank stares. "Boxing gym?"

Yes, this was the sum total of his plan: (1) fly to the United States, and (2) box. A month after he'd arrived in the country, Phase 2 began when Ouma
spotted the Alexandria Boxing Club and waited there until the club's manager, Dennis Trotter, showed up to unlock the door.

"There's this guy waiting outside the gym," Trotter recalls one recent afternoon. "Didn't understand a word he said. And he didn't understand a word
we were saying. We just knew that he wanted to box."

Ouma's highly improvised arrival in the country is part of "Kassim the Dream," a documentary showing Friday and Sunday at the Silverdocs
festival at the AFI Silver Theatre and Cultural Center in Silver Spring. The film, which charts Ouma's path to the junior middleweight title, initially
looks like an anything-is-possible American success story with a "Heart of Darkness" twist.

Ouma, we learn, had been abducted from his boarding school at age 6 by the National Resistance Army, a rebel force that would eventually topple
the government. He grew up torturing whomever he was told to torture and killing whomever he was told to kill. And up to the moment he decided
to fly to the United States, he assumed he had no choice but to live the rest of his life as a soldier.

The bleakness of his upbringing, and Ouma's eventual triumph, could have led "Dream" into "Rocky" territory. But Kief Davidson, the director and
producer, doesn't pitch his protagonist as a hero. Ouma, he knows, is too complicated for that. The lad has serious discipline issues, including a
propensity for drinking and smoking pot when he's training for big fights.

He also has some growing up to do. After he was allowed back into Uganda in 2006, following a lengthy negotiation to ensure that the army
wouldn't execute him for desertion, he held a news conference in the Entebbe airport where he offered this shout-out to President Yoweri Museveni:
"I love you, my [N word]."

You watch "Kassim the Dream" unsure whether you want to adopt Kassim or smack him upside the head. You're wowed by his achievements but
worried about his future. Which is how Davidson felt as he shot the movie.

"I pretty much wanted to show Kassim the way I perceive him," Davidson says. "I think he has a huge heart, and at his core he's a good person. But
he's incredibly frustrating, and he's got a dark side that you don't want to get near. It saddens me quite a bit. And his story isn't done. He's 29 years
old."

* * *

Ouma, who was granted political asylum in 2000, now lives in Palm Beach Gardens, Fla., with his three children and his mother, whom he brought
here from Africa a few years ago. He traveled to New York in April for the Tribeca Film Festival, where "Kassim the Dream" debuted. The day of
the premiere, the producers brought a small group of kids from disadvantaged New York City neighborhoods to a gym in Chelsea, where Ouma
gave them a pep talk and boxing lesson, with a few members of the media watching. ("Don't give up your hope" was his refrain.) Ouma was
introduced by his manager, Tom Moran, a teddy-bearish guy who has become a surrogate dad.

"This guy threw 1,331 punches in 10 rounds," says Moran, beaming at Ouma and referring to a 2004 bout against Verno Phillips. "Nobody has ever
done that."

Ouma starts shadow boxing and smiling. "This feels good!" he shouts to no one in particular. "I haven't done this in a while."

It's been a few months, in fact. Ouma last fought in March, losing his third straight bout, this time to a guy he was heavily favored to whup. To
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know Kassim these days is to have a theory about why he lost his title and can't seem to get it back. He parties too much, some say. He hangs out
with the wrong people. He's stressed by his past. He's lost his passion for the sport.

"I agree with that," Ouma says. "That's why I'm going to train and come back as a different guy."

It's the day after the premiere and Ouma is sitting for an interview over lunch. He's somber and, given the circumstance, not very chatty. The smile,
which ignites everyone in its path, is absent. He studies the menu and asks the waiter a couple questions he's probably never fielded. Like, "What is
asparagus?" and "Can you bring me some boiled milk and sugar?"

Talk turns to the movie. There's been one review so far, from Variety, which said that "Kassim" "illuminates how indomitable people in impossible
situations negotiate with their demons." Davidson says "Kassim" will be released in a handful of cities by the end of the year.

Ouma likes the film, mostly. He wishes that Davidson had left out scenes like the one of him furtively puffing on a blunt on his way into a sparring
session. Ouma likes to think of himself as a role model and a humanitarian dedicated to bettering the Ugandan people. The party-guy image isn't
helping.

"When you're a kid and a soldier, you smoke," Ouma says with a shrug.

It was the only way to cope with life in what became known as Uganda's war in the bush, he says, and it wasn't his only behavioral issue. When
Museveni took control of the government, in 1986, Ouma was unable to sit still in classes at the military school where he was sent. Instead, he
gravitated to sports -- first taekwondo, then boxing, which seemed more appealing once he learned that members of the Uganda military team were
occasionally given visas to travel overseas.

Ouma was supposed to fly to Texas with the team, using the visa he was given by the government in 1998. When that trip was canceled for
unknown reasons, Ouma fled to Kenya, where family friends gave him $800 and a ticket to Washington. The Ugandan military, which executes
deserters, was furious, and according to Ouma's mother, it exacted a terrible revenge. A year after her son left, she says in the movie, soldiers came
to her village and beat her husband to death.

A spokesman for the Ugandan Embassy, George Ndyamuba, said the government did not kill Ouma's father and had nothing to do with his murder.

The loss was devastating to Ouma, who figured that his flight from Uganda had sealed his father's fate. "Dream" has an avert-your-gaze sequence in
which Ouma returns to his village and wails and weeps at his father's grave, asking for forgiveness. Moments like that led director Davidson to
conclude that Ouma agreed to make this documentary, in part, because he thought it would be therapeutic for him.

"I don't think it's a replacement for therapy, by any means," Davidson says. "But the film is one of the very few ways that Kassim has looked at his
past. There is this happy-go-lucky guy who comes across in much of the movie and that's very genuine, which is amazing given what he's been
through. But when he crashes, he crashes hard, and if he goes back emotionally to his youth, it's hard for him to pull himself out of it."

* * *

During his months in Alexandria, Ouma was just a kid with a huge smile and a relentless jab. He showed up every day at the boxing club, which is
geared to at-risk kids. He clowned around constantly and didn't want to leave when it was time to close up. Early on, because of the language
barrier, nobody knew who he was or how he'd gotten there. They didn't even realize he was homeless -- not until boxer Kaye Karoma called his
mother, who speaks a number of African languages, and put her on the phone with Kassim.

"She was like, 'He's homeless, he's got no papers,' " says Karoma, sitting in the Alexandria Boxing Club. " 'You've got to help that boy out.' It wasn't
until later that we found out what had happened to him as a child, and that he was running from the army. You'd think he didn't have a problem in
the world."

Ouma started living with regulars at the club. On a few occasions, he hid in the gym and slept under the ring. Trotter knew he had talent, but he
didn't know exactly how much until he snuck Ouma into a Virginia Golden Gloves tournament. (Snuck, because you need papers to fight amateur
tournaments. They need to know who you are, to make sure you're not a pro.)

"We went down to Norfolk," Trotter recalls. "And Kassim was fighting the Number 1 dude from Navy. The crowd was booing him. 'Africans can't
fight.' Stuff like that. And he beat the brakes off that guy."

A boxing camp in Florida got in touch and Kassim was flown south to work as a sparring partner. He soon signed with Moran and promptly won
nine consecutive professional fights. By his 14th, he'd become a favorite of ESPN's "Friday Night Fights," which televised one bout of his after
another. The improbable upbringing, the superhuman punching capacity -- it was irresistible television.

As Ouma's boxing career took off, he negotiated a return visit to Uganda, where he was officially pardoned, having become a national hero. But the
triumphant homecoming narrative was monkey-wrenched by a loss, just before his trip in 2006, to middleweight champion Jermaine Taylor.

"That was the first time that Kassim didn't fight with his head," Moran says. "And he hasn't fought with his head since then. I know Kassim has
awesome physical talent, but he's lost mental focus and that's even more important. Boxing is an unforgiving sport. You can't lose mental focus and
expect to win."

Ouma knows that today his naysayers outnumber his believers. He's earned a "couple million dollars" over the course of his career, and he's held on
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Post a Comment

to enough of it, he says, to be comfortable. For the time being. He lives in a small four-bedroom home in a suburb, but his daughter sleeps in the
same bedroom as her grandmother, so he'd like a bigger place.

"I need another fight," he says. There is none planned, though, which suggests that Ouma is starting from the bottom.

Asked if he plans to stay in the United States, he says, "Of course," then ticks off what he loves about his adoptive country: the food, the Target
down the street, the freedom to fly wherever you want to fly, whenever you want to fly there.

"I'm ready for the second half of my career," he says, as optimistically as possible.

Moran isn't quite despairing, but he appreciates the obstacles -- all of them in Ouma's psyche -- that he'll have to overcome.

"Kassim basically was told to be an adult when he was a child," he says. "When he grew up, he kind of became a kid."

If there's a "second half" to this improbable career, Ouma will need to grow up again.
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KASSIM THE DREAM 
A Film by Kief Davidson 
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Big interview 
'I used to carry a gun, now I use my gloves' 
 
He was abducted at the age of five and forced to kill as a boy soldier for Ugandan rebels. He escaped to 
America, where he became a world champion. Now a film is to be made of his life story. Bestselling 
novelist Uzodinma Iweala talks to Kassim Ouma 
 
Sunday July 29, 2007 
The Observer 
 
The Philadelphia Museum of Art is the last place one would expect to meet a former child soldier, but, when he is the Ugandan boxer and 
one-time IBF light middleweight champion Kassim Ouma, expectation has a hard time catching up with reality. Ouma's ring name is The 
Dream, which is fitting because his own life story has been the stuff of both dreams and nightmares. 
 
When he was five years old, Ouma was abducted from his home village by the rebel army of Yoweri Museveni, now the President of 
Uganda but then a rebel leader fighting a civil war against the dictator Milton Obote. Ouma did not see his family again for three years. 'I 
don't know why I was taken,' he says. 'Back then I couldn't carry no gun. I couldn't fight. I was scared to death.' 
 
But before long, having been taught how to use a gun, he was being prepared for battle as a boy soldier, one of an estimated 300,000 
children who are fighting in wars around the world. For the next 12 years, he fought in Museveni's National Resistance Army. 
'They told me "shut up". Then they showed me how to shoot a gun in case anything happened so you could shoot a bad guy. Once I 
started being in the war, I was like "this is my side. If you're on that side I'm shooting."' He has no idea how many people he killed, nor 
does he like to talk about his experiences as a soldier. 

But he has spoken, to close friends, of some of his most horrific memories. When he was no more than seven years old, he was ordered 
to shoot a childhood friend who had lost some ammunition. The alternative was to be killed himself, so he obeyed. Desensitised by the 
violence around him, Ouma also remembers sitting on a pile of dead bodies, smoking a cigarette. What does he think now of the brutality 
of his former life? 'God made that happen for me like that,' he says. 'God puts everybody's life in line.' 

Ouma, who is Muslim, may not be especially devout, but he is deeply spiritual. 'I've believed in God for my whole life,' he says. We are in 
a car on our way to a Jamaican restaurant in a run-down area of west Philadelphia. As our car passes dilapidated houses with boarded-
up windows and vacant lots with weeds rooted in cement cracks, Ouma stares out of the window and fiddles with his mobile phone. 'I 
don't know the Koran that much but religion is very important to me. It's how you get connected to God. I love God. God introduced me to 
boxing. That was how I got to where I am now. You know - abroad. It's all about boxing. Boxing is teaching the kids. It's taking care of my 
moms [sic].' 

In 1998, Ouma came to the US to compete in an international boxing tournament and was considered to have deserted the army. A year 
later, his father was beaten to death by Ugandan soldiers. They came to his parents' house searching for Ouma and began to harass his 
mother. When his father confronted them, he was accused of supporting a political party that opposed the government. Ouma's father 
was attacked and beaten; he was taken to hospital but never recovered. Ouma clenches his fist as he recounts what happened. 

He doesn't feel responsible for his father's death but he has nevertheless taken on his role as head of the family. 'Now, I'm taking care of 
what my father was supposed to. I love being in the ring, because if I'm not in the ring then my family is not feeding nice. I need to be in 
the ring to get money.' 

He has a lot of family to support. Ouma lives in West Palm Beach, Florida, with his four children, his partner, Cassie, and his mother. He 
pays for the education of several cousins attending primary school in Uganda and he has two younger brothers he is planning to send to 
college in Canada and the United States. 

Last December, in North Little Rock, Arkansas, Ouma had his first shot at a major world title when he took on Jermain Taylor, who had 
united the WBC and WBO middleweight belts. Ouma lost on points after 12 close rounds. Now, he is in Philadelphia to prepare for a bout 



next month, at the MGM Casino in Las Vegas, against Sergio 'The Latin Snake' Mora, winner of US reality TV show The Contender. A 
major documentary on Ouma's life is to also due to be made. 

Kassim Ouma was born in December 1978 in Maga Maga, a village in rural Uganda about three hours' drive from the capital Kampala. 'It 
was more of a trading post than a town,' he says now, speaking softly as we drink beer at a boisterous Irish pub near Madison Square 
Garden in Manhattan. This is the second of what turns out to be several meetings. Ouma lived in the village with his extended family in a 
nurturing environment that allowed for mischief. 'I used to fight a lot, bust kids' noses all the time, get in trouble. And if I got in trouble at 
my mom's dad's [house], I'd just run to my dad's mom's. In Africa, they're all family.' 

As he finishes his sentence an attractive waitress approaches. Ouma has a natural charm and he begins to speak to the woman, who 
turns out to be Irish. 'My uncle is Irish as well,' he says, pointing to his manager, Tom Moran, whom he fondly calls Uncle Tom. 'Me, I'm 
Irish too,' he continues. 'I'm black Irish.' The waitress looks incredulous but then her face softens. 'I'm from Belfast,' she says. 

Ouma has a gift for connecting with people and speaks many languages. When we first met at the Philadelphia museum, he greeted me 
with a big smile and the word 'Kedu?' - which means 'How are you?', in Igbo, the language of my Nigerian ethnic group. Another time, on 
meeting my friend Thenji, he spoke a few sentences with her in Zulu. 'Kassim has the potential to cross over to the mainstream in a way 
African fighters have never really crossed over,' Moran told me. 'Because he's likable. People who aren't traditional boxing fans will like 
him as they get to know him and his story, and what he's trying to do and what he's trying to be - his struggles, his pains.' 

Boxing saved Ouma's life. In 1986, after Museveni seized power, Ouma was conscripted into the new national army. He would have 
been forced to fight once again, had he not been selected for the army's boxing team. 'If I didn't fight,' he once said of his time as a boxer 
in the army, 'I would have been killed [in battle].' 

He excelled and, in 1997, was selected to represent Uganda in the world military boxing championships in the United States. 'I got the 
visa for it but the army didn't have no money [to send me] so they cancelled that one.' Undeterred, Ouma travelled to Kenya to seek 
private sponsorship. After several businesses and individuals donated money, he arranged his own travel and flew, alone, from Kampala 
to Washington DC at the beginning of February 1998. Arriving at Dulles Airport, he was lost and confused. He set out along the road on 
foot, before a Ghanaian taxi driver picked him up and took him to a cheap hotel, where he spent the next month. A young white woman 
named Mary took an interest in him there, and kept him away from the junkies and addicts who frequented the hotel. Mary and her black 
boyfriend told Ouma about Joe Frazier's boxing gym in Philadelphia and about Sugar Ray Leonard's gym in Maryland. Thinking that the 
two places were close to his hotel on the Richmond highway in Alexandria, Ouma bought a bicycle. 'I was riding a bike on the highways 
looking for a boxing gym - and I kept getting stopped by the cops.' 

One day towards the end of February 1998, when he was preparing to give up and return home to Uganda, he ordered a pizza. The man 
who delivered it - the owner of the restaurant - convinced Ouma to stay and gave him a job delivering flyers. Instead of stuffing the flyers 
in post boxes, he would knock on doors and ask each person he met where he could find a boxing gym. 'A lot of people would slam the 
door on me, or mention Joe Frazier's gym or Suger Ray's.' No one mentioned the Alexandria Boxing Club, which, as it turned out, was 
only a short distance from the pizza restaurant. He began training there in early March and later that month he went to watch a Golden 
Gloves tournament in Norfolk, Virginia. When one fighter withdrew, Ouma took his place - illegally - and won the competition. 

'I did good and then everybody start asking me where I'm from,' he says. Because he lacked a proper visa and social security number, he 
couldn't compete in the follow-up National Golden Gloves tournament, but Lou Duva, a trainer with a camp in Florida, heard of Ouma's 
success and, in March 1998, flew him down there to be a sparring partner for Zab Judah, a former undisputed welterweight champion of 
the world. When Duva told him he wasn't ready to turn pro, Ouma signed instead with James Rowan, a business partner of Tom Moran. 

Since then, Ouma has established himself as a powerful contender. At 5ft 8in and just over 160lb, he is not a big man, but he is an 
aggressive fighter, throws a high volume of punches, and wins his fights by setting a relentless pace in the ring, circling and moving 
constantly. In September 2001, he fought Verno Phillips, throwing 1,331 punches in 10 rounds. 'They compared that fight to the famous 
Sugar Ray Leonard and Thomas Hearns bout, and I landed 800 punches on his head.' 

Ouma won that match and later, in October 2004, defeated Phillips to win the IBF world junior middleweight title. He was world champion 
for less than a year before losing it to Roman Karmazin, in July 2005. 'It was just a stupid fight,' Moran says of a bout in which Ouma was 
knocked down twice in the first round. 'He didn't fight like the normal Kassim. And losing to Karmazin dropped his market value into the 
toilet.' However, he went into last December's title fight against Taylor having won his four previous non-title fights. 

Moran says that Ouma has suffered from fighting boxers who have height and weight advantages over him, but promoter Russell Peltz 
identifies another problem. 'He's a happy-go-lucky guy most times,' he says. 'A little bit too undisciplined for me. I think that's keeping him 
from real greatness - his lack of focus and discipline. I think that's what caused him to lose to Karmazin. But when he's focused, there is 
nobody that can beat him.' 

Ouma works out six days a week, but never on a Friday, which is reserved for prayer and reflection. 'Ouma has got so much heart, man. 
It takes a lot to beat him,' says Bozy Ennis, a former professional boxer and owner of Bozy's Dungeon in Germantown, a working-class 
neighbourhood of north-west Philadelphia where Ouma sometimes trains. 'You've got to be in tremendous condition and you've got to be 
a real good boxer and you might still have a problem with him. You have to knock him out. If you don't knock him out, he's still coming at 



you.' 

What of a life beyond boxing and fighting? 'My heart is into working with my African people, working with the UN,' Ouma says. 'Helping 
my people in Africa as much as I can.' 

Working with Moran, he already runs a small charity called Natabonic, set up to fund the education of his extended family members and 
other villagers in Maga Maga. Now it is providing boreholes and pumps to bring clean water to villages, and they hope to ship donations 
of used clothes from the US to refugee camps in northern Uganda. 'The same clothes as their school uniforms is what they wear every 
day, every day, every day,' says Ouma, his voice rising. He is using his position and profile to lobby for change in Africa. Outspoken in his 
admiration for Nelson Mandela, Ouma also wants to be a freedom fighter, though he would prefer to do so without the overt politics. 
Recently he spent time at the US Congress working with both Republicans and Democrats to address the troubles in northern Uganda, 
where Joseph Kony (head of the Lord's Resistance Army, a rebel group at war with Museveni) has effectively held the Acholi population 
of northern Uganda hostage for more than a decade. 'The International Criminal Court should just forgive Kony,' Ouma says, 'because if 
the people he has made to hurt are willing to forgive him, I think the ICC should forgive him too. Otherwise the war won't stop.' 

Moran worries that with boxing, his family responsibilities, and activist work, Ouma may be taking on too much. 'Kassim may be the most 
visible child soldier in all of history,' he says. 'But at the same time that Kassim is doing all of these things, you don't want him to lose 
focus on what put him there in the first place. Boxing.' 

Keeping focus does seem to be a problem for Ouma. It is almost impossible to carry on a conversation without his being distracted. 

When we meet for the last time, over a dinner of boiled fish and jerk chicken at a Jamaican restaurant, Ouma speaks to almost every 
customer - in a convincing imitation Jamaican accent. The customers ask him about his upcoming fights. Watching Ouma, you sense that 
his constant activity might be a way of avoiding painful reflection. 'I'm social. I socialise with people all the time as you can see,' he says, 
turning to take a picture with a young man who recognises him from his fight with Taylor. 'Every day. All day. If I tried not to be social, I'd 
be so mean. When I'm mean, I remember what happened to me ever since I was little. If I'm mean, I lose everything. I lose my mind. I 
can't think straight. I get to remember people that died and I'm so mad.' 

The first time we met, Moran told me that he thought Ouma needed counselling to help him deal with the stresses that result from his 
past. As for his fight in September, however, Moran is unconcerned, even though Sergio Mora will weigh in heavier than Ouma, as Taylor 
did. But one of Ouma's sparring partners, Anthony Hopkins, whom I meet outside Bozy's Dungeon, thinks that the Ugandan will handle 
Mora easily. 

Ouma is hoping to spend some of his time training for that fight in Florida, rather than remaining in Philadelphia. 'I miss my family when 
I'm away. I'm gonna train from home just to stay more focused. I'm in front of my kids there so they can see what Daddy goes through 
when he's really training. They think that everything's so easy when Daddy does it. Remember: I used to carry guns. Now I carry gloves.' 

Uzodinma Iweala's novel 'Beasts of No Nation', narrated by a fictional boy soldier, is published by John Murray 

Kassim Ouma: in the line of fire 

1978 
Born into poverty in rural Uganda. He is the seventh of 13 children. Only four brothers are still alive. 

1984 
One of a class of schoolchildren kidnapped by a rebel guerilla force, the National Resistance Army, that eventually took power. He is 
forced to fight as a soldier for the next decade and does not see his family again for three years. 

1996 
Having impressed with the Bombers, a military boxing club, he is selected to fight for his country at the Atlanta Olympics but cannot 
attend because of financial problems. 

1998 
Defects to the United States after being granted a visa to travel to a military boxing tournament there. He flies first to Kenya, then on to 
Washington, where he is granted political asylum. It is believed that his father was beaten to death by the Ugandan army as a 
punishment for his son's defection. Ouma turns professional later that year. 

2002 
Captures the American junior light middleweight title. In December, he is shot twice in the abdomen during a drive-by shooting in Florida, 
having already survived a car accident. 

2004 
Defeats Verno Phillips to win the IBF world junior light middleweight title, but loses the belt the following year to Roman Karmazin. 

2006 
In December, he loses a unanimous decision to reigning WBC and WBO middleweight champion Jermain Taylor. 



 

 
The Dream 
From being kidnapped and fighting as a child soldier in war-torn Uganda to living on the street 
and surviving a drive-by shooting in America, Kassim Ouma’s path to boxing’s upper echelon 
is one of sport’s most harrowing tales. 
Words: Austin Burton Photos: Kelly Kline  
 
Minutes after scoring a convincing unanimous decision 

over Sechew Powell on August 5, Kassim The Dream” 

Ouma stood outside Madison Square Garden, holding 

court amongst a small throng of media and onlookers. 

Wearing a gray tank top, jeans and shades to combat 

the bright New York City lights, Ouma chatted with 

reporters and for that moment, at least looked like a 

man who owned NYC. In these settings, Ouma (25-2-1, 

15 knockouts) is in his element. The 27-year-old super 

welterweight has a personality that matches his in-ring 

style lively, colorful, and full of energy. He’s a fast talker 

who’s quick with a joke and playful with friends and 

strangers alike. What Ouma’s happy-go-lucky exterior 

doesn’t belie, however, is the staggering amount of 

personal pain and tragedy he’s witnessed in his lifetime. 

Kassim has the most incredible life story of any athlete 

in history,” says Ouma’s manager, Tom Moran. When 

you know the details and specifics of what he went 

though and the life he’s had since he was six years old 

that he survived being normal, let alone a world-class 

athlete, is amazing.” In boxing, the hard luck rags-to-

riches story is nothing new. From George Foreman 

fighting his way out of Houston’s infamous Fifth Ward to 

Mike Tyson surviving Brooklyn’s notorious Brownsville 

section, fans know that many of the sport’s best have 

come from harsh upbringings. That Ouma’s tale may be 

the harshest of all, in this business, makes it even more 

amazing.



 http://www.everlast.com/kassim-ouma-editorial.html 

 

ESPN.com: Boxing  
 
Thursday, December 7, 2006 
Ouma fighting memories as child soldier in Uganda 
 

By Bernard Fernandez 
MaxBoxing.com 
 
Language is mankind's most common method of communication, but it also can be a verbal wall 
that separates us when we do not understand the words uttered by others.  

Kassim "The Dream" Ouma speaks English, but, just as Panamanian great Roberto Duran -- who 
knew enough words to make himself understood in that unfamiliar tongue if he so chose but 
insulated himself behind his native tongue -- the Ugandan's thick, African-accented speech 
enables him to slip behind a screen of inaccessibility when he'd prefer to keep his thoughts to 
himself.  

So, what's the Samia equivalent of No hablo ingles?  

"Kassim speaks very good English if he takes his time," Ouma's manager-translator, Tom Moran, 
said of the former IBF junior middleweight titlist who will challenge middleweight champion 
Jermain Taylor on Saturday night in Taylor's hometown of Little Rock, Ark. "I always tell him at 
press conferences to take a deep breath and go slowly."  

"The problem with Kassim, more than anything, is that he has a tendency to speak very fast. He's 
wound up so much, it's just a release of energy. He wants to go on to the next thought as quickly 
as possible. And when he gets into uncomfortable areas, he has a tendency to go even faster."  

It might be inferred that the largest chunk of the 27-year-old Ouma's past has been an 
uncomfortable area. Recriminations are everywhere, rife with visions of blood and death that swirl 
around him and invade his sleep nightly. "The Dream?" Ouma's life is in many ways an ongoing 
nightmare that has him in its clutches and shows no signs of loosening its terrible grip.  

When you have experienced the horror that Ouma (25-2-1, 15 KOs) has as a child soldier in 
Uganda's civil war, the prospect of sharing a ring with even such a big, strong and talented fighter 
as Taylor (25-0-1, 17 KOs) doesn't seem quite so daunting. Maybe that's why Ouma, who now 
lives in West Palm Beach, Fla., has temporarily turned over the unwelcome chore of public 
relations to Moran, who doesn't like apologizing for his fighter's sudden reticence. But, hey, in any 
language a man has to do that which is in accordance with his own conscience.  

"Talking is not going to win this fight," Moran said. "Focusing on this fight and doing everything he 
can to win it means more to Kassim than words. Kassim has one shot at it. This is the fight of his 
life, or least the boxing match of his life. He realizes that.  

"His attitude is, 'I'm going to do what I have to do to beat Jermain Taylor.' He said, 'Uncle Tom' -- 
he calls me that -- 'you deal with everything else.'"  

"All right, I'm dealing with it. We don't need to talk about Jermain. Let Jermain think whatever he 
wants. Let the public think whatever it wants. The only thing that matters is what Kassim does 
against Jermain on fight night."  



There will be a film crew in Alltel Arena continuing its work on a feature-length documentary about 
Ouma's remarkable, tragic life. If the project, which expects to finish shooting in February, is to 
have an upbeat ending, Ouma will have to upset Taylor and, through his lobbying efforts in 
Washington, D.C., gain diplomatic relief from the virtual death sentence that awaits him should he 
return to Uganda.  

"We were at the gym a couple of weeks ago and someone asked if he was going to watch the 
documentary on child soldiers in Uganda that was going to be on the Discovery Channel. 
Kassim's demeanor changed, just like that. 'I lived it,' he said. 'I don't have to watch it.' "  
-- Tom Moran, Kassim Ouma's manager-translator 

But even if all the chips fall exactly right, it will take more than having his hand raised in victory 
against Taylor, and official permission to visit his homeland, to grant Ouma meaningful relief from 
his burden.  

"No matter how happy he seems at any given moment, the sadness he feels never goes away," 
Moran said. "We were at the gym a couple of weeks ago and someone asked if he was going to 
watch the documentary on child soldiers in Uganda that was going to be on the Discovery 
Channel. Kassim's demeanor changed, just like that. 'I lived it,' he said. 'I don't have to watch it.'  

"The thing is Kassim has to learn to realize that he was a victim then and he's a victim now. He 
has to learn to let go of the guilt for the decisions he had to make in order to survive. I really 
believe he has massive issues of post-traumatic stress that he's dealt with as best he could. But 
the memories are never far from the surface, and almost anything can dredge those memories 
up."  

In Ouma's case, those memories are like scars upon his psyche. He was just 6 years old when 
rebels stormed into his grade school in Busia, Uganda, in 1984 and abducted all the boys. Ouma 
and his frightened classmates were herded into the back of a garbage truck and driven into the 
bush, where they were forced to fight with the guerrillas.  

Handed an AK-47 that was larger than he was, Ouma suddenly found himself a kadogo in Yoweri 
Museveni's rebel army.  

The first day, Moran relates, the adult soldiers told the children that "there's no more mommies 
and daddies now" and that "if you cry something's going to happen to you."  

Some of the kids cried and, true to their word, they did not live long enough to fathom the high 
cost of their tears. Ouma was even ordered to shoot one of his friends, or run the risk of suffering 
the same grisly fate. Simultaneously terrified and repulsed, he complied.  

"Can you imagine?" Moran said, aghast that such atrocities can exist and be forced upon the 
youngest and most vulnerable members of even a violent society. "This is what Kassim has 
locked up inside him.  

"When he finally is ready to agree to it, I hope to get him some professional help so that he can 
learn to forgive himself. He made a conscious decision as a child to do things, terrible things, 
which no one should ever have to do. He feels responsibility and guilt for, well, still being alive. 
That's what torments him and he can't let go of."  

As in boxing, there usually are winners and losers in life. Museveni's guerrillas seized power in 
1986, but then there were new rebels to challenge their stranglehold in the country. Ouma's 
forced conscription continued. In what can only be described as an ironic twist, Ouma got to lay 
down his submachine gun when he put on a pair of boxing gloves and joined Uganda's national 
team.  

"If I didn't fight [with guns and bombs], I would have been killed," Ouma once said. "That is why 
boxing comes naturally to me."  

But as he grew older and learned bits and pieces about the world that lay beyond Uganda's 
borders, Ouma began to dream of turning professional in a golden land of freedom known as the 
United States.  



The impossible dream began to come into focus in 1998 when the Ugandan army boxing team 
competed in the World Military Boxing Championships in San Antonio, Texas. Ouma walked 
away one night and kept going, eventually making his way to Virginia. He left behind his wife, his 
two children and the father he said was later beaten to death in retaliation by members of the very 
army Ouma had been served in.  

Not that his new life in America was noticeably easier than the one he had left behind in Uganda. 
For a time, Ouma was homeless; he eventually got a minimum-wage job delivering fliers for a 
pizza shop.  

Ouma asked around until he got directions to a local boxing gym and the door to his true calling. 
Not long afterward, he was on his way to West Palm Beach to become a sparring partner for 
leading junior middleweight contender Zab Judah.  

Only three months after he arrived in this country, Ouma had his first pro bout, a first-round 
knockout of Napoleon Middlebrooks on July 10, 1998, in Fort Lauderdale. Two months after that, 
he married an American woman -- the union lasted less than a year -- and he was granted 
political asylum.  

It has mostly been an upwardly mobile journey since then for Ouma, a southpaw whose 
exceptional work rate -- he unfurled a remarkable 1,331 punches during a 10-round bout against 
Verno Phillips in 2001 -- has been his trademark. He won the IBF 154-pound title in a rematch 
with Phillips on a unanimous decision on Oct. 2, 2004, and seemed poised to settle in for a long 
reign. But after only one successful defense, against Kofi Jantuah, Ouma looked ordinary -- less 
than ordinary -- in losing a unanimous decision to Roman Karmazin on July 14, 2005. For all 
intents and purposes, the outcome was sealed when Ouma, a 4½--to-1 favorite, was knocked 
down twice in the first round.  

Even those close to Ouma wondered if he had become too satisfied, too comfortable, to retain 
the drive that had stamped him as something special. Philadelphia's J Russell Peltz, who with 
Golden Boy Promotions co-promotes the ever-smiling Ugandan, suggested that Ouma had made 
the fateful mistake of presuming victory and had trained accordingly.  

"I think Kassim thought he was Superman," Peltz said at the time. "I think he had questionable 
out-of-the-ring activities in the weeks leading up to the Karmazin fight.  

"He had 25 people in his hotel room every night. He was staying out late. I tried telling myself that 
it'd be all right, that Kid Gavilan used to party before every fight. But 30 seconds into the first 
round, I could tell that Kassim wasn't himself."  

Moran, however, said Ouma entered the ring that night a much troubled young man. Having his 
friends around was his way of attempting to counteract the pain.  

"Three days after Kassim won the junior middleweight title from Verno Phillips, an army 
spokesman in Uganda said if he ever came back, he'd be arrested for desertion. Kassim knows 
that the punishment for desertion is execution."  
-- Moran 

"Kassim doesn't want to make excuses, so I won't make excuses for him," Moran said. "Karmazin 
beat him on that particular night, all right? But Roman Karmazin did not beat the best Kassim 
Ouma. Not even close. Put it this way: Kassim's body was in Las Vegas, but his mind was in 
Africa."  

Ouma has pieced together a four-fight winning streak since the Karmazin debacle, the last victory 
a 10-round, unanimous decision over the previously undefeated Sechew Powell on Aug. 5 in 
Madison Square Garden, to gain his shot at Taylor. But once again his thoughts are dark and 
foreboding. Death has followed him from Uganda to America, and its repercussions are no less 
fearful here than they were there.  

"Encountering death in this country ... I guess that's something he wasn't quite prepared for," 
Moran said. "For this fight, he's wearing green trunks with a butterfly patch in honor of my sister, 
who he called his Mommy Patti [Simkanin].  



"My family's become extremely close to Kassim, but my sister was particularly attached to him. 
She looked out for him almost as a mother would.  

"I had to tell him the day after the Sechew Powell fight that Patti's cancer had come back. She 
thought she had beaten it, but then they told her that there was nothing that could be done, that it 
was only a matter of days before she passed. When I told him she wasn't going to live, we both 
cried our eyes out. But when he went to see her, I think she gave him inspiration and strength by 
the way she was facing what she had to face."  

At 5-foot-8, Ouma looks almost puny standing next to the 6-1 Taylor. Bernard Hopkins, the 
longtime former middleweight champion who twice lost close decisions to Taylor, has said Ouma 
has to be "better than perfect" to leave Little Rock with the title in his possession.  

But Ouma is nothing if not determined. He has grown up too fast and too hard while losing pieces 
of his soul to the madness that human beings can create for themselves and for others. Not even 
another world championship is likely to make Ouma whole, or to rid him of the nightmares of a 
stolen childhood.  

Until something better comes along, though, it's at least another step in the healing process.  

"Hopefully, the last scene in the documentary will be of Kassim as a world champion going back 
to Africa, and maybe even Uganda," Moran said. "We have been lobbying Congress to have his 
situation resolved through diplomatic channels.  

"Three days after Kassim won the junior middleweight title from Verno Phillips, an army 
spokesman in Uganda said if he ever came back, he'd be arrested for desertion. Kassim knows 
that the punishment for desertion is execution. He knew exactly what that guy was saying."  

 

http://sports.espn.go.com/espn/print?id=2689218&type=story 
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