
I t’s ten o’clock on a lazy Sunday morning in one of the 
northern suburbs of Dar es Salaam. For some people, 
it’s a time to sleep in. But for four men, it’s time for 
training. And for three of them, it’s time to learn.

One is putting on shin guards; another is warming 
up on a punch bag, throwing series of light punches into 
the canvas. Nobody says anything. Nothing needs to be 
said. They’re going through well known routines, relaxed but 
focused. 

They’re all professional kickboxers with many fights 
behind them. One is a local veteran in both boxing and 
kickboxing. Another is the Ugandan champion. But the fourth 
man stands out from the group. Even before training begins, 
it’s obvious he’s the leader, the others standing close to him, 
waiting for some sort of signal. Physically he stands out; he’s 
heavier, more robust. His funky dreadlocks fit the mould of 
a reggae singer, rather than a professional kickboxer. It’s his 
gym the group is training in, but it’s also his home, where he 
lives with his wife and kids. 

The fourth man is Japhet Kaseba, Tanzania’s kickboxing 
world champion.

“It all started with Bruce Lee. When I was a kid I saw the 
movies, and that was who I wanted to be: Bruce Lee”. Japhet 
laughs “And I liked fighting… I was eight years when I started 
training karate under American sensei, Namtambo Camala 
Bomani. At that time I needed my parents’ permission to join 
the club, but they wouldn’t give it to me, so I had to convince 
my brother to go with me and act as my father. For the next 
couple of years I had to sneak out of the house to train – and 
I trained ALL the time.”
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“I trained in karate for 15 years, but after some years I 
felt there was something lacking. You know, at the time there 
were no tournaments, no official competitions, so we used 
to arrange our own street fights. Sometimes, in the street 
fights I would get hit. I wouldn’t notice it in the fight, but 
afterwards, I would bleed from my mouth or nose. Karate 
taught me many things, but not how to protect my face. So I 
began boxing training on the side.”

“It was under Habib Kinyogoli in Simba Club, and he 
trained me hard. He gave me local fights, but all the time 
he encouraged me to skip karate because it was messing 
up my boxing. I would go straight from karate training in the 
afternoon to boxing training in the evening, and for the first 
rounds of sparring I would lose my guard and punch from 
the hip, like you do in karate – and I would get hit. “You’re 
strong” he would say “and you’re fast. You can be very good. 
If you skip karate.” In the end I did. And he was right. In 
1998, I became the Tanzanian boxing champ and in 1999, 
I beat the East African and Central African boxing champ in 
a friendly match.”

“But karate was still in me, and when I heard they 
were selecting the best regional kickboxing fighters to find 
candidates for a national championship, I joined in, and in 
2000, I became the Tanzanian Kickboxing Champ”.

The gym consists of few punch bags and some weights  
under a tin roof. The floor is concrete and the wall is decorated 
with posters promoting some of Japhet’s fights in Holland. 
Sets of red and blue boxing gloves are piled up in a corner. It 
can hardly be called a gym. Even though there are only four 
boxers for training this morning, the place seems crowded. 

You said you didn’t learn  kickboxing before you went to 
Holland in 2003. Tell me about your time in Holland.

“You know, back then kickboxing and Thai boxing was 
so new, nobody really knew what it was. The few of us who 
competed just used what we had learned – boxing, karate, 
taekwondo – and mixed it all up.”

“In 2002 a group of Dutch representatives came to Dar 
es Salaam to look for sports talent. My brother introduced 
them to my friend Sebastian Mwanangulov, who was also 
competing in kickboxing. And he got a contract to train in 
Holland for nine months. They would pay for everything, 
but he had to fight in the ring in Holland every now and 
then.” Japhet laughs quietly and shakes his head. “He came 
back after a week. He left Tanzania thinking he was a world 
champion, and the first day in Holland he challenged the best 
Dutch kick boxers in his new club – and they beat him up 
badly. The next day he refused to train anymore. He locked 
himself up in the hotel room and told his sponsors that he 
wanted to go home”

“It took my brother a year to convince the same people 
to give me a chance to train instead of Sebastian. They were 
really angry because they lost a lot of money. But finally they 
agreed, and I went to Amsterdam for nine month. And THAT’S 
when I learned kickboxing. These guys were SO tough, and 
we trained all the time. Morning, noon, evening. And I had to 
start all over. Forget all about karate AND boxing. If I made 
a fancy karate jump kick, these guys would just move in and 
knock me down. If I made a kick to the body, they would 
block with their shins and hurt my legs. It felt like I knew 
nothing.”
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“I had three fights in the ring in Holland during the nine 
months I was there – and I won them all. They wanted 
me to stay on, but my dream was to go back to Tanzania 
and promote kickboxing – REAL kickboxing – so when the 
contract was up, I returned to Dar es Salaam.”

The boxers begin going through routines: punches, hooks, 
uppercuts, front kicks, side kicks, round house kicks, knees. 
They take turns, and even though Japhet trains as well, he 
also keeps an eye on the others, and sometimes correcting 
them, telling them to keep their guards up, to straighten 
their kicks, to use their hips more. The moves are relaxed, 
thorough, almost casual, but still executed with a maximum 
of focus and concentration. These men are here to learn from 
the champ, and they’re not going to miss that chance.

How was it to come back from Holland?
“Strange. I felt that I had learned something really 

important, but people wouldn’t listen. I tried to explain to the 
fighters and the trainers in the kickboxing and karate clubs 
that kickboxing is a sport, and we should all share and train 
together, but they were acting as if they were in a kung fu 
movie, where everyone training in another club than yours, 
are your enemy.”

“Everybody wanted to fight against me in the ring, but 
after leaving Holland I was negotiating with WKO – World 
Kickboxing Organization - about a chance to fight for the 
Intercontinental Championship, and my Dutch trainer advised 
me not to fight against anyone else before that match, to 
avoid injuries. So they thought I was scared, and they made 
fun of me. But later the same year I won the Intercontinental 
Championship by knockout in the first round, and then 
suddenly nobody wanted to fight against me.”

The sparring has begun. The fighters start boxing. In the 
first few rounds, they only throw punches to the body, and 
immediately the difference between Japhet and the others 
show. They throw series of combinations into the guards 
of their opponents, they move a lot. But Japhet waits, he 
blocks, he’s relaxed, almost indifferent, but when he finally 
moves, his punch makes impact. The first one lands straight 
in solar plexus of his opponent. He waits again. Then a hard 

punch to the kidneys. Wait. Punch. Wait. After a couple of 
minutes, his opponent is in pain and they have to stop. They 
switch partners and the pattern repeats itself.

You have now won the East African Championship, the 
Intercontinental Championship and the World Championship 
– what’s next? Isn’t it hard to set new goals after you have 
won almost everything there is to win?

“You know, all along, and especially after my time in 
Holland, my goal has been to promote kickboxing in Tanzania, 
and of course becoming the world champion has helped me. 
But my real dream is to have my own club. I would like to 
offer training to anyone who wants to learn. Preferably for 
free. And I mean anyone - men, women, kids.”

“Martial arts has helped me and guided me from when 
I was a kid. It taught me discipline, it taught me to focus, 
it taught me to fight for what I want. It taught me respect. 
It taught me sacrifice, that everything comes with a price. 
Those are some of the things I would like to pass on.”

“And it taught me something else. I taught me love. It 
taught me to help other people. So many people have helped 
me; I could never have achieved what I have without them. My 
trainers never cared if I had money to pay them; sometimes 
they even bought me the equipment I needed. And they have 
never asked for anything in return. “

“A lot of people think that kickboxing makes you a 
troublemaker, but it is quite the opposite. I was a wild kid, 
but that all stopped when I started training karate. Since then 
I only fought in the ring.”

“Right now I’m spending my own money. As you have 
seen, my home is also a gym, and all the equipment here 
I have bought with the money I have earned in my fights. 
Kickboxers from all over the region come to my home and 
train with me, and sometimes they even live in my house 
for free. And I welcome it, for me that’s what martial arts is 
about, but I dream of the day, when I can open a real gym. 
With space, with a ring and with good equipment. There are 
so few opportunities for children, and especially women, to 
do sport in Tanzania.”

“When I have achieved that, when I have managed to 

create a place where anybody can train and learn kickboxing, 
then I have achieved my goals.”

The sparring has changed. Now it’s kickboxing. The pace 
has changed as well. The boxers move faster, the punches 
and kicks are harder. For an outsider, it’s hard to see this is 
only training and not the real thing. Sometimes, one of the 
fighters throws his opponent on the concrete floor. The only 
protection the boxers wear are gloves and shin guards. No 
head gear, no protection for the teeth or the crotch. It seems 
like a miracle nobody gets injured. Again, Japhet stands out 
as the one fighting with his head, instead of just with his 
hands and feet. His moves are deliberate, lazy, almost catlike, 
as he blocks the punches and kicks with his arms and shins.  
When he finally moves in, he scores. Instead of single body 
punches, he delivers fast combinations of kicks and punches. 
His opponent is being punished again and again.

You’ve had 24 professional boxing, kickboxing and 
Thai boxing fights, and you’ve won them all. 22 fights on 
knockout! And a lot of those knockouts fell in the first round. 
That’s a very impressive record. What makes you better than 
the rest?

“You know, my biggest strength is my respect. Respect 
for martial arts – any kind of martial arts. And respect for 
people. I’m willing to learn from anyone who thinks he or she 
can teach me anything. Too many fighters think they are so 
good they forget to respect other fighters, and then they loose 
the ability to learn. But even now, after all those fights and all 
those wins, I know that I still have a lot to learn.

Especially, of course, I respect my trainers. I never 
question their word; I just do what they say. If they tell me 
to do a thousand push-ups I don’t say that I can’t do that, I 
just begin.

Another strength is my willingness to make sacrifices. If 
you want to win, you have to sacrifice. Before a fight I will 
train no matter what. If I’m sick, if I’m injured. It doesn’t 
matter. I don’t smoke and I don’t drink and I never did, not 

even once. I will do anything, make whatever sacrifice, to 
make me a better fighter.”

The master class has begun. Now the boxers take turns 
fighting with Japhet, as the others look on. And it is a show! 
One is stopped by Japhet after a combination of low punches 
leave him gasping for air. Ugandan champion Golola Moses 
takes a hard kick to the head that literally sends him flying. 
After a couple of minutes with Japhet, the boxers are tired, 
breating hard. Only Japhet keeps going. Always forward. 
Blocking, waiting for and opening and then punishing his 
opponent with fast combinations of kicks and punches.

How does your wife feel about your profession?
Japhet laughs. ”I think she would be very happy if I told 

her today, that I would never fight again. You know, she used 
to train martial arts too, karate, and she was very good, so 
she understands a lot of things about what I do. But she gets 
nervous before a big fight. I think she worries about the day 
I will lose.”

Has the championship title changed your life?
“Yes it has. Just before the match I was in the media 

all the time. Television, radio, newspapers. And of course, 
it continued after the match. Suddenly everybody knows 
who Japhet Kaseba is. And it’s good because it helps me 
to promote kickboxing in Tanzania, but it’s also hard. People 
recognize me everywhere I go, and I have to be very careful 
about what I do and say in public. If I go to a restaurant, I 
can read about it in the newspaper the next day. That part is 
not so much fun.”

When is your next fight?
“I don’t know yet, but soon hopefully. WKO is trying to find 

an opponent in Europe, and I will most likely go to Europe to 
defend my title, but I still don’t know where. In the meantime 
I will maybe arrange a friendly match here in Dar es Salaam. 
I want to give fans of kickboxing something and at the same 
time it’s a good way to keep in shape.”
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To read more about Jesp, check out his blog http://guhle.typepad.com/jespintanzania. Japhet is currently looking for a corporate sponsor. 
If you are interested in sponsoring him for his next world champion match and promoting sport in Tanzania, please contact Jesp on  
guhle@itu.dk for more information.


