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Do not try to change yourself—you are unlikely to succeed.

—Peter M. Drucker, “Managing Oneself,” Harvard Business Review








Author’s Note

This book is based on more than four years of research and reporting, including interviews with current and former UFC employees, fighters, trainers, managers, media executives, promoters, and journalists. Other information is drawn from court documents, depositions, video interviews, and dozens of books on the history, business, and culture of prizefighting and mixed martial arts. I have generally referred to people by last name, but in some instances where people with the same family name appear, I have used first names to avoid confusion.






Introduction THE LAST SPORT ON EARTH


One Saturday morning in early August, I tried to find my way through the backstage tunnels in the Prudential Center arena in Newark, New Jersey. The long white corridors felt like a casino that had been stripped to the girders, placeless and impossible to navigate unless you already knew where you were going. I followed Chris Bellitti, the UFC’s vice president of corporate communications, who had helped me arrange a press pass to see UFC on ESPN: Covington vs. Lawler, one of the forty-two events the Ultimate Fighting Championship would hold in 2019. Bellitti had made the trip from the front box office to the press room several times that morning, but even he seemed to second-guess himself after we turned a corner and found ourselves looking down another long white corridor nearly identical to the one we’d just come from. It was easy to see how arenas could blur together for people who worked for the UFC. The week before, the UFC had held an event in Edmonton, Canada, and in the coming week it would travel to Montevideo, Uruguay, then on to Anaheim, Shenzhen, Abu Dhabi, Vancouver, Mexico City, Copenhagen, and Melbourne.

The unrelenting pace is part of what has made the UFC one of the most valuable sports franchises in the world, with annual revenue close to $1 billion and an estimated worth as high as $10 billion, according to president Dana White, more than any team in the NFL, NBA, Major League Baseball, or international soccer. The UFC’s near weekly events are broadcast in 129 countries, including Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Mexico, China, Argentina, Finland, France, and Kenya. Fifteen of the fifty bestselling pay-per-views of all time are UFC events or co-promotions, including the one in the top position, a boxing match between Conor McGregor and Floyd Mayweather Jr. that generated more than 6.7 million buys and more than $1 billion in global sports betting. In 2016, when the UFC was acquired for $4.2 billion by WME-IMG—now called Endeavor—it ranked as the biggest single transaction in sports history, worth the equivalent of what Disney paid for the rights to Marvel Comics, and nearly three times the estimated value of The Beatles catalog. Measured by revenue, the UFC accounts for around 90 percent of the global mixed martial arts market, and in 2020, the company’s biggest star, Conor McGregor, was the highest paid athlete in the world, topping Lionel Messi, Cristiano Ronaldo, Lebron James, Tom Brady, and Roger Federer with a reported $180 million in income, most of which came from the sale of his whiskey brand Proper No. Twelve.

The company describes itself as a “quintessential American success story,” as Marc Ratner, the UFC’s vice president of government and regulatory affairs, told a congressional committee in 2017. Once banned in thirty-six states, and hovering on the edge of bankruptcy, the UFC created a multibillion-dollar global industry that seemingly emerged out of thin air, bringing wealth and opportunity to those who previously had neither. “Today, collegiate and Olympic wrestlers, judo specialists, and other mixed martial artists have a professional outlet for their athletic endeavors that barely existed fifteen years ago,” Ratner told Congress. First conceived as a marketing pitch for a beer importer in the early 1990s, the UFC built an entirely new sport around the idea of testing the real combat effectiveness of different martial arts. Fighters trained in Brazilian jiu-jitsu, judo, muay Thai, taekwondo, sambo, and dozens of other disciplines were locked inside a chain-link cage and made to fight until one was knocked out, choked unconscious, or forced to submit to the pain of a joint lock. Over time, the differences between the disciplines began to blur, and a new sport emerged from the amalgam: mixed martial arts. The UFC has made millionaires out of “dozens upon dozens” of fighters who’ve become students of this new hybrid discipline. And it’s created billions in spillover revenue for hotels, arena concessions, apparel companies, video game publishers, energy drink makers, sports bars, and gym owners. Even the UFC’s competitors have benefitted from its success. With a thriving global market, dozens of regional and international promotions have offered the public their own particular variations on cage fighting, including Bellator, Professional Fight League, Cage Warriors, ONE Fighting Championship, and Extreme Fighting Championship.

The UFC’s success has also forced many to reconsider the role violence plays in society. What Arizona senator John McCain infamously called “human cockfighting” in 1996, and what the New York Times described as part of a “pay-per-view prism” onto the decline of Western civilization, is now spoken of in more admiring terms, as a kind of “human chess” played out in real-time between two bodies. While the objective is still “leaving someone as close to death as you possibly could,” as UFC veteran Jorge Masvidal once put it, the spectacle of near-death experiences no longer feels as scandalous as it did when the UFC first debuted in 1993. Head kicks that land with the force of a two-by-four, submission holds that tear ligaments and muscle from the bone, chokes that starve the brain of oxygen—none of it seems as instinctively wrong as it did to many at UFC 1. To the contrary, today, mixed martial arts has become commonplace as a form of personal fitness, as popular and accessible as yoga or Pilates. The UFC has its own gym franchise with more than 150 locations in thirty-seven countries. American Top Team, Gracie Jiu-Jitsu Academies, American Kickboxing Academy, Straight Blast Gym, Tiger Schulmann’s Martial Arts, and dozens of other chains also have their own global networks, with locations in Rome, Johannesburg, Moscow, Phuket, Mexico City, and Minot, North Dakota. Celebrities have flocked to mixed martial arts training, including Demi Lovato, Will Smith, Kate Upton, Halle Berry, Wiz Khalifa, Idris Elba, Shaquille O’Neal, Russell Brand, Tool’s Maynard James Keenan, and the late Anthony Bourdain. Some have even become decorated black belts, including comedian Kevin James and former Modern Family star Ed O’Neill.

Yet, despite the success, many of the UFC’s events often feel like throwaways, as if something about the company’s public identity can’t always match the reality of its business, where fights have to be held regardless of whether they serve any larger point or purpose. As I walked through the streets of downtown Newark on my way to the arena earlier that morning, there were few signs that one of the world’s most popular sporting companies was in town for an event. I only saw one other person on the streets who was clearly headed to the same place I was—a man dressed as Chuck Liddell, with satiny blue “Ice Man” shorts, UFC gloves, and a recently shaved mohawk, who was walking next to a woman in a T-shirt and jean shorts. A little more than half the available tickets had been sold, and the staff had kept seats in the upper half of the arena closed off to make it look more crowded around the cage for the television cameras.

When Bellitti and I finally arrived at the press room inside the Prudential Center, which had been set up in a giant storage room filled with hundreds of stacked chairs just off the arena floor, there was only a handful of bloggers and YouTube personalities staring into their laptops next to a buffet of fruit, pastries, and giant metal coffee carafes. At the far end of the room, a few streamers were setting up tripods in front of a black backdrop with the UFC and ESPN logos printed on it, where fighters would be led to answer questions after their bouts. The majority seemed like fans that covered the sport as a side gig instead of a full-time job. The most professional group appeared to be the UFC’s own team of backstage reporters, who recorded interviews and short preview pieces that would air on the company’s YouTube channel or be excerpted on the ESPN broadcast.

While the UFC once coveted attention from major news outlets like the New York Times and the Washington Post, the promotion no longer seems particularly interested in having other people tell its story. The company has gradually shut itself off from the traditional media, and many of the sport’s longtime beat reporters and investigative journalists have been denied press credentials so often they no longer even bother trying to apply. The most notorious example came in 2016, when well-known reporter Ariel Helwani was ejected from UFC 199 and banned from the UFC for life, as ostensible punishment for publishing a news story—about WWE star Brock Lesnar returning to the UFC after a four-year absence—just a few hours before the promotion had planned to announce it during the pay-per-view broadcast. (Helwani’s ban was later rescinded, but company president Dana White has maintained a hostile attitude toward him, variously calling Helwani a “pussy,” “douche,” and a “crybaby victim.”)

Today, it seems like the UFC would prefer to report on itself, using an array of media that often blurs the line between self-promotion, reportage, and genuine matters of public interest. There’s a weekly podcast series, UFC Unfiltered, hosted by former welterweight champion Matt Serra and comedian Jim Norton, a video series that gives technical breakdowns of upcoming fights, several different long-form interview series with fighters, and the reality series Dana White: Lookin’ for a Fight, which follows White and two friends around the country as they scout promising regional fighters. The promotion also broadcasts a series that matches top prospects against each other for a chance at a UFC contract at the end of the night, called Dana White’s Contender Series. Before each of its pay-per-view events, the UFC airs an hour-long mini-documentary profiling the fighters booked in the main and co-main events, and during the week leading up to the event, the promotion releases six or seven short YouTube videos called UFC Embedded, which document the final days and hours of the card’s main fighters. The company also produces its own historical documentaries, reporting on past milestones and struggles as if it were a neutral observer rather than a promoter.

In the few instances when the UFC has agreed to let a media company tell a part of its history, the promotion has still played a substantial role in shaping the narrative. After the UFC signed a landmark broadcasting agreement with ESPN in 2018, worth a reported $1.5 billion over five years, the network produced an episode of its documentary series 30 for 30 on the rivalry between Tito Ortiz and Chuck Liddell in the early 2000s. In an interview after the episode debuted, director Micah Brown admitted that while ESPN had final cut on the project, the UFC had participated throughout the editing process. “Sometimes I win some battles,” Brown said. “Sometimes I don’t win some battles, and I think that’s just kind of one of those things.” According to Ortiz, the documentary was repeatedly recut to accommodate specific feedback from White, who was also one of the main characters in the story.

In 2018, White had a hardbound book made for UFC employees called Don’t Believe Anything You Read, with stories from Bloody Elbow, Deadspin, and other news websites accompanied by White’s criticisms of each. “Nobody knows anything about this sport,” White told TMZ in 2019. “Nobody, not even the so-called experts, because all this stuff is new.” White would later describe the journalists who cover the UFC as “the weakest, wimpiest people on earth.” In White’s mind, he had created something for the media to cover with the UFC, and he expected they would be both grateful and motivated to present the sport in the best possible light. Most of the media who depended on covering UFC events for a living found it easier to limit their coverage to the dramas of matchmaking, new rivalries, and unusual techniques that new stars brought to the sport. Public criticism of the company—about low fighter pay relative to the amount of revenue the UFC generates; drug testing and sponsorship policies that often change dramatically without input from fighters; and the lack of a pension fund or post-career healthcare for former fighters, many of whom suffer with symptoms of chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) from prolonged brain trauma—often seems like it’s coming from an alternate universe, delivered by people who fundamentally misunderstand the realities of the universe the UFC operates in.

Before I arrived in Newark, I’d spent five months trying to find a way into the UFC’s universe, to better understand how a cage fighting company had become so consistently popular and profitable. As I had exchanged phone calls and emails with Bellitti, a veteran of corporate communcations who had previously worked for Fox Sports and then WWE, I got the impression that he, like many who worked for the UFC, had to squeeze much of his life into the small slivers of time in between Sunday-night red-eyes and Tuesday-morning takeoffs to wherever the company’s next event would be. There was little time for anything that wasn’t part of the promotional cycle, and our plans were continually being unmade and remade by circumstance. Eventually, Bellitti suggested the best way to understand the UFC would simply be to see an event in person. That would explain things better than any of the company’s executives could.

I had been to UFC events in the past, but always as a fan in the rafters looking down on the cage where the fighters seemed even smaller than action figures. I had never seen a fight cage-side, or wandered through the bowels of an arena, puncturing the fictive veil of the television, to see what was on the other side of the camera lens. At first, the Covington vs. Lawler event seemed like a strange choice. Like many of the company’s events, it had come together almost by happenstance, announced just six weeks earlier, with no scheduled fights or main event, just a vague plan to go live on ESPN on August 3. The event had initially been planned for Sochi, Russia, as part of a new broadcasting agreement with Media-Telecom, a joint media venture between two of Russia’s largest television companies. After it became clear negotiations wouldn’t be concluded in time for the event, the UFC tried to relocate to Manchester, England, then Tampa, Florida, before finally settling on Newark, where, because of previous scheduling conflicts, the whole card would start six hours earlier than normal, with early prelims beginning at 12:00 p.m. and the main card going live at 3:00 p.m.

The matchup between Robbie Lawler and Colby Covington seemed as haphazard as the final venue. It was framed as a title eliminator, but Covington had already earned that right a year earlier, when he’d won the interim welterweight championship against Rafael dos Anjos. After the fight, he had undergone surgery to repair a nose injury and asked for a two-month delay in scheduling his title unification fight, against then-champion Tyron Woodley. Instead, the UFC had stripped Covington of his interim title and given his contender spot to another fighter, one who was younger and less accomplished, but who had no problems accepting the UFC’s terms and time frame. And though Lawler was a fan favorite and former champion, he had lost three of his last four fights and seemed closer to the end of his career than the peak. More than anything, the fight seemed like a stopgap to fulfill the UFC’s broadcasting agreement with ESPN, something that would be easy to forget about almost as soon as it was over and the promotion packed up for its next destination the following week.

Yet I got a small chill as Bellitti led me to the long press table a few feet from the cage, minutes before the event was scheduled to start. In spite of it all, I was still unsure what I was about to see as the arena PA crackled to life while the first fighter stood on the edge of the floor with her coaches huddled behind her, waiting for the show to begin.



For most of my adult life, I had followed mixed martial arts as if it were a full-time job, a kind of shadow career to which I committed an extra thirty or forty hours each week. I refreshed mixed martial arts blogs almost hourly, listened to a dozen fight-related podcasts, and scrolled through YouTube looking for backstage interviews, slow-motion fight breakdowns, body language analysis during face-offs, and professional gamblers sharing their picks. On weekends, I’d skip out on seeing friends and stay home alone watching cage fights until 3:00 a.m. For pay-per-views I’d end up at a bar or a Buffalo Wild Wings, slowly drinking beer and watching one of a half-dozen screens showing the fights. At night, I’d fall asleep replaying submission sequences and punch combinations, faceless bodies with no backstories moving around each other like gangly planets.

I first discovered cage fighting in 1993, a few months after my sixteenth birthday, when the local news in my hometown of Fresno, California, aired a short but shocking segment on UFC 1. The newscasters framed the event as a public crisis, a new form of cultural contagion that threatened the safety of its competitors and the character of those who watched in amusement. Without access to pay-per-view at home and no friends as curious to see firsthand what had provoked so much outcry and agitation, I would have to wait another three years before I could see a UFC event for myself, when a college friend shared a collection of pirated UFC tapes he’d copied from a former high school wrestling teammate. We’d spend weekend afternoons watching the ghostly footage, images degraded through duplication as they had passed from one set of teenage hands to another. The production had the flat and timeless look of pornography, something that could have taken place in 1976 as easily as in 1996. Like many, I was mesmerized by Royce Gracie, a thin Brazilian in a disheveled white gi, the pajama-like uniform of a traditional martial artist, who dominated the UFC’s early years. He seemed to be on the verge of losing every fight, overpowered and outmatched, right up until the moment his opponent would frantically tap in submission. His victories were as inexplicable as street magic, an urban legend come to life. While other fighters came and went, it was Royce who proved the only real and lasting point: No one was safe in a fight, no matter the size or record. Everyone could be broken and beaten.

After college, I lost track of the UFC, along with almost everything else in America, when I enrolled in the Peace Corps and spent almost four years living abroad, first in China and then Madagascar. When I returned in 2005, a few months after the first season of The Ultimate Fighter had debuted, the UFC was everywhere. The handful of fighters I recognized from my roommate’s pirated tapes—Tito Ortiz, Matt Hughes, Chuck Liddell, Randy Couture—were now on magazine covers and late-night television shows, as if they had the same celebrity stature as movie stars and musicians. Newspapers covered UFC events as reliably as Monday Night Football, and there was a whole new ecosystem of consumer brands tied to cage fighting: Xyience energy drinks; Affliction jeans; Tapout T-shirts; mixed martial arts video games; and even an official malt liquor, Mickey’s, which became a featured UFC sponsor in 2006. It was suddenly possible to watch the UFC on basic cable, and also wear it, drink it, play it, eat it as a supplement, and even get drunk on it at the end of the day. And following on the UFC’s success, a new group of promotions began airing its own versions of cage fighting on Fox Sports Net, NBC’s Versus, CBS, Showtime, and MTV2. Everything was growing, and it seemed as if everyone was making money.

At the same time, it had started to feel as if my own life was coming together. After years of trying to make a living as a writer, I finally landed a full-time job as an editor at a website that mostly focused on video games. I had been living on credit cards and part-time jobs with no benefits or security. I’d shelved books in a library and been a movie extra. I’d worked as a production assistant and a video game tester; I delivered balloon bouquets to children’s birthday parties and pushed a mailroom cart around a corporate office. With a $40,000 salary and my own cubicle, I felt almost decadently rich. At thirty-one, in 2008, I was able to afford living without roommates for the first time in my adult life. I bought groceries with cash instead of credit, invited friends out for drinks and forgot about overdraft fees. A year and a half later, I moved to New York and began writing freelance stories for publications I’d thought would never have someone like me. While work was plentiful—usually there was too much of it—money had begun to grow scarce again. Checks came two weeks too late, and were never quite big enough to cover the bills that had come due. To keep from going broke, I went back to doing side jobs and part-time hustles. I dog-sat, ghostwrote letters of recommendation for visa applications, translated wiretapped phone calls for a government contractor, donated bone marrow, and worked as an apartment and office cleaner. I would periodically sublet my apartment and stay with family or on a friend’s couch for a few days. Sometimes, I ended up with nowhere to go for a night and I’d walk around my neighborhood until my legs grew sore, and then wait out the sunrise in the twenty-four-hour diner below my apartment. When I was sure the subletter had left for the day, I’d let myself back in and sleep on the living room couch for a few hours and then leave again in the afternoon.

The harder my life became, the easier it was to drift into fandom, trailing the lives of UFC fighters as if they were old friends who’d fallen back in touch through the magic of modern media. The UFC became a second home I kept in my mind at all times, a place I could retreat to when I was exhausted from work or afraid of the future. The sport’s coldness and complexity were calming. There were so many variables that no one fighter could master them all. You could give your life over to training and still end up beaten by someone a little younger, taller, stronger, or hungrier. The outcomes were usually fair, but fairness rarely felt just. Even undefeated fighters had an air of vulnerability, their winning streaks no less safe or certain than the odds of a coin toss. It reminded me of my own circumstances, and whenever there were new fights to look forward to, I felt less alone.

This affinity wasn’t accidental, nor was it quite as personal as it felt. The average UFC fan looked a lot like me, and according to a Scarborough Research survey, there were a lot of us. In America, three-quarters of the UFC’s audience were men between eighteen and forty-four, and 53 percent were white. (Women made up just 25 percent of its audience.) More than half made less than $50,000 a year, and one in five earned less than $25,000 a year. The highest concentration of “avid” UFC fans came from working-class suburbs or semirural cities with significantly higher poverty rates than the national average, including Honolulu, Bakersfield, El Paso, Mobile/Pensacola, Memphis, Albany, Colorado Springs, Las Vegas, Jacksonville, and Fresno, where I had grown up. The UFC’s rise seemed to track with a long period of generational decline, which had encircled both its fans and fighters. Roughly half of the people in my generation, born in the late 1970s or early 1980s, would be poorer than their parents, and 47 percent of full-time workers would be unable to come up with $400 in cash to cover an emergency expense.

To this generation, the UFC offered a vision of cathartic prosperity, a world where hard work and sacrifice could still be repaid with wealth and recognition instead of burnout and alienation. Even more important, it tied success to a certain kind of sadism, reinforcing the idea that winners required victims. For one person to advance, another had to suffer both the physical and financial burdens of defeat. The UFC’s pay structure divided purses into two halves—$10,0000 to fight and $10,000 to win was typical for new fighters—ensuring that winners would leave the cage with double pay, while their opponents would have to live on half pay until their next fight. It was often easy to cheer for one person’s pain and failure even more loudly than it was to be thrilled by another’s triumph, giving in to what Sam Sheridan, a writer who traveled the world practicing different martial arts, described as a “berserker emotion that doesn’t discern friend from foe but simply rejoices in blood.”

While the UFC had rehabilitated its once dire reputation and neutralized its loudest critics, it was sometimes hard not to wonder whether people had been too eager to accept cage fighting as popular entertainment. For Antonio McKee, a trainer and fighter who briefly competed in the UFC, there was something ominous about the sport’s sudden growth. “It takes a special person to get in a fuckin’ cage and beat the shit out of somebody until there’s a submission,” he said in a 2007 interview. “There’s no sport about that. That’s sick. That’s why society is now embracing it, because our society is becoming sick.”



The houselights were still on in the Prudential Center when the opening video montage for UFC on ESPN: Covington vs. Lawler played to thousands of empty seats that encircled the few hundred fans on the arena floor who’d come early enough to see two women’s flyweights (125 pounds), Hannah Goldy and Miranda Granger, make their UFC debuts. I had the impression I was watching a dress rehearsal as each walked toward the cage from the media table just a few feet away. Most of the reporters and bloggers stayed in the press room, watching the fights on the arena’s closed-circuit television as they waited for their first post-fight interviews.

As the fight began, the sound of the PA system gave way to a strange silence, which was broken only by the sporadic shouts of advice from Goldy’s and Granger’s coaches. I had never seen a UFC event from such close distance, and I was struck by just how much detail was lost on the eight television cameras gathered around the cage. Even seemingly light punches landed with a disturbingly sharp, wet slap. On television, it sounded as if someone was being hit. In person, it was the unmistakable sound of someone being hurt, something that focuses the senses and triggers a small burst of adrenaline. Without commercial breaks or camera edits, the fight moved at a strange pace. It seemed both faster and less clear in terms of what was happening at any moment, and yet more dangerous and damaging. The lack of color commentary to trace a narrative around the two fighters as they clashed and came apart gave the fight a cold sense of purposelessness, like watching two rams batter each other on the mountainside until one relents and wanders away for no apparent reason.

After three rounds, Granger was declared the winner by unanimous decision, having used her seven-inch reach advantage to keep Goldy at bay, and then smothering her in clinches whenever Goldy got close enough to punch. As the decision was announced, there was a brief outcry of joyful voices from the other side of the arena. After a victory speech, Granger was shuttled backstage for a medical examination and media interviews. The next fighters were queued at the side of the arena floor, waiting for their entrance music to start. Over time, the fights began to seem almost like a background activity. What for the fighters was a brief, high-stakes opportunity to double down on their futures, was for dozens of production assistants, security guards, and ushers just another Saturday-morning shift. The fighters were shuttled to the cage for their moment under the lights, like tourists arriving in Vegas for a three-day weekend, expecting a once-in-a-lifetime experience that was reproduced tens of thousands of times a day all around the strip.

And with each new bout, the houselights steadily dimmed while the arena speakers grew louder with thudding dance music. When the main card finally started, the arena had somehow transformed into a coliseum-sized discotheque, with bright neon beams of light pinwheeling across the scattered crowd, while the sound of electronic drums and bass pounded the air.

Halfway through the main card, a conflicted burst of boos and cheers cut through the arena in the middle of a fight between Nasrat Haqparast, the son of Afghan refugees who’d grown up in Hamburg and later moved to Toronto to train full time, and Joaquim Silva, a former contestant on the Brazilian version of the UFC’s reality series The Ultimate Fighter. The cheers weren’t meant for either fighter, but for Eric Trump, Donald Trump Jr., and Kimberly Guilfoyle, who had been escorted into front row seats halfway through the second round. They had been invited as guests of White, a longtime Trump supporter, and Colby Covington, who had created a quasi-fictional persona as a Trump fan who made a point to wear “Make America Great Again” hats and shirts in all his media appearances, and had even visited the White House and met Trump in the Oval Office in 2018.

Covington had become a widely hated figure in the UFC for both his fealty to Trump and for his frequently racist and confrontational attitude. In 2017, he referred to Brazilians as “filthy animals” and called their country a “dump” after a bloody win over UFC veteran Demian Maia in São Paolo, Brazil. He’d described his next opponent, Rafael dos Anjos, as a “filthy animal” too, and nicknamed him “Ralphie dos Nachos.” He said those who supported the Black Lives Matter group were “criminals” and “bad people” and called NBA star LeBron James a “spineless coward” for supporting the group.

Many in the crowd in Newark had come to see Covington hurt, expecting that whatever punishment he would endure in the cage would be righteous and well deserved. Some in the media speculated that Covington’s persona was a put-on, a deliberate theatricality he used to draw attention to his fights, and make it feel as if there was something at stake in them. Public records showed he hadn’t voted at all in 2016, despite his incessant Trump boosterism. Before the Maia fight in Brazil, Covington had been modest and respectful to both his opponents and fans. But, after winning seven of his first eight fights in the UFC, he claimed the promotion told him it wasn’t interested in renewing his contract, which had been set to expire after the Maia fight. “That was the time where I was just like, You know what, fuck it,” Covington said in an interview with ESPN. To stand out, he decided to make himself into a heel, creating derogatory nicknames for other top contenders, wearing Trump apparel, and insulting audiences wherever he went. The gambit worked, and helped make Covington a main-event draw instead of a space-filler on the prelims. Asked before the Newark event about Covington’s behavior, White said it was just another part of the business. “I sell fights for a living,” White said. “So if you’re different or whatever your deal is, I’ll work with it. The thing with Colby is I don’t know what’s real and what’s not. He really did go meet the president, and he really was excited about it.”

The houselights went out before Covington made his entrance. The arena sound system began playing “Medal” by Jim Johnston, the walkout song made famous by WWE star Kurt Angle, while the crowd began chanting “You suck!” in time with the beat. Covington jogged out of the backstage tunnels onto the arena floor, an American flag draped over his shoulders, and pumped his arm at Eric and Donald Jr. as they clapped for him. “Fight hard tonight, Colby. You are a real champ!” Trump Sr. posted on Twitter, along with a picture from the previous summer at the White House.

As Covington climbed into the cage, I scrolled through my phone past Trump’s tweet, looking for news about another story. Midway through the main card, in El Paso, Texas, a twenty-one year-old Trump supporter had walked into a Walmart with an assault rifle and killed twenty-three people, while leaving another twenty-two injured. In a manifesto, the shooter, Patrick Crusius, said he had been inspired to take up arms “as a response to the Hispanic invasion of Texas,” driven both by legal and illegal immigrants from Mexico and Central and South America, the same kinds of people Covington might have called filthy animals. Months earlier, Trump had threatened to declare a national emergency over immigration at the southern border, claiming there was a caravan of migrant invaders preparing to storm the country. “Criminals and unknown Middle Easterners are mixed in,” he wrote in a Twitter post on October 22, 2018. “I have alerted Border Patrol and Military that this is a National Emergency. Must change laws!”

As Covington bounced on the balls of his feet across from Lawler in the cage, smiling to himself in a cascade of boos, the collective anger in the arena suddenly felt ominous and unpredictable, like it could lead a person anywhere, and make them capable of anything. That feeling of fearsome liberation had always been part of the UFC’s appeal, a revelation that any of us were still capable, in the right setting, of wild, remorseless cruelty. As the referee prepared Covington and Lawler for the start of the fight, Covington pumped his fist in affirmation at Don Jr. and Eric. The crowd began chanting “Robbie! Robbie! Robbie! Robbie!” in anticipation of the violence that still lay ahead, that would surely rip through the seams of the imaginary fiction that we had all confused for reality.

The fight ended up being a one-sided and anticlimactic win for Covington, who smothered Lawler for five rounds, pinning him against the side of the octagon, then dragging him to the mat with twisting takedowns. Covington won every round on all three judges’ scorecards, and as the final result was announced the crowd broke out in a conflicted mix of boos and cheers. In his post-fight interview, Covington launched into a flagrantly personal attack on one of Lawler’s closest friends and former training partners, Matt Hughes, who had been hit by a train while driving in his truck two years earlier. The accident had nearly killed Hughes, and he had been placed in a medically induced coma to treat severe bleeding in his brain. Hughes was left with permanent brain damage, and when he finally woke, he spent months learning how to speak and walk again.

“Hey, let’s talk about the lesson we learned tonight,” Covington said in Newark. “It’s a strong lesson Robbie should have learned from his good buddy Matt Hughes. You stay off the tracks when the train’s coming through, Junior. It don’t matter if it’s the Trump train or the Colby train. Get out the way!”

While Covington celebrated backstage with Eric and Donald Jr. and later took a call from Trump himself, I left the arena and wandered back to Newark’s Penn Station to catch the train. After nearly seven hours of fights, I felt disoriented and numb, my ears still ringing from the arena sound system, and my muscles still stiff from adrenaline and the frigid arena air. I was surprised to see the sun still out, a bright orange glow on the horizon, half-hidden by the arena. I was used to feeling that way after fights, but not in the daylight, with so much time left before I could crawl into bed and slowly replay strange fragments of violence in my mind again and again until I fell asleep. It felt like all of those new memories were trapped inside me, with nowhere to go, and I carried them with me up the stairs, onto the train platform, and back into the city.

Every generation has its blood sports, popular but disturbing pastimes that exist just outside the bounds of decent society. Gouging spread across the American colonies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a freeform style of fighting with the objective of tearing out an opponent’s eye or ripping the skin around the mouth, nose, or ear. In England, bare-knuckle boxing was a popular but mostly illegal entertainment in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that sometimes attracted crowds of more than ten thousand people. Catch wrestlers traveled the world in the early twentieth century competing in violent submission grappling matches that would lay the foundation for both the UFC and WWE. In the 1970s, the Professional Karate Association aired bloody full-contact kickboxing matches on ABC’s Wide World of Sports and ESPN, drawing scrutiny and criticism from members of the Association of Boxing Commissions who worried about the potential damage from headkicks. During the same period, tough-man contests became popular across the American suburbs, one-night-only tournaments in which mostly blue-collar men brawled with each other for cash prizes.

For White, what distinguished the UFC from everything that had come before it was its timelessness. “Before any guy ever threw a ball through a circle or hit a ball with a stick, someone hit somebody else with a punch and whoever was standing around ran over to watch it,” he once told the New York Times. “I believe fighting was the first sport on earth, and it’ll be the last sport on earth. It works everywhere, and we’re going to take it everywhere.”

As I wandered back home in the last smoggy rays of daylight, it was hard not to wonder whether the UFC’s version of fighting was closer to being the first sport on earth or the last. I thought back to a conversation with Campbell McLaren, when I’d first started looking into the UFC’s history. McLaren had been an executive at Semaphore Entertainment Group, the small pay-per-view company in New York that helped fund the first UFC in 1993. At the time, McLaren had been eager to play up the UFC’s apocalyptic qualities. One of his inspirations had been The Morton Downey Jr. Show, a contentious interview program that frequently ended with panelists coerced into shouting matches, and sometimes even fistfights.

To increase the likelihood of a confrontation, the producers would slowly change the color of lighting on set. Each segment would begin with a calm blue background, and over the course of the hour-long episodes it would slowly change, until the final few minutes took place against a sweltering red. “He knew how to pump up an audience,” said McLaren, “I saw that too and I think that if we had a plan—I’m not sure we ever articulated it, but the idea was to outlive the controversy, but keep the edginess. We never wanted the realness to go away.”

Today, reality often feels like a special effect, as if someone in the background has been slowly raising the temperature of the studio lights to prime all of us in the audience for something inevitable and terrible. When I asked what McLaren thought about the UFC’s new entanglements with Trump and his political movement, he said simply that the times have changed. “What was counterculture is now culture,” he said. “The angry nineties have become the really angry two thousands. The UFC doesn’t seem that angry anymore. The whole world has changed. And in some ways the world has caught up with the UFC.”

What follows is an attempt to tell the history of the UFC over the last three decades, and to look at what exactly has changed about our world to make it ready to embrace a sport like cage fighting, a sickness, a spectacle, a celebration.






1 GOD FORGIVE ME!


Before the broken noses and bloodied mouths, the hair pulled in tufts from scalps, the shards of human tooth embedded in a man’s bare foot, before the 3,997 beer-drunk fans gathered into an arena to cheer for it, before it was anything at all, the Ultimate Fighting Championship was just a thought trying to find a way out of Art Davie’s head as he sat in the reading room at the Torrance Public Library. He’d spent months going through histories of prizefighting and martial arts, collecting stories and taking notes for his pitch folder. He was especially interested in matches that had pitted fighters from different martial arts disciplines against each other, not to prove who was the better man but to see who had chosen the more effective form of self-defense. His notes were filled with strange curiosities, including a 1963 exhibition bout between judo black belt Gene LeBell and boxer Milo Savage—LeBell won in the fourth round, using his gi lapels to choke Savage. In 1976, Vince McMahon Sr. booked Shea Stadium in New York for an exhibition fight between wrestler Andre the Giant, née André René Roussimoff, and heavyweight boxer Chuck Wepner. The match was followed by a closed-circuit television broadcast of an event from the Nippon Budokan arena in Tokyo in which Muhammad Ali fought wrestler Antonio Inoki. That match was originally supposed to be fixed—with Inoki coming from behind to beat Ali by a submission hold—but the rules were hastily rewritten at the last minute and Inoki was forbidden from using wrestling takedowns. Instead, he spent the majority of the fifteen-round match lying on his back kicking Ali’s knees. Midway through the fight, some in the crowd began throwing garbage into the ring and chanting, “Money back! Money back!” Beginning in 1976, ABC’s Wide World of Sports would periodically air Professional Karate Association events, which matched fighters from different styles of karate against each other. Around the US, amateur events like Tough Guys, a one-night-only tournament held at a Pittsburgh Holiday Inn, had matched workers from different backgrounds against each other—farmer, blacksmith, construction worker. “Anything goes,” a local flyer for the event had promised. “Punching, striking, kicking, throwing, and grappling (ground fighting).” While most events were one-off stunts or short-lived spectacles, Davie was convinced he was onto something big.

An excitable ad man who spoke in story-length sentences, Davie always seemed to be on the verge of something new. He saw the secret wink of possibility everywhere he looked. Where others saw bad ideas or wastes of time, he saw the future, opulent but still invisible to the naked eye. He had grown up in a middle-class family in Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn, and gone to high school at the New York Military Academy. (He was roommates for a semester with a young Donald Trump.) Davie later enlisted in the Marines, and served in Vietnam for eleven months, then found work as a used car salesman after returning to the US. In the mid-1970s, Davie worked for Toyack Motors, a large discount car brokerage in San Diego, where he appeared in a series of outlandish television commercials. In one, he wore a Kevlar vest while someone shot him in the chest with a handgun. In another, he was suspended by a harness below a helicopter as it flew across San Diego. He eventually talked his way into a job working for the Los Angeles ad agency that Toyack worked with, and a few years later he had made another jump, to J&P Marketing, which handled accounts for StarKist Tuna and Original New York Seltzer. In 1989, one of J&P’s clients, Wisdom Imports, asked for help developing a new marketing campaign for Tecate beer. As he worked on pitch ideas, Davie started thinking about fighting.

Growing up, his favorite show had been Greatest Fights of the Century, a weekly program that showed old boxing matches, sponsored by a new Vaseline hair tonic for men. Davie tried to imagine what a contemporary series sponsored by Tecate might look like. Boxing would likely be too costly, and pro wrestling too juvenile, but he saw potential with martial arts. In Vietnam, he’d heard a story about an underground fight a group of soldiers had seen on an R & R trip to Bangkok. The fight had been an extreme mismatch, between a small muay Thai fighter and a hulking Indian wrestler, which had ended with the smaller man winning. Davie wasn’t sure if the story was true, but he thought it had the start of a good idea in it. Were there other kinds of unusual fighters that could be matched against each other? Could a Japanese wrestler beat a heavyweight boxer? Could an American kickboxer fend off a sumo wrestler? Would a Krav Maga fighter be able to protect themselves against a judoka? Davie put together a pitch for a television series that would answer those questions, The World’s Greatest Fighter, sponsored by Tecate.

When he laid out his vision to Wisdom Imports, in the winter of 1990, it politely passed and asked what other ideas Davie’s colleagues had. Rejection was the rule in advertising and Davie didn’t take it personally, but the idea of The World’s Greatest Fighter lingered in his imagination. As part of his research he’d read a profile in Playboy of Rorion Gracie, a Brazilian jiu-jitsu black belt who had challenged heavyweight boxing champion Mike Tyson to a street fight and promised to pay $100,000 to any other martial artist willing to come to his gym and beat him. Playboy described Rorion as “the toughest man in the United States,” and the Gracie version of jiu-jitsu as the “most devastating of all martial arts,” a sort of counterintuitive ground fighting that could give even the smallest and weakest fighters a chance to win. A few months after Wisdom had turned down his pitch, Davie wandered into the Gracie Academy in Torrance and left his card for Rorion with an invitation to dinner and discussion about a potential business opportunity. A few days later, they met in person.

Rorion reminded Davie of a bird of prey. He was charming but distant, kind but also ready to fight at any moment, humble but outspoken in his belief that no one on earth could beat him. For the Gracies, jiu-jitsu had been a birthright. Rorion’s grandfather, Gastao Gracie, a wealthy businessman in Belém, Brazil, helped produce a local circus and hired the pupil of a traveling Japanese prizefighter and judo expert, Mitsuyo Maeda, to fight in one of his shows. Gastao would later become friends with Maeda and sent his sons to learn self-defense at one of the expert’s gyms. They were eager students and later adapted what they had learned into their own unique variant they called Gracie jiu-jitsu, which placed greater emphasis on grappling on the ground, where smaller and weaker fighters could use leverage to better neutralize bigger and stronger opponents. When Rorion arrived in America in 1978, at twenty-six, he saw an opportunity to bring the family’s extensive jiu-jitsu business to a new market. Initially, he worked as a house cleaner and as an extra on television shows like Hart to Hart and Fantasy Island, but he would often invite actors and executives he’d met to visit his small rental home in Torrance, where he’d teach them basic jiu-jitsu on mats spread across the garage. Many of his early clients were celebrities, including John Milius, the cigar-gnashing screenwriter of Red Dawn, Conan the Barbarian, and Apocalypse Now. His reputation helped him land a job as a stunt coordinator for Lethal Weapon, and eventually he developed a large enough client list to lease a gym in Torrance and begin teaching full-time.

Rorion wasn’t impressed with Davie’s pitch. Rorion had already produced his own video series, Gracie Jiu-Jitsu in Action, crude camcorder footage of different Gracie family members using jiu-jitsu in old Brazilian prizefights or gym challenges against fighters from other disciplines. In 1982, another producer had asked him to help launch an open rules fighting league, called the World Freestyle Fighting Championship, with a match against champion kickboxer Benny “The Jet” Urquidez. Davie’s idea seemed like old hat. Despite his apparent disinterest, Rorion agreed to lend his name to an event if Davie could put it together, assuming it would be another venue to demonstrate the effectiveness of jiu-jitsu. Over the next year, Davie became a gadfly around the gym, taking weekly lessons and befriending other members of the Gracie family who helped run classes. (Davie had previously dabbled with muay Thai lessons as a way to stay fit, after first learning some basics in Vietnam.) Davie helped organize a direct marketing campaign for a five-volume VHS series called Basics of Gracie Jiu-Jitsu, sending out a mailer to every student who had ever taken a class with Rorion, and advertising in Black Belt magazine. Tape sales were soon bringing in more than $21,000 a month. Rorion had agreed to share the profits with Davie, and he realized his share would be more than enough to support himself while he tried to produce The World’s Greatest Fighter full-time. It would be a step down from what he was making in advertising, but he decided it was worth the risk.

In the summer of 1992, Davie quit his job and began making regular afternoon trips to the Torrance Public Library, which he would refer to as his “de facto office.” Davie gave himself a crash course in state athletic commission regulations and the broadcasting industry, learning as much as he could from trade papers about how to get a television show on the air. He knew the event, which he had decided to rename The War of the Worlds, would likely be too violent for traditional broadcast networks, and instead decided to target cable, a sector that had grown dramatically, from 850,000 US subscribers in 1962 to more than 53 million by 1989. Over the same period, the number of available channels had risen to seventy-nine, creating thousands of new broadcast hours each week, which had created openings for new kinds of shows for specialty audiences that would have been unthinkable a few decades earlier. Davie cold-called executives at HBO and Showtime. They both agreed to hear him out, but turned him down. Showtime’s Jay Larkin joked that Davie would have had better luck with a show about “marital arts” instead of martial arts. ESPN and Prime Ticket, a local sports channel in Los Angeles, showed some interest but neither responded to follow-up calls after Davie faxed over his business plan.

In early spring of 1993, Davie decided to try reframing the event as a pay-per-view instead of a cable series. It was a smaller market—only 37 percent of US cable subscribers had the capability of ordering pay-per-views through their cable boxes—but it still reached more than twenty million homes and had been more open to what Scott Kurnit, president of Showtime’s pay-per-view division, called “niche-casting.” While the fine arts attracted a small but profitable pay-per-view audience—the Metropolitan Opera generated thirty-five thousand buys and $1.2 million with a live broadcast of a twenty-fifth anniversary special at Lincoln Center—the more popular programming had come from forbidden arts. One of the biggest early successes was Howard Stern’s Underpants and Negligee Party, an amateurish variety show performed in front of a small studio audience. Dressed in underwear and lingerie, Stern and his costars acted out short comic sketches and interviewed celebrity guests, including Richard Belzer, Jessica Hahn, and Penn Jillette. “I’m never gonna get credibility like this,” Stern exclaimed as he simulated a ménàge a trois with two hired models in negligees, who took turns simulating oral sex on him underneath a sheet.

Stern had been a consistent performer on pay-per-view, reveling in the fact that almost everything he was doing would have been censored on standard broadcast television. He had a modest hit with U.S. Open Sores, built around a tennis match between Stern and producer Gary Dell’Abate in front of sixteen thousand fans at Nassau Coliseum in Long Island. He’d followed that with Butt Bongo Fiesta, which featured segments like “Lesbian Dial-a-Date” and “Guess the Jew,” a skit that pitted Ku Klux Klan member Daniel Carver against Kurt Waldheim Jr., whose father was president of Austria and had been tied to the Nazi Party in Germany. Stern’s biggest hit would come later with 1993’s New Year’s Rotten Eve, which featured a woman eating live maggots and another covering herself in ice cream to make a “human sundae.” The broadcast generated more than 270,000 pay-per-view buys and grossed more than $12 million, substantially more than less offensive material like a Rolling Stones concert from the Steel Wheels tour that generated $4 million, or the 1992 Summer Olympics, a high-profile joint venture between NBC and Cablevision, which reportedly lost more than $100 million. On pay-per-view, having credibility often felt like a liability, while amateurism and irreverence were taken as markers of authenticity, something worth paying a premium for.

As Davie read more about the peculiarities of pay-per-view, one company in New York caught his attention: Semaphore Entertainment Group. A subsidiary of music publishing giant Bertelsmann Music Group, SEG had built a small but steady business broadcasting pay-per-view concerts of BMG’s musical acts, including Iron Maiden, Bette Midler, Lynyrd Skynyrd, The Who, and New Kids on the Block. SEG had been looking for ways to expand its business beyond musical performances, ideally with something that could grow into a recurring series and compete in the market segment where Stern had found chart-topping success. In 1992, SEG produced an update to the iconic Battle of the Sexes tennis matches that originally took place in 1973, first between Bobby Riggs and Margaret Court, and later with Riggs and Billie Jean King. SEG’s update was called Battle of the Champions, and featured Jimmy Connors and Martina Navratilova. It attracted some press attention, but much of it was critical—the New York Times described the event as “silly” and CBS tennis analyst Mary Carillo compared it to a pie-eating contest. As Davie read more about SEG, he became convinced that The War of the Worlds was just what the company was looking for. It was a series, not a one-off, and dramatically less costly than sharing profits with world famous musicians or tennis stars. Most important, the taboo-inflected tone had a better chance of appealing to pay-per-view audiences, promising not just violence but revelation. Just as Howard Stern had broken through the artificial congeniality of broadcast television with nudity and neo-Nazis, Davie was confident The War of the Worlds would show viewers the reality of martial arts culture, exposing the frauds and “strip mall gurus” who had filled the American suburbs with karate and kung fu gyms that promised their students an unattainable “aura of invincibility.”

In early March, Davie decided to cold-call SEG and was surprised when instead of an assistant or receptionist he reached Campbell McLaren, the recently hired vice president of original programming who liked to make a point of picking up his own phone as often as possible. “It was some great pitch,” McLaren says. “It went something like this: Campbell, HBO turned me down, Showtime turned me down, everybody turned me down. You’re my last hope. I was like, Who is this? I literally had no idea what he was talking about.” Yet, as Davie told his story about a wholesome family of Brazilians who also happened to be trained killers and had been campaigning to fight Mike Tyson, McLaren was immediately interested. Like Davie, he was a theatrical showman with a taste for spectacle and surprise. He had studied documentary filmmaking at MIT before dropping out and moving to New York. He worked in marketing for Young & Rubicam, before landing a job as an assistant at Carolines on Broadway, the legendary comedy club that helped launch the careers of Mitch Hedberg, Richard Belzer, Louis C.K., Bill Hicks, Jerry Seinfeld, and Chris Rock. McLaren worked his way up to being the club’s talent director and then left to work as a manager, representing Joy Behar, Larry David, and Lewis Black, among others. He’d joined SEG in 1992 to help the company branch out into comedy and other original programming. McLaren had a bawdy sense of humor and seemed to have internalized the comedian’s mantra that the most offensive thing a person could be was boring. He was unsure what kind of event Davie was proposing, but as he listened he had the sense that it was just the kind of thing he’d been hired to find—part sporting event, part stunt show, and part costume drama. Whatever it was, he was sure it wouldn’t be boring.

McLaren asked Davie to send him a formal business plan to circulate with his colleagues and promised to set up an in-person meeting in New York in a few weeks’ time. In addition to his pitch documents, Davie mailed copies of Gracie Jiu-Jitsu in Action videos, which became instant hits with SEG’s staff. David Isaacs, SEG’s chief operating officer, recalled putting one of the tapes on in his office. Within a few minutes, he was surrounded by other staffers who had stopped to gawk as they’d walked past his open door. “You were like, Oh my gosh, I’ve never seen anything like this,” Isaacs would later say.

In April, Davie met with McLaren and SEG president Bob Meyrowitz for a cigar-fueled meeting at the company’s offices on West 57th Street. Meyrowitz struck Davie as a “modern day business buccaneer,” with styled hair, a trimmed beard, and a suit that he assumed had cost more than most people pay for their mortgages in a month. He had made a name for himself in the music world in the 1970s, producing the hit syndicated radio series King Biscuit Flower Hour, which featured live performances from some of the biggest bands in the world, including Bruce Springsteen, Eric Clapton, and the Grateful Dead. Though he didn’t know much about martial arts, Meyrowitz had been a longtime boxing fan and liked the idea of producing a series that involved fighting in some form. Meyrowitz told Davie that he would have SEG’s lawyers start negotiating the basic terms of a deal with Davie’s lawyers. To celebrate, McLaren and Isaacs took Davie out for a martini-soaked steak dinner at McCormick & Schmick’s.

Davie was thrilled, but as he flew back to California, he realized he didn’t have any lawyers for SEG to negotiate with. For almost a year, Davie had been doing everything himself. He’d had official company letterhead printed, but he’d never even registered an LLC. With a tentative debut set for Halloween weekend, just six months away, he realized that for all the time and money he had already invested, he was still just getting started.



With the green light from SEG, Davie settled on Denver, Colorado, as the best location for The War of the Worlds. It was one of just three states in the country where bare-knuckle boxing was actually legal, thanks in part to a 1977 law that had repealed all regulatory statutes for boxing and wrestling events in the state. The state also lacked a boxing commission that would have been required to provide legal oversight or, potentially, interference with Davie’s vision. The only legal requirement as far as Davie could tell, was to ensure every fighter would be over eighteen years old. Davie took a short trip to Denver after returning from New York and set up War of the Worlds Promotions as a Colorado LLC. He also hired a local lawyer, Mark Field, and an accountant in Denver to handle the company’s accounts. Back in Torrance, he rented a small office in a building that shared a back alley with the Gracie Academy, and began working with SEG’s production department on what exactly the first War of the Worlds event would look like. Davie and SEG had settled on an eight-man tournament structure, with each fighter representing a different martial arts discipline. The tournament winner would fight three times in one night, and would earn a $50,000 prize. Davie had wanted to give the tournament winner a crown rather than a championship belt or trophy, something that pointed to the ancient Greek roots of hand-to-hand combat. After sketching out several rough designs, he decided to go with another idea that had come from one of Rorion’s students: a simple medal similar to those given to Olympic athletes. Engraved on the back would be the phrase Per Aspera Ad Astra. Through adversity to the stars.

There was a protracted debate about what kind of platform the fights should take place on. A boxing ring seemed like it would make grappling exchanges more dangerous with its tangle-prone ropes. Davie suggested a cage with an electric fence, or perhaps one enclosed from above by razor wire. John Milius, who had joined the production as a consultant, suggested building a moat filled with piranhas. They also considered using a Plexiglas cube to provide an unobstructed view of the fighters, but the likelihood of humidity and sweat smearing the surfaces made it unworkable. SEG’s art director Jason Cusson finally settled the issue with a design for an octagonal cage, framed with padded posts and chain-link fencing in between. Cameramen would be able to film over the top edge of the fence while standing on small crates, and for long grappling exchanges on the mat, the chain-link would be in the foreground, adding an element of illicitness and taboo. The shape had been inspired by The Octagon, a 1980 movie in which Chuck Norris infiltrates a terrorist organization that holds sparring sessions in an octagonal space marked out by eight heavy wooden posts. To lend an aura of credibility, Davie invented the International Fight Council to serve as the event’s formal sanctioning body and rules enforcer, with Rorion listed as commissioner.

SEG and Davie continued to negotiate the final points of the deal throughout the summer, but they had reached a general agreement that SEG would cover the marketing and production costs and Davie and Rorion would be responsible for finding the fighters and covering their prize money, which would total $102,500−$50,000 for the winner, $15,000 for the runner-up, $4,000 for the two losing semifinalists, and $1,000 for the four first-round losers, plus $2,500 to be divided between two alternate fighters who would be available as backups in case of injury. (Davie had also agreed to secretly pay two fighters extra guaranteed fees regardless of whether they won or lost, for $17,000 and $6,000 respectively.) Davie raised the money over the summer, by sending out a mass mailer to every current and former student of the Gracie Academy and offering them the chance to be investors in WOW Promotions. SEG would later ask for a name change, fearing it would be exposed to copyright infringement lawsuits if it went forward with The War of the Worlds as the event name, which was identical to both the H. G. Wells novel and the 1953 film adaptation, both of which were still protected. Davie began using World’s Best Fighter as a placeholder, and in August, Michael Abramson, SEG’s head of marketing, suggested Ultimate Fighting Championship. No one was enthused by the name. Davie thought it was too long and cumbersome, and McLaren thought it sounded too much like Ultimate Frisbee. But no one could think of a better alternative, and with just weeks left, they decided to run with it as the least objectionable option. SEG’s design team created a logo for the new brand featuring a bald fighter, standing astride the Earth, arms raised in victory. The image reminded Davie of Mr. Clean more than anything else, but he decided to not make an issue of it with so little time left before the event.

In the final weeks of preparation, a sense of uncertainty hung over everything. They pushed the date back two weeks, to November 12, because of a scheduling conflict. SEG paid just $4,000 to rent the McNichols Sports Arena, home of the NBA’s Denver Nuggets, who were playing an away game against the Los Angeles Lakers that night. To help market the event, Davie hired a pair of local Denver promoters, Barry Fey and Zane Bresloff, who spread flyers around the city advertising the UFC as “The End of Civilization As We Know It,” an angle they’d settled on after seeing that the fighter contracts included an acknowledgment they might be injured badly enough to die during the event. SEG faxed fliers to gyms and dojos all over the country and asked their owners to post them in locker rooms and lobbies, hoping students would be interested in watching. SEG’s fliers didn’t mention death or the end of civilization, but instead promoted the fact that that there would be no rules, no judges, and no point system, just pure uncontrolled violence. “THERE ARE NO RULES!” one of it’s posters said, using bold block letters with little fissures running through them, as if they had been damaged in an earthquake.

There actually were rules, a full typewritten page of them, but the fighters weren’t given them until the night before the event. The only way a fight could be stopped was if there was a knockout, or a fighter tapped three times on the mat in submission, or their corner threw in the towel on their behalf. Fights would be divided into five-minute rounds with a two-minute rest period in between, and there would be as many rounds as necessary to produce a finish. Biting, groin strikes, and eye gouges were forbidden. Fighters who chose to wear wrestling or boxing shoes wouldn’t be allowed to throw kicks, but those who chose to go barefoot would be. When Davie handed out the rules to the fighters in a small conference room at the Tower Inn, a hotel he’d booked to be the event headquarters during fight week, there was nearly a mass walkout. Everyone had their own particular issue with the rules, and they all mistrusted Rorion’s role in creating them, suspecting they had been designed to tilt the field in favor of Gracie jiu-jitsu. “The fighters and their camps were all loudly arguing, and I could see that the whole event was coming apart before it had even started,” Davie recalled. The unrest dissipated after Teila Tuli, a sumo wrestler from Hawaii, grew sick of the bickering, and announced he was signing his release form. “I don’t know about you guys, but I came here to party,” Tuli said. “If anyone else came here to party, I’ll see you tomorrow night at the arena.”

When the cameras finally started rolling at 6:00 p.m. the next day, no one seemed ready for what was about to happen. Davie hadn’t signed the final contract with SEG until just hours before the first fight. The event had the feel of community theater, the world’s most lavish public access show. It opened with an introduction from American kickboxing legend and lead commentator Bill “Superfoot” Wallace, who belched mid-sentence and twice misidentified the event as The Ultimate Fighting Challenge. He also introduced sideline reporter Brian Kilmeade as Brian Kilmoore, and rambled unintelligibly throughout much of the broadcast. At one point, Wallace described the benefits of handwraps to retired NFL star Jim Brown, whom Davie had persuaded to provide color commentary. “Don’t you wish you could tape your whole body, Jim?” he said “Pain hurts. Let me tell you, it ruins your whole day.”

The first fight, between Dutch kickboxer Gerard Gordeau and Tuli, fell apart within the first thirty seconds. After circling each other for a few seconds, Tuli suddenly rushed forward, waving his arms hoping to catch Gordeau in a blitz. An experienced kickboxer, Gordeau calmly skipped backward on the balls of his feet and delivered a short right hook to Tuli’s jaw that sent him stumbling to the mat. It happened so quickly it wasn’t clear there had even been a punch. It looked like Tuli might have lost his balance, but then Gordeau took a step forward and kicked Tuli in the face while he was trying to pull himself up. The blow sent one of Tuli’s front teeth flying into the audience, while a few shards remained embedded in Gordeau’s foot.

The referee, João Alberto Barreto, an experienced fighter from Brazil and friend of Rorion’s, was shocked into action. Barreto called a time-out, though there was no rule stating time-outs could be called, by the referee or anyone else. Gordeau, who had been ready to throw more punches, was irate and protested that Barreto was giving Tuli a chance to recover and costing him a chance to win. Tuli’s cornermen flooded into the cage to check on their fighter, while Rorion jumped onto the octagon apron, yelling at Barreto in Portuguese that he had to let the fight continue. On commentary, Wallace stumbled through an explanation of what was happening, though it was clear no one knew. After nearly two minutes of confusion, Tuli’s team finally determined that he was too hurt to continue and conceded the fight. Gordeau was declared the winner.

A group of executives from Gold’s Gym, one of the event’s few sponsors, was so repulsed that it walked out and vowed to never again work with the UFC. For the few thousand fans who had bought tickets, however, the moment was just what they had hoped for. As Davie listened to their cheers, he knew he had created a hit. “I can smell the bloodlust of young guys all over the planet,” he thought to himself. “This is fucking real, and I fucking love it. And we still have the rest of the tournament to go—the night has just begun. God forgive me!”

In the second fight, Zane Frazier and Kevin Rosier, two aging and out-of-shape kickboxers, had the kind of brawl you might expect two drunken fathers to have in a parking lot after a Little League game. At one point, Frazier grabbed a tangle of hair on the back of Rosier’s head and used it as a grip while he threw short uppercuts and knees. “That’s something that wasn’t talked about in the rules,” Kathy Long, the third member of the commentary team and a women’s kickboxing world champion, observed while trying to process how quickly the idea of martial arts competition was transforming into something wilder and less familiar. “You see some of the hair falling on the ground there. There’s quite a bit coming out.” The fight ended with a surprise comeback after Frazier, exhausted from having punched Rosier for so long and to so little effect, lost his balance and fell to the mat. Rosier grabbed the top of the octagon fence and began stomping his heel down onto Frazier’s head, which prompted Frazier’s cornerman to throw in the towel.

The third fight was the first to feature a Gracie. Rorion had ruled out competing himself because he was a co-promoter and co-owner of WOW LLC. Instead, he chose his younger brother Royce to represent the family. When Royce entered the arena floor, he was part of a human train made up of Gracies, one standing behind another in a long single-file line, jogging in unison, each with their hands resting on the shoulders of the person in front of them. At twenty-six years old and 178 pounds, Royce was both the youngest and smallest of the eight fighters in the tournament. His opponent, Art Jimmerson, a top-ten–International Boxing Federation–ranked cruiserweight boxer, outweighed him by nearly twenty pounds. When they stood across from each other in the octagon, Royce seemed physically outmatched. Thin and loose-limbed, he seemed to disappear inside his crisp white gi. He refused to make eye contact with Jimmerson in the seconds before the fight began and kept his face in a scowl, as if trying to persuade himself of something. Royce had never thought of himself as a fighter, but had practiced fighting as a vocation. He’d arrived in the United States at seventeen, and had lived with Rorion and worked as a babysitter until his English was good enough to help at the academy. Initially, Rorion had wanted his brother Rickson Gracie to represent the family in the tournament. Rickson was older and bigger than Royce, and had competed in Brazil throughout the 1980s and frequently fought in the Gracie Jiu-Jitsu in Action tapes. But after Rickson opened his own Gracie jiu-jitsu academy in Los Angeles, Rorion feared the family brand would become diluted, and had instead chosen Royce to compete, rather than giving Rickson a platform to promote his own offshoot.

As the fight began, Royce seemed tense and out of place. He stood up straight and almost stork-like, his elbows flared outward like bent wings. Even the way he made a fist seemed wrong, with his fingers loose and fanned out like an old grandmother holding a steering wheel. Jimmerson circled Royce with short, rhythmic steps, controlling the distance between them and feinting to imply the threat of an intercepting punch should Royce move closer. As the fight wore on, Jimmerson refused to throw any punches, in spite of how confidently he controlled the space between them. As he continually circled away, it started to seem as if Jimmerson was, for some reason, afraid of Royce, and after nearly a minute of caution and hesitation, Royce suddenly ran forward, bent at the waist, and wrapped his arms around Jimmerson’s legs as he tried to backpedal. Royce drove Jimmerson backward onto the mat and quickly leapt into mount position, straddling Jimmerson’s hips. Jimmerson wrapped his arms around Royce’s shoulders in a tight bear hug to keep him from pulling back to throw punches. After forty seconds of struggling to hold his grip, with just one free hand and one hand in a boxing glove, Jimmerson’s hands slipped apart and he immediately began tapping the mat in submission. Though there was no observable threat or damage inflicted, Jimmerson had nevertheless seemed helpless and terrified, totally lost in the labyrinth of Royce’s body. There was a surreal calm after the fight, and even as Royce graciously went to hug Jimmerson and said “Good job” into his ear, there was something fearsome in his face, a surprising, stoic fury.

Royce’s next fight was against Ken Shamrock, who was even bigger than Jimmerson, outweighing Royce by more than forty pounds. Shamrock had flown into Denver from Japan, where he had built a career in professional wrestling. Shamrock had also competed in Pancrase, a Japanese mixed martial arts promotion that had debuted just six weeks earlier, which was loosely based on the ancient Greek martial art of pankration, a free-form mix of boxing and grappling. He had fought three times in the previous two months, earning the title of King of Pancrase, including a win over the famous Japanese heel Masakatsu Funaki. Shamrock came to the cage in a black silk robe with a white towel stuffed into the collar. When he pulled it off in the cage, he revealed a tight red wrestling Speedo and a thickly muscled torso that made him seem more like a superhero than a sportsman.

As the fight began, it appeared that Royce had finally met a physical limit that he wouldn’t be able to overcome with technique or trickery. He immediately took a long skip step toward Shamrock and bent over to tackle him, but Shamrock instead stepped backward, ran his arms under Royce’s armpits, and turned the Brazilian over onto his back as if he were repositioning an anvil. For a few seconds, Royce seemed overwhelmed as he tried to keep rolling away from Shamrock and find a way back to his feet, but Shamrock held him tightly around the torso. Royce fell backward onto the mat and pulled Shamrock down on top of him. He seemed doomed for a few seconds, his left leg seemingly trapped against his own body by Shamrock, while Royce tried to use his free right leg to drive down heel strikes into Shamrock’s back. Shamrock got back to his feet, scooped Royce’s free leg into his arms, and dropped onto his own back, trying to use Royce’s trapped foot as a lever to twist his knee out of joint. As Shamrock leaned back, searching for a solid point of leverage, Royce jumped up and fell forward on top of Shamrock, taking away all Shamrock’s leverage on his knee. Royce began cuffing Shamrock on the ears with open palm strikes, and when Shamrock tried to sit up and again reached out for Royce’s ankle, Royce slid to his side and ran his left arm under Shamrock’s throat, cinching a choke and using his hips to press as much of his body weight onto the back of Shamrock’s neck as possible. After a second of hesitation, Shamrock realized he was caught and began pounding the mat in submission. Royce released the choke, but the referee appeared to have missed the tap and seemed unsure of what had actually happened. When it seemed as if the fight might be allowed to continue after he had already won, Royce became irate.

“You tapped! You tapped!” Royce shouted angrily at Shamrock, who finally confirmed that he had been beaten, prompting the referee to officially end the fight.

Before the finale, it became a little clearer why Royce was in such an irate state, when a special ceremony was held in the cage to honor his father Hélio Gracie, whom Rorion introduced as the “original ultimate fighter.” Royce had quickly put a blue Gracie Academy warm-up jacket over his now rumpled gi and stood in a line with his older brothers as Rorion dedicated the event to their father, “a pioneer warrior” who had fought anyone, regardless of style and for sixty-five years had participated in “the most realistic, bone-breaking bare-knuckle fights that the world has ever seen.” It was an odd description for Hélio, who had just turned eighty, and seemed gaunt and frail, the only person in the cage who was lighter and shorter than Royce. The crowd in Denver was restless throughout much of the ceremony, booing intermittently at the interruption and reacting to the absurdity of giving a lifetime achievement award to someone at an event presented as the first of its kind.

After the presentation, the cage was cleared for the finale, between Royce and Gordeau, who had won his semifinal against Rosier, in less than a minute, with a methodical barrage of leg kicks and hard elbows. Gordeau had taped his right foot, which still had fragments of Tuli’s tooth in it and had begun to swell, prompting some worries of infection. There was a muted quality to the finale. Both men had spent substantial energy and focus on earlier fights and seemed to move more cautiously. Gordeau opened by pushing Royce back to the octagon fence with a steady series of feints. Trapped, Royce sprinted forward and tried to take Gordeau down, but the Dutchman used the lapels of his gi to pull him up and away from his hips while hopping back to the opposite side of the cage for support. Royce stubbornly held on to his chest and wrapped his leg around Gordeau’s left calf hoping to trip him, but Gordeau held on to the octagon fence and kept his feet. After forty seconds of struggle against the fence, Royce instead ran his leg through the inside of Gordeau’s and tripped him in one smooth motion, landing in mount position atop Gordeau’s hips. Gordeau turned to one side to wriggle free, and Royce again ran his arm across Gordeau’s throat for a choke that forced Gordeau to tap the mat in submission. For several seconds, Royce refused to release the choke, perhaps fearing a repeat of the confusion that had taken place after the Shamrock fight. Gordeau began tapping Royce’s shoulder, then the mat, and then he stretched out and reached for the referee’s shoes as he bent down to finally pry Royce away from Gordeau’s neck.

When Royce was announced as the winner, the crowd cheered and an air horn sounded from somewhere in the front rows. His brothers ran into the cage and lifted him on their shoulders as Royce held his arms aloft in victory. There was a sense of unreality to the scene, or perhaps more accurately it seemed as if a new reality had been exposed. People who looked like Royce weren’t supposed to be capable of beating people who looked like Shamrock and Jimmerson. And yet he had, consecutively beating three larger men in less than five minutes total. The mechanics he had used to take control of a fight while on his back, legs helplessly waving in the air, seemed almost supernaturally effective.

Davie would later compare the fighters who competed in Denver to Chuck Yeager’s test pilots attempting to break the sound barrier. In reality, they often seemed closer to the Wright brothers at Kitty Hawk, sending experimental gliders over the dunes, simply hoping to prove that flight was possible for humans. Even the few moments of ascent were brief and bookended by crash landings, and a lingering sense of confusion about what had worked, and what had gone wrong when everything came crashing down. It was captivating, both revelatory and repulsive, comic and catastrophic. Nothing quite like it had ever before been broadcast on mass media.

“I think I found my sport,” Jim Brown said as the broadcast drew to a close. As Royce stood in the cage holding an oversized check for $50,000 while flanked by his family, Brown spoke for many in the audience when he signed off with an attempt to condense everything he had seen over the last eighty-six minutes.

“What we’ve learned tonight is that fighting is not what we thought it was.”



Meyrowitz didn’t bother attending the first UFC. He watched it from his house on Long Island with a friend and his friend’s thirteen-year-old son. He was uncomfortable with much of what he saw, but his friend’s son was transfixed. As Meyrowitz watched the boy over the course of the night, he realized SEG had something special on its hands, though he wasn’t sure exactly what it was. The press reaction did little to clarify things for Meyrowitz. The first wave of reviews and reports on the event alternated between horrified and contentious or dismissive. TV Guide called it “disgusting, dumb, and depraved.” The Los Angeles Times critic Howard Rosenberg described the mix of barbarism and amateurism as unexpectedly funny. “Leaning forward on the edge of my chair in front of my TV set shortly before 6 p.m. Friday, I was poised to wince, flinch, shudder, and scream out in terror as never before. To say nothing of laugh,” Rosenberg wrote. Black Belt magazine suggested the event had been skewed to give jiu-jitsu an advantage and ensure the Gracies won. Sports Illustrated decided to cancel a feature on the event altogether, after being disturbed by the violence described in the draft filed by the reporter they’d flown to Denver.

The early sales estimates were much less confusing. Despite the bare-bones marketing campaign, the event would sell eighty-six thousand pay-per-view buys at $14.95 each, surpassing SEG’s internal estimates. It generated nearly $1.3 million, and after cable companies took their percentage—the typical split at the time was around 45 percent—SEG was left with a little more than $700,000. SEG had spent around $400,000 on marketing and production costs, but that still left a substantial profit. And there was the potential for even more money with VHS sales and rentals, merchandising, and video game adaptations. SEG had hoped the UFC would become a regular series, and the agreement Davie had finally signed had given SEG the right to produce up to four events if the debut performed well enough. After seeing the sales figures and press response to the first event, Meyrowitz exercised the option for a second event, which was planned for just four months later.

As Davie began looking for a new set of fighters, SEG tried to settle on a branding strategy for the UFC. The arguments were as divided internally as the press response had been. Isaacs, SEG’s chief operating officer, had wanted to sell the UFC as “pro wrestling, only real,” following on the recent success of the World Wrestling Federation, which had built itself into one of the most successful pay-per-view companies of the era. “When wrestling is big, it’s huge,” Isaacs said in an interview with MMA Fighting. “But when wrestling isn’t hot, it’s still a good business.” McLaren felt the company should continue with the apocalyptic slogans that had helped sell the first event. In radio and newspaper interviews, he tried to play up the violence and implicit risk all the fighters were accepting. On an episode of Good Morning America, McLaren emphasized the possibility that someone might be killed during a fight. “You can win by tapout, knockout, or even death,” he explained. In an interview with the New York Times, McLaren claimed that following the success of the first UFC, a Saudi production company had pitched him the idea of airing live executions on pay-per-view. McLaren claimed he had turned them down in part because the UFC already offered viewers the possibility of seeing someone die on camera. “I don’t want anyone to die,” he said. “It may be good for the buy rate. But I don’t want anyone to die.” The New York Times published the story with a scandal-friendly headline: “Death Is Cheap. Maybe It’s Just $14.99.”

The strategy made the UFC a media sensation, but it also provoked the ire of politicians, including Denver mayor Wellington Webb. Angered that SEG had organized the event in Denver without giving anyone in the city government advance notice, Webb contacted the management at the McNichols Arena to ensure it wouldn’t host the UFC again. SEG adapted to the ban by moving UFC 2 to the Mammoth Gardens, a small concert venue that doubled as a roller skating rink during the day, located just a few miles away from McNichols Arena. As SEG promoted the show, many of the details were still left up to Davie, who functioned like a freelancer, working independently from his small office behind the Gracie Academy in Torrance. Davie had decided to move forward with an expanded tournament, featuring sixteen fighters instead of eight. He claimed to have faxed McLaren about the idea, but no one else at SEG had signed off on it, and they didn’t realize what Davie had planned until they arrived in Denver for fight week. The decision added to the logistical issues the crew was facing working in a smaller venue. SEG had to rent out rooms from a small hotel next to the arena to use as dressing rooms for the fighters, leaning the mattresses against the walls so there would be a place to warm up and rest between bouts. The production crew was so short-staffed that no one could leave the venue and escort fighters back and forth from their hotel rooms, so SEG asked Fred Ettish, one of two backup fighters hired to be ready to take the place of anyone too injured to advance, to do the job.

Despite the organizational issues, the second UFC sold even better than the first, generating more than 125,000 buys, a nearly 50 percent increase. It also established Royce as the promotion’s unlikely hero, as he beat four other fighters in less than ten minutes total to reclaim his title as the Ultimate Fighter. Eager to build on the momentum, SEG organized another two popular events in 1994. In April 1995, it promoted a super-fight rematch between Royce and Ken Shamrock as the main event of UFC 5. The event generated 286,000 pay-per-view buys at an increased price of $24.95, more than double the previous high, bringing in millions instead of hundreds of thousands. And still more began coming in from VHS rentals and sales, the rights to which SEG had licensed to Vidmark, a subsidiary of Trimark Studios, best known for low-budget genre films, such as Leprechaun, Kickboxer 2, Peter Jackson’s zombie farce Dead Alive, and Ken Russell’s Whore. Vidmark embraced McLaren’s branding, placing a black-and-white “Unrated” label on the cover of each tape, along with shock-centric marketing copy: “Unedited! Uncensored! Unleashed!” The company sold tapes for $45 each to national rental chains—Blockbuster Video, Musicland, and Tower. Vidmark also sold tapes and T-shirts for cash at UFC events. Don Gold, the executive in charge of the operation, was responsible for all the merchandising, and would sometimes leave events with bags of cash—as much as $50,000 some nights. “I would walk into my CFO’s office at Trimark with my laundry bag and just dump all my cash in there,” Gold says. “He was like, What the fuck are you doing? [But] that’s how I got paid. They weren’t writing checks.”

With so much money coming in, SEG consolidated control over the UFC in 1995, buying Davie’s and Rorion’s 50 percent share of the brand and dissolving WOW LLC. Davie stayed on as contractor for SEG, earning $25,000 as UFC commissioner and its official matchmaker. Rorion decided he didn’t want to be associated with the event if he didn’t have any control over how it would continue to evolve. Royce left the UFC with Rorion, and soon several of his brothers and cousins instead began appearing in the growing number of competitor promotions that had sprung up. As Davie continued to recruit new fighters, the UFC’s roster grew even more bizarre, filled with a collection of characters drawn from the suburban murk of strip mall dojos, where eccentric, and sometimes wholly fictional, forms of martial arts were practiced. At UFC 3, Kimo Leopoldo had introduced the world to Jo Son Do, a discipline his lead trainer, twenty-three-year-old Joe Son, had invented and taught as if it were a real offshoot of taekwondo. Leopoldo was also a devout Christian and walked to the octagon carrying a full-sized wooden cross over his shoulder, while his cornermen held up a banner that showed Jesus bleeding on the cross, with the caption “If I’m OK and your [sic] OK, then explain this!” At UFC 5, John Hess was introduced as a master of his own proprietary martial art called SAFTA, Scientific Aggressive Fighting Technology of America. His opponent, Andy Anderson, was a Texas nightclub owner and member of the Aryan Brotherhood who had been offered a spot in the tournament after helping SEG hire ring card models from one of his venues, the Totally Nude Steakhouse in Gregg County. At UFC 8, a towering Canadian named Gary “Big Daddy” Goodridge debuted, one of the few black fighters to compete in the promotion. Goodridge promoted his skills as a championship arm wrestler, claiming to have beaten a thousand consecutive men in less than two hours at a Japanese arm wrestling tournament. “I don’t know what that has to do with martial arts, but he puts that on his résumé,” said Jeff Blatnick, the avuncular former Olympic wrestler that SEG hired to replace Bill Wallace.

David Abbott was introduced as a “pit fighter,” a discipline Davie had invented, along with Abbott’s more familiar nickname, “Tank,” to accentuate the intimidating aura of his six-foot-one, 260-pound frame. In reality, Abbott was a hard-drinking construction worker who had developed a minor reputation as a bar brawler around Long Beach. He liked to brag he could drink a bottle of vodka in a single sitting, and seemed to take genuine pleasure in seeing other people hurt. One of Abbott’s friends, Dave Thomas, knew Davie and recommended Abbott as a perfect fit for the promotion. In his debut fight, at UFC 6, he brutally knocked out his opponent, John Matua, in eighteen seconds. Matua would remain unconscious on the mat for more than a minute after, legs involuntarily convulsing while his arms were held out stiff at either shoulder in the “fencing response” position, a common symptom of significant brain trauma. As Abbott walked away from Matua, he held out his own arms in the same position and rolled his eyes back in his head in a mocking gesture. In his next fight, Abbott beat Paul Varelans in just under two minutes, taking him down and crushing Varlelans’s head to the mat with his knee while pulling on the cage fence for extra leverage. As Abbott watched a replay in a post-fight interview with Blatnick cage-side, he said, “I’m starting to get sexually aroused, you better turn that off.” On commentary, Jim Brown encapsulated Abbott’s appeal as a fighter: “He has no respect. He’s from the streets. He’s doing a lot of things that are different—it has nothing to do with the martial arts. This guy is a street fighter.”

Abbott was an ideal avatar for the UFC’s target audience, working-class white men who had started to feel alienated from other sports that were no longer dominated by white athletes. According to Davie, an early survey of the UFC’s audience found that 79 percent were white men and more than half were single. “UFC was so successful because it was a sport white guys could win,” McLaren says. “This was not for LA, it was not for San Francisco. We did very well in Detroit, Denver, Buffalo, Charlotte. You know, kind of a Walmart strategy in a way, a working-class strategy. Guys that were priced out of boxing, guys that didn’t want to see black fighters. That’s a reality of it.” John Lober, who fought in Pancrase and the UFC, came to the sport after a failed Spanish language test derailed his hopes of becoming a full-time fireman. He blamed “affirmative action.” Without the job, Lober felt “lost and that anger was building.” For Varelans, who competed in four UFC events in 1995 and 1996, mixed martial arts “created a space where people kind of started feeling their liberties again. We’ve lost so many rights to just live your life and do what the hell you want…. You know what, if I want to risk my life, I’m going to fucking do it.”

The rebellious attitude and reckless spirit of amateurism drew the attention of Arizona senator John McCain, who, like Wellington Webb, was revolted by the idea that cage fighting was being openly promoted in the United States without any government oversight. McCain had been working on a bill to create a federal sanctioning organization to regulate boxing. He was a lifelong fan of the sport, having trained as a boxer at the US Naval Academy before he became a politician, and had been disturbed by the lack of consistent legal and medical standards to protect fighters from being unnecessarily endangered or exploited. In a September 1994 hearing, McCain pointed to the UFC as an example of the lawless barbarism that would eventually take over any sport without federal standards. “That is what is being done in America today,” McCain said as he played several short clips from UFC 2. “Maybe there are comments that can be made about the degeneracy of our society, but the fact is that this kind of thing, I think, continues to occur. The only way it can be stopped is through regulation.” In 1995, McCain sent an open letter to all fifty US governors asking them to support legislature banning the UFC. Ben Nighthorse Campbell, a senator from Colorado who had also competed on the US Olympic judo team in 1964, responded by promising the UFC would never again be allowed in his state. The Illinois state legislature followed suit and passed a bill banning all mixed martial arts events. At an event in Charlotte that year, SEG found itself facing resistance from local law enforcement for the first time, when the city’s chief of police arrived at the arena and warned McLaren that he would personally be arrested if the UFC returned to the city. “I don’t know what the charge is, I don’t know what the law is that you’re breaking,” McLaren recalls him saying. “But I guarantee you, you’ll be in jail until I figure it out.” It was an ominous moment for McLaren. “I love the UFC,” he said, “but I’m a TV producer. I’m not Amnesty International fighting dictators. I don’t want to go to jail. Those kinds of things were very sobering.”

Anticipating that serious legal troubles might be closer than anyone at SEG had considered, Meyrowitz decided to lobby the New York State Athletic Commission to formally sanction the UFC. He hired a local lobbying firm and began pitching legislators on the economic benefits of bringing UFC events to the state. The promotion had had one of its biggest hits in Buffalo, drawing a crowd of more than nine thousand to the Memorial Auditorium and generating an estimated 190,000 pay-per-view buys. Meyrowitz promised the UFC could produce a similar burst of economic activity in a number of other working-class cities around the state, and promised to bring UFC events to Albany; Syracuse; Rochester; and Hempstead, Long Island. He also promised he would initially avoid holding events in Manhattan and Brooklyn in order not to attract undue controversy. After months of meetings, the New York state legislature passed a bill allowing mixed martial arts events, with provisions that there would be no eye gouging, throat striking, biting, or kicks to the head from fighters in shoes.

To celebrate the new legal recognition, SEG scheduled two additional events in New York State for 1997: UFC 12 in Niagara Falls, on February 7—the day the bill was scheduled to go into effect—and another at Nassau Coliseum on Long Island, set for later in the year. However, the week of the first event, Meyrowitz learned that Governor George Pataki had put a stay on the bill after increasing public backlash following a series of critical stories in the New York Times and threats from New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani to orchestrate a citywide ban on mixed martial arts in defiance of state law. At the last minute, the New York State Athletic Commission had substantially altered its regulatory guidelines in a way that would effectively make it impossible for the UFC to hold its event as planned. Every fighter would be required to wear protective headgear and boxing gloves, and takedowns and trips would be banned to ensure there would be no fighting on the ground. “It basically melded the UFC into amateur boxing,” longtime UFC referee John McCarthy, who was also part of the negotiation, wrote in his memoir. The changes were unacceptable to SEG, and the company went to court to request an emergency injunction. The day before the event, the court ruled against SEG, saying there was no evidence that the new restrictions would cause the company “irreparable harm,” defined as “injury for which money cannot compensate.” Faced with the prospect of putting on an event with no grappling or submission holds, in which everyone wore headgear and boxing gloves, Meyrowitz decided to find a new location. Because SEG had already booked its broadcasting slot with cable pay-per-view providers and spent hundreds of thousands on print marketing, the company decided it couldn’t change the time or date. Instead, it quickly came to an agreement with the city of Dothan, Alabama, a small town of sixty thousand near the state border with Florida. SEG chartered a 747 to transport the octagon, production crew, and fighters from Buffalo to Alabama the night before the event. The last-minute move saved the show but wiped out most of the profits. It also left SEG’s staff demoralized about the future. “That would have been the end of our business,” SEG’s Isaacs would later say. “After all the problems, if we couldn’t provide a show, the cable companies would have never put us back on.”

Things would only become more difficult after UFC 12. In 1997, John McCain was appointed chairman of the Senate Commerce Committee, which was responsible for overseeing the cable industry. He made it a priority to have the UFC taken off the air and began calling the heads of every major cable company in the US to encourage them to drop the promotion. TCI was the first to comply, removing the UFC from its pay-per-view services just a few weeks after UFC 12 in February 1997. Time Warner followed suit, and then Viewers Choice (which would rebrand as In Demand in 2000). By the summer, Cablevision and Request had removed the UFC from their pay-per-view services too. The number of US homes that could buy UFC pay-per-views dropped from 36 million to 7.5 million, most of which were satellite cable subscribers. Seventy percent of the UFC’s revenue had come from pay-per-view sales, and the sudden but swift bans devastated SEG’s business model. It went from earning between $1 and $2 million in revenue per event to losing $100,000 to $150,000, with some events selling as few as fifteen thousand pay-per-view buys.

SEG responded with aggressive counterattacks against US cable companies. Meyrowitz took out a full-page ad in Newsday defending the UFC and encouraging fans to call Cablevision CEO James Dolan directly, listing his home phone number at the bottom. On UFC broadcasts, the company took a similarly plaintive tone. “This may be your last chance to watch the UFC,” color commentator Mike Goldberg said during an event in early 1998. “Pick up your phone, call your local cable provider.” While SEG waited for an outpouring of fan support, Isaacs and the production crew scrambled to find places that would still allow the UFC to hold events without the threat of legal or political intervention, mostly smaller, rural markets in the South, including Birmingham and Mobile, Alabama; Bay St. Louis, Mississippi; and Augusta, Georgia. The company also began looking for international partners, holding events in São Paolo, Brazil, and Tokyo, Japan, the latter of which was arranged through UFC-J, a subsidiary that was partnered with a local Japanese production company.

The struggles added to the growing tensions between SEG and Davie. In 1997, Meyrowitz fired Davie after he learned he had been talking with outside investors about starting another cage fighting promotion, tentatively titled Thunderdome. McLaren left SEG a few months after Davie, and in 1998 Isaacs left the company too. Many of the UFC’s star fighters began to follow the executives’ lead and left for more lucrative contracts elsewhere. In 1997, Ken Shamrock joined the WWF, and Don Frye, Dan Severn, Gary Goodridge, Marco Ruas, Oleg Taktarov, and Mark Kerr all left for Pride, a new Japanese promotion backed by one of the country’s biggest television networks. The few stars who had stayed with the UFC were asked to take pay cuts to help the promotion avoid bankruptcy, including Tito Ortiz, who had been contracted to make $25,000 for a title fight against Frank Shamrock, Ken’s brother through adoption, but was told SEG could only pay him $10,000. SEG continued to develop other pay-per-view series to bring in new revenue, including a 1998 broadcast called Street Legal, which pitted teams of underground car racers from America and Japan against one another. But nothing seemed to work.

Growing more desperate, Meyrowitz flew to TCI’s offices in Denver to convince company president Leo Hindery Jr., that the UFC deserved a second chance. Like McCain, Hindery was a proud antagonist of the UFC. When he had run a regional TCI subsidiary in San Francisco, Hindery had refused to carry the franchise, and after he was promoted to president of the whole company he said one of his top priorities was dropping the UFC. “I came here, found out where the bathrooms are, and I canceled it,” he said at the time. Meyrowitz argued that mixed martial arts had become a legitimate sport that was already legally sanctioned by several state athletic commissions, including in Mississippi, Louisiana, and Iowa, the latter of which had reversed its ban from a few years earlier, thanks in part to the state’s enormous college wrestling fan base. In response, Hindery offered Meyrowitz a bit of hope and promised to reconsider airing the UFC if Meyrowitz could persuade one of the major state athletic commissions—California, Nevada, or New York—to approve mixed martial arts.

Encouraged by the news, Meyrowitz decided to focus on Nevada, often described as the “fight capital of the world” because of its famed history with boxing. Meyrowitz hired Sig Rogich, a former George H. W. Bush adviser turned lobbyist and political strategist, and spent several days in Las Vegas meeting with commissioners, hoping to persuade them to formally sanction mixed martial arts in the state. Two of the five commissioners had been outspoken critics of the UFC, including executive director Marc Ratner, whom Meyrowitz debated in 1995, on an episode of Larry King Live. Ratner remained a UFC skeptic, but Meyrowitz believed he had been able to persuade at least three of the five commissioners and was prepared to ask for a vote, until Rogich warned him that they likely wouldn’t win.

Meyrowitz had more success with the New Jersey State Athletic Commission, which was run by Larry Hazzard Sr., a jiu-jitsu black belt who had previously worked as a martial arts instructor for more than a decade. After meeting with Meyrowitz, Hazzard agreed to grant the UFC provisional approval to hold three trial events in the state. If there were no major safety or logistical concerns, Hazzard agreed to fully sanction mixed martial arts. It was good news but not quite enough to persuade Hindery. As Meyrowitz scrambled to cover the event’s production costs, he started looking for outside investors, and made a tentative deal with Dan Lambert, a real estate developer in south Florida and a jiu-jitsu fanatic who’d bankrolled his own burgeoning fight team. Lambert promised he would pay SEG $200,000 to fund the first New Jersey event, and place another $1 million in an escrow account to fund future events, in exchange for 51 percent ownership of the UFC. It was a lifeline, but as Meyrowitz began preparing for the UFC’s first show in New Jersey, scheduled for November 17, 2000, at the Trump Taj Mahal in Atlantic City, the situation began to feel hopeless. Everyone who had sold Meyrowitz on the idea of the UFC had left the promotion, yet he had stayed behind, trapped in someone else’s dream. Meyrowitz had dreams of his own, including a new side business he’d helped found, eYada.com, a website that streamed original talk radio programs over the internet. Meyrowitz had gotten a $25 million investment for the company from Time Warner and several banks. As the UFC was wavering on the edge of bankruptcy, he started to wonder why he was still trying to save it.

“I was in court all the time,” Meyrowitz would later say. “I was fighting the cable operators who had all been my friends. Your budget keeps shrinking, so you’re doing less and less shows rather than bigger and better shows. Why am I doing this?

“At that point, I wanted out. I just really did not want to do this anymore.”






2 EVERYTHING THESE GUYS TOUCH TURNS TO GOLD


Dana White was on the phone with Bob Meyrowitz in the fall of 2000 when he realized the UFC might be for sale. An affable thirty-one-year-old with a tinny voice and faint Boston accent, White was a relative newcomer to the world of cage fighting. He’d made a name for himself in personal fitness, teaching group classes and private lessons to out-of-shape suburbanites and executives in Las Vegas. He’d later branched out into managing a small number of gyms and tried to launch his own apparel line, Bullenbeisser, named after a dog breed he’d had as a child. White had initially thought the UFC was “ridiculous,” but he’d quickly changed his mind after a few months of private jiu-jitsu lessons with John Lewis, a former UFC fighter who ran his own fight gym in Las Vegas, Academy J-Sect Jiu Jitsu. A perpetual entrepreneur, White had also talked his way into representing a few fighters from J-Sect, including Tito Ortiz, who’d won the UFC’s light heavyweight championship in April.

White was determined to get Ortiz more money before his first title defense, and he laid out two options for Meyrowitz, over speakerphone in the basement office at one of the executive gyms he managed: the UFC could either pay Ortiz what he was owed from his Frank Shamrock fight the previous year, when he’d been contracted to earn $25,000 but had only received $10,000, or it could give him a percentage of the pay-per-view revenue for his next fight. If Meyrowitz wouldn’t do either, White was ready to take Ortiz to Pride, or any other promotion that would pay him his full worth. As if to prove how serious he was, White hung up before Meyrowitz had a chance to explain his position. Ortiz, who had been sitting in on the call in White’s office, was shocked. “Can you do that?” he remembers saying.

“I don’t know. We’ll find out,” White said.

Over the summer, White had acted on a similar threat, when he’d gotten another client—Chuck Liddell, one of Ortiz’s occasional training partners—to reject a three-fight offer from the UFC that started at $1,000 to fight and $1,000 to win. White had instead gotten Liddell a one-fight offer from the IFC, a smaller regional promotion that mostly held events in central and northern California, for $4,500. After Liddell won that fight, and the IFC’s light heavyweight championship, by a spectacular headkick knockout, the UFC, fearing it was on the cusp of losing a new young star and knockout artist, offered Liddell a new three-fight deal that would start at $5,000 and $5,000 for his first fight, then rise to $7,500 and $7,500, and $10,000 and $10,000. Liddell happily accepted.

When Meyrowitz later called White back about Ortiz, it became clear that things with the UFC had taken a turn for the worse, and even small concessions were no longer going to be possible. “You know what,” White remembers Meyrowitz saying in an exasperated tone, “there is no pay-per-view. There is no money. And pretty soon there’s probably not going to be a UFC.”

As Meyrowitz attempted to explain his dire situation trying to raise funding to cover the UFC’s first event in New Jersey, White heard the sound of opportunity in Meyrowitz’s defeated tone. He immediately thought of someone he knew who did have money: Lorenzo Fertitta, president and co-CEO of Station Casinos, a Las Vegas gaming conglomerate he ran with his brother, Frank Fertitta III, six years his senior. While Meyrowitz and the UFC were nearly bankrupt, Station was having its best year ever, on track to generate $990 million in revenue from seven properties in 2000. In January, Station would add two new properties to its portfolio, the Fiesta Rancho and the Fiesta Henderson, consolidating its control of close to half of the Las Vegas locals market, which catered to residents who liked to gamble but didn’t want to deal with the tourists and traffic on the Strip.

Whatever sums of money Meyrowitz had been struggling for would have been rounding errors to the Fertittas and Station Casinos. As soon as White hung up with Meyrowitz, he called Lorenzo, who was in Miami on a corporate retreat with other Station executives, making plans for the new year. “Dude,” White remembers telling Lorenzo, “I think we might be able to buy this thing, and I think we should.”

Lorenzo and Frank III had been with White at the Hard Rock Hotel and Casino when he’d first met Lewis, mulling around the casino floor after a Limp Bizkit concert. And they’d joined White for private jiu-jitsu lessons with Lewis at J-Sect, where they’d become as enthralled with the sport as White was. Learning submission holds and all of the counterintuitive mechanics of grappling opened up a new hidden reality for Lorenzo. “It was like in The Matrix—take the pill and it opens your eyes,” Lorenzo would later say. “I was obsessed with it. I wanted to train every day.” When Frank III learned that Lewis was planning to launch his own mixed martial arts promotion in Las Vegas, what would become the World Fighting Alliance, he offered to fund the project. Lewis initially supported the idea, but he says Frank III later lost interest when Lewis told him he would have to share ownership with another investor. Lorenzo and White had also talked about ways of getting involved with boxing but hadn’t found the right idea.

Lorenzo’s mind was already filled with ideas about what he would do differently with the UFC. Lorenzo had already met Meyrowitz a year earlier, when Meyrowitz had come to Las Vegas to lobby the Nevada State Athletic Commission. Lorenzo had been appointed to the commission in 1997, and at twenty-eight, he had been its youngest member. Meyrowitz had hoped Lorenzo would help tip the balance away from the older and more conservative members of the NSAC, but Lorenzo had wanted to wait to see if an athletic commission in another large state would approve it first. “I just didn’t feel like we had to be the commission that was blazing the trail at the time,” Lorenzo later said of his reluctance.

Meyrowitz had invited a small delegation from the NSAC to UFC 21 in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, hoping that seeing an event in person would be more persuasive than his presentations. It had been unusually violent, even by UFC standards, with two fights that were stopped by the presiding ringside physician, and an infamous mismatch between a visiting Japanese fighter, Daiju Takase, and American Jeremy Horn, who outweighed Takase by nearly twenty-five pounds. In the first round, Horn mounted Takase and battered the smaller man with punches and elbows as he wriggled in vain to find an escape route. The event had disturbed Lorenzo and the other commission representatives who’d made the trip. “When you first see it and you’re right there in person and a guy’s head is bouncing from an elbow or a forearm off the canvas,” Lorenzo would later say, “we were like, Wow.”

A year-and-a-half later, Lorenzo’s reluctance had turned to admiration, and after he hung up with White, he immediately cold-called Meyrowitz at his office in New York. When Meyrowitz heard Lorenzo’s voice, he was filled with a sense of rue. Lorenzo, who had resigned from his position on the NSAC in July, told Meyrowitz that he’d heard the UFC was looking for buyers. Meyrowitz admitted he was, and suggested he would consider selling half of the company for $1 million. Lorenzo said he wasn’t interested in working with partners and instead offered $2 million for the whole company.

Meyrowitz accepted. Lorenzo would later describe it as the easiest deal he’d ever made. Meyrowitz assured him that running the company would be simple. “He’s like, Look, this is super easy,” Lorenzo would later say. “You go out, get the production team, sign some fighters and go do your deals with pay-per-view distributors, cut your commercial and go on.”

Lorenzo’s first act as the UFC’s new owner was to appoint White as president. Despite his newfound business in fighter management, White was a peculiar choice for the job. He had no previous executive experience, had nearly flunked out of high school, and had dropped out of college after just a few weeks. To Lorenzo, White’s inexperience was an asset. He thought it would be easier for fans to relate to someone who didn’t speak like a Harvard MBA, but who was still obsessive about work, driven by a desire to succeed at any cost, the kind of people Lorenzo thought of as “killers.”

White and Lorenzo had first met as teenagers, at Bishop Gorman, a private Catholic high school in an upscale suburb on the western edge of Las Vegas ten miles west of the Strip—an enormous checkerboard of gated subdivisions and mile-long plains of undeveloped dirt between them. Lorenzo and White were friendly but not quite friends. It seemed as if their lives were on opposite trajectories. Lorenzo was a starter on the school’s football team, well dressed, and a disciplined student. White was trouble waiting to happen, raised by a single mother who’d worked her way through nursing school in Massachussets, then moved to Las Vegas for a job, with White and his older sister, Kelly. He was cheerful but impulsive, cut class as often as he attended, and spent most of his time either partying or fighting with students from rival schools. In the middle of their senior year, White disappeared altogether, after his mother sent him to live with his grandparents in a small town outside Bangor, Maine. After graduation, White moved to Boston and enrolled in classes at the University of Massachusetts, Boston, but stopped going in the middle of the first semester. Over the next several years, he worked as a bar bouncer, bike courier, a bellhop at the Boston Harbor Hotel, and an asphalt layer for EJ Paving, a small company that did road repair work and built curbs around the suburbs north of Boston. (“That was the hardest job I’ve ever had in my entire life,” White would later say of EJ Paving. “That was the job that showed me what real work was, man. If this is real work, I don’t ever want to do this.”)

Feeling directionless and bored by his life, he decided to launch a career as an amateur boxer, which had been one of his childhood fantasies. He became a regular at the McDonough Boxing Training Center, a run-down gym attached to the Boston Municipal Court in Southie, and persuaded another promising amateur and former Golden Gloves winner, Peter Welch, to help train him. White loved being in the gym. In sparring sessions with more experienced fighters, he impressed Welch with his persistence, even when he was taking a beating. “From the first blow he took on his chin, he proved he had the stuff to stick around the game,” Welch would later tell the Boston Globe.

To make ends meet, Welch and White started teaching fitness classes at the gym. Too poor to afford a car, White would bicycle to the gym every day, and he sometimes listened to audiobooks on the ride. White became a fan of Tony Robbins, whose motivational books on entrepreneurship and career development were written with an almost mystical sense of optimism and destiny. In one characteristic section, from Unlimited Power: The New Science of Personal Achievement, Robbins described how the world had been remade after the Industrial Revolution so that “any kid in blue jeans can create a corporation that can change the world.” In pre-industrial times, the world was defined by feudal caste systems that dictated a person’s destiny almost before they were born. But because of electronic media and the arrival of the information age, in Robbins’s telling, anyone could rise above their rank and make their life “a masterpiece,” so long as they have the courage to act, to “live what they teach” and “walk their talk.” According to Robbins, these are “the models of excellence the rest of the world marvels about. Join this unique team of people known as the few who do versus the many who wish—result-oriented people who produce their life exactly as they desire it.”

White wasn’t sure where his own life was heading, but as he listened to Robbins’s exhortations, he felt confident he was on the right path. That confidence was shaken one day in late 1995, when Kevin Weeks walked into the McDonough Boxing Training Center. Weeks interrupted White in the middle of one of his adult fitness classes and asked him to step outside. Weeks was well known and widely feared in Southie. He worked for the Winter Hill Gang, a crime syndicate then run by Whitey Bulger (née James Joseph Bulger Jr.), who trafficked guns, sold marijuana and cocaine, and extorted regular payments from local businesses in exchange for being allowed to operate in what Bulger thought of as his territory. Weeks told White he would have to pay $2,500 if he wanted to keep teaching fitness classes at the gym. The sum was unimaginably large to White, and after a few fear-filled months trying to raise the money, followed by a final ominous threat from Weeks, White decided to get out of Boston. He booked a one-way ticket to Las Vegas, the only other place he could imagine going, and twenty-four hours later was on an outbound flight. White moved in with the parents of an ex-girlfriend from Bishop Gorman, Anne Stella, and started looking for work as a fitness instructor. He went to a Kinko’s and printed business cards for “Dana White Enterprises” and then drove around Las Vegas introducing himself at every gym he could find to pitch his services as a trainer. Within a year, White had built a steady business teaching both group classes and private lessons for executives like Steve Cavallaro, the Hard Rock Hotel and Casino’s chief operating officer. His group classes could attract as many as 140 people for a ninety-minute session that promised the high caloric burn of boxing-derived conditioning exercises.

He’d reconnected with Lorenzo a year after returning to Las Vegas, at the wedding of a mutual friend from Bishop Gorman, Adam Corrigan. Lorenzo was amazed by how much White had changed. All the things that had seemed like negatives in high school—White’s impulsiveness, his short attention span, his inability to self-censor—seemed to have become positives in adulthood. By the end of the night, White had sold Lorenzo on private training sessions and over the next several months, they became closer friends than they had ever been in high school. They went to concerts, boxing matches, and nightclubs, often with Frank III in tow, and they hired White to build and manage an executive gym in the basement of Station’s corporate offices.

When Lorenzo and Frank III returned to Las Vegas from Miami, they asked their father, Frank Jr., to lunch to tell him about the newest addition to the family business. A kindly man with a monkish rim of gray hair circling a bald spot, Frank Jr. had always encouraged his children’s ambitions. In 1993, he’d stepped down from his position as CEO of Station and transferred control of the company to Lorenzo and Frank III. He’d been proud of what they’d accomplished, steering Station through a $294 million IPO, the largest ever for a gaming company at the time, while expanding from one property to nine, and growing to more than ten thousand employees. When he heard the plan to buy into the cage fighting business, however, Frank Jr. was alarmed. “I really don’t want you doing this,” Lorenzo recalled him saying. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

It seemed like a flight of fancy, what even Lorenzo would later describe as a “vanity business,” that might risk Station’s standing in Las Vegas and on Wall Street for a brand that had been publicly attacked by the chief of police in Charlotte, North Carolina, the state attorney general in Michigan, the governor of New York, and one of the most powerful senators in the country who’d just narrowly lost a bid to win the Republican presidential primary. And what would the upside even be, from a company worth a fraction of 1 percent of Station’s annual revenue? A few extra million dollars a year? Lorenzo and Frank III practiced all their talking points—the fighters weren’t hooligans, most had college degrees and many had competed at the Olympic level, the barbaric appearance in clips was the result of bad regulatory standards and a misunderstanding of the complexities of the sport. None of it sounded convincing to Frank Jr.

Reputation was a sensitive subject for Frank Jr. Much of his career, and Station’s success, had been staked on the good standing he’d cultivated in Las Vegas’s insular gaming community. He’d moved to Las Vegas from Galveston, Texas, in 1960, newly married and in search of work at just twenty-two years old. His uncle had a job at the Stardust and helped him get hired as a bellhop. Eager to move up in the world, Frank Jr. began taking classes to learn how to become a blackjack dealer. Over the next decade, he worked his way through the ranks up and down the Strip—including stints as a shift manager, baccarat manager, pit boss, and general manager at the Fremont Hotel and Casino, the glimmering centerpiece of downtown Las Vegas. In 1976, Frank Jr. was able to organize a group of investors to back construction of his own casino on a dusty five-thousand-square-foot plot of land on Sahara Avenue, a mile from the Strip. Simply called The Casino, the property was attached to a Mini-Price Motor Inn and offered four blackjack tables and one hundred slot machines in a space no bigger than a typical chain restaurant, like a Denny’s or Bob’s Big Boy. In 1978, he renamed the casino the Bingo Palace, and in 1983, he again rebranded it as Palace Station.

Also in 1983, one of Frank Jr.’s partners in Palace Station and a former coworker at the Fremont, Carl Thomas, was sentenced to fifteen years in prison for his role in an elaborate skimming operation at the Fremont, which involved stealing coins collected from slot machines before they were officially tallied in counting rooms off the casino floor. Prosecutors alleged the scheme was organized by members of the Civella family in Kansas City, who had helped fund loans for casino construction and renovation through the Teamsters Union pension funds, sometimes using vendors like Valley Bank, a Las Vegas lending institution that had helped fund the construction of Palace Station, as a go-between. After Thomas was charged, Frank Jr. bought out his share of Palace Station to preserve the good standing of the casino. FBI wiretaps of Thomas from 1979 had captured Frank Jr. making a number of vague but suggestive statements about coins. “So if these coins cost us say $20,000,” Frank Jr. said in one recording, “we got $150,000 on, you know we’re going to have like $130,000 in excess cash.” No criminal charges were brought against Frank Jr., but the Nevada Gaming Control Board opened a multiyear investigation into his past and present business practices, which had cast a pall over Palace Station. While he was being investigated, Frank Jr. developed an interest in charitable donations—in 1988, he donated $300,000 to the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, and contributed another $70,000 to Leslie Randolph, a single mother of three, to help cover the costs of a heart transplant. In 1989, he contributed $1 million toward the construction of a new tennis complex at UNLV. Later that year, the gaming control board would vote two-to-one to take no further disciplinary action against Frank Jr. Despite the vindication, Frank Jr. stepped down from his role at Station, while preparing for the company’s vaunted 1993 public offering. Before the IPO launch, he transferred control of Station to his sons, with Frank III becoming president and CEO, while Lorenzo would be a board member and president of the investment-focused subsidiary Fertitta Enterprises.

Lorenzo had been twenty-four at the time, just weeks removed from finishing his MBA at New York University’s Stern School of Business. As he’d traveled the country, making the case for Station’s IPO to the largest institutional investors in the world, he’d been aware of the fact that he was often the youngest and least experienced person in the room. He’d pushed through by relying on everything he’d learned about the casino business from his father while he was growing up. Even after he left home at eighteen, for an undergrad program at the University of San Diego, Lorenzo would fly back to Las Vegas after his last class on Thursdays and spend his weekends working at Palace Station. He was too young to work in any of the gaming departments and instead learned everything about the food, beverage, and hotel side of the business, which treated human vice analytically, an experience carefully constructed from the ground up, like a Swiss clock, to produce a steady, stable profit. The work could sometimes seem more custodial than entrepreneurial, as if Lorenzo and Frank III were groundskeepers entrusted with the responsibility of keeping their father’s estate in full flower. The UFC presented a chance to build something new for themselves. But without their father’s blessing, Lorenzo and Frank III weren’t sure what to do. Many of the Station executives and lawyers they’d enlisted to work on the deal “hated” the idea of running the UFC, White would later say. Had they tricked themselves after a few private jiu-jitsu lessons into seeing something that wasn’t really there? Were they setting themselves up for failure?

If they were, it was too late to do anything about it. Lorenzo and Frank III decided to push ahead with the plan. In December, they flew to Tokyo with White for UFC 29, what would be the final event under SEG ownership. White had already planned to make the trip to help corner Ortiz, who had finally agreed to make his first defense of the light heavyweight championship, and Chuck Liddell, who was scheduled for the first fight of the night. They made the drive from central Tokyo to the Differ Ariake arena in Koto City, an archipelago of industrial buildings and port warehouses on Tokyo Bay. It was a damp and overcast Saturday, and the event had a glum aura that was amplified by the reserved Japanese audience. The event itself wouldn’t air live in the United States and wouldn’t be available on pay-per-view until a week later. Mike Goldberg and Jeff Blatnick recorded their commentary after the fact, in front of a green screen on a US soundstage while pretending they were in the arena live. Lorenzo and Frank III took advantage of the occasion to see how the show was organized, wandering backstage in between fights and talking to everyone they could.

The fights were again acutely violent, with three first-round knockouts and a main event that ended with Ortiz submitting Pancrase star Yuki Kondo with a choke in just under two minutes. Ortiz celebrated after in the cage by pulling on a hand-printed T-shirt he’d made for the occasion: “RESPECT I don’t earn it I just fucken take it.” After, Lorenzo and Frank III invited referee John McCarthy to dinner with White and continued asking about how the company had been run. Why had so many fighters left for other promotions? What were Meyrowitz’s biggest mistakes? Who were the best fighters outside the UFC? What were the biggest political hurdles for the sport? McCarthy was used to answering questions about the UFC—he had been a frequent public advocate, testifying on its behalf in court, appearing on television talk shows, and making presentations to athletic commissioners, including Lorenzo in 1999—and he didn’t think much about the friendly interrogation. The next day, the referee found himself on the same flight back to Las Vegas with Lorenzo and Frank III and saw them going through some paperwork together at the gate. It slowly dawned on him that they might have come to Meyrowitz’s rescue.

A few weeks later, in early January, Lorenzo and Frank III made the news public for the first time. They would take over the UFC through a newly formed LLC called Zuffa, the Italian word for a fight. Lorenzo and Frank III invited the few remaining key staff members from SEG, including McCarthy and Jeff Blatnick, to Las Vegas to discuss the transition. Everyone was treated to a free room at Palace Station and a tour of what would be the UFC’s new offices. Instead of SEG’s suite on 57th Street and Madison Avenue in Manhattan, the new UFC would be run from a small office park on Sahara Avenue, in a modest three-story building on a long Las Vegas city block down from Palace Station where Lorenzo had leased space for some of the family’s ancillary businesses, including a small investment firm called Fertitta Enterprises and Gordon Biersch, a beer brewery and restaurant chain they partially owned. In place of Rockefeller Center and the Russian Tea Room, the Zuffa offices were surrounded by a nail salon, mortgage brokers, personal injury lawyers, and an In-N-Out Burger.

At a group dinner later that night, Lorenzo tried to reassure everyone that there would be no major layoffs; in his view, the main problems with the UFC had come from strategy not staffing. With the Fertittas’ business experience and access to capital, alongside Lorenzo’s connections at the Nevada State Athletic Commission, they were sure a turnaround was imminent. To reinforce the point that the company was in good hands, the Fertittas had invited a number of family friends and business associates to the dinner to vouch for them. “Everything these guys touch turns to gold,” McCarthy remembers one Fertitta friend telling him. “They don’t fail at anything.”



The UFC’s problems had seemed simple to White and Lorenzo, a matter of plain arithmetic. Meyrowitz had wasted the company’s reputation and resources on unnecessary legal fights, alienated executives at the cable companies he relied on, and watched his best fighters leave for other promotions. Lorenzo was convinced everything could be reversed with a few key adjustments. Get sanctioned in Nevada, return to cable pay-per-view in the US, invest more in marketing, and the UFC would quickly return to profitability. It was similar to Meyrowitz’s plan, but after years of burning bridges, he’d ended up without the social capital to make it work. Lorenzo and Frank III were confident that with their reputation and resources, they could succeed where Meyrowitz had failed. Lorenzo estimated the new UFC would be able to generate 150,000 pay-per-view buys for each event, around half of what SEG’s most successful cards had sold. Zuffa’s share would add up to a little more than $2 million per event—at around 45 percent of the revenue from each $29.95 purchase. It would be more than enough to cover a rough production and marketing budget of around $1.3 million. Even more money would come from live ticket sales Lorenzo and Frank III expected would follow when they moved from two-thousand-person arenas in rural Louisiana to ten thousand-person arenas in Las Vegas, after Lorenzo’s old colleagues on the NSAC voted to sanction the sport. Adding in VHS and DVD sales and rentals, plus merchandising rights, it was hard to see how it could fail.

Looking for comparable business models to emulate, Lorenzo had found a ready template in professional wrestling and downloaded as many publicly available files on the World Wrestling Federation’s business that he could. While the UFC had been stumbling toward bankruptcy, the WWF had grown its annual revenues to more than $377 million in 2000, an all-time high and more than quadruple what it generated in 1995. Unlike the boxing industry—which was spread across a labyrinthine tangle of promoters, sanctioning bodies, state regulators, and broadcasting partners—the WWF had built a self-contained ecosystem that gave it broad control over its athletes and events. WWF’s wrestler contracts were notoriously restrictive, making performers exclusive to the promotion despite treating them as “work for hire,” or independent contractors without health benefits or any of the federal protections given to full-time employees. Performers were expected to pay their own wrestling license fee and training costs, provide their own costumes and props, and cover any travel and transportation expenses required to perform at an event.

The WWF also claimed exclusive ownership of all original intellectual property related to a character or costume that a performer used, even if it predated their signing with the WWF. The contracts further required the performer to agree to be available to help promote or produce licensed goods, with no guarantee of extra compensation, and stipulated the performer would be paid nothing if WWF used their likeness in magazines. More important, performers had no influence over their own characters or story lines and no recourse to protest in cases of disagreement with the WWF. With near total control over their wrestlers, the WWF was able to maintain an aggressive schedule with more than one hundred live events a year, relying on lesser-known wrestlers and newcomers for shows in smaller markets like Greenville, South Carolina, and Hershey, Pennsylvania. In larger markets, more recognizable stars would be used, building their story lines toward a climactic match that fans could only see on one of a dozen or so annual pay-per-view broadcasts like WrestleMania and SummerSlam. It was hard to see how the UFC might one day be able to operate at a similar scale as the WWF, especially after having scheduled just six live events in 2000. But it was a starting point, and Lorenzo asked Lawrence Epstein, a friend and lawyer who’d previously served as outside counsel on some projects for Station, to work on a new set of agreements for the UFC.

In Zuffa’s first event—UFC 30 on February 23, 2001, at the Taj Mahal in Atlantic City—White introduced himself on-camera as the UFC’s new president, though he looked more like a stand-in than a head executive. Wearing a shapeless navy blue suit, he spoke with sideline reporter James “The Worm” Werme on the broadcast, promising that the UFC was on the verge of a major transformation. “Tonight signifies a new beginning, with new leadership, with great vision,” White said, in a thin and tenuous voice. Unused to making eye contact with the camera lens, his gaze kept drifting down to the floor as he spoke, like he was a student called into the principal’s office after being caught skipping school. “Tonight we promise you to take what is already the Super Bowl of mixed martial arts to a higher level, and some day everyone will talk about the UFC as the premier sporting event in the world.”

White had overseen a dramatic overhaul of the UFC’s live event production during his first month as president. Like Lorenzo, he thought that SEG’s events felt like “morgues,” with little effort put into lighting or music, and no screens in the arena to help fans follow the action from afar. With tickets that ranged from $30 to $300, White wanted the audience to feel as if they were seeing something momentous, as lavish and loud as the Super Bowl halftime show. “It’s expensive to go to a live event, so when someone comes to one of our live shows, I want them to walk out of that arena and go, ‘Holy shit! That just happened,’ ” White would later say. UFC 30 was the first chance to put a rough version of White’s theory into practice, and the end result felt as unfamiliar as he was. The broadcast opened with a chorus of angry male voices chanting “Crush!”—a remixed version of Megadeth’s “Crush ’Em” that replaced SEG’s generic synthesizer fanfare—as a series of slow-motion, sepia-tinted replays of violent knockouts and wrestling slams played in montage. The arena was styled like a nightclub, with an elaborate entry ramp built for fighters, wreathed with laser lights and fog machines. And before the main event, Zuffa had arranged for a smoky indoor fireworks display, which according to referee John McCarthy, added $100,000 to the production budget, including a pre-show trial run for the local fire marshal, and left the arena covered in a wispy mist that hung over the octagon with nowhere to go.

The event would culminate with a showcase fight for Ortiz, who, along with Lidell, White had stopped representing as a manager. (Las Vegas lawyer Jim Gallo initially took over managerial duties for both fighters.) It was a sobering and violently abrupt counterpoint to the event’s lavish theatrics, ending in just twenty seconds, after Ortiz knocked out his opponent, a formerly undefeated Texan named Evan Tanner, with a brutal wrestling slam that left Tanner’s head trapped against the mat as Ortiz drove his weight down from above. As the crowd cheered, Ortiz ran around the cage shooting imaginary pistols at Tanner’s body with his fingers, and then pantomimed digging a fresh grave, dragging a corpse into it, and covering it with invisible dirt. Tanner remained unconscious and on his back for more than three minutes after the fight was called, a stream of blood rolling out of his mouth and his eyes rolling back into his head as he came in and out of consciousness while the cage-side physician tried to revive him. The sight was so disturbing the production crew stopped showing Tanner and focused solely on Ortiz, who capped his celebration by putting on a custom T-shirt that proclaimed: “If You Can Read This I Just Stomped Your Ass!”

Fans in the arena were exultant, and Lorenzo wanted White to ensure every new show would be either “a step up or parallel step” from the last, in terms of spectacle, scale, and hopefully sales. The next major escalation would come just four months later, with a June event planned for the twenty-thousand-seat Continental Airlines Arena in East Rutherford, home to the New Jersey Nets and the New Jersey Devils. It would be the UFC’s largest event to date, an occasion to mark the New Jersey State Athletic Commission removing the UFC’s provisional status and fully recognizing mixed martial arts as a legitimate sport. To help pull off the newly expansive live events, Zuffa hired several veterans from the boxing industry, including Bernie Dillon, who had previously worked at Ceasars Palace in Atlantic City and helped organize major boxing cards with Sugar Ray Leonard, Mike Tyson, and Oscar De La Hoya. In March, White had also recruited Burt Watson, who had once been Joe Frazier’s manager and gone on to a prolific career as an event coordinator, handling everything from hotel scouting and picking up fighters from the airport, to keeping weigh-in scales calibrated and shuttling fighters from their dressing rooms into the arena to make sure broadcasts stayed on time. Watson was working one of the biggest boxing events of the year, a match between Oscar De La Hoya and Arturo Gatti at the MGM Grand in Las Vegas, when White introduced himself backstage and asked if he’d be interested in working on a few UFC events each year. Watson didn’t know anything about mixed martial arts at the time but he was impressed by White, who struck him as a “peacock.” He was even more impressed by Lorenzo and Frank III, whose reputations he knew from his years working in Las Vegas. He assumed any offer that was connected to the Fertittas must be legitimate. “I knew they were playing with real strong house money,” says Watson.

Despite their reputation, he was surprised by how unruly UFC events were compared to boxing. At his first event, the UFC’s final provisional show in New Jersey, on May 4, 2001, Watson saw several fighters go straight to the hotel bar, as he manned the fighter check-in desk in the lobby of the Taj Mahal a few days before the event. “In boxing they just never did that,” he says. “I very seldom saw a boxer at a bar fight week. I’m kind of like, Okay, is this gonna work?” Watson’s misgivings grew when he saw a bill the hotel had sent to the UFC’s makeshift production office in a small conference room on the mezzanine floor, for damages to one of the lobby bar’s bathrooms. A group of fighters had stayed out late in the lobby bar and ended up in an argument with another guest, who thought cage fighting was as fake as pro wrestling. To defend the honor of their sport, the fighters chased the man into the bathroom, where he locked himself in a stall. “He wouldn’t open the door, so they went and tore the door off. They tore the stall off the wall to get to him,” Watson says. “I think the bill was like six grand or some crazy number. I was totally shocked.”

In June, Zuffa held a press conference in Manhattan to promote its upcoming event in Newark and to celebrate the milestone of being sanctioned by the NJSAC. Though ESPN wouldn’t cover the event itself, Zuffa rented out the ESPN Zone restaurant and used the ESPN logo as a prominent part of the backdrop as they spoke about its future plans, which included introducing Carmen Electra as the company’s new spokesperson. “I’m sure everyone here is wondering: What the hell does Carmen Electra have to do with the UFC?” the singer and former model said from the podium. “Well, basically, absolutely nothing.”

Electra would be the centerpiece of an extravagant marketing campaign to promote the UFC’s new ownership, with full-page print ads in Sports Illustrated, GQ, FHM, Rolling Stone, and Maxim, nationally syndicated radio spots on Opie and Anthony and The Howard Stern Show, and a billboard at the exit to the Holland Tunnel. White would later claim the UFC spent $2.4 million to market UFC 32. Lorenzo told the small gathering of journalists and reporters that Electra’s lack of a specific connection to mixed martial arts was less important than her mass media appeal. (Both Entertainment Tonight and Extra had sent reporters to cover the press conference, hoping to get interviews with Electra.) “We decided that we wanted to rebrand the UFC, we wanted to roll it out in a whole new package,” Lorenzo said. “And in order to do that, we picked one of the most exciting, beautiful, lovely, nice ladies to be the cornerstone of that campaign, and that’s Carmen Electra.”

While the public reaction to the strategy was still uncertain, it had been enough for executives at In Demand. Dan York, In Demand’s vice president of programming, followed Electra at the podium in New York, and announced that the pay-per-view provider had reached an agreement with Zuffa to bring the UFC back to US cable subscribers for the first time since 1997. The terms of the deal were less favorable than SEG’s had been, with Zuffa reportedly having to sell at least seventy-five thousand buys just to break even. But the deal would expand the UFC’s market reach into more than thirty million pay-per-view-equipped homes, pushing the total number of homes in the US where the UFC pay-per-views would be available for purchase to forty-eight million. Lorenzo was determined to try and reach as many of those households to pitch his and White’s new vision for the UFC. In Demand’s York praised Zuffa’s commitment to improving the sport’s public reputation and said that with new ownership, In Demand was ready to “provide a true national platform for this franchise to really take off.”

When UFC 32 went live two days later, it was clear that Zuffa expected a nationwide audience to be watching. White had wanted everyone involved with the production to ensure “the UFC looked like a big fucking deal” as soon as the broadcast started. The production crew had hired a helicopter to circle the arena for live overhead shots, and the indoor crew had set up a crane-mounted camera for sweeping shots of the audience around the cage. The show opened with the most elaborate indoor fireworks display yet, and the VIP section around the octagon was filled with an exclusive list of celebrities, including Fred Durst, Dennis Rodman, Kendall Gill of the Charlotte Hornets, and Donald Trump and Melania Knauss, who beamed for the cameras in between fights. The commentators boasted that they had the biggest live audience in UFC history, with more than 12,500 people in attendance, surpassing the previous high of 10,000 at UFC 9 in Detroit in 1996, though most had been given free tickets through promotions and seat-filler companies.
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