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			To my dad, Bill Henderson. 

			 

			Thank you for all of the sacrifices and support. Without your guidance and mental attitude, I would not have accomplished any of the achievements that made me the American athlete!
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			Foreword

			Dan Henderson and I have been friends since 1992. He made the Greco Olympic team that summer, and I managed to come up short again.

			Danny and I roomed together on several international tours and championships over the years wrestling for the USA. At first glance, Dan is a reasonably unassuming person, that is until you see him step into the zone of competition. To say he’s talented just doesn’t begin to cover it. Talent is almost a dirty word. Talented people tend to get away with not putting in as much effort and work as others who are, well, less talented! That was never the case with Dan. For as much talent and experience as Dan possessed, he matched that with his willingness to put in work, whether that be on the mat or in the cage.

			I believe that work ethic is what separated Dan “Hollywood” Henderson from the rest of the pack in both the sport of wrestling and MMA. You might not recognize that original nickname “Hollywood” or the small jab at Dan by me for mentioning it. You see, Dan and I both started fighting in the spring of 1997. I signed on with the UFC for UFC 13, and Danny travelled to Brazil for a Vale Tudo competition. Rico and Lou Chiapparelli were managing our careers in this early stage, and Lou and Rico started calling Danny “Hollywood.” It was very tongue-in-cheek because if you know Dan, he’s anything but Hollywood. In fact, he’s usually found in a pair of flip flops, shorts, and a tank top. He’s about as laid back as a human can get. He hated that nickname, and that made it stick all the more. Whether you call him Hendo or risk feeling an H-bomb and call him Hollywood, you will never find a more humble, hard-working, and exciting athlete on the planet. His dry sense of humor will catch you off guard and keep you on your toes, and his tenacious warrior spirit will keep you rooting for him to the end, win, lose, or draw.

			I’m very excited to present to you Dan’s perspective on his journey through life and athletics. I hope you enjoy this book as much as I have.

			Thanks Danny for allowing me the honor of contributing to your book with this foreword, for being part of your team, and for all the years of amazing friendship and camaraderie! The journey has been as remarkable as you are, brother.

			 

			Randy Couture
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			Prologue

			Plenty of times in my life, I haven’t gotten what I wanted. In fact, most times it felt like I had to work my ass off just to get half of what I was aiming for. Maybe even less. I’m not complaining, and I’m thankful for everything I ever managed to accomplish. I have learned a lot of lessons in this life, and all that struggling and grinding has taught me to never give up. If I thought I had one more breath in me, then I would take two. If my opponent took an extra step, so would I. This time, though, what I wanted was a chance to prove I could beat one of the all-time greats. Just like everything else in my life, it wasn’t going to come easy. In fact, it was like begging for a chance to street fight a grizzly bear.

			The Fedor fight hadn’t even been on my radar. When the fight was offered to me, I expressed interest in fighting him not long after I had signed with MMA promotion Strikeforce. I wanted the chance to fight the Russian native who’d been dominating Pride and had gone undefeated in the heavyweight division for over ten years. The opponents he’d defeated were an impressive list of champions, household names, and favorites of the MMA world. Mixed martial arts fans around the globe knew who Fedor “The Last Emperor” Emelianenko was, and they knew his reputation for demolishing almost everyone who had ever stepped into the ring with him. The trouble was, all of this had been done overseas in Pride, Japan’s premier fighting promotion. As that organization’s top fighter, he was unable to leave to fight for the UFC, which had surpassed Pride years earlier to become the world’s MMA leader. The UFC, at that point, had long been the present, and future, of mixed martial arts, and Pride was the past. UFC had purchased Pride in 2007, and they had been in talks with Fedor to get him into their outfit. They had been going on for years and talks had stalled. He took a deal with Strikeforce instead, and I was close to facing the mythological.

			I had signed a four-fight deal with Strikeforce, and when I became champion for their promotion, they called for a match between me and Fedor. Much like our shared years in Pride, there was just one problem. We were in different weight classes, and I would have to drink gallons of water to put on weight for the 206-pound minimum for heavyweight. I liked going into the fight the smaller guy, the underdog that wasn’t supposed to win. I maintained my strict, disciplined pre-fight regimen of wrestling, striking, and jiu-jitsu, but I also mentally prepped myself to take on Goliath. Fedor was the bigger man physically, and I trained my ass off to take down the MMA great. Not that a size difference has ever been a deterrent to me anyway; I had beaten all five of my opponents in Rings: King of Kings years earlier, and many of those guys had been more than thirty pounds heavier than me.

			I think maybe my whole life, I have been the one underestimated. I certainly was in my family. Now, I know I am hardly considered small at 5’11”, 200 pounds, but growing up in my household, I think I always took a backseat to my brother’s natural talent. Tom was a couple years older than me, and he was an animal. He was faster, stronger, tougher, more aggressive, and angrier. My dad would agree, as would our wrestling coach, the legend Bob Anderson. Everyone thought my brother would be the dominant champion, and maybe I was just a tagalong. Tom was just different from other kids his age and bulldozed through everyone as if he was a grown man fighting children. I always tried to keep up with him and to challenge him where I could, but the reality was he was just better, like older brothers sometimes are.

			I had to fight, grind, and struggle for everything I got in this life, and persevere when no one else thought I could make it. Nothing ever came easy, but I think if I have one thing that makes me special, it’s that I never quit. I will continue to move forward, chin down, hands up, and keep grinding away until I get where I want to be or get knocked down. Best believe I will be getting back up, though, and then I am going to come at you again. And keep coming. My brother may have had that natural talent as a grappler, but I had the will, the perseverance, and the determination. I wasn’t the best at a lot of things in my life, but I was going to try, practice, and execute harder than anyone else until I won or lost.

			Going into this Fedor fight felt like business as usual to me. I was training hard, knew what I was going to do, and was just waiting for my turn to put it all on the line. To everyone else, though, I might as well have been preparing for my own funeral. I am sure my friends and family had worried about me fighting before, but never was it more apparent than in the days and weeks leading up to this match. No one would come out and say it, but they were scared, and I could see it on their faces. Fedor Emelianenko was a beast of a man, and he had crushed competitors far larger and maybe even more skilled than me. There was so much weight to his name and his reputation, and it made an impression on those around me. I had never let that fear rule me, though, and I certainly wasn’t going to start now. Maybe I should’ve been scared, but I knew I had what it takes.

			I would finally get what I wanted at the end of July in 2011, at the Sears Centre just outside of Chicago, Illinois. Referee Herb Dean brought us to the center of the ring, in front of a cheering crowd and the bright lights of the arena. Standing face-to-face with Fedor, I thought we matched up well. But when the announcer was introducing us, I looked up at the tale of the tape and saw he had a two-inch reach advantage and thought, Oh shit, he’s longer than I thought, but it won’t matter. Herb Dean explained the rules while Fedor and I rocked back and forth, waiting for the fight to start. Neither of us postured or tried to intimidate the other. I respected that about him. He knew who he was, and he didn’t have to try and out-tough-guy me before the fight. Same with me. We would let our fists do all the talking shortly.

			“Gentleman, touch gloves.”

			Our fists met in center ring, and I backed off immediately to my corner. Fedor did the same. Herb Dean yelled, “Fight,” and I started to push hard towards Fedor. We touched gloves one more time, and then I was almost shocked as Fedor immediately threw a double left jab while I threw a kick simultaneously. Holy shit, this is happening. He followed with a right hook that I ducked while throwing an overhand right of my own. He slipped under it with ease. He was quicker than I thought, but I caught him with a powerful left hook that stunned him, and at that moment he knew that the little guy could hit hard too. We clinched and I smashed into him with a knee to his chest while trying to get an underhook in. I pushed forward with all of my strength and momentum, but it was like trying to move a bear. Oh shit, I’m getting spun into the cage. I dipped out and missed a big shot coming straight for my head. Lucky for me. I moved back to the center of the ring, and we both started right back toward each other. This fucker was big—and hit hard. Nothing had connected too flush yet, but it was coming. We both let loose and started throwing big shots. Someone was gonna go down in this flurry.

			I took a shotgun blast of an overhand right square to the face. Emelianenko was rushing forward hard, sensing that punch had hurt me, but I wasn’t fazed. I moved, trying with everything I had to defend myself from a flurry of punches delivered Rocky IV style via The Last Emperor. I needed to stay on my feet. My hands were up, trying desperately to block each punch, but they were making their way through. All 220-plus pounds behind his six-foot frame were charging at me, and he connected with a short left, then another, followed by the snap of a right, and finished with a lightning-quick left hook. The punches put me off balance, and before I knew what was happening, I was on my ass. I had been caught off guard, but now was going to endure a flurry. Fedor closed the distance and was on top of me before I had time to think or breathe. I was going to have to dig deep and keep my head and wits about me, like I’d done countless times before. I bit down on my mouthpiece, and his fist was screaming down toward my face as he looked to end it….
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			Put a Band-Aid on It

			“Hey, Dad, can I go play out back?”

			It was a Sunday afternoon, and my dad and grandpa were glued to the television. Sunday in the fall meant football. My dad rarely watched television—he’d rather be doing something with his hands—but their favorite team, the Los Angeles Rams, was on, and my dad was fine to give me a day off of training.

			“Yes, you can go outside.”

			I was five years old and didn’t care about football since I wasn’t a part of it. I always seemed to be energetic and wanted to be active. Who had time to watch TV? Heck, I’d rather play by myself. It was 1975 and there were no smartphones, iPhones, tablets, social media, or billions of apps for us to get addicted to. No YouTube, no PlayStation, no Xbox, no Nintendo, no Netflix, no nothing. I didn’t have to worry about the countless television shows or millions of hours of content to watch, all of which would be meaningless. We had sports, toys, and our imaginations.

			I headed outside by myself because my mom and older brother, Tom, weren’t home. Our backyard was filled with various things to play with. Some toys here, balls there, wood planks, tools, cinderblocks—if you wanted to play back there or make something, you could. Looking for circuit training or an obstacle course? We had that too. Want to build a steel submarine? We probably had everything needed in the shed or garage, but on that particular day, I just wanted to play.

			When I walked outside, I grabbed my leather baseball glove and ball and started to play catch with myself. I’d throw the ball in the air as hard as I could and catch it on the way down. Each time I would try to throw it harder and farther in the air. Plop, plop, plop. Ah, the sound of the ball hitting the mitt. I had a pretty good arm, and I was always pushing to see if I could maybe hit the sun with the ball. I never succeeded, but I tried nonetheless.

			I got bored tossing the ball and was looking around for things to do. Being a kid, I liked to climb, and the brick walls along the side of the house were just asking to be scaled. One of those walls had my number that day, though, and while making my climb, I slipped and lost my footing. I fell backwards near one of the piles of cinderblocks and caught the inside of my arm under my elbow on a jagged edge. It opened me up a couple inches along my arm, deep too. I didn’t see the massive block—they were spread out and stacked or piled haphazardly in our backyard, and now I had blood gushing out. Oh shit. It hurt a little bit and stung when I touched it so I headed inside because it didn’t look good. To this day, I can’t exactly remember how big that cut was, but I know it was pretty long and pretty deep. I could fit a few kid-sized fingers in it, and even at five I knew I shouldn’t be able to see raw flesh inside of my arm. I headed inside and went to the living room.

			“Dad.”

			“What is it, Dan?”

			“Um. I fell down.”

			“Okay.”

			“Dad, I cut my arm.”

			My dad turned from his chair to take a quick look. It was bloodied up, and I hadn’t figured out how to stop the bleeding yet. If my mom was home, I would’ve headed straight to her. She’d know how to fix it. But it was my dad, who was over six feet tall, weighing around 230 pounds of pure muscle and a former collegiate wrestler and Mr. Natural California. It was like telling Superman I had a scratch. Except this wasn’t small.

			“Go put a band-aid on it.”

			That was it. There wouldn’t be any further discussion. What my dad said was final, so I went to our bathroom and looked for a band-aid but couldn’t find one. I washed off my arm, but the blood was still pouring out.

			“Dad. No band-aids.” My dad didn’t even turn around. “Go next door.”

			Superman, er, my dad, didn’t seem too concerned, so I headed to our next-door neighbor’s house to ask for a band-aid. The neighbor’s wife opened the door, and after I showed her my cut, she rushed me in and cleaned out my arm, put some Vaseline and gauze on it to stop the bleeding, and bandaged it up. It still hurt a little bit, but at least the bleeding stopped. I went back to my house and headed to my backyard once again.

			The generation I was brought up in seems like they were from a whole other planet than the one we’re on today. If this happened to one of my kids, I’d at least look at the cut before telling ’em to go put a fuckin’ band-aid on it. To this day I have this scar, and stitches probably wouldn’t have made it any better. This generation is softer. All that progress, I guess. Yeah, there are still some tough kids out there, but back when I was growing up most kids were tough. Now they’re few and far between. They don’t have that same grit and determination to get through pain or tough times. It seems like it takes a little bit longer for them to figure that out.
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			I was born August 24, 1970, in Downey, California. It’s a suburb of Los Angeles County, and I lived close by in Whittier until third grade. Going into fourth grade, my parents moved to Apple Valley, which is about ninety minutes north and known as the Victorville area of San Bernardino County. We were able to get a house with a bigger yard, and it was a bit quieter than Whittier. I spent the rest of my adolescence there, and, even though it’s not a place known for its heralded athletes, my dad intended I be one no matter where we ended up. You’ll find out my father didn’t worry about what others did, where they did it, or how. He had a plan for his sons, and his own life and work ethic was the blueprint. It was how hard we could work, how far we could be pushed.
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			Looking back, I don’t know if my dad was trying to toughen me up, he just was like that—this is how things were done at my house. It was like he was teaching me, “don’t be crying about little things.” As a kid, you always want to whine to mom but better make sure you don’t go to dad. He would have none of it. I think he expected more from us, and that made us expect more from ourselves. I know it did for me. And this stuck with me and my brother. We didn’t cry about the little things.

			 About a year after my arm fiasco, my parents had left me and my brother alone at the house. After we finished our chores, we were free to play. I could have fun and entertain myself alone, but having an older brother made it that much better—and more competitive. That day we decided to play tag. Instead of just chasing Tom, I grabbed a Los Angeles Rams football helmet to put on.

			My dad had brought the helmet home one day after working out. His gym was one of those hole-in-the-wall places where people go to lift, work out, and get out. Not the corporate gyms of today with the thousand television screens, filtered water fountains, or senior citizen aqua classes. Nothing wrong with any of those amenities, but my dad was just about work and results. He was always laser focused (one of the many traits I would pick up from him) and didn’t have time to waste.

			There was a reason someone had thrown the Rams helmet to the wayside. It was missing all of the padding inside, and when I put it on, the helmet had this hard, sharp plastic on the inside and no protection from any impact. It also felt twenty sizes too big for me and was loose, even with the strap on.

			“Alright, Dan, you ready?” my brother said.

			“Yup, let’s go.”

			With that, Tom was off running. I started chasing him, but he was fast. I was fast too, but that year and a half of muscle development he had on me gave him a greater advantage. I was close on his heels, though, and when he cut sharply to the left, I was right there. He ran through the kitchen to take a hard turn to his right, but I was gaining on him. He sprinted to one of the bedrooms; it was a straightaway, and I knew it was my chance to tag him. He knew it too, and we both ran full speed. As soon as he got inside the room, he slammed the door shut just as I was about to get him, and the door smashed into my loose, padless helmet. The impact swiveled the helmet around like a can opener and cut my head open, just above my eyebrow. Damn, not again. Once again, I’d sliced myself open. The crash of the helmet hitting the door was sickeningly loud, and me not pursuing Tom anymore must’ve alerted him the game was over. When he finally opened it, he saw the blood dripping. A lot of blood.

			“Shit. Let’s put something on it.”

			We headed to the bathroom and grabbed a washcloth, put some water on it, and I held it to my head. I remembered from my arm being cut that pressure would stop the blood, and Tom and I took turns holding it until my parents came home. I was always up for a good game, but the fun was over for now. It was time to see what Mom and Dad had to say.

			They came home soon after and were surprised. Not because I had cut myself open or because we were playing with a busted football helmet, but impressed we had the wherewithal to put a washcloth on it and wait for them. I wasn’t freaked out about the cut and was glad we didn’t get in any trouble, but the cut needed stitches, and my parents took me in to the doctor’s where they numbed it up and stitched it. I guess they thought, we were boys just being boys.

			As boys, we knew what we could get away with—and the consequences if we were out of line. Mom and Dad both spanked us, but there was a drastic difference in their methodology. When mom gave us a whooping, it didn’t hurt much and didn’t deter us from whatever it was we had been doing. If my dad did the disciplining, it was as if the sun stood still. Time would stop. There would be nothing nice nor gentle when me and my brother screwed up. Iron Man couldn’t stop my dad. I was convinced my dad had superhero strength every time I’d get a spanking from him. You wouldn’t wish his spankings on your worst enemy.

			Here was the thing. My dad didn’t know his own strength. He truly didn’t. He would buy bulk steel and use a welding torch to make his own weights by hand. The man was a wrestler, bodybuilder, and high school physical education teacher. He was always doing something. And when it was time for us to get spanked, he would grab whatever board was around to whack us. These weren’t paddles made for a good swat; he would grab two-by-fours or picture-frame molding. Since he was always making something, there was never a shortage of lumber.

			The two-by-fours seem egregious, but they didn’t hurt nearly as bad as the picture-frame molding. The two-by-four planks were wider, so at least there was more surface area for my butt to absorb the blow, but the thin, sturdy, strong molding was a whole other story.

			My dad would make his own picture frames, and most don’t realize the molding used in the real wood frames are nearly unbreakable. It felt like a leather bullwhip made of wood. I don’t know what a bullwhip feels like, but I’d imagine the feeling to be similar if you swapped out the cowhide for wood.

			What my mom couldn’t deter us from, my dad certainly was able to correct. I didn’t make the same mistake twice when he got ahold of me. I knew if I did, there would be dire repercussions from the real-life “Man of Steel.” It may sound horrific by today’s standards, but it was good for me. It helped redirect my negative actions and instilled discipline and respect. It also showed me that bad behavior had consequences. He didn’t injure me, and I wasn’t one of those kids covered in bruises. It was painful, sure, but I wasn’t brutally beaten either.

			Looking around my yard at all of the wood and possible butt-smacking items lying around while waiting for my dad to get home from work after I fucked up was the worst. It was the fear of the punishment that was effective. Much different from today, where parents use timeouts as a deterrence or try talking to their kids in hopes of changing their behavior. It seemed like what my dad did worked, at least on me.
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			“Tom, Dan, let’s go.”

			I was in kindergarten still learning my ABCs and how to write my name, but it was time to head to wrestling practice with my brother. My dad had put me and Tom in a wrestling club the same time I started grade school. After school we would head to West Covina two to three times a week, where I was learning single-leg takedowns, double-leg takedowns, ankle laces, crotch lifts, takedown defense, and ankle picks. And I had to make damn sure I didn’t get pinned. I loved competing, even at five, and was eager to learn on the mats.

			“Dan, what are you doing? Grab his leg and turn him the other way!”

			Even though my dad wasn’t the head coach, he would still help out and teach me and the other kids on the team. When our club headed to wrestling tournaments on the weekend, if I screwed up, I’d hear his voice in my head. When I didn’t do a technique right, I’d see my dad get rigid and tense up.

			As I started to learn the moves, I knew when my head was in the wrong position. Ah, shit. Why did I do it like that?! Not transition properly from a double-leg to a single? Come on, Dan! Do it right! Dad’s voice quickly became my own. I was a fast learner, but as a five-year-old still developing my gross and fine motor skills, drilling constantly was the only way to get the moves and technique down. I wasn’t a super freak athlete or a mini Superman. I was on the mats having fun rolling around, but at the same time trying to soak in what was being taught.

			My dad’s wrestling career had ended just a couple years before I was born. He had wrestled in high school, and then moved on to Cerritos College in Southern California. He was a solid wrestler in his own right. While at Cerritos, he won state in his weight class and transferred to California State University Long Beach to wrestle. But that’s where it stopped. Long Beach discontinued their wrestling program the year he transferred in. My brother was already born, and I came along while he was finishing up his teaching degree at Long Beach. With a wife and two kids, a toddler and a baby, my dad had decided to get his teaching credential and let wrestling go. It was the 1970s, and there was no money in wrestling. Hell, there’s hardly any money in it today either, but back then our family of four would’ve been on the streets if wrestling was his career. Even the entertainment wrestlers on television weren’t making much.

			My dad was always a provider first and foremost and chose to get a teaching job right after college. Not that teaching was a huge payday, but he was able to provide for us. We weren’t rich, but we certainly weren’t poor. He may have had to give up his passion, but he was able to pass it down to me and Tom.

			By third grade I had figured out the writing-words-in-cursive thing, addition, subtraction, and other basic shit. Multiplication and division were something else entirely, though, and school was just school to me. That same year my dad took over as head wrestling coach in our club.

			I was constantly improving my moves, technique, and positioning, which my dad had a big influence on. As a high school teacher, he was able to read students, and as a coach, he was able to observe where I was at and what I needed to improve upon. A year after he took over, we started making the drive to the national wrestling tournament in Nebraska.

			I was eight years old when I first competed in nationals, and the competition there was a step up from the local kids in Southern California. There were some good wrestlers in my area, but I would compete against kids from Pennsylvania, Iowa, Ohio—big, strong farm kids who probably started wrestling in their barnyard before they could first walk. It was a wake-up call for me, but it broadened my understanding of the sport and where I stood in it.

			The first time we returned from nationals, I could tell the experience had made me better. I never won a tournament, but during my elementary school years, I placed in the top three once or twice. And, at that time, I didn’t eat, breathe, or sleep wrestling like some have assumed. My parents still let me do regular kid stuff. They had me enrolled in America’s Pastime, baseball, a sport far different from wrestling but one that I enjoyed playing. Long before the H-Bomb was knocking people out and sending them to the floor, I had a strong arm. I played pitcher, catcher, and third base, all positions that required having an arm that could laser-beam a ball to its intended target. Splat! I loved the sound of a ball hitting the catcher’s mitt when I was pitching. Whoosh! Catching the ball and hearing it as I threw someone out at second base. Fwoop! Digging in and getting the ground ball at third and firing it as hard as I could to the first baseman and hearing, “You’re out!” was a gratifying feeling. I loved competing. That’s what I liked most about playing sports. And winning was always far better than losing. So why not try to win? Every time. Go out and give it my all.

			“Alright, boys, pack your gear and let’s go.”

			When my dad said to do something, you just did it. The boundaries were pretty clear with that guy. Me and Tom put our wrestling gear in our bag, got in the car, and picked up four of our wrestling teammates. My dad didn’t say why, and we headed off to a place that seemed as far away as Nebraska.

			After a two-hour car ride, we ended up in Camp Pendleton. It’s the northernmost tip of San Diego County and has been home to the largest Marine Corp base in the United States since 1942. I was in fifth grade when my training at the base started. At ten, I was too young to be a Marine, but not too young to train with another badass wrestler and superhero, Bob Anderson.

			If my dad was Superman, then Bob was The Incredible Hulk. Bob was a wrestling state champion, a NCAA All-American in college, who wrestled in the 1968 Olympic Trials and was a two-time gold medalist at the Pan American Championships. If that wasn’t enough, he competed in Sambo, trained with the legendary Rolls Gracie (whose father, Carlos Gracie, was the founder of Brazilian jiu-jitsu with his brother Hélio Gracie) and taught Rolls the Americana, which was later named after him.

			Rolls had never seen the move performed before—some called it a keylock—where you bend your opponent’s arm in an L shape and crank it until they tap or risk breaking, dislocating, or otherwise tearing the arm up. If those accolades weren’t enough, throughout his career he would go on to coach Olympic gold medalist Rulon Gardner (who had one of the biggest upsets in wrestling history), Olympian Heath Sims, and UFC champion Randy Couture. I would also be lucky enough to have him be one of my coaches on the 1996 Olympic team.

			At the age of sixty, Bob would decide to compete once again and, at the 2003 World Masters, took first place in his division. Let’s just say if it wasn’t for my dad and Bob, Dan Henderson wouldn’t be who he is today.

			“Can I help you?”

			We had pulled up to the military base, and a guy dressed in fatigues with a gun started to question my dad. I could see there was a gate arm closed and had no idea why we were here.

			“Yes, my sons are here for the wrestling camp with Bob Anderson.”

			“Okay, sir, thank you. Go ahead and drive straight until you hit the Quonset huts.”

			Quanta what? I was really confused as to why we’d come to a Marine base to wrestle. And what the heck were these huts? We pulled up to the Quonset huts, which were these half cylindrical barracks that looked like an airplane with no wings that was cut through the middle. There were other parents with their kids that started showing up on that Friday evening. I recognized some of them as the best ones I had competed against in my wrestling tournaments. What were they doing here?

			The six of us barreled out of my dad’s old-school Ford Econoline 150. It was like a tank and hotel, all in one. We went everywhere in that thing. And, on long trips, there was so much space, we were able to sleep on the bed or couch that it had in the back. I doubt it would be close to passing emissions today, but the wrestling-mobile did its job back then.

			“Alright, I’ll be back to pick you all up on Sunday.” With that, my dad left.

			Well, I guess I’m spending the night here, I thought. Bob brought us to one of the three Quonset huts designated for us. Two of them were for the kids, and the other was for the coaches. It was kind of cool. I’d be sleeping in a cot and quarters where Marines had been. And, I figured, I was there to wrestle. To compete. This wasn’t so bad.

			After I threw my gear on one of the cots, we were told to head to chow hall, which was a two-mile trek away from the huts. By the time we finished eating, it was almost 7:00 p.m., and we headed to the gym for wrestling practice. I was one of the younger kids in the group, which ranged from fifth to eighth grade. There were only a few faces I recognized—everyone else was new to me. When we started to practice, there was a heightened intensity compared to my club in Victorville. It was like the air was different.

			After practice, we showered and headed to our huts, and the coaches made sure lights were out by ten. On Saturday, we woke up at 6:30 a.m., and after brushing our teeth, had to jog the two miles to chow hall instead of walking. As we were jogging, we would hear the Marines chanting and would mimic their sayings. It was like we were one of them. Soldiers fighting for our country, but we were just fighting to be better wrestlers.

			After breakfast we were allowed to walk back to the barracks, and our first practice would start at ten and go for a couple hours. We would shower, head to chow hall again and eat lunch, then relax until 3:30 when we had another training session. That practice would last a minimum of two and a half hours, depending on how hard Bob and the coaches wanted to push us, then we would go back to the barracks and shower. We would go to chow hall for dinner, then lift weights for an hour, shower, and go back to the barracks, where my cot became my best friend and I could sleep. I would be exhausted by the time lights went out at ten, and on Sunday, we would do it all over again, except this time, my dad would pick us up after dinner, and we’d make the trip from Camp Pendleton back to Victorville.

			This would become my routine every week. No more wrestling against kids that weren’t close to my skill level. Now I was wrestling against the best of the best in Southern California. Bob would go to wrestling tournaments from all around the area: Los Angeles County, San Bernardino County, Riverside County, Orange County, and San Diego County to recruit the best kids for his wrestling camp. He’d charge parents nine dollars to house, feed, and train their kids. No profit was taken. Bob didn’t do it for the money. He was all about the coaching, wrestling, and maybe, one of the kids would go on to do something great. It was about making these highly talented and motivated kids better. And it worked. Every weekend I would have three or four matches against kids that wanted to beat me just as bad as I wanted to beat them. One of the lessons I learned quickly from Bob was that there were levels to everything in life, and I had gone up another notch. I was now going to progress and get better at a faster rate. I wasn’t thinking ahead of winning world championships, I didn’t have Olympic grandeur in my sight. I just wanted to beat everyone that was put in front of me. Period.
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			Warrior in Training

			For years when people heard the word “wrestling,” they thought about the choreographed and scripted WWE on television. Competitive wrestling is slowly making its way into the mainstream, but for those who have not trained, they think it’s all the same. It is a martial art, and without it, most mixed martial artists would never be champion. There are drastically different styles of wrestling, and when you’re competing, each one has its own rule set and parameters for winning or losing a match. It’s like competing with different rules in jiu-jitsu, Taekwondo, kickboxing, karate, or any other martial art. In America, there are three different types: Greco-Roman wrestling, freestyle wrestling, and folkstyle (also called collegiate wrestling).

			There are similarities and differences between the three of them, but the biggest difference between Greco-Roman and freestyle or folkstyle is that in Greco-Roman you cannot attack an opponent’s legs or trip them. All throws or takedowns must be done above the waist. That makes it much more difficult to take someone down. And when two people are equally matched up, it’s like a chess match because one wrong move and you’re down on points.

			In freestyle and folkstyle, you can grab your opponent’s legs and trip, in addition to throwing from their waist up, but the point system is much different. Different moves mean different points in freestyle, whereas in folkstyle, a highly technical move can get someone the same amount of points as a basic move. There are other nuances between them, but when people ask me, “Which one is the hardest?” I say to just look at the Olympics, the highest level of wrestling. Greco-Roman wrestling has been around since the very first Olympic Games at Athens in 1896. In 1904, freestyle wrestling made its debut in the Olympics, and over one hundred years later, the two of them are still in the Summer Games.

			[image: ]

			“I’m sure you’ll have a good time camping with your family, Johnny. And Dan, what are your family plans for this weekend?”

			It was the end of my first week in fifth grade, and my teacher wanted to know what I was going to do. He didn’t know me too well, but every time he asked, it would be the same answer every Friday for the whole year.

			“I’m going to Camp Pendleton with my dad and brother for wrestling camp.”

			“Um, okay. Wrestling?” My teacher looked puzzled.

			“Yes, wrestling,” I said.

			“Okay, Dan, well, um, have fun, I guess.”

			He probably didn’t understand, but then again, most people didn’t. That was just my life. Wrestling. And training. It was difficult, steadily becoming routine, but fun at the same time.

			I may have been an average student, but I was slowly honing my wrestling technique and skills. There were changes at the start of my second year with Bob. My dad didn’t just drop us off anymore. He stayed in a Quonset hut with the coaches, and Bob added him to his coaching staff.

			During the week, my dad would coach the youth program at Victor Valley High School, and after our practice there, he was an assistant coach for the varsity team. If being a full-time teacher and a wrestling coach for the youth and high schoolers wasn’t enough for my dad, he added to his workload by joining Bob’s program and club, the California Jets. Unbeknownst to me and my brother, my dad accepted. Their goal was for American wrestlers to be competitive with the rest of the world, but for this to happen, they knew it was vital to start teaching techniques used at the world level to kids from the get-go. If American wrestlers waited until after college to learn and train in the Greco-Roman and Freestyle techniques, we would lag behind the European and Eastern European countries, which would usually dominate at the world level.

			[image: ]

			Phweeeeeeeet! “Line it up.”

			The whistle meant practice was in session. And with my dad there, it meant extra scrutiny for me. We were about to drill anywhere from ten to twenty moves, fifty times each. The coaches were there to make sure we did it right. And if we didn’t, we were damn sure going to hear about it. Not in a condescending way, but a “stop fucking it up” type of way. At twelve, I had to rely on my technique, not strength. I had a skinny, wiry frame—I wasn’t close to the muscle or brawn I would have as an adult. Tom, on the other hand, was stronger than everyone in his age group. He would pin kids in tournaments when we were younger and be done for the day. Even when he was with the Jets, he was stronger than the best kids in our region and when we competed at the national level. When we were older and competed in Russia at a dual meet, he would be chosen by the other wrestlers to be the best. I was just trying to get better every day, and when I would get beat, I wanted to know why and what I could’ve done to win.

			At the end of sixth grade, we started staying with Bob for a week at a time and trained with the Jets every day. Part of my dad and Bob’s master plan was a weight-training regimen to make us stronger. At home my dad would make me and my brother lift weights on a universal machine in our makeshift gym that he built, but initially, we weren’t into lifting. We would sit at our exercise area resting and talking when my dad would leave the garage, but as soon as he got back, we would grab the weights quickly and start moving again like we had been lifting the entire time he was gone. When we trained with Bob, that changed. There was always a coach watching us, and Bob and my dad came out with a new regimen.

			In fifth grade we would do a circuit training program of twenty reps per set and exercises going from arms to legs and then legs back to arms. There would be no break, just going from one exercise to another would be our rest time. In sixth grade the reps increased to thirty per set—with the weight increasing as well. Well, the summer going into seventh grade, Bob pushed the reps up to forty per set, and an increase in weight.





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg





OEBPS/image/37.png
A QAGA g





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf



OEBPS/image/img.png
HENDO

THE AMERICAN ATHLETE

DAN HENDERSTDON

WITH DAVID KAKD
=)

PERMUTED

PRESS





OEBPS/image/permuted.png





OEBPS/image/1.png





OEBPS/font/BebasNeueBold.otf




