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“There have been hundreds of books on Bruce Lee since his shocking death in 1973, including my own. However, Fiaz Rafiq’s oral history still punches and kicks into new territory.”
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Dedicated to Rorion Gracie, the creator of the UFC. 
If it was not for Rorion, the sport of MMA and the stars and champions the UFC has created would not exist. Now it’s a worldwide phenomenon, and one of the most fascinating sports in the world.




FOREWORD


MY BROTHER BROUGHT the UFC concept from Brazil to the United States. My father had been fighting in no-holds-barred competitions for a long time in Brazil. People in America, and all over the world, have always been curious to see who the best fighter in the world is. There was no such thing as an MMA fighter—this did not exist. It all started when the UFC was introduced. From the beginning it was one man representing his martial arts style against another. Today, everybody is an all-round fighter. You see strikers practicing grappling and the grapplers implementing striking into their game. The sport of MMA has come a long way to get to where it is today. It’s not something that suddenly cropped up yesterday. The sport is, no doubt, going to grow even further.


This book is a great concept. Fiaz has compiled a good book for anybody interested in knowing “who’s who” in the sport, which includes both the early fighters and the new generation of fighters.


—Royce Gracie, three-time UFC champion and MMA legend




FOREWORD


OVER THE YEARS the sport of mixed martial arts (MMA)—in particular the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC)—has exploded from a cult following sport to a mainstream phenomenon, with all major forms of media covering the sport from newspapers, magazines, ESPN, TV, and the internet. This is the fastest growing sport in the world. The sport has helped transform martial artists and fighters from regular hardworking fighters in the martial arts to bona-fide celebrities and household names.


In the early years people didn’t give the sport and the fighters the respect they deserved, often disregarding them as thugs. Common misconceptions were UFC fighters being perceived as someone straight from a barstool into a fight. Thankfully these days with the right exposure the sport has received, the world realizes these fighters are highly trained athletes and experts in several different styles of martial arts disciplines, and world-class athletes in their own rights. From my own personal experiences from being a normal working guy having worked average working-class jobs, The Ultimate Fighter series and the UFC has completely transformed mine and my family’s life.


In Champions of the Octagon, you will get to experience a one-on-one conversation with the baddest fighters on the planet. Find out what makes the fighters tick. Find out some of the secrets from their careers. Hear the fighters discuss the highs and the lows of their careers, and find out what it takes to be an ultimate fighter. This book is compiled in a unique way and is definitely a first. In my opinion, for any combat sport or MMA fan this book is a must have. It gives you a true insight into the minds of your favorite fighters.


—Michael Bisping, former UFC middleweight champion




INTRODUCTION


WHEN THE FIRST UFC debuted on November 12, 1993, many people and critics were incensed to see two combatants pitted against each other in a cage like the gladiators of the past. There were no rules, protection, weight divisions or time limits. Not surprisingly this led to accusations of brutality, many comparing it to human cockfighting. This was when modern no-holds-barred emerged in popular culture in the West, which had been made famous by the Gracie family in Brazil decades earlier. After many years of struggle in USA, Rorion Gracie—the eldest of the famed Gracie brothers—rose from obscurity and managed to stage the first ever UFC tournament. It was an instant success. His younger sibling Royce would showcase the extremely effective Brazilian jiu-jitsu skills in the Octagon, beating bigger and stronger adversaries, in the process forever changing the way the world perceived fighting. This planted a seed, the beginning of the sport of MMA, which would take the world by storm and propel Gracie’s creation to an elevated level for years to come.


It was inevitable the UFC organization would have to reform itself—it had no choice but to adapt to stricter rules. Indeed, athletic commission sanctioned rules. This was imperative for the brutal fight sport to survive and prosper in a civilized society. As a result of overall evolution, professional training camps, improved cutting-edge training methods and a better comprehension of the hybrid disciplines, the participants became well rounded. UFC went from a novelty spectacle to a worldwide phenomenon, ultimately surpassing boxing in America, becoming the most popular combat sport breaking the pay-per-view sport industry’s all-time records. It created superstars who are idolized by their legions of fans. Today, the fighters are treated like royalty beyond the confines of the MMA sphere.


Greg Jackson, of Jackson’s MMA camp in the state of New Mexico, is one of the most prominent coaches who have trained some of the elite UFC fighters. I spoke to him at length in the hope that he could debunk some of the myths surrounding the sport. He explained why fighters are, more or less, considered intellectuals, as well as being the toughest athletes in the world. “Absolutely, we are the hardest-working athletes,” Jackson told me. “First and foremost, the important thing is there is an art in every single part of our game. You have to know the art of boxing, the art of kickboxing, wrestling, jiu-jitsu, ground and pound—which is an art in itself. There are so many different disciplines you have to be aware of, and you have to be an intellectual person to compete in this sport.” To the casual observer, it might not always look that way, but once you come to understand and appreciate all the diverse pieces of the puzzle, the more beautiful it becomes. Indeed, physically an MMA fighter has to get in there and fight full-contact, that’s an extremely tough environment to put your body into.


Can a street fighter, who has no formal MMA training, get into the Octagon and prevail? Can an untrained fighter survive against the athletes who have pushed their bodies to the limits, honed their skills and competed at the highest levels? “You can’t play tennis three or four times as a kid and expect to play at Wimbledon—it doesn’t work that way,” Jackson proceeded to explain. “So, street fighters don’t really mean anything because an MMA fighter would be fighting people who have not got a lot of experience. Like any sport, you can play soccer as a kid but it doesn’t mean you’re going to win the World Cup.” It’s a long process where dedication is a pre-requisite and you have to pay a lot of dues. As an untrained fighter, even if you get towards the top, eventually you’ll be exposed to a lack of skills. Essentially, you can’t just hop into a professional MMA arena; like every other sport you have to possess skills. “You know, soccer players run a lot, tennis players are explosive, but they’re not getting someone punching them in the face for 15 minutes,” Jackson added. “You have to have that physical and mental toughness that other sports don’t.”


On the other end of the ricketier scale, in the past it wasn’t unusual to hear people make blunt comments comparing UFC fighters to some untrained bar brawlers. This, by and large, would be perceived as an extremely ignorant comment now. Those who are cognizant enough have sufficient cultural experience of martial arts, which involves a huge amount of discipline and artistry. Still, certain people find it difficult to align a trained skilled athlete to what they see as a brutal sport where you’re striking an opponent on the ground, although it’s a sentiment shared by very few now.


The UFC is professional in the way the organizers have put their brand forward. And Dana White, an ardent exponent and president of the UFC which is now worth over $7 billion—has done a tremendous job in his quest to make the UFC a household name beyond the confines of North America. If you watched some of the other promotions—mainly the smaller ones—when MMA was a novelty sport, you would quite easily be thinking it resembled human cockfighting. I’m not referring to the fighters themselves, but essentially about the way MMA was being represented by certain people. Still, it was few and far between. MMA fighters are very honorable—their behavior and respecting the opponent. It’s a combination of chemical powers, courage combined with almost a code of honor and behavior of the competitors. Today, UFC fighters are seen as role models for kids.


There has been greater exposure with TV and pay-per-view ever since The Ultimate Fighter reality TV series—initially produced by Fox Sports and UFC—aired in January 2005. Major sponsors like Budweiser and Harley Davidson were conducive to MMA’s growth. That being said, I think you had a lot of characters in the early days paying a meager amount of money to the fighters. Before some fighters at the lower end were training for months and they were living in somewhat poverty—some had a second job. Eventually, as time went by, with proper management, the monetary rewards grew and distributed more accurately in MMA. Today, UFC fighters are very protective about what they do and very cautious. I think the sky’s the limit. The boxers, without a doubt, are compensated to a much higher degree. But the whole pay structure in boxing is much different compared to MMA. Still, more recently Max Kellerman, a highly respected boxing analyst and host on ESPN, said that the moniker “Baddest Man on the Planet” belongs to UFC heavyweight champion, not boxing. “The rise of UFC and MMA means that the [boxing] heavyweight champion is no longer the baddest man on the planet,” Kellerman said, “because in an actual fight, he’d lose to whoever is the best mixed martial artist because it’s a closer approximation to a real fight.” With the emergence of Conor McGregor, the whole MMA phenomenon has exploded even further as he spearheaded the boom. The Notorious has become one of the biggest superstars in sport boasting 40 million Instagram followers.


I wanted to compile a book in a way which has never really been done before as far as UFC and the sport of MMA is concerned. With the sport being made available to a bigger, broader audience, evidently more and more people are interested in the champions of the Octagon. Within the pages of this book, you will discover exclusive colorful tapestry of conversations with many top and most decorated UFC champions and Hall of Fame members ever to grace the Octagon from radically diverse backgrounds.


From the early legendary pioneers to the current stars who have climbed celestial heights, they give us, in their own words, rare personal insights into their lives and careers. Fighters pull no punches as they recount their journeys from the streets to stardom, offering vivid accounts of impoverished childhoods and epic battles in the sold-out arenas they fought some of their fiercest foes. This is also an oral history. From UFC’s first ever champion, Royce Gracie—who introduced a generation to Brazilian jiu-jitsu in its inaugural tournament, and is widely considered to be the most influential figure in the founding of the sport—and fellow pioneer, Ken Shamrock, offer revelations pertaining to the early days when the sport was a spectacle. To the legends, Randy Couture, Chuck Liddell, and Georges St-Pierre—titans responsible for propelling MMA to a wider mainstream audience—offer rare anecdotes when they were at the peak of their careers. And modern-day champions and household names from Holly Holm, Jan Blachowicz, and Daniel Cormier shed light on some of their high-profile, pay-per-view record-breaking fights, with rare and behind-the-scenes tales. For those who want to get an insight into the life of a UFC champion, you won’t be disappointed. You will discover many untold truths.


I think it’s a great concept to have a plethora of top UFC names in a single tome in their own words tell their riveting stories with no third-party tampering. It can be argued there are a number of other names that belong on the list. Nevertheless, all the fighters that I spoke to that are featured in this book are no ordinary fighters—every single one of these thirty-six men and women has held the prestigious UFC championship belt. Champions of the Octagon gives an incredible glimpse into what it takes to survive in the world’s most brutal arena, and what motivates these warriors and the challenges and hurdles they had to surmount to make a name in the Octagon.




CHAPTER ONE:


PIONEERS AND CHAMPIONS




Royce Gracie


Three-time UFC Champion/Hall of Famer


Question: Royce, tell me about your father, a man of diminutive stature weighing 135 pounds, who revolutionized no-holds-barred fighting in Brazil.


Royce Gracie: He based his style on leverage and positioning. It’s about reality self-defense where you learn about defense and how to win a fight. You have to commit to not losing, and once you don’t lose, the question is: how are you going to win the fight? He beat everybody. He fought in open-weight divisions. He was only 135 pounds and was beating guys double his weight, beating everybody up and sending them to the hospital. He challenged the heavyweight boxing champion, Joe Louis—we have a letter from Joe Louis declining. He said that he would fight anybody but wouldn’t fight an MMA fight. My father would punch and beat his opponents up pretty hard. I asked him, “How come you beat your opponents up so much?” And he said because he would tell them to get off him, but they wouldn’t get off him, so he had to beat them up. I said, “OK, I understand that.”


Q: Tell me about when you arrived in the US to help spread the word in promoting Gracie Jiu-Jitsu with your brother, Rorion.


Gracie: I grew up in Brazil until I was seventeen years old. And I came to America to live with Rorion. I went to school in Brazil and trained in jiu-jitsu. When I arrived in America, I didn’t know how to speak English; the only words I knew were “stop” and “like that.” I would teach a class using those two words. I would say, “Stop.” And then I would show the move and say, “Like that.” I started teaching classes and that’s how I pretty much started learning English. We had Chuck Norris, who took classes with us, [Enter the Dragon costar] Jim Kelly; professional baseball and football players would come and take our classes. They realized that this was something real and understood what we were talking about. So, a friend or a student of theirs would bring a professional athlete, try out and take the first class and fall in love with our art.


Q: Let’s talk about the famous Gracie open-door challenge, which took place at the academy and the garage.


Gracie: The Gracie challenge is where we had an open challenge, but some people misunderstand the concept thinking it’s just about: if you can beat me, I’ll pay you money. It’s not that way—most of the times there was no money involved, but if someone wanted to make a personal bet with money, that’s OK. Whatever you put on the table we’ll match it. Back in the garage days, even after that at the academy, the students got so hooked on Gracie Jiu-Jitsu they’d go out and tell their friends, who may have been a karate instructor, and say, “I’ve got a guy from Brazil, they’ll fight anybody.” So the instructor or fighter would want to see what they could do. They’d come into the academy or garage and we would tell them our style’s the most complete self-defense system—you can kick or punch, but if I get in a clinch and take you down, you don’t know what to do. Oh, man. The thing we started. The opponent would say, “You’ll never take me to the ground because all my life I’ve never been taken to the floor before.” So we would say, “Let’s do it.” So the whole challenge thing started.


If a student or a friend of a friend, or a karate instructor wanted to check it out, we had a challenge right there. I fought this kung fu exponent who had read about us Gracies, and we were willing to prove our style is the best. So he phoned the academy and said he wanted to try us out and came in. He’d been training in kung fu all his life and he wanted to prove his style against ours. We said, “Sure.” So we made an appointment and he came in and I embarrassed him.


Q: Tell me about the first iteration of the UFC.


Gracie: The first UFC was exciting, it made history. That was a phase in history what people thought could not be done—putting two guys in a cage on live TV. Rorion pulled that off, man. The whole idea of building the UFC was to prove that Gracie Jiu-Jitsu was the best martial arts and fighting style. So, by training all my life I was ready to battle against different styles and show that Gracie Jiu-Jitsu was the best style out there. Knowing what I’m doing and what Gracie Jiu-Jitsu is all about, I had enough confidence in myself and technique. I knew I was prepared to fight against a boxer, kick-boxer or a wrestler. Gracie Jiu-Jitsu was a complete art. It was karate versus kung fu; Gracie Jiu-Jitsu against a kick-boxer; sumo guy versus a savate fighter. When they went to the ground, they didn’t know what to do. And other arts like judo and wrestling didn’t know what I know. That’s the main difference.


In today’s fighting, everybody knows Gracie Jiu-Jitsu. So everybody knows how to kick and punch and wrestle now—before they didn’t. Today they are athletes and fight to see who’s the best—everybody trains standup and grappling. It’s not one style versus another style; it’s more related to the person who can deliver his game. After the UFCs, I didn’t change much. I’m still the same man. Still today I know where I came from. I’m the same person as I was back then. Of course, we got more students, even after my last fight a lot of Brazilian jiu-jitsu schools gained students, which is good.


Q: Do you feel you proved to the world that a smaller guy could beat a much heavier and stronger opponent when you beat Ken Shamrock at UFC 1 (November 1993), who weighed 240 pounds and looked ripped?


Gracie: Not just that, but his art wasn’t a complete art. He admitted he got caught, and later said, “I got caught by surprise. I didn’t expect this skinny guy from Brazil to know more grappling than me.” He was out-grappled. His size was OK. He’s big but the elephant isn’t the king of the jungle. The first fight I had with him Shamrock came to fight me and I beat him in less than a minute—56 seconds. I choked him. As soon as he tapped, I let go of the choke and then he said he did not give up—he’s a liar. So I looked at the referee and said let it continue, we are going to continue. I said to Shamrock, “Are you ready? Let’s go, keep going!” I was ready to make a move and choke him out for good. But then he was like, “You’re right. I quit. I quit.”


In the second fight, the rematch, we fought again. He’s 240 pounds; I was about 180 at the time. He took me down. I pull the guard. He got on top of me. All he did in the fight was hold me for 30 minutes. I was trying to go for chokes and arm locks. Even his father, who was in his corner, kept saying, “Stop hugging him, beat him!” His own father was saying this because he wasn’t doing a thing. He hit me once with a punch. He was just holding me down. That’s a shame somebody who is 240 pounds and a lot heavier. When the fight was over, it was declared a draw because nobody quit. And he’s saying to everybody because he hit me once that he’s the winner. Shame, the guy is more than 50 pounds heavier than me. If I’m fighting at 180 pounds fighting somebody 50 pounds lighter than me and I can’t finish that person, then that person won. If you fight someone 50, 60 pounds lighter and it’s a draw, I’ll give it to the lightweight guy. I don’t know where he got the idea that he won the fight, but he’s not living on this world. When I fought Dan Severn, he did not know how to finish me. He could pin me down but he was wrestler. A lot of in judo and wrestling everybody cross trains now, learning how to take down, clinch and submit. You have to do the standup and the boxing.


Q: What do you think of the concept of judges’ decisions? And why was it necessary to implement rules and regulations in the UFC after you left the company in 1995?


Gracie: Sometimes the judges’ decision, one judge goes one way and the other one the other way. It’s very common. I prefer the fighters to decide the fight instead of the judges deciding. It depends on what background you come from. If you are a standup fighter you’re going to punch more. The gloves are there to protect the fighter’s hands, not the opponent’s face. So without the gloves you may break your hand and not be able to punch again for a while. A lot of people break their hands even with the gloves, but the boxing gloves protect the hands; not the opponent’s face. When I was fighting in the UFC there were no gloves, no rules, and no time limits. So the new owners got together with the boxing commission. And the only way to make the whole thing legal was they had to have gloves and some rules. It was either that or the boxing commission banning the UFC because it was too brutal.


Q: In terms of preparation, how do you stay focused before a fight?


Gracie: I don’t get overwhelmed by the crowds or the size of the crowds, or crowds cheering me or booing me. I’m pretty much in a neutral phase. It doesn’t matter whether I’m in another place or location, or the crowds are for or against me. I just connect to myself and I’m on my own stage. In Japan they have a lot of fans over there. People think all Japanese do martial arts, but there are a lot more fans and they appreciate the fights and the finer technique that is demonstrated in the MMA fights.


Q: You have battled opponents weighing as much as 490 pounds. When you face someone as big as that, who looks mean and can bench press 500 pounds, what keeps you so cool and calm?


Gracie: I know what I train for and what I’m capable of doing, how far I can go. If I showed you pictures of the training camp, I did exactly what happened in the fight when I trained that way in my training camp. The way I train at the training camp, that is what happens in the fight. My toughest fight was with [Kazushi] Sakuraba in Japan, which lasted one hour 45 minutes. Again, this fight made history. He’s a very tough opponent. It’s good to be strong but it’s not what is going to win the fight, man. If you don’t have the technique and don’t know what you’re doing, you have no business in the ring. So you have to know what you’re doing, once you do then strength can help. You can have the fastest car in town, but if you don’t have gas you’re not going anywhere.


Q: What motivates you to continue to fight in such a brutal sport?


Gracie: I know what I’m doing, that’s the main thing. What motivates me to fight? To shut up the crowd who are talking trash and prove that I’m still here.


Q: You challenged Mike Tyson, and he was invited to fight in the UFC (in both 1993 and 1997). Can you tell me how this challenge came about?


Gracie: People think boxers are great athletes, that they’re the toughest in the food chain. But they are not the best fighters; they are the best boxers. Mike Tyson, at the time, was the best boxer, but not the best fighter—there’s a difference. When we invited him to fight in the UFC, our aim was to see who’s the best fighter and we said to him to come into the no-rules game and let’s see what happens. He declined. I have nothing against boxers. I train in boxing, too. They are great athletes, top of the food chain. The shape you get doing the boxing workout is unreal. But they are not the best in fighting.


Q: How do you feel that Brazilian jiu-jitsu—the style you and your family started—has now become such phenomenon?


Gracie: It’s getting there. People always are interested in seeing who is the best fighter. People like that, it’s in the human nature. It’s going to grow. Before grapplers were not considered martial artists, but this changed after the UFC.


Q: Tell me about some of the celebrities you have taught over the years, such as Nicolas Cage and Guy Ritchie, who seem to have embraced the artistic elements of your art?


Gracie: Yes, they are big fans of the sport. They want to know how to protect themselves—not to become professional fighters, but for knowledge. Not to use it in the movies or anything like that, but gain knowledge as a person and for self-defense if someone picks a fight. That’s why everyone looks for Gracie Jiu-Jitsu. It’s to learn how to defend yourself.


Q: Were you supposed to train Brock Lesnar? And which fighters have impressed you the most over the years?


Gracie: Brock Lesnar was so far away that it just didn’t work out. He’s in a different state, and it wasn’t convenient for him to fly over to LA. Maybe he didn’t need it. Some of the fighters I’m impressed by are Anderson Silva, Lyoto Machida, Antonio Nougueira, Wanderlei Silva. I like the Brazilians—they’re sharp.


Q: You look like the typical average guy on the street. You don’t look like a fighter, but are one of the most dangerous fighters on the planet. How would you respond to this?


Gracie: One time, my brother said to me, “In a perfect world, you wouldn’t be a fighter.” And I looked at him thinking, After all I’ve done? I went home and after a week I called him back and said, “You’re right, in a perfect world I probably wouldn’t be a fighter.” I never had a fight in the street. I’m not a mean person. All my fights are won in a kind of a nice way where I’m not pounding my opponent’s face inside out. I don’t have to. So, yes, in a perfect world I wouldn’t be a fighter but the world isn’t perfect. If I want to be a fighter, I might as well be the best. I fight because I know what I’m doing.


Q: Lastly, Royce, tell me about your traveling and training schedules. How do you fit everything in?


Gracie: I spend about six months each year on the road traveling and conducting seminars. The sport is growing all over the world, not just the USA. Everybody in the world wants to learn MMA. I get to travel around the world and do what I like. It’s a great job. I’ve been on vacation for six weeks and I’m just getting back to work. When I’ve got a fight coming up, I stop traveling and just concentrate on training. I implement standup and a lot of grappling, check my opponent‘s weaknesses and strengths, and set up a strategy. I’m living my future, life’s good.




Ken Shamrock


UFC Super-Fight Champion/Hall of Famer


Question: Ken, can you shed some light on your childhood? Ken


Shamrock: I grew up in Georgia and then moved out to California. I got into trouble when I was about ten years old, and I got shipped off to different group and juvenile homes. I ended up in a place called the Shamrock Boys Home with Bob Shamrock, after I had stayed at several different places. I was thirteen-and-a-half years old. This was a time when I started learning how to change my ways. I graduated from school and went onto college. After junior college I went into the Marine Corps. From that point on, I got interested in professional wrestling and got involved. Then I had an opportunity to go to Japan to fight. So, that’s when I actually got my first taste of MMA in Japan. It was called the UWF. My first fight was against a guy who I beat. And from that point I never looked back and went from fighting in Japan to the United States in the UFC to where I’m at now. Once I got into MMA fighting I never looked back—this was what I was made to do.


Q: When you were growing up, did you get into trouble a lot?


Shamrock: Well, I grew up in group homes so you were always fighting all the time. And I would fight for my territory and my space. I mean, I had to fight for my own respect. So, it’s something I did at a really young age when I was ten years old. I was fighting all the time. Fighting to me was just kind of who I was, and what I was all about and where I grew up. I had to fight in order to keep anything I had and any respect I had. Then when I got into MMA and started fighting professionally, that was fun.


Q: Let’s talk about your pro wrestling career before we go into the UFC.


Shamrock: I got into pro wrestling in North Carolina, where Gene Anderton and Nelson Royal had a group there. I did very well for a year and a half and it was from here I got the opportunity to go to Japan to fight in MMA over there.


Q: How did you hear about the UFC, and what steps did you take to get involved?


Shamrock: I was actually doing MMA in Japan, which was different than the UFC. When I first heard about the UFC, I realized it was in a cage, it was closed fists and fights took place with no gloves. I remember thinking, I want to do that! It was just another step up from what I was doing in Japan, where it was open-hand strikes and submissions on the ground. When I got involved, there was this guy named Royce Gracie that everybody was talking about. I, of course, just blew him off thinking he’s just a karate guy wearing a gi, thinking I was the only one that knew any submissions. I really didn’t do much study on it and went in there thinking, I’m the best fighter out there and that I’ll beat everybody. So, I flew from Japan after having a fight with Funakai—who I’d beaten in a minute and 40 seconds—to the US three days prior to the UFC event into Denver, Colorado and fought.


I had my first fight with Patrick Smith who I submitted with a heel hook. Then I fought Royce whom I thought was a striker who didn’t know much grappling—and he wasn’t that big either. I had no idea what the gi was used for. And they took my shoes away, which I had done grappling with forever. They wouldn’t allow me to wear shoes, but allowed him to wear a gi. So, I went in and I thought I had him in a submission hold, but he wrapped his gi around my arm. Then when I went for a leg lock, he pulled himself on me and wrapped his gi around my neck and choked me. From that point on I was like, OK, these guys know how to cheat, so I’m going to learn how to defend myself from this cheating.


Q: What did you think of Royce Gracie? On the surface he doesn’t look like a fighter.


Shamrock: He’s very deceptive, just like a normal guy who doesn’t look like a tough guy, doesn’t look very athletic. But put him in a gi and a ring and he’s phenomenal. He’s a wise guy and very good at what he does. And he proved it over the years that he was the “man” when it came to grappling. So no one can deny the credibility that he got through the UFC.


Q: When did you open the Lion’s Den, which became one of the first MMA gyms?


Shamrock: When I first started fighting over in Japan, there was nothing over here in the United States where I could actually train both standup and ground fighting. There was no such thing as the UFC at the time and no gyms around that actually did that type of training. You either grappled or you were a striker. So you had to go to different gyms to do specific training. I decided to develop a gym that would do both—train striking and grappling. While I was over in Japan, I trained at the dojo. I put together my training facility where I would get a house and I would go out and find fighters. And I would have a try out and once they made it in the team, I would have them at the house where we would do the training. So I had a house full of fighters and all we did was train. That’s how we developed the Lion’s Den Team. One day when I was watching a show on TV called Animal Kingdom they were showing and talking about how the lion was the king of the jungle. A lion would attack a running animal, dig its claws into his back and neck, and it would pull it down in to the body. While the lion was on his back, he would pull the prey down to his chest and bite its neck and kill it. I thought, What a great name “King of the Jungle,” where you actually attacked the prey similar to grappling! So I thought Lion’s Den would be a good name. So I named the gym “The Lion’s Den” and started training fighters. We housed fighters and our guys would go out fighting, and the Lion’s Den had a reputation for having the toughest fighters out there and the only team in MMA that was fighting all the time. As you see now with The Ultimate Fighter show, which is turned into a reality show which is what Lion’s Den did way before the TUF reality show came out. They took that and turned it into a reality show.


Q: On to your super-fight with Royce Gracie at UFC 5 (April 1995), which was declared a draw. Do you think, had there been no time limits, it would have been a different outcome?


Shamrock: There’s no question about it. Royce Gracie was hurt and carried out of the ring. He was the beat-up fighter, there’s no question about it. I was fresh and could have gone on a lot longer, but he was hanging on for the time to run out. He had so much damage to him, broken ribs, his eye was busted and his conditioning was low. He was pretty much saved by the bell. I think anybody who watched that fight knows that man got lucky because there was a time limit in that particular fight. So the question of, “Would it have been different?” He would have lost. He lost that fight, anyway—if you watch the fight, anybody would say he got beat.


Q: In your opinion, how important is conditioning?


Shamrock: No matter how good you are, you can’t win a fight unless you go in there and fight. So you have to be able to do that. Conditioning is number one.


Q: Were you ever influenced by Bruce Lee?


Shamrock: I watched a movie called Enter the Dragon, and in the very first scene he’s fighting some big dude and he gets the guy on the ground and jumps into an arm bar. That’s when I first saw an actual submission mixed in with the standup fighting. Bruce Lee did it! Bruce Lee was actually one of the first guys who ever did the cross training where two combatants would fight on the ground and also standing up. Back in those karate days, people didn’t go to the ground and fight, but Bruce Lee knew this was an important part of being a complete fighter.


Q: After you and Royce became the face of the UFC, did you want to go back to Japan and fight in Pride?


Shamrock: I went to a bunch of different places to fight. I fought in Pride for a while and had good success there. I went from Pride to the UFC. And at the time UFC was doing 40,000 (pay-per-view) buys. And when I came back to fight Tito, it did about 140,000 buys. With Kimo, we did 150, or 160,000 buys. And then with the second Tito fight it was huge numbers. Ever since I came back in the UFC, they skyrocketed in the pay-per-views.


Q: You fought Tito Ortiz at UFC 40 (November 2002). Do you feel that, no matter how good a fighter is, a lot of the time just comes down to who the better fighter is on fight day?


Shamrock: That’s true too, but a lot of people don’t understand that at the time I had torn something. But because the fight was big and there was so much hype about it and so much anticipation on it, I couldn’t back out. So I had to do the fight and did it anyway. So after that fight was over, I went into surgery and had my knee replaced. There are a lot of things that happened when I fought Tito. And even the second time I fought Tito. I blew my shoulder out and, again, I still had to do the fight because it was too close to the fight to back out and too much hype for the fight for me to step down. I had a lot of bad luck when it came to fighting Tito as I seemed to be always injured. You know what, that’s not to take anything away from Tito. You do what you need to do and he won the fight and that’s that.


Q: You and Tito Ortiz seem to have had heated words at the press conferences before your fights. Why did you both seem to have problem with each other?


Shamrock: I think Tito and I know how the sport works. I mean, it’s not just two guys getting in there and fighting. That’s a big part of it, of course, but people that understand the sport want to know why we’re fighting and want something for you to fight about. I give people a reason for wanting me to fight and my opponent something to fight about. I find something in every one of my opponent that I don’t like, and I will pull it out and make it public why I don’t like this guy. And people tend to want to buy the fight and want to watch it more. It’s not fake it’s real. The aim is real, the reasons are real. I just tend to find those things and I bring them out. I don’t ignore them.


Q: You and Tito were on the The Ultimate Fighter as coaches. Are there any interesting stories about that experience worth sharing?


Shamrock: The pool thing, where he thought he was such a good player, is one of them. The whole time when they mentioned that we were going to play pool and the coaches would be competing against each other. And there would be $10,000 for the coach that won. I, basically, kind of looked disappointed because I couldn’t really play pool. And Tito jumped out of the seat like he played pool all the time, like he’s a hustler. Then I went in and basically cleared the table and he couldn’t recover after that. He was just completely taken out of his element because he was jumping up and down with his team players like he was going to win it, but I smoked him.


Q: After the UFC, you went back into WWE. Why go back to entertainment fighting after fighting for real?


Shamrock: The thing is the UFC at that time was having a lot of problems. They were in court all the time and getting banned from all these different places, therefore the money was going down. So I couldn’t even support my family through fighting, so I started looking for other avenues. Someone in Canada had approached me several times about me coming in and doing stuff with the WWE. And so once the UFC started having problems, I decided I had to make money elsewhere because I couldn’t support my family at the time. So, the guy talked to me and we got together with Vince McMahon and started working out some deals. So I got involved with them and had a very good experience with the WWE. It was a great time when I was there and making money to support my family.


Q: What do you think of some of the professional wrestlers making the transition into the UFC … someone like Brock Lesnar, for instance?


Shamrock: I think it’s very difficult for these guys to make a transition. The sport’s evolved so much that the UFC fighters are all cross-training and have been for several years. They all have had a lot of amateur fights. It’s not like in the early UFC days when guys were just starting to learn grappling, striking, and getting their conditioning up. They were just starting out. A lot of guys can just jump in and do it. Fortunately for me I was already doing it over in Japan, so I had knowledge of submission and knowledge of striking. So I was able to go from the pro wrestling world into the UFC, and vice versa. I had already experience in both, which made my transition very much easier. But for guys who are doing it now, it’s not going to be that easy, it’s going to be very difficult making the transition.


Q: You had bad experiences with your management at one point. How important is it to have a good manager in the sport of MMA?


Shamrock: Oh, it’s really important because you travel a lot and you’re training all the time. You’re always on the road. You don’t know what you’re being charged or where the money is all going. The sooner you find out things weren’t going where they are supposed to go, you owe taxes here and there. It’s very important that you have somebody managing your financial arrangements that you really trust because it’s really easy for money to disappear and you not know about it for a long period of time. Then there’s nothing you can do about it because the way it is being done is legal. So you just really have to make sure someone you can trust and make sure you are watching where things are going.


Q: How do you feel now that the UFC has been embraced more openly by the media and the general public, whereas in the early days it was promoted as no-holds-barred?


Shamrock: I think it had a lot to do with the athletic commission who got involved and the rules came in. Everybody has rules which are followed. And the fighters have their physicals before the fights. Sanctioning the sport and providing rules was a big thing for them to get in there and do this, and without them it probably wouldn’t be at the stage it is today. It was good finding a way for the sport to survive and for the fans to be able to watch without the fighters going in there and getting seriously hurt.


Q: You fought Dan Severn in two super-fights. Am I right in saying both of you never got along? What was the reason behind this?


Shamrock: Well, I mean, again trying to build fights, trying to have animosity towards my opponent because I didn’t like him. So I kind of picked upon things that Dan Severn said. We had a rules meeting. He seemed cocky, which he was, and all fighters are to a point before a fight. So, he was talking about certain things and he kind of over-stepped his boundaries, where he was the challenger and I was the champion. He was getting a little ignored as I was getting more media attention and questions. He kind of got upset that he wasn’t getting asked any questions and, therefore, we got into a confrontation in the last meeting. And I told him, “Don’t worry about it because I’m going to kill you anyway.” And he got up and walked out of the meeting. I went into the ring where I proceeded to kick the crap out of him.


Q: You did a lot of media by appearing on some top talk shows in America. Was this the transition of bringing MMA to the attention of the mainstream public?


Shamrock: I think I was the first one to actually do the crossover to mainstream media. I don’t know, but I guess my character really kind of appealed to a lot of people and was able to cross over and get the MMA to audiences that maybe wouldn’t have been able to be reached otherwise. Then when I crossed over to pro wrestling fighting in the WWE, I was on mainstream TV and people were wondering where I came from. So, they knew about this MMA fighter and they started to ask the question, “What’s MMA?” Then they started doing research on my background and people started watching MMA and started telling other fans. Then I went back from WWE into MMA and brought a lot of fans from that mainstream audience into the MMA world. For instance when the UFC was only hitting 40,000 pay-per-view buys, and then I went back in the UFC we did 150,000 buys. This had a lot to do with the fact that I had brought a lot of the fans from the WWE world.


Q: Has the UFC knocked boxing off the top spot in the US as the most popular spectator combat sport?


Shamrock: Absolutely. I think we were new and it was definitely a sport that was talked about. Any boxer, wrestler or karate guy could get into the MMA and fight an MMA fighter and lose because he’s not well rounded. This thing about who is the toughest guy was proven, in fact, without talking, but through actual fighting. And MMA always won because boxing is one dimensional, just as is wrestling and karate. On the other hand MMA is multiple disciplines all into one. So, therefore, it was proven, Hey, you know what, this is the real deal. These are the real fighters. People want to watch things that are real, that are the best. It was proven over and over with different disciplines coming into the UFC and finding out. You cannot be one dimensional; you had to know all disciplines. So boxing has now taken a back seat, but boxing is a very good event—those guys are very skilled but UFC is hot right now. But like everything in life, what goes up must come down, nobody stays on top forever, everybody takes a turn. UFC and MMA will also go down again. And boxing will pull back up again and probably be on top for a while, and MMA will come back on top again and everybody will have its time and its place. It always does that—there’s shifts and changes and it will always be that way in the world. Nothing stays the same, and it can’t stay the same, otherwise we would cease to exist. It’s always the way the cycle of life works. So, therefore, we are on top right now, MMA is doing very well.


Q: Am I right in saying you had some contentious issues with the UFC in terms of your contract? Did they release you before it actually expired?


Shamrock: It’s something we have got to decide in the court of law. I don’t want to get into it. For one, we’re going to leave it to the attorneys. I’ve figured this thing out and I want to settle it in the court of law. So I can’t really talk much about that. But everybody knows the kind of person I am. I don’t get into situations like this, but when I am in a situation like this, it’s usually because I’m provoked. So, I just want to let the attorneys figure it out and hopefully we can get this figured out without it getting too nasty.


Q: Dana White turned the UFC around. There are fighters, such as Tito Ortiz and Randy Couture, who believe there should be a lot more money for the fighters. Do you agree with their sentiment?


Shamrock: There needs to be a fighter’s union so these guys have someone they can go to when they feel they have been wronged. Right now I think the UFC wants to keep that out because they don’t want us in there because this way they can keep all the money. Fighters are not getting paid the way they need to be paid. I think everybody knows that. But how do you get them paid? The only way you can make it fair is to have a union, somewhere the fighters can go direct to but right now they don’t have that. So, therefore they don’t have anybody fighting for them. The sport is young and it will take some time to have this in place. It will have to otherwise it will cease to exist.


Q: You’re currently forty-four years old. What motivates people like yourself and Randy Couture to keep fighting? Would you consider taking other avenues, such as coaching?


Shamrock: There’s no question about it. I want to get involved in other areas, which I’m doing right now actually. I’ll probably fight one more time, just so I can go out on my own terms and say goodbye to all my fans in the ring. But they’ll be seeing me doing other things such as promoting fights, opening gyms, training fighters and I’ll definitely be involved in this sport but in a different way.
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