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Mixed Martial
Arts is slugging
its way out of
underground
fight clubs
and into main-
stream South
African s&ort.
Does MMA
deserve its bad-
boy reputation,
or can it help
you become

fighting fit?
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Two fighters
step nervously
around the
I octagonal
| cage. The one
from the blue
corner whips
a few tentative
kicks at his
red oprponent's
legs. They
each mik'back
| and forth,
and then
— suddenly,
explosively
— Red
launches
himself at
Blue. The
- slap of lmﬁact
| sends bot
fu[ghter$
slamming to
the floor. Red
holds Blue
| down, slowl
| Btjttigg off’i e
000 Supply
to his head.
Red wins by
submission.
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Red is Dolf van Vuuren, a softly-spoken
41-year-old artisan from Vanderbijlpark. Blue
is Jonathan Bailey, a 24-year-old Eskom senior
parts operator from Secunda. Both are ama-
teurs, and both have just completed their first
Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) cage fight.

Theirs is one of 20 bouts on the card at
Rise of the Warrior VI, a full amateur MMA
event at the Matsport Hall in suburban
Centurion. It's one of at least three big events
this week (there was a similar contest in
Durban the night before, and there's a big
pro event at the Standard Bank Arena later
in the week).

Following the trend of the US, where
MMA's Ultimate Fighting Championship has
now overtaken boxing as the biggest pay-
per-view TV draw, MMA - or cage-fighting,
as non-initiates tend to call it - is tearing off
its underground roots and punching its way
to sporting legitimacy.

“It's a place where you can get in a fight
and not get arrested,” says Morné Swanepoel,
explaining the sport's growing appeal. “The
testosterone and adrenaline excite a lot of
youngsters, and for the more mature athletes,
fighting — the training and preparation - is a
way of life. The fight itself doesn't take much.

That's the difficult part.”

Swanepoel runs Combat Coaching out of
Amanzimtoti, offering personal training, reality-
based personal protection and MMA fighting

The preparation is the blood and guts and glory.

instruction. With his background in combat
sports - his father enrolled him in wrestling
classes when he was four and, as an adult,
he graded third dan in karate — Swanepoel
was a natural fit for MMA.

The sport grew out of the ultimate bar-room
question: if you took a wrestler, a sumo wres-
tler, a boxer, a kick-boxer, a jiu-jitsu fighter and
a karate champion, put them all in a cage and
ordered them to fight to the finish, who would
be the last man standing?

“Mixed martial arts is exactly what it says,’
says Swanepoel. “It's a mixture of martial arts,
like Bruce Lee had in mind with Jeet Kune Do
when he said: '‘Use what is useful, reject what
is useless'. So you take what works for you and
you make up your own fighting package. In
cage fighting we get different kinds of fighters:
grounders and pounders, submission special-
ists, stand-up specialists... These guys train
in all the ranges, but their fighting style is what
identifies them."

That random blend of fighting styles has,
strangely enough, proven to be MMA's greatest
leveller: in the sport's first official competi-
tion, 1993's Ultimate Fighting Championship,
1.85m/80kg Brazilian jiu-jitsu fighter Royce
Gracie overcame bigger and heavier oppo-
nents (1.96m/98kg Savateur Gerard Gordeau,
1.83m/111kg wrestler Ken Shamrock and
1.85m/89kg boxer Art Jimmerson) to win the
inaugural championship in Denver, Colorado.

Now, 18 years later in a quiet neighbourhood
in Eldoraigne, Centurion, 40 amateur fighters
- with fighting backgrounds as varied as wres-
tling, kick-boxing and club rugby- are nervously
weighing up their own chances in the cage.

“It's not about size or strength; it's about
stamina,” says Herme Visser, a 29-year-old
fighter and instructor at a Combat Coaching
affiliated gym in Hermanstad. "You have to
think during the fight - and when you get tired,
you don’t think. Going into an amateur fight, you
don't know the other guy, so you don't know his
skills. His background could be karate, jiu-jitsu,
Krav Maga... anything."

“That's half the fun of it," says 18-year-old
former kick-boxer Gavin Brits. “You can't do
your homework. When you get in there, it's
more based on your skill than on your plan.

It becomes more a reaction, where you don't
think, Okay, I'm going to turn him now and hit
him in the ribs, I'm going to stand here. Oh look,
he threw a jab at me, I'm going to dodge and
jab back... It's not based on what you plan, it's
based on what you know."

This will be Brits' first fight in the cage,
but he still has the telltale yellow leftovers
of a black eye picked up in practice.

But training doesn't have to be about fight-
ing — and even if you sign up at an MMA gym,
you don't ever have to step into the octagon.

“We currently have about a thousand
MMA students countrywide, and only about a
hundred of them compete," says Swanepoel.
“The other 90% are here for the benefits: the
conditioning and the healthy lifestyle."

Take Dolf van Vuuren, for example: although
he won his debut cage fight, he'd only been
training for three months. “I've wrestled before,
and done a bit of judo," he says. “But when I saw
MMA on TV, I knew this is what I wanted to do.
The training is hectic, and I'm still getting fit
- but I've already lost 13kg in just a few months.”
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or a sport which advertises
its events as “No Rules Cage
Fighting”, MMA isn't short on
rules and regulations. The
basic laws, as recorded on
the sport's local mouthpiece
Smacktalk.co.za, forbid com-
petitors from clawing, pinch-
ing, biting, spiking, elbowing,
head-butting, eye-gouging,
fish-hooking, spitting at,
swearing at - and among
other no-nos - avoiding eye

contact with your opponent
(The latter is called “timidity”, and it has no
place in the octagon.)

Eight of the fights on the card at Rise of the
Warrior VI are classed as “light contact”, with
fighters scoring points for well-placed blows,
much like in amateur boxing

On the afternoon of the event, Gavin Brits

who at 65kg has entered a light-contact
featherweight bout
with the rules. “The difference between light
contact and full contact is that in light contact
you're more out to score points, and they don't
let you load the shot from here”

is still coming to grips

he cocks his
arm back, fist clenched, until it's Just past his
‘and you have to remember to pull
your punches. That can be hard, because you
train to swing a full punch, and they ask you
to do the exact opposite in competition.”

As it turns out, Brits wins his fight by walk-
over. His opponent is forced to withdraw when
the event's medical team detect swelling

shoulder

under his ribs, Brits doesn't even get to throw
a punch in anger

Hosted by Shido Fighting Systems, Rise
of the Warrior VI is run under the auspices of
the International Sports Combat Federation
(ISCF), and under ISCF rules every competitor
must undergo a pre-fight medical test

Event doctor Riaan Coetzee explains: “We
check each fighter's vital signs: blood pressure,
pupils, whether the lungs are clear, medical
history, the last time they had a concussion...
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Amateur MMA
fighters'in the
cage atRise of
the Warrior VI.

If you're concussed you're not allowed back in
the cage for at least three months. If you have
high blood pressure you can't compete

If you're hit in the head the risk of bursting
avein in your brain is very high."

The doctor expects a few bruises and
lacerations at tonight's event, but from an injury
point of view, MMA competitions are surpris-
ingly safe. A 2006 study at Johns Hopkins
University found that the sport "has injury rates
compatible with other combat sports involving
striking”, but with fewer KOs than boxing, MMA
has a relatively lower risk of brain injury.

Each fighter wears nine-ounce open-palm
gloves and rugby-style scrumcaps. This has a
lot to do with safety, but a lot more to do with
the sport's ongoing fight against government
lawmakers. Professional MMA competitions
are still illegalin four US states, while Germany
has banned televised MMA events and Australia
has banned cage fighting. In South Africa, the
Department of Sports and Recreation recently
floated a bill which would make both pro and
amateur fights illegal and - according to the
language of the bill - “a person who participates
In or promotes such an ultimate fight shall be
guilty of an offence and, on conviction, be liable
to a fine or five years' imprisonment or to both,."
In other words, the story you're reading right
now could be against the law.

“The government has insisted on fighters
wearing that protective gear,” Swanepoel

explains, “because if anybody gets injured and
the proper precautions were not taken, they will
ban the sport in this country."

It's not hard to see why MMA courts so
much controversy, In South Africa, the sport
IS In many ways still in its amateur infancy.
Both Brits and Visser see their fights called off
(Visser has to wait until three hours after the
event begins to learn that his opponent hasn't
shown up), and at least four of the 20 fights
- including the final bout, billed as the “main
event” - will be total mismatches, won and lost
within a few seconds

(One fighter, Riaan Schmahl, who wins on
a 17-second TKO - although it looked a Lot
more like timidity from where the audience was
sitting - is later found shrugging his shoulders
in the communal red dressing room. “I've been
psyching myself up for this all week, and now
this happens,” he says, shaking his head, “At the
end of the day, these fights are all about heart
The other guy hasn't been training long, and
I guess he just gave up.")

Some fighters lack the skills; others are
simply not fighting fit. You may think that that's
understandable, given that they're all amateurs
Swanepoel doesn't. "When my fighters prepare for
a fight they'll go on at least an eight-to 10-week
camp, training six days a week, some-times four
or five hours a day,” he says. “It's pretty intense
Compared to other martial arts systems, MMA
is on a different level of preparation







