The Stuff of
Champions

By Art Davie

Mixed martial arts has produced, in a relatively

short time, a great crop of champions. But out of all -
the fighters to enter and brave the Octagon, who

was the best?

hile mixed martial arts hasn®t had a champ like Joe Louis, who reigned as
heavyweight boxing champion for 12 years and defended-his dtde 25 omes,
“we are developing our share of grear ones. As matchmaker for the "0ld
UIFCT and Ultimate Fighting Alliance Commissioner, | ha a LEMCILLE OppOrEmicy Lo
book, match, and see some of the greatest hghrers in our spart . [ sac down recently to
rare the big guns in MMA - the ones | knew personally from 1993 through 1997, 1
used 2 version of Ring mpagazines farmula for COMRring |.:-:l:-.i||j; -:.|'|-||::||a-:-. from differen:
aras and came up with a -\.ir|||1]r r.||ir|!_: ST Here, in arder of i||1|1|:-r:.|."u-:'. are my

i'||'-:1:_-'.ir|_'7'. criteria for r.|,|i|1:i__lL 'ﬁ__qhn_-rx;

1. F'ig;hﬁng 5-'|'I:i“5 - |"|.||1-:_'|'|i|1;-_', 4 [ kirlg. 1-|;-C{'I.I|'I'|'|'|'| and submission Fe I‘IIIilZ"LII'h.

2. Mental Toughness - The ability to hang ough and intimidare opponents.

3. Physical Qualities — Brure strengrh and sramina. |
4. Cage Generalship — The ability to outsmart opponents and win when it couns.
5. Crowd Appeal = Showm anship and physical presence.

As a promoter, | left our personal considerations. [ liked some fighrers and wasn’t
too fond of ochers, | didn® lee that influence me here. Promaorters, as a rele, are inter
ested in a hghter’s crowd appeal. We wanre o sell nckets. Colorful, popular hghrers do
thar. Fou Wy purpases here, thar’s just one Facpol AMOTE five. IF I wsed [:Lk'.'!-:u'.".|illl:_
poswer alone, T-'..l:n, a Cyracke and Tank Abbotr waould be rated hrest and second!

Whar about the quality of opponents a champion has faced compared o other
champs? [ believe you have o evaluare fighrers during the time they foughr. To com-
pare the quality of opponents from different erat iz a Iri-:'L'_t' [P RO PRSI T, l'.:|1:|.r|||l.~\. chire
under the stars thar were in the heavens on che nights they won, Thars good enough

for me.
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| rated some highters higher than che
fighter who actually bear him. This
r-:.'":n’.‘l!h .IH.- I:M'r.t” {.l’llf‘ri.ﬂ. H,a,[il'lg Pur':'
fighting ability alone would produce a
slightly different score. Lking a 1-5 scale
5 |11:ri1:||:x max and 5 criveria = 25 l:n:pi.nﬁ
total) to rate them, here are my rop
ﬁgh[rr picks:

1. Frank Shamrock - 23 poinus
2. Don Frye — 22 points

3. Royce Gracie — 21 points

4. Mark Coleman — 20 points
4. Mark Kerr — 20 points

6. Dan Severn — 19 points

6. Maurice Smith — 19 points
8. Oleg Taktarov — 18 points

8. Tank Abbott — 18 P::rim;s

10. Ken Shamrock — 17 points

FREANK SHAMROCK was almost
perfect. He possessed the best arsenal of
skills, lowoks, courage and n:.ughnﬁi. of
anybody [ knew. He'’s not a heavyweight,
bur so what. His victories over Tito Oz
and Kevin Jackson are a cribute to his
superb cage generalship. He's the con-
sumumare MMA p.rl:r]:r.ﬁinnal. He can win
when it r-|:¢||_1_.' counts, His training regime
was cutting edge and turned him a
ﬁghtiﬂl; machine. | remember a conversa-
tion with flm executive pn:l-duc.:r Inn
Peters, who said to me looking at Sham-
rock across a room, “There is the perfect
ambassador for Ultimate Fighting!™ That
says it all!

DOMN FRYE won the second Ulti-
mare- Uleimae in December “96. [ gave
him a 5 on mental toughness. He
never quit. He was aone af the carly
stars with a cross section of kills,

He could punch some, wrestle a
bir, knew a choke or twa, but
wasn't the bese at any af
them. He was strong, but

not as strong as lank

Abbore who he chaked

thar nighe for the title.

His 5!}*[: was similar to
the SCEOnger Coleman's
and he dida't have the right
game plan o bear him. But he
had stamina, heart, and the brains to win
everything else. Lots of women found




MARK COLEMAM was |,||1.=:I!-::-|,r].1:|11|.1.'
fior a while. A first-class wrestler, he had
CROrMauns hlrt:l:t;lll and was a fearsome
"grm.lnﬂ and '|1|:r|.||1d-'.'r."' But he couldn't
kick and was vulnerable to someone who
could. And his cage generalship left him
vulnerable o smarrer ﬁ.gh[l:l:i like Mau-
rice Smith, %What he |1r||1:|l-_|:|1l to the party

was an overwhelming physical presence

and a good cross secrion of skills. Oppo-
nents ak tl".! e Were E'.1|1:|!|1:.' !«'vi.'iLr'-L'LI. |.'|F
him. In my opinion, he needed a very
srrong manager to keep him on track,
W otherwise he would not give you his best.
; Owerall, he was one of the VEry best
heavyweights to ever enter and compere

at MMA. Fans liked him coo!
MARK KERR was, like Coleman, a
h‘l.'ﬁ.":r""""l"ij;hT |_'|-:_|;r_|;|-!_"-:]'1i|1 :II'I'II:FI'IF_ flli.'
cruisers. "W hen he first burst on the scene

he became “the smashing machine.” He

Y i

Don Frye “The Predator™

bseat ]J!r.tl:ili.;llll-i :m.| -:iu.ri:lltl: his UFC d;l.".-‘.':

Mark
Coleman -
o of the
; him as handsame as Tom Selleck. He was  best ever.
Royca Grachs, :
4L the King ofdhe an athlete the hardcore fans and the gen-
Lh Detagon eral public loved!
ROYCE GRACIE purt
Teymate Fiﬁhting an the
map. For thar alone, he
stands hexd and shoulders
above EVEryOne. The Gracie
family charisma was his to
wear like a halo and he wore
it well, Size wise, he was a
leopard among lions and
tigers. It's amazing to con-
sider how he intimidated
much larger opponents ar
the ume. Deep down, they
were afraid of him! He
could choke them oud! He was
mentally tough with good stamina, bur
not very strong. His defensive Brazilian
jiu-jirsu skills were a puzzle ar the time,
but today a tep competitor needs

more, His E_rappﬂng pronwess revolu- j
tionized the whole martial arts H'ﬁ

world. He couldnt punch or kick

g VAR
E
and wasnt a great takedown artisc. o,
But when he was in the Oletagon b £

was magic - and he was the boss!



Dan “The E'B-Bﬂ'ﬂﬂ'ﬂ'n.‘;

was the man! Mor as charismatic as
Coleman, he had great wrestling skalls, an
4.'!'!-';'['!-'-'|11.‘|I'|‘|i|1|5 EI:'HIJI'I-I."-:IIIn:i-l:II:H.I.I.'I:I:[ game
and stamina roo! His physique was the
envy of every other athlete in the sport.
He has since added o his standing skills
as a striker, an arca he was weak in previ-

ously.
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Dan Severn was the first Ultimate-
Ulrimare |I|:.'|||:|.|'|'||'r in "95, He was the fArst
wrestler of mational caliber 1o COmpete in
i"t"[}'ﬁ-‘l.u"ﬁ.. lhﬂpilc ik ||.m‘-|:|:_:,' |:u.'n:n-|1..a| Fl’_!u"ll',
he became “The Beast” when he wan
UFC 5. A smart ﬁghtur most af the time
{!I."[Ii ’-ll.'ll'EL'[ Ilis matches with ch Sl'i.'l_m-
reck!l, he had staming. Whae he lacked
was standing skills. He wasn't effective in
this l':l.l1gv|: amd had a E:II.'\II:IE:IIIEIII the inngve.:r
his career conrinued. Bur he was Ffearless
and had the will and the gurs to bear back
EVEryone in "::'5. Mot {E'II.' most n:l.l;::l:r.'l.||_1_."
charismartic of competitors, he became a
solid ambassador for the sport.

Maurice Smith was :|:|::|._1_."|:||: the
SMACtest man o ever step into a cage. He
was a cool customer who ourthoughe his
opponents. The best kickfighter who
crossed the ling invo MMA, he was a sen-
sation when he stopped Conan Slivera
and decisioned Coleman. Why didn't [
rate him higher? His greatest asser, his
brains, was also his grearest liabiliry. He
was too smart o take risks and would
rather win by decision than by knockour.
He always seemed wo do just enough o
win. His conservatism didn’t produce
much charisma. | gave him enly a 2 in
this category, Nevertheless, when he bear
Coleman, he was king of the hill. He was
the first striker to show the world how o
beat a grappler, it was fascinaring ro
witch how he chopped down Tank with
leg kicks.

I had 1o give Oleg Taktarowv a 5 when
it came to p|'|_1_.".':i:.'_'|.| toughness, He never
l."l].'l].'ll:ll oL 1.|.|.|rin.g his whole career, No
matter how |.1-]|:r-e:|d}", no matter how
beaeen, (:lh.';__', j|.|.'.r ]-u.']ﬂ' |:_'n-n1i|11_r.. His will

Oleg Taktarow - the
heart of a lion.

was indomirtable. A master of lower bod
locks, he couldn't punch, but kepr tryin
to becomie a knock-our artist. Ir wasn
meant to be. His combination of skill
carned him only a 3. And he wasn't th
best ricker seller in UFC history. Bue h
was 4 warrior, who gave it everything h
had. Bad knees limired his career.

The greatest showman ever 1o ste|
into the Ocragon was Tank Abborr, th
original "Hunrtington Beach Bad Boy.”
The Mike Tyson of MMA, he intimi

Maurico Smith - the Octagon's
smartest fighter.




e e —
= _—

dated opponents. A wickedly effective bar
brawler, he liked o ﬁgh[ and would do it
for free. Combined with a power lifter's
5l;n,'|:|gl|1 (he could bench press 625 lbs.
for reps!), he picked up other heavy
'l.l.'u_'il_r.]'nl:'_-: (remember Worsham?) and
almost threw them out of the cage! His
weaknesses were his lack of submission
skills, poor stamina, and a bad knee. He
lost to men like Taktarov and Frye when
be ran our of gas. And he did rhar often.
Relying on murderous hooks and upper-
cutE o win, he even dl:'.'r_'|l:‘:lpcd a jab and
a straighe right against Frye in Ultimate-
Ultimate "26 - but you needed maore as
MMA kepr evolving. Abbotr never
learned new tricks: he was conrent o do
what had always worked for him. And he
could never seem to win the Big One!
But when he came into the arena, crowds
wWient nuks 'Fq_:ur |'|||'n! '|'|1:.' man Yo Ll pes

Coleman battling Vovehanchin in Pride.

hare, he was one of only two or three
:ﬁllp{'ﬁﬁ.ﬂl’.& I:I'IA'_' SEH'ITE IHIH VET EHE‘HJ'III:CI.‘I..
Ken Shamrock was the Hamler of
MMA, “To be or not o be” seemed o be
his manera. Did he want o be cthe bad-
dest man in the world’s most brugal sport
- or not? It seemed o affect his perfor-
mance in the cage more than once. As the
Golden Boy, he had more chances than
anyone, with the possible exception of
Abbotr, to shine. Fans remember char he
never won a tournament. And yeo has
[i'l.r;-||r:|.' with Raovee E_l!ll'lllr.ili.'.il the |'|i.g]'|
point in MMA history. He was an OK
puncher, not much of a kicker, bur a
gkilled submission arist. Combined wath
a t‘H_'u;]_!.'|_1Hi.|1_‘||;,'r.'_-: ph}'si.qul: and gl:ll:l-d loaks,
he should have been the grearest of all
vime. Physical brictleness seemed to be a
facrar, as injuries ook him out of action

several times. His ascendancy to the top

position, in most fans’ minds, was not 1o
b, ilu,'id-e'nl:l.l.l].', there was a real birrer
rivalry berween Shamrock and Abbortt.
M:m}" p-ul:r|'r|:: waanted o see the Golden
Boy and the Bad Boy of MMA get it on.
It almaoet I'IJE:II_H'I:HH:I. at Uleimate-Ulnmare
96, Bur Shamrock broke his hand on a
Firse round u!:lplmne:rll".'. head and the
martch thar everyone wanted never came

[ng{'rh-l_'r. P5. 1 think Tank would have
won thar night!

Fearless Tank Abbott.

“Golden Boy" Men Shamrock,
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