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Canberra-born mixed martial arts fighter Elvis Sinonic, left, and in the ring, above.

Our primal urge for hand-to-hand combat has
spawned a sport which brings together sumo

wrestlers, karate masters and kickboxers,
Mark Sawa writes

All

on the
fight

‘R
emember, ladies and
gentlemen, it’s no
holds barred,
anything goes – just
no groin strikes, no

eye gouging and no biting.
Everything else is OK. We’re
getting ready. The referee is in the
centre [ding], and they go!’’

And that was how the first
Ultimate Fighting Championship
bout started. Twenty seconds later
it ended with a kickboxer booting
a sumo’s teeth into a clutch of
ringside commentators. As the
crowd groaned, the hideous
stomach-churning reality of what
had been unleashed on the public
was realised and a new sport was
born. The sport of mixed martial
arts made its inauguration on pay-
per-view television in 1993 as the
Ultimate Fighting Championship.
It had a simple aim. To find out
who really had the world’s most
dominant martial arts system.

This was a chance to see a black
belt in karate go head-to-head
with a boxer, or a muay Thai
kickboxer battle a sumo wrestler.
It promised no-holds-barred
action in an octagonal cage, and it
attracted a swarm of brain-
foaming crazies who wanted to see
men dismantled in the most
gruesome fashion possible.

The first few championships
have been described as a ‘‘blood-
flecked freak show’’. Government
authorities were disgusted and the
sport was initially banned in
several American states, with
Senator John McCain labelling it
‘‘human cock-fighting’’.

Victory only came with
knockout, surrender, doctor’s
intervention or fatality.

Despite these grotesqueries, the
Ultimate Fighting Championship
did achieve its aim of uncovering
fact from fiction.

For the first time martial arts
pundits saw who possessed the
most effective system, and for
many it was a big surprise.

A diminutive Brazilian named
Royce Gracie dominated with his
family’s now legendary Gracie jiu
jitsu, now widely known as simply
Brazilian jiu jitsu. Gracie won
three of the first four Ultimate
Fighting Championships against
much larger opponents by taking
fights to the ground. He would
start each fight by throwing a few
harmless front kicks before diving,
or ‘‘shooting’’, at his opponent’s
legs or hips. Once he had latched
on, the fight was over. From
seemingly desperate positions he
could choke fighters unconscious
or contort their limbs into

excruciating positions that forced
them to ‘‘tap out’’. His opponents
had no idea what had happened.
One minute they are towering over
him and the next they’re getting
their arm cranked out of its socket.

Gracie exposed just how much
people had neglected fighting on
the ground, which is where most
fights end up. And in doing so
demonstrated major flaws in a
myriad of extremely popular
martial arts styles.

Canberra-born mixed martial
arts fighter Elvis Sinonic,
Australia’s most prominent export
into the Ultimate Fighting
Championship realm, described
his reaction when he first saw
Gracie fight.

‘‘One of my friends at work, who
was a karate person, came to work
one day and he had this video tape
of a show called the UFC. It was
the UFC 2, and it had a small jiu
jitsu expert named Royce Gracie
fighting against much bigger and
stronger guys from different
martial arts. And he ended up
winning it.

‘‘I just thought it was such an
amazing challenge, and quite
inspirational. It just showed
technique could really overcome
size and strength. I kind of went,
you know, I’d really like to give
that a go one day.’’

At the time Sinosic, who
has a degree in IT, was
working at AusAID,
but he harboured a
burning ambition to
test himself in the
cage. After working
a string of straight
jobs with the
Commonwealth
Director of Public
Prosecutions,
Qantas, Microsoft
and Colonial State
Bank, he decided to
quit to train full time
in mixed martial arts
and prepare for the
cage.

‘‘My first ever
professional fight was
March 22, 1997, in Sydney. It
was Australia’s first ever
MMA event, called the
Australasian UFC,’’ he said.
‘‘No one really knew what to
expect.

‘‘It was probably one of the
greatest adrenalin rushes
you can imagine. Going in
there all you could hear
was the people chanting
your name and
screaming. It was just
like being a rock star. But

I think the thing that really stood
out for me that first time I stood in
the cage was the sound of the gate
clanging shut. When that

happened everything else
disappeared. The noise
disappeared, the crowd
disappeared, all of a sudden I

knew I was in there and the
only other person in

there was my
opponent.’’

After Australia,
Sinosic fought
some of the
greatest fighters
in America’s
Ultimate
Fighting
Championship,

and over the years
watched the sport evolve with rival
mixed martial arts competitions
like Affliction and PRIDE rise to
challenge the championship as the
pre-eminent mixed martial arts
contest. The sport has gone from
relative obscurity in the United
States to near mainstream
acceptance. The rules have
changed substantially to protect
fighters, and fighters and officials
have become more professional.

While the sport has got a
foothold in most countries
around the world, acceptance has
not come easily, and it remains

racked by a number of
misconceptions that persist as a
hangover from the atavistic
gladiatorial spectacle that was its
inception, rather than the highly
professional sport it is now.

Canberra mixed martial arts and
jiu jitsu instructor Ben Langford,
who has been involved in the ACT
martial arts scene for more than 15
years, argues that mixed martial
arts, which has remained in the
public eye as a shadowy blood
sport, is not as dangerous as
mainstream combat sports like
boxing and kickboxing.

‘‘The old days of no rules and
anything goes are long gone. And
while it is probably the most open
fighting sport format we can do
there are still rules that are there to
protect the fighter.’’

There has only been one death
in a sanctioned fight in the 16-year
history of the sport, with two
deaths in unsanctioned fights
where one fighter had a confirmed
pre-existing medical condition
resulting in his fatality.

In a Johns Hopkins University
study, the overall injury rate in
mixed martial arts competitions is
now similar to other combat
sports, including boxing. And
knockout rates are lower in mixed
martial arts competitions than in
boxing.


