Monday, April 20, 2009 Times2

Above right, Andrew Frain and Simon Le in training on the mats at Elements Gym, Mitchell, with Kathleen Pisani and Tim Ng.

“If you look to statistics it’s far
safer than boxing, and it is far safer
than kickboxing. In boxing I have
no option but to hit you and be hit
in the head, and the kind of
injuries that are sustained in
boxing are recurring percussive
knockouts,” Langford argued.

“The standing eight count of
boxing, which is there for the
safety of fighters, actually in the
long term makes it far more
damaging to their health because
they get in that state of being near
knocked out again and again in a
very short period.

“In a mixed martial arts fight
that kind of knock-down, which
would get a standing eight count
in boxing, is finished very quickly.

“The refs are very professional
these days, they know what to look
for, they know what to stop, and
the whole tap-out system is a great
system. It protects you—when
you’'ve had enough you tap and
your opponent stops. I think it is a
far safer sport than what people
think.”

Sinosic agrees that a warped
perception of mixed martial arts
remains.

“The factis it’s just like any
other combat sport. There are
people looking after you. You have
areferee, you have a coach and
you have the doctor ringside.

“You're really not seeing the sort
of injuries that people thought
would be happening. You know,
deaths all over the place and
broken arms and legs. It’s pretty
much mostly superficial. I think
that misconception is slowly
starting to disappear.”

Recently I was invited to watch
UFC 94 in a leafy inner north
Canberra suburb with a bunch of
mixed martial arts enthusiasts and
practitioners. The room was full of
some of the most lethal men in
Canberra sipping fine imported
beer, nibbling on basil and tomato
pretzels and tossing bon mots into
rangy conversations that flitted
from the last fight they’d watched
to the meta-ethics of their doctoral
thesis.

Vegans, ethicists, engineers and
philosophy students with high
degrees, skilled in boxing,
Brazilian jiu jitsu and wrestling,
hunkered down to see who would
prevail between French-Canadian
Georges St Pierre and Hawaiian
B.J. Penn. It was a fascinating
group. They were highly intelligent
and could fold you into a paper
crane if you were unlucky enough
to somehow end up in a fight with
one of them.

In a sense the group represented
what mixed martial arts had
become. It was still tough and
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hard, but now it demanded
intelligence and precision. It was
no longer the amphitheatre for
pub brawlers who were seen as
ignorant bloodthirsty monsters.
Indeed. Alook at the bios of some
of the world’s top mixed martial
arts fighters reveals that most of
them are college graduates.

“There are of course those
people who are less well off, and
they use fighting to improve their
life, but there are a lot of doctors
and lawyers, students and
accountants and all sorts of people
who enter it because it is one of
the most physically and mentally
challenging sports out there,”
Langford said.

The sport has actually provided
tangible benefits to the wider
public as a realistic testing ground
for martial arts practitioners to
truly discover which techniques
work and which don’t. It has
obliterated the ludicrous
mythologies and bizarre
mysticism that have cloaked the
martial arts over countless
generations by unveiling the
delusional frauds that have traded
on their rank or status.

“So your ninth-Dan black belt
grandmaster instructor knows the
touch-of-death eh? That’s great!
Let’s see him in action.”

The upshot is more useful self-
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defence tactics. The technical
weaknesses of disciplines are
purged and other techniques are
borrowed and fused to create a
more robust, holistic and effective
style. “Mixed martial arts just
became an arena where I could
test my skills in a safe manner yet
know that truly what I'm learning
works,” Sinosic said.

“You go to uni for four years in
IT so you can go out there and put
it to use. The thing about martial
arts is  don’t want to get in street
fights. I don’t want to get caught in
situations where I have to defend
my life or someone else’s. So being
able to do MMA allows me to test
it safely.”

The reason mixed martial arts
has been able to make this
contribution is due to its
evolution.

It has transformed from the era
of the specialist, where a fighter
would master a single style, to an
increasing hybridisation of styles,
or mixing of martial arts
techniques, Langford said.

“The latest guys like GSP
[Georges St Pierre] coming on the
scene, are just across the board
mixed martial arts fighters. He is
just MMA. It’s all one package for
him. He doesn’t switch delivery
systems. It’s the next evolution of
the sport.”

Meanwhile, back in the inner
north lounge room, we had just
finished hollering over one of the
great mixed martial arts fights,
which saw St Pierre grind Penn
into dust. In St Pierre’s post-fight
interview he explained, in a thick
French-Canadian accent, how he
beat arguably the most naturally
gifted fighter to ever enter the
cage. “B. J. Pennis a very fast
starter and has got very fast hands.
Iwanted him [to] carry my weight
and make the blood go to his
shoulder so that his shoulder
would be heavy and his hand
would not come out as fast as
usual. [Also] I didn’t really shoot
from far and I was really faking a
lot. He has a very fast reaction time
but he’s got a slow reset time. That
means when I do something he
reacts very fast.

“Faster than I and faster than
most of the fighters in the UFC,
but ifI fake something and he
reacts, his brain takes a lot of time
to reset and to be able to react as
fastas it is for a first shot. So my
strategy was to fake him, make
him react and then attack after.”

The strategy indicates how
mixed martial arts has progressed
from the days when the referees
barely understood what was
happening and bearded
overweight truckers would stand
and deliver, to bio-mechanically
and neurologically based pre-fight
game plans.

Langford believes the sport is on
the cusp of big things and that
once people become more
educated about it, mixed martial
arts will eventually gain
mainstream acceptance. “It’s
going to be a bigger explosion of
the sport. I think it can only go
forward —it’s getting bigger all the
time. Every UFC is just about
setting a record for pay-per-view.

“We're getting new
organisations springing up that
are surviving. And while fighters
are not household names yet it’s
becoming more and more that
way. People are getting more and
more into mixed martial arts
without necessarily being a part of
mixed martial arts. It used to be
that you had to be a part of that
world but now you get people that
just go and watch it, just like
football.” It has spawned a new
vocabulary where euphemisms
like ground and pound, sprawl
and brawl, and lay and pray give
the sport a sense of roots. Roots
that, if you poked through the
bubble-wrapped veneer of our
modern-day, safety-obsessed
culture, you would realise are
fastened deep in a penchant for
hand-to-hand fighting that
stretches back to ancient Greece
and beyond.

As a species, humans often
convince themselves they are
beyond bludgeoning each other
mercilessly in an octagonal cage.
But the primal urge to overcome
fear is programmed into our
evolutionary make-up, and
whether it is due to the ego, self-
discovery or survival instincts,
people will continue to test their
physical and mental skills in
various forms of combat.

“There is no rawer sense of
competition than two people
physically competing to dominate
over the other,” Langford said.

“And there is no better way to
see a personality. You can’t hide
who you are when you fight. I
think what attracts us to it is just
the finality, and that raw
expression of individualism.”

M Anyone interested in familiarising
themselves with some of the more
prominent martial disciplines associated
with MMA can contact Elements Fitness
on 0402 581 977, Roots Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu
on 0419 464 169, EPIC BJJ on 6294 1175
or 0413 939 030, or Phoenix Gym on
6241 2402.



