A NEW
DAWN

ZUHEK OWNING CASINO
MAGNFKS VERIFY THE
PURCHASE OF PRIDE FC

By Ross McTavish

his was the week when
I those in suits took

precedence over those
who ! ght, as the global
landscape of mixed martial
arts changed signi! cantly
due to two major business
deals which took place on
either side of the Pacilc.

On Tuesday in Tokyo, Japan,
Pride President Nobuyuki Sakak
ibara announced that Dream
Stage Entertainment (DSE) had
sold the assets of Pride Fighting
Championships to casino mag-
nates Lorenzo and Frank Fertitta,
who between them own in the
region of 90% of the Ul timate
Fighting Championship through

wide has been formed and will
run as a completely separate
entity from the UFC. Theefore,
just as in the past, Pride will be
Japan-centric, while the UFC
will retain it's American feel, al-
though there remains the possi-
bility of either promotion running
shows in the other’s traditional
territory.

The cost of Pride’s trademarks,
intellectual property, video li-
brary and ¢ ghters’ contracts re-
mains a secret and could range
anywhere between $10 million
and $70 million. “We have been
talking to Pride for probably
about 11 months,” said Lorenzo
Fertitta. “It 's been a long, drawn
out process but we enally we
were able to put the two br ands

Zuffa LLC. UFC President Dana together. Bottom line, I'm a huge

White owns the other 10%.

A new company called Pride
Fighting Championships World-

fan of MMA This is not about
business. This is not about mak-
ing money. This is about putting
together the dream e« ghts that

me and you as fans have always
wanted to see. The UFC is lke
my baby, and now | have an-
other and | love both just the
same.”

The main plan appears to be for
‘ ‘ Pride to get back on terrestrial
television in Japan, speciecally

As the major link betweerfuiji TV, who dropped the promo-
Pride and tion last summer when Shukan

. the yE-Jlkl'lza(’sendai magazine eported there
Sakaklbara was the StumWas signio cant yakuza involve-
inng block stopping Pridement within DSE. This came as
returning to Japanese\?l' a huge blow to Pride, as Fuji

pumped vast amounts of money

and although he insistedinto every Pride show in order
DSE would never sell th® air the events, which alw ays
company,it was glaringly guaranteed big ratings.

obvious that if Pride wasSyhen pride lost Fuji TV's back
to suwive it would have toing they continued to run shows,

be under new ownershipPut were only able to rely on
pay-per-view television (which

, , has a far smaller market in Ja-

pan than in the USA), live gates

and merchandise sales as their
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main sources of income. Pride soldiered on
in the interim and despite losing ¢ ghters of
the calibre of Mirko Filipovic and Quinton
Jackson to the UFC, the company put on a
brave face by promoting shows as normal,
including two events in Las Vegas which
were well attended but not wel | watched on
US PPV. In these dark months, it is estimat
ed Pride lost $40 million.

As the major link between Pride and the
yakuza, Sakakibaa was the stumbling block
stopping Pride returning to Japanese TV and
although he insisted DSE would newer sell
the company, it was glaringly obvious that
if Pride was to survive it would have to be
under new ownership. With an untenable
position following the Fertitta’s buyout of
the company, a tearful Sakakibara will step
down as President of Pride on April 8, after
Pride 34, which is to be the company’s last
show in its current incarnation.

With Pride retaining a separate staff from
the UFC, t is rumoured the man charged
with running the day-to-day operations of
the new company may be an executive
from Tokai TV, which is a Fuji TV afeliate
and could further pave the way for Pride to
return to the network. What is certain is that
Sakakibara can have no involvement, even
behind the scenes, if Pride wish to rebuild
their relationship with Fuji TV.

Pride will continue operate with a different
roster of ¢« ghters from the UFC, although the

potential of mixing talent has been mooted.

Redistically it seems there may be yearly
‘champion versus champion’ matches in
each weight class where neither title will be
at stake. This will be possible, because whie
Pride operated different weight classes to
the UFC, it will now run with the same clas-
siecation of ¢ ghters as the American based
company.

Currently Pride’'s weight classes ae 161
Ibs, 183 Ibs, 205 Ibs and heavyweight (over
205 Ibs). This will change to 155 lbs (light-
weight), 170 lbs (welterweight), 185 lbs
(middleweight), 205 Ibs (I ight-heavyweight)
and over 205 lbs (heavyweight). Fighters
such as Takanori Gomi, the Pride 161 Ibs
Champion, now have an interesting choice
over whether to move up or down a divi-
sion.

Worldwide unie ed rules are also going to be
put in place, which are the same laws the
UFC opeates under. This will see the elimi-
nation of knees to the head on a downed
g hter, stomps and soccer kicks in Pride, but
the addition of legal elbow strikes. Pride will
retain the judging criteria it uses when run-
ning shows in Asia, but if it promoted an
event in North America, it would have to
abide by the ten-point -must system insisted
upon by US athletic commissions.

Pride’s g hting environment will still be a
ring, rather than the octagon, but while this
acquisttion will see an end to the business

war between the UFC and Pride, the Fertit-
tas could be set to have an almighty scrap
on their hands, both in Japan and the USA.

Also on Tuesday, across the Paciec Ocean
in Los Angeles, the creation of an organi-
sational alliance involving FEG (parent com-
pany of K-1 & Hero*s), EliteXC, Strikeforce,
Cage Rage, BodogFight and Spirit Fighting
Championships was announced. Al that is
known at this stage is that the ¢ rst event
involving collaboration will take place at
the 92,000 capacity Los Angeles Cakeum
on June 2. EliteXC will take control of the
er st portion of the show, which wi Il feature
three <ghts involving Gina Camano, Jake
Shields and Antonio Junior Slva. This hour
long programme, named Elite XC Dynamite!!
USA will be broadcast on Showtime’s pre-
mium channel. Immediately afterw ards, Pro
Elite Presents Dynamie!! USA will begin
on pay-per-view. The later broadcast will
be headlined by Brock Lesnars MMA debut
against Hong-Man Choi and fature Royce
Gracie, along with former NFL player John-
nie Morton.

It was also announced that from the end of
April until the week before Dynamite, EliteXC
will have a 30 minute television show airing
every Monday on Showtime at 20.30, which
all in all, made it a pretty good day for Eli-
teXCs CEO Doug Deluca, who said: “Fom
the moment that Pro Elite was conceived,
we've always said that in order to gr ow this
sport, it will take collaborativeness, it will
take inclusiveness, and it will take the will-
ingness of other organisations to work to-

gether, to cross-promote, and to ultimately
create a true World Championship system.
This is a major step in that dir ection. This is
a major step in the continuation of the next

generation of mixed martial arts.”

The wealth and experience available to this
consortium, is frankly, staggering. K-1 is
now sponsored by Japan’s largest IT com-
pany, Softbank, which is worth $1.5 bi llion.
Bodog owner Calvin Ayre’s own online bi-
ography claims he oversees a “billion dollar
global entertainment empire”. EliteXC have
legendary boxing promoter Gary Shaw on
their team and boast an enviable broadcast
partnership with Showtime Networks. Cage
Rage offer the chance to promote in the
rapidly expanding British market which the
UFC is now targeting, while South Korean
company Spirit operate in a country which is
now a proverbial hotbed for MMA.

What this all means in the long term r emains
to be seen and it will certainly take until at
least the end of this year before we get a
true feel of what these new r elationships
mean for the mixed martial arts industry .
Either way though, business certainly just
picked up.
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THISMOIOPOLY MORE THAN A BOARD

By Chris Brown

Well, it's ofe cial. The world is going
completely mental. The MMA world at
least.

With the purchase of Pride by the Fertittas,
the word monopoly has reared it’s ugly head
and as that relentlessly evil board game has
shown us, monopoly can never be a good
thing. It ’s a sour experience that inevitably
ends with hurt f eelings and the occasional
trip to hospital to have a little red plastic
hotel removed from your nose.

Of course, the potential is now there for
us to see the «ghts we've always wanted,
like Ikuhisa Minowa vs. Joe Riggs for exam-
ple, but with three companies (UFC, WEC
& Pride) now under Fertitta/Zuff a control, it
could become even more difecult for an up
and coming ¢ ghter to break into the top of

the sport.

Dana White may have come off a bit brash
(or Dana-ish as it may well come to be
known) in saying that compared to the UFC
and Pride al other MMA companies are a
joke, but he’s not entirely wrong. Of course
there are great professional omanisations
like Shooto that can in no way be aptly de-
scribed as a joke, but competing in the UFC
and/or Pride has always been the goal for
almost any combatant serious about e ght-

ing at the highest level.

It also presents a problem for more estab-
lished eghters. It’s probably just a coinci-
dence, but on the same day as the Pride
takeover was announced, Brandon Vera re-
ported he would be staying with the UFC.
Vera has one eght left on his current UFC
contract and by holding out f or more money
when negotiating a new contract he lost his
opportunity for a title shot against f ormer
Heavyweight Champion Tim Sylvia. A ght
he would have probably been the favourite
to win.

Previously <g hters in the UFC could use
signing for Pride as a threat to bolster
their pay and vice versa. Not that it alw ays
worked out that w ay if the UFC caled their
bluff though.

Murilo Bustamante left the UFC as their Mid-
dleweight Champion, but at that time Pride
didn’t have a weight class for him to ¢ t into
and the number one middleweight « ghter of
the time was left in | imbo. He eventually got
his shot in Pride as a (very) late replacement
for Ricardo Arona in the 2003 Middleweight
Grand Prix (the Pride middleweight division
was the equivalent of the UFC light-heavy-
weight weight class), but that w as over a
year later.

B.J. Pem also left the UFC as a champion

but the rematch with Takanori Gomi that
everyone anticipated never materialised as
Pride once again ignored a UFC Champion
who was now a free agent.

Eventhen it was a risky move with no guar-
antees, imagine if it were to happen todayy.
Pride is not an option, EliteXC and Bodog
may have deep pockets but they don’t have
a deep roster of quality  ghters and Hero*s
is only an option if y ou’re a lightweight ¢ ght-
er or it's your ambition to beat up an aging
Kazushi Sakuraba, who's now the MMA \er-
sion of a Rodk ‘em Sock ‘em Robot

Hero*s is home to many great lightweight
g hters, but above that division there is
just no real competition. Besides the lack
of depth, FEG (Fight Entertainment Group,
parent company of K-1) also seem to be
suffering from delusions of grandeur, having
booked the LA Coliseum (with a capacity of
over 90,000) for its US debut show.

Hopefully something will come of the al-
liance between FEG, EiteXC/Showtime,
Strikeforce, Bodog, Spirit and Cage Rage.
There’s certainly a lot of money ther e, es-
pecially with the backing of S oftBank, but |
can’t help but feel that this show is destined
to fail. To put it another way, the Fertittas
have Park Lane and Mgfair with hotels
on them and rest may as well be Old Kent
Road.

NEWS: TITO BACKS OUT OF FIGHT

Tito Ortiz pulled out of his planned
boxing match with UFC President
Dana White on Saturday, after claim-
ing he was taking a risk ahead of an
important MMA bout against Rashad
Evans in July, for an exhibition
where there was no contract in place
and no money to be made.

ght

White is a former amateur boxer who was
close to turning professional and who al-
ways gave Ortiz a hard time when they
sparred in the past. When Ortiz signed his
latest UFC contract, there was a clause in-
serted that he would be able to box Whi te
in a three round match.

The eght was set to take place behind
closed doors, but Ortiz had the idea of try -
ing to make money from it. When it be-
came apparent the bout would not be co v-
ered on Spike TV or PPYOrtiz pulled out.
As far as most people were aware, the
match was always going to be for charity,

but Ortiz is claiming that w as not the case.
The former UFC LightHeavyweight Cham-
pion has posted two explanations of why he
pulled out of the contest on his MySpaceac-
count. Here are excerpts from second post,
where Ortiz insists he is still open to the
possibility of boxing White.

Ortiz said: “I just got off the phone wi th The
Scat Ferrall Show (Sirius radio). He said the
g ht with Dana was going to be for char-
ity! That is the » rst time that has ev er been
brought to my attention - that this ¢ ght
was in any way shape or form going to be
viewed by the public, or any proceeds made
and given to a charity house.

All of my fans know that | spend a huge
amount of my time dedicated to charities. |

help under-privileged children, do bi-annual
blood drives and many many other things
that come from my heart. This wasn’t about
charity. This is obviously about Dana Whie
trying to save face. He did not want this

g ht to be viewed by you (the public) f or
fear of being punked.

| came up with the idea to box Dana,
and he agreed wholeheartedly. We came
to the conclusion that the training would
be «Imed and shown on Spike TV and the
g ht would be aired for PPV on UFC’s web-
site and punishment.com. He then, a week
before... pulled the plug, without an expla-
nation. Well, to me THAT is punking out.
And now he has the balls to try to | ie and
say it was initially for charity? That is LOW,
VERY LOW.

| have been getting paid for e ghting the
last 10 years. I'm not going to start  ght-
ing for free now. But | will box Dana’s head
for free if it goes to charity. I'm trying to
g ht for what | bel ieve in and | get held
down on a consistent basis by Dana. Jeal-
ousy? | don’t know. But it isn’t right. | f eel
sorry for all the ¢ ghters that get taken ad-
vantage of, but | wi Il not be that guy”.
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COMPETITIGNILL STRONG DESPITE BL

By Jonathan Snowden

“l don’t know what a monopoly is until
somebody tells me.” Steve Ballmer

After weeks of covert backroom haggling,
and some outright denials, the deal is « nally
done. The Fertittas are the proud owners of
Japan’s favourite beleaguered MMA promo-
tion, Pride FC. No sooner than seconds after
the deal was ofecially announced, the cry
was heard far and wide (or at least read
on internet message boards far and wide):
“Monopoly.”

Not so fast John Sherman. This isn't Stand-
ard Oil or the Dutch East India Company, not
yet. In a monopoly, a single company is the
sole provider of a certain good or service. I n
the world of MMA there are several competi-
tors, all quite busy, preparing for battle.

“Your most dangerous competitors are
those that are most like you.” Bruce
Sherman

While the Fertittas/Pride deal garnered the
bulk of the headlines, two other major MMA
promotions have quietly joined forces for
what could be the biggest show of the y ear.
Showtime and EliteXC are testing the MMA
market and they aren’t half steppin’. Not
content with a solid main event like Frank
Shamrockvs. Renzo Gracie, Showtime went
where the talent was: K-1. On June 2 they
will run a combined show at Los Angeles
Memorial Coliseum featuring MMA legend
Royce Gracie, local football star Johnnie
Morton, and former pro wrestler (and NCAA
champion) Brock Lesnar. The show will have
an interesting twist: the < rst hour will be
available to Showtime subscribers and will
feature Jake Shields and America’s latest
sweetheart Gina Cano. Then the show will
move to PPV, also promoted by Showtime,
for the star studded main event.

“Dynamite™ USAwill offer one of the most
diverse and exclusive «g ht cards to appear
in an MMA ring, something we feel is impor-
tant for our inaugural event in the US,” CEO
of FEG, the parent company of K1, Sada-
haru Tanikawa said. “All the *ghters bring
different sets of skills to the ring, which

makes for truly entertaining combat. MMA
fans stateside and around the world will be
treated to a number of exhilarating matches
and unique competitors that make these

g hts so exciting.”

FEG continues to match Zufa and Pride step
for step. Already a dominant force in Japa-
nese MMA, K-1 is now positioned to com-

pete in the North American market as well,
with an established TV partner and recog-
nisable mainstream stars. FEG is also trying
to expand into the European market with
rumours that it is to purchase the UK pro-
motion Cage Rage, and seems primed and
ready to battle Zuffa on three continents.

“You're only given a little spark of
madness. You mustn't lose it.” Robin
Williams

With years of promotional experience and
plenty of television muscle, Showtime and
FEG are the obvious fvourites to give
Zuffa a run for their money. The wi ldcard
remains billionaire playboy Calvin Ayre and
his BodogFight promotion. Essentially an ex
tended advertisement for the Bodog brand,
the second season of BodogFight is leading
up to an intriguing April 14 PPV in St. Re-
tersburg, Russia. The main event features
the uncrowned champion at 185 Ibs, Matt
Lindland, stepping up two weight classes to
take on the world’'s best heavyweight, Fe-
dor Emelianenko. The Russian’s contractural
status is questionable, but Zuffa is conedent
an apparent deal with Pride is part of their

purchase. If not, Emelianenko remains a
strong potential building block for a compet -
itor looking to gain ground on the leaders.

“There is no ‘I’ in team. There is no ‘F’
or ‘L’ either...”

The main hurdle at this point for potential

UFC competitors is lack of television cover-
age and lack of a mainstream star to attract
American audiences. The International Fight
League *nds itself in an interesting position
with its huge television clearance, but no
concept of how to use it and no ability to
present an interesting product. Before it's
too late to be corrected, the IFL needs to

scrap the teams of unknown talent and con-

sider stocking each team with the kind of
names that can draw an audience. Other-
wise their programming will be on a channel
that people will happily skip right by on their

way to Will and Grace re-runs or Law and
Order.

“Drive thy business, let not that drive
thee.” Benjamin Franklin

With no barrier preventing entry into the

market, there is no monopoly. The IFL and
Showtime are conedent that there is enough

money ! oating around to feed all the sharks

in the murky MMA waters and HBO remains
looming above them all, able to make (or
become) a major competitor with a simple

programming commitment. So the monopo-
ly isn’t here yet, but that doesn’ t mean Dana
White isn't trying.

Ominously, “I'm going to get them al I,” is
what White told NBC Sports “I'm get ting
everybody; they're all going to be with us.”
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LETUS NOT

By Stewart Allen

So, we've considered what Pride’s sale
to the Fertittas will mean for the com-
panies involved, the industry, the ex-
ecutives and the » ghters — but what
about the impact on the most impor-
tant factor in the success of any pro-
motion... namely the fans?

It's easy to get carried away with how spoiled
we will be as fans, as Dana White ran down
some fantasy booking at the press confer-
ence on Tuesday. St Pierre vs. Gomi? Liddel
vs. ‘Shogun’? ‘es please, Sir! These are the
sorts of matches we've postulated and ru-
minated on for months and years. Now they
are all within our grasp. However, | think i t
is only fair to point out that (in the US at
least) there are two fairly distinct gr oups
of fans who follow the UFC. Those who are
fans of the sport of MMA and already know
and appreciate Pride’s position as one of the
world’s premier ¢ ghting organisations, and
those who quite frankly have no idea what
Pride is, other than that it's a » ghting game
for the PlayStation 2 console.

In fact, so low have the buyrates been for
Pride’s US pay-per-views that the justie ca-
tion has come out at times that the only r ea-
son Pride remained a PPV «ture in North
America was as an advertising tool for the
aforementioned game. For this second set
of fans, the terms MMA and UFC are inter
changeable. Pride may have been able to
draw a couple of decent houses in the US
with their recent American forays, but those
shows were in the ¢ ght capital of Las Ve-
gas.

Outside of Vegas, | doubt they’d draw half
the attention that they garnered. In the US ,
it is not so much that MMA is hot. It is UFC
that means business. For the time being,
with Lorenzo Fertitta intending to run Pride
along a similar business model as Deam
Stage Entertainment did (as a mostly Asian
concern with intermittent shows in the US),
| don’t see the sale meaning all that much in
the short term to your a verage UFC fan.

The key to making the deal mean anything
to the fans is promotion. When Mirko ‘Cro
Cop’ Flipovic debuted for the UFC against
Eddie Sanchez at UFC 6yit probably didn’t
mean as much as it should have, as the
UFC didn’'t have the rights to show any of
his scintillating knockouts on their hype spe-
cials. That is not a problem any more. Now,
if the UFC get to use a member of the Pride
roster, they can promote him correctly, so
that he can come across as a real superstar.

FORGEE ANSIN AL OF THIS

The question is; how often they wi Il allow
the two rosters to mix?

The implication seems to be that we might

get a once a year ‘Superbow!l’ of Pride vs.
UFC matches, which would be highly inter-
esting — especially if the Pride « ghters end
up dominating the UFC’s. Would that dam-
age the UFC'’s standing amongst &ns? As
a pro-wrestling fan, | sat thr ough some-
thing similar to this a few y ears ago when
Vince McMahon’s WWE bought out is #1

rival promotion, WCW, from Ted Turner. The
initial plan was to run the two pr omotions
side by side after an initial ‘invasion’ sto-
ryline. However, McMahon was so deathly
afraid of seeing the WCW wrestlers beating
the WWE's that he instinctively buried them
in storylines and had them lose every im-
portant match, f orgetting that they wer e al/
his employeesnow, and it didn’t matter who

‘got over’ (became popular with the fans, in

pro-wrestling parlance), because at the end
of the day, it was still McMahon who would
make the money.

sat centre stage, and it would have been
beyond tragic if such a wonderful «ghting
organisation would have ceased to exist.

However, | have a worry in the back of my
mind that the Japanese public might not ac-
cept ‘their’ promotion being run by Ameri-
cans. This might be the start of a ‘new ’ Pride,
but it is also the end of Pride as we knew it.
Will Pride’s popularity dip and fans switch al-
legiance to the native run K-1 group, which
already boasts Pride’s living legend Kazushi
Sakurabaamongst its Hero*s roster? That is
yet to be seen, but it is an interesting sub-
text that might y et prove to be important
down the road if attendances start to fall off.
The Japanese run Pride was a proven com-
modity. Gaijin (foreigner) bosses are not.

Another interesting factor for the Japanese
fanbase is this — if the Ferittas now have
the opportunity to create all these dream
matches, where will they take place? My im-
mediate gut feeling is that they’ll be held in
a UFC octagon mther than a Pride ring, and

The key to making the deal mean #myg to the fans is

promotion. When Mirko ‘Cro Cop’ Filipovic debuted for the
UFC... it probably didn't mean as much as it should hav

| don’t imagine this should be an issue for
the Pride/UFC situation, as for all the com-
parisons made between White and McMa-
hon, the UFC Pesident seems to appreciate
that fact a lot mor e than his WWE counter-
part ever did. When recently asked how he
would feel about ‘Cro Cop’ coming in and
beating all his *ghters, White dryly noted
that Filipovic was now “his guy” too.

So, if the beneets for the US fans are that
Pride stars will now mean something when
the inevitable dream matches come along,
what about the Japanese fans? Well, the
obvious and immediate bene-t is that Pride
as a company will still be around, running
shows and hopefully producing the same
high quality cards that we've enjoyed over
its ten year history. The company will be
both reenanced and revived with Fertitta
cash, and the hope is clearly that the TV
deal with Fuji TV can be resumed, now that
the yakuza involvement has been exorcised.
| believe it almost certainly will be. In a
country with a rich combat tr adition, Pride

that the octagon is likely to be slap bang in
the middle of Vegas. What bene-t is there
to the Pride fans if all the mouth w atering
challenges end up happening half a world
away?

Essentiall, it's a very uncertain but excit-
ing time to be a f an. The Ferittas now have
such a power base in the world of MMA that
frankly anything is possible as far as fantasy
matchmaking goes. For that alone, we as
fans should welcome the deal. But at the
same time there are a number of as yet
unanswered questions as to just how much
Pride and the UFC will intertwine, and how
much Pride’s business wil affect the UFC%s
and vice versa. Where and when will these
dream matches happen?

Lorenzo Fertitta equated the UFC and Pride
as his two children at the press conference,
and stated that he loved them both equally.
Time will tell, Mr Fertitta. For now though, |
am going to sit back and enjoy the wealth of
opportunities that are now a vailable.
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TOP TENEWDREAM NIEHESN UE/PRIDE

By Lee Casebolt

With the recent announcement re-
garding the purchase of Pride FC by
the Fertitta brothers, the ! ne editorial
staff of Total MMA asked me to exam-
ine the best possible outcomes of this
landmark event.

| refer, of course, to the vast incr ease in
the number of bouts between top contend-
ers now available. However, the cross-over
lg hts are somewhat slimmer than you might
imagine. Why, you may ask?

Well, the UFC’s heavyweight division is
starting to take off at the same time that
Pride lost its top three ! ghters in that weight
bracket. Pride has a wealth of ex cellent light-
weights, but the UFC'’s lightweight division is
still in its infancy. Pride has no 170 Ib divi-
sion. Consequently, the bulk of these bouts
are in the 185 Ib and 205 Ib divisions. Taking
into account the ! ghters’ talent, experience
level, accomplishments, and drawing poten-
tial, I've come up with the following list.

10. Shinya Aoki vs. Karo Parisyan

Neither man is really in their r espective Wel-
terweight Title pictures, but both ar e young,
exciting judo-based grapplers with aggres-
sive styles. This would be an excellent ! rst
or second round match in a theoretical Wel-
terweight Title Grand Prix.

9. B.J. Penn vs. Hayato Sakurai

Pem is in a bad place with the UFC — he’s
lost to the top two wel terweights, but is de-
monstrably better than virtually everyone
else in the division. Sakurai, meanwhile,
is a veteran !g hter with top-notch skills in
all areas, who hasn’t been able to make it
over the championship hump since losing
his Shooto belt in 2001. This could be a
break-through !g ht for either man leading
up to a UFC Title !ght, or would mak e an-
other worth y addition to a pr ospective Pride
Grand Prix.

8. Sean Sherk vs. Takanori Gomi

I'll be honest — | don’t think this wi Il be a
very good !ght. Sherk is too powerful a
wrestler and Gomi has trouble ! ghting off
his back. Anytime you can unify world titles,
though, | think you ha ve to do it.

7. Josh Barnett vs. Tim Sylvia

Two experienced, heavy-handed heavy-
weights looking for title shots. Barnett is

too aggressive for Sylvia to lay back and jab
away listlessly, but will that aggression walk
him into a Sylvia right hand?

6. Vitor Belfort vs Wanderlei Silva
Just kidding.
6. Ricardo Arona vs. Tito Ortiz

I mean it this time. B oth are on the outside
looking in on a crowded light-heavyweight
division. Both are dominating top-position
grapplers who've been criticized for lim-
ited ! nishing ability. Both can, on any giv-
en night, beat anyone in the world in their
weight class. And | thought their Abu Dhabi
submission wrestling match was fantastic,
no matter what anyone else says.

5. Paulo Filho vs. Anderson Silva

This won’t draw worth a damn in the US or
Japan, which is why it isn’t higher. What it
will do though is determine who is the best
185 Ib ! ghter in the world (not named Mat t
Lindland), and that’s certainly something.
Filho would be well served by a transfer to
the US, incidentally, as his style would be a
nightmare in a cage.

4. Dan Henderson vs. Rich Franklin

After Henderson loses his Pride 205 Ib Ttle
(see below), he can be matched with Fran-
klin in a bout to determine who can chase
after the Middleweight Championship. Both
men are multi-dimensional ! ghters in excel-
lent condition. Henderson has more power,
while Franklin is a technically superior boxer.
Henderson has beter wr estling, but is rarely
inclined to use it. Franklin is probably the
better submission wrestler, but again | don’t

expect that to come up. This gets placed
above Silva vs. Filho because it could be an
excelent draw in the US if properly mar-
keted.

3. Chuck Liddell vs. Dan Henderson

As with Sherk vs. Gomi, | don’t have high
hopes for this as a ! ght. As good as Hender-
sonis, | think Liddel | hits harder, has a better
chin, longer reach, and ridiculous takedown
defence. Once again though, in my opinion,
anytime you have an opportunity to unify
world titles, you have to take it.

2. Chuck Liddell vs. Mauricio Rua

‘The Iceman’ vs. ‘Shogun’ to determine who
is the best light-heavyweight on the planet.
Ruais quicker and more aggressive, Liddell
has a better chin and more power. Rua is
better inside and on the ground. Liddell has
longer reach and that aforementioned ri-
diculous takedown defence. This is the best
talent-for -talent match-up available in any
weight class.

1. Randy Couture vs Hidehiko Yosh-
ida

Yes I'm serious. No one, with the possi-
ble exception of Chuck Liddell, enjoys the
level of popularity and success that Randy
Couture does. Yoshida, mearwhile, is as
beloved a !gure as Pride has seen since
the heyday of Kazushi Sakuraba. Bth men
straddle the heavyweight/light-heavyweight
border, so the ! ght can be made in either
division. The styles are similar enough to be
intriguing — which of these master gr applers
will prove superior in the clinch? — but differ-
ent enough to encourage action — Couture’s
ground-and-pound vs. Yoshida's submis-
sions. Both men are older, veteran competi-
tors. The only potential snag is how the uni-
le d rules will affect Yoshida’swearing of the
gi, and how that might af fect his game. But
it’s an intriguing ! ght and potentially mon-
ster draw that Dana White would do well to
put together as soon as possible.

This list is by no means exhaustive or au-
thoritati ve. Being in possession of the top
two promotional names in MMA, what Dana
White and the Fertittas can accomplish is
limited only by their own imaginations and
willingness to spend money Fighters not
currently under contract to either the UFC
or Pride, such as Fedor Emelanenko and
Matt Lindland, were excluded from consid-
eration, but a suf! ciently motivated White
would have little trouble signing virtually
any ‘dream !ght’ he can come up with.
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