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Do not try to change yourself—you are unlikely to succeed.

—Peter M. Drucker, “Managing Oneself,” Harvard Business Review






Author’s Note

This book is based on more than four years of research and reporting, including interviews with current and former UFC employees, fighters, trainers, managers, media executives, promoters, and journalists. Other information is drawn from court documents, depositions, video interviews, and dozens of books on the history, business, and culture of prizefighting and mixed martial arts. I have generally referred to people by last name, but in some instances where people with the same family name appear, I have used first names to avoid confusion.




INTRODUCTION

The Last Sport on Earth

One Saturday morning in early August, I tried to find my way through the backstage tunnels in the Prudential Center arena in Newark, New Jersey. The long white corridors felt like a casino that had been stripped to the girders, placeless and impossible to navigate unless you already knew where you were going. I followed Chris Bellitti, the UFC’s vice president of corporate communications, who had helped me arrange a press pass to see UFC on ESPN: Covington vs. Lawler, one of the forty-two events the Ultimate Fighting Championship would hold in 2019. Bellitti had made the trip from the front box office to the press room several times that morning, but even he seemed to second-guess himself after we turned a corner and found ourselves looking down another long white corridor nearly identical to the one we’d just come from. It was easy to see how arenas could blur together for people who worked for the UFC. The week before, the UFC had held an event in Edmonton, Canada, and in the coming week it would travel to Montevideo, Uruguay, then on to Anaheim, Shenzhen, Abu Dhabi, Vancouver, Mexico City, Copenhagen, and Melbourne.

The unrelenting pace is part of what has made the UFC1 one of the most valuable sports franchises in the world, with annual revenue close to $1 billion and an estimated worth as high as $10 billion, according to president Dana White, more than any team in the NFL, NBA, Major League Baseball, or international soccer. The UFC’s near weekly events are broadcast in 129 countries,2 including Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Mexico, China, Argentina, Finland, France, and Kenya. Fifteen of the fifty bestselling pay-per-views of all time are UFC events or co-promotions, including the one in the top position, a boxing match3 between Conor McGregor and Floyd Mayweather Jr. that generated more than 6.7 million buys and more than $1 billion in global sports betting. In 2016, when the UFC was acquired for $4.2 billion by WME-IMG4—now called Endeavor—it ranked as the biggest single transaction in sports history, worth the equivalent of what Disney paid for the rights to Marvel Comics, and nearly three times the estimated value of The Beatles catalog. Measured by revenue, the UFC accounts for around 90 percent5 of the global mixed martial arts market, and in 2020, the company’s biggest star, Conor McGregor, was the highest paid athlete in the world, topping Lionel Messi, Cristiano Ronaldo, Lebron James, Tom Brady, and Roger Federer with a reported $180 million in income, most of which came from the sale of his whiskey brand Proper No. Twelve.

The company describes itself as a “quintessential American success story,”6 as Marc Ratner, the UFC’s vice president of government and regulatory affairs, told a congressional committee in 2017. Once banned in thirty-six states, and hovering on the edge of bankruptcy, the UFC created a multibillion-dollar global industry that seemingly emerged out of thin air, bringing wealth and opportunity to those who previously had neither. “Today, collegiate and Olympic wrestlers, judo specialists, and other mixed martial artists have a professional outlet for their athletic endeavors that barely existed fifteen years ago,” Ratner told Congress. First conceived as a marketing pitch for a beer importer in the early 1990s, the UFC built an entirely new sport around the idea of testing the real combat effectiveness of different martial arts. Fighters trained in Brazilian jiu-jitsu, judo, muay Thai, taekwondo, sambo, and dozens of other disciplines were locked inside a chain-link cage and made to fight until one was knocked out, choked unconscious, or forced to submit to the pain of a joint lock. Over time, the differences between the disciplines began to blur, and a new sport emerged from the amalgam: mixed martial arts. The UFC has made millionaires out of “dozens upon dozens” of fighters who’ve become students of this new hybrid discipline. And it’s created billions in spillover revenue for hotels, arena concessions, apparel companies, video game publishers, energy drink makers, sports bars, and gym owners. Even the UFC’s competitors have benefitted from its success. With a thriving global market, dozens of regional and international promotions have offered the public their own particular variations on cage fighting, including Bellator, Professional Fight League, Cage Warriors, ONE Fighting Championship, and Extreme Fighting Championship.

The UFC’s success has also forced many to reconsider the role violence plays in society. What Arizona senator John McCain infamously called “human cockfighting”7 in 1996, and what the New York Times described as part of a “pay-per-view prism” onto the decline of Western civilization, is now spoken of in more admiring terms, as a kind of “human chess” played out in real-time between two bodies. While the objective is still “leaving someone as close to death as you possibly could,”8 as UFC veteran Jorge Masvidal once put it, the spectacle of near-death experiences no longer feels as scandalous as it did when the UFC first debuted in 1993. Head kicks that land with the force of a two-by-four, submission holds that tear ligaments and muscle from the bone, chokes that starve the brain of oxygen—none of it seems as instinctively wrong as it did to many at UFC 1. To the contrary, today, mixed martial arts has become commonplace as a form of personal fitness, as popular and accessible as yoga or Pilates. The UFC has its own gym franchise9 with more than 150 locations in thirty-seven countries. American Top Team, Gracie Jiu-Jitsu Academies, American Kickboxing Academy, Straight Blast Gym, Tiger Schulmann’s Martial Arts, and dozens of other chains also have their own global networks, with locations in Rome, Johannesburg, Moscow, Phuket, Mexico City, and Minot, North Dakota. Celebrities have flocked to mixed martial arts training, including Demi Lovato, Will Smith, Kate Upton, Halle Berry, Wiz Khalifa, Idris Elba, Shaquille O’Neal, Russell Brand, Tool’s Maynard James Keenan, and the late Anthony Bourdain. Some have even become decorated black belts, including comedian Kevin James and former Modern Family star Ed O’Neill.

Yet, despite the success, many of the UFC’s events often feel like throwaways, as if something about the company’s public identity can’t always match the reality of its business, where fights have to be held regardless of whether they serve any larger point or purpose. As I walked through the streets of downtown Newark on my way to the arena earlier that morning, there were few signs that one of the world’s most popular sporting companies was in town for an event. I only saw one other person on the streets who was clearly headed to the same place I was—a man dressed as Chuck Liddell, with satiny blue “Ice Man” shorts, UFC gloves, and a recently shaved mohawk, who was walking next to a woman in a T-shirt and jean shorts. A little more than half the available tickets had been sold,10 and the staff had kept seats in the upper half of the arena closed off to make it look more crowded around the cage for the television cameras.

When Bellitti and I finally arrived at the press room inside the Prudential Center, which had been set up in a giant storage room filled with hundreds of stacked chairs just off the arena floor, there was only a handful of bloggers and YouTube personalities staring into their laptops next to a buffet of fruit, pastries, and giant metal coffee carafes. At the far end of the room, a few streamers were setting up tripods in front of a black backdrop with the UFC and ESPN logos printed on it, where fighters would be led to answer questions after their bouts. The majority seemed like fans that covered the sport as a side gig instead of a full-time job. The most professional group appeared to be the UFC’s own team of backstage reporters, who recorded interviews and short preview pieces that would air on the company’s YouTube channel or be excerpted on the ESPN broadcast.

While the UFC once coveted attention11 from major news outlets like the New York Times and the Washington Post, the promotion no longer seems particularly interested in having other people tell its story. The company has gradually shut itself off from the traditional media, and many of the sport’s longtime beat reporters and investigative journalists have been denied press credentials so often they no longer even bother trying to apply. The most notorious example came in 2016, when well-known reporter Ariel Helwani was ejected12 from UFC 199 and banned from the UFC for life, as ostensible punishment for publishing a news story—about WWE star Brock Lesnar returning to the UFC after a four-year absence—just a few hours before the promotion had planned to announce it during the pay-per-view broadcast. (Helwani’s ban was later rescinded, but company president Dana White has maintained a hostile attitude toward him, variously calling Helwani a “pussy,” “douche,” and a “crybaby victim.”)

Today, it seems like the UFC would prefer to report on itself, using an array of media that often blurs the line between self-promotion, reportage, and genuine matters of public interest. There’s a weekly podcast series, UFC Unfiltered, hosted by former welterweight champion Matt Serra and comedian Jim Norton, a video series that gives technical breakdowns of upcoming fights, several different long-form interview series with fighters, and the reality series Dana White: Lookin’ for a Fight, which follows White and two friends around the country as they scout promising regional fighters. The promotion also broadcasts a series that matches top prospects against each other for a chance at a UFC contract at the end of the night, called Dana White’s Contender Series. Before each of its pay-per-view events, the UFC airs an hour-long mini-documentary profiling the fighters booked in the main and co-main events, and during the week leading up to the event, the promotion releases six or seven short YouTube videos called UFC Embedded, which document the final days and hours of the card’s main fighters. The company also produces its own historical documentaries, reporting on past milestones and struggles as if it were a neutral observer rather than a promoter.

In the few instances when the UFC has agreed to let a media company tell a part of its history, the promotion has still played a substantial role in shaping the narrative. After the UFC signed a landmark broadcasting agreement with ESPN13 in 2018, worth a reported $1.5 billion over five years, the network produced an episode of its documentary series 30 for 30 on the rivalry between Tito Ortiz and Chuck Liddell in the early 2000s. In an interview after the episode debuted,14 director Micah Brown admitted that while ESPN had final cut on the project, the UFC had participated throughout the editing process. “Sometimes I win some battles,” Brown said. “Sometimes I don’t win some battles, and I think that’s just kind of one of those things.” According to Ortiz, the documentary was repeatedly recut15 to accommodate specific feedback from White, who was also one of the main characters in the story.

In 2018, White had a hardbound book made16 for UFC employees called Don’t Believe Anything You Read, with stories from Bloody Elbow, Deadspin, and other news websites accompanied by White’s criticisms of each. “Nobody knows anything about this sport,” White told TMZ17 in 2019. “Nobody, not even the so-called experts, because all this stuff is new.” White would later describe the journalists who cover the UFC18 as “the weakest, wimpiest people on earth.” In White’s mind, he had created something for the media to cover with the UFC, and he expected they would be both grateful and motivated to present the sport in the best possible light. Most of the media who depended on covering UFC events for a living found it easier to limit their coverage to the dramas of matchmaking, new rivalries, and unusual techniques that new stars brought to the sport. Public criticism of the company—about low fighter pay relative to the amount of revenue the UFC generates; drug testing and sponsorship policies that often change dramatically without input from fighters; and the lack of a pension fund or post-career healthcare for former fighters, many of whom suffer with symptoms of chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) from prolonged brain trauma—often seems like it’s coming from an alternate universe, delivered by people who fundamentally misunderstand the realities of the universe the UFC operates in.

Before I arrived in Newark, I’d spent five months trying to find a way into the UFC’s universe, to better understand how a cage fighting company had become so consistently popular and profitable. As I had exchanged phone calls and emails with Bellitti, a veteran of corporate communcations who had previously worked for Fox Sports19 and then WWE, I got the impression that he, like many who worked for the UFC, had to squeeze much of his life into the small slivers of time in between Sunday-night red-eyes and Tuesday-morning takeoffs to wherever the company’s next event would be. There was little time for anything that wasn’t part of the promotional cycle, and our plans were continually being unmade and remade by circumstance. Eventually, Bellitti suggested the best way to understand the UFC would simply be to see an event in person. That would explain things better than any of the company’s executives could.

I had been to UFC events in the past, but always as a fan in the rafters looking down on the cage where the fighters seemed even smaller than action figures. I had never seen a fight cage-side, or wandered through the bowels of an arena, puncturing the fictive veil of the television, to see what was on the other side of the camera lens. At first, the Covington vs. Lawler event seemed like a strange choice. Like many of the company’s events, it had come together almost by happenstance, announced just six weeks earlier, with no scheduled fights or main event, just a vague plan to go live on ESPN on August 3. The event had initially been planned for Sochi, Russia,20 as part of a new broadcasting agreement with Media-Telecom, a joint media venture between two of Russia’s largest television companies. After it became clear negotiations wouldn’t be concluded in time for the event, the UFC tried to relocate to Manchester, England, then Tampa, Florida, before finally settling on Newark, where, because of previous scheduling conflicts, the whole card would start six hours earlier than normal, with early prelims beginning at 12:00 p.m. and the main card going live at 3:00 p.m.

The matchup between Robbie Lawler and Colby Covington seemed as haphazard as the final venue. It was framed as a title eliminator, but Covington had already earned that right a year earlier, when he’d won the interim welterweight championship against Rafael dos Anjos. After the fight, he had undergone surgery to repair a nose injury and asked for a two-month delay in scheduling his title unification fight, against then-champion Tyron Woodley. Instead, the UFC had stripped Covington of his interim title21 and given his contender spot to another fighter, one who was younger and less accomplished, but who had no problems accepting the UFC’s terms and time frame. And though Lawler was a fan favorite and former champion, he had lost three of his last four fights and seemed closer to the end of his career than the peak. More than anything, the fight seemed like a stopgap to fulfill the UFC’s broadcasting agreement with ESPN, something that would be easy to forget about almost as soon as it was over and the promotion packed up for its next destination the following week.

Yet I got a small chill as Bellitti led me to the long press table a few feet from the cage, minutes before the event was scheduled to start. In spite of it all, I was still unsure what I was about to see as the arena PA crackled to life while the first fighter stood on the edge of the floor with her coaches huddled behind her, waiting for the show to begin.

For most of my adult life, I had followed mixed martial arts as if it were a full-time job, a kind of shadow career to which I committed an extra thirty or forty hours each week. I refreshed mixed martial arts blogs almost hourly, listened to a dozen fight-related podcasts, and scrolled through YouTube looking for backstage interviews, slow-motion fight breakdowns, body language analysis during face-offs, and professional gamblers sharing their picks. On weekends, I’d skip out on seeing friends and stay home alone watching cage fights until 3:00 a.m. For pay-per-views I’d end up at a bar or a Buffalo Wild Wings, slowly drinking beer and watching one of a half-dozen screens showing the fights. At night, I’d fall asleep replaying submission sequences and punch combinations, faceless bodies with no backstories moving around each other like gangly planets.

I first discovered cage fighting in 1993, a few months after my sixteenth birthday, when the local news in my hometown of Fresno, California, aired a short but shocking segment on UFC 1. The newscasters framed the event as a public crisis, a new form of cultural contagion that threatened the safety of its competitors and the character of those who watched in amusement. Without access to pay-per-view at home and no friends as curious to see firsthand what had provoked so much outcry and agitation, I would have to wait another three years before I could see a UFC event for myself, when a college friend shared a collection of pirated UFC tapes he’d copied from a former high school wrestling teammate. We’d spend weekend afternoons watching the ghostly footage, images degraded through duplication as they had passed from one set of teenage hands to another. The production had the flat and timeless look of pornography, something that could have taken place in 1976 as easily as in 1996. Like many, I was mesmerized by Royce Gracie, a thin Brazilian in a disheveled white gi, the pajama-like uniform of a traditional martial artist, who dominated the UFC’s early years. He seemed to be on the verge of losing every fight, overpowered and outmatched, right up until the moment his opponent would frantically tap in submission. His victories were as inexplicable as street magic, an urban legend come to life. While other fighters came and went, it was Royce who proved the only real and lasting point: No one was safe in a fight, no matter the size or record. Everyone could be broken and beaten.

After college, I lost track of the UFC, along with almost everything else in America, when I enrolled in the Peace Corps and spent almost four years living abroad, first in China and then Madagascar. When I returned in 2005, a few months after the first season of The Ultimate Fighter had debuted, the UFC was everywhere. The handful of fighters I recognized from my roommate’s pirated tapes—Tito Ortiz, Matt Hughes, Chuck Liddell, Randy Couture—were now on magazine covers and late-night television shows, as if they had the same celebrity stature as movie stars and musicians. Newspapers covered UFC events as reliably as Monday Night Football, and there was a whole new ecosystem of consumer brands tied to cage fighting: Xyience energy drinks; Affliction jeans; Tapout T-shirts; mixed martial arts video games; and even an official malt liquor, Mickey’s, which became a featured UFC sponsor in 2006. It was suddenly possible to watch the UFC on basic cable, and also wear it, drink it, play it, eat it as a supplement, and even get drunk on it at the end of the day. And following on the UFC’s success, a new group of promotions began airing its own versions of cage fighting on Fox Sports Net, NBC’s Versus, CBS, Showtime, and MTV2. Everything was growing, and it seemed as if everyone was making money.

At the same time, it had started to feel as if my own life was coming together. After years of trying to make a living as a writer, I finally landed a full-time job as an editor at a website that mostly focused on video games. I had been living on credit cards and part-time jobs with no benefits or security. I’d shelved books in a library and been a movie extra. I’d worked as a production assistant and a video game tester; I delivered balloon bouquets to children’s birthday parties and pushed a mailroom cart around a corporate office. With a $40,000 salary and my own cubicle, I felt almost decadently rich. At thirty-one, in 2008, I was able to afford living without roommates for the first time in my adult life. I bought groceries with cash instead of credit, invited friends out for drinks and forgot about overdraft fees. A year and a half later, I moved to New York and began writing freelance stories for publications I’d thought would never have someone like me. While work was plentiful—usually there was too much of it—money had begun to grow scarce again. Checks came two weeks too late, and were never quite big enough to cover the bills that had come due. To keep from going broke, I went back to doing side jobs and part-time hustles. I dog-sat, ghostwrote letters of recommendation for visa applications, translated wiretapped phone calls for a government contractor, donated bone marrow, and worked as an apartment and office cleaner. I would periodically sublet my apartment and stay with family or on a friend’s couch for a few days. Sometimes, I ended up with nowhere to go for a night and I’d walk around my neighborhood until my legs grew sore, and then wait out the sunrise in the twenty-four-hour diner below my apartment. When I was sure the subletter had left for the day, I’d let myself back in and sleep on the living room couch for a few hours and then leave again in the afternoon.

The harder my life became, the easier it was to drift into fandom, trailing the lives of UFC fighters as if they were old friends who’d fallen back in touch through the magic of modern media. The UFC became a second home I kept in my mind at all times, a place I could retreat to when I was exhausted from work or afraid of the future. The sport’s coldness and complexity were calming. There were so many variables that no one fighter could master them all. You could give your life over to training and still end up beaten by someone a little younger, taller, stronger, or hungrier. The outcomes were usually fair, but fairness rarely felt just. Even undefeated fighters had an air of vulnerability, their winning streaks no less safe or certain than the odds of a coin toss. It reminded me of my own circumstances, and whenever there were new fights to look forward to, I felt less alone.

This affinity wasn’t accidental, nor was it quite as personal as it felt. The average UFC fan looked a lot like me,22 and according to a Scarborough Research survey, there were a lot of us. In America, three-quarters of the UFC’s audience were men between eighteen and forty-four, and 53 percent were white. (Women made up just 25 percent of its audience.) More than half made less than $50,000 a year, and one in five earned less than $25,000 a year. The highest concentration of “avid” UFC fans came from working-class suburbs or semirural cities with significantly higher poverty rates than the national average, including Honolulu, Bakersfield, El Paso, Mobile/Pensacola, Memphis, Albany, Colorado Springs, Las Vegas, Jacksonville, and Fresno, where I had grown up. The UFC’s rise seemed to track with a long period of generational decline, which had encircled both its fans and fighters. Roughly half of the people in my generation,23 born in the late 1970s or early 1980s, would be poorer than their parents, and 47 percent of full-time workers would be unable to come up with $400 in cash to cover an emergency expense.

To this generation, the UFC offered a vision of cathartic prosperity, a world where hard work and sacrifice could still be repaid with wealth and recognition instead of burnout and alienation. Even more important, it tied success to a certain kind of sadism, reinforcing the idea that winners required victims. For one person to advance, another had to suffer both the physical and financial burdens of defeat. The UFC’s pay structure divided purses into two halves—$10,0000 to fight and $10,000 to win was typical for new fighters—ensuring that winners would leave the cage with double pay, while their opponents would have to live on half pay until their next fight. It was often easy to cheer for one person’s pain24 and failure even more loudly than it was to be thrilled by another’s triumph, giving in to what Sam Sheridan, a writer who traveled the world practicing different martial arts, described as a “berserker emotion that doesn’t discern friend from foe but simply rejoices in blood.”

While the UFC had rehabilitated its once dire reputation and neutralized its loudest critics, it was sometimes hard not to wonder whether people had been too eager to accept cage fighting as popular entertainment. For Antonio McKee, a trainer and fighter who briefly competed in the UFC, there was something ominous about the sport’s sudden growth. “It takes a special person to get in a fuckin’ cage and beat the shit out of somebody until there’s a submission,”25 he said in a 2007 interview. “There’s no sport about that. That’s sick. That’s why society is now embracing it, because our society is becoming sick.”

The houselights were still on in the Prudential Center when the opening video montage for UFC on ESPN: Covington vs. Lawler played to thousands of empty seats that encircled the few hundred fans on the arena floor who’d come early enough to see two women’s flyweights (125 pounds), Hannah Goldy and Miranda Granger, make their UFC debuts. I had the impression I was watching a dress rehearsal as each walked toward the cage from the media table just a few feet away. Most of the reporters and bloggers stayed in the press room, watching the fights on the arena’s closed-circuit television as they waited for their first post-fight interviews.

As the fight began, the sound of the PA system gave way to a strange silence, which was broken only by the sporadic shouts of advice from Goldy’s and Granger’s coaches. I had never seen a UFC event from such close distance, and I was struck by just how much detail was lost on the eight television cameras gathered around the cage. Even seemingly light punches landed with a disturbingly sharp, wet slap. On television, it sounded as if someone was being hit. In person, it was the unmistakable sound of someone being hurt, something that focuses the senses and triggers a small burst of adrenaline. Without commercial breaks or camera edits, the fight moved at a strange pace. It seemed both faster and less clear in terms of what was happening at any moment, and yet more dangerous and damaging. The lack of color commentary to trace a narrative around the two fighters as they clashed and came apart gave the fight a cold sense of purposelessness, like watching two rams batter each other on the mountainside until one relents and wanders away for no apparent reason.

After three rounds, Granger was declared the winner by unanimous decision, having used her seven-inch reach advantage to keep Goldy at bay, and then smothering her in clinches whenever Goldy got close enough to punch. As the decision was announced, there was a brief outcry of joyful voices from the other side of the arena. After a victory speech, Granger was shuttled backstage for a medical examination and media interviews. The next fighters were queued at the side of the arena floor, waiting for their entrance music to start. Over time, the fights began to seem almost like a background activity. What for the fighters was a brief, high-stakes opportunity to double down on their futures, was for dozens of production assistants, security guards, and ushers just another Saturday-morning shift. The fighters were shuttled to the cage for their moment under the lights, like tourists arriving in Vegas for a three-day weekend, expecting a once-in-a-lifetime experience that was reproduced tens of thousands of times a day all around the strip.

And with each new bout, the houselights steadily dimmed while the arena speakers grew louder with thudding dance music. When the main card finally started, the arena had somehow transformed into a coliseum-sized discotheque, with bright neon beams of light pinwheeling across the scattered crowd, while the sound of electronic drums and bass pounded the air.

Halfway through the main card, a conflicted burst of boos and cheers cut through the arena in the middle of a fight between Nasrat Haqparast, the son of Afghan refugees who’d grown up in Hamburg and later moved to Toronto to train full time, and Joaquim Silva, a former contestant on the Brazilian version of the UFC’s reality series The Ultimate Fighter. The cheers weren’t meant for either fighter,26 but for Eric Trump, Donald Trump Jr., and Kimberly Guilfoyle, who had been escorted into front row seats halfway through the second round. They had been invited as guests of White, a longtime Trump supporter, and Colby Covington, who had created a quasi-fictional persona as a Trump fan who made a point to wear “Make America Great Again” hats and shirts in all his media appearances, and had even visited the White House and met Trump in the Oval Office in 2018.

Covington had become a widely hated figure in the UFC for both his fealty to Trump and for his frequently racist and confrontational attitude. In 2017, he referred to Brazilians as “filthy animals” and called their country a “dump” after a bloody win over UFC veteran Demian Maia in São Paolo, Brazil. He’d described his next opponent, Rafael dos Anjos, as a “filthy animal” too, and nicknamed him “Ralphie dos Nachos.” He said those who supported the Black Lives Matter group were “criminals” and “bad people” and called NBA star LeBron James a “spineless coward” for supporting the group.

Many in the crowd in Newark had come to see Covington hurt, expecting that whatever punishment he would endure in the cage would be righteous and well deserved. Some in the media speculated that Covington’s persona was a put-on, a deliberate theatricality he used to draw attention to his fights, and make it feel as if there was something at stake in them. Public records showed he hadn’t voted27 at all in 2016, despite his incessant Trump boosterism. Before the Maia fight in Brazil, Covington had been modest and respectful to both his opponents and fans. But, after winning seven of his first eight fights28 in the UFC, he claimed the promotion told him it wasn’t interested in renewing his contract, which had been set to expire after the Maia fight. “That was the time where I was just like, You know what, fuck it,” Covington said in an interview with ESPN. To stand out, he decided to make himself into a heel, creating derogatory nicknames for other top contenders, wearing Trump apparel, and insulting audiences wherever he went. The gambit worked, and helped make Covington a main-event draw instead of a space-filler on the prelims. Asked before the Newark event about Covington’s behavior, White said it was just another part of the business. “I sell fights for a living,” White said. “So if you’re different or whatever your deal is, I’ll work with it. The thing with Colby is I don’t know what’s real and what’s not. He really did go meet the president, and he really was excited about it.”29

The houselights went out before Covington made his entrance. The arena sound system began playing “Medal” by Jim Johnston, the walkout song made famous by WWE star Kurt Angle, while the crowd began chanting “You suck!” in time with the beat. Covington jogged out of the backstage tunnels onto the arena floor, an American flag draped over his shoulders, and pumped his arm at Eric and Donald Jr. as they clapped for him. “Fight hard tonight, Colby. You are a real champ!” Trump Sr. posted on Twitter, along with a picture from the previous summer at the White House.

As Covington climbed into the cage, I scrolled through my phone past Trump’s tweet, looking for news about another story. Midway through the main card, in El Paso, Texas, a twenty-one year-old Trump supporter had walked into a Walmart with an assault rifle and killed twenty-three people, while leaving another twenty-two injured. In a manifesto, the shooter, Patrick Crusius, said he had been inspired to take up arms “as a response to the Hispanic invasion of Texas,”30 driven both by legal and illegal immigrants from Mexico and Central and South America, the same kinds of people Covington might have called filthy animals. Months earlier, Trump had threatened to declare a national emergency over immigration at the southern border, claiming there was a caravan of migrant invaders preparing to storm the country. “Criminals and unknown Middle Easterners are mixed in,” he wrote in a Twitter post on October 22, 2018. “I have alerted Border Patrol and Military that this is a National Emergency. Must change laws!”

As Covington bounced on the balls of his feet across from Lawler in the cage, smiling to himself in a cascade of boos, the collective anger in the arena suddenly felt ominous and unpredictable, like it could lead a person anywhere, and make them capable of anything. That feeling of fearsome liberation had always been part of the UFC’s appeal, a revelation that any of us were still capable, in the right setting, of wild, remorseless cruelty. As the referee prepared Covington and Lawler for the start of the fight, Covington pumped his fist in affirmation at Don Jr. and Eric. The crowd began chanting “Robbie! Robbie! Robbie! Robbie!” in anticipation of the violence that still lay ahead, that would surely rip through the seams of the imaginary fiction that we had all confused for reality.

The fight ended up being a one-sided and anticlimactic win for Covington, who smothered Lawler for five rounds, pinning him against the side of the octagon, then dragging him to the mat with twisting takedowns. Covington won every round on all three judges’ scorecards, and as the final result was announced the crowd broke out in a conflicted mix of boos and cheers. In his post-fight interview, Covington launched into a flagrantly personal attack on one of Lawler’s closest friends and former training partners, Matt Hughes, who had been hit by a train while driving in his truck two years earlier. The accident had nearly killed Hughes, and he had been placed in a medically induced coma to treat severe bleeding in his brain. Hughes was left with permanent brain damage, and when he finally woke, he spent months learning how to speak and walk again.

“Hey, let’s talk about the lesson we learned tonight,”31 Covington said in Newark. “It’s a strong lesson Robbie should have learned from his good buddy Matt Hughes. You stay off the tracks when the train’s coming through, Junior. It don’t matter if it’s the Trump train or the Colby train. Get out the way!”

While Covington celebrated backstage with Eric and Donald Jr. and later took a call from Trump himself, I left the arena and wandered back to Newark’s Penn Station to catch the train. After nearly seven hours of fights, I felt disoriented and numb, my ears still ringing from the arena sound system, and my muscles still stiff from adrenaline and the frigid arena air. I was surprised to see the sun still out, a bright orange glow on the horizon, half-hidden by the arena. I was used to feeling that way after fights, but not in the daylight, with so much time left before I could crawl into bed and slowly replay strange fragments of violence in my mind again and again until I fell asleep. It felt like all of those new memories were trapped inside me, with nowhere to go, and I carried them with me up the stairs, onto the train platform, and back into the city.

Every generation has its blood sports, popular but disturbing pastimes that exist just outside the bounds of decent society. Gouging spread across the American colonies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,32 a freeform style of fighting with the objective of tearing out an opponent’s eye or ripping the skin around the mouth, nose, or ear. In England, bare-knuckle boxing was a popular33 but mostly illegal entertainment in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that sometimes attracted crowds of more than ten thousand people. Catch wrestlers traveled the world in the early twentieth century34 competing in violent submission grappling matches that would lay the foundation for both the UFC and WWE. In the 1970s, the Professional Karate Association aired bloody35 full-contact kickboxing matches on ABC’s Wide World of Sports and ESPN, drawing scrutiny and criticism from members of the Association of Boxing Commissions who worried about the potential damage from headkicks. During the same period, tough-man contests became popular36 across the American suburbs, one-night-only tournaments in which mostly blue-collar men brawled with each other for cash prizes.

For White, what distinguished the UFC from everything that had come before it was its timelessness. “Before any guy ever threw a ball through a circle or hit a ball with a stick, someone hit somebody else with a punch and whoever was standing around ran over to watch it,”37 he once told the New York Times. “I believe fighting was the first sport on earth, and it’ll be the last sport on earth. It works everywhere, and we’re going to take it everywhere.”

As I wandered back home in the last smoggy rays of daylight, it was hard not to wonder whether the UFC’s version of fighting was closer to being the first sport on earth or the last. I thought back to a conversation with Campbell McLaren, when I’d first started looking into the UFC’s history. McLaren had been an executive at Semaphore Entertainment Group, the small pay-per-view company in New York that helped fund the first UFC in 1993. At the time, McLaren had been eager to play up the UFC’s apocalyptic qualities. One of his inspirations had been The Morton Downey Jr. Show, a contentious interview program that frequently ended with panelists coerced into shouting matches, and sometimes even fistfights.

To increase the likelihood of a confrontation, the producers would slowly change the color of lighting on set. Each segment would begin with a calm blue background, and over the course of the hour-long episodes it would slowly change, until the final few minutes took place against a sweltering red. “He knew how to pump up an audience,” said McLaren, “I saw that too and I think that if we had a plan—I’m not sure we ever articulated it, but the idea was to outlive the controversy, but keep the edginess. We never wanted the realness to go away.”

Today, reality often feels like a special effect, as if someone in the background has been slowly raising the temperature of the studio lights to prime all of us in the audience for something inevitable and terrible. When I asked what McLaren thought about the UFC’s new entanglements with Trump and his political movement, he said simply that the times have changed. “What was counterculture is now culture,” he said. “The angry nineties have become the really angry two thousands. The UFC doesn’t seem that angry anymore. The whole world has changed. And in some ways the world has caught up with the UFC.”

What follows is an attempt to tell the history of the UFC over the last three decades, and to look at what exactly has changed about our world to make it ready to embrace a sport like cage fighting, a sickness, a spectacle, a celebration.




1

God Forgive Me!

Before the broken noses1 and bloodied mouths, the hair pulled in tufts from scalps, the shards of human tooth embedded in a man’s bare foot, before the 3,997 beer-drunk fans gathered into an arena to cheer for it, before it was anything at all, the Ultimate Fighting Championship was just a thought trying to find a way out of Art Davie’s head as he sat in the reading room at the Torrance Public Library. He’d spent months going through histories of prizefighting and martial arts, collecting stories and taking notes for his pitch folder. He was especially interested in matches that had pitted fighters from different martial arts disciplines against each other, not to prove who was the better man but to see who had chosen the more effective form of self-defense. His notes were filled with strange curiosities,2 including a 1963 exhibition bout between judo black belt Gene LeBell and boxer Milo Savage—LeBell won in the fourth round, using his gi lapels to choke Savage. In 1976, Vince McMahon Sr. booked Shea Stadium3 in New York for an exhibition fight between wrestler Andre the Giant, née André René Roussimoff, and heavyweight boxer Chuck Wepner. The match was followed by a closed-circuit television broadcast of an event from the Nippon Budokan arena in Tokyo in which Muhammad Ali fought wrestler Antonio Inoki. That match was originally supposed to be fixed4—with Inoki coming from behind to beat Ali by a submission hold—but the rules were hastily rewritten at the last minute and Inoki was forbidden from using wrestling takedowns. Instead, he spent the majority of the fifteen-round match lying on his back kicking Ali’s knees. Midway through the fight, some in the crowd began throwing garbage into the ring and chanting, “Money back! Money back!” Beginning in 1976, ABC’s Wide World of Sports would5 periodically air Professional Karate Association events, which matched fighters from different styles of karate against each other. Around the US, amateur events like6 Tough Guys, a one-night-only tournament held at a Pittsburgh Holiday Inn, had matched workers from different backgrounds against each other—farmer, blacksmith, construction worker. “Anything goes,” a local flyer for the event had promised. “Punching, striking, kicking, throwing, and grappling (ground fighting).” While most events were one-off stunts or short-lived spectacles, Davie was convinced he was onto something big.

An excitable ad man who spoke in story-length sentences, Davie always seemed to be on the verge of something new. He saw the secret wink of possibility everywhere he looked. Where others saw bad ideas or wastes of time, he saw the future, opulent but still invisible to the naked eye. He had grown up in a middle-class family7 in Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn, and gone to high school at the New York Military Academy. (He was roommates for a semester with a young Donald Trump.) Davie later enlisted in the Marines, and served in Vietnam for eleven months, then found work as a used car salesman after returning to the US. In the mid-1970s, Davie worked for Toyack Motors, a large discount car brokerage in San Diego, where he appeared in a series of outlandish television commercials. In one, he wore a Kevlar vest while someone shot him in the chest with a handgun. In another, he was suspended by a harness below a helicopter as it flew across San Diego. He eventually talked his way into a job working for the Los Angeles ad agency that Toyack worked with, and a few years later he had made another jump, to J&P Marketing, which handled accounts for StarKist Tuna and Original New York Seltzer. In 1989, one of J&P’s clients,8 Wisdom Imports, asked for help developing a new marketing campaign for Tecate beer. As he worked on pitch ideas, Davie started thinking about fighting.

Growing up, his favorite show had been9 Greatest Fights of the Century, a weekly program that showed old boxing matches, sponsored by a new Vaseline hair tonic for men. Davie tried to imagine what a contemporary series sponsored by Tecate might look like. Boxing would likely be too costly, and pro wrestling too juvenile, but he saw potential with martial arts. In Vietnam, he’d heard a story about an underground fight a group of soldiers had seen on an R & R trip to Bangkok. The fight had been an extreme mismatch, between a small muay Thai fighter and a hulking Indian wrestler, which had ended with the smaller man winning. Davie wasn’t sure if the story was true, but he thought it had the start of a good idea in it. Were there other kinds of unusual fighters that could be matched against each other? Could a Japanese wrestler beat a heavyweight boxer? Could an American kickboxer fend off a sumo wrestler? Would a Krav Maga fighter be able to protect themselves against a judoka? Davie put together a pitch for a television series10 that would answer those questions, The World’s Greatest Fighter, sponsored by Tecate.

When he laid out his vision to Wisdom Imports, in the winter of 1990, it politely passed and asked what other ideas Davie’s colleagues had. Rejection was the rule in advertising and Davie didn’t take it personally, but the idea of The World’s Greatest Fighter lingered in his imagination. As part of his research he’d read a profile in Playboy of Rorion Gracie, a Brazilian jiu-jitsu black belt who had challenged heavyweight boxing champion Mike Tyson to a street fight and promised to pay $100,000 to any other martial artist willing to come to his gym and beat him. Playboy described Rorion as “the toughest man in the United States,”11 and the Gracie version of jiu-jitsu as the “most devastating of all martial arts,” a sort of counterintuitive ground fighting that could give even the smallest and weakest fighters a chance to win. A few months after Wisdom had turned down his pitch, Davie wandered into the Gracie Academy in Torrance and left his card for Rorion with an invitation to dinner and discussion about a potential business opportunity. A few days later, they met in person.

Rorion reminded Davie of a bird of prey.12 He was charming but distant, kind but also ready to fight at any moment, humble but outspoken in his belief that no one on earth could beat him. For the Gracies, jiu-jitsu had been a birthright. Rorion’s grandfather, Gastao Gracie,13 a wealthy businessman in Belém, Brazil, helped produce a local circus and hired the pupil of a traveling Japanese prizefighter and judo expert, Mitsuyo Maeda, to fight in one of his shows. Gastao would later become friends with Maeda and sent his sons to learn self-defense at one of the expert’s gyms. They were eager students and later adapted what they had learned into their own unique variant they called Gracie jiu-jitsu, which placed greater emphasis on grappling on the ground, where smaller and weaker fighters could use leverage to better neutralize bigger and stronger opponents. When Rorion arrived in America in 1978,14 at twenty-six, he saw an opportunity to bring the family’s extensive jiu-jitsu business to a new market. Initially, he worked as a house cleaner and as an extra on television shows like Hart to Hart and Fantasy Island, but he would often invite actors and executives he’d met to visit his small rental home in Torrance, where he’d teach them basic jiu-jitsu on mats spread across the garage. Many of his early clients were celebrities,15 including John Milius, the cigar-gnashing screenwriter of Red Dawn, Conan the Barbarian, and Apocalypse Now. His reputation helped him16 land a job as a stunt coordinator for Lethal Weapon, and eventually he developed a large enough client list to lease a gym in Torrance and begin teaching full-time.

Rorion wasn’t impressed with Davie’s pitch. Rorion had already produced his own video series, Gracie Jiu-Jitsu in Action, crude camcorder footage of different Gracie family members using jiu-jitsu in old Brazilian prizefights or gym challenges against fighters from other disciplines. In 1982, another producer had asked him17 to help launch an open rules fighting league, called the World Freestyle Fighting Championship, with a match against champion kickboxer Benny “The Jet” Urquidez. Davie’s idea seemed like old hat. Despite his apparent disinterest, Rorion agreed to lend his name to an event if Davie could put it together, assuming it would be another venue to demonstrate the effectiveness of jiu-jitsu. Over the next year, Davie became a gadfly around the gym, taking weekly lessons and befriending other members of the Gracie family who helped run classes. (Davie had previously dabbled with muay Thai lessons as a way to stay fit, after first learning some basics in Vietnam.) Davie helped organize a direct marketing campaign for a five-volume VHS series called Basics of Gracie Jiu-Jitsu, sending out a mailer to every student who had ever taken a class with Rorion, and advertising in Black Belt magazine. Tape sales were soon bringing in more than $21,00018 a month. Rorion had agreed to share the profits with Davie, and he realized his share would be more than enough to support himself while he tried to produce The World’s Greatest Fighter full-time. It would be a step down from what he was making in advertising, but he decided it was worth the risk.

In the summer of 1992, Davie quit19 his job and began making regular afternoon trips to the Torrance Public Library, which he would refer to as his “de facto office.” Davie gave himself a crash course in state athletic commission regulations and the broadcasting industry, learning as much as he could from trade papers about how to get a television show on the air. He knew the event, which he had decided to rename20 The War of the Worlds, would likely be too violent for traditional broadcast networks, and instead decided to target cable, a sector that had grown dramatically, from 850,000 US subscribers in 1962 to more than 53 million by 1989. Over the same period, the number of available channels had risen to seventy-nine, creating thousands of new broadcast hours each week, which had created openings for new kinds of shows for specialty audiences that would have been unthinkable a few decades earlier. Davie cold-called executives at HBO21 and Showtime. They both agreed to hear him out, but turned him down. Showtime’s Jay Larkin joked that Davie would have had better luck with a show about “marital arts” instead of martial arts. ESPN and Prime Ticket, a local sports channel in Los Angeles, showed some interest but neither responded to follow-up calls after Davie faxed over his business plan.

In early spring of 1993, Davie decided to try reframing the event as a pay-per-view instead of a cable series. It was a smaller market22—only 37 percent of US cable subscribers had the capability of ordering pay-per-views through their cable boxes—but it still reached more than twenty million homes and had been more open to what Scott Kurnit, president of Showtime’s pay-per-view division, called “niche-casting.”23 While the fine arts attracted a small but profitable pay-per-view audience—the Metropolitan Opera generated thirty-five thousand buys and $1.2 million with a live broadcast of a twenty-fifth anniversary special at Lincoln Center—the more popular programming had come from forbidden arts. One of the biggest early successes was Howard Stern’s24 Underpants and Negligee Party, an amateurish variety show performed in front of a small studio audience. Dressed in underwear and lingerie, Stern and his costars acted out short comic sketches and interviewed celebrity guests, including Richard Belzer, Jessica Hahn, and Penn Jillette. “I’m never gonna get credibility like this,” Stern exclaimed25 as he simulated a ménàge a trois with two hired models in negligees, who took turns simulating oral sex on him underneath a sheet.

Stern had been a consistent performer on pay-per-view, reveling in the fact that almost everything he was doing would have been censored on standard broadcast television. He had a modest hit with U.S. Open Sores, built around a tennis match between Stern and producer Gary Dell’Abate in front of sixteen thousand fans at Nassau Coliseum in Long Island. He’d followed that with Butt Bongo Fiesta, which featured segments like “Lesbian Dial-a-Date” and “Guess the Jew,” a skit that pitted Ku Klux Klan member Daniel Carver against Kurt Waldheim Jr., whose father was president of Austria and had been tied to the Nazi Party in Germany. Stern’s biggest hit would come later with 1993’s New Year’s Rotten Eve, which featured a woman eating live maggots and another covering herself in ice cream to make a “human sundae.” The broadcast generated more than 270,000 pay-per-view buys26 and grossed more than $12 million, substantially more than less offensive material like a Rolling Stones concert from the Steel Wheels tour that generated $4 million, or the 1992 Summer Olympics, a high-profile joint venture between NBC and Cablevision, which reportedly lost more than $100 million. On pay-per-view, having credibility often felt like a liability, while amateurism and irreverence were taken as markers of authenticity, something worth paying a premium for.

As Davie read more about the peculiarities of pay-per-view, one company in New York caught his attention: Semaphore Entertainment Group. A subsidiary of music publishing giant Bertelsmann Music Group, SEG had built a small but steady business broadcasting pay-per-view concerts of BMG’s musical acts, including Iron Maiden, Bette Midler, Lynyrd Skynyrd, The Who, and New Kids on the Block. SEG had been looking for ways to expand its business27 beyond musical performances, ideally with something that could grow into a recurring series and compete in the market segment where Stern had found chart-topping success. In 1992, SEG produced an update to the iconic Battle of the Sexes tennis matches that originally took place in 1973, first between Bobby Riggs and Margaret Court, and later with Riggs and Billie Jean King. SEG’s update was called28 Battle of the Champions, and featured Jimmy Connors and Martina Navratilova. It attracted some press attention, but much of it was critical—the New York Times described the event as “silly” and CBS tennis analyst Mary Carillo compared it to a pie-eating contest. As Davie read more about SEG, he became convinced that The War of the Worlds was just what the company was looking for. It was a series, not a one-off, and dramatically less costly than sharing profits with world famous musicians or tennis stars. Most important, the taboo-inflected tone had a better chance of appealing to pay-per-view audiences, promising not just violence but revelation. Just as Howard Stern had broken through29 the artificial congeniality of broadcast television with nudity and neo-Nazis, Davie was confident The War of the Worlds would show viewers the reality of martial arts culture, exposing the frauds and “strip mall gurus” who had filled the American suburbs with karate and kung fu gyms that promised their students an unattainable “aura of invincibility.”

In early March, Davie decided to cold-call SEG and was surprised when instead of an assistant or receptionist he reached Campbell McLaren, the recently hired vice president of original programming who liked to make a point of picking up his own phone as often as possible. “It was some great pitch,” McLaren says.30 “It went something like this: Campbell, HBO turned me down, Showtime turned me down, everybody turned me down. You’re my last hope. I was like, Who is this? I literally had no idea what he was talking about.” Yet, as Davie told his story about a wholesome family of Brazilians who also happened to be trained killers and had been campaigning to fight Mike Tyson, McLaren was immediately interested. Like Davie, he was a theatrical showman with a taste for spectacle and surprise. He had studied documentary filmmaking at MIT before dropping out and moving to New York. He worked in marketing for Young & Rubicam, before landing a job as an assistant at Carolines on Broadway, the legendary comedy club that helped launch the careers of Mitch Hedberg, Richard Belzer, Louis C.K., Bill Hicks, Jerry Seinfeld, and Chris Rock. McLaren worked his way up to being the club’s talent director and then left to work as a manager, representing Joy Behar, Larry David, and Lewis Black, among others. He’d joined SEG in 1992 to help the company branch out into comedy and other original programming. McLaren had a bawdy sense of humor and seemed to have internalized the comedian’s mantra that the most offensive thing a person could be was boring. He was unsure what kind of event Davie was proposing, but as he listened he had the sense that it was just the kind of thing he’d been hired to find—part sporting event, part stunt show, and part costume drama. Whatever it was, he was sure it wouldn’t be boring.

McLaren asked Davie to send him a formal business plan31 to circulate with his colleagues and promised to set up an in-person meeting in New York in a few weeks’ time. In addition to his pitch documents, Davie mailed copies of Gracie Jiu-Jitsu in Action videos, which became instant hits with SEG’s staff. David Isaacs, SEG’s chief operating officer, recalled32 putting one of the tapes on in his office. Within a few minutes, he was surrounded by other staffers who had stopped to gawk as they’d walked past his open door. “You were like, Oh my gosh, I’ve never seen anything like this,” Isaacs would later say.

In April, Davie met with McLaren and SEG president33 Bob Meyrowitz for a cigar-fueled meeting at the company’s offices on West 57th Street. Meyrowitz struck Davie as a “modern day business buccaneer,” with styled hair, a trimmed beard, and a suit that he assumed had cost more than most people pay for their mortgages in a month. He had made a name for himself in the music world34 in the 1970s, producing the hit syndicated radio series King Biscuit Flower Hour, which featured live performances from some of the biggest bands in the world, including Bruce Springsteen, Eric Clapton, and the Grateful Dead. Though he didn’t know much about martial arts, Meyrowitz had been a longtime boxing fan and liked the idea of producing a series that involved fighting in some form. Meyrowitz told Davie that he would have SEG’s lawyers start negotiating the basic terms of a deal with Davie’s lawyers. To celebrate, McLaren and Isaacs took Davie out for a martini-soaked steak dinner at McCormick & Schmick’s.

Davie was thrilled, but as he flew back to California, he realized he didn’t have any lawyers for SEG to negotiate with. For almost a year, Davie had been doing everything himself. He’d had official company letterhead printed,35 but he’d never even registered an LLC. With a tentative debut set for Halloween weekend, just six months away, he realized that for all the time and money he had already invested, he was still just getting started.

With the green light from SEG,36 Davie settled on Denver, Colorado, as the best location for The War of the Worlds. It was one of just three states in the country where bare-knuckle boxing was actually legal, thanks in part to a 1977 law that had repealed all regulatory statutes for boxing and wrestling events in the state. The state also lacked a boxing commission37 that would have been required to provide legal oversight or, potentially, interference with Davie’s vision. The only legal requirement as far as Davie could tell, was to ensure every fighter would be over eighteen years old. Davie took a short trip to Denver38 after returning from New York and set up War of the Worlds Promotions as a Colorado LLC. He also hired a local lawyer, Mark Field, and an accountant in Denver to handle the company’s accounts. Back in Torrance, he rented a small office in a building that shared a back alley with the Gracie Academy, and began working with SEG’s production department on what exactly the first War of the Worlds event would look like. Davie and SEG had settled on an eight-man tournament structure, with each fighter representing a different martial arts discipline. The tournament winner would fight three times in one night, and would earn a $50,000 prize. Davie had wanted to give the tournament winner a crown rather than a championship belt or trophy, something that pointed to the ancient Greek roots of hand-to-hand combat. After sketching out several rough designs,39 he decided to go with another idea that had come from one of Rorion’s students: a simple medal similar to those given to Olympic athletes. Engraved on the back would be the phrase Per Aspera Ad Astra. Through adversity to the stars.

There was a protracted debate about what kind of platform the fights should take place on. A boxing ring seemed like it would make grappling exchanges more dangerous with its tangle-prone ropes. Davie suggested a cage with an electric fence,40 or perhaps one enclosed from above by razor wire. John Milius, who had joined the production41 as a consultant, suggested building a moat filled with piranhas. They also considered using a Plexiglas cube to provide an unobstructed view of the fighters, but the likelihood of humidity and sweat smearing the surfaces made it unworkable. SEG’s art director Jason Cusson finally settled the issue42 with a design for an octagonal cage, framed with padded posts and chain-link fencing in between. Cameramen would be able to film over the top edge of the fence while standing on small crates, and for long grappling exchanges on the mat, the chain-link would be in the foreground, adding an element of illicitness and taboo. The shape had been inspired by The Octagon, a 1980 movie in which Chuck Norris infiltrates a terrorist organization that holds sparring sessions in an octagonal space marked out by eight heavy wooden posts. To lend an aura of credibility,43 Davie invented the International Fight Council to serve as the event’s formal sanctioning body and rules enforcer, with Rorion listed as commissioner.

SEG and Davie continued to negotiate44 the final points of the deal throughout the summer, but they had reached a general agreement that SEG would cover the marketing and production costs and Davie and Rorion would be responsible for finding the fighters and covering their prize money, which would total $102,500−$50,000 for the winner, $15,000 for the runner-up, $4,000 for the two losing semifinalists, and $1,000 for the four first-round losers, plus $2,500 to be divided between two alternate fighters who would be available as backups in case of injury. (Davie had also agreed to secretly pay two fighters extra guaranteed fees regardless of whether they won or lost, for $17,000 and $6,000 respectively.) Davie raised the money over the summer,45 by sending out a mass mailer to every current and former student of the Gracie Academy and offering them the chance to be investors in WOW Promotions. SEG would later ask for a name change, fearing it would be exposed to copyright infringement lawsuits if it went forward with The War of the Worlds as the event name, which was identical to both the H. G. Wells novel and the 1953 film adaptation, both of which were still protected. Davie began using World’s Best Fighter as a placeholder, and in August, Michael Abramson, SEG’s head of marketing, suggested Ultimate Fighting Championship. No one was enthused by the name. Davie thought it was too long46 and cumbersome, and McLaren thought it sounded too much like Ultimate Frisbee. But no one could think of a better alternative, and with just weeks left, they decided to run with it as the least objectionable option. SEG’s design team created a logo for the new brand featuring a bald fighter, standing astride the Earth, arms raised in victory. The image reminded Davie of Mr. Clean47 more than anything else, but he decided to not make an issue of it with so little time left before the event.

In the final weeks of preparation, a sense of uncertainty hung over everything. They pushed the date back two weeks, to November 12, because of a scheduling conflict. SEG paid just $4,000 to rent the McNichols Sports Arena, home of the NBA’s Denver Nuggets, who were playing an away game against the Los Angeles Lakers that night. To help market the event, Davie hired a pair48 of local Denver promoters, Barry Fey and Zane Bresloff, who spread flyers around the city advertising the UFC as “The End of Civilization As We Know It,” an angle they’d settled on after seeing that the fighter contracts included an acknowledgment they might be injured badly enough to die during the event. SEG faxed fliers to gyms and dojos49 all over the country and asked their owners to post them in locker rooms and lobbies, hoping students would be interested in watching. SEG’s fliers didn’t mention death or the end of civilization, but instead promoted the fact that that there would be no rules, no judges, and no point system, just pure uncontrolled violence. “THERE ARE NO RULES!” one of it’s posters said, using bold block letters with little fissures running through them, as if they had been damaged in an earthquake.

There actually were rules, a full typewritten page50 of them, but the fighters weren’t given them until the night before the event. The only way a fight could be stopped was if there was a knockout, or a fighter tapped three times on the mat in submission, or their corner threw in the towel on their behalf. Fights would be divided into five-minute rounds with a two-minute rest period in between, and there would be as many rounds as necessary to produce a finish. Biting, groin strikes, and eye gouges were forbidden. Fighters who chose to wear wrestling or boxing shoes wouldn’t be allowed to throw kicks, but those who chose to go barefoot would be. When Davie handed out the rules to the fighters51 in a small conference room at the Tower Inn, a hotel he’d booked to be the event headquarters during fight week, there was nearly a mass walkout. Everyone had their own particular issue with the rules52, and they all mistrusted Rorion’s role in creating them, suspecting they had been designed to tilt the field in favor of Gracie jiu-jitsu. “The fighters and their camps were all loudly arguing, and I could see that the whole event was coming apart before it had even started,” Davie recalled. The unrest dissipated after Teila Tuli, a sumo wrestler from Hawaii, grew sick of the bickering, and announced he was signing his release form. “I don’t know about you guys, but I came here to party,” Tuli said. “If anyone else came here to party, I’ll see you tomorrow night at the arena.”

When the cameras finally started rolling at 6:00 p.m. the next day, no one seemed ready for what was about to happen. Davie hadn’t signed the final contract with SEG53 until just hours before the first fight. The event had the feel of community theater, the world’s most lavish public access show. It opened with an introduction from American kickboxing legend54 and lead commentator Bill “Superfoot” Wallace, who belched mid-sentence and twice misidentified the event as The Ultimate Fighting Challenge. He also introduced sideline reporter Brian Kilmeade as Brian Kilmoore, and rambled unintelligibly throughout much of the broadcast. At one point, Wallace described the benefits of handwraps to retired NFL star Jim Brown, whom Davie had persuaded to provide color commentary. “Don’t you wish you could tape your whole body, Jim?” he said “Pain hurts. Let me tell you, it ruins your whole day.”

The first fight, between Dutch kickboxer Gerard Gordeau and Tuli, fell apart within the first thirty seconds. After circling each other for a few seconds, Tuli suddenly rushed forward, waving his arms hoping to catch Gordeau in a blitz. An experienced kickboxer, Gordeau calmly skipped backward on the balls of his feet and delivered a short right hook to Tuli’s jaw that sent him stumbling to the mat. It happened so quickly it wasn’t clear there had even been a punch. It looked like Tuli might have lost his balance, but then Gordeau took a step forward and kicked Tuli in the face while he was trying
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