You won’t find too many groups of people who complain that they are no longer being lied to. RINGS fans are one such group, and it’s somewhat understandable because the art of deception they were used to could be so beautiful. 

RINGS was always supposed to be real, but early RINGS was simply on par for realism with the other U.W.F. offshoots, UWF-I and PWFG. In other words, it’s not going to fool too many people who have watched an extensive amount of UFC & PRIDE. Of course, those leagues weren’t around when RINGS started in 1991 and most of the audience wasn’t familiar enough with the differences between works and shoots to know it was fake. A few of the matches were real, but aside from the all shoot shows in Holland, it was often Willie Peeters, who had interesting shoots or uninteresting works, doing a shoot in the second or third match with the rest of the card being works. Many of the early shows were dubious when it came to match quality because aside from Maeda, who was still at least good in 1991, all the U.W.F. natives had gone to UWF-I or PWFG. 

Volk Han didn’t show up until the final card of the first year (although there were only 3 before this), putting over Akira Maeda in the main event of a major show at Tokyo Ariake Coliseum on 12/7/91. The result didn’t matter because, whether people picked up on it at the time or not, the sambo master had just made RINGS a league worth watching. The match was not realistic even by the standard of the time, but the fans were really into it because they were not only using big moves early on but also ones they’d rarely seen. Han did a dobitski udehishigigyakujujigatame (jumping takedown into a cross armbreaker) less than 1:30 into the match, and this was a move that you just didn’t see in those days. It was the cool style of worked shoot, highlighted by a cross heel hold, snap suplex nearly into a udehishigigyakujujigatame, belly-to-belly suplex, and a wicked wheel kick by Maeda to the side of Han’s head. Just a wonderful debut by Han and a very good match overall.

The style of RINGS didn’t develop into something more pro wrestling oriented because of Han. In fact, his second match with Maeda on 4/3/92 was definitely not as exciting or inventive. It was a longer (by almost 50%) slower paced more technical and realistic match, but it was of the same relative quality and he won. This was the second job Maeda had done in RINGS, and of the 11 he did in the history of the company, 4 were to Han. This is important because, although Han could never be the draw that Maeda was, their trading wins put them on a similar level in terms of importance. Han could make a guy look great and put him over, something Maeda couldn’t do, and it would make them someone capable of beating Maeda even if they never did. 

The problem with early RINGS was there was no one else decent to build up, and they seemed to have no problem building up guys that weren’t decent. The other natives were either kickboxers or rookies, and the foreigners, my god they were awful. There was a whole clan of guys that trained in Holland with aging and ungodly boring sambo master Chris Dolman. Most were lousy kickboxers that had no aptitude for working, especially any sequences on the mat. The only one that was decent was Dick Vrij, aptly nicknamed “Cyborg,” but he was only interesting because he hit hard. Vrij was the first to beat Maeda in RINGS, but overall Dolman was by far the bigger name, legendary as a multiple time world sambo champion, and had the bigger push. There were plenty of other foreigners from all across Europe and beyond, but for the most part they were guys you didn’t want to watch. As good as Han was, for many years non-Maeda worshipers avoided RINGS like the plague. 

One improvement was the entrance of Andrei Kopylov from Han’s camp in Russia. Although he possessed none of the spark and flair that made Han’s matches so exciting, he was a solid technician that did some nifty things on the mat. In his first match against Han on 7/16/92, 30 seconds into the match Han picked Kopylov up over his head, slammed him to the mat, and could have won with some bizarre knee lock. However, Kopylov not only lasted a little over 17 good minutes with the master, he made him submit. The propelled him to a Yokohama Arena main event against Maeda the next month. Of course, Kopylov lost this match, but gave us a good 18+ minutes where he proved he was at least capable of pushing the top star. Unfortunately, that’s pretty much the level he stayed at, a notch below far inferior guys like Willie Williams (god-awful martial artist that was a famous opponent of Inoki), Dolman (had a big name and was the head of the camp), Vrij (#2 in Holland, but was established immediately since Maeda’s first five RINGS matches included going 2-1 against Vrij), & Tariel (I have no explanation for this 300 pound turtle’s push beyond he was the head of the small pathetic RINGS Georgia group). 

With Maeda knocking Han out of the first annual WORLD MEGA-BATTLE TOURNAMENT in the 1st round, the tournament was largely ruined. Their match was good, building a level of drama that exceeded their previous matches, but not quite as good because it was a little too long and more towards a more “realistic” old U.W.F. match. The less said about the final where Dolman beat Vrij the better though. 

Masayuki Naruse & Yoshihisa Yamamoto debuted against each other on 5/16/92, and were already able to have a pretty good match with one another by 7/16/92. Naruse would pretty much stay at that level, a guy who had a number of matches that were better than adequate, but nothing that really stood out unless he was in with someone awesome. Yamamoto would become a guy to watch, but the first new native to get a push was Mitsuya Nagai, a striker who debuted on the second RINGS show. With Maeda out for most of ’93, Nagai got to headline the 4/24/93 Yokohama Bunka Taiikukan show against Han. Although the vast majority of the credit belongs to Han, it’s none the less impressive for Nagai that they had the best RINGS match to date. Working with the younger, quicker, and more athletic Nagai allowed Han to explore a faster and more glamorous style that would ultimately be the style of matches his fans remember him the most for. Simple rolls into holds and to alleviate pressure from submissions, now sometimes taken for granted because of regular imitation, were the kind of thing that made the match fresh and amazing RINGS at the time. Nagai earned a lot of respect here because Han threw everything he had at him, but he was able to maneuver his way out of trouble many times before eventually losing. 

When Maeda returned in October, he was set on reestablishing himself. This was not a good time because he fought slug after slug en route to defeating Tariel to win the MEGA-BATTLE TOURNAMENT. He also totally squashed Nagai in 5:02 of a non-tournament match on 12/25/93 and beat Kopylov on 3/19/94 in an 8:51 match that was good from a technical perspective but never really got started. At least prior to all this, there was a very good Han vs. Vrij match on 7/13/93 that was pure adrenaline. Han defined the style a lot more with any other opponent than he did with Maeda, so he would have better matches with lesser opponents due to a faster and more exciting style. The problem with Vrij though was that you really couldn’t do anything on the mat with him. It was all takedown into submission and then escape, but Han was able to make it a lot more exciting than Kopylov and his acting was a lot better, which all in all was worth about *1/2 above the Vrij vs. Kopylov match from 5/29/93. 

Maeda was never as good when he came back. His next match with Han on 6/18/94, a 19:06 win, was couple notches down because Maeda was not in as good of shape and bothered by his bad knee. He kept it slower and simpler, really not doing too much. It had some moments of brilliance of course, and was good overall, but it wasn’t that explosive and failed to generate an abundance of crowd heat even though Maeda was still really over and strong at the box office. 

Han’s match with one-dimensional kickboxer Hans Nyman the next month was actually a little better than the Maeda match. It was short, but Han did something Maeda never really did in RINGS, which was let somebody totally kick his ass and then come back and win. Nyman was blistering Han, kicking him so hard that Han was “knocked through the ropes to the floor." Just a very unselfish performance by Han, making a match that had no right to be good just that. 

Han’s finest hour up to that point in time came on 1/25/95 when he not only had his best match with Maeda, but also beat him to win the MEGA-BATTLE TOURNAMENT for the first time. The match boasted good hard striking in standup and almost always the possibility of a submission when they were on the mat. This was the most modern looking of their matches up until this point in time. It certainly didn’t look like old U.W.F. It had more stiffness and realism, with better positioning including Maeda using the mount now that people were becoming familiar with the real deal through UFC tapes. Maeda wasn’t improving any, but he clearly put in the extra effort here and it paid off.

Some of the spotlight started shining on Yoshihisa Yamamoto at the end of 1994. He had his first two matches with Maeda. Of course, he lost both, but he showed a lot of energy and charisma in the first and the fans were into it. The second match was similar except Yamamoto wasn’t as fiery or exciting, which was odd although most guys seem different when in with Maeda because he more or less calls the shots.  That the match was more submission oriented was probably part of it because Yamamoto is more charismatic during standup. In any case, the match was down to average, but simply being in the ring with Maeda helped make people take notice of him. 

1995 was Yamamoto’s year. Although he lost to Nagai on 3/18/95, Nagai would be left in the dust by the end of the year with Yamamoto being a real #2 native (Nagai never beat the top players). The match with Nagai was one of the most memorable because of its realism. It wasn’t the most exciting match, but of the two dozen I looked back on this was the most credible, the precursor to the changes of 1998. It was hardly the most heated, but they didn’t let that bother them and eventually the crowd got into it. While the matwork was the most notable today, the fast Kakihara like striking sequences that sometimes resulted in knockdowns where they wouldn’t get all the way up until the 9 count were very important toward generating the drama. The back and forth finish was really good as well. A very good match that stands the test of time.

Yamamoto’s big break was not really a break at all. In the only real match I’m mentioning in this part, he lasted nearly 20 minutes with the mythical greatest fighter in the world, Rickson Gracie, during a Vale Tudo Japan tournament match on 4/20/95. This was hardly a great shoot, they were in the ropes most of the match, but the power of the Gracie legend was such that Yamamoto had to be the real deal just for being able to last this long with the “god.” 

Realizing they had a golden opportunity, Yamamoto was thrust into a two match program with Vrij & Han. The first match against Vrij on 7/18/95 was probably the best of Vrij’s career. Propelled by two Vrij fouls, brutal kicks to the head when Yamamoto was on his knees, they had a match of Kazunari Murakami intensity that was actually damn good. Vrij’s strikes were just violent, and Yamamoto is a good enough striker to credibly get a few good flurries in on him. Yamamoto even cut him under the eye before winning via TKO because Vrij ran out of points.

The second match with Vrij on 9/22/95 failed to recapture the magic of the first. Without the fouls, it never approached the same level of intensity. It was like watching a mixed match because Vrij, as usual, was totally in grab the ropes the second he gets taken down mode. Yamamoto was fearless though, and he shocked everyone by beating Vrij quicker and this time with a submission. This was really a huge win for Yamamoto because Vrij and Han were the only active fighters (Dolman had retired) to have two wins in RINGS over Maeda.

Yamamoto’s improved ability really made a big difference because with him and Han on the card you could now pretty much count on there being two good matches. Yeah, as a whole the shows still weren’t the greatest, but due to Yamamoto 1995 is the first year one can start recommending the RINGS product as a whole. When they got together in the ring there might be one less good match, but they made the show a must by producing some of the best matches in the history of the company. 

Their 6/17/95 match that Han won in 15:15 was very good, and more than hinted at the greatness they would go on to produce. This was a strong technical match that was made by their attitudes. Yamamoto showed his hunger, and Han didn’t have a problem with making it look like Yamamoto could beat him. It didn’t have the realism of Yamamoto vs. Nagai, but there was a lot more going on without overdoing it. 

Their rematch on 12/19/95 was important for a number of reasons. In the end, least of which is the fact that Yamamoto got his first win over Han here, advancing to the finals of the MEGA-BATTLE TOURNAMENT in the process. It’s important because it was the best RINGS match up to that point in time, but the style was the key. This was a new match that set the tone for the way Han and the young natives would evolve the style. It was all about immediate reaction. It’s was not about having a lot of talent and athletic ability, but about having the confidence to use it. It was about believing in your opponent, knowing he could keep making the next move, doing the right thing to keep the sequence going and avoid being trapped. It was almost an advantageless match, and it was beautiful. 

With Kiyoshi Tamura joining the league the next year, among other things, RINGS had the perfect guy to continue to evolve this new style. In the next column, I’ll look at the Tamura years and the pros and cons of the league going all shoot.

