
Selected Bouts from RINGS on WOWOW 9/??/97


FIGHTING-EXTENSION Vol. 7 taped 9/26 Sapporo Nakajima Taiiku Center

 Wataru Sakata (RINGS Japan, 8-15-1) vs.  Valentijn Overeem (RINGS Holland, 2-2).  This Overeem didn’t even look like the same fighter I saw against Yamamoto or Tamura.  Physically, he wasn’t as built up, especially in the arms.  Technique wise, he seemed to be only a standup fighter. He wasn’t able to fake Sakata out or outquick him, so he wasn’t getting his shots in.  

The finish saw Sakata try to go from the mount into a jujigatame, but Overeem reversed him and tried for a leg lock.  However, Overeem didn’t establish a base, so Sakata was able to use his free leg to force Overeem over.  On the way over, Sakata grabbed Overeem’s ankle and applied the ashikubi (ankle) gatame for the win.(997rin01)  Finish looked a lot better than it writes.  

Frank Shamrock (Lions Den, RINGS Debut) vs.  Tsuyoshi Kousaka (RINGS Japan, 15-13).  This was everything you could ask for from a shoot match.  You had two evenly matched fighters displaying great skill, technique, and stamina for the entire 30 minutes.  This bout was was as exciting as it was grueling.  No matter what I type in this intro, I can’t say enough about this match, although I liked the main event even better.  I guess to keep it brief the only thing this was lacking was heat.  This was really disappointing because Maeda vs.  Kopilov, which was so “good” that it nearly put Hadi, who likes RINGS better than just about any of us,  to sleep, had far more heat than this simply because Maeda is far more over than these two.

This must have been a tremendously frustrating match for Kousaka because Frank’s defense was awesome.  Kousaka did everything he could to get Frank in a submission, but Frank just calmly went about his business, moving and positioning himself so that Kousaka might have a hold on, but he couldn’t apply close to enough pressure to make Frank even think about tapping or taking a rope escape.  

“I prefer Frank vs.  Kousaka to Tamura vs.  Han because it was the ultimate strategic match‑up.  Kousaka tried so hard to get Frank in a position that favored him, but he simply couldn't.   It was simply amazing to see arguably the best Japanese shooter try everything against Frank, and have it  still not be enough.   Even though he lost, this was Kousaka's best performance since the 1995 Lumax Cup, and he’ll only get better now that he’s training with Frank and Mo. This was the best shoot match in the history of RINGS as well as the best shoot match of 1997,” wrote Hadi. 

Kousaka was the aggressor early, and he got the first takedown.  He got an ude garame (in this case, overhead wristlock), but he never quite had enough leverage on it, so a lot of the time he was simply pushing Frank’s arm into the mat.(997rin04)  Frank withstood this, and found an opening to get back to his feet.  A lot of the match was like this, as Frank never considered grabbing a rope or submitting.  He simply kept Kousaka at bay just enough by utilizing his guard/half guard and/or by rotating enough to alleviate enough pressure that he could withstand the pain until he was able to counter.  I couldn't believe that Frank was able to just get up a couple times.  

“Frank has been this way for as long as he's fought.  He did the same exact thing repeatedly in his fairly recent UFC match against Jeremy Horn.  Kousaka was on top most of the match, but he

just couldnt bust through the brick wall known as Frank,” wrote Hadi. 

Both men scored while on their feet, as Kousaka rocked Frank with a great knee lift, but Frank answered with a palm blow.  At 7:00, Kousaka landed a good palm strike and caught Frank’s kick, which resulted in Frank going down.  Shamrock immediately caught Kousaka in a knee lock, but both men were in the ropes so they were stood back up.(997rin11)  

Shamrock took a hard low blow at 8:30.  When the bout was restarted, they had a good exchange that culminated with a Kousaka takedown.  However, Frank was the one that was in control, as he had a necklock on that Kousaka eventually slipped out of.  Kousaka mounted Shamrock, but once again couldn’t find an opening, and again Frank was able to find one that allowed him to get back to his feet.  Kousaka repeated the mistake he made before, leaving his neck exposed enough that he was caught in a necklock when he shot in for a takedown.(997rin14)  This time it cost him big as he had to use a rope escape.(997rin16)  

At 13:00, Shamrock got a series of body blows, but Kousaka came back with a kneelift.  The exchange continued back and forth, resulting with Kousaka getting a bloody left eye.(997rin17)  At 15:00, Kousaka did a better job of taking Shamrock down, so his necklock was ineffective.  

There was rarely any dead time on the mat, but they were so even that even though they kept moving and working the entire time, neither man could really gain an advantage.  Shamrock got a reversal at 18:15,(997rin19) but when he got an ankle lock they were both under the ropes so they were stood up.  Kousaka had Shamrock in the ude garame again with a few minutes remaining, but Shamrocks guard prevented him from getting enough leverage.  Kousaka passed the guard, but Shamrock still prevented him from getting his other hand into it enough that he could really apply any additional pressure with it.  Finally, Kousaka extended Shamrock’s arm, but Shamrock kept moving on his back in circles so Kousaka couldn’t get everything into it.  Shamrock never thought about submitting or grabbing a rope during this whole armlock segment, and time eventually ran out on Kousaka, who lost the match on points 1-0.  A really tough loss for Kousaka because he was even with a world class shooter like Shamrock for 30 minutes.  However, Shamrock’s defense was so incredible that even though Kousaka at times had him where he wanted him, it didn’t matter.  

The only thing bad was that the fans didn’t get into this for some unknown reason.  I’ve only seen a few shoots that were on this level.  One of them is Maurice Smith vs.  Mark Coleman 7/27/97, which was the only shoot match from 1997 I saw that was better than this.  There was a lot of beauty in seeing Smith execute his game plan to perfection, exposing the vastly overrated proponent of “ground and pound” for what he was.  That bout was far more dramatic and had a lot better heat.

Technically, it wasn't as good because Coleman has no technique, but Smith knew beforehand exactly what it would take to beat him and when they finally had The Showdown, he did just that.   The huge upset part about that match is certainly overrated though.  This match was almost equally awesome, and certainly the display of stamina here killed Smith vs. Coleman because even Smith, who prides himself on his conditioning, was very tired toward the end of that bout.  

“The environment for Kousaka vs.  Frank wasn’t the greatest, but they still delivered a classic.  The heat in the Mo match was awesome and there is no way Kousaka vs.  Frank can compare on that level.  That said, the reason I think this was better than Mo vs. Coleman is that I loved the feeling and tension as Kousaka thought he had Frank's arm, but Frank knew in his head that there was no way he was going to loose.  My analogy is that Kousaka was a bulldozer and Frank was a brick wall. Kousaka used and looked at every possible angle to break through the wall, but in the end found it impossible," wrote Hadi

“This was the best 30 minute shoot I’ve seen.  Kousaka and Shamrock both had just the right attitude and mix of skills needed to make a good longer match.  In comparison to the 30 or more minute UFC matches, Shamrock‑Severn II was exciting for the few moments when they were locked up, but for most part they just circled like two counter punchers in boxing trying to make the other lead.  Both Shamrock‑Gracie II and Shamrock‑Taktarov featured long periods of Shamrock on top throwing arm punches to the body, but not trying any submissions.  Ken obviously knows submissions, but he just seemed so worried about giving the other guy a chance to counter that he took absolutely no chances himself.  Perhaps the first loss to Gracie ‘ruined’ him in that regard?  Lastly, none of the guys in the UFC marathons are standing strikers, so that portion was, for the most part, simply the prelude to a takedown.  In contrast, both Kousaka and Frank Shamrock worked hard for their entire match.  They could strike standing and grapple on the mat, so the match never settled into a rut.  There was no striking on the ground, but I didn't mind that.  I know only some people would agree, but I think the ground striking in many UFC matches is just a way for the man on top to stall while still making it look like he is being active.  Both Frank & Kousaka were trying to win the match, not just trying to avoid losing,” wrote Miko. 

Ranking Bout: Kiyoshi Tamura (RINGS Japan, 10-5, #4) vs.  Volk Han (RINGS Russia, 42-13, #2).  These are the two best in the world at working shoots, and when you put them in the ring together, they make magic.  This was by far the most exciting match I’ve ever seen in this genre because the technique was so awesome and the advantage changed with such great speed more times than any of us could count. The match had me edging forward in my chair until I nearly fell out.  It had my heart racing out of control. I’m certainly not the foremost authority of shoot style, but this is the best worked shoot I’ve ever seen.  While it may not be the best ever, it was certainly off the charts.   
This was a technical masterpiece.  Both men let it all hang it.  They just went back and forth with one guy locking a submission on, but the other guy finding a way to counter into a submission of his own.  Despite the 101 near submissions, this was a credible work.  These two have such great chemistry together, and when you combine that with the tremendous speed for this style of their movement on the mat and the incredible intricacy of their technique, you get matwork that is basically seamless or holeless.  What separates these two from the rest is two things a) they have an incredible amount of knowledge of holds so they’ll just counter most submissions (since the opponent isn’t putting much pressure on them) whenever they want/need to without their opponent having to prod them, put themselves in a bad position, or losen up and b) they do this so smoothly that it looks believable.  Of course, they stay in the submissions longer than you could in a shoot, sometimes much longer.  However, they never reached the point where they were in one so long that it hurt the credibility, so staying in the submissions added to the drama, and this was incredibly dramatic.

“I can notice holes at times, but its very hard to find them.  If you notice, when Tamura does the uchimata into jujigatame, Han slightly oki's (sells or jumps) for Tamura.  It’s very tough to see though because they do the little things, and pretty much everything, to perfection.  Most people would think this was shoot. I think if you showed this to the casual NHB fan, they would believe it was a shoot. My dad watches RINGS with me sometimes.  He loves it when Han gets his ass handed to him on his feet, as Tamura did here with an incredible jumping roundhouse among others, but has no clue it’s worked.  They make it believable to the casual fan and it’s still incredible to the more initiated fan who knows they are working but has no choice but to love it just the same, which is one of the reasons they may be the two best workers in the world,” wrote Hadi. 

Unlike the Kousaka vs.  Shamrock match, the building was rocking when someone got a finisher on.  The fans, of course, were looking for Tamura, who had lost to Han in both of their previous matches, the latter of which was somewhat of a suprise loss in the final of the ’96 Mega Battle Tournament (which, being that it’s RINGS, took place in January of 1997), to finally defeat the promotions top foreigner.  

Even though these two might be the mat wrestlers in the world (certainly they smoke Malenko like a cheap cigar, but then again, Malenko being the “best” mat wrestler has always been one of wrestlings awards greatest myths), this wasn’t just a mat classic.  Tamura is known for his willingness to take a major pounding from the lousy strikers that Maeda pushes for some unknown reason.  These guys are all much bigger than Tamura, so Tamura mainly takes and doesn’t force them to put over his kicking because they already have to put over his superiority on the ground.  Since Han is not all that big and isn’t out there to knock anyone out, Tamura showed just how good he is on his feet in this match.  Tamura’s kicking was at its finest here, and Han, not surprisingly, was willing to take his best shots.  

“Tamura is awesome on his feet.  His kicks can be awesome when he is allowed to go all out. People rarely get to see what he can do here because he is the one getting his ass kicked most of the time we see him on his feet,” wrote Hadi.  

The first big spot saw Tamura flip forward to alleviate the pressure from Han’s standing arm lock, so Han tried to go into the udehishigigyakujujigatame.This was really intense with Han working the arm for all it was worth, Tamura clenching his hands for all he was worth, and the crowd popping big even though it was 30 seconds into the match.(997rin21) Finally, Han used a palm strike to Tamura’s hands to break his clasp and straighten the arm.  Han turned Tamura as he tried to slide him to the middle of the ring, so Tamura’s legs ended up close enough to the ropes that he was able to get his foot on for the break before Han could pull him to the center.  Tamura had actually gotten his arm back at one point, but took the rope escape rather than risk staying in a no win situation any longer.  The fact that it was less than a minute into the match didn’t prevent Tamura from properly putting over the udehishigigyakujujigatame.(997rin23)

“I really liked that initial exchange.   It showed that Tamura could not beat Han by playing it

defensively, thus setting up the counter attacks that we saw throughout the rest of the match,” wrote Miko.
  Tamura almost got an udehishigigyakujujigatame of his own about a minute later, but when he took Han over to his back both men were in the ropes so the ref stood them up.  Tamura tried to kick, but Han took him down into an ankle lock.  Han contorted Tamura’s body so it looked like a pretzel,(997rin25) but he still coundn’t get Tamura in trouble, so they went back and forth on the mat until they wound up in the ropes.  

Tamura again tried to strike, and this time he connected with a roundhouse.  Han did an incredible job of selling this, stumbling backwards like you would if you tripped over your own feet, except he did this for half the length of the ring without ever doing anything to regain his balance until he got to the rope.(997rin26)    

They did an excellent mat sequence culminating with Tamura taking a rope escape on Han’s arm bar.(997rin27)  Back on their feet, Han yanked Tamura’s arm and Tamura jumped over for him with Han landing on top.(997rin28) This looked absolutely incredible, as it was like a belly-to-belly suplex only instead of starting with a waistlock, it started with a nasty arm bar.  Han once again tried for the udehishigigyakujujigatame, but he just couldn’t get it.  

In one of the best sequences of the match, after all kinds of manuevering, Tamura jumped on an opening and applied the hiza jujigatame.  Han faked Tamura into thinking he was going to grab the ropes, and Tamura let his guard down enough that Han turned and grabbed his arm.  However, Tamura took right back over into the hiza jujigatame, and this time Han was forced to rope escape making the lost points 2-1 Han.   

“I also liked how Tamura faked going after the arm before locking in the hiza jujigatame and how animated Han was as he rolled around trying to escape.  Tamura letting up a little when Han made it look like he was taking the escape made the whole sequence work,” wrote Miko.    

Tamura caught han with a front kick and Han sold it the same excellent way he had earlier.  Tamura did a series of really quick fakes to get Han off balance enough that he would be unable to block his kick.  When this occured, Tamura rocked Han with a great jumping high kick that Han did a typically excellent, perhaps overexaggerated but highly dramatic, job of falling to the canvas on.(997rin32)    

Tamura and Han exchanged submissions, and the fans were really popping.  The expressions that these two make are so good that they basically describe the action all by themselves.(997rin34)  Tamura swept Han’s leg until Han could no longer stand.  However, Han got up and signalled that he was ok then hobbled over to the ropes, which he hunched over while the ref gave him his count.  This knockdown put Tamura up 3 lost points to 2.    Tamura had Han so worried about the leg sweep that he was able to sneak a stiff front kick past Han’s guard for a knockdown.  

Just before 10:00, Han caught Tamura’s kick, but Tamura took him down into a neck lock.(997rin37)  Han’s facials as he kicked his legs toward the rope for the escape were tremendous.  Tamura was now up 6-2.  

It looked like Han was going to yank Tamura’s arm out into a standing arm bar, but instead he stepped over Tamura and took him down into an udehishigigyakujujigatame.  Tamura made it from the center of the ring to the ropes, but his arm was in bad shape from being in the hold for five seconds, so he put it over big before getting back to his feet.  Han took Tamura down into an arm bar, scissoring Tamura’s legs in the process, so it looked really bad for Tamura.(997rin36)  You could hear the relief in the crowds voice when Tamura turned this into an udehishigigyakujujigatame.  For a split second, he had Han’s arm extended and the roof was about to come off the joint, but Han got his arm back.  At 12:20, Han put Tamura down with shoudas making it 6-5 Tamura.  

“I liked the selling in this match, as it went beyond the ‘Ouch, this lock hurts’ selling.  One example of this was Tamura shaking out his arm after escaping a painful arm lock.  Another example was Volk leaning on the ropes after he knocked down Tamura, getting across the toll the match was taking on him.  This also helped add credibility to the finish, which occured not long after,” wrote Miko.

Han looked to strike again, but Tamura did an uchi‑maki‑komi (modified neck throw) into an udehishigigyakujujigatame.  Han was caught in the center of the ring.  He struggled like mad.  You could see he was dead, but he was too proud to submit.  The crowd was going nuts, and finally they got what they wanted as Han was forced to tap.  I was glad to see the udehishigigyakujujigatame win because Tamura had Han in it earlier and Han basically took his arm back.  You could tell that was it when Tamura caught Han in it again, which is the way a finish should look.  Tamura had finally defeated Han, taking the #2 ranking in the process.  There was a HUGE Tamura chant.  

“It was the perfect finish to the match. Not only was the way Tamura extended Han's arm perfect execution, but Han's face told a story in and of itself.  It said, ‘I can't lose to this kid, I have to extend my leg and grab the rope,’ but he couldn't, and that was all she wrote,” wrote Hadi.  

“I really liked how the match flowed and how their tactics changed.  Initially, the strikes were basically an attempt to distract the opponent as both men were more focused on displaying their grappling skill.  Volk Han looked more like the aggressor, with Tamura counter wrestling actively.

Han seemed to have the edge until the sequence where Tamura forced the rope break with a leglock.  After that Tamura seemed to gain confidence and started kicking alot more aggressively, scoring the two knockdowns.   Han scored a knockdown in return with palm strikes, but what I liked about that

is that it wasn’t one of those ‘out of the blue’ deals because Han had started throwing, and scoring with, palm strikes about 2 minutes before the knockdown.  So naturally right after that Tamura gets the throw and locks in the jujigatame to force the tap out, almost a replay of how Volk Han started the match,” wrote Miko.

In comparison to their 1/97 bout that’s supposed to be the more outstanding of their  previous two (unfortunately, I’ve yet to aquire their first match) Tamura's performance and showing were

considerably better on 9/97.  In the 1/97 bout, Tamura still looked like a UWF‑I wrestler.  He mainly kicked and looked for the udehishigigyakujujigatame, which is what I would expect if Takada was challenging Han (which also would have been off the charts if both were in their prime, or even remotely close to it).  Tamura didn't do that much on the mat in this match.  Sure, he had a great move here or there, but he couldn't match Han and really didn't even try.  I suppose you could say this was part of the psychology, but even if it was that still leaves you with a match inferior to this.  9/97 was much more mat oriented, even though Tamura's strikes looked better so he was much more like the complete package that he is.  In this bout, Tamura was able to match Han, in the process providing some of the most beautiful mat wrestling I've ever seen.  The way these two were catching each

other and countering each other was just incredible, while unfortunately 1/97 didn't have this dynamic at all.  To me 9/97 was far more exciting and  riveting, although both were incredible in this regard.   9/97 was clearly more realistic looking, not having all the obvious holes that the UWF style had.  I saw 1/97 first, and while it was clearly a great match and the first great RINGS match I had seen, it didn't have the look of something I had never seen before.  In the 9/97 bout, Han is his usual great self, but the difference to me is that Tamura took what he learned in UWF‑I to a new, more realistic, and technically excellent level. This match took worked shoots to a level I’ve never seen before.  

Even if you aren’t a big fan of shoot style, you owe it to yourself to at least give Shamrock vs.  Kousaka & Tamura vs.  Han a try.  They are two very different bouts, but both top notch in their genre.  By pro wrestling terms, *****

Hadi says, “These two matches were both unbelievable and MUST SEE!”  

FIGHTING NETWORK RINGS WORLD MEGA-BATTLE TOURNAMENT 1997 Final Live Special on WOWOW 1/21/98 Tokyo Nippon Budokan-2 1/2hr.  Q=Ex

*reviewed in forthcoming Quebrada*

Herman Renting vs.  Wataru Sakata.  Ok

Dominique Deligny vs.  Masayuki Naruse.  Decent

Tsuyoshi Kousaka vs.  Sione Latu.  Good.

Hanse Nyman vs.  Bitsadze Tariel.  Obviously this sucked.

Volk Han vs.  Akira Maeda.  Good.

MEGA-BATTLE Final: Kiyoshi Tamura vs.  Ilioukhine Mikhail.  Great.  


RINGS BATTLE GENESIS VOL. 3 Commercial Tape 3/3/98 Tokyo Korakuen Hall (1,450)

Akihiro Gono vs. Tatsuya Kurahashi.  I thought this would be a shoot, but it appeared to be a work where nothing really happened.  Both men basically danced all night looking for an opening.  Finally, Kurahashi caught Gono’s kick against his head and took him down, but Gono countered with a heel hold for the win.  Definitely a boring match. 7:07 (5:30 shown).  

Christopher Haseman vs. Minoru Tanaka.  This was the style the younger guys in RINGS were moving toward at this time. It was believable enough to be a shoot, particularly the high kick Haseman put Tanaka down with, except the technique was faster and more glamorous than you see in the real thing. In essence, the idea was to keep it exciting, but at the same time make sure it held water.  This style won’t always produce the best matches, but is the best style for working a shoot today because (match quality wise) the fake aspects are only there to spike the entertainment value. This was not the best example in practice because Tanaka isn’t really a shooter and had never been in the ring with Haseman before, but what they did worked well enough. Haseman was the better of the two, mainly because this is his style. I’m sure he’d would have won a shoot, but since it was a work against a guy that wasn’t a big name and was going to appear on RINGS shows sparingly at best (he never fought for them again), there was no question that Haseman was going over. They had a pretty good match before Haseman caught Tanaka in the udehishigigyakujujigatame for the submission. 12:01 (5:31 shown). 

Alexander Otsuka vs. Wataru Sakata.  Within reason, you can have a great match at any length if you have the right performers.  That said, a worked shoot going to a 30:00 draw, unless it’s Tamura vs. Kosaka since they are tops and their stuff isn’t spot oriented like Han’s, doesn’t have nearly the allure as a pro style 30:00 draw because the shoot has to be more narrowly defined.  If you want to have a credible worked shoot, which they did, there are only so many things you can do. Over 30:00, unless you are exceptionally talented and creative, which they aren’t, you are not only going to totally exhaust those things, but are going to have to really stretch things out.  Of course, this was still better than the 30:00 stallfest from Fully Loaded ‘98, but it wasn’t very interesting because it moved so slowly and appeared to contain several minutes of  “looking for openings.”  In that respect, it was much closer to what Pancrase shoots look like when both guys are even.  The fans were somewhat into this match, probably more due to cult hero Otsuka being in a “shoot” than anything else. In any case, it wasn’t all that interesting during the 8 minutes that were shown, so for once I have to say that they definitely did us a favor by chopping so much out.  As Otsuka is one of the top stars in Battlarts and Sakata is a young jobber, Battlarts was able to get a cheap 2-0 win on lost points for their guy. 30:00 (8:17).  

Masayuki Naruse vs. Troy Ittensohn.  Ittensohn is a friend of Haseman’s from Australia with a Jiu Jitsu background.  Naruse’s strikes were good, but the match was quite slow when they were on the ground.  Ittensohn didn’t seem to have any offense at all.  I mean, it looked like a shoot when he was on offense simply because it’s hard to believe he would just sit there and do nothing in a worked match that he was jobbing in.  Naruse applied a facelock out of nowhere for the win.  This match was decent because of Naruse, but Ittensohn couldn’t come close to holding up his end like Haseman does against Naruse and most everyone else. 8:22. 

Kiyoshi Tamura vs. Sergei Sousserov.  Sousserov has appeared in RINGS now and then over the years, but never really picked up on how to work like the Russians that became regulars. This was never more apparent than today, as this match was well below Tamura’s high standards because Sousserov was not the least bit impressive.  One major problem was that Sousserov doesn’t have much offense. This made it very hard for Tamura to really put him over before taking him out.  Tamura always finds ways to make the other guy look good without making himself look bad, but that didn’t really happen today. Tamura’s offense was excellent as always, but when he’s going over he doesn’t flash too much offense so as to not show his opposition up.  That was the case again today, but Sousserov was still shown up because even though he had plenty of chances, he pretty much failed to come up with the offense to balance things off. Tamura made him submit to an akiresukengatame. It was a pretty good match, but only because it practically takes a monster with incompetence H.P. Lovecraft can’t describe to have a worse worked match with Tamura. 9:27.  Pretty good.  
FIGHTING NETWORK RINGS FIGHTING INTEGRATION 1st on WOWOW taped 3/28/98 Tokyo Bay NK Hall-2hr.  Q=Ex
*Reviewed in Quebrada #42

Kenichi Yamamoto vs. Valentijn Overeem.  Very Good.

Bob Gilstrap vs. Grom Zaza.  Very bad and boring.

Sander Thonhauser vs. Masayuki Naruse.  More interesting than good. 

Hiromitsu Kanehara vs. Iliokhine Mikhail.  Very good. 

Ranking Bout:  Tsuyoshi Kousaka vs. Nikolai Zouev. Very good.  

Kiyoshi Tamura vs. Dick Vrij.  Very good. 

FIGHTING NETWORK RINGS FIGHTING INTEGRATION 2nd on WOWOW taped 4/16/98 Osaka Furitsu Taiikukan-2hr.  Q=Ex
*Reviewed in Quebrada #42

Sander Thonhauser vs. Hiromitsu Kanehara.  Decent.

Goghidze Bakouri vs. Wataru Sakata.  Good.

Ranking Bout:  Andrei Kopilov vs.  Masayuki Naruse.  Pretty good.

Ranking Bout: Tsuyoshi Kousaka vs.  Joop Kasteel.  Decent.

Kiyoshi Tamura vs. Valentijn Overeem.  One sided, but very exciting.  

Volk Han vs. Akira Maeda.  Maeda’s last match in Osaka.  Good match due to Han.  

1/21 Tokyo Nippon Budokan (9200)

2/8 Holland Amsterdam Sports Hall (8500 overflow)

3/3 Tokyo Korakuen Hall (1450)

3/28 Tokyo Bay NK Hall (6200)

4/16 Osaka Furitsu Taiikukaikan (7500 overflow in theory)

5/29 Sapporo Nakajima Taiiku Center (3200)

6/20 Tokyo Korakuen Hall (1880 sellout)

6/27 Tokyo Bay NK Hall (4240)

7/20 Yokohama Arena (17,800 overflow)

8/28 Niigata Shi Taiikukan (3480)

9/21 Yokohama Bunka Taiikukan (4170)

10/23 Aichi-ken Taiikukan (4550)

11/20 Osaka Furitsu Taiikukaikan (4380)


Kiyoshi Tamura

1/21/98 Tokyo Nippon Budokan‑After beating Maeda for the first time in the semifinals that were held in December, Tamura captured the WORLD MEGA‑BATTLE tournament for the first time, beating Russia's Ilioukhine Mikhail in the main event.  By winning the torunament, Tamura was crowned the first ever MEGA‑BATTLE champion.  This was an excellent match, which was a testament to Tamura's ability as Mikhail is good on the mat, but not much standing, not particularly over, and has little charisma.  However, Tamura carried him in a long match with major pressure to the best match of his career.  

3/28/98 Tokyo Bay NK Hall‑beat Dick Vrij, one of the top stars dating back to the beginning of the promotion but being phased out, in a worked match in the main event

4/16/98 Osaka Furitsu Taiikukaikan‑lost much of his credibility when he was destroyed by Overeem in the semifinal

5/29 Sapporo Nakajima Taiiku Center‑Dropped the title to incredibly shitty Bitsadze Tariel of Georgia in the main event.  Attendance was disappointing.  Tamura was TKO'd in a mere 3:59

6/27 Tokyo Bay NK Hall‑went to a 30:00 draw with Tsuyoshi Kousaka in the main event.  Match is universally considered the best worked shoot of the year, and some would say it was the best worked shoot of all‑time.  

7/20/98 Yokohama Arena‑beat lowly ranked Wataru Sakata.  Match was 3rd from the top.  A rebuilding win, but not much of one given no one would expect Sakata to win.  Tamura really needed a big win here on the biggest show in the history of the company (Maeda's retirement), but they failed to give it to him.  Said to be the best match on the show.

8/28 Niigata Shi Taiikukan‑maintained his #1 ranking beating Masayuki Naruse in the main event

9/21/98 Yokohama Bunka Taiikukan‑beat Yoshihisa Yamamoto in the main event.  Said to be the 2nd best worked shoot of the year in RINGS trailing Tamura vs. Kousaka

10/23 Aichi‑ken Taiikukan‑best big goof Vladimit Klementiev in the semifinal.  Said to be poor.

11/20 Osaka Furitsu Taiikukaikan‑Japan B (Tamura & Kousaka & Naruse) were upset in the first round of the MEGA‑BATTLE Tournament by Russia B (Nikolai Zouev, Andrei Kopilov, & Klementiev) in the main event.  Doesn't make any sense. 


Volk Han

Han, unfortunately, had his worst year since RINGS began.  He was somewhat banged up and is getting older, but this didn’t lead to that great a decline in his ability.  Han is normally a 10, but this year he was booked on fewer shows, strapped with poor opposition, and hurt by the promotion reducing the number of escapes allowed in the matches.  The promotion emphasized shoots, which Han doesn’t do, more than ever before and continued to phase out the stars of the early days, both of which didn’t bode well for the best worker to ever come out of Russia.  Early in the year Han was programmed with the soon to be retired Maeda, a match up that has traditionally been tops in the company as its top native vs.  top foreigner.  Han carried Maeda to a good match in the semifinal of the 1/21 Nippon Budokan show, which was a disappointment at the box office, although that should be attributed to having Han’s protégé Mikhail in the main event instead of Han.  Han put Maeda over here, but Han closed the chapter on RINGS most storied rivalry by avenging his win in front of an overflow crowd there to see Maeda’s final match in the prefecture on 4/16 at Osaka Furitsu Taiikukaikan.  Once again, the match was good due to Han, but it wasn’t on the level of their past matches.  The win over Maeda strengthened Han, which meant it was an opportune time to job him.  Han put over Tsuyoshi Kousaka for the first time in their typical excellent match that showed Han was a step above everyone else in the world as a technical wrestler in the semifinal of the 5/29 Sapporo Nakajima Taiiku Center show which saw Tamura job the title to the hideous Tariel.  This was a huge win for Kousaka coming at the same time as a huge loss for Tamura, which led to a lot of speculation that Kousaka would be the top star when Maeda retired rather than Tamura.  Han was down to working the 5th of 8 matches on the biggest show in company history on 7/20 at Yokohama Arena.  He defeated Kenichi Yamamoto in what was said to be a good match that was hampered by the new rule that reduced rope escapes.  He got a shot at chumpion Tariel on 8/28 at Niigata Shi Taiikukan, but he lost the non-title match very quickly because there is nothing you can do with Tariel other than go through points and now there were half as many to go through.  On 10/23 at Nagoya Aichi-ken Taiikukan, Han’s Russia A team (with Mikhail & Sergei Sousserov) was defeated by Holland in the first round of the new format Battle Dimension that breeds bad matches and disinterest.  Han’s performance must have been the worst of his career as Joop Kasteel, who is by far the worst worker of anyone RINGS books with any regularity, said Han should retire.  Han has traditionally had great matches with Tamura, Yoshihisa Yamamoto, Kousaka, and Maeda.  This year he didn’t face Tamura or Yamamoto, had a great match with Kousaka, didn’t face Kanehara who he could have had a great match with, and faced Maeda twice but Maeda hasn’t had a great match in years so that’s no longer an opportunity for a MOTYC for anyone.  


Tsuyoshi Kousaka

This was the best year of Kousaka’s career.  He has improved a lot of the past few years, but this year saw him not only put it all together to become a great shooter and top 10 calibre worker.  This was also the first year Kousaka was pushed heavily.  He started the year winning three shoots, as he defeating Sione Latu on 1/21 at Nippon Budokan, Kimo in a great match on 3/13 in New Orleans, LA and Rob Van Esdonk at the annual Free Fight Gala in Amsterdam, Holland.  On 3/28 at Tokyo Bay NK Hall, he retained his number four ranking by defeating the usually boring Nikolai Zouev in a very good match.  He captured the #3 ranking on 4/16 at Osaka Furitsu Taiikukaikan by defeating Joop Kasteel in a match that was only decent despite a strong performance by Kousaka.  Kousaka got his biggest win ever in a worked match, defeating Volk Han for the first time in their typical excellent match in the semifinal of the 5/29 Sapporo Nakajima Taiiku Center.  This was a huge win for Kousaka coming at the same time as a huge title loss for Tamura at the hands of Tariel, which led to a lot of speculation that Kousaka would be the top star when Maeda retired rather than Tamura.  Kousaka beat Kenichi Yamamoto in a strong worked match in the main event of the 6/20 Tokyo Korakuen Hall show, but that was completely overshadowed by the battle to be Maeda’s successor that headlined RINGS 6/27 Tokyo Bay NK Hall show.  Kousaka & Tamura proved they were both capable of the position as they went to a 30:00 draw, which is universally considered the best worked shoot of the year.  Beyond that, this may be have been the best worked shoot of all‑time.  As great as this match was though, it was a failure at the box office drawing 4,240 in the 7,000 seat arena, which was down 2000 from their RINGS 3/28 show in the same building which also had Tamura on top (vs.  Vrij).  Kousaka received a title shot in the semifinal of the Maeda retirement show on 7/20, which drew an overflow crowd of 17,800 to Yokohama Arena.  In a huge booking blunder, Maeda had completely worthless Tariel retain instead of giving the ball to Kousaka and seeing if he could run with it.  This was supposed to be an average match due to a great job by Kousaka, making it one of the best matches of the year for Tariel.  On 9/21 at Yokohama Bunka Taiikukan, he defeated the #2 Russian in the promotion Mikhail in a good match.  On 11/20 Osaka Furitsu Taiikukaikan, Japan B (Tamura & Kousaka & Naruse) were upset in the first round of the MEGA‑BATTLE Tournament by Russia B (Nikolai Zouev, Andrei Kopilov, & Klementiev) in the main event.  Kousaka moved to America this year to train in shooting with former UFC Heavyweight champion Maurice Smith, which will only make him that much more of a force.  Kousaka is the only person in the world that can claim to be a great shooter and a great worker.  The future for him is incredibly bright as he just gets better and better.  

