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HONG KONG: Lightweight contender Rafael
Fiziev steps into the cage in Las Vegas this week-
end hoping to be the latest fighter to begin a jour-
ney to UFC glory from a production line of MMA
champions on an island in Thailand. Tiger Muay
Thai gym on the southern resort island of Phuket
was, before the coronavirus pandemic, attracting
fighters from all over the globe lured by world-
class training, an idyllic tropical beach lifestyle
and a growing reputation.

It has produced a string of fighters progress-
ing into the Ultimate Fighting Championship
(UFC), the globe’s biggest mixed martial arts
(MMA) promotion, with several going on to be-
come world champions. “Before lockdown we
were seeing many fighters from Tiger Muay Thai
sign with the UFC. It was like a wave,” said Fiziev,
who is from Kyrgyzstan and has an MMA record
of eight wins with just one defeat. “The lockdown
has kept people away but our fighters are winning
and the wave will come again.”

MMA was one of the first sports to restart after
the pandemic shutdown, with UFC staging events
in bio-secure bubbles since May and Asia’s One
Championship welcoming back limited crowds in
Singapore since the end of October. Though quar-
antine and travel restrictions have hit international
fighters hard, the success of UFC champions who
use Tiger Muay Thai for pre-fight camps, such as
bantamweight Petr Yan of Russia and Kyrgyzstan’s

fearsome flyweight Valentina Shevchenko, is con-
tinuing to inspire the next generation.

“The fighters we have coming through help to
breed success. Seeing them train inspires every-
one,” said George Hickman, MMA coach at Tiger
Muay Thai. “You can watch someone like Petr
work on his clinch game with the Muay Thai fight-
ers, then you can see that play out in his fights.
“He’s a sponge, and that’s what the great fighters
are. They’re always looking for an edge and
everyone learns from that.”

‘Art of eight limbs’ 
One of the most explosive UFC talents, mid-

dleweight champ Israel Adesanya of New Zealand,
has also tapped into the gym as has Australian
featherweight king Alexander Volkanovski. And
Thailand’s first UFC star, strawweight Loma
Lookboonmee, has caused an explosion of inter-
est in MMA in her home country, encouraging
fighters to make the move from traditional forms
of combat such as kickboxing or Muay Thai. “It
takes time but we have a group of young Thai
guys who are dabbling,” said Hickman. “It’s com-
ing along and Loma is a big reason why.”

The gym takes its name from the ancient sport
of Muay Thai, also known as the “art of eight
limbs.” Based around strikes from elbows, knees,
fists, feet and shins, Muay Thai was crafted for
soldiers as far back as the 16th century.

Shevchenko and Fiziev were both accomplished
Muay Thai exponents before concentrating on
MMA. And 24-year-old Loma was renowned as
one of the best female Muay Thai fighters in his-
tory with more than 300 bouts before turning to
MMA in 2017.

In her recent UFC win over American Jinh Yu
Frey, Loma’s Muay Thai heritage clearly gave her

an advantage. “When I train with other MMA
fighters I like to show them how to use elbows,
and how to clinch like Muay Thai, but in a way that
has been adapted to MMA,” said Loma. “Muay
Thai is very special and has its own personality.
It’s the art of eight limbs and has a full range of
weapons that can be used. But it also has its own
flow and rhythm.” —AFP

Tiger feat: Muay Thai gym 
factory for UFC champions

Island gym attracts fighters from all over the globe

PHUKET: UFC flyweight fighters Antonina Shevchenko (L) and Valentina Shevchenko go through their paces at
the Tiger Muay Thai gym in Phuket. —AFP

Dad-to-be Williamson 
pulls out of Windies Test 
after abrupt U-turn
WELLINGTON: New Zealand captain Kane Williamson yesterday pulled out of the
second Test against the West Indies in Wellington as he awaits the imminent arrival of
his first child. The abrupt U-turn came just hours after batting mainstay Williamson had
told head coach Gary Stead he would play in the match, which begins today. Williamson
had flown home to Tauranga, 500 kilometers from Wellington, to be with his wife Sarah
on the even of the match. After confirming his availability he flew back to Wellington
where, after further discussions with Stead, he agreed it would be best if he returned to
be with his wife.

“It’s a decision that we’ve come to around the best interests for him and for Sarah,
and also for our team,” Stead said. Williamson had previously said the baby was due
“mid-to-late December”. Cricket does not allow for substitutions if he had needed to
leave during the Test. “He isn’t the first person to have a baby and miss a Test match so
our thoughts and wishes are with Sarah and Kane at this time and we want to make
sure first and foremost the mother and baby are well looked after,” Stead added.

Williamson, ranked the second-best batsman in the world behind Australian Steve
Smith and equal with India’s Virat Kohli, provided the backbone of New Zealand’s com-
prehensive innings victory in the first Test last weekend with an epic career-best 251.
Dad-to-be Kohli will leave Australia after the opening Test in Adelaide next week to
return home for the birth of his first child, meaning he will almost certainly miss the final
three matches of the series. —AFP

Smith revved up for 
Test clashes after 
missing India series
SYDNEY: Steve Smith admitted yesterday he was pumped to play
his first Test in almost a year, revealing how hard it was to miss
India’s last series in Australia when he was banned for ball-tam-
pering. The two sides meet in a day-night Test in Adelaide from
December 17, the first of four clashes over a blockbuster summer.

It will be Smith’s first red-ball international since the final Test
against New Zealand at the Sydney Cricket Ground in January
before coronavirus caused havoc. “Very excited, I love Test cricket,
it’s my favorite form of the game no doubt. It challenges you in so
many different ways,” Smith, bubbling with enthusiasm, said on a
Zoom call from Adelaide. “So excited to get back out and play
some long-form cricket. It’s been close to a year since our last
game. Can’t wait — all the boys are really keen to get out there
and play as well.”

Making it extra special for Smith is that he missed India’s historic
first Test series win in Australia in 2018-19 when he was serving his
12-month suspension. “I watched bits and pieces,” he said of the
tour. “It was difficult sitting on the sidelines and not being able to
go out there and make a difference.  “That was the toughest thing
for me, knowing that I probably could make a difference if I was out
there. So that was hard. But it’s an exciting series coming up.” Smith
skippered Australia until he was banned over the brazen attempt
under his watch to alter the ball with sandpaper in Cape Town.

Captaincy ‘discussions’ 
Part of his punishment included a further year-long exile from

any leadership role, which expired in March. He has yet to captain
the side again but revealed yesterday “discussions” had taken
place, with the issue thrust back into the spotlight at the weekend
when Aaron Finch was ruled out of the second Twenty20 against
India. Speculation was rampant that Smith would stand in as skip-
per, but Matthew Wade instead got the nod. “For me, I just said I
am happy to do whatever is best for the team and that’s the same
going forward. I do whatever I can for the team,” he said. Both
teams face selection problems ahead of Adelaide. 

India’s opening batsman Rohit Sharma and pace bowler Is-
hant Sharma are both injured. Australia will be missing opener
David Warner after he injured a groin in the recent white-ball se-
ries but young prospect Will Pucovski, who was heavily tipped
to replace him, suffered a concussion against India A this week.
Various scenarios have been touted should Pucovski fail to re-
cover, from elevating Marnus Labuschagne or Wade to open, to
recalling Marcus Harris or even Usman Khawaja. Smith said it
wouldn’t trouble him if Labuschange opened and he was moved
up to bat at three from four.

“That doesn’t bother me too much, I’ve batted a fair bit at
number three. Three or four, any lower than four and I wouldn’t
be overly happy, but anywhere out there I’m fine,” he said.
Smith, who has played 73 Tests, scoring more than 13,000 runs,
including 26 centuries, admitted Warner’s absence would be felt.
“I think our depth is obviously going to be tested with Davey
out and a few potentially new players coming in, so it’s test for
us against a good Indian outfit,” he said. “Whoever is out there
and in the team, hopefully we all do our job and have a success-
ful summer.”—AFP


