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Soldiers from around the globe 
swarmed to Central Texas to compete in 
the 2011 U.S. Army Combatives Cham-
pionship July 21–23 at Abrams Physical 
Fitness Center at Fort Hood, Texas.

This year is the first time since its 
inception in 2004 that the U.S. Army 
Combatives Championship has been 
hosted outside of Fort Benning, Ga. It was 
hosted at Fort Hood because the III Corps 
squad took last year’s championship.

“The number of competitors is equal 
to when Fort Benning hosts, so there is no 

loss of competition with Fort Hood host-
ing,” said Kristopher Perkins, combatives 
director for III Corps. “The 36th Engineers 
Brigade and the Fort Benning fieldhouse 
staff have put in a lot of work into making 
this a success. Overall, this [tournament] 
is going really smoothly.”

This year, 410 Soldiers hailing from 
as close as Fort Sam Houston in San Anto-
nio to as far away as Vicenza, Italy, came 
to the fight. 

“It’s not the distance, but the competi-
tion that matters,” said Lt. Col. Bo Stuart, 
a middleweight competitor from U.S. 
Army Garrison-Vicenza. “We’re mostly 
paratroopers at Vicenza, so we’re all pretty 

competitive. We’ve brought the best.”
Vicenza held its own combatives tour-

nament and selected its 14 best competi-
tors to head to Texas. 

“We’re looking good, and we’re from 
one of the smallest posts competing in the 
event,” Stuart said. “I love it.” 

The tournament featured eight weight 
classes, from bantamweight at 110 pounds 
and less (for men) to heavyweight at 206 
pounds and more (men).

The event is not gender specific and 
pitted men against women in their weight 
classes. Thirty-four female Soldiers par-
ticipated. 

Women are allowed additional weight 
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BaNTamwEIGHT (110 lbs.)
1st Lt. David Mason, 
III Corps, Fort Hood (unanimous decision)

FLYwEIGHT (125 lbs.)
Sgt. 1st Class Jesse Thorton, 
III Corps

LIGHTwEIGHT (140 lbs.)
Pvt. Joseph Sanstrom, 
1st Infantry Division, Fort Riley (unanimous decision)

wELTERwEIGHT (155 lbs.)
Sgt. Jess Hertzog, 
Fort Bragg (unanimous decision)

mIddLEwEIGHT (170 lbs.)
2nd Lt. Matthew Kyler, 
Fort Benning (unanimous decision)

cRuIsERwEIGHT (185 lbs.)
Capt. Brandon Bear, 
Fort Riley

LIGHT HEavYwEIGHT (205 lbs.)
Sgt. 1st Class James Stelley, 
5th Special Forces Group (unanimous decision)

HEavYwEIGHT (206+ lbs.)
Spc. Aaron Jackson, 
Joint Base Lewis-McChord

in each class to allow an even match 
against their male counterparts. 

“There is a 12 percent weight advan-
tage for females,” said Staff Sgt. James 
Hanson, chief trainer for the U.S. Army 
Combatives School at Fort Benning. 

Spc. Viktoriya Varpakhovich com-
peted as a flyweight. The Fort Wadsworth, 
N.Y., competitor won her first bout by 
submission. 

“I heard a crack when I did the arm 
bar,” she said. “I hope she is alright, but I 
really didn’t want to lose.” 

Varpakhovich entered without a team 
and without the support, encouragement 
and coaching a team provides. In addition, 
Varpakhovich is new to the combatives 
community. 

Despite having only finished Com-
batives level 2 training in May and only 
minimal martial arts training outside the 
military, the flyweight was determined to 
compete among the best the Army has to 
offer, she said. 

“I just started doing combatives this 
year and I took a little jiujitsu, as well,” 
Varpakhovich said. “I’ll enjoy the experi-
ence even if I lose. I wanted to fight a  
guy [first] since it would be more of a 
challenge.” 

She lost her next match by submission 
to 2010 flyweight champion 1st Lt. David 
Mason from the III Corps squad. 

The fighters competed under ba-
sic rules on the first day, progressed to 
intermediate rules on the second day and 
fought under advanced rules in the finals. 

However, the tournament is not about 
mimicking MMA events, Hanson said. 

Instead, it’s about showing off Soldiers’ 
combat prowess. 

“Everybody looks at the U.S. Army 
Combatives Championship and thinks 
MMA,” Hanson said. “However, these 
Soldiers practice in full gear. Everything 
they do here, they can do on the battle-
field.” 

The winners of each weight class 

were awarded champion belts. The Fort 
Hood team, which earned the most points, 
earned an engraved marker on the Tourna-
ment’s Staff Sgt. Pedro Lacerda Cup. 

Lacerda, who died May 2010, was in-
strumental in developing the 75th Ranger 
Regiment and Army combatives programs.  
He won the welterweight title during the 
2009 championship.  

2011 U.S. Army Combatives Champions
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Above: Fort Sill, Okla., competitor Pfc. Fred Conde winds up for a punch while on top of Staff 
Sgt. Elmer Argulles of Fort Carson, Colo., in a bantamweight bout July 23. Argulles defeated 
Conde by unanimous decision to win third place in the lightweight division. 
Opposite page: Staff Sgt. Shane Lees of III Corps at Fort Hood, Texas, throws a left-handed 
punch at Lt. Matt Volnoski of the 1st Infantry Division at Fort Riley, Kan., during a bout July 23. 
Lees defeated Volnoski by a tapout to win the exhibition bout. 


