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Irﬁz;ge 15: Ethnic-Turks kiss the ground after they arrived in Turkey from Bulgaria in 1989.
Source: Ibid.

Source: Ibid., 8.

Among the many repercussions of the 1989 exodus to Turkey from Bulgaria were
the resulting impacts that took a toll on the Bulgarian government’s international prestige,
and reputation, as well as the nation’s financial stability. In terms of the economy, as
ethnic-Turks in Bulgaria mainly lived-in rural areas and villages, they mostly controlled
the labour in the agricultural sector. The Bulgarian economy nearly came to a halt after
the mass migration. It is worth noting here that the ethnic-Turks that emigrated were

mainly between the ages of 16 to 65-years-old, which constituted the agrarian working
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group of Bulgaria (Table 4). The Bulgarian government, declaring that there was a
serious labour shortage, sought to encourage and mobilize potential foreign workers to
come to Bulgaria in order to solve the shortage. Such mobilization tactics produced a new
133

agrarian labour force, largely from Vietnam and Moldova.

Table 4: Demographic Structure of the 1989 Emigration from Bulgaria to Turkey
(September 25, 1989)

Age Female Rate Male Rate Total Rate
Groups Immigration % Immigration % Immigration %
0-15 41,826 26.7 43,433 28.7 85,259 27.7
16-65 103,383 65.9 98,134 64.9 201,517 65.4
66+ 11,620 7.4 9,739 6.4 21,359 6.9
Total 156,829 100 151,306 100 308,135 100

Source: Devlet Planlama Teskilati, and Sosyal Planlama Baskanhgi/State and Social
Planning Organizations Presidency. "Bulgaristan’dan Tiirk Gocleri/Migrations of ethnic-
Turks from Bulgaria," DPT Sosyal Planlama Baskanligi Hizmete Ozel Rapor, Ankara (1990),
27, quoted in Cetin, "BULGARISTAN'DAN TURKIYE'YE SON TURK GOCUNUN (1989)
SOSYO-EKONOMIK ETKILERI/THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC OUTCOMES OF THE
LAST TURKISH MIGRATION (1989) FROM BULGARIA TO TURKEY," 254.

The execution of the Bulgarization Project against ethnic-Turks, with its blatantly
prejudicial apparent, severely impacted the Bulgarian government’s prestige and
reputation at the international level. For example, during the implementation of the
Bulgarization Project, 2,500 ethnic-Turks were murdered for refusing to comply with the
assimilation policies.*3* In another startling example, on May 21, 1989, Bulgarian police
officers intruded on a Turkish wedding and arrested several Turkish guests. When the
Turkish wedding attendees confronted the officers on the “grounds” of the arrests, the

officers panicked and began firing uncontrollably at the wedding crowd. Twenty-four

133 Glindiiz, "Bulgaristan'dan Turkiye'ye Tlrk Gogii/Migration of Turks from Bulgaria to Turkey (1989
Ornegi/Example)," 9.

134 Akin, "Etnik Partiden Ulusal Partiye Bulgaristan’da Hak ve Ozgiirliikler Hareketi/From Ethnic Party to
National Party Movement of Rights and Freedoms in Bulgaria," 69.
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ethnic-Turks were injured, and three died before they reached the hospital.**® This
disaster became known as the “Bloody Wedding.” The enforcement of the assimilation
practices against ethnic-Turks, and the murdering of those who refused to obey
discriminatory policies, severely influenced Bulgaria’s prestige as the nation drastically
fell out of favour worldwide.

After the 1989 exodus, Zhivkov’s reputation, and that of the Bulgarian
government itself, collapsed, leaving behind both administrative and economic chaos. In
late 1989, the communist regime itself disintegrated, allowing for the healing process to
begin.
3.3.3.1 Healing Process

As previously examined, the 1989 exodus from Bulgaria to Turkey aided in
bringing the communist regime to an end in Bulgaria. Conclusively, on November 10",
1989, the Bulgarian communist regime faced a coup.*3® General Dobri Dzhrov (Minister
of Defense), Georgi Antanasov (the Premier), Andrei Lukanoc (the Minister for
Economic Relations), and Petar Mladenov (Foreign Minister) lead the coup.™*” After a
thirty-five-year dictatorship, the supreme figure of the general secretary and head of the
state, Bulgarian Communist Party, Todor Zhivkov, was ousted.'3® Foreign Minister Petar
Mladenov replaced Zhivkov and served as President of Bulgaria until 1990.

Since the collapse of the communist party in Bulgaria in late 1989, several
declarations and acknowledgments have been made towards attempting to renew and heal

the relationship between the Bulgarian government and Bulgaria’s remaining ethnic-

135 Atasoy and Soykan, "Freedom walk of the Turks in Bulgaria,” 118.

136 K 6ksal and Giil, "Application of Transitional Justice Mechanisms,” 123.
137 1bid., 124.

138 |bid., 123.
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Turkish community.**® Firstly, under Petar Mladenov, the government took responsibility
for its actions and admitted to its prior implementation of the devastating assimilation
procedures. Secondly, ethnic-Turks were allowed to reclaim their names. This can be
understood as follows:
Calling it a grave political error, the government declared that henceforth the
cultural and civil rights of all citizens would be guaranteed and protected. More
specifically, Turkish and other Muslims would be allowed to reclaim their
Turkish-Muslim names; they would be allowed to practice their religion without
any government interference; Turks would be free to speak Turkish and Turkish-
language instruction would be reintroduced in municipal schools in ethnically
mixed areas.4
This acknowledgment stands as a milestone in the reconciliation process of the
relationship with ethnic-Turks in Bulgaria. Also, the declaration is the first document that
officially recognized the offences that were committed against ethnic-Turks in
Bulgaria.'** Although Mladenov took decisive and positive actions on behalf of ethnic-
Turks, his newly formed government collapsed in less than a year after it rose to power, a
victim to the repercussions indented from the previous communist regime. In 2002,
Bulgarian Vice-President Angel Marin recalled what happened to the minority groups
under the communist regime in Bulgaria. He demonstrated the scope of the improvements
in Bulgaria, further stating that “I [Marin] would like to ask your forgiveness for the

injustices done to you in my country, and | feel embarrassed that such oppression took

place in my country.”42

139 The newly formed Bulgarian government promised to re-establish the policies and legislation to be
inclusive and non-discriminatory for the ethnic-Turks. Source: Eminov, "Islam and Muslims in Bulgaria,"
229.

140 Ali Eminov, Turkish and other Muslim minorities in Bulgaria (London: Hurst & Company, 1997), 138.
141 K 6ksal and Giil, "Application of Transitional Justice Mechanisms,” 125.

142 1bid., 136.
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A decade later, another apology came from the former Prime Minister, lvan
Kostov, and was supported by 112 parliamentarians of the Bulgarian National Grand
Assembly. On February 9%, 2012, Kostov’s admission received an endorsement from the
Bulgarian Parliamentary Committee on Human Rights and Religious Freedom.'* The
declaration is as follows:

The expulsion of over 360,000 Bulgarian citizens of Turkish origin in 1989 is a

form of ethnic cleansing committed by a totalitarian regime. The parliament calls

on Bulgarian Justice and Chief Prosecutor to do everything necessary to complete
the case against the perpetrators of the so-called Revival Process. Attempts to
cover it up with a prescription transfers the blame from the specific culprits to the
entire Bulgarian nation.'**
This declaration is critical as it further announces official recognition of the Bulgarization
Project. These declarations exemplify the efforts that were made towards the healing
process since the collapse of the communist regime in Bulgaria. Koksal and Gul note that
“Bulgaria is shown as a success story in the peaceful transition from a totalitarian
regime.”** The country finally addressed its brutal treatment of ethnic-Turks.

Since the collapse of the communist regime in late 1989, although the newly

formed Bulgarian government declared responsibility for the Bulgarization Project and

took constructive steps towards correcting it, emigration from Bulgaria to Turkey did not

cease. Between 1991 and 1994, 120,000 ethnic-Turks immigrated to Turkey from

143 1bid.

144 Sofia News Agency, http://www.novinite.com/newsletter/print.php?id=135623, http://www.
novinite.com/newsletter/print.php?id=113074, quoted in Kdksal and Gul, "Application of Transitional
Justice Mechanisms,” 136.

145 K 6ksal and Giil, "Application of Transitional Justice Mechanisms,” 137.
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Bulgaria.'*® With Bulgaria’s entry into the European Union (EU) in 2007, the largest

immigration routes changed from Turkey to Western-European countries.

146 T event Kayapinar, "Atatiirk, Menderes ve Ozal dénemi Bulgaristan’dan Gelen Gé¢menler Uzerine
Gozlemler/Observations on the Immigrants from Bulgaria during the Ataturk, Menderes and Ozal
periods," in 89 Gocu. Bulgaristan'da 1984-89 Azinlik Politikalar: ve Tiirkiye'ye Zorunlu Gég/in 89
Immigration. Bulgaria and Turkey in 1984-89 Minority Politics and Forced Migration, edited by Neriman
Ersoy Hacisalihoglu and Mehmet Hacisalihoglu (Istanbul: Yildiz Technical University Center for Balkan
and Black Sea Studies & The Balkans Civilization Centre, 2012), 389.
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Chapter Four

Naim Suleymanoglu in the Olympics
4.1 Naim Suleymanoglu at the 1988 Seoul Summer Olympic Games

In May of 1988, Bulgaria and Turkey arrived at an agreement on the subject of
Suleymanoglu's weightlifting "license," qualifying him to compete for Turkey at the 1988
Seoul Olympic Games. Less than a month before the 1988 Seoul Games, a dysentery
outbreak befell the weightlifting training camp of the Turkish national weightlifting team.
Suleymanoglu and many of his teammates were exposed to the outbreak.! Out of special
consideration for Suleymanoglu and his teammates, Prime Minister Ozal arranged for
them to receive treatment at the Ankara Gilhane Military Medical Academy (Turkish,
Gulhane Askeri Tip Akademisi, GATA). It is worth noting here that the GATA, a
military-based hospital, barred civilians from undergoing treatment there unless in cases
of extreme emergency. Under a doctor's supervision, Suleymanoglu continued an active
training program. Suleymanoglu neared top form, ready to compete in the 60 kg. weight-
class for Turkey at the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games.

The 1988 Seoul Games opened on September 17", and the following day, the
weightlifting competitions began.? In the snatch discipline, Suleymanoglu had to face his
former Bulgarian teammate and closest rival, Stephan Topurov. During the first attempts
in the snatch, Topurov lifted 137.5 kg.; Suleymanoglu lifted 145 kg. In the second and

third attempts, Topurov failed to lift 142.5 kg. Suleymanoglu lifted 150 kg. in the second

! “Halter Kampinda Dizanteri Salginda/Dysentery Outbreak in the Weightlifting Camp,” Milliyet, August 3,
1988, 14, http://gazetearsivi.milliyet.com.tr.

2 Games of the 24th Olympiad, Seoul 1988 : the Abridged Official Report (Seoul, Korea: Seoul Olympic
Organizing Committee, 1989), 42.
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attempt and 152.5 kg. in his third attempt. In the end, Suleymanoglu succeeded with a 15
kg. advantage against Topurov. In the clean & jerk discipline, the first attempt resulted in
Topurov lifting 165 kg.; Suleymanoglu lifted 175 kg. For the second attempt, Topurov
lifted 175 kg, while Suleymanoglu lifted 188.5 kg. After Suleymanoglu's successful lift,
Topurov, discouraged, forfeited his third attempt and bowed out from the competition.®
Although Suleymanoglu was guaranteed the gold medal, the rules indicated that
he had one more lift attempt.* He requested for 190 kg., which he lifted successfully. The
entire stadium erupted in applause for his sensational performance. In that 190 kg. lift,
Suleymanoglu hoisted more than three times his body weight (See Image 17). The
journalist Bayindir explained how Suleymanoglu's demeanour was focused that day.
Bayindir felt as though Suleymanoglu was someone else, a superpower.®> Another
observation was fashioned by the USA Weightlifting Federation's executive director,
Harvey Newton, who stated that "Suleymanoglu is so short, and his arms and legs are
such a short size that he does not use the traditional technique. He is able to snap that bar
up very quickly. He is almost always successful, and he makes it look easy."® In the final
medal rankings, Suleymanoglu won the gold medal, lifting 152.5 kg. in the snatch and

190 kg. in the clean & jerk, for a grand total of 342.5 kg.” Suleymanoglu's total surpassed

8 Turenc, Naim Suleymanoglu, 252.

4 In the World and European Weightlifting Championships, weightlifters compete in three individual
categories: in the snatch, in the clean & jerk, and total. In the Olympic Games, a weightlifter’s rank is based
on a total of their best in the snatch and the clean & jerk lifts.

5 TRTSPOR, “Kapikule nin Anahtari/The Key of Kapikule,” 50:21.

6 “Weightlifter sets three world-records,” Detroit Free Press, September 21, 1988, 61,
https://www.newspapers.com.

" According to scholar Glenn Ledder, after considering the Sinclair Coefficients Formula, Suleymanoglu’s
performance at the 1988 Seoul Games was the best performance in weightlifting when his book was
published. For more information, please see the following source: Glenn Ledder, Mathematics for the life
sciences: calculus, modeling, probability, and dynamical systems (Berlin: Springer Science & Business
Media, 2013), 16.
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the total of Joachim Kunz of East Germany, the Olympic champion in the next higher
category (67.5 kg. weight-class), who lifted a total of 340 kg.2 Notably, at the 1988 Seoul
Olympic Games, Suleymanoglu set six world records and nine Olympic records.®

At a press conference following the closure of the Games, a journalist asked
Suleymanoglu how he remained focused and motivated. Suleymanoglu responded by
stating that in part, he drew his inspiration from citizens of Turkey and ethnic-Turks in
Bulgaria.'® Suleymanoglu dedicated his success at the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games to his

family, whom he had not seen since 1986 when he defected.!

Image 17: Naim Suleymanoglu Ilftlng 190 kg. and Where he set the world record in the clean
& jerk at the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games.
Source: Mallon, “Obituaries,” 72.

8 “Strong as an Ox!,” The International Olympic Committee (I0C), last modified May 23, 2017,
https://www.olympic.org/news/strong-as-an-ox.

® Tracy Dodds, “You Name It, He Lifts It,” The Los Angeles Times, December 21, 1988, 31,
https://www.newspapers.com.

Note: Suleymanoglu’s Olympic and world records in Seoul are as follows: In the snatch; 145 kg. (Olympic
record), 150.5 kg. (Olympic and world records) and 152.5 kg. (Olympic and world records). In the clean &
jerk; 175 kg. (Olympic record), 188.5 kg. (Olympic and world records), and 190 kg. (Olympic and world
records). In total; 320 kg. (Olympic record), 339 kg. (Olympic and world records), and 342.5 kg. (Olympic
and world records).

10 TRTSPOR, “Kapikule’nin Anahtari/The Key of Kapikule,” 50:30.

11 «Substitute lifter takes gold, sets 3 records,” The Vancouver Sun, December 22, 1988, 67,
https://www.newspapers.com.


https://www.newspapers.com/
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Suleymanoglu’'s gold medal win was a milestone for Turkey because it was the
first Olympic gold medal for the nation other than the medals won in wrestling. And, it
was the first Olympic gold medal that Turkey had won in 20 years in any sport
category.*? Following Suleymanoglu's return home, subsequently, Turkish Prime Minister
Ozal telephoned Suleymanoglu to congratulate him on his success. Then, too, Ozal sent
his private jet to bring him to the capital city, Ankara, where Ozal welcomed him.*® Upon
returning home, Suleymanoglu was applauded and greeted by thousands of Turks (See
Images 18 and 19). The Turkish media highlighted Suleymanoglu's success, describing
Naim as "the eighth wonder of the world,"** Bulgarian TV announced: "Our famous lifter
—Naim who competed for Turkey became Olympic champion by breaking six world
records."*® During one of his interviews at the 1988 Seoul Games, the USA's famous
track and field athlete, Carl Lewis, congratulated Suleymanoglu on his success.*®
Notably, Suleymanoglu was featured on the cover of Time magazine after the 1988 Seoul
Olympic Games (See Image 20).

In rapid order, Suleymanoglu was bestowed with various gifts from individuals,
associations, and from Prime Minister Ozal himself. For instance, is Bank (a commercial
bank in Turkey) gave 342.5 kg. of gold coins to Suleymanoglu, matching the total of

342.5 kg. that he lifted at the Games.'” Suleymanoglu was given two apartments in

2 Dodds, “You Name It, He Lifts It,” 31.

13 Len Johnson, Weightlifter back where he belongs,” The Age, November 10, 1993, 34,
https://www.newspapers.com.

14 Thsan Topaloglu, “Naim is the eighth wonder of the world,” Milliyet, September 21, 1988, 16,
http://gazetearsivi.milliyet.com.tr.

15 Turkileri, The Pocket Hercules, 64.

16 “Lewis: Naim Sahane,Inanamadim/Lewis: Naim is Great, I Could Not Believe It,” Milliyet, September
22,1988, 13, http://gazetearsivi.milliyet.com.tr.

17 "Nami's Bir Sandik Altin/A Full Box of Gold for Naim," Milliyet, October 14, 1988. 16,
http://gazetearsivi.milliyet.com.tr.
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Istanbul. Prime Minister Ozal also gave Suleymanoglu a gift that he had never expected
to receive; it was an announcement that Suleymanoglu's family would immigrate to
Turkey as soon as Turkish officials finalized the matter with Bulgaria's leader, Todor

Zhivkov.'® In October of 1988, indeed, Suleymanoglu's family landed in Istanbul, greeted

by personally Ozal and his wife, Semra (See Image 21).

B T g KAITN . Y e

Image 18: Suleymanoglu on the white bus, was greeted by a vast crowd in Istanbul after
winning the gold medal at the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games (A national parade for
Suleymanoglu).

Source: Taspinar, Naim Cep Herkulu/Naim the Pocket Hercules, 20.

18 Nilufer Yalcin, “Ankara, Naim icin atakda/Ankara is in touch for Naim,” Milliyet, September 23, 1988,
14, http://gazetearsivi.milliyet.com.tr.
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The world’s nations,

small and large,

celebrate the Suleymanoghy
delights of gold

Image 20: Suleymanoglu was on the cover of Time magazine after winning the gold medal at
the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games.
Source: Ibid., 25.
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: - * Sx U -
Image 21: Suleymanoglu’s family immigrated to Turkey from Bulgaria with assistance from
Prime Minister Turgut Ozal. Back row, left to right: Naim Suleymanoglu’s father,
Suleyman Suleymanoglu (Black Circle), the Prime Minister of Turkey, Turgut Ozal (Green
Circle), Naim Suleymanoglu (Blue Circle), Turgut Ozal's wife, Semra Ozal (Red Circle),
Naim Suleymanoglu's mother, Hatice Suleymanoglu (White Circle), Naim Suleymanoglu's
youngest brother, Muharrem Suleymanoglu (Grey Circle), and Naim Suleymanoglu's big
brother, Rahim Suleymanoglu (Pink Circle)
Source: Ibid., 23.

4.2 Naim Suleymanoglu at the 1992 Barcelona Summer Olympic Games

As highlighted in Chapter 3, Suleymanoglu's "Olympic effort” helped to sensitize
the global repercussions regarding the assimilation campaign against ethnic-Turks in
Bulgaria. The campaign caught the attention of several international human rights
organizations that began to monitor and investigate the accusations made against the
Bulgarian government. Furthermore, as Suleymanoglu was raised to become a role model
for ethnic-Turks in Bulgaria, several ethnic-Turkish athletes residing in communist-

dominated countries immigrated to Turkey.!® By 1989, Turkey stood as a golden gate for

19 Muharrem Suleymanoglu (Naim Suleymanoglu's brother), Nazif Suleymanoglu (not related to Naim
Suleymanoglu), Halil Mutlu, Erdinc Aslan, Sunay Bulut, Ali Kayali, and Fedail Guler defected to Turkey
from Soviet allied countries such as Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic and Bulgaria as a result of
Suleymanoglu’s inspiration. Among athletes, Enver Turkileri, one of Suleymanoglu’s weightlifting coaches
in Bulgaria, also immigrated to Turkey to work with the Turkish national weightlifting team (1989-2004).
Source: Turkileri, The Pocket Hercules, 69.
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ethnic-Turk athletes who wished to compete for Turkey at international and national sport
events. Much of this phenomenon was due to Naim Suleymanoglu's efforts.

While Suleymanoglu was preparing for the 1989 Athens European Weightlifting
Championships, he injured his lower back. However, under Dr. Savas Agaoglu's
supervision, Suleymanoglu's injury healed significantly, enough for him to compete for
and win the gold medal at the 1989 European Championships.?® It was a costly victory.
Upon returning home, Suleymanoglu was diagnosed with a cracked vertebra in his lower
back. Dr. Agaoglu warned Suleymanoglu that if he continued his training programs, he
would risk sustaining permanent paralysis.?! Subsequently, Suleymanoglu declared his
retirement from weightlifting in August of 1990 (See Image 22).?? This unexpected
development came as a surprise to the weightlifting community. The President of the
IOC, Juan Antonio Samaranch, declared his sadness for Suleymanoglu's injury and
"forced" retirement.? Questioning the severity of the diagnosis of Suleymanoglu's lower
back condition, President Ozal sent Suleymanoglu to the USA for further evaluation and
treatment.?* In addition, Suleymanoglu, in a limited fashion, embarked on a recovery

program under Dr. Agaoglu's supervision.?

2 Suleymanoglu’s lifts as follows: 145 kg. in the snatch, 172.5 kg. in the clean & jerk and 317.5 kg. in
total. Source: Taspinar, Naim Cep Herkulu/Naim the Pocket Hercules, 33.

2 Turkileri, The Pocket Hercules, 69.

22 “Naim Halteri Birakti/Naim Ended His Weightlifting Career,” Milliyet, August 14, 1990, 18.

Note: Suleymanoglu’s first retirement occurred after the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games due to his lower back
pain. The second retirement occurred after the 1996 Atlanta Olympic Games. Suleymanoglu’s last and final
retirement took place after the 2000 Sidney Olympic Games.

23 “Samarach’ta Naim Uzuntusu/Samarach’s Sadness for Naim,” Milliyet, November 12, 1990, 22,
http://gazetearsivi.milliyet.com.tr.

24 In 1989, Turgut Ozal became the President of Turkey after a successful political campaign.

% The outcome of the second opinion in the USA was positive for Suleymanoglu’s lower back injury. Upon
returning home, Suleymanoglu continued his treatment under the supervision of Dr. Agaoglu until the 1992
Barcelona Olympic Games.
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Image 22: Suleymanoglu is declaring his retirement from his weightlifting career due to his
lower back injury.

Source: ""Naim Halteri Birakti/Naim Ended His Weightlifting Career," Milliyet, August 14,
1990, 18, http://gazetearsivi.milliyet.com.tr.

The Photo is by Munir Bagriacik

As Suleymanoglu recovered from his lower back injury, he aimed to compete at
the 1991 World Weightlifting Championships in Donaueschingen, Germany, an event at
which he eventually attended. He ended up winning the gold medal by lifting 137.5 kg. in
the snatch and 172.5 kg. in the clean & jerk, for a 310 kg. total.?® Although Suleymanoglu
did not attempt any world records, he proved that he had almost fully recovered and was
ready for the 1992 Barcelona Olympic Games in Spain. Notably, in order to ensure a full
recovery, Suleymanoglu refrained from competing at the 1991 European Weightlifting
Championships in Wtadystawowo, Poland.

On July 25, 1992, the Games of the XXV Olympiad were held in Barcelona,

Spain.?” The 60 kg. weight-class competitions in weightlifting began on July 28, 1992. In

26 Bayindir, The Pocket Hercules, 88.
2 Wayne Coffey, “Sized Party: Revelry reigns in Spain at opening ceremonies,” New York Daily News,
July 26, 1992, 37, https://www.newspapers.com.
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Suleymanoglu’s first attempt, he lifted 142.5 kg. in the snatch yet failed in his second and
third attempts at a higher weight. At these Games, Suleymanoglu's closest rival, Nikolay
Peshalov of Bulgaria, lifted 137.5 kg. in the snatch. In the clean & jerk, Suleymanoglu
lifted 170 Kkg. in his first attempt and 177.5 kg. in his second. He did not take his third
attempt. Peshalov's best clean & jerk lift was 167.5 kg. Naim Suleymanoglu was to
become the gold medalist by lifting a total of 320 kg., which was his second consecutive
Olympic gold medal.?®

4.3 Naim Suleymanoglu at the 1996 Atlanta Summer Olympic Games

With respect to Suleymanoglu's weightlifting rivals, Valerios Leonidis of Greece
was easily his most prominent opponent over time. Thus, it is worth analyzing how this
rivalry between Suleymanoglu and Leonidis developed. Valerios Leonidis was born in
Yessentuki, Soviet Union, in 1966. His family, of Pontic-origin, lived traditionally on the
Eastern shores of the Black Sea.? Leonidis defected to Greece from the U.S.S.R. in
1991.%° As fate would have it, Leonidis and Suleymanoglu faced each other on various
weightlifting platforms.

The rivalry began at the 1993 World Weightlifting Championships in Melbourne,
Australia, where Suleymanoglu won the gold medal in the 64 kg. weight-class. In
Melbourne, there was a 10 kg. difference between Suleymanoglu's and Leonidis's lift
totals. In 1994, at the European Weightlifting Championships in Sokolov, Czech

Republic, in the 64 kg. weight-class, Suleymanoglu won the gold medal over Leonidis by

28 «XXV Summer Olympics: Weightlifting,” South Florida Sun Sentinel, July 29, 1992, 24,
https://www.newspapers.com.

29 Bayindir, The Pocket Hercules, 153.

% David Wallechinsky, “Olympic Films 1988-1996: New Political Realities, New Cinematic Styles,”
Journal of Olympic History, 28, no. 1 (2020): 34.
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In sum, Leonidis and Suleymanoglu pushed each other to their extreme physical
limits throughout their many competitions together. Although Suleymanoglu won the
gold medal in the end, Leonidis's performance was undeniable. Winning the gold medal
at the 1996 Atlanta Games was particularly noteworthy for Suleymanoglu's career
because he became the first weightlifter to win three consecutive gold medals at the
Olympics. After returning home, Suleymanoglu reflected that he was at peace after
winning three gold medals, stating that he hoped that he had paid his great debt to his
nation.*®

During the growing rise of Suleymanoglu's world-wide popularity, Suleymanoglu
collected three Olympic Games medals. As highlighted above, each of Suleymanoglu’s
Olympic Games holds a unique story. For instance, Suleymanoglu used the 1988 Seoul
Games to disclose Bulgaria's assimilation campaign during the era of the communist
Bulgarian government, which resulted in his extraordinary sporting performances and
allowed him to achieve his ultimate purpose. Secondly, Suleymanoglu won his second
Olympic gold medal at the 1992 Barcelona Games. Thirdly, after the epic battle between
Valerios Leonidis and Naim Suleymanoglu at the 1996 Atlanta Games, Suleymanoglu

became the first weightlifter to win three gold medals at the Olympics consecutively.

43 Turkileri, The Pocket Hercules, 95.
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Chapter 5

A Less Than Glorious Ending

In general terms, Suleymanoglu's gold medal-winning performances in the
Olympic Games of 1988 in Seoul, 1992 in Barcelona, and 1996 in Atlanta made
weightlifting immensely popular in Turkey. Ultimately, the Turkish presence in
weightlifting became a worldwide brand. On the other hand, however, Suleymanoglu's
growing desire to be a politician, and the pressure that was placed on him by the Turkish
media and Turkish officials, prepared him for the inevitable end. This Chapter examines
Suleymanoglu 's performance in Sydney and his post-retirement journey until his death in
2017.
5.1 Naim Suleymanoglu at the 2000 Sydney Summer Olympic Games

After winning the gold medal at the 1996 Atlanta Games, Suleymanoglu
announced his "second retirement" in 1997. The retirement was brief. Due to pressure
placed on him by the media in Turkey, as well as that from Turkish officials,
Suleymanoglu decided to return to weightlifting to compete at the 2000 Sydney Olympic
Games. 2 To prepare for Sydney, Suleymanoglu competed at the 2000 European

Weightlifting Championships in Sofia, Bulgaria.® The result was disappointing.

! Robert Millward, “Two giants of sport to compete no more: Cyclist Indurain, lifter ‘Pocket Hercules’
retire,” The Sacramento Bee, January 3, 1997, E3, https://www.newspapers.com.

Note: After the 1996 Atlanta Olympic Games, Suleymanoglu announced his second retirement. He
attempted to engage in Turkish politics; however, he was unsuccessful.

2 It is worth reminding here that due to the Soviet Union’s boycott of the USA, Suleymanoglu was unable
to perform at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympic Games. If Suleymanoglu had participated in the LA Games,
the 2000 Sydney Games potentially would have been his fifth Olympic Games.

3 The IWF changed its regulations in 2000. New policies dictated that to be eligible to compete in the
Olympics, weightlifters had to participate in an international tournament. In addition to that, weightlifting
categories changed as well. Thus, Suleymanoglu had to switch his division from 64 kg. to 62 kg. Source:
Bayindir, The Pocket Hercules, 168.
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Suleymanoglu secured a bronze medal in the 62 kg. weight-class, realizing that he only
had a minimal amount of time to prepare.*

Although Suleymanoglu was now 33-years-old and placed third at the 2000
European Weightlifting Championships, various Turkish and global media channels
highlighted Suleymanoglu as the favourite to win the gold medal at the 2000 Sydney
Olympic Games.® Suleymanoglu stated: "silver or bronze is nothing for me. I am only
satisfied with the gold."® Although Suleymanoglu's desired to maintain his title, he knew
he was embarking on a risky endeavour. He had not trained assiduously for three years.’
In order to compete in the 62 kg. weight-class in Sydney, Suleymanoglu had to lose 4 kg.
of weight in a short amount of time.® Losing a considerable amount of weight could
potentially affect his performance. Though Suleymanoglu was an experienced
weightlifter, one of the most iconic weightlifting figures in history, and a favourite to win
the gold medal at the Sydney Olympic Games, he knew his lack of training compromised
his chances at winning additional gold medals.®

On September 15", 2000, the twenty-seventh Olympiad commenced in Sydney.°
The weightlifting discipline began on the second day. In Suleymanoglu's first attempt,

where he could have potentially set a new Olympic record, he asked to lift 145 kg.;

4 “Pocket Hercules back for more,” Edmonton Journal, September 16, 2000, 43,
https://www.newspapers.com.

% Zerman Akarsu, “Sidney’in 2 yildizi/2 Favorites in Sydney,” Cumhuriyet, September 13, 2000, 19,
https://www.cumhuriyetarsivi.com/.

& Owen Slot, “The weight of the world,” The Sydney Morning Herald, August 15, 2000, 23,
https://www.newspapers.com.

" Suleymanoglu did not train for three years after he competed at the 1996 Atlanta Olympic Games.
8 Taspinar, Naim Cep Herkulu/Naim the Pocket Hercules, 23.

9 “Sozlugumde Korku Yok/There Is No Fear in My Life,” Milliyet, September 9, 2000, 37,
http://gazetearsivi.milliyet.com.tr.

10 Barney, Wenn, and Martyn, Selling the Five Rings, 1.
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however, he failed to lift this amount successfully. In his second and third attempts,
Suleymanoglu failed again in the 145 kg. snatch, and he was automatically disqualified
from the following clean & jerk round. Suleymanoglu was disappointed about his
performance.!* He descended from the platform while the commentators remarked: "Bye-
bye, it's over."?

Upon returning home, the local media in Turkey criticized Suleymanoglu's
performance, resulting in published headlines such as: "The End: Alcohol, Women and
Nightlife."*® International media channels generated titles such as "Arrogance flattens
Pocket Hercules,"'* and "Pocket Hercules gambles, loses medal."*® Suleymanoglu
remained silent in response to the criticisms. Later, he was interviewed by the Turkish
Radio and Television Corporation (TRT), where he explained his performance in Sydney,
stating:

| was lifting 140 kg. backstage during the warm-up. However, | was not as

motivated as | used to be, and I felt more pressure on me to compete this time. |

felt that if | was unable to lift 145 kg. in the snatch, | did not want to finish my

career like that; however, | am still proud of my career and the international
success that | brought to Turkey.

After the Sydney Olympic Games, Suleymanoglu announced his final retirement.

Although Suleymanoglu's performance in Sydney was disappointing, this failure didn't

11 “pocket Herc bombs,” Red Deer Advocate, September 18, 2000, 20, https://www.newspapers.com.

12 Alan Abrahamson, “Hercules Can’t Pocket This One,” The Los Angeles Times, September 18, 2000,
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2000-sep-18-ss-23059-story.html.

13 “Icki, Kadin, Sigara ve Iste Son/The End: Alcohol, Women, and Nightlife,” Hurriyet, September 18,
2000, 1, https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/.

14 Tan O’Connor, “Arrogance flattens Pocket Hercules,” Asbury Park Press, September 18, 2000, 55,
https://www.newspapers.com.

15 Mark Kreidler, “Pocket Hercules gambles, loses medal,” The Sacramento Bee, September 18, 2000, 11,
https://www.newspapers.com.

16 MeltemTV, “Naim Suleymanoglu,” 23:25.
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stop him from becoming an Olympic icon. The achievement of winning three gold
medals in four Olympic Games ensured such distinction.
5.2 Post-Retirement Journey
5.2.1 Promoting Weightlifting Sport Among Youth

After the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games, Suleymanoglu retired from his
competitive career, having spent 23 years weightlifting. Shortly after, Suleymanoglu was
elected as vice-president of the International Weightlifting Federation (IWF) from 2000-
2004, which made him the youngest vice-president in IWF history.!” During
Suleymanoglu’s vice presidency with the IWF, Suleymanoglu assisted in promoting
weightlifting worldwide by meeting with national delegates, such as the 2003 World
Weightlifting Championships in Vancouver, Canada.*® After Suleymanoglu's role at the
IWF ended in 2004, he began working for the Turkish Weightlifting Federation (TWF) in
2006 as a vice-president and team coordinator. He aimed to improve and develop
weightlifting in Turkey so that Turkish athletes had improved chances of succeeding at
international tournaments, notably at the Olympic Games.*® With Suleymanoglu's
mentorship, many promising youth weightlifters were moulded in Turkey, among them
Taner Sagir, Nezir Sagir,?® and Nurcan Taylan.?! Notably, both Taner Sagir and Nurcan

Taylan won gold medals in weightlifting at the 2004 Athens Olympic Games.

17 Taspinar, Naim Cep Herkulu/Naim the Pocket Hercules, 27.

18 Bayindir, Cep Herkulu/The Pocket Hercules, 182.

19 “Suleymanoglu’na yeni gorev/New Duty to Suleymanoglu,” Hurriyet, July 22, 2006,
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/suleymanoglu-na-yeni-gorev-4795670.

2 “Naim’in Prensleri/Naim’s Princes,” Milliyet, June 15, 2003, 30, http://gazetearsivi.milliyet.com.tr.

2L “Golden Opportunity: Nurcan Taylan,” International Olympic Committee, last modified April 10, 2017,
https://www.olympic.org/news/golden-opportunity-nurcan-taylan.
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In 2012, Halil Mutlu, a retired Turkish Olympic weightlifter, and Naim
Suleymanoglu announced their candidacy for joint presidency of the TWF; however, they
were not elected.?? According to Mutlu, they lost the election due to the political
bureaucracy in Turkey.? Later, as a result of health-related issues, Suleymanoglu stepped
down from his administrative role in weightlifting. In sum, since Suleymanoglu's
retirement in 2000 from his competitive weightlifting career, he began to assist in
promoting weightlifting globally and locally in Turkey. During this process, many
promising weightlifters were discovered.

5.2.2 Attempting to Live the Political Life

Suleymanoglu put his late weightlifting career aside because of his rising interest
in becoming more involved with Turkish politics. His first attempt to become a
parliamentarian took place in 1999 at Turkey's general elections. He became an
independent candidate to represent Bursa at the Grand National Assembly of Turkey
because many ethnic-Turks settled in Bursa after immigrating to Turkey from Bulgaria
during the 1989 exodus. However, the result was not as Suleymanoglu had expected. He
was not elected.

Suleymanoglu's second attempt to be a parliamentarian took place in 2004 in the
Turkish local elections. This time, instead of running as an independent candidate, he
joined the Nationalist Movement Party, hoping to be elected as the mayor of the Kirag
municipality, in the Blyukcekmece district, in Istanbul. According to Suleymanoglu, he

had an eye-opening experience when he participated in the 1999 general elections in

22 Bayindir, Cep Herkulu/The Pocket Hercules, 183.
2 |bid., 183.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bursa_Province
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/B%C3%BCy%C3%BCk%C3%A7ekmece
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Turkey as an independent candidate.?* Suleymanoglu was unsuccessful in his second
political attempt. Following Turkey's general election in 2007, Suleymanoglu represented
the same party as he had previously in Turkey's 2004 local elections; however, the result
was the same. Though Suleymanoglu desired to be a parliamentarian in Turkey and made
three thorough attempts, he was unable to become a politician.
5.3 The Death of Naim Suleymanoglu

In 2009, Suleymanoglu was hospitalized after having endured a convulsion attack
while in Istanbul. While Suleymanoglu was in intensive care and diagnosed with fluid
retention in his liver, the President of the Turkish Weightlifting Federation (TWF) at that
time, Hasan Akkus, confirmed that Suleymanoglu's health condition improved.?
Although Suleymanoglu was discharged shortly from the hospital, his liver issue
worsened over time. In late 2017, Suleymanoglu was hospitalized due to liver failure
caused by cirrhosis, and he required an immediate liver transplant.?® After a donor was
found, Suleymanoglu immediately underwent the liver transplant which was performed
by Dr. Kamil Yal¢in Polat and his medical team on October 6, 2017.2” Notably, during
this process, the President of Turkey, Recep Tayyip Erdogan (2014-present), supported

Suleymanoglu and visited him at the hospital. After the liver transplant surgery,

24 Celal Demirbilek, “Kira¢ Beldesi'ni Diinya Taniyacak/The world will recognize Kirac Municipilaty,”
Hurriyet, January 5, 2004, https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/kirac-beldesi-ni-dunya-taniyacak-193808.
% Gokhan Hebepci, “Naim Suleymanogli hastaneye kaldirildi/Naim Suleymanoglu was hospitalized,”
Milliyet, April 30, 2009, https://www.milliyet.com.tr/skorer/naim-suleymanoglu-hastaneye-kaldirildi-
1089271.

2% Richard Sandomir, “Naim Suleymanoglu, 50, Dies; Weight Lifting’s ‘Pocket Hercules’,” The New York
Times, November 22, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/22/obituaries/naim-suleymanoglu-50-dies-
weight-liftings-pocket-hercules.html.

27 “Naim Siileymanoglu beyin ameliyatina alindi: Hayati tehlikesi devam ediyor/Naim Siileymanoglu
underwent brain surgery: Life danger continues,” Cumhuriyet, November 11, 2017,
http://ww.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/turkiye/864356/Naim_Suleymanoglu_beyin_ameliyatina_alindi__Hay
ati_tehlikesi_devam_ediyor.html.
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Suleymanoglu remained in the intensive care unit for more than a month due to increased
edema, also known as swelling.? On November 11", 2017, Siileymanoglu was scheduled
for a secondary operation due to a brain hemorrhage, but unfortunately, he passed away
suddenly on November 18", 2017.%° The following day, Suleymanoglu's funeral was
organized at the Fatih Ulu Mosque in Istanbul, and he was buried at the Edirnekapi
Martyr's Cemetery in Istanbul (See Image 24).

At the funeral, many press members, both local and foreign sports delegates, and
Turkish politicians attended the funeral ceremony.* For instance, Turkish politicians are
as follows; the Prime Minister of Turkey at that time, Binali Yildirim (2016-2018); the
Deputy Prime Minister of Turkey, Hakan Cavusoglu; the Justice Minister, Abdulhamit
Gul; the Youth and Sports Minister, Osman Askin Bak; Previous Prime Minister of
Turkey, Ahmet Davutoglu; Ahmet Ozal (son of the previous President and the Prime
Minister of Turkey, Turgut Ozal), etc.3! From the sports world, the following key figures
attended the funeral: the General Directorate of Sports of Turkey, Mehmet Baykan; the
President of Turkish National Olympic Committee, Ugur Erdener; previous Turkish
Graeco-Roman style wrestler, and two-time Olympic champion, Hamza Yerlikaya; the
President of Turkish Weightlifting Federation, Tamer Taspinar; former Bulgarian and
Turkish national teams weightlifting coach, Enver Turkileri; three-time Olympic
champion, Halil Mutlu, and Suleymanoglu's friend and his most prominent opponent,

Greek weightlifter, Valerios Leonidis.*2

28 «QOlympic champ ‘Pocket Hercules’ dies at 50,” Arizona Daily Sun, November 19, 2017, 12,
https://www.newspapers.com.

29 Taspinar, Naim Cep Herkulu/Naim the Pocket Hercules, 36.

%0 Ibid., 37.

%1 Ibid., 38.

32 Ibid.
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After the prayer at the funeral had been completed, the Prime Minister of Turkey
at that time, Binali Yildirim (2016-2018), stated:

Suleymanoglu has also achieved an inaccessible record by lifting more than his
body weight three times and 10 kg. at the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games, South
Korea. He has repeatedly managed to raise our national flag and made our nation
proud at international and national stages of competitions. He has repeatedly
managed to raise our flag with the moon and star and raised the breasts of 80
million people, our nation. | wish God's mercy once again to our national
weightlifter, the legendary athlete Siileymanoglu, whom we lost at a young age.
Rest in peace. | wish my condolences to his family and our nation.

Greek weightlifter Valerious Leonidis also stated:

He was the best weightlifter in the world, and he has no equivalent in the world.
Would anyone come to the world like Suleymanoglu? Very difficult. He was not
my rival but a true friend. This is a very sad day, not particularly for me but also
for the weightlifting community and the whole sports community in the world.
Suleymanoglu was a hero for me when | (Leonidis) started my weightlifting
career. | am lucky to get to know him and compete against him. Suleymanoglu
made me an even better weightlifter. | believe nobody would be like him
anymore, because he was the best weightlifter of this century. His death made all
of us sad, and he will always be in our hearts (See Image 25).34

In sum, Suleymanoglu's funeral brought a vastly diverse group together, such as many
Turkish politicians and international weightlifting community members. Suleymanoglu’s
funeral was also showcased in the international media as “breaking news.” For instance,
The Guardian published a "Naim Siileymanoglu obituary,"*® while The Sun published an

article entitled: "Naim Suleymanoglu dead: Three-time Olympic champion weightlifter

% Ibid., 39.

% Ibid., 43.

3 Brian Oliver, “Naim Siileymanoglu Obituary,” The Guardian, last updated December 3, 2017,
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2017/dec/03/naim-suleymanoglu-obituary.
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dies of liver failure aged 50."% And, in Canada: Canadian Broadcasting Corporation

(CBC): "™Pocket Hercules,' 3-time Olympic weightlifting champion, dies at 50."%’

mage 24: Suleymanoglu's resting place at the Edir Mtyr"s Cemetery in Istanbul.
Source: Taspinar, Naim Cep Herkulu/Naim the Pocket Hercules, 37.

36 Alex Terrell, “Naim Suleymanoglu dead: Three-time Olympic champion weightlifter dies of liver failure
aged 50,” The Sun, last updated November 18, 2017,
https://www.thesun.co.uk/sport/othersports/4942381/naim-suleymanoglu-dead-olympic-weightlifter-
liver/#:~:text=TURKEY'S%20legendary%?20triple%200lympic%20gold,died%20in%20hospital %20in%20
Istanbul.

37 «“pocket Hercules,' 3-time Olympic weightlifting champion, dies at 50,” CBC, last updated, November
18, 2017, https://www.cbc.ca/sports/olympics/summer/pocket-hercules-olympic-weightlifting-champion-
dead-50-1.4408869.
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Image 25: Valerios Leonidis kisses Suleymanoglu's casket.

Source: First Alkac, “Naim Siileymanoglu'nun cenazesinde ¢arpici an...Efsane son
yolculuguna ugurlandi/Stunning moment at Naim Siileymanoglu's funeral...The legend was
sent off on his last journey,” Hurriyet, November 19, 2017,
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/naim-suleymanoglunun-cenazesi-efsane-son-
yolculuguna-ugurlaniyor-40650334.

5.4 Conclusion

As the core study of this thesis has focused on Naim Suleymanoglu and his story,
it is apparent from the analysis how the life of one individual athlete and his respective
accomplishments have the capacity to influence and inspire an ethnic community through
sports, notably through the Olympic Games. The circumstances surrounding the socio-
political environment into which Suleymanoglu was born in Bulgaria in 1967, a
background under which ethnic-Turks suffered seriously amidst rising communism,
prompted Suleymanoglu's defection from Bulgaria to neighbouring Turkey in 1986, thus
depriving Bulgaria of a formidable asset in that nation's quest for international sporting
recognition.

After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, several Balkan regions established

nation-states by solidifying nationalistic regimes aimed at suppressing particular minority


https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/naim-suleymanoglunun-cenazesi-efsane-son-yolculuguna-ugurlaniyor-40650334
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/naim-suleymanoglunun-cenazesi-efsane-son-yolculuguna-ugurlaniyor-40650334
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groups. This was the case in Bulgaria. The establishment of nation-states has generated an
ideology of nation-building and the homogeneity of a collective identity in Bulgaria.®®
Although ethnic-Turks were citizens of Bulgaria, they experienced long-term
discrimination, particularly in the areas of religion, education, and language. Due to the
repressive assimilation campaigns enacted during the communist regime in Bulgaria,
spearheaded by the so-called "Bulgarization Project,” thousands of ethnic-Turks
attempted to leave Bulgaria for Turkey.

Living under the communist regime, Naim Suleymanoglu pursued a weightlifting
career as a young promising athlete in the early and mid-1980s. In 1982, the communist
Bulgarian government became aware of Naim Suleymanoglu when he won the gold
medal at the World Junior Weightlifting Championships in Brazil. Communist leader,
Todor Zhivkov, aimed to use Suleymanoglu as a tool to persuade ethnic-Turks not to
resist against the military-based government officials. In the end, as an ethnic-Turk,
Suleymanoglu was banned from speaking his native language (Turkish) and was forced to
change his name to the none-Islamic name "Naum Shalamanov." However,
Suleymanoglu's international and national levels of sporting successes made him a role
model in Bulgaria as he encouraged and influenced ethnic-Turks in Bulgaria to fight for
their rights against the communist Bulgarian government's assimilation policies. Partly
from Suleynamoglu's endeavour and influence, ethnic-Turks strove to reclaim their native
language and cultural values.

While Suleymanoglu was celebrating his success at the World Cup Weightlifting

Championships in Melbourne in 1986, he defected to Turkey. Since then, Suleymanoglu

38 Kiigiikcan, "Re-claiming identity,” 64.
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frequently used public platforms at his disposal to speak out about how the communist
regime in Bulgaria assimilated ethnic-Turks. In particular, at the 1988 Seoul Olympic
Games, where Suleymanoglu performed extraordinarily well. Suleymanoglu's voice was
heard internationally. He was invited to the White House in the USA by President Ronald
Reagan to discuss the Bulgarization Project. Subsequently, international human rights
organizations began to investigate the assimilation campaign in Bulgaria. In late 1989,
due to international pressure, Bulgarian leader Todor Zhivkov declared that he would
open the border for ethnic-Turks who wanted to immigrate to Turkey. This was in
response to Zhivkov, after the Prime Minister of Turkey, Turgut Ozal, discussed with
Suleymanoglu whether ethnic-Turks could come to Turkey. Shortly thereafter, Ozal
opened the Turkish border to the ethnic-Turks, which led to the 1989 exodus. The
repressive policies of Bulgarian communists triggered a largescale exodus of ethnic-
Turks from the country. Koksal and Gul stated that by the summer of 1989,
approximately 350,000 Bulgarian citizens poured into Turkey, which was the most
massive group migration of people after WW 11.%° Weightlifting champion, Naim
Suleymanoglu, was one of the individuals that influenced the exodus.

During Suleymanoglu's rising popularity and enormous successes in weightlifting,
Suleymanoglu won his second Olympic gold medal at the 1992 Barcelona Olympic
Games. Following the 1996 Atlanta Olympic Games, spectators witnessed an epic
weightlifting battle between Valerios Leonidis of Greece and Naim Suleymanoglu of
Turkey. Suleymanoglu narrowly won the gold medal, which made him history’s first

weightlifter to win three successive Olympic gold medals. It is worth highlighting here

39 Koksal and Giil, "Application of Transitional Justice Mechanisms,” 122.
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that with Suleymanoglu's example and inspiration, many ethnic-Turk athletes followed in
Suleymanoglu’s footsteps, prompting an eventual change in the Olympic landscape in
Turkey. This development not only established the infrastructure of weightlifting but also
increased the popularity of weightlifting a popular in Turkey.

Despite Suleymanoglu's retirement after the 1996 Atlanta Games, he dealt with
the consistent pressures exuded by the Turkish media and Turkish officials for him to
participate in the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games. Agreeing to participate, he failed to lift
three times in the snatch, and he was disqualified from the competition. The result was
disappointing for him but not entirely unexcepted.

After Suleymanoglu retired from an active weightlifting career, he served the
International Weightlifting Federation (IWF) and the Turkish Weightlifting Federation
(TWF) to help promote weightlifting worldwide and in Turkey. Additionally,
Suleymanoglu attempted to become a politician at the Grand Assembly of Turkey in
1999, 2004, and 2007. However, all three attempts were unsuccessful. In 2017,
Suleymanoglu passed away as a result of liver failure and was buried at the Edirnekapi
Martyr's Cemetery in Istanbul. A vast crowd from all over the world attended, including
Suleymanoglu's old teammates, coaches, family members, politicians, and even his most
celebrated opponent, Valerios Leonidis of Greece. The international media highlighted
Suleymanoglu's funeral. And major breaking news, and major sports organizations such
as the 10C, the IWF, and National Weightlifting Associations sent their condolences.

Suleymanoglu became an Olympic icon, indeed a "national hero" in Turkey.*°

With Suleymanoglu's effort, not only did Turkey win its first gold medal in weightlifting

40 In 2001, Suleymanoglu was awarded the Olympic Order.
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at the Olympic Games, but Suleymanoglu also became an idol for ethnic-Turkish athletes
who wished to compete and represent Turkey in the sports world. As a result of
Suleymanoglu's sporting achievements and his iconic presence, the sport of weightlifting
continued to be developed and refined in Turkey, which solidified the Turkish presence in

weightlifting into a worldwide brand as it is recognized today.*!

4L It is worth stating here that since Suleymanoglu's death, two-sport high schools, international & national
weightlifting tournaments, and a multi-purpose sport facility in Turkey were named after him. In 2019, the
Naim Suleymanoglu Sport Academy High School was established in Istanbul. Another Naim Suleymanoglu
Sport Academic High School was also established in Mersin, Turkey, in 2018. The Naim Suleymanoglu
Sport Facility opened in Bursa in 2019, and the Naim Suleymanoglu International & National Weightlifting
Championships have taken place in Turkey since 2018.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Key Milestones of Naim Suleymanoglu’s Life Journey

Name Explanation of Events Dates | Significance

Naim Suleymanov's | The World Junior 1982 Suleymanov introduced himself to

first international Weightlifting Championships the weightlifting community.

tournament in Sao Paulo.

competing for

Bulgaria

Suleymanov's name Under the Bulgarization 1985 After Suleymanov returned home

changing process Project, ethnic-Turks were from the training camp in
forced to change their names to Melbourne, Australia, his name was
Slavic names in Bulgaria in the changed to the Slavic name “Naum
1980s. Suleymanov was among Shalamanov.” Then, Suleymanov
them. decided to defect to Turkey from

Bulgaria.

The defection After Shalamanov’s name- 1986 After Suleymanov won the gold
changing process was medal at the 1986 World Cup
completed, Shalamanov sought Weightlifting Championships, he
an opportunity to defect to escaped from the banquet. Shortly
Turkey while competing at the after, his asylum application was
1986 World Cup Weightlifting accepted by the Turkish
Championships in Melbourne. government, and he flew to Turkey

in December of 1986.

Re-naming process After Shalamanov’s arrival in 1986 This was the final “re-naming
Turkey, the Grand National process” for Naim Suleymanoglu.
Assembly of Turkey
immediately granted
Shalamanov Turkish
citizenship. Shamalanov
regained his Turkish name,

“Naim Suleymanoglu.”

Suleymanoglu's first | 1988 European Weightlifting 1988 The significance of the 1988

international Championships in Cardiff, European Weightlifting

tournament England. Championships is as follows:

i%?kietmg for a) Suleymanoglu competed and won
y the gold medal for Turkey at an
international level for the first time
in history.
b) Turkey won its first gold medal
in weightlifting at the international
level.
Suleymanoglu's a) 1988 Seoul Olympic Games | a)1988 | a) The 1988 Seoul Olympic Games

Olympic Games
journey

was Suleymanoglu’s first Olympic
experience. He won the gold medal
by breaking 6 world records and 9
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b) 1992 Barcelona Olympic
Games

c) 1996 Atlanta Olympic
Games

d) 2000 Sydney Olympic
Games

b)1992

€)1996

d)2000

Olympic records. This was also the
first gold medal for Turkey at the
Olympic Games in a sport other
than wrestling.

b) Suleymanoglu won his second
gold medal in a row at the 1992
Barcelona Olympic Games.

¢) Suleymanoglu won his third gold
medal in a row at the 1996 Atlanta
Olympic Games, and he became the
first weightlifter who consecutively
won the gold medal three times at
the Olympic Games.

d) Suleymanoglu failed three times
in the snatch and disqualified for the
clean and jerk discipline at the 2000
Sydney Olympic Games. Shortly
after, he announced his retirement.

Suleymanoglu's vice- | Suleymanoglu announced his 2000 Suleymanoglu became the youngest
presidency for the vice-presidential candidacy for - vice-president in IWF history.
International the IWF. 2004

Weightlifting

Federation (IWF)

Suleymanoglu's Suleymanoglu was hospitalized | 2017 Suleymanoglu died due to a brain

death

due to liver failure.

hemorrhage which was subsequent
to the liver transplant surgery.
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APPENDIX 2.2 NAIM SULEYMANOGLU’S PERFORMANCE FOR BULGARIA

YEAR | Location Category  Snatch  Clean & Jerk  Total Medal
(kg.) (kg.) (kg.) (kg.)

1982 | Sao Paulo 52 110 140 250 Gold
(Brazil)

1983 | Moscow 56 130 160 290 Silver
(USSR)

1984 | Sarajevo 56 142.5 185.5 328 Gold
(Yugoslavia)

1984 | Vitoria 56 130 167.5 297.5 Gold
(Spain)

1984 | Varna 56 1325 165 297.5 Gold
(Bulgaria)

1985 | Monte Carlo 60 145 186 331 Gold
(Monaco)

1985 | Katowice 60 140 172.5 312.5 Gold
(Poland)

1985 | Sodertalje 60 142.5 180 322.5 Gold
(Sweden)

1986 | Sofia 60 147.5 187.5 335 Gold
(Bulgaria)

1986 | Karl-Marx-Stadt 60 145 187.5 3325 Gold
(East Germany)

1986 | Melbourne 60 148 174.5 3225 Gold
(Australia)

42 Appendix 2 and 3 include information that has been compiled from the following sources: Tayfun
Bayindir, The Pocket Hercules; Enver Turkileri, The Pocket Hercules; Tamer Taspinar, Naim the Pocket
Hercules; Tufan Turenc, Naim Suleymanoglu; The National Olympic Committee of Turkey (official
website); International and Turkish Weightlifting Federations (official websites); Sport Illustrated Vault;
Milliyet; Hurriyet; The New York Times; The Los Angeles Times; South Florida Sun Sentinel; The
Sacramento Bee. These sources can be found in the Bibliography.
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APPENDIX 3. NAIM SULEYMANOGLU’S PERFORMANCE FOR TURKEY

YEAR

1988

1988

1989

1990
1991

1992

1992

1993

1994

1994

1995

1995

1996

2000

2000

Location
year

Cardiff
(England)
Seoul

(South Korea)
Athens
(Greece)

Donaueschingen
(Germany)
Szekszard
(Hungary)
Barcelona
(Spain)
Melbourne
(Australia)
Istanbul
(Turkey)
Sokolov
(Czech Republic)
Guangzhou
(China)
Warsaw
(Poland)
Atlanta
(USA)
Sofia
(Bulgaria)
Sydney
(Australia)

Category

(kg.)
60

60

60

60
60
60
64
64
64
64
64
64
62

62

Snatch
(kg.)
150
152.5
145

Injured
137.5

142.5
142.5
145
147.5
145
147.5
142.5
147.5
140

145

Clean & Jerk Total

(kg.)
180

190

172.5

172.5
170
177.5
177.5
182.5
180
180
182.5
187.5

170

(kg))
330

342.5

317.5

310
312.5
320
322.5
330
325
327.5
325
335

310

Medal

Gold

Gold

Gold

Gold

Silver

Gold

Gold

Gold

Gold

Gold

Gold

Gold

Bronze

X
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