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By Paco Borao

In March 1999, some days
after the start of NATO
bombing operations against
Belgrade, a message was
received at the NATO
Headquarters in Brussels
saying approximately this:

“ This is to inform you that there
has been no possibility to cancel
the popular race planned for
tomorrow Sunday. We estimate that
a total of 15,000 people including
children will participate in this race
along the streets of Belgrade”.

Once again, as had happened
many times, sport (in this case
running) stood up as a barrier
against war. That Sunday Belgrade
was not bombed, and more than
20,000 runners, facing a hard rain,
completed the circuit of their race
under the banner “STOP THE
WAR, RUN THE WORLD”. 

Belgrade, with 7,000 years of
tumultuous history, is one of the
oldest cities in Europe, a
mandatory stop on the trading
route between West and East.
Settled at the confluence of two
great rivers, the Sava and the
Danube, walking on its streets
involves crossing a mixture of
cultures, with a touch of
modernism almost everywhere.

People are generally still
bewildered by the latest political
issues. They are still questioning
themselves about all that
happened to them, and most look
to Europe as their solution.

Since the mid-1980s the
Belgrade Marathon had been one
of the world’s pioneers of road

running. Their ambition to
conduct an event of the highest
quality led race director Dejan
Nikolic to join the Association of
International Marathons (AIMS).
His progressive attitude got him
elected as member of the AIMS
Board of Directors, representing
all East European AIMS races.
Both the Belgrade Marathon and
the Belgrade Race Through
History (for elite runners) were of
great interest for many people.
The beautiful surroundings at the
confluence of the Danube and
Sava rivers, the mixture of
cultures and a monumental race
circuit made the Belgrade
Marathon into one of the most
attractive international mass races
in the world.

Troubled times generated
troubled relations. Sometime after
the events of October 2000, which
put Serbia back into a democratic
political system, the relationship
between the race organisers and
the City Council turned into a

serious dispute. For several years
Belgrade effectively dropped off
the international running map.

Recent changes have brought
the situation back to normal
again. The City Council and
Mayor, Mr. Nenad Bogdanovic, are
giving their total support to the
original organisers, led by Dejan
Nikolic, and backed up by a set of
committed international experts,
all of them under the Presidency
of Alexander “Sasha” Djordjevic,
probably the most popular
sportsman in Serbia.

The 18th edition of Belgrade
Marathon, with Delta Sports as its
new title sponsor, was a popular
fiesta. Beautiful warm weather
welcomed the thousands of
runners who took part either in the
marathon, the half marathon, or
the fun run. National, regional and
local authorities all co-operated
fully, under the Mayor of Belgrade.

The start line is on Bulevar Kralja
Aleksandra, in front of the Serbia
and Montenegro Assembly. Toma
Rosandic’s statues “Black Horses
playing” overlook the brightly-
coloured multitude of athletes.

The organisation, seeking both
sporting success and media
attention, made a special effort.
Teams from Kenya, Ethiopia and
Russia, among others, took part in
both Full and Half Marathons. The
presence of special guest Merlene
Ottey, now living in Slovenia,
generated great interest around
the Marathon and must have
boosted public participation. 

In the men’s marathon Derba
Medeksa produced a surprise
record-breaking performance. A
dozen runners went out together
from the start, setting a strong
pace which soon identified the
candidates for victory. Monuments
and fountains provided a scenic
backdrop to the Kenyan and
Ethiopian runners as they
performed an athletic show that
was very well received by Belgrade
spectators. The final kilometres
put the favorite David Chepkwony

from Kenya and Derba Medeksa
from Ethiopia in front for the last
push to the line.

The women’s marathon
developed similarly as the
Russian pair of Victoria Zoueva
and Inga Abitova went together all
the way. Arbitova made the final
effort to win. In both men’s and
women’s half marathons there
were Kenyan wins. Sammy
Karanja and Masila Ndunge led
their races from beginning to end.

The finish line and the awards
ceremony were in front of the XIX
Century Terazine Fountain. Mayor
Bogdanovic and Merlene Ottey
made the presentations. The
marathon winners also received
the Fred Lebow Trophies, named
after the founder of the New York
City Marathon who was born in
neighbouring Transylvania.

Late in the afternoon, after
everybody was back home and the
city was recovering its normal life,
Belgrade was showing its
beautiful surroundings,
monuments, and the special
picture of its marvellous sunset.
In the square a few hours had
passed since thousands of people
had celebrated the comeback of
their international race. It is an
event of which they can feel
proud, after the years of fear and
sadness they went through.

I gave thanks to Dejan Nikolic
and his team, to the interest and
support of journalists such as Pat
Butcher, to former athletes and
committed individuals like Kenth
Andersson and Zane Branson, and
to all runners who come to this
city. It is the best possible way of
helping Belgrade to get back on
the road. 

Deep in my heart, I concluded
that this year again, running in
Belgrade is still something
special.

On the road again
Delta Sport Belgrade Marathon, Yugoslavia.  23 April 2005

Merlene Ottey
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MEN:
1 Derba MEDEKSA ETH 2:12:10

2 David CHEPKWONY KEN 2:12:29
3 Collins EDEP KEN 2:13:02
4 Onesmus KILONZO KEN 2:14:01
5 Isaac KIPRONO KEN 2:14:08
6 Josephat YEGO KEN 2:15:19
7 Adugna TOLA KEN 2:16:08
8 Thomas NGULU TAN 2:17:42
9 Francis KIPTOO KEN 2:17:54

10 Gregory MWOLO KEN 2:17:59
WOMEN:

1 Rus Inge ABITOVA RUS 2:38:20
2 Viktoria ZOUEVA RUS 2:38:40
3 Tiringo SHIFERAW ETH 2:39:47
4 Tatyana PEREPELKINA RUS 2:42:12
5 Marjana LUKIC SCG 2:42:48
6 Zhanna MALKOVA RUS 2:44:45
7 Venera SARMOSOVA RUS 2:58:01
8 Stojanka SOKOL SCG 3:25:53
9 Malina MARINOVA BUL 3:31:10

10 Vilma BRESAN SCG 3:33:43
HALF MARATHON:
MEN:

1 Sammy KARANJA KEN 1:03:28
2 Jaroslav MUSNISHI MOL 1:04:24
3 Miklos ZATYKO HUN 1:08:56

WOMEN
1  Masila NDUNGE KEN 1:15:07

2  Snezana KOPSTIC      SCG 1:16:03
3  Ana SUBOTIC         SCG 1:17:57

Result

Dejan Nikolic


