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Having brilliantly hosted the first European Games, 
Azerbaijan showed the world its organizational 
abilities, its economic potential, its openness and 

readiness for international cooperation in all areas.
It was visible to the naked eye: tourists who visited 

Baku for the European Games left the capital of Azerbai-
jan stunned. This city surprised, subdued and made them 
fall in love with it. And it did it so skillfully that the sense of 
a passing fancy, which quite naturally occurs during such 
a fun holiday as sporting events, imperceptibly turned 
into love for life in each guest of Baku. It could not be 
otherwise.

The first impression is the most vivid, the most memo-
rable. For those who arrived for the Games, it was as-
sociated with the air gateway to Baku - Heydar Aliyev 
International Airport. Here, at the beginning of June, the 
athletes who arrived for the European Games were met. 
Here, they were seen off at the end of the competition.

Baku airport is rightly considered one of the best in 
the world. It is beautiful, spacious, comfortable, and from 
the underground technical halls to the fourth floor offic-
es, it is filled with the most modern equipment capable of 
receiving and sending millions of passengers and goods 

to all corners of the world. The routes of dozens of foreign 
companies, which use it as an interchange and cargo 
hub, pass through it. Passenger liners of the national air 
carrier Azerbaijan Airlines and the giant planes of the 
region’s largest cargo airline Silk Way West Airlines are 
also based here. The British consulting company Skytrax 
has awarded Heydar Aliyev International Airport the high 
category of “4 stars”. By the way, AZAL also has four-star 
status. That’s how the rating agency assesses the quality 
of its services.

However, the airport was only an overture for the 
guests of the Games, while the symphony itself - Baku - 
sounded in full force after a half-hour journey on a luxury 
highway through vast plantations of olive trees that sepa-
rate the airport from the city. It is hard to believe it, but 
three years ago it was a barren desert with lakes of water 
covered with a black slick – the sad legacy of 150-year oil 
production on the Absheron Peninsula.

The capital of Azerbaijan, which hosted the first Eu-
ropean Games, is an amazing city with an ancient and 
mysterious past and a bright and beautiful present. Quar-
ters of ultramodern buildings rise like an amphitheater 
from the aquamarine Baku Bay surrounded by a wide 
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seaside promenade, the longest in Europe. Avenues and 
squares alternate with green parks and gardens, where 
water fountains play with numerous jets day and night. 
The museums and libraries of Baku preserve unique trea-
sures, the world’s most famous artists perform on the 
stages of its theaters and concert halls, and its art galleries 
display works by great artists and sculptors.

The heart of Baku is Icharishahar, a medieval town sur-
rounded by battlements with seventy tall towers. It is so 
well preserved and so valuable that it has been included 
by UNESCO, like the Palace of the Shirvanshahs, which is 
also here, on the World Cultural Heritage list. Almost ev-
ery home on the narrow streets of Icharishahar has small 
cafes and restaurants where you can enjoy incomparable 

Azerbaijani kebabs and fragrant pilaf and sit with a glass 
of fragrant strong tea. And nearby are the same tiny stalls 
full of kalagayi national silk shawls, carpets and rugs with 
various patterns, copper dishes and pottery and other 
“certificates” confirming a visit to Baku.
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From the sea Icharishahar is covered by Giz Galasi – a 
tower founded in the 1st millennium BC. Bakuvians are 
proud of it no less than Pisa residents are proud of their 
leaning tower, and until recently, it was considered the 
one and only symbol of the city. But a few years ago, an 
absolutely fantastic palace - Heydar Aliyev Center, which 
experts immediately declared a wonder of architecture, 
was built in Baku based on a project by Zaha Hadid. And 
now the capital of Azerbaijan has two symbols - ancient 
and modern, between which there are two and a half 
millennia of the history of Baku.

Also, Baku has a chain of modern international hotels, 
hundreds of supermarkets and boutiques, wide motor-
ways and comfortable interchanges, very good public 
transport and unusually beautiful underground. The fact 
that over the last decade the city has formed a multi-level, 
extensive tourist infrastructure capable of simultaneously 
receiving tens of thousands of visitors was confirmed by 
Eurovision-2012 held in Baku. Then, the capital of Azer-
baijan was visited by 40,000 fans of contemporary pop 
music. And the city received, accommodated and fed 
them, and all were satisfied. And Baku has experience in 
hosting sports forums. Since 2002, the Azerbaijani capital 
has hosted 36 international competitions.

But the first European Games! This was a different 
scale! The number of athletes alone was expected to be 
at least six thousand. And fans?! And at the same time, 
a little more than two years were given for all prepara-
tions. Meanwhile, the standard period of time required 
for organizing competitions of Olympic status is at least 
seven years. However, Baku broke all imaginable records. 
The Baku Olympic Stadium, the Tofig Bahramov National 
Stadium, the Heydar Aliyev Sports Arena, the National 
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Gymnastics Arena, the Water Sports Center ... In total, 18 
grandiose sports facilities, each of which is a wonder of 
architectural thought and the most advanced building 
technologies, were built from scratch or radically recon-
structed.

Two years ago, Azerbaijan undertook an enormous 
responsibility - to launch a new international sports proj-
ect and develop standards which must be not lower, but 
preferably higher than those of the existing Continental 
Games - Pan American, Asian and All-African. And the 
country managed it. “These were Games, on which all 
further European Games will be based,” the President of 
the European Olympic Committee Patrick Hickey rated 
Baku-2015.

On 26 April, in the ancient Ateshgah temple, Azerbai-
jani President Ilham Aliyev lit the torch of the first ever 
European Games from a fire that has burned here for 
centuries. Then, covering a distance of 5,500 kilometers 
and carrying the torch through all regions of Azerbaijan, 
the torchbearers brought the sacred fire on 12 June to 
the Olympic Stadium in Baku, where it was greeted with 
applause by almost 70,000 spectators.

For its brightness and enchantment, the opening cer-
emony of the first European Games in Baku was at the 
level of the very best Olympics and, according to eyewit-
nesses, it was not inferior to the recent sports forum in 
Sochi. The festivity was not just a success: it turned out to 
be grand and colorful and at the same time, very warm, 

judging by the wonderful atmosphere that prevailed at 
the main stadium of the country.

The special presence in the stands of such distin-
guished guests as Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdo-
gan, Russian President Vladimir Putin, Belarusian President 
Aleksandr Lukashenko, Prince of Monaco Albert II, Presi-
dent of the International Olympic Committee Thomas 
Bach, President of the European Olympic Committee Pat-
rick Hickey and many other officials representing coun-
tries of Europe and Asia, political and social organizations 
gave importance and special solemnity to the ceremony. 
They met with Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev and 
Chairperson of the Baku-2015 Organizing Committee 
Mehriban Aliyeva, whose efforts helped to organize this 
outstanding sports forum.

The torch of the first European Games was brought 
into the stadium with the standing ovation of the 
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audience by one of the most legendary athletes of the 
world – two-time champion of the Paralympic Games, 
two-time world champion and five-time European cham-
pion Ilham Zakiyev. Then the parade of athletes began. By 
tradition, it was led by a delegation from the homeland of 
the Olympics – Greece, and completed by the Azerbaijani 
team. What wonderful young people passed through the 

arena on that day! What happy faces the athletes who 
came to Baku from all over Europe had!

The biggest teams in the first European Games were 
presented by the host country Azerbaijan, as well as Rus-
sia and Germany. The number of members of delega-
tions, respectively, was 289, 359 and 266 athletes. Many 
of them have already been awarded the high titles of 

Sport



www.irs-az.com 11

3(22), AUTUMN 2015



12 www.irs-az.com

European champions, the world and Olympic Games. 
But there were many young people in their teams, for 
whom Baku 2015 was a chance to express themselves 
in sports. Overall, six thousand athletes representing fifty 
states of Europe and Israel passed in front of the stands. 
150 of them were medalists of the Olympics and 200 
were world champions.

And finally, the historic moment came. Azerbaijani 
President Ilham Aliyev announced the first European 
Games open. And then a spectacular show began, which 
involved over two thousand people and more than three 
hundred artistic groups from 28 countries. This unique 
act included a variety of topics related to the ancient his-
tory and rich culture of Azerbaijan. Even the dance figures 
performed by women in national costumes evolved into 
complex patterns of world-famous Azerbaijani carpets. 
And, of course, characters of the works of the great Azer-
baijani poet Nizami Ganjavi, whose heritage is the great-
est of human values, appeared in the arena.

There were fascinating sounds of mugam performed 
by the famous Azerbaijani singer Alim Gasimov, and mel-
odies of the greatest composers of the twentieth century 
- Uzeyir Hajibayli, Gara Garayev and Fikrat Amirov rang. 
And then a huge pomegranate - a symbol of wealth and 
fertility, a symbol of unity of the people living on this 
earth - ripened over the stadium. The fruit opened, and 
hundreds of ruby   grains – balloons that flew away into 
the sky - spilled out of it. And as if answering the mes-
sage of the people, it flourished with the magical lights 
of fireworks.

Replacing each other before the audience at the stadi-
um, wonderful pictures appeared: Gobustan rocks where 
people settled twenty thousand years ago; a flame escap-
ing from the ground, which made the ancient travelers 
call Azerbaijan “The Land of Fire”; waters of the Caspian 
Sea - harsh Khazar, the coast of which was the birthplace 
of powerful states and empires. The bowl of the stadium 
was filled with enchanting Azerbaijani tunes, and finally, 
hundreds of young people joined hands and performed 
the Yalli dance – perhaps, one of the most ancient in the 
world.

The opinion of the media, the guests in the stands 
and tens of millions of viewers who watched this festival 
worldwide was united: the opening ceremony of the first 
European Games will be remembered for a long time. 
And the next day, the athletes took the floor.

There was no lack of medals at the first European 
Games. After all, in Baku the athletes had to play for 253 
sets of medals in 20 sports. Nevertheless, getting the first 
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gold was important and honorable for each team. The 
count of sports disciplines was almost simultaneously 
started by mountain biking and women’s triathlon, in 
which, as it turned out, the Swiss had no equals.

Fortunately, the period of disappointment among 
the fans of the Azerbaijani team was short-lived. On the 
same day, the morning of which was so triumphant for 
Switzerland, the host country of the Games won the first 
gold. In karate competitions in the weight category of up 
to 75 kg, the best was a four-time world champion and 
nine-time European champion, Rafayil Agayev.

This victory turned out to be symbolic, and perhaps, 
even prophetic, demonstrating the sports in which Azer-
baijani athletes are able not to only express themselves, 
but also show their superiority over others. Of course, 
we are talking about martial arts, and their course clearly 
showed that there are still pahlavans in our country.

Wrestling is a sport cultivated in Azerbaijan since an-
cient times and especially revered by all. Pahlavan wres-
tlers were known by name, recognized on the streets 
and given much more attention than today’s pop stars. 
Their contests, called “Zorkhana”, took place in specially 
built premises by strict rules and under the supervision 
of “murshud” referees. The popularity of wrestling and, 
one might say, its national importance is proven by such 
a fact. In the era of the Safavids (14th-18th centuries), who 
raised the feudal bureaucratic hierarchy to unprecedent-
ed proportions, there was a public office called “pahla-
vanbashi” i.e., “chief of pahlavans”. In fact, it was the first 
sports minister in world history.

Great athletes could not but be born on this fertile 
soil. Since the mid-20th century, Azerbaijani wrestlers have 
participated more actively in international competitions. 
They have repeatedly won prizes at European and world 
championships, as well as Olympic Games. At the same 
time, we would like to note the striking successes of 
women in various types of martial arts. In recent years, 
they have performed no worse than men.

Azerbaijani athletes showed their great skill and in-
domitable will to win at the first European Games in Baku, 
confirming loyalty to the precepts of their fathers and 
grandfathers. In Greco-Roman wrestling competitions, 
gold medals were won by Rasul Chunayev and Elvin 
Mursaliyev, silver – by Rafig Huseynov and Sabah Shari-
ati and bronze – by Hasan Aliyev and Elman Mukhtarov.

A rich harvest of medals was collected by the Azerbai-
jani team in freestyle wrestling. Gold was won by Togrul 
Asgarov, Khetag Gazyumov, Milad Beigi Kharchegani, 
Mariya Stadnik and Anzhela Dorogan. Jabrayil Hasanov, 
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Haji Aliyev, Jamaladdin Mahammadov and Natalya Sin-
ishina won bronze.

In karate, the gold medalists were Aykhan Mamayev, 
Firdovsi Farzaliyev, Rafayil Agkhayev and Irina Zaretska. 
Niyazi Aliyev and Ilaha Gasimova have bronze. In tae-
kwondo competitions, the gold medal was awarded to 
Aykhan Tagizadeh, silver was won by Farid Azizov, and 
the bronze medal was awarded to young athlete Patimat 
Abakarova.

The list of awards was extended by wrestlers Nazakat 
Khalilova, Islam Gasimov, Amil Gasimov and Vasif Safar-
bayev, who won silver medals.

And in boxing, Tayfur Aliyev was the first in the Azer-
baijani team to win a prize (bronze medal). His break-

through was supported with gold medals by other rep-
resentatives of the host country of the Games - Teymur 
Mammadov, Collazo Sotomayor, Albert Salimov, Elvin 
Mamishzadeh, Parviz Bagirov, Abdulgadir Abdullayev, 
silver medals - Orkhan Safarov and Haybula Musaliyev, 
bronze medals - Anna Alimardanova, Yana Alekseyeva 
and Mahammadrasul Majidov. The sports history of Azer-
baijan has never seen such a constellation of talents!

Of course, first of all, the attention of the Baku fans 
was focused on the fights in the ring and tatami mats, 
but no less interesting events took place in other arenas.

In the water routes of Mingachevir, where canoeing 
and kayaking competitions were held, Azerbaijani wa-
ter professionals had a hard time. Although the teams 
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were comprised mostly of young athletes, the fight for 
the top places was uncompromising. In its course, it be-
came clear: the Hungarians had no match in the rowing 
competition. They managed to collect more medals than 
anyone else. And sportsmen from Germany, who also did 
very well, were close behind them.

Of course, it would be naive to assume that Azerbaijan 
would be able to distinguish itself in each of the sports 
represented at the European Games. Baku was visited 
not by novices, and they had no intention of giving up 
the prizes. Therefore, the fans were even more delighted 
when Sevil Bunyadova won a silver medal and Sevinj Bu-
nyadova – bronze in saber duels. This victory was one of 
the dearest ones, because the girls had very serious op-
ponents, and being among the best fencers, who are tra-
ditionally supplied by France and Italy, was a great honor.

Perhaps, the results of the Games in Baku, as well as 
their course came as a surprise even for the most astute 
analysts. If Russia, as well as some other sports powers, 
were slated to win in many disciplines, no one expected 
such astonishing activity from Azerbaijan. Meanwhile, the 
team began to collect medals from the first days, literally 
suppressing opponents with its will to win.

Five, nine, twelve awards ... And now there are more 
than 20 of them. And then 30 ... 40 ... 50 ... “It’s amazing,” 
some foreign journalists wrote. “It’s natural,” said those 
who were well acquainted with the situation in this 
rapidly developing country. In recent years, 40 Olympic 
sports centers and dozens of world-class sports facili-
ties have been built and new stadiums and playgrounds 
have been opened here. That is to say a solid base was 
established for the progress of mass sports. And in turn, 
it made it possible to find and teach all the details of the 
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skill to a lot of talented young people. And they lived 
up to expectations. This is shown by the statistics of the 
Olympic Games. The farther, the more flattering they be-
come for the Azerbaijanis.

If in Athens in 2004, Azerbaijan was represented by 
36 athletes, in Beijing in 2008 – by 44 and in London in 
2012 – by 53. It is progress in terms of Olympic achieve-

ments. In Athens, Azerbaijanis won five medals, in Beijing 
- seven, and in London - ten, two of them being gold. At 
the London Olympics, Azerbaijan took 30th place in the 
team event and 15th among the European countries. At 
the Youth Olympic Games, which took place last year, 
Azerbaijan rose to 10th place. In some sports, Azerbaijanis 
are among the leaders, and in others, they are quickly 
strengthening their position.

The undeniable progress of sports in Azerbaijan was 
also confirmed by the first European Games. Athletes of 
this country came second in the team event, winning 56 
medals, including 21 gold, 15 silver and 20 bronze med-
als. This is a striking result, considering that such powerful 
European sports powers like Russia, the UK, Germany and 
France were represented at the Games.

Yet it was not the awards that became the main out-
come of the sports festival in Baku.

The first European Games in Baku will be remem-
bered as one of the brightest events in the history of 
sports. The seventeen days they lasted were a real fes-
tival for fans all over the world. Seventeen days of hard 
struggle and glorious victories. Seventeen fiery days in 
the Land of Fire. 
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