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A player of the National Wheelchair Basketball Team, an athlete of the Besiktaş Gymnastics Club, 29-year-old
Uğur Toprak met wheelchair basketball by chance while walking on the street in Balıkesir. Mr. Toprak assessed
this chance by taking action with determination, which sparked the start of his successful career. He became one
of the "12 Brave Men" who made our country proud by having the third place in the European Championship in
2012, fifth place in the World Championship in 2013, and fourth place in the 2016 Rio Paralympic Olympics with
the jersey of the Young National Team.
We came together with Uğur Toprak to listen to his journey from Balıkesir to Istanbul. It is possible to read the
feelings of Mr. Toprak, who answered our questions with all his sincerity and positive energy, from his smiling
face… While talking about the NBA stars he admired as a child, Mr. Toprak's face brightened while talking about
his friends who always surrounded him with love.
We talked with Uğur Toprak about the beautiful children of the last generation playing on the streets, his family,
whom he said, “I am glad that they have always supported me”, the dreams he has for young people, the
importance of empathy and the success story he built by turning his chance into success for a better world for
everyone.
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Mr. Uğur, can you tell us a little about yourself? What kind of education did
you receive, what positive/negative experiences did you encounter during
your education life?
Because my family worked in Eşkisehir, I started primary school there, and
after the fourth grade, we returned to Balıkesir. I attended primary school,
middle school and high school in Balıkesir. I studies math and sciences in
high school, and my grades were not bad, either. At that time, I was thinking
of studying food engineering or civil engineering. I met basketball when I
was a senior in high school. When I came across basketball and the doors of
the national team opened, I turned my direction completely into sports. I
won Balıkesir University Sports Management Department; unfortunately, I
had to leave my education because I moved to Istanbul.

I think I am a very lucky person; I have never experienced any negativity in
terms of the approaches of my teachers, my friends, or those around me in
my education life. In general, I think our society is sensitive to people with
disabilities.
I can say that the difficulties I have experienced are caused by the negative
physical conditions of cities and architectural structures. It was like this
when I was a kid, and it still goes on like this. However, I also observed this
when I went to Japan; cities are designed very conveniently for people with
disabilities, but even in this positive environment, there are minor problems
and failures. Believe me, even there, there were things for which I said that
"I wish they did this in a different way.".
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“I Never Thought I Would
Be A Professional in
Basketball and My Life
Would Be Based on Basketball.”
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Your achievements in sport are inspiring. How did you meet wheelchair basketball?
Like any young man, I was very interested in basketball. NBA stars like LeBron James, Michael Jordan were very popular. One day in 2009, my friend and I were walking with the ball
in our hands, and we were throwing the ball at each other... Someone called out from the
third floor of the building we were passing by and we started talking. The brother, whom I
learned that his name is Alper, said, “I had a traffic accident, it has been a few years. I came
here and started a basketball team. I would like to see you on my team." At that moment, I
said okay. I would never have thought that I would be a professional in basketball at that
time; that I would build my life on basketball. Then I went home and told my mother. It was a
coincidence that my mother told me that Alper was our relative. Then I started playing basketball, and it continued.
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"My Friends Used to Come
to My Games to Support
Me with Darbuka in Their
Hands.”
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What developments did you have in your social life after you started playing
basketball?
Although I had a busy schedule at school, I had free time outside of school. Trainings and deplacements entered my life with basketball. Of course, I went through a very busy period. I can say that this process brought competition and adrenaline with it. Actually, that amateur spirit at the beginning of my career, the
effort to be good, was a very sweet thrill. I would go home; I would think what I
did for the day and plan the next day thinking of the things I would do tomorrow.
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Life becomes more social when sports come into play, right?
Of course, sports make a person more social, but as I just stated, I was
always a social child. My friends have never approached me differently; believe me, if you say, "Would you give a negative example?", I cannot find a single
one. I always went out with my friends, we studied together, and we did a lot
of social activities. My life became much more active with sports, and it
became even more beautiful. I will never forget that my friends came to my
games to support me with darbuka in their hands. I have had such beautiful
memories.
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Tacettin Çıpa, one of the former coaches of National Wheelchair Basketball Team,
says "We started too late to wheelchair sports in Turkey, although currently we
are among the best countries worldwide." What do you think is the secret to this
success?
When I came into the team, there was no one from the young national team generation. In this way, I started to be play with the players with more experience than me.
The team had very high quality and world-class players such as Özgür Gürbulak,
İsmail Ar, Kaan Dalay, Cem Gezinci and Ferit Gümüş. I saw the desire, the ambition
and the fighting spirit in these legendary players. I have always admired Özgür. Even
if he is tired, he becomes energetic when he enters the court; even if it is a training
game, he never gives up winning. You know, they say "love of sports", I think that is
the secret of the team's success. It is hidden in "the love of sports in the players, in
us".
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We would like to talk a little bit about your transfer process to Beşiktaş
Gymnastics Club, one of Turkey's legendary clubs. You had to leave Balıkesir and
move to İstanbul after the transfer. How did it feel to start a whole new life away
from the routine you are used to?
After I started to play in the Super League, the interest towards me increased. I
was invited to the National Team Camps; I was performing well in the league
before the transfer. After that, Mr. Tacettin, the coach, called me and asked if I
would come. I said I would without even thinking. I also had a transfer offer from
other teams, but my choice was Beşiktaş. I had very close friends in Balıkesir.
Being separated from my family and friends, of course, was difficult for me. After
all, I never left my family until the transfer process. Cooking and housework were
always done for me by my mother and sister. Frankly, I thought if I could handle
these things. However, Istanbul is a huge metropolis and people are inevitably
intimidated.

A friend I have known for a long time has moved with me to Istanbul. We started
to live in the same house, and we still do. We have always supported each other.
As I said, there were negative thoughts when I came to Istanbul, of course, but I
came to Istanbul to play basketball, and that was all my focus. Fortunately, I did
not experience any great difficulties. After all, I learned both cooking and housework. (laughter)
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"It Is an Incredible Feeling to Get on the Stage and
Sing Our National Anthem; I Get Goosebumps
Even When I Remember Now."
How do you feel when you get on the basketball court?
You have the thrill that you should play better and be successful when you get on the court but after the first minute of
the game, you concentrate completely on the game and do not think of anything else.
Do you have an unforgettable memory in your successful career?
We had a medal game with England at the 2016 Rio Paralympic Games. We were competing for third place. We led the
whole game ahead, but in the last second, the English player got up on one wheel and shot an incredible basket. We were
defeated; it was a bad memory for me.
"I Moved from Balıkesir to Istanbul Alone, Thanks to My Family's Faith in Me"
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You are one of the architects of the achievements in the European Championship, World Championship
and Paralympic Olympics. How does it feel to be part of such an enthusiastic success?
Actually, it is very difficult to put it into words. We became the European Champion in 2017. I can never
forget that. When you work and achieve success, you become happy like children. You hug your teammates in the court and the audience gets very excited. Your family comes to mind first, your loved ones...
You think of the Turkish Nation, of course. It is an incredible feeling to get on the stage and sing our national anthem; I get goosebumps even when I remember now. It is a very different feeling; they say it
cannot be described but only experienced; that is exactly it is. I want all athletes to experience this feeling. I went to the Rio Olympics in my first year in the National Team. The Olympics are an incredible atmosphere, an environment where everything related to the sports is presented to you without limits. We
know the sports branches in the major disability groups, but we have learned that there are many different obstacles in the Olympic Village. There are much more difficult lives and there are people who do
not give up and do sports despite that. When you see them, you want to work harder, it increases your
motivation.
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What does your family's support mean to you? How has this support made a
difference in your life?
My family has always been behind me in all my decisions. I have always been
supported by my mother, father, sister, grandmother, grandfather and my
extended family both in my education and sports life. My mother was very
insistent on me to study, I started university and I continue, but my education can
be interrupted during this busy schedule.
I moved from Balıkesir to İstanbul alone, thanks to my family's faith in me. It is
difficult for all families to send their children from another city to Istanbul alone,
but I think that the family of a person with disabilities is worried more when
sending their child to Istanbul. All I can say at this point is that families should
stand behind their children with disabilities. I understand their protective attitude,
but they should never tell their children that they cannot do something.

We hear and read such success stories; we watch documentaries. If there is
something your child believes and wants, listen to them and stand behind them.
That is what my parents did, and I am glad they did. I could not have come to this
point without the support of my family.
It is very important for the family to believe in their children, but I think more
importantly, people with disabilities should know what they want from life. We
should not actually limit this to individuals with disabilities; this applies to
everyone. If you want something, if you believe, you must take the chance that
life offers, take action, and always improve yourself.
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" When All of Us, the
Whole Society Empathizes,
We Can Turn Many Negative
Conditions for People with
Disabilities into Positive"
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Can you assess the importance of social empathy for people with disabilities?
Let me share a memory... I went to a restaurant with a friend recently. We had trouble getting into the
restaurant because there was no ramp; we asked for help and we were able to get in. We decided to
write to the restaurant about it later. We spoke of the difficulty we had experienced in a kind and
descriptive way. The restaurant immediately made a return the next day, saying, “Mr. Uğur, we would
like to make up for our mistake.” In fact, it is very important to express the negativity on behalf of the
people with disabilities. Because when we express it, we receive positive and sensitive feedback, and
we support people who do not have disabilities to empathize with us.
For us, sidewalks and roads are very important. Our balance can be disturbed on damaged ground, and
when the physical conditions suitable for people with disabilities are not provided, we cannot go to the
places we can go. Many a little makes a mickle. When all of us, the whole society empathizes, we can
turn many negative conditions for people with disabilities into positive.
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What kind of plans do you have for the future? What do you want to do after that?
In the short term, my first goal is to win the league championship and a medal at the 2021 Tokyo
Olympics. I was a novice when I went to the 2016 Rio Olympics; I was a beginner. I think I will live 100
percent that Olympic spirit at the Tokyo Olympics in 2021. In summary, I think of the achievements in
2021 in the short term.
My long-term dream is to become a coach in a club made up of young people after my active sports life
is over. Compared to my time, I see that the young people are very tired and those who could be very
successful, unfortunately, could not get where they deserved. After all, I have had a lot of problems, not
to mention what I have heard from other friends. Young people are very important. Young people should
be encouraged not only in sports but also in all fields and professional groups. I also want to do my part
to enlighten their path.

Success Stories
Uğur Toprak

