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Mamo Wolde and the RRC
by Geoff Fenwick

When I was sent the new R.R.C. badge earlier this year 
I remembered what had happened to the original blue 
and yellow one which I received, I think, in 1956.

The article opposite was first published in the R.R.C. 
newsletter in February, 1969. It is self explanatory al-
though a little background information might be useful.

I worked in Uganda as a teacher from 1961 to 1964. 
Athletics in schools in Kampala, the capital, was strong 
and originally I was happy to confine my coaching to 
my own pupils. There was, however, an acute shortage 
of coaches and officials at senior level and it was not 
long before there was a commitment there also.

In 1962 Uganda became independent and the celebra-
tions included an international athletics meeting with 
athletes being invited from U.S.A., Nigeria, Great Brit-
ain, Denmark, Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), 
Kenya, Tanganyika (now Tanzania), and Ethiopia.

At that time Abebe Bikila was Africa’s sporting hero due 
to his unexpected marathon win at the Rome Olym-
pics in 1960. Never particularly keen on track racing, 
he declined to take part although the Ethiopian squad 
that did was of high quality. Mamo Wolde in particular 
impressed. He outclassed his competitors over six miles, 
including the Kenyans who dominated distance run-
ning in East Africa. He repeated the process in a similar 
event which took place in the following year.

Visiting athletes can sometimes have a miserable time, 
their experience of a host country being confined to 
the track and their hotel. It fell on me to afford the 
Ethiopian contingent a wider experience and that was 
how I came to know Mamo Wolde who spoke fluent 
English. We kept in contact for a considerable time but 
some years after his marathon triumph in the Mexico 
Olympics the regime in Ethiopia changed and  
thereafter I never heard from him again.

The badge mentioned in Geoff’s 1969 article
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Profile of Mamo Wolde
GEOFFREY FENWICK

ALTHOUGH he has competed outside Ethiopia more frequently than his fellow 
countryman and Olympic marathon predecessor Abebe Bikila, Mamo Wolde is relatively 
unknown.

His Olympic career began inauspiciously enough at Melbourne twelve years ago. 
Statisticians will be able to trace his name far down the lists of the heats of the 800 and 1500 
metres. Thereafter followed a lengthy period of obscurity during which he failed to qualify 
for the Ethiopian team for the Rome Olympics.

Probably inspired by Bikila’s victory there, Wolde emerged in the early 60s, as a 10,000 
metre runner of formidable quality. He toured Europe and the United States with Bikila, and 
recorded wins on both sides of the Atlantic. He won an International cross-country race in 
Spain for two consecutive years. These cross country victories were highly commendable 
for such events are virtually unknown in Africa, because of climate and terrain.

Furthermore, in 1962 Wolde had to contend with the bitter European winter. Sometime 
after that first Spanish victory, he recalled to me how this smile of triumph literally froze 
on his face for several minutes after the race. Wolde became the finest 10,000 metre runner 
in Africa between 1962 and 1964, and undoubtedly the best high altitude performer over 
that distance in the world. He easily defeated the Kenyans during this period, including the 
young Temu, and at Nairobi in 1963 outclassed a field which included several American and 
European runners.

Shortly before the Tokyo Olympics, I wrote in “Athletics Arena”: “In high altitude tropical 
countries it’s doubtful if anyone can beat this Ethiopian; in the Olympics, of course, it will be 
different, but don’t be surprised if Mamo Wolde is up with the leaders in Tokyo.” This proved 
to be a reasonable forecast, for Wolde finished fourth in the 10,000 metres.

I thought that this was the end of Mamo Wolde as an International athlete, and for some 
considerable time this seemed to be the case. His next race of note outside Ethiopia was 
a dispirited third place behind Keino and Temu in the 5,000 metres at the First African 
Games at Brazzaville in 1965. There were signs of recovery, however, as the 1968 Olympics 
approached. However, in the 1967-68 cross-country season, he returned once more to Spain, 
to register yet another win.

Yet for all the advantages afforded to him by the altitude of Mexico City, I did not think 
he would do well there. At thirty six, his age was against him, and he had given no real 
indication that he had recovered the form of his best years.

Clearly I had under-estimated the altitude, but I had sadly under-estimated Mamo Wolde. 
His marathon victory at Mexico City was somewhat surprising for he has never looked 
convincing in races over that distance outside Ethiopia. He had appeared to misjudge the 
early pace in practically all his International marathon races, including the Tokyo Olympic 
event, in which he failed to finish.

At some time during the last four years he has mastered the event. His Olympic win, even 
when the altitude is taken into account, was an extremely well-judged race.

Like Bikila, Wolde is a member of Haile Selassie’s bodyguard. He is a much smaller man 
than the tall Bikila, being a compact 5 feet 7 ins. He has the gaunt face of a distance runner, 
but a cheerful disposition goes with it. He is, like Seraftn Antao, the former Commonwealth 
Games sprint champion, the most modest of athletes, and like Antao he exudes an air of 
intense but quiet confidence. Less demonstrative than Bikila, Mamo shows evidence of the 
Scandinavian influence in Ethiopian athletics by the nature of his vigorous warm-up. Unlike 
Bikila, he does not worry about an elaborate warming down process.

Although modest, he loves to win, as he so delightfully demonstrated at Mexico City 
after he had finished.

Amongst his souvenirs is the cloth triangular badge of the R.R.C.and in my own infinitely 
more humble collection, is the red, green and gold badge of the Emperor’s bodyguard.


