
The 1952 Boxing Bronzes -  "to solve 
this problem, which is a Finnish one”
By Bill Mallon

The 1952 O lym pic boxing co m p e titio n  consisted  of 

ten classes, w hich were d om inated by United States' 

boxers, who won five gold medals. They won no bronze 

medals in 1952, which is not surprising, because at least 

o rig in ally , there were no bronze m edals aw arded in 

1952 boxing.

At the Olym pic boxing ch a m p io n sh ip s from 1920 to 

1914.8, the losing se m i-fin a lists always fought a deciding 

bout to see w h ich  of th em  w o uld  receive a bronze 

m e d a l. B e g in n in g  in  1956, the bronze m e dals were 

sim ply awarded to both losing se m i-fin a lists and it has 

rem ained th at way since. But 1952 was different. The 

"1952 Official Report" noted as follows:

As reco m m en d ed  by the AIBA (A ssociation In te rn a -  

t io n a le  de Boxe A m ateu r), G o ld  a n d  S ilv e r  M ed als  

o n ly  were aw arded. The losers in  the s e m i-f in a ls  were 

not, as p reviou sly, m atch ed  fo r  Bronze M ed a ls; in ­

stead, both were a w ard ed  d ip lo m as. Their n a t io n a l 

f la g s  a lso  were h o isted  a t  Victory Cerem on ies. This 

decision  in  regard  to m e d als afterw ards gav e  rise to 

criticism . S eeing that there were three m e d als fo r  a ll  

other sports, the exception m ad e in the case o f  boxing  

w as fe lt  to be n o tin  h arm ony w ith the whole. The AIBA

ce rta in ly  m e an t w ell, the id e a  b e in g  to sp a re  tired 

boxers the strain o f  a n  extra bout.'

This decision  w as taken at the 2nd AIBA Congress in 

Kobenhavn in 1950. Volker <luge notes that "The losers 

of the two s e m i-f in a ls  w ould be placed eq u a lly  third. 

The IOC agreed to th is in 1951 on the condition that no 

bronze m edals w o uld  be given to them . The t h ir d - 

placed boxers were invited to the podium at the medal 

ceremony, but they were given only d ip lom as.”*

This decision by the IOC appears to have been taken 

at the a V  IOC Session in W ien, Austria, held from 7 -10  

May 1951. In h is m onograpns on the IOC Sessions, Wolf 

Lyberg appears to m e n tio n  th is , a lth o u g h  th ere is 

an apparent typographical error. On p. 52, he notes, 

"2) Proposal FIBA. Was accepted, but not to distribute 

bronze m edals to the two teams that lost the sem ifinals. 

A match for th ird  place had to be p laye d . " 3 There is 

no other m ention of the boxing decision in an y of the 

IOC Sessions from th at era, and it appears th at Lyberg 

mistook FIBA (basketball) for AIBA (boxing), as there was 

a deciding match for the bronze medals in 1952 Olympic 

basketball.



T h is is  co n firm ed  from th e m in u te s o f the 1951 IOC 

Session1* in which this topic is listed as Item 14(c) on the 

agenda, in the original French, "F.l. B o xe :... m edailles 

de bro nze po ur les d e m i-f in a lis t e s  p e rd a n ts, les 

epreuves pour Ia troisieme place n'etant pas prevues. "5 

The Session m in u tes then state, "Federation In ter­

n a tio n a le  de Boxe. Les pro position s so um ises sont 

acceptee a ('exclusion de Ia rem ise des m e daille s de 

bronze aux d em i-fin aliste s perdants ..."6

The “1952 Official Report" has some photographs and 

captions that support this. On p. uou, two featherweight 
boxers are shown on and near a sm all podium , with the 

caption reading, "[Jan] Zachara [TCH-gold] and [Sergio] 

Caprari [ITA -silver] receive th e ir  m e d a ls ." 7 No other 

boxers are shown and on ly these two are noted to be 

receiving m edals. However, on p. 417, the lig h t-h e a v y - 

w eight ceremony is pictured, w ith two boxers standing 

on the 3,d place step of the podium .8

So sh o u ld  th e  lo s in g  s e m i-f in a l is t s  in  19 52 be 
considered bronze m e d a llists , as they stood at the 

medal ceremony, and were awarded diplom as, but not 
actually bronze m edals? Well, the story does not end in 

1952. In 1970 the Finnish Boxing Association and the AIBA 

took steps to correct the m issin g i952 bronze medals.

On 17 March 1970, Atle Salokangas, President of the 

Finnish Boxing Association, wrote to Lt. Col. Rudyard H. 

Russell, President of the AIBA concerning the 1952 bronze 
m edal problem . He wrote, "A certain boxer who had 

lost in the sem ifinals of the Helsinki Olympics explained 

some tim e ago how annoying it is as he has a framed d i­

plom a at hom e on the wall which certifies that he was 

placed third in h is cat[h]egory of the Helsinki Olympic 

boxing. People then ask to be shown this bronze medal 

and he then has to inform  th at he has never received 

o ne."9T h e  rem ainder o f t h is  letter goe son:

Within our board we discussed the m e d al-q uestion  that 

h a d  thus arise n  a n d  we rea lise d  that at a ll O lym pic  

G am e s before a n d  after the H e ls in k i G am e s bronze  

m ed als h ad  been distributed in  boxing, a n d  thus the 

H e lsin k i Olym pics were the o n ly  on es w here n obod y  

got one. This is acco rd in g  to ou r o p in io n  a f la g r a n t  

injustice towards those20  boxers w ho d u ring the cere­

m o ny o f  distributing m edals stood on the victors'stand  

as you  certainly well remember. They are ju st  as entitled 

to get a  m e d a l as were those boxers w ho ach iev ed  

corresponding results a n d  got their bronze m e d als at 

the Melbourne, Rome, Tokyo a n d  Mexico Olympics.

At the H elsin k i G am es the present system w as adopted  

fo r the first tim e acco rding to w hich there is no m atch  

fo r the bronze m edal, bu t each one h av in g  lost in  the 

se m ifin a ls  is  p la ce d  th ird  i.e . as bron[x]e m e d alist. 

The decision about this seem s to have been m ad e ju st  

before the Olym pics a n d  the question o f  distrib uting  

bronze m edals seem s to have been open at that stage, 

a n d  fo r that reason no m ed als were distributed. Later

on the questions solved as to the M elbourne Olympics 

a n d  p ro b ab ly  th is w a s fo rgotten  a s  to the H e ls in k i 

Gam es.

Be it a s  it m ay, we a n y w a y  co n sid er the fa c t  th at no 

b ro n ze m e d a ls  w ere d istr[u ]b u te d  a t  the H e ls in k i 

G a m e s a s  b e in g  e x tre m e ly  i l lo g ic a l a n d  u n ju st.  
B rin g in g  th is to a  p o in t  o n e m ig h t s a y  th at a t the 

H elsin k i Gam es these 20 boxers were p u n ish e d  due to 

the fa c t  that the question h a d  not been solved clearly  

a n d  ju s t ly  enough.

On the b a sis  of the aforem en tion ed I w ent together 

w ith Valle Resko,'0 the ch a irm a n  o f  o u r a sso ciatio n , 

to n ego tiate  ab o u t the m atter w ith baron  Erik von  

Frenckell." H e im m e d ia te ly  a n d  co m p le te ly  agreed  

with ou r o p in io n s a n d  inform ed that the m ed als that 

h a d  not been distributed could now  be distributed a nd  

p relim inarily  the Exhibition H all in connection with the 

S ca n d in a v ia n  Cham pio n sh ip s. We thus co nsid ered it 

as a  m atter o f  course, especially as the F in nish  Olympic 

Com m ittee h a d  n o th in g  a g a in s t  it, that the m ed als  

sh o u ld  be de live red  as soo n  a s  p o ssib le  to a ll those 

20  boxers who fo r a lm ost 18 years h av e been w ithout 

these im po rtan t tokens o f  recognition o f  their sports 

careers. As the S cand in avia n Cham pionships were near  

at h a n d  we th o u g h t it su itab le  to try a n d  distribute  

them  in  the sam e p lace where they h a d  been gain ed . 

So we sent o u r in vitatio n to a ll 20 boxers from  a ll over 

the world. We know  that scarcely a nyo n e o f  them w ill 

have a  possibility to travel here, but we w anted to give  

them the chance to get their m edals here. Our intention  

is to se n d  the m e d als  to th eir a sso ciatio n s w hen we 

have received their answ ers.

We are st ill of the o p in io n  that n ow  a s the m istake o f  

the H e ls in k i G am e s h av e been  b ro u g h t to d a y lig h t  

o n e s h o u ld  try to correct it  as soon a s  p o ss ib le . For 

that reason w e a lso  the steps e x p la in ed  above w ith ­

out lo sin g  a n y  time. We can not believe that AIBA or IOC 

w an ts to object to the correction o f  this m istake that 

h appened 18 years ago.

We are very sorry i f  we h ave v iolated  the fo rm alities, 

but we believe that yo u  w ill u nderstan d that we h ave  

acted o n ly  according to sportsm anship  a n d  ju stice .'1

The O lym pic b ronze 

m e d a l t h a t w as 

w ith h e ld  fro m  the 

th ird -p la c e d  boxers 

fo r tw o  decade s (left). 

O pposite: in co m p lete 

v ic to ry  cere m o nie s: 

w h ile  in  th e  lig h t ­

h e a vy w e ig h t d iv is io n , 

w o n  by the A m erican  

N orvel Lee, the 

p o d ium  w a s fu lly  

o ccu p ie d . T he tw o 

th ir d -p la c e d  boxers 

w ere a b sen t a t 

fe a th e rw e ig h t.

Far le ft : Jan Zachara 

(Czecho slovakia) w ith  

th e  gold m e d a l, the 

Ita lia n  Sergio  Cap rari 

too k s ilv e r.
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Not a m ista k e : the 

p o d ium  fo r th e  second 

placed boxer 

re m ain e d  em pty, 

be cause the Swede 

Ing e m ar Jo ha nsso n 

w a s d is q u a lif ie d  for 

p a ss iv ity  in  th e  f in a l 

ve rsu s A m erican 

H. E d w ard  Sand ers.

As Jo ha nsso n la ter 

ha d  a n  e x e m p lary  

p ro fe ss io n a l career, 

he be cam e w o rld  

ch a m p io n  o n 26"1 June 

1959 a g a in st Floyd 

P atte rso n  (USA).

The Sw ed ish NOC 

p e titio n e d  th e  IOC on 

f iv e  o ccasio ns from  

1969 o n w a rd s, a sk in g  

th a t th e  s ilv e r  m edal 

be re sto re d . T he IOC 

f in a lly  agreed  in  1981 

an d  th e  m e d a l w as 

ha n d e d  over a t a 

cerem o ny in  

G o the n b u rg  in  1983 

(p h o to  b elow ).

Now strangely, Russell answered Salokangas four days 

before the above letter w as w ritte n. It appears th at 

Salokangas first forwarded the c ircu lar lette' he had 

sent to the losing se m i-f in a lists ,’3 and Russell answered 
that letter:

T h a n k  y o u  f o r  s e n d in g  m e a co p y  o f  the c irc u la r  

letter yo u  h av e sen t to the Fed eratio ns to w hich  the 

lo sin g  s e m i-f in a lis t s  in  the H e ls in k i O lym pic Boxing  

co m p etitio n  b e lo n g ed . I see fro m  th is th at y o u  are 

su ggesting  presenting bronze m edals to those boxers, 

a ltho u g h  they were not a ctu a lly  a w ard ed  in  the 1952 

O lym pic G am es. As yo u  say, this w as because we did  

n o to n  that occasion ho ld  3'd-  place contests a s  we h ad  

don e in the London Olympics m 1948.

O f co u rse , O ly m p ic  m e d a ls  a re  a  m a tte r f o r  the  

In te rn atio n a l O lym pic Com m ittee (IOC), through the

O rgan ising  Committee o f  each Olympics, a n d  they are  

the people who are a ctu ally  concerned with presenting  

the m edals to the boxers entitled to them. It is not thus 

really a matter fo r  the n atio n al boxing association, but 

fo r the IOC a n d  the O rgan ising Committee concerned.

I wonder, therefore, i f  y o u  h av e  been in  touch w ith  

Baron Erik von Frenckell about this, as Chairm an  o f  the 

O rg an isin g  Com m ittee. As y o u  know, he d e clin e d  to 

allo w  [Ingem ar] Johansson  to receive the silver m edals 

after b eing d isq u a lif ie d  in the f in a ls , so he m ay h ave  

so m e th in g  to sa y  ab o u t g iv in g  them  to the lo s in g  

se m i-f in a lists  if  the IOC h a d  not at that time agreed to 

them receiving them.

If  he, a n d  the IOC, are however, agreeable, then I think  

the a p p ro a ch  s h o u ld  be m a d e  th ro u g h  AIBA, a s  it 

concerns a  n um b er o f  affiliated associations, several o f  

w hom  are o f course outside Europe.

M an y su ch  boxers w o u ld  o f  co urse n ot be a b le  to 

undertake the jo u rn e y  to Helsin ki w hich m igh t involve  

them in considerable travelling a n d  time, so perhaps it 

w o uld be rather in vid io u s to present to som e a n d  not 

to others, but it co uld  o f  course be do n e through the 

N atio nal Olympic Committee o f  theirs, i f  that is the wish  

o f the IOC a n d  the Helsin ki O rganising Committee.

As tim e is short I  a m  se n d in g  a  copy o f  th is letter to 

Baron von Frenckell

But were the bronze medals even available to distribute 

in 1970? It appears th a t they w ere. Vesa T ikand er, a 
researcher at the Sports Museum of Finland in Helsinki, 

was instrumental in information on this topic. He wrote 

in an e -m a il,  "The required num ber of bronze medals 
(20) was a v a ila b le  in the Sports Museum of F in la n d , 

w here spare m e d a ls had been  depo sited  after the 

Gam es. " ’5

So w ith the im prim atur of Erik von Frenckell, Finnish 

IOC M ember in 1970, and Chairm an of the Organising 

Com m ittee of the 1952 Olym pic Gam es, and support 

from the AIBA and President Rudyard Russell, all that 

rem ained was to contact t he IOC. Th is w as done in a 

letter of 28 March 1970 from Kirsti Ek lu n d, A ssistant 

Secretary of the Finnish Olympic Committee.

R e: A p r o p o s a l o f  th e  F in n is h  A m a t e u r  B o x in g  

A ssociation co ncernin g the distribution o f  the bronze  

m e d a ls  f o r  the lo s in g  se m ifin a lists  in  the H e ls in k i 

Olym pic Boxing competition in  1952.

The F in n ish  O lym p ic Com m ittee hereb y w ish  to ask  

yo u r o p in io n  in the abovem ention ed [sic] matter. We 

w ish to m ake this question clear fo r  us a s one n atio n al 

O lym pic com m ittee. F o r  obta in in g  m ore lig h t  on this 

m atter we enclo sed the correspondence between the 

Am ateur Boxing In tern atio n al Association (AIBA) a n d  

o u r n a t io n a l F in n is h  A m a te u r B o x in g  A sso cia tio n  

(FABA).



Our question is  fo llo w/in g :

Can th e F in n is h  O lym p ic Co m m ittee re le a se  these  

b ro n ze m e d a ls  w ith  th e p e rm iss io n  o f  the In te r ­

n a t io n a l O ly m p ic  C o m m ittee to th e FABA f o r  the  

forw ard distributing as FABA h as proposed?

B ecau se the tim e is sh o rt y o u r a n sw e r a s  so o n  as  

possible by cable i f  possible is very m uch a p preciated:b

Atthis time the Secretary-General of the IOC was Monique 

Berlioux, w ho basica ly ran the IOC on a d a y -t o -d a y  

basis as IOC P resident Avery Brundage w as not based 

in Lausanne. Berlioux answered the F inn ish  Olym pic 

Committee on both 6 A pril and 8 April 1970. On 6 April she 

briefly wrote:
I d u ly  received yo u r letter co ncerning the distribution  

o f m edals, w hich I a m  sen d in g on to Mr. [Artur] Takac, 

the Technical Directo ', who w ill answ er yo u : 1

The f in a l a n sw er from  M me. B e rlio u x an d  th e  IOC 
w as not long in com ing. On 8 April she replied to von 

Frenckell in French, obviously after a short phone call. It 

appears that this letter was merely written confirmation 

of their conversation.

C e s t  a v e c g ra n d  p la is ir  q u e  j e  vous a i  en ten d u  au  

tele p h o n e ce m atin , et qu e n o u s avo n s p u  n o u s e n -  

treten ir d e Ia  lettre e m a n a n t  du  Com ite O lym p iq ue  

Fin lan d a is.

Je vous confirm e don e q u 'il  etait in u tile  d 'in terv en ir  

a u p re s  du  Co m ite  In te r n a t io n a l O ly m p iq u e  p o u r  

resoudre ce problem e ?, q u i est un problem e fin la n d a is .  

V eu ille s croire, Che:  M onsieur, en m es b ie n  f id e le s  

pensees.

[It  is  w ith  g reat p le a su re  to sp e a k  w ith  y o u  o n  the 

p h o n e this m orning, a n d  to discuss the letter from  the 

Fin n ish  Olym pic Committee.

I ca n  co nfirm  th at t w a s therefore u n n e ce ssa ry  to 

in tervene w ith the In te rn atio n a l O lym pic Committee 

to solve this problem , w hich is a Fin nish  one.'6 

Please believe, Sir, in  m y very fa ith fu l thoughts. ] '9

So it appears that the OC, v ia Mme. Berlioux, gave tacit 

approval to distribute the bronze m edals from the 1952 

Olym pic boxing tournam ent, although it appears she 

had no such authority to do so. There is no m ention of 

any IOC decision concerning the m edal d istribution in 

Lyberg's book on the IOC Sessions, for those sessions in 

1970 and 1971.20 There s also no m ention of the topic in 

the minutes of the IOC Sessions.21

It's good thatthe IOC supported this decision, because 

by the time of the lette'sfrom Mme. Berlioux, the medals 

had already been aw arded to six of the losing se m i­

finalists atth ei952 Olympics. A medal ceremony was held 

at the Scandinavian Boxing Cham pionships that were 

held at the Messuhall in Helsinki on 2 April 1970, which 

had also been the venueforthei952 tournament.

Because of the short notice, however, only five of the For a lm o st thre e

20 se m i-f in a lists  appeared at the ceremony. As w ould decad e s, it . -C o i.

be expected, the four Finnish bronze m edallists -  Erkki Rud y ard  h . R ussell had

Pakkanen, Erkki M allenius, Harry Siljan der, and llkka a  fo rm a tive  in flu e n c e

Koski -  were there and they were jo in e d  by G unther on A IBA: f irst  as its

Heidem ann of West Germany. Boris Nikolov of Bulgaria H o n o ra ry Secretary,

also came to Finland but was late for the ceremony and th e n  as P resid ent since

received h is m edal the next day, 3 A pril, in a s im ila r  19 58 . D u rin g  the

ceremony. The other m edals were sent by post to the p re sid e ncy o f the

losing se m i-finalists from 1952. B rito n  t h e  t h ird

The difficulties over 1952 m edals did not end im 970. placers from  H e lsin k i

In the fin al match of the heavyweight d ivision in 1952, 1971 receive d th e ir

American Ed Sanders defeated Sw eden's Ingem ar J o - deserve d  bronze

hansson, when Johansson was disqualified for passivity, m e d als.

Because of th is  d is q u a lific a tio n , Johansson w as not 

awarded the silver medal.

Johansson turned professional in Decem ber 1952 and 

won the European professional heavyw eight title  in 

1956. ln  June 19 5 9  he fought Floyd Patterson for the world
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heavyw eight title, and won in a m ajor upset w hen he 

knocked down Patterson seven tim es in the third round 

before the referee stopped the bout. Patterson had also 

featured at the 1952 Olympics, w in nin g a gold m edal in 

the m iddlew eight d ivisio n. In 1960 Patterson regained 

the w orld professional heavyw eight crown w hen he 

defeated Johansson in a re -m a tch . Patterson w ould 

w in another fight with Johansson in 1961, and those two 

losses were the only defeats in the Swede's professional 

career, w hich ended after 1963, with a record o f 26 wins 

and those 2 losses. Sanders would also turn professional, 

but it would not e n d  w e ll.  ln Decem ber 1954 he fought for 

the New England heavyweight title, but was knocked out 

by W illie Jam es. He never regained consciousness and 

died from his head injuries a few days later.

In 1982 the IOC d ecided to aw ard the silv e r m edal 

from the 1952 heavyweight division to Johansson, who 

received it at a special ceremony. That same year, he and 

Patterson also ran the New York Marathon together.

So som etim es it takes a few years before the "fin al"  

results of the Olympic Games can actually be declared. At 

least for the losing sem i-finalists in the 1952 tournament, 

th ey d id  ev e n tu a lly  receive bronze m e d a ls. Should 

they be considered bronze m edallists in 1952 Olympic 

boxing? It appears that the Finnish Boxing Association 

and the AIBA did attempt to correct th is situation and 

obtain official support from the IOC. While the absolutely 

correct chan nels may have been circumvented in this 

situation, and there has never been an y official word 

from the IOC concerning the 1952 bronze medal ceremony 

in 1970, there has also never been an official IOC state­

ment stating that the losing sem i-finalists should not be 
considered bronze medallists. As the following 20 boxers 

d id  eve ntu ally  receive m edals, in a d ecision at least 

supported by the AIBA, and with what appears to be tacit 

approval from the IOC, it seems reasonable to include 

them in any list of Olympic bronze medallists. ■

I  T h e  1 9 5 2  O ly m p ic  B r o n z e  M e d a ll is t s  ;

Fly w e ig ht A natoly B ulako v (URS) W illie  Tow eel(RSA)

B antam w eig ht KangJoonH o(KO R) G e n n a d y G arbuzov (URS)

Feathe rw eig ht Joseph V e n ta ja  (FRA) Leonard Leisching(FRA )

L ightw eight GheorgheFiat(R O U ) Erkki P akkanen(FIN )

Lig ht-W elterw . Erkki M a llen ius (FIN) Bruno V is in tin  (ITA)

W elterw eight Vikto r Jorgensen (DEN) G u n the r H eid em an n (FRG)

L ig ht-M id d le w . B o risT lsh in(U R S) Eladio  H errera (ARG)

M iddlew eight StigSjb lin(SW E) Boris N ikolov(BUL)

L ig h t-H e a v y w . H arry S ilja n d e r (FIN) A n atoly  Perov(URS)

H e avyw e ig ht An d riesN iem an(R SA ) llkka Koski (FIN)
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