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In April 1932 the International Association of
Athletics Federations (IAAF), led by its flam-

boyant Swedish chairman, J. Sigfrid Edström, sus-
pended Paavo Nurmi for violating the amateur
regulations. Many athletics experts consider that
Nurmi was definitely the foremost runner of the
time, and some, particularly in our neighbouring
country to the East, see him as the world's fore-
most sportsman of all time. The decision shook the
world of sport and aroused particularly strong re-
actions in Finland. Edström became the most hated
person in Finland; in principle he bore the brunt
of the Finnish dissatisfaction alone. The ban led to
Finland boycotting all competition with Sweden
for three years. The inhabitants of Helsinki even re-
fused to travel on the city's trams; they were made
by the large Swedish company ASEA (the present
ABB), of which Edström was the managing director.
Threats were also directed against Swedish sports
officials and the Finnish aversion towards "big
brother Sweden" was fuelled as never before.2

The ban was extra sensitive as Edström, a Swede,
lay behind the decision. No other sporting incident
has caused such feelings of indignation between
Sweden and Finland. It was not only in these coun-
tries that Nurmi's ban created a stir. The American
Olympic historian John Lucas notes that Nurmi was
the world's leading sportsman after the First World
War and that the ban created headlines over the
whole world, in particular in Europe and the USA.3

The Nurmi affair was not only about sport, but
also, as will be seen in the article, about power,
racism and nationalism. The aim of what follows
is two-fold: firstly, to analyze the dramatic events
around the banning of Nurmi, and secondly to dis-
cuss the reasons behind the ban. The following is-
sues form the framework of the presentation:
Who were the main protagonists? How did they act?
Who took the initiative in banning Nurmi?
What consequences did the Nurmi affair have
for relations between Sweden and Finland?
In what wider perspective shall the Nurmi affair be
perceived?

Protagonists
The main protagonists in the Nurmi affair were not
just anybody They were or became central figures
in the world of sport and/or in society as a whole.
Here we have not only the above-mentioned Sigfrid
Edström (1870-1964) and Paavo Nurmi (1897-1973),
but also above all the future Finnish President and
national father figure Urho Kekkonen (1900-1986).
At the time of the ban he was the chairman of the
Finnish Athletics Association. Kekkonen, who had
been elected as chairman of the Finnish Athletics
Association when he was only 28 years of age, was
one of the representatives of the nationalist forces in
Finnish society around 1930, amongst other things
at the University of Helsinki.4 Another of the main
protagonists in Finland, Lauri Pihkala, belonged
to the extreme nationalist forces in Finnish society
and was politically way out on the right wing, un-
like Kekkonen from the Centre Party

The other main protagonist, Sigfrid Edström,
was Sweden's leading industrialist for a long pe-
riod of time, with great influence over industry,
society and sport. He had been the chairman of
the IAAF since its formation in 1913, and was a
member of the IOC and eventually President of the
IOC between 1946 and 1952. He also held several
top positions within the national and international
sports movement for decades.5

Nurmi has remained something of a popular
hero in Finland in our time as well. His halo was not
tarnished after the ban in 1932, quite the opposite.
Nurmi was considered to be a victim of Swedes'
envy and nit-picking. In Finland the decision to ban
Nurmi was considered to be wrong and this is still
the case.6 There is a great deal of well-known evi-
dence that in Finland people refuse to see him as a
"cheat"7, one of many in the world of sport in the
1930s, but as a hero. As is well-known, Nurmi was
given the honourable assignment of lighting the
Olympic flame at the Olympic stadium before the
Olympic Games in Helsinki in 1952, together with
the legendary Finnish runner Hannes Kolehmainen.
A statue of Nurmi also stands outside the magnifi-
cent arena. Upon his death in 1973 Nurmi was given
a state funeral, an honour that has only been be-
stowed on a few Finnish sportsmen.

* The article was published originally in the Proceedings of the 8th International Symposium for Olympic Research, "Cul-
tural Imperialism in Action: Critiques in the Global Olympic Trust" edited by N. Crowther, R.K. Barney and M. Heine.
With kind permission by the editors.
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The fact that Nurmi lit the flame in 1952 must
have been provocative for Edström, who was the
IOC President at the time and present at the opening
ceremony. He resigned at the time of the Olympic
Games in 1952 due to old age when he was 82.
His successor was Edström's "pupil" and personal
friend, Avery Brundage (1887-1995). In his capacity
as President of the Amateur Athletic Union, he was
also active in the banning of Nurmi. The aim of this
article is to show that the initiative behind investi-
gating Nurmi's amateur status came from athletics
circles in the USA and not from Edström, as is gen-
erally claimed in both Sweden and Finland.

Even today Nurmi and the banning of Nurmi
arouse feelings in Finland. In 1999 the Finland-
Swede sports journalist Stig Häggblom came out
with something resembling a book of memoirs
with the title "Paavo Nurmi, Viljo Heino och Urho
Kekkonen". His relationship to Nurmi is that of
the admirer: "I propose Paavo Nurmi as the great-
est sportsman of the century. It could perhaps be
said that he is the sportsman of the millennium."8

Unlike many in Finland, Häggblom admits that
Nurmi was guilty. He had, according to Häggblom,
earned a fortune from his running, a fortune that
he managed well as a building contractor after his
running career. According to Häggblom, Nurmi's
USA tour in 1925 generated:

"...more money than athletics had ever managed
to do previously. Those fees were not equalled,
and neither was the money that was involved
during Nurmi's second tour in 1929, which was
not as comprehensive (15 races), but still quite a
money-spinner."9

The decision to ban Nurmi was controversial for
above all two reasons. Firstly, it was made by the
IAAF, an organization that had two Swedes at the
top: Edström was the President and Bo Ekelund
was the Secretary General. Secondly, the Olympic
Games in Los Angeles were about to take place,
where it was thought, at least from the Finnish ho-
rizon, that Nurmi would take the gold in the mara-
thon in his farewell performance. Nurmi was 35
years old in 1932 and his career was on the way
down. In the Olympic Games in Paris in 1924 and
in Amsterdam in 1828, Nurmi won all of nine gold
medals. He is thereby one of the greats in Olympic
history.

Previous research
Paavo Nurmi's life and the events surrounding the
dramatic ban have attracted a wide variety of writ-
ers.10 The American Olympic historian, John Lucas,
has written an interesting article on Nurmi's tours
of the USA in 1925 and 1929. He believes that Nurmi

earned considerable sums of money on these
tours and that he returned home a "very wealthy
man". There are some more or less scientific con-
tributions in Sweden as well. The historian Ulf
Hamilton has written a short article on the banning
of Nurmi.11 The Finland-Swede and sports journal-
ist at Hufvudstadsbladet, Stig Häggblom, has writ-
ten, as was mentioned above, an autobiography,
with the Nurmi affair as the underlying theme.
His conclusion is that the Nurmi affair ultimately
was not about Nurmi but about Kekkonen's actions
vis-à-vis Sweden. Kekkonen caused Edström and
Ekelund a great deal of irritation when he arbitrar-
ily decided to discontinue the Finnkampen athlet-
ics meeting in 1931.12

In the IOC's official monumental work The
International Olympic Committee. One hundred
years the Nurmi affair is hardly dealt with. On the
other hand a good picture is given of the IOC's in-
creasing interest in violations of the amateur regu-
lations around 1930. In Allen Guttmann's excellent
biography of Brundage, The Games must go on,
the Nurmi affair is only mentioned fragmentarily.
However, Guttmann claims that Brundage thought
that Nurmi's punishment was too harsh, which
contradicts the accepted picture of Brundage want-
ing harsher punishment.13 In the material reviewed
it is clear that Brundage was one of the initiators
of the Nurmi investigation and that he never ques-
tioned the severity of the punishment.

The period between the two wars: the amateur
question in focus - the idealistic new order be-
comes generally accepted
The Nurmi affair is often seen as an isolated inci-
dent, an individual IAAF action under the lead-
ership of Sigfrid Edström aimed at Paavo Nurmi.
This view is grossly simplified, not to say wrong.
During the 1920s the official international sports
establishment began to take an increasing interest
in the amateur question, or as they called it, "cor-
ruption within sport". For example, the IOC had
adopted a resolution at its congress in Prague in
1925, where Edström was the chairman, concern-
ing a new amateur definition of its own. The IOC
determined that:

"The following are ineligible to take part in the
Olympic Games:
anyone who is, or knowingly has become, a pro-
fessional in his sport or in any other sport;
anyone who has received reimbursement or com-
pensation for loss of salary."14

According to IOC regulations it was thus forbidden
to accept money, even compensation for loss of earn-
ings. This led to many sportsmen and sportswomen
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with limited financial resources not being able to
compete internationally. One further consequence
of the breakthrough of the new idealistic order was
that under the table black money became common,
with several high profile bannings of top sportsmen
as a consequence, of whom Nurmi was just one.
In 1925 the IOC also decided that each Olympic
competitor would sign a declaration : "I, the under-
signed, declare on my honour that I am an amateur
according to the Olympic Rules of Amateurism."15

During the rest of the 1920s, the discussion
around the amateur question was intensive within
the IOC. In 1930 the rules were further tightened,
which amongst other things led to football tempo-
rarily leaving the Olympic family and instead or-
ganizing its own World Cup, which was arranged
for the first time in 1930 in Montivideo in Uruguay.
After the Nurmi affair the IOC made its amatuer
regulations even more stringent on the initiative
of Edström.16 My point is that there was a desire
around 1930 on the part of the IOC and the IAAF
to really clean up regarding the amateur question
and to produce clear rules and regulations for both
officials and active sportsmen and sportswomen.

Racism, Finnish nationalism and the
Finnkampen
The Nurmi affair must be put in a contemporary
Finnish-Swedish context. Sports relations were
tense around 1930 and the wave of nationalism that
spread through Finland, which must have been no-
ticed by its neighbour, contributed to this.

The Swedish sports newspaper, Idrottsbladet,
closely covered the Nurmi affair and was happy to
report the fierce Finnish press reactions. Under the
headline "Nationalist frenzy in the Finnish sporting
world"17 threatening letters and the like that the edi-
torial staff and Swedish sports officials had received
were reported on. In the opinion of the newspaper
the Finnish dissatisfaction was linked to the change
that had taken place in the ranks of sports officials
in Finland. The President-to-be, Kekkonen, was not
popular in Sweden at the time. In 1928 Kekkonen
was elected as chairman of the Finnish Athletics
Association, which did not escape Edström's atten-
tion. In a letter to the IOC President Baillet-Latour,
Edström wrote: "Kekkonen is a pure Finn and hates
von Frenckell who is a Swedish Finn."18

The international athletics meetings between
Sweden and Finland were marked by scandalous
scenes around 1930. The press also contributed to
the inflamed atmosphere and the discord between
the countries. Idrottsbladet published more or less
racist articles. In 1931 the troubles came to a head.
The spectators' behaviour was also considered
scandalous and the press reacted strongly, which
resulted in Kekkonen flying into a temper and de-

ciding to break off the Finnkampen international
meetings against Sweden. Kekkonen informed the
top Swedish athletics officials of this in a dramat-
ic speech at the banquet (!) after the Finnkampen
meeting in 1931. He mainly blamed the hostile tone
in Swedish newspapers.

Kekkonen's speech came as a real bombshell at the
banquet. Sweden did not want the Finnkampen in-
ternational athletics meetings to stop and Kekkonen
was severely criticized. His decision remained un-
changed, however, until 1939, when the Finnkampen
was resumed. It was thus "little brother" who
declined cooperation, to the Swedes' annoyance.
Kekkonen had, according to Häggblom, trodden on
"big brother's" toes and the Swedes were not used
to that. According to Häggström, it was Edström's
opinion that Kekkonen should be punished for his
behaviour and this was best done by banning Finnish
athletics' greatest star, Paavo Nurmi.19

The initiative in the investigation of Nurmi
In what follows the question of who took the initiative
in starting an investigation into Nurmi's violation of
the amateur regulations will be addressed. Previously
Edström and his constant right hand man, Bo Ekelund,
chairman of the Swedish Athletics Association, have
been considered to be the people mainly responsible
in this matter. The sources, however, show something
else! The initiative came from the USA and the cir-
cles around Avery Brundage, who wanted the Games
in Los Angeles to be free of "Pros". Here it can be
noted that the American historian Allen Guttmann,
who has written a good deal on the Olympic Games
and on Avery Brundage, is of the opinion that it was
not only Edström and Ekelund who lay behind the
decision, but also Brundage and the German, Karl
Ritter von Halt.20 Edström, Brundage and von Halt
were very good friends. They all belonged to the so
called "Beer Drinking Society".21

It was known at an early stage by senior Finnish
sports officials that sports stars, both Finnish and
also those from other countries, accepted money As
early as 1928 they began to become concerned about
Nurmi starting in Los Angeles in 1932. The follow-
ing is stated in a personal and confidential letter
from the Finnish official Lauri Pihkala to Brundage:

"We cannot deny Nurmi Purje and the others
amateur pass when they leave for the U.S.A. as
it impossible to prove how and where from they
have got their travelling expenses...Well, if you
want to, please control the men strictly and let
them know in due time that they should turn back
to Finland if they want to avoid suspension. My
personal opionion of Nurmis last trip over in your
country is that he did not run of pure interest, but
we were unable to prove anything of him."22
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Pikhala was thus aware of the money circus within
athletics and not least that surrounding Nurmi. It
is also interesting to see that as early as 1928 he
was concerned about what would happen in Los
Angeles. It should be added that he was a close
friend of Avery Brundage. Pihkala came to play a
central role in the Finnish defence of Nurmi after
he was banned in 1932.

Many people were thus aware of Nurmi's trans-
gressions, but they acted as if they knew nothing
about the money circus until the IOC and IAAF de-
cided to get tough.23 The lack of interest or rather
the hypocrisy was due to the fact that there was an
established unofficial culture in the world of sport
which had a more pragmatic attitude to violations
of the amateur regulations. This attitude was a vio-
lation of the idealistic ideology that Edström and
Brundage were fighting for. This pragmatism ap-
pears to have been great, not least in Finland, which
is interesting bearing in mind more recent disclo-
sures of doping and how these have been handled.

Now to the question of who took the initiative in
initiating an investigation of Nurmi. The Swedish
sports official Sven Låftman stated the following
shortly after the Nurmi affair:

"In Finland it was claimed that it was Swedish
actions that led to the verdict. This is probably not
true...It was principally pressure from America
that led to the verdict."24

It should be mentioned that Låftman was a sports
official in the Stockholm club IK Göta. An investi-
gation showed that Låftman and others had paid
money to foreign sportsmen, including Nurmi.25

Låftman's claim is highly interesting and is sup-
ported by the correspondence between Låftman
and American sports officials. A few examples by
way of illustration: at the end of the summer of 1931
the USA wanted to include violations of the ama-
teur regulations on the sporting agenda in the light
of the coming Olympic Games in Los Angeles. John
Gates, Athletic Director at Yale University, wrote to
Charles W. Kennedy at Princeton University. Gates
wanted to draw Kennedy's attention to the fact that
during a trip to Europe he had come to the realiza-
tion that everyone who was interested in athletics in
the Nordic countries was of the opinion that "Nurmi
should be barred from Olympic games competi-
tion". He also pointed out that the Nordic organi-
zations did not want to investigate Nurmi's ama-
teur status, but they wanted such an investigation
to be initiated by "The Olympic Committee". Cates'
letter led to extensive correspondence between sen-
ior sports officials in the USA in September 1931.
Kennedy wrote to Brundage on the matter and
then the snowball started to roll.26 Brundage was

of the opinion that the Board of the IAAF should
take up the question of Nurmi's amateur status.27

Låftman was also informed by Gates of the course
of events on the other side of the Atlantic. Gates
was concerned that his initiative would come to the
knowledge of others and wanted his involvement
to "be kept confidential".28 He thus realized the
sensitivity of the question in Sweden and Finland.

Sigfrid Edström decided to act in the light of the
Americans' initiative. He was, however, uncertain
about what strategy to apply. Edström was con-
cerned that an investigation of Nurmi would lead
to a failure and "a good deal of unpleasantness",
which can be seen in a letter to Ekelund:

"What shall we do in this matter? Personally
I am much in favour of keeping a tight rein on
stars who are secretly professionals, and this is
what Nurmi appears to be. But how can we ob-
tain evidence?"29

The above shows that the initiative to investigate
Nurmi's amateur status came from American sports
officials. It was thus not Edström or Ekelund who
took this fatal decision for Nurmi. This conclusion
is confirmed in a letter that Edström wrote to the
American Amateur Athletic Union before the IAAF
congress in Berlin in 1932:

"We received in the later part of the last year a
letter from your president Mr. Brundage, who
asked us to investigate if the renumeration for the
travelling expeses of Mr. Nurmi was in order."30

Nurmi's fall - the German tour
Even in the weeks before the IAAF suspended
Nurmi in Berlin on 3 April 1932, there was a lively
discussion in the Swedish press concerning Nurmi's
violation of the amateur regulations.31 It had thus
leaked out that a ban might be on the way. Nurmi
was also aware of this and briefly commented on
the possible ban. This is interesting from several
angles. In the first place, there was an air of resigna-
tion about Nurmi with respect to the future and in
the second place it may be interpreted as some kind
of admission. In the third place, it confirms the pre-
vailing culture within sport at the time - sportsmen
at the top level accepted money and most people
knew about it:

"I am already old, at least as a sportsman, so it
really does not worry me much if I am declared
unfit to compete.
If this should happen anyway, the same fate should
be prepared for all international talent, and the
associations that are dependent on them."32
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At the beginning of 1932 Edström and the IAAF
had thus had enough; it was time to go from words
to action. The rigid amateur regulations were not
only to be something on paper that was not com-
plied with. Edström sent a special communica-
tion to all of IAAF's members and demanded that
they took action against sportsmen violating the
amateur regulations. He also pointed out that pay-
ments were often made via a third party, who was
clearly a middleman, to make it more difficult to
prove allegations against the sportsman. Edström
demanded action:

"We wish you to carefully study if you in your
country any such offence has taken place. If you
find that any one - athlete or club - has offended
against the Amateur status of the I.A.A.F., we
ask you to punich him."33

How, then, would the IAAF go about putting the
amateur problem to rights? The tough and effective
method was chosen, namely making an example of
someone and they chose to take action against the
world's best athlete. It was thus not only Nurmi,
which is sometimes claimed in different contexts,
who was to be scrutinized, but all top internation-
al runners. Before the IAAF'S meeting in Berlin, six
Finnish runners stood accused, but Nurmi was the
only one to be finally suspended. In Poland there was
an investigation at the same time against the athlete
Stanislaw Patkiewicz and pending the result of the
investigation he was banned from all competition.34

The great French runner Jules Ladoumèque was
also banned by the French association at the same
time.35 Edström proudly informed the IOC President
Baillet-Latour that the IAAF was on the way to ban-
ning a number of semi-amateurs who wished to take
part in the Olympic Games in Los Angeles.36

In March 1932 Edström and the IAAF had ob-
tained evidence against Nurmi after an investi-
gation by the German Athletics Association. The
evidence was considered sufficient for a verdict of
guilty, but they had not thought about the fact that
Kekkonen was a lawyer, and the evidence brought
forward was scrutinized as lawyers are wont to
do.37 Kekkonen and the Finnish association found
that the evidence absolutely did not prove Nurmi's
guilt as they saw it. Edström wrote to the Finnish
association in his capacity as President of the IAAF.
He enclosed the documents that confirmed when,
where and how much money Nurmi had received
during his German tour. The Germans, with Karl
Halt von Ritter at the helm, had gone about things
thoroughly. Detailed information about the sums
of money that Nurmi had accepted were enclosed
with the letter to the Finnish association. However,
it turned out that the evidence was not so water-

tight and that it was difficult to truly prove that
Nurmi had accepted money.38 But this did not stop
Edström. It can be mentioned here that the German
Athletics Association was led by Ritter von Halt39, a
personal friend of Edström's, a member of the IOC
and a member of the Board of the IAAF, which also
explains the German thoroughness and the desire
to really obtain evidence against Nurmi. Von Halt
was severely criticized in the German newspapers
after Nurmi was banned, which Edström explained
with the fact that the journalists were semi-profes-
sional "and support the professional sport".40

In August 1932, almost a month after the final
ban, Idrottsbladet published the report that formed
the basis for the ban. There it was stated that there
was no evidence against Nurmi, except for one ex-
ception. He had accepted 300 dollars in connection
with a competition in Danzig. It was Idrottsbladet's
opinion that the IAAF had acted incorrectly. It
was even considered that a trap had been set for
Nurmi. However, it was pointed out that there was
no doubt that Nurmi was a professional, but they
reacted to the way of going about things and the
basis for the verdict.41

The German tour in 1932, which came to be
Nurmi's fall, gives some information about how
he acted at his meeting with the organizer. One of
the organizers writes to Fr. Hasseler, the Secretary
General of the German Athletics Association, about
his meeting with Nurmi:

"Greatly Honored Mr. Hassler!
I aknowledge receit of your letter of July 20th, and
submit the following three receipts:
M700.--signed by Iso Hallo for the 3 Fins
M300.-- " " Nurmi
M700.-- " " Sukzi for Nurmi
Nurmi refused absolutely to sign a receipt and
declared he had never signed a receipt. The mon-
ey, M1000.--, was presented to him in the pres-
ence of Sukzi, Boltze (1878), Dannenberg (1878),
Bankdirektor Luecke (1878) and Lohnhoff (1878).
The honorprize ( a beautiful vase with dedication)
was refused by Nurmi. Originally Nurmi de-
manded M 2500. I called his attention to the fact
that I could not pay more than M 1000.- - under
any circumstances, as I was under the impres-
sion that this amount would adequately cover his
travel expences. This negotiations, during which
the silent Finn was exeedingly talkative, lasted
1½ hours and took place in Nurmis room, to the
exclusion of the public."42

The senior Finnish sports officials were unable to
convince the IAAF that Nurmi was innocent. The
IAAF considered that the evidence was sufficient
and at its Board meeting in Berlin on April 3, 1932,
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it was decided to suspend Nurmi indefinitely. The
decision was not definitive but was valid until
the IAAF congress in Los Angeles, which was to
be held at the end of July immediately before the
Olympic Games. The IAAF Board had really met
in Berlin to discuss the "Ladoumèque case", but it
also took up the Nurmi affair. The following press
release was issued by the IAAF:

"The Board considered itself compelled, due to
several reports which showed severe violation of
the amateur regulations, to suspend the Finnish
runner Nurmi from all international competi-
tions until a definite decision has been made by
the Finnish athletics association..."43

The IAAF could not ban Nurmi itself, but formal-
ly it was, as has been previously mentioned, only
the Finnish Athletics Association that was able
to do so. It was thus the national association, not
the IAAF, that had ultimate power over its sports-
men. This very fact came to be the Finnish Athletics
Association's most important argument in trying to
get the IAAF's decision declared invalid.

The Finnish senior sports officials act
The ball was thereby in the court of Kekkonen and
the Finnish Athletics Association. How would they
react? Would they accept the suspension of Nurmi
or try to get him cleared? This was a challenge for
the lawyer Kekkonen. At the end of March 1932 the
Finnish Athletics Association had a meeting, where
it was determined that Nurmi had not accepted
one "penny" too much.44

Lauri Pihkala acted immediately after the deci-
sion to suspend Nurmi in Berlin and telegraphed
"confidentially" to Avery Brundage, the chairman
of the American Amateur Athletic Union. He was
obviously not aware of the fact that Brundage was
one of those who had taken the initiative in the ac-
tion against Nurmi, something which Brundage
did not make Pihkala aware of either. Brundage
admitted that the allegations against Nurmi were
serious, but not legally proven. Pihkala also came
with a disguised threat. Finland would possibly
not take part in the Los Angeles Olympic Games if
Nurmi was not acquitted: it would then be impos-
sible to finance the costs for the squad's travel and
board and lodging if the great star was not allowed
to participate.45

Brundage firmly advised Pihkala not to use the
Nurmi affair with the aim of giving their "star ath-
lete" advantages. In his opinion it would lead to
negative public opinion with regard to Finland in
the rest of the world. He also believed that most
people considered Nurmi to be innocent, but that
his case should of course be tried.46

The drama continued. Edström also complained
to Brundage about the attacks from the newspa-
pers in Sweden and Finland, but also added that
his Finnish friends had pointed out that "it is only
amongst the plebian population that they are dis-
pleased with disqualification of Nurmi."47

A letter from Pihkala to Brundage in 1934 fur-
ther reveals that he had as early as 1931 advised the
Finnish Athletics Association not to send Nurmi
to Los Angeles as his reputation in the USA was
doubtful. Pihkala also stated that Nurmi had asked
him for advice as to whether he should retire af-
ter the ban in April or continue. Pihkala advised
him to continue to train, as otherwise it would
have been impossible to bring in enough money
for the trip from sponsors of the Finnish Olympic
squad!48 Again it is clear that the Finns were aware
of Nurmi's professionalism, but that they refused
to acknowledge it.

On April 1849 Kekkonen and Sinisalo, the chair-
man and secretary, respectively, of the Finnish
Athletics Association, replied to Edström and the
IAAF. In his capacity as a lawyer Kekkonen chose
to try to clear Nurmi on the basis of legal techni-
calities of principle instead of trying to refute the
allegations in the actual issue, the violation of the
amateur rules.

Kekkonen probably knew that there was no point
in claiming that Nurmi was innocent, since as stat-
ed above it was an established unofficial truth that
top athletes earned a great deal of money from their
sport. One Finnish sports official was of the opinion
that the Finnish bitterness was due to the fact that
it was just Nurmi that had become the scapegoat
in an "accepted system". He considered that Nurmi
was clearly a professional. The official claimed that
he himself could incriminate more than ten other
athletes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the
timing was poor. It was going to be Nurmi's last sea-
son and the Olympic Games in Los Angeles would
be his great farewell performance.50

Kekkonen pointed out that interviews had been
held with Nurmi, in which he denied having ac-
cepted money. "Likewise he denied having ob-
tained on his German tour any travelling expenses
above the amounts he duly wrote receipts for."

Kekkonen's defence can be summarized in the
following points:
The German allegations were based on hearsay
and suspicions
No-one should be suspended without a hearing
The IAAF'S rules had not been followed. The
Federation was not able to suspend any sportsman,
but only to give recommendations. It was up to the
national association to decide on a ban.
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Kekkonen ended the letter by demanding that
the ban on Nurmi be lifted as soon as possible and
that all members of the IAAF should be informed
of this decision.51 The letter is formally written, and
its tone is one of great bitterness with regard to the
IAAF's actions.

Edström replied immediately for he was a man of
action. He asked the Finnish Athletics Association six
questions. He demanded that they be answered with
a yes or a no by 15 May at the latest. The questions
were about whether Nurmi had accepted money at
different places. One question was about whether
he had left without paying the hotel bill in Danzig!
Question 1 can serve as an example of the type of
question: "Has Mr. Nurmi duing his stay in Berlin
in September and Oktober 1931 received any money
outside the sum for which ha has given receipts?"52

Kekkonen och Sinisalo replied that when inter-
viewed, Nurmi had answered no to all the questions
with the exception of the fact of having left the hotel
without paying the bill. There they referred to the fact
that it was common practice among organizers that
they always paid for this cost in northern Europe. The
letter again ended with the wish that Nurmi's ban be
lifted as soon as possible. There was thus a deadlock
between the parties involved, to say the least!

The banning of Nurmi caused great concern
amongst the American organizers of the Olympic
Games. William Garland of the organizing commit-
tee in Los Angeles telegraphed to Edström. In his
opinion the news concerning Nurmi was disturbing
and he emphasized that all of the USA wanted to
see Nurmi run. Garland, a successful businessman
in Los Angeles had invested a lot of money and
prestige in Games, was of course worried when one
of the super stars was not participating. Edström
replied slightly irritably that Nurmi had accepted
large sums of money and that it would go against the
grain for him to see a professional standing amongst
amateurs and swearing the Olympic oath.53

Edström on the defensive?
At this point Edström appears to be a trifle uncer-
tain about how he should proceed in the Nurmi af-
fair. Should he continue to push the granite-hard
line or should he give in and lift the ban on Nurmi
pending the IAAF congress in Los Angeles? In an
interview Edström stated: "The logical consequence
is probably that the Board (IAAF'S, my comment)
will lift the suspension of Nurmi that was decid-
ed on in Berlin." In a circular letter in May 1932
to the members of the IAAF Board Edström was
also of the opinion that the suspension should be
lifted.54 He also stated in the interview that it was
conceivable for Nurmi to go to Los Angeles, but on
the other hand new facts could come to light that
were damaging for the Finnish runner.55 Edström

had probably realized that Nurmi could not be
banned on the basis of the IAAF's regulations. But,
as can be seen below, Edström's hesitancy soon
proved to be temporary or possibly just a front to
appease public opinion in Finland, which was, to
put it mildly, irritated. Edström was a man of prin-
ciple who did not change his mind just like that. In
a letter to the members of the IAAF Board Edström
pointed out that he had contacted the German
Athletics Association with a view to obtaining fur-
ther evidence against Nurmi. At the same time he
put a gag on IAAF Board members. They were not
to make a statement to the press.56 No further evi-
dence against Nurmi was found, but this did not
prevent Edström and the IAAF from refusing to lift
the ban, The question was taken up by the IAAF
Board pending the IAAF congress in Los Angeles.
Both the French and the English delegate were of
the opinion that the suspension should continue to
apply, as the evidence against Nurmi was "abso-
lutely damning".57 The chairman of the French as-
sociation, Joseph Genets, was of the opinion that
the Berlin decision could not be changed. Nurmi
should be banned.58

In this context it is important to remember that
the Nurmi affair was of secondary importance to
the French. There the ban on Ladoumèque was
in focus. The French magazine Auto claimed that
Nurmi should be definitively disqualified before
the Olympic Games in Los Angeles. If this did not
happen the magazine considered that Ladoumèque
should also be given the opportunity of participat-
ing, "especially as the evidence against Nurmi is
stronger that that against Ladoumèque".59 The
French were irritated about the inconsistency that
existed between how Ladoumèque and Nurmi were
being treated. The former was suspended both na-
tionally and internationally while Nurmi strangely
enough was classed as a so-called national amateur
by the Finnish Athletics Association, but as a pro-
fessional internationally. As has been previously
mentioned, this was due to the fact that the Finnish
Athletics Association refused to accept the IAAF'S
verdict .60 Nurmi competed in Finland and also on
one occasion in Estonia as well after the ban.61

The IAAF Board was thus united in its view
of Nurmi's suspension , with the exception of the
Hungarian member Stankovits. We see here that it
was not just Edström who acted vis-à-vis Nurmi,
but the whole of the IAAF Board, with one excep-
tion. Edström stressed this fact in a letter to the
Finnish sports official Ernst Krogius, who did not
want Nurmi's future to be decided in Los Angeles.
He was afraid of the unrest that could break out.
Edström said that he alone could not change the
decisions that the IAAF made .62
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Kekkonen's claim that the IAAF Board had acted
in contravention of the rules was, as far as can be
judged, correct. The Board did not have the authority
to ban individual sportsmen, but rather it was up to
the national association. Edström was aware of this,
of course, and therefore it was decided to change the
statutes at the IAAF congress in Los Angeles. The
proposal meant that that the Board would have the
authority to ban sportsmen temporarily or for good
if they violated the amateur rules. Kekkonen drew
attention to this fact and he again demanded that the
ban on Nurmi should be lifted for formal reasons.63

The Finnish sports officials, however, stated that the
paragraph could in no way be interpreted in the way
that the IAAF had done. Furthermore, they won-
dered, and apparently justifiably, why the IAAF'S
rules and regulations had to be changed if they
could already be interpreted in accordance with the
revision of the rules in the Nurmi affair. They ended
by again demanding that the ban on Nurmi should
be lifted.64 Edström replied that the IAAF could not
lift the suspension of Nurmi as long as the investiga-
tion against him was ongoing. However, the IAAF
Board would discuss the matter again.65

It is obvious that Kekkonen had found a weak
spot in Edström. The rules and regulations were
not sufficient to ban Nurmi: the IAAF and Edström
had interpreted them incorrectly. In this context it
should be remembered that Edström was a bigwig
who was used to getting his way, both in the world
of sport and in the business world. He was not used
to setbacks. And as the man of action that he was
he strongly disliked nit-picking. Edström wanted
to clean up amateur corruption and then no para-
graphs were to get in the way.

Swedish reactions to the Nurmi affair
The banning of Nurmi led to an intensive debate in
the press in Sweden.66 Beside the discussion about
the issue itself, the newspapers devoted a lot of col-
umn space to the violent reaction to Sweden and
the Swedish sports officials in the Finnish press.
Both Edström and Ekelund received a lot of criti-
cism, which is surprising as the general picture is
that it was only Edström who was under attack.67

According to Idrottsbladet the IAAF'S decision
was "the most remarkable measure that the sports
organization has taken so far concerning a sports-
man". Furthermore, it was claimed that the meas-
ures were a tragedy for Nurmi, Finland and inter-
national sport. The Los Angeles Olympic Games
would thereby lose their foremost attraction.
However, the newspaper claimed that the IAAF's
decision was right in principle. There was evidence
that Nurmi had accepted 25 000 marks for a race
over 2 English miles in 1931 in Stockholm!68

Before the Olympic Games in Los Angeles in

1932, Idrottsbladet and certainly many others were
split in their view of Nurmi's participation. On
the one hand they wanted the best runner in the
world to participate: "The Olympic Games without
Nurmi are not worthy Olympic Games." On the
other hand they hoped that he would be banned
for the sake of compliance with the rules.69

The difference between theory and practice was
enormous around 1930. It was clearly the case, as has
previously been mentioned, that everyone knew that
top sportsmen in arena sports earned money from
their sport. People chose to lie low and turn a blind
eye, but in the end Edström, the IAAF and the IOC
became tired of this. One Swedish newspaper wrote:
"That Paavo Nurmi is the world's most prominent
professionally paid amateur is a public secret, and
huge sums of money have been paid to him."70

According to one source "Nurmi had 'the low-
est heart beat and the highest asking price of any
athlete in the world'".71 And another source pointed
out after the final verdict in Los Angeles that Nurmi
was selfish, that he demanded 45% of the gross gate
receipts for his races!72 Whether this is true or not is
not certain. The figure sounds very high and would
have given Nurmi enormous sums of money for
each appearance. A contemporary sports journalist
confirms Nurmi's large income during the USA tour
: "Nobody could match Nurmi at being paid off in
the dark. He toured America like a cach register and
broke records and banks with equal ease."73

The IAAF congress before the Olympic Games in
Los Angeles
During the summer of 1932 the drama began to
approach the final act and things were becoming
increasingly dramatic. The Olympic Games were
soon to start and Nurmi was there. On the crossing
on the ship Drottningholm to the USA the Finnish
and the Swedish squads went on the same boat.
The same applied to the officials! Edström was con-
fronted with Nurmi and Kekkonen and so on for a
long period of time. They could hardly avoid each
other. In a letter Edström commented on the com-
ing crossing: "It is probably best for me not to be
alone too near the railings on the boat ."74

During the crossing talks were held on the Nurmi
affair and there was speculation as to whether the
suspension would be lifted. The organizers in Los
Angeles were also working on Nurmi being allowed
to start. Not only Nurmi was sent to Los Angeles.
The banned Frenchman Ladoumèque also went to
the USA at the expense of a French newspaper.75

The pressure on Edström and the IAAF Board was
thus enormous before the Federation's congress dur-
ing the days before the start of the Olympic Games.
Large parts of the sports world demanded to see the
banned world stars, in Nurmi's case for the last time,
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on the Olympic tracks. But the IAAF Board did not
budge an inch. The Board decided at its meeting on 28
July to stand firm by its decision from Berlin, which
was sensational bearing in mind the strong public
opinion and not least of all Nurmi's presence in Los
Angeles. All seven members of the Board (Mesars,
Edström, Brundage, von Halt, Mericamp, Stankovits
and Ekelund) voted for the ban to continue. Brundage
also did so, in spite of the rumours to the contrary. He
had obviously changed opinion.76

According to Idrottsbladet the Finnish officials
had been allowed to give their view of the Nurmi
affair before the decision was made, but their argu-
ments did not convince the Board.77 At this point
Edström acted both smartly and undemocratically.
The decision of the Board was what counted, and
the congress was not given the opportunity to air
the question. The Nurmi affair would not even be
discussed at the IAAF congress the following day.
It was not even included on the agenda! Edström
thereby did not risk a long debate that might pos-
sibly jeopardize the Board's decision. In spite of
this the Finnish representatives tried to bring up
the question, but Edström stifled the Finnish at-
tempts.78 Here we see Edström the man of power in
action. Used to tough meetings and difficult nego-
tiations he got his own way.

The congress became stormy anyway when the
proposal concerning a statute amendment, Rule 8,
came up on the agenda. It entitled the IAAF Board
to ban individual sportsmen even if the national
association opposed this. The proposal was first
carried by 13 votes to 12.79 However, Edström con-
sidered that the decision had been taken by such a
small margin that a working group should further
investigate the matter, which the congress also ap-
proved. It can also be noted that Nurmi was not
banned for life but for two years, that is until the
next IAAF congress in 1934. In practice, however,
the decision meant the end of Nurmi's career as
a great international runner.80 The congress was a
great victory for Edström.81

Kekkonen's revenge
The young Kekkonen was angry and longed for re-
venge after the fiasco with regard to the attempts to
clear Nurmi in Los Angeles. Now was the time for
revenge! The Swedes would be put in their place.
The Finnish Athletics Association under the lead-
ership of Kekkonen decided in 1932 to boycott all
cooperation with Swedish athletics as long as the
Swedish Athletics Association backed the banning
of Nurmi, which according to Kekkonen "con-
travened the regulations".82 After this Kekkonen
received a great number of letters from Swedish
sports officials, organizers etc., who tried to get him
to reverse the decision, but in vain.83 The boycott hit

Swedish athletics hard.
During 1935 there was great dissatisfaction

within Finnish athletics and it was decided that
the boycott would come to an end. After negotia-
tions during the summer of 1935 that at times were
hard between the athletics associations of Sweden
and Finland, the parties reached agreement and a
cooperation agreement was signed. The Nurmi af-
fair was over after three years of fighting, at least
officially !84

The Nurmi affair continued to be an impor-
tant part of the correspondence between Edström
and Brundage after Los Angeles as well. In 1934
Edström wrote to Brundage and stressed how im-
portant it was to nail Nurmi. He said that Nurmi's
methods, that is violating the amateur regulations,
had spread over Europe and this threatened the
IAAF: "By putting Nurmi out of business we have
cleared up the matter and have now a very good
standing with all our athletes."85 Edström's point is
interesting as it shows that it was not the person
Nurmi that Edström wanted to punish but the vio-
lations against the amateur regulations, which was
best done by banning the number 1 figurehead:
Nurmi. It was not a personal vendetta on the part of
Edström, but the amateur fundamentalist Edström
acting to rid sport of the hated professionalism
which threatened the very foundations of sport.

Conclusion
The Nurmi affair was not only about Nurmi. It must
be seen in its context. It was the result of an intensi-
fied struggle against violations of the amateur regu-
lations around 1930 within international sport at the
highest level, primarily in the IOC and IAAF. The
idea of this idealistic new order was that sport should
be a sphere of its own, with as little contact with so-
ciety as possible. Sport represented something that
was clean, innocent, non-commercial, non-political,
while society was something that was evil and dan-
gerous which was imbued with commercialism and
politics. The international breakthrough of amateur
fundamentalism around 1930 proved to be fatal for
Nurmi and others. This fundamentalist and uncom-
promising ideology had preferential right of inter-
pretation within international sport at the highest
level up until the 1970s. The definitive break came
when Juan Antonio Samaranch became the IOC
President in 1980. With him the forces of commer-
cialism were unleashed within the IOC as well.

The amateur ideal not only acted as an ob-
stacle to commercialism's inroads into sport at the
highest level. It thereby also constituted an obsta-
cle to the progress of the sporting process. Owing
to amateurism, sportsmen were forced to work
in parallel with practising their sport. They could
not spend long periods of time in training camps
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and so on. With the removal of the amateur regula-
tions, not only was commercialism given a free rein
but also the sporting process was intensified, clear
signs of which can be seen over the past 30 years.

Those leading the IOC's and IAAF'S crusade
against "the pro" were the personal friends, the
lovers of athletics, Edström and Brundage. Both
were highly involved in the Nurmi affair. They
were men who did not hesitate to take unpleasant
decisions in the name of amateurism. It is interest-
ing to note that both of these amateur fundamen-
talists and money fighters were extremely com-
mercial in their occupational roles. Both were suc-
cessful in their work in the money-focussed world
of business. They thus divided up their lives into
different spheres (the sphere of work, the sphere
of sport, the private sphere) between which there
were sharp dividing lines.

Both Edström and Brundage chose to profile
their work as sports officials in a fanatical strug-
gle for the amateur ideal, and with the benefit of
hindsight they chose right: both reached the abso-
lute top within the bureaucracy of sport, namely
the post of President of the IOC. Today the struggle
against doping is possibly the same strategic choice
for an ambitious bureaucrat in the world of sport.

Edström's position must be be understood in
this context. He had been the IAAF's undisputed
chairman since 1913. He was also very active in
the IOC, with the amateur question as his special
domain. Edström, Brundage and the IOC were
driven by an inner passion in their struggle against
corruption within sport and during the period be-
tween the two wars this struggle was started in
earnest. Nurmi and others had the misfortune to
be active just at this very time. Previously they had
never been banned, in spite of the fact that thy ac-
cepted considerable sums of money. There does
not appear to be any doubt about Nurmi's guilt.
Most writers, both then and now, seem surprised
and impressed by the large sums of money that
he earned. However, it should be pointed out here
that there is little if any watertight evidence that
really proves that he accepted money Clear paral-
lels can be seen here with today's problem of dop-
ing. The fact is that formally the IAAF could not
ban Nurmi; only the Finnish Athletics Association
could do that. However, Edström and the IAAF did
not worry about this. He considered that they were
right as far as the issue was concerned and then no
legal paragraphs were to get in the way. It was pre-
cisely this legal technicality that Kekkonen pointed
out time and time again in his attempt to get Nurmi
acquitted, but in vain. In summary, it can be said
that Nurmi was definitely guilty of violating the
amateur regulations, but wrongfully banned by
the IAAF.

The initiative to investigate Nurmi's violation of
the amateur regulations has been discussed by dif-
ferent writers. Primarily Edström, but also Ekelund,
have been considered to be responsible. My sources
show, however, that the initiative came from athlet-
ic circles in the USA who wanted to have a "clean"
Olympic Games in Los Angeles. It fell to Edström
and Ekelund to implement this in their capacity as
leading figures in the IAAF, and they did not have
to be asked twice. On the contrary!

It is well known that there was an unofficial, al-
most official, culture in the world of sport before
the amateur rules were done away with that violat-
ed the official rules and regulations, but this cannot
justify the actions of Nurmi and other great runners.
They cheated, they violated the rules and regula-
tions! In the same way the actions of all of today's
sportsmen and women who have been banned for
doping cannot be neglected today either, in spite
of the knowledge that doping is widespread and
almost accepted in certain circles. Without drawing
too many parallels between doping and violating
the amateur regulations, it can be noted that there
are certain similarities, in particular with respect to
what the official regulations say and harsh reality.
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