
When tears write history
Josy Barthel, Luxembourg's only Olympic champion, was born 90 years ago

By P ierre Gricius

In Luxembourg his nam e is know n by every ch ild . It was 

on 24,h April 1927, 90 years ago, that Josy Barthel came 

into the w orld. He came from Mamer, born into m odest 

c ircu m sta n ce s b ut re m a in e d  proud of h is roots. On 

26,h July 1952, he w on the m en's 1500 m at the Helsinki 

Olympic Gam es and became w orld fam ous at once. Two 

pictures w ent round the w orld. One shows Barthel in the 

m om ent of triu m p h, w ith arm s raised, the other, a few 

m in utes later, as O lym pic ch a m p io n , on the p o d iu m , 

fighting back tears.

Barthel m ade a lastin g  im pression  on Luxem bourg 

sport that w ent beyond his sporting achievem ents on the 

track. He w as an in itiato r of groundbreaking reforms in 

the athletics federation. He served as its President from 

19 6 2to 19 73.Then he presided overthe National Olympic 

Com m ittee from 1973 to 1977. In Septem ber 1977, he was
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called to jo in  Gaston Thorn's governm ent as a m inister. 

Ba thel died at the age of 65 on 7th July 1992. His passing 

catre a I too early after a long illness.

A perfectionist with a w ill to teach

S ixty-five  years after his Olympic victory, and a quarter 

of 3 century on from his death, Josy Barthel still holds a 

u niq ue place in the history of Luxembourg sport, itself 

not exactly short of dazzling perform ances. Barthel was 

a sporting hero such as the Grand Duchy had not seen. 

It had produced two great cyclists Nicolas Frantz, a Tour 

de France w in n e r in 1927 and 1928 and Charly Gaul w ho 

did so in  1958. Like th e m , Barthel w as a m an of the 

people and a hard w orker in sport. At the sam e tim e 

he had a light elegant w riting style and reflected on his 

pe'fo rm ance s, but also  h is sufferings and doubts, in 

literary form . Barthel w as most com fortable in French, 

keot a d ia ry  c o n s c ie n t io u s ly  a n d  w ro te g e n u in e ly  

dem anding texts.

To a certain  e x te n t he w as an in t e lle c tu a l of h is 

sport.He w as r  ever tem pted to move into w hat som e 

regarded as higher spheres. He w as too firm ly anchored

At 17, Josy Barthel 

was called up to an 

anti-aircraft regiment 

during the war.

But he deserted in 

September 1991,, a 

month before the 

liberation of luxem­

bourg by the US Army. 

Oveno.ooo luxem - 

bourgers born be­

tween 1920 and 1927 

were conscripted.

28 per cent lost their 

lives. As early as April 

1945, Barthel received 

the licence of the 

Luxembourg athletics 

association (left), 

issued under his name 

“Josef".

Adjacent: Barthel first 

made his mark as a 

16 year old in a 1500 m 

race in Diekirch during 

the summer of 1993.
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Josy Barthel with 

Woldemar Gerschler, 

who organised his 

training programme 

from 1951. This 

included interval 

training. Gerschler, 

had previously trained 

the German world 

record holder Rudolf 

Harbigwho had been 

killed during the war. 

He visited Luxembourg 

rarely. When Barthel 

surprisingly became 

Olympic champion, 

Gerschler was criticised 

in Germany, because 

his own protégés 

Werner Lueg and 

Gunter Doh row had 

been beaten by a 

foreigner.
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in  Luxem bourg sport to w ish  invo lvem en t e lsew here. 

Nothing caused him  greater irritation than the attitude of 

arm chair adm inistrators. A tthattim e they persisted with 

old fashio ned practices at the expen se of the v ita lity  of 

an open lively sporting life. After his competitive career, 

B arthel w as not shy of ta k in g  on re s p o n s ib ility  and 

getting much needed reforms under //ay.

Throughout his life, Barthel w as a perfectionist w ith a 

tendency to be a teacher. There w as no qu estion for him  

of neglecting h is studies to have more tim e for sport -  

at least not at the price of stress and innum erab le short 

nights.

His big chance of O lym pic victory d id  not come until 

1952, but Barthel had first ca u g htth ecyew ith  impressive 

performances as early a s  1947- B ut a t  t h a t me, his studies 

took priority. Here too, he w as also driven to be am ong 

the best.

A fa m ily  m an thro ugh and th ro u g h , Barthel had a 

special affinity w ith his friends at the CA Spora sports club 

and the Lasel student sport federation. They formed the 

guard of honour w hen a few m o n th ; after his trium ph 

in H elsinki, the Olym pic cham pio n m arried his fiancée 

Fe rn an d e  S e n n in g e r. His m o tiv a tio n  to pass on h is  

know ledge to those follow ed in h is footsteps w as less 

not so much a matter of obligation buzan expression of a 

natural desire to teach.

Barthel and Letsch, the story of a friendship

The friendship of Léon Letsch and Josy Barthel developed 

in  c h ild h o o d  a n d  c o n tin u e d  u n t il B a rth e l's  d eath  

in  1992. Th eir fa m ily  hom es w ere scarcely a hun d red  

metres apart; theirco m m o n  interest was sport. Barthel 

lived w ith his parents and his sister Cecile, two years his

ju n io r. The house called "A Chruetzesch" w as in the Rue 

Josy Barthel, w hich  today is no longer as m odest as 90 

years ago, w hen the lane stood in the sh ad o w  of the 

"A Schungeschten" estate b u ild in g . This has long since 

d isap p eared. Now the site is occupied by the Place du 

Marché. Just opposite are the church and the school. A 

little farther on is the house w here Letsch was born. His 

parents ran, en "Epicerie" (grocery shop) and a café.

"As far as I can rem em ber, we were alw ays together", 

says Letsch. The two attended a kindergarten and later 

the prim ary school, at w hich  in c id e n tally  the boys and 

girls w ent into a sin g le  class. From he second year of 

school they were separated.

Their tim e as schoolfriends in  M am er co ntinued into 

the seventh class of the upper prim ary school. Thereafter 

they both attended the Athenaum  in the capital, Josy in 

Septièm e B, Léon in Septièm e D -  but both classes had 

the sam e tim e ta b le . Letsch describes h is friend as "a 

very good and very am bitio us p u p il" . Josy w as e q u ally  

interested in all subjects.

Exclamation marks in Diekirch and in Berlin

Although he was barely 16, Barthel first m ade his m ark as 

a runner in the su m m e r of 1943. A tthattim e Luxembourg 

was occupiec by Nazi Germany. It was ordered thatsport 

in the Grand Duchy be " G e rm a n is e d " . Barthel w as a 

m em ber o f th e  SV Moselland 07 club.

On the cinder track in Diekirch the "com ing m an" gave 

the established stars cause to be afra id . In the 1500 m 

Luxem bourg's 3000 m record holder Josy Deloge, and 

Charles H eirend t w ho held  the 5000 m and 10 ,0 0 0  m 

w ere co nsid ered  fa vo u rite s. Yet in th e  duel of these 

“cracks” Barthel show ed h im se lf  as a la u g h in g th ird  

m an. When H e ire n d t quickened the pace, itw as Deloge 

w ho fell aw ay not B arthel. Even then Barthel had an 

irresistible sprint and broke the tape in first place.

This w as the first 1500 m race for the boy w ho w ould 

later be Olympic cham pion. His w in n ing  w as z*:29.6 m in, 

not particularly dram atic. Itw as not the la stth a tw o u ld  

be heard of Barthel that season. On  19,h Septem ber 19^3 

he raced forSV Moselland in a match againstStrasbourg 

in Esch. He baat the Strasbourg runner Bassler in i*:i6.tf 

m in. Two races and two victories at only 16 years, both at 

w hat w ould become his specialist distance. Itw as a more 

than respecte ble start.

A commitment with consequences

In 19 50 , the form er G erm an Reich tra in e r W o ld em ar 

G ersch ler w as engaged as B arth e l's  co ach. Th is w as 

the result of an agreem ent m ade in Lausanne between 

Lucien Hayardt (First V ice -P re sid e n t of the Luxembourg 

a th le tics  a sso c ia tio n , FLA) a n d  the P re sid e n t of the 

(West) G erm an association  (DLV), Dr. Max Danz. It w as



agreed that Gerschler w as to take in hand the Olym pic 

preparation of the Luxembourg athletes.

In return they w ould support the reintegration of the 

G erm ans. At that tim e the DLV only had observer status 

at European Athletics congresses. The two former m iddle 

distance runners discussed the possibility of engaging a 

Germ an coach for Luxembourg. Danz brought up some 

nam es including that of Gerschler, w ho after the w ar had 

gone from Dresden in the Soviet zone of occupation to 

Freiburg LB ., in the French zone.

As far as H ayardt w as co ncerned G ersch ler w as the 

only candidate, He had trained Germ any's world record 

holder Rudolf Harbig, w ho had been k illed  in war. But 

Danz reacted defensively: "You are taking my best horse. 

As a m an of h o n o u r how ever I accept yo ur proposal 

if  you can ach ie ve  a m a tch ."  W hat Danz had w as an 

internatio nal match between West Germ any -  w hether 

w ith an A -,  B -  o r  C -te am  -  and Luxembourg.

To get agreem ent was anything but easy. The Lausanne 

congress w as chaired  by none other th a n  the French 

re p re se n ta tive  Paul M e ricam p . W hen th e  m e e tin g  

discussed " international matches" Luxembourg was the 

first association to be asked for proposals, w hereupon 

Hayardt listed: "Alsace-Lorraine, Netherlands B, Belgium 

B a n d ... Germ any B!" There was a cry of indignation from 

M ericam p. There was a lively d iscussion and fin a lly  the 

decision: "D o  w h a t you w ant!"

With that the proposal was accepted. Other countries 

follow ed. On 5"' August 1951 in Trier, the Germ an B -team  

and Luxembourg met in the first postw ar internatio nal 

athletics match. The Germ ans won by 112 points to t*i+.

The official and the unofficial w inning time

At the 1952 O lym pics there w as an in n o va tio n  in the 

m e n ’s 1500 m. For the the first tim e there w ere to be 

three q u a lify in g  rounds. Heats, s e m i-f in a ls  and fin a l. 

These three races were held on 2t*lh, 25th and 26th July. 

52 rLn nersto o k part. For the leading contenders, itw as 

a m atter of keeping so m e th in g  in reserve in the two 

prelim inary rounds in order to go to the start in the final 

still relatively fresh.

Josy Ba'thel did not show  this tactical caution. Each 

tim e he ran played safe and w on, u sing his sp rin tin g  

strength. In the first of the six heats he was a convincing 

w in n e r in 3 :5 1.6  a head  of G erm an G ü n th e r Dohrow  

(3:51.8) and Sw eden's Ingvar Ericsson (3:52.0). The first 

four in each heat q u a lifie d  for the s e m i-f in a l. Besides 

the n om inated runners in Barthel's heat w as also the 

Aust'alian Donald M acm illan (3:52.0).

Barthel won the first of the sem i-f in a ls  in 3:50.4 ahead 

of the Swedes Olof Aberg and Ingvar Ericsson, Am erican 

Bob M cMillen and Roger Bannister of Great B rita in . All 

given the sam e tim e of 3:50.6 m in. As tne sixth fin isher 

the Germ an Rolf Lamers (3:50.8) also q u alifie d  for the 

f in a l. Dohrow, w ho had been considered co -favourite, 

was tenth and elim inated.

The f in a l w ent the w ay Barthel had hoped and ex­

pected. As forecast, Lam ers w ent into the lead from 

the gun, follow ed by Werner Lueg w ho had set a world

Helsinki 1952: after 

the last bend in the 

1500 m final the 

German world record 

holder Werner lueg 

led by five to six 

metres. Barthel made 

his decisive move 

50 metres from the 

line. He said later that 

he had practised this 

sprint at home in the 

woods of Mamer 

around 3000 times. 

Barthel crossed the 

finish line withasm ile 

on his face.

After his victory Josy 

Barthel wept like a 

child, lueg, who won 

the bronze medal, 

registered disappoint­

ment. Barthel later 

told his friends about 

a dream in which he 

won the race but then 

woke up with a start, 

because he believed 

that the band 

could not play the 

luxembourganthem. 

But when the dream 

became reality, the 

band did manage 

to play.
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Josy Barthel at the 

Grand Prix which bore 

his name. He was 

especially concerned 

with young people.

He was also ready to 

take on responsibility. 

From 1973 to 1977 he 

was President of the 

Luxembourg HOC. 

Previously he led the 

athletics federation 

for over ten years.
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record in Berlin barely a m onth before (He posted 3:74.3.0 

on 29mJu n e  1952 in the Berlin O lym pic Stadium). He came 

through the first 400 metres in a fast 57 seconds, so that 

his tactics were clear. Lamers was to set the pace for Lueg 

so as to shake off the competition early.

In fact, the race becam e m a rk e d ly  slow er, for the 

w eaker Lamers could not perform to the sam e level as 

Dohrow m ight have done. At 800 m, reached in 2 :0 1.g  

m in , Lueg took over again  and speeded up, but Barthel 

h ad  a lre a d y  m oved in to  p o sit io n  b e h in d  h im . The 

Germ an w as the first into the f in ish in g  straight w ith  a 

lead of two m etres, but he felt h is advantage over his 

fa s t -f in is h in g  opponents m elting aw ay, w hich  is w hy 

he looked several tim es uncertainly to the right, w here a 

runner sprinted p asth im . Itw a s Josy Barthel.

Again Lueg glanced to the side and this tim e, he caught 

sight of the American McMillen. Now it was the bronze at 

best for Lueg. Those w ho had w orshipped him  until then, 

now  becam e h is sharpest critics. "D isapp o intm ent for 

G erm any" -  that that w as the least of it. The Germ ans 

were not to w in  a single gold m edal at those Games.

Barthel and McMillen were given an Olym pic record 

3:G5.2 m in in the official results. In fact the Luxembourger 

was a ter th of a second in front of the Am erican. Th is a p -  

parent contradiction is explained the fact that according 

to the e x istin g  rules at the tim e the results from the 

1500 m upwards were rounded up to full fifths of a second. 

In accordance w ith an IAAF from 1926. Until then all times 

reached on the track were tim ed in tenths of a second.

The reason for th is  step, in c o m p re h e n sib le  to d ay: 

people were of the view  thatfrom  a certain span of tim e, 

thought to be around three m inutes, the stopwatches 

used then w ould  not give exact m easurem ents. How 

absurd this argum entw as is seen clearly from the picture 

of the r u n - in  in H e ls in k i. It can be clearly recognised 

that Barthel lay w ell in front of McMillen. Yet both were 

given the sam e tim e of 3:G5.2 m in . In O lym pic record 

progression lists, B arth e l’s nam e is a lo ng sid e  that of 

McMillen.

Even then technical developm ent was w ell in advance 

of the rules. A utom atic tim ek eep in g  w hich  w as much 

more precise had been developed p re -w a r but the IAAF

refused to accept it. In 1952 in H elsinki the results were 

given in hundredths of a second. These unofficial tim es 

offer a much truer picture of the r u n -in  and the intervals: 

Barthel ran 3 :g 5 -2 8  m in, McMillen 3 :g 5 -39 - The difference 

between the h a n d -t im e d  3:G5.i and the autom atica lly  

tim ed 3:G5-28 is exp la ined  by the reaction tim e of the 

tim ekeepers at the gun.

An Olympic victory for the front page

Barthel's O lym pic victory w as front page new s for the 

Lux em b urg er Wort on 28th July 1952. At the tim e th is  in 

itse lf w as h ig h ly  u n u su a l. That th is  w as achieved w as 

due to form er in te rn a tio n a l sp rinter and long ju m p e r 

François Mersch. (His national record o f7.GG m stood for 

G7years from 1938)

Mersch w as a sort of ja c k  of all trades in a l i  branches 

of Luxem bourg sport. A ltho ugh not exployed by the 

newspaper, h e w ro te a  lo n g e u p h o ric re p o rto ffh iso w n  

bat and presented it to the ed ito rs. As it turne d  out, 

the 150 0 m fin a l w as on a Saturday and the paper did 

not appear on Sund ays. For the M onday ed itio n  o n ly 

a re la tiv e ly  sm a ll report from H e lsin k i w as expected 

from sports editor Em ile G o e b e l, w ho in additio n  to his 

jo u rn a list duties w as also President of the Sporting Press 

Union and Luxem bourg press attaché. In other w ords, 

he was very busy.

It a li h appened in the press room, w here typesetters 

altered the already fin ished first page and sent it to the 

m a n a g e m e rt and ch ief editorial team and inserted the 

photo of the fin ish  in H elsin ki. They d id  so w ith  “ be it 

on your head, Herr M ersch!" On a w eekday that w ould 

certainly not have been possible. The picture moved to 

make room was of Eva Perón, the wife of the Argentinian 

President, wnose was relegated down the page.

"Luxembourg Express" creates 
a furore on the US east coast

The next challenge w as approaching. Barthel had been 

offered a scholarsh ip  by the fam ous Harvard Graduate 

School of Art and Sciences. This had a double attraction, 

for he had th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to sp e c ia lise  th e  su b je ct 

o f s a n ita ry  e n g in e e rin g , to d a y one w o u ld  sp e a k of 

environmeneal protection, and in addition the chance to 

race at ind oor m eetings on the east coast of the United 

States. On the 19th Septem ber 1953 Josy and Fernande 

Barthel boarded the “M aasdam" of the H olland-A m erica 

Line in New York.

The O lym pic c h a m p io n ’s to ur w as a great success. 

On 30lh Jan uary 195G Barthel ran the m ile at the Boston 

A m ateur A thletic G am es in g :07.7 m in . The A m erican 

m edia im m ediately suggested that he w ould be capable 

of achiev in gth e "Dream M ile", in other words breakthe 

four m inute barrier.



B a rth e l’s result w as at that tim e the th ird  best in the 

a ll tim e  in d o o r lis ts . U ntil th e n  o n ly  the A m erican s 

G ilb e rt  Dodds (19 4 8 /4 :0 5 .3  m in ) a nd  Chuck Fenske 

(1940/4:07.4 m in) had run faster. Barthel was to improve 

h is  tim e  by tw o te n th s o f a seco nd a w eek late r at 

M adison Square Garden . On 20th February he brought 

h is in d o o r to u r to an end w ith  a v icto ry at the open 

Am erican Cham pionships also in New York.

The critic takes responsibility

In Luxem bourg th ere  w as a lot of d isc u ss io n  a b o u t 

the 1956 M elbourne Gam es and not a ll of it w as about 

sporting matters. Before the team boarded the plane to 

Australia on 13tn November 1956, Barthel and th e 400 and 

800 m run n er Gérard Rasquin both gave interview s to 

Revue m agazine. Neither m an held back "My m o the r did 

more for my colleagues as the w hole federation, starting 

w ith the p resident", said  Barthel. Rasquin pointed out 

th a t "On my own in it ia t iv e  and at my own cost I w ent 

w ith Barthel to Freiburg."

In retrospect these interview s appear to be the tipping 

p o in t of d issa tisfa ctio n  w ith  the arro g an t b e h av io u r 

of federation chiefs. The most im portant consequence 

cam e six years later Barthel and Rasquin took over the 

fate of the Luxembourg athletics association w ith others 

w ho were also dissatisfied. They ended the old routine, 

m odern ised structures and introduced reforms w hich  

restored respect for the FLA.

Four years after H e ls in k i th in g s  had becom e clear. 

Barthel's victory presented a golden opportunity to take 

Luxem bourg a th le tics forw ard. To a great extent th is  

had been m issed. There w as only one v is ib le  legacy for 

the princip le Olympic sport: since 1954 the CA Spora had 

organised the "Grand Prix Josy Barthel" for the prim ary 

schools in the capital.

Barthel and Rasquin, regarded until then as "eternal" 

critics, had in terestin g  in it ia t iv e s  ready for th e ir first 

m onths in office were already w aiting in the first months 

of th e ir new  m andate w ith  interesting in it ia tive s. The 

"Route du Vin" o ver the h alf-m a rath o n  route a lo n g  the 

Mosel was called into life -  a project at the heart of w hich 

above all w as peace. The rules were reformed from the 

bottom  up, and w ith in  the m a in  co m m ittee, people 

worked a s  a  team , but each had in d iv id u al responsibility 

for a sp e c ific  area. Th is m odel ju s t if ie d  itse lf  in the 

course of the decades. After h is ten and a h alf years as 

athletics president, Barthel led the Luxembourg Olympic 

Committee from 1973 to 1977.

From 1962 a fresh w ind blew  through the h id ebound 

and obsolete structures of a th letics in Luxem bourg. It 

w as a n y th in g  but a gen tle  breeze. Over the next ten 

years a nd  w ith  o n ly  seven h o n o rary m em b ers, w ho 

m et every w e e k, a huge a m o u n t o f w ork w as done. 

Perform ance classes w ith  set criteria were created, on

the basis of w hich the athletes were supported and sent 

to courses n o to n ly  in Luxem bourg, but also  a b ro ad . 

One such w as cn  the French A tlantic coast in Lacanau. 

Connections were estab ishec w ith regional associations 

in neighbouring countries.

Common courses were organised a nd m utually agreed 

on at m eetings. Courses for coaches and officials sprang 

into life. W omen's athletics was not forgotten either. This 

was system atically built up again. Altnough in 1948 there 

had been a leg en d ary Luxem bourg fem ale trio “Tilly, 

Triny a Milly" (Ti ly Decker, Triny Bourkel and Milly Ludwig) 

athletics for wom en hac faded from the scene.

All these develo p m en ts for the te n e f it  of a th le tics 

w ould  not have been p o ssib le  w ith o u t th e  n a tu ra l 

authority and cnarism a of Josy Barthel. He and Rasquin 

m anaged to bu Id up solid and reliable structures w ithin  

the FLA, w hich s:ill functioned w hen their successors took 

over responsibility. Today that is called sustainability.

Michel Theato and Jean Jacoby

Often Josy Baithel is d escribed as the only Luxembourg 

O lym pic ch a m p io n . That is not te ch n ic a lly  correct. It 

would be better to say that he is the only official Olympic 

w inner in sp o t.

In 1900, tw elve yea s before the fo u nd a tio n  of the 

Luxem bo urg  NOC, M ichel Theato  w on the O lym p ic 

m arathon in Paris for his French club sa in t-M an d é. The 

m edal was ( a id  rem ains) ascribed by the IOC to France. 

This was in breach of the rules in force at that tim e, which 

stated that the athletes started for their own country. 

Theato had been born n the City of Luxembourg in 1878 

and rem ained a Luxembourger all his life.

The artist Je in  Jacoby won t ie  gold m edal for painting 

in 1929, w ith -.he work "Etude de Spo T (Corner, Départ, 

Rugby)". In 1928 he was awar ded gold again , this time 

in the "draw ings" category for his w o rk "Rugby". From 

1912 to 1948 the art com petitions were part of the official 

programme of the Olympic Games. They had equal status 

with the sports competitions though most contemporary 

record books c annot incl ude them. (PO,

Josy Barthel had taken 

part in the European 

Championships as early 

as  19it& and made his 

Olympic debut in 1914B. 

He studied chemistry 

in Strasbourg from 

1997 to 1951 and later 

went to Harvard.

He made a name for 

himself as an environ­

mentalist. He became 

government commis­

sioner for water 

protection, which 

brought him the nick­

name "Water-Josy". 

From  1977to 1989 he 

was minister for 

amongst other things, 

environment, traffic, 

energy, tourism and 

communication.
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