
The fight for the warrior's helmet
Or: A marathon victory as glue for national identity

By Volker Kluge

With hammer and 

chisel in his luggage 

in 1970, the South 

Korean MP Park You: 

Rok reported proud 

that he had 

"corrected" the roll 

of honour in the Bet 

Olympic Stadium. 

Far right: the pro­

gramme of 9 Augusi 

1936, with the Siegt 

boien von Maratho 

by Max Kruse on thr

Photo: B2, W e s t-B e r lin ,
58 August 1970, V olker Kluge 
A rch ive

On Monday, 17th August 1970, the South Korean lawmaker 
Park Young Rok invited the West Berlin media to an 
unusual press conference at the Hotel Kempinski. Full of 
satisfaction, he explained in front of journalists that at 
the weekend -  in the night from Saturday to Sunday -  
he had "corrected" the roll of honour in the 1936 Olympic 

S ta d iu m . In five hours of hard 
work he had replaced the country 
nam e JAPAN, b ehind  the nam e 
of m arathon w inner Kitei Son, by 
KOREA. His reasoning: "A sovereign 
independent state cannot permit 
that its victory should be attributed 
to an o th er n a t io n ." 1 He spoke, 
and went off to Tegel airport, but 
not before sending off a letter of 
explanation to Federal Chancellor 
Willy Brandt.

He left the authorities speechless; 
th e ir  attention had been drawn 
to the case o n ly  by th is  " s e lf -  
advertisement". The parliamentary 
stonem ason had carried out the
c h a n g e  s o  e x p e r t l y  t h a t  i t  h a d  n o t t

even been noticed by the stadium 
ad m in istratio n . W ithout asking, 

he had "borrowed" a ladderfrom  them. Hammer and 

chisel were in Park's luggage.
The damage was greaterthan expected, since he had 

used the "KOREA" letters from different fonts and taken 
the "JAPAN" letters with him. Despite that, the senator 
responsible for sport, Horst Korber, did not intend to 
make anything political of the matter. "For that reason 
I did not seek to prosecute", he wrote to German NOC 
General Secretary WaltherTroger.2 However, as the the 
roll of honour w as to be p u t back in order, he sought the 

view of the IOC as to howto proceed.
The answ er came four weeks later from M unich. 

NOC President W illi Daume had, as President of the 
Organising Committee of the 1972 Games, by chance his 
colleagues from South Korea and Japan as guests, and 
discussed what had happened extensively with them. 
The case was notsim ple, wrote Daume, who hoped for a 
solution in the Olympic spirit: " it  could perhaps be that 
the name Son could be left there with no indication of

nationality or both countries be named, though the first 
proposal would obviously be the better one."3 Should 
no agreement be possible, Daume intended to address 
the IOC discreetly: "The IOC decision should not however 

be equivocal, for at the time of the Berlin Games Kitei 
Son did belong to the Japanese team, formed by the 
Japanese NOC. And the IOC registers not by states but by 

NOCs."^

Am ong the best-known German works o f  a rt of the 20th 
century Is the Victory Messenger of Marathon by Max 
Kruse. The bronze statue represents the legendary runner 
who, in 490 BC, brought Athenians news of victory over 
the Invading Persians on the plain of Marathon. With 
his statue the sculptor won the famous "Rome prize" in 
1881.5 After that, replicas were erected in several German 
towns. Reduced scale copies were sold countless times.



Among those who were fascinated bythe legend behind 
the marathon race was Carl Diem, chief organiser of the 
1936 Games. His handw riting is borne b y  the design of 
the Berlin Stadium, realised by architect Werner March. 
Its western stands are interrupted by the Marathon 
Gate. To the right and left, March had the Marathon 
Towers built, and under them , the Marathon Tunnel 
through which the runners ran in 1936.

Diem had w ritten a novella  in 1923 entitled  The 
Runner of Marathon. This was published in 1936 in 

the O lym p ia-Zeitu n g  to arouse people's in terest 
in the m arath o n .6 The runner, who is supposed to 
have brought the message and died in exhaustion 

thereafter, corresponded to Diem's enthusiastic idea of 
a metaphorical and sacrificial death. Diem concluded 
his novella with a quotation of the Spartan elegiac poet 
Tyrtaeus: "Death is beautiful when a man suffers it as a 

hero, as a hero d ying for the fatherland."7
Explained in this way, the marathon race could be, in 

the scenario of the 1936 Games, nothing but the climax. 
With it ended the athletic events, which had started a 
week before. Afterthat the tension decreased markedly.

The German Reichs-Rundfunk, which had declared the 
second Sunday in August to be "Marathon Day", was part 
of the drama. Herbert Windt, one of the most prominent 
film composers of the "Third Reich”, created in several 
months a musical work to frame the live broadcasts of 
the German elite reporters.8 As the race progressed, he 
restricted himselfto a few, ever recurringthemes, which 
were used bythe programme editor depending on the

progress of the race -  incessant, becoming slower, tiring, 
and collapse, as experienced bythe Argentinian favourite 
Juan Carlos Zabala. The advancing, alm ost breathless 
finale, concluded in the victory of Kite i Son.

These were impressive, artistic images which the film 

director Leni Riefenstahl created w ith an enormous 
technical and personal expenditure. Accentuated by 
W indt's m usic, she integrated landscapes that flew  
past, close-ups of athletes, physical details highlighting 
the play of muscles, shadow pictures and slow motion 
images. The marathon race formed the conclusion of 

the first part of her Olympia film s, in order to be shown 
as an independent work.9

The last sequences show the victory ceremony. Son, 
like all first-place athletes, received the gold medal and 
a small oaktree as well as an oak-leafw reath. One can 
see the display board with his name and the country's 
title "JAPAN”. What the film  does not reveal: Kitei Son 
w a s  in fa ct Sohn Kee Chung and came from Korea, which 
had been a Japanese protectorate from 1905 and a 
Japanese colony from 1910.

That, however, was not unknow n in 1936. Several 
German newspapers did not forget to mention Son's 
Korean origin, and also that of the th ird -p lace d  Nam 
Sung Yong, alias Shoryu Nan. An article appeared in 
the Olympia-Zeitung, in w hich Son reported "that in 
his homeland of Korea he had systematically prepared 
him self for these two and a half hours of the Olympic 
Games”.10 Radio reporter Dr. Paul Lavendid notom itthe 
subject when he described the finish:

Here is the finish in the main stadium. Son, the Korean 
student. He has smashed the forces of the world. With 
Asiatic toughness and energy the Korean has run 
through the Marathon Gate, through sunlight and  
stone-hard  streets ... a natural phenom enon and  
natural runner with his last strength. And now Son, the 
1936 Marathon runner, crosses the line."

Son also gave innum erable autographs in those days, 
forw hich he used the Japanese Romaji (Roman letters) 
as well as the Korean Hangeul (Korean symbols). He
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freq uently extended his nam e w ith the description 
"KOREA”.12 To be sure, that changed nothing about the 
status of a vassal state, which the Japanese described as 
the province of Chosen and whose language from 1938 
was forbidden, even privately. Certainly, the attempt 

in February 19/4.0 to transform Korean names as w ell, 
achieved a tiny success with 7.6 per cent. After a delay 
of six m onths, ration cards were distributed only to 

"Japanese" Koreans and 7 9 -3  per cent of the population 
were registered.

Only the capitulation of the colonial power in the 
Second World War brought the lo nged-fo r ind epen­
dence. A jo y  of short duration. The Korean peninsula 
was divided by the allied liberators at the 38th parallel. 
The Com m unist-d om inated  north responded to the 
foundation of the Republic of Korea on 15th August 1948 
in the pro-Am erican south, a short four weeks later, 

w ith  the proclam ation of the Dem ocratic People's 
R e p u b lic , w hose troops crossed the d em arcation 
lin e  on 26th June 1950. The Korean War, w hich cost 
approxim ately one m illion soldiers and an estimated 
four m illion civilians lives, lasted three years. No side 
could w in . The arm istice agreem ent of 27th July 1953 
broughttoday's fragile status quo ante.

Sohn Kee Chung, as the marathon w inner was called 

o ffic ia lly  from 1 9 4 5 , took part in the next Games in 
1948 as coach. For the first time the (South) Korean flag 
waved, w hich he was allowed to carry at the Opening 
Ceremony. One of the athletes he looked after was 
S u h  Yun Bok, the w inner of the 1947 Boston marathon, 
who was disappointed in London by his 27th place. In 
1952 Choi Yoon Chil and, in 1956 Lee Chang Hoon, who 
came fourth, achieved better results. The iatter became 
Sohn's so n -in -la w .

In the m eantim e, Sohn opened a store in Seoul, 
w hich declined at the end of the 1960s. In his need, 
he entrusted him self to Diem's widow, Liselott Diem, 
w ho had interview ed him  some tim e before. The 
Cologne professor turned to Daume with the question 
as to whether Sohn could be invited to the next Games.13 

That was already expected, for Daume had sent him an 
invitation via the South Korean Ambassador.1̂

In the late summ er of 1972, Sohn along with further 
w e ll-kn o w n  people,15 spent pleasant days in Munich, 

follow ed by a detour to Berlin. After 19 36 ,19 56  and 
1966 he visited the Olympic Stadium  for the fourth 
time, without publicly expressing him self regardingthe 
controversial inscription on the roll of honour.

He had no time for a visit to the exhibition, "100 years 
of German excavations in Olympia", which was part of 
the fringe programme of the Munich Games. Compatriots

reported to him about an antique helmet, which he had 
allegedly received in 1936 from the Athens newspaper, 
Vradini. In the exhibition catalogue it was stated that the 
object came from the antiquity department of the Berlin 
State Museums in Charlottenburg palace. The lender was 

indicated as the "German Olympic Committee".16 The 
description on the base ran:

GREEK-CORINTHIAN HELMET 
7th CENTURY BC.
CHALLENGE PRIZE OF THE NEWSPAPER BPAA YNH ATHENS
XL OLYMPIAD BERLIN 1936
KITE! SON JAPAN 2 STD. 29:19.2 SEK.

Prompted by someone, Sohn turned three years later to 

Troger and asked for an explanation,17 but the recipient 
of the letter was in itia lly  at a loss. The search for the 
solution to the puzzle was underway only when Korean 

newspapers in September 1976 -  4o years after Sohn's 
victory -  took up the story and declared it a "national 
case". In the "Year of the Horse", which according to  the 

Chinese calendar began on 7th February 1978, the helmet 
was due to return to Korea.

It was obvious th at Sohn was acting on the instructions 
of others. He signed what others laid in front of him . 
This was confirm ed by a letter from the President of 
the Korean Olym pic Committee (KOC), Kim Taik Soo, 
who asked Daume to give Sohn's "Special Prize" to the 
"Korean people in commemoration of the 1936 Olympic 
Games".18



KOREAN OLYMPIC COMMITTEE

Mr. Walther Tröger 
Secretaire General
Olympisches Komitee für Deutschland,
Otto-Fleck-Schneise 12 
Frankfurt am Main 71, Germany
Dear Sir,

This will find you in the best of health and spif
And you seems to be very busy in preparation for the next 

Olympead in Innsbruck and Montreal, 1976,
I hope you have met Mr, Shin and he requested for you to 

collect some souvenirs in behalf of myself, I expect you would 
try your best for me,

I would like to inquire the interested Ancient Korin thes 
Helmet which may be kept in a certain Museum in Germany, 
which awarded to me as a prize donated by a certain Daily 
Newspaper for the Marathon winner in 1936 Berlin Olympics,

Until this date, I don't know about the Helmet how it was 
awarded to me or donated to the Museum, because I was a member 
of Japanese Olympic Contengent. The then Japanese officials 
dispatched to Berline, 1936 also could not remember t h w a c k -  
ground story of Helmet, I am enclosing here with the photo 
which was taken in a Japanese Newspaper on August 15th in 1936,

The explanation caption is as follows: 
Griehish-korinthischer Helm
jahrh ehrwanderpeis der zeitung Bpaayhn_athen 

fur den diegerim marathoneauf XI Olympiade Berlin 1936,
Kitei Son Tesm 2, 29, 19,

Would you please reply to me about the Helmet; where it 
is now kept and the story how it was donated to the Museum,

Thanking you for your assistance and cooperation in 
informing me at your earliest conveniences.

Even before Daume's letter reached Seoul, a Korean 
w ho lived  in West B erlin  ap p e are d , w hom  Sohn 

had em powered to "bring the helm et aw arded by 
Greece back into my po ssessio n ".19 The confusion 

was complete. Sohn, until then, was unaware of the 
existence of the helm et, let alone that he had ever 

owned it. In early 1977 Troger brought in the Japanese 
NOC. Several 1936 participants were asked about the 
helmet, am o ng th em  th e  triplejum p champion, Naoto 

Tajima. But the result was slight. None had heard of an 
antique helm et. The first place to help was the Carl- 
D iem -lnstitute, which traced an undated reference in 

the estate of the man who gave it its nam e. On the last 
page of the first volume of the 1936 Official Report there 
was also a photo of the helmet. The picture title ran: 

Challenge prize for the marathon race at the Olympic 
Gam es from  the n ew sp ap er ‘V ra d in i'-A th e n s .  
Remains in the Old Museum in Berlin in memory of the 
celebrations of 1936.20

A request to the Greek NOC brought the first results. After 
that It was the owner of Vradini, Dimitrios Aravantinos21, 

w ho had acq u ire d  the h elm e t in  the 1920s and 
dedicated it to the Olympic victors In the marathon race. 
The Greek sports enthusiast wanted to create a bridge 
from ancient to modern times. His special relationship 
to the city of B erlin , where his brother Panos had 
become a w ell-know n set designer22, probably played 
a role. Three days after Vradini had announced the gift, 
the German newspapers announced it, however, with 
the restriction:

This gift first must be approved by the International 
Olympic Committee, as extra-prizes are usually not 
accepted.23

At the first Gam es of m odern tim es, some Olympic 
champions received extra prizes as well as a silver medal 
and the diplom a. No fewer than three went in 1896 to 
the Greek m arathon w inner, Spyros Louis: the silver 
cup of the King of Hellenes, the cup of the G erm an - 
French philologist Michel Breal, who had the idea of 
the marathon race, as w ell as an antique vase, which 
the Athenian Professor Spyridon Lambros had made 
available.2̂  Also, at the 1900 and 1904 Games, honorary 

prizes were awarded.
For the Gam es of 1906 the Greek King donated a 

challenge prize for the marathon champion -  a reduced 

copy of the statue of the dying victory messenger25. The 

example was copied: monarchs of other countries, sports 
organisations and private individuals also m ade works of 

art available, which were described as Challenge Cups.26
After the compulsory break of the First World War at 

the 1919 lOC Session a survey took place, and the number 
of prizes had risen to 24 . Am ong them were also prizes 
of the deposed grandees of the "loser states" -  from 
Germany's Kaiser Wilhelm II, Austria's Kaiser Franz Josef 
I and from the Hungarian Count Andrassy -  and they 
agreed for political reasons to use them for the intended 
Olympic Museum in Lausanne.27

For almost 30 fears, 

Sohn Kee Chung was

unaware of the 

existence of the 

Corinthian warrior's 

helmet, which had 

been donated as a 

challenge trophy 

for the marathon 

champions.

After he found out 

from tourists that 

the helmet had been 

exhibited 1111972 in 

Munich (far left), lie 

sought clarification 

through this letter 

to the General 

Secretary of the NOC 

for Germany, Walther 

Tröger.
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Sto ckho lm  1912 One year later in Antwerp the subject again appeared on 

the agenda. Since only a few Challenge Cups had been 
returned by the prizew inners of 1912, the IOC ceased 
giving out any more. The decision was confirmed in 
1923.28 When they could be found, the trophies now 
considered as "historiques" went to the museum.

Thirteen years later -  in 1936 -  the IOC was not 
prepared to return to the tradition of extra prizes. The 
public was also Informed. Therefore, one d a y  after the 
marathon race one could read in Vradini

The helmet we aw arded will, through the decision  
of the IOC, not be given to the winner, but kept in the 
Berlin Museum. On the silver plaque [which hod been 
fastened to the inside of the helmet] the name of the 
winner will be engraved.29

It took another two years before Diem, appointed as 
liquidator of the Organising Committee, handed the 
prize as a loan to the antiquities collection on Berlin's 
Museum Island. With or without the agreement of the 
Greek donor at or. as the relevant documents were lost 
in the war.

It is, however, d e a r  that the helmet, allegedly found 
near Olympia (and perhaps used as a votive offering), 
was exhibited in the basem ent of the Old Museum 
intended for small artistic items -  in the Antiquarium . 
With the beginning of the Anglo-American air attacks, 
the artifacts were secured by paper sacks, later in 
the flak towers in Friedrichshain (a popular park) or 
deposited at Bahnhof Zoo. So as not to leave them for 
the approaching Red Army, they were taken in February/ 

March 1945 with several secret railway transport wagons 
to the west, where they were stored in th e  Thuringian 
potash mines of Kaiseroda and Grasleben. There they 
were confiscated in m id -A p ril 1945 by the western 
allies.30

When the Soviets in 1958 gave back most of th e ir 

plunder to the GDR, at the same tim e the deposits 
looked after by the Americans in Wiesbaden or by the 
British in Celle, came back to the western part of Berlin. 
There was no question of a return to the Museum Island, 
which was destroyed, in the eastern part -  it was the

Cold War. The antiquities came under the administration 
of the Prussian Cultural Heritage Foundation, which 
exhibited the objects from 1961 in the Charlottenburg 
palace. Only after German reunification in 1990 could 

the collections again be brought together.

events for the Koreans”

The “helm et correspondence” today fills a complete 
docum ent folder and once occupied no fewer than 
four NOCs, the IOC as well as three authorities and State 

Museums of West Berlin. The KOC claimed the ancient 
helm et from the m id-1970s as the property of Sohn, 
although the marathon victor was known to have been 
born in North Korea. The West German NOC insisted on 

its claim ; however, this was not proven. There was a 
second German Olympic Committee, which also had its 

seatin Berlin where the helm et had been until 1945. The 
Prussian Cultural Heritage Foundation was concerned 
about the loss of a beautiful exhibit, whose material 
value was estimated at between 50,000 to 100,000 
German marks.

The discussion became sharper when a club called 
H ellen ic  A ssociation of Friends of Korea began to 
interfere -  founded in 1955 by former members of the 
Greek Battalion, which in the Korean War had belonged 

to the UN contingent on the side of the south. Their 
spokesman was the acting General Secretary, Takis E. 

Papayannopoulos, a professor who taught in the Athens 
School of Journalism. He boasted of his good relations 
with the newspaper Vrodini, which promptly published 
an article about the helmet following his views.31

In a “Memorandum” , Papayannopoulos demanded 

the immediate release of the helmet, which he saw not 
as a sports prize, but as a symbol of the victory of the 
Occident over the "barbarian invaders”.32 He imputed 
to the Germans: "an im perm issible act of provocation 
against the w orld-w ide athletic spirit".

In the hope of being able to clarify  the 1936 IOC 
decision, KOC President Kim turned on 12th April 1978 to 
Lausanne. To his disappointment, IOC Director Monique 
Berlioux informed him that the matter had not been 
discussed either at a Session nor in a meeting of the 

Executive Board.33 Troger, on the other hand, learned 
via the German Embassy in Seoul that the KOC intended 
to have the subject placed on the agenda of the next 

Session -19 7 9  in Montevideo. If the helmet was given 
back, according to the KOC, it was to be exhibited in the 
Korean National Museum.31*

At the same tim e a press cam paign began, w hich 
e ith e r intend ed conscious d isin fo rm atio n  or was 
in te n d e d  as w ish fu l t h in k in g . The Korea Times 
announced underthe heading, "Germany May Return 
Helmet To Marathoner", th a t a W est German cable said:



it would send a letter to KOC detailing the transfer 
procedure of the helmet, which is rated as a rare 
treasure of the world.35

There could be no question of that. In reality Daume 
had only invited President Kim to the World Swimming 
Cham pionships in West Berlin and announced his 
intention to discuss the "helm et question" with him .36 
In addition he referred to a letter from Troger, in which 
was stated:

Therefore, the helmet was given from the Organising 
Committee to the Museum as a lending piece. The 
Museum itself considers the Organising Committee 
respectively our NOC as legal successor as proprietor 
of the helmet with the obligation that the helmet 
remains constantly in the Museum as lending p iece;... 
Once more we should like to express our desire that 
we want to settle this matter to the satisfaction of 
everybody. We intend to produce copies of the helmet, 
which we should like to offer to all still alive winners of 
the marathon race since 193631

The Koreans understood how to raise the temperature 
s k illfu lly . They involved private in d iv id u a ls , who 
claimed to be interm ediaries. Even the German press 
was used. The newspaper WELT am SONNTAG published 
the fa cs im ile  of a letter from Sohn to the "dear 
Berliners", in which he asked for support to attain the 
release of the helmet.38

Undeniable facts, however, were ignored by which 
the Challenge Cup was not only dedicated merely to the 
first place runner of 1936, but to all Olympic marathon

Dear Sirs,
have the honor of requesting you,kindly to; let: us know 

whether a. definite decision has. been taken with regard; to the ancient 
Hellenic Helmet which had "been awarded to the Korean Olympic winner, 
Sohn Kee Chung and has: been kept itr. the Charlotteraburg Museum since: 
1936.

It is; the last time- that we- are addressing ourselves; to 
you on this-,, matter and we hope that you will favor us.; with an answer., 
abova= all,consistent■ with the Olympia Spirit.

With profound respect and oordial greetings,

NATIONALES OLYMPISCHES KOMITEE 
PUR DEUTSCHLAND
6, prankpurt/main 71»
OTTO FLECK-SCHMEISE 12 
W. DEUTSCHLAND.

c h a m p io n s. Tröger's arg u m e n t, th a t the helm et, 
according to the wish of the donor at that point in 
tim e, should be in the possession of Montreal w inner 
W aldemar Cierpinski from the GDR, aroused fury by the 
"Friends of Korea".39

W hilethe officials exchanged polite formulae, without 
movingfrom their positions, Papayannopoulos lost his 
patience. H esentan ultimatum to Träger askingfor the 
final decision. In the case that it did not agree with his 

way of thinking, he threatened to produce a "book of 
revelation" in five languages, to be distributed during 
the 1980 Games in Moscow.40 A bubble. At the end of 

February 198o he quietly announced his abandonment, 
because it w ould  garner no p u b lic ity  due to the 

expected Olympic boycott by the western w orld.41
Such attacks did have an effect. Although the legal 

s itu a tio n  was described as c le a r-c u t, the General 
Director of the State Museums, H ans-Joachim  Fürste, 
feared above all sport-political concerns, especially as 
Träger had informed him : "I am at the moment pretty 
sure th at our committee w ould agree to return the 

helm et to Korea, if  there are no other argum ents".42 
In order to persuade the IOC to be gracious, Fürste 

declared himself ready to produce reduced copies of the 
helmet, provided that the existing lending contract was 
declared to be irrevocable.43

In the next three years the d isp u te  w as nearly 
forgotten. There were more im portant subjects. Sohn 

stayed several times in the German Federal Republic, 
with the delegation from Seoul, and canvassed for the 
1988 Games in B aden-Baden in 1981 with a "Sm iling 
O ffensive". The IOC voted su rp ris in g ly  clearly w ith 

52-27 votes for Seoul and against the arrogant appearing 
Japanese contestant Nagoya. It was no secret that 

Adidas boss Horst Dassler had pulled the strings in the 
background.44

Sohn regularly visited the German Embassy in Seoul, 
where he announced his unchanging interest in the 
trophy. However, not much more was said about the 
orig inal. Meantime Sohn could even accept the idea 
of a reproduction which Tro ger had offered him in the 
autumn of 1982.45 for the German Embassy a "Goodwill" 
cam paign had precedence, for w hich a reason and 
sponsor emerged: the replica financed by the Düsseldorf 
Trade Fair Society was to be handed over in 1984 "as 
part of celebrations for the Korean-Germ an centennial 
relations" at the sports equipm entfair in Seoul.46

Yet when the copy was ready in early 1984 , the fair 
was cancelled. Before a new date could be agreed, 
Träger received a telex from Seoul, in which KOC General 
Secretary Choy Man Lip dem anded a new discussion, 
giving as a reason:

But this matter is very important and has very special 
meaning not only to Mr. Sohn but also to all the Korean 
peopled

Special thanks 
to Ulrich Schulze 
Forsthövel, 
project manager 
of the German 
"Memory of 
the Sport"

With ietters
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Greek “Friends of 

Korea" tried to help 

Sohn ICee Chung to 

his aiiegec! justice.
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W hatthat really meant could be read in the magazine 

Newsreview:
Sohn's w inning of the gold meda l was recorded as 
one of the three most prominent events for the Koreans 
at that time. Two others were the 1919 Independence 
M ovem ent an d  the 1926 Students U prising in 
Kwangju.1*8

The whole controversy back to the beginning! "I flatly 
declined the W est German offer. I w antnothing but the 

original. This is also the w ill of the Vradyni", Sohn was 

quoted.1*9
Along with the signs of weariness now, after ten years 
of discussion with Daume and Tröger, came a proposal 
supported by the German Foreign Office. It came from 
the Ambassador in Seoul, Jürgen Kleiner, who had just 
been appointed. In order "to bring th is  sad subject onto 
the table" he saw no other alternative than a generous 
gesture. In other words: the original was to be handed 
overto Sohn in a ceremony in his residence. "about the 
whole thing, this must be a part of the agreement with 

the Korean side, tv and press report."50
Against his conviction, the ju r is t  Troger began to 

accept that he would be on the losing side, when two 
influential NOC members returned from Seoul in April

1986. Their view  was "that the NOC in consideration 
of the relations with Korea -  political as well those in 
preparation for the Olympic Games -  is obliged to hand 
overthe helmet to the Olympic marathon champion of 

1936".51
There was unity that the presentation, -  as requested 

by the KOC -  should not take place at the meeting of 

the Association of National Olympic Committees (ACNO) 
in Seoul. Instead, Sohn was invited to West Berlin 
where it was intended that in August for the 50 year 
anniversary of the 1936 Games he would be given the 
relic. A  more than painful piece of news for the Museum 
of Antiquities, w hich for alm ost 50 years had looked 

after the helm et and saved it over the period of the war. 
There were other ancient helmets in the collection, but 
the "Marathon Prize" was considered a particularly fine 
piece, so  tha ta  gap remained.

Daum e, w ho because of the Berlin Gam es, was 
contaminated by the Nazi regime, avoided a memorial 
ce le b ra tio n  and used a re u n io n  of the G erm an 
medallists o f  1936 to hand overthe helmet officially to 
Sohn in acknowledgement of the fact that his homeland 
is preparing itself now for the holding of the Games of 
theXXIVth Olympiad. Besides he said in his speech:

We make no claims to gratitude or any act of fairness 
or complying with any iegai obligations. A little bit of 
symbolism, which is almost indispensable for Olympic 
events, a little bit of humour as well, that is a ll.57

After that the helm et was professionally packed up and 
sen t to Seoul. To correspond to the Korean wishes, the 
ceremony was repeated on 22nd September 1986 in the 
residence of the German Ambassador. As he had hoped, 

the media response was overwhelming. In the photos 
o f t h is  even t a happy Sohn can be seen, putting on the 
helm et, much too sm all for the size of his head -  a 
horrorfor every archaeological expert.

As expected, th is h an d ing over to Sohn was only 

sym bolic. Soon the helm et went off to the National 
Museum of Korea, where on 7th March 1987, it was 
registered as the 9 0 4  Korean national treasure. At 
Sohn's request replicas were prepared and awarded 
in 2006 -  fo u r years after his death -  for the first time 
to the w inners of the marathon of Seoul (named after 
him).

What a history! -  and still incomplete today. Scarcely 
had the h elm e t changed its ow ner than the KOC 
President also dem anded the "correction" of Sohn's 
nam e and nationality on the Berlin roll of honour.53 
However, neither the NOC for Germany nor the Mayor 
of Berlin (West) Eberhard Diepgen, to whom the Korean 
member of parliam ent Lee Jong Chan had turned, was 
entitled to act. Property of the former Reichssportfeid, 
to w hich the Olympic Stadium belonged, was at that 
tim e the Federal Property Office as f in a n c ia l legal



successo rto the collapsed Hitler empire. The area had 
been a protected m onum ent since 1966 -  a further 
reason why the compromise favoured by Daume and 
Troger, to attach a sm all notice of explanation to the 
roll of honour, was refused.54 Besides, in accord with 
the th in kin g  of the IOC, w hich informed the NOC for 

Germany:
This case has been submitted to the Executive Board 
which decided that the inscription should  not be 
modified, since it would constitute an alteration to 
the Olympic history.55

Understandably, it is hard for the Koreans, who refer 
w illingly to the long distant but proud tradition of their 

kingdoms and their existing sovereignty, to accept this 

decision. Nor is there any lack of attempts to interpret 
background reports about the Korean origin of Sohn 
Kee Chung, as can be read on the IOC w ebsite,56 as a 
departure from the original resolution.57

The m arathon victor of 1936 rem ains in Olym pic 
statistics registered under his Japanese nam e and 

as a mem ber of the Japanese team. If the IOC acted 
differently, it would se ta  precedent w hich could set 
off a chain reaction. In the m arathon race a lo n e , 
the n a tio n a lity  w ould have to be changed w ith  a 
fu rth er four w inners, although their countries at that 
time did not take part in the Olympics: Michel Theato 
(France/1900) came from Luxembourg. The victorious 

Boughera El Ouafi (1928) and Alain O'Kacha Mimoun 
(1956) also ran for France but were Algerians, and Emil 

Zátopek (Czechoslovakia/1952) was a Czech.
If history proves itself to be true, one can and must not 

rewrite it. Neither can one run away from it. ®
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