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MEMORABILIA ETC.
by Stathis Douramakos

With but 22 made, skyrocketing prices, and
the stories being told amongst collectors, it is no
surprise that this beautiful torch has become the
“holy grail” for Olympic afficionados.

The following information comes from the
Official Report of the 1952 Olympic Games, as
well as my own personal experiences.

The Torch Relay

Some statistics: the Torch Relay began at An-
cient Olympia with the traditional lighting on 25
June 1952, concluding at the Olympic Stadium in
Helsinki on 19 July. The distance run was 7,870
kilometers (4,890 miles) and involved the partici-
pation of 3,372 runners.

A member of the Organizing Committee, Mr.
Lauri Miettinen, arrived in Athens by air from Hel-
sinki on 20 June, bringing with him seven Hel-
sinki torches and 200 fuel canisters for use during
the Greek portion of the torch relay.

Following the Lighting Ceremony at Ancient
Olympia, the relay made its way across Greece
with its final stop being the Panathenaic Stadium
in Athens for the traditional Handover Ceremony.

In Greece the Flame was carried the entire
distance by 342 runners in one-kilometer stages.

The Finnish Olympic Committee, concerned
about routing the torch relay through Soviet-con-
trolled Eastern Europe, decided to transport the
Olympic Flame from Athens to Scandinavia by
plane – the first time in Olympic history that the
flame traveled by air.

After leaving Greece, the Torch Relay’s first
stop was in Denmark. From there the Flame was
relayed north up the length of Sweden. It crossed
into Finland at Tornio and then continued south
to Helsinki.

The Saar Olympic
Committee made a gift
of a beautiful miner's
safety lamp in which the
Flame could be carried
in an airplane. Scandina-
vian Airlines System
(SAS) offered to trans-
port it by special aircraft
from Greece to Den-
mark.

A special Saar stamp
commemorates both the
1952 Olympic Games
and Saar’s “participation” in the torch relay by
providing the miner’s lamp to carry the flame. 

The Helsinki
1952

Olympic
Torch
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The Torch

In the 1936 and 1948 Torch Relays each run-
ner had his own torch, kindled by the previous
runner. Following the changeover, each torch
bearer was allowed to keep the torch as a me-
mento. This is a tradition that has continued at
every Olympic Games – except for the 1952 Torch
Relay!

The Organizing Committee for the Games of
the XVth Olympiad ordered only a small number
of torches with attachable fuel canisters. By using
fuel canisters and exchanging torches every
twenty minutes, the number of torches could be
reduced to 22 (in 1936 there were 3,840 and in
1948, over a much shorter route, 1,700).

Instead of their own torch,
runners were awarded a torch
relay copper plaque (40 mm x
70 mm, and 3 mm thick) as a
memento for their participation
in the torch relay (left). In all,
3,750 plaques were created.

The torch, designed by
Aukusti Tuhka, is attached to a
lacquered curly birch wood
handle. It is 60 centimeters (23.6
inches) long and its metal parts

include 600 grams of silver.
The total weight of the torch is approximately

1080 grams (38.09 ounces).
Around the lower part of the metal bowl, is

inscribed in two lines: “XV OLYMPIA HELSINKI
1952” and “HELSINKI HELSINGFORS”. A star is
engraved at the beginning and end of each line.

A laurel wreath is attached at the approxi-
mate center of one side of the torch; the Olympic
Rings are on the opposite face. Two sets of four
hallmarks provide distinguishing characteristics:
one set is on the metal part of the handle being
the lowest part of the torch, and the other is on
the metal bowl. (Additional details of the hall-
marks are not provided in an effort to deter coun-
terfeiters.)

A total of 1600 fuel canisters were produced.
Of those, 200 were sent to Greece, 175 to
Denmark and 300 to Sweden. The fuel canister
was guaranteed to burn for a minimum of 21
minutes but in tests some burned for as long as
45 minutes.

After the Games, the Organizing Committee
presented one torch each to the Olympic Com-
mittees of Greece, Denmark and Sweden, SAS
Airlines, the International Sports Museum in Laus-
anne, the Finnish Museum of the Far North and
the leading Finnish sports organizations.

There have been claims that there were two
types of Helsinki torches, one in silver and a
bronze version. Experience, along with the infor-
mation given in the Official Report, lead to the
conclusion that no bronze Helsinki torch was
ever produced – only the 22 silver ones.

Finally, as with many other torches, there
have been attempts to replicate this torch. Having
seen both the authentic and counterfeit torches
up close, I consider these attempts to be very un-
successful. It does, however, take an
experienced eye to discern the difference, so
please be careful, as a fraud may cross your path.
If in doubt, consult an expert before buying!

Scenes from the 1952 Olympic Torch Relay: (left) the Greek runner, and later Olympic winner Roubanis, bears the torch
into the Stadium in Athens; (center) the Olympic Flame, safely protected in a special miner’s lamp provided by Saar for
its flight from Athens to Copenhagen; (right) the “Flying Finn,” Paavo Nurmi, carrying the torch into Helsinki’s Olympic
stadium. (Photos: 1952 Olympic Report)


