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Paavo Nurmi’s Significance

for the Finnish-Americans

John O. Virtanen

wenty years before Finland

succeeded in freeing herself
from Russia and becoming inde-
pendent, there was born in the
city of Turku a boy who was to
astonish the world. It would al-
ways be said of him that he ran
Finland onto the map of the
world. He competed for twenty
years at the very highest level of
world-class runners, and when he
changed careers and became a
businessman, he showed the
same determination as in athlet-
ic competition.

He ran Finland onto the map
of the world

During his running career, Nur-
mi, a bright, stubborn, taciturn,
and exfraordinarily gifted indi-
vidual, ran to twenty-three offi-
cial world records. In three Ol-
ympics he won a total of nine
gold medals and three silver med-
als. It is now one hundred years
since his birth, and sixty-three
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since the end of his career, but
few can challenge him for the ti-
tle of "world’s best runner.”

Nurmi was twenty-three when
he startled the world for the first
time at the 1920 Olympics in
Antwerp. An unknown man from
an unknown country, he won
three gold medals and one silver.
From then on, his career was fol-
lowed closely.

At the next Olympics in Par-
is, Nurmi did not disappoint his
awed admirers. He won five gold
medals in spite of the fact that he
had only a brief one-hour rest
between the 1500- and the 5,000-
meter runs. At both distances he
set world and Olympic records.
And the “cinder track’s iron man”
as he was dubbed, did not even
look tired when the races were
over.

Nurmi for Finland and for
the Finnish-Americans

Paavo Nurmi was born on June
13, 1897 and he died in Helsinki
on October 2, 1973. Had Ameri-
ca won him over for her own, as
many in the United States had
wished to do in his triumphant
early days, he would have died
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there. But the quiet, deadpan
“flying Finn” opted for his home-
land. During his career, prompt-
ed and abetted by Finnish- Amer-
icans, he made seven philan-
thropic and competitive tours in
the United States — and his sig-
nificance for the positive identi-
ty of the Finnish-Americans as
well as for the bild of Finns and
Finland in America was enor-
mous.

The Winter War with Russia
broke out on November [939.
Nurmi boarded his retail opera-
tion shop against bombs and on
January 24, 1940, departed for
the United States on a good will
and fund raising trip. Nurmi took
the serious purpose of the trip to
heart. When chided by reporters
for being especially grim, he re-
sponded, ”It’s no time for any
Finn to laugh.” His participation
with Finnish-Americans in the
Help Finland campaign during
the war was crucial.

Paavo Nurmi’s first American
tour was in 1925. He was invited
to America by the Finnish-Amer-
ican Athletic Club, whose mem-
bers individually financed his
travel from Turku to New York.
Hugo Quist, president of the
FAAC was his manager and ad-
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viser. Nurmi ran in fifty-five in-
door and outdoor track meets,
breaking 38 indoor world
records, the majority of them his
own. He ran from January 6 to
May 26 in twenty-one different
American and Canadian cities
from New York to Los Angeles
and San Francisco. In addition,
he booked exhibitions at univer-
sities, high schools and the army
training centers.

Paavo Nurmi was a member of
the Finnish Olympic team to Los
Angeles Games in 1932 prepared
to win Olympic marathon and
10,000 meter races and to bring
home two gold medals. Nurmi’s
popularity was as high as ever in
the United States. He was a door
opener for the Finnish team,
which was given royal treatment
from coast to coast. The last goal
still shimmered on the horizon: a
gold medal at Los Angeles Olym-
pics marathon.

After the disastrous Los Ange-
les Olympics, where Nurmi was
not allowed to run, he put all his
energy into his business enter-
prises. Successful stock market
investing provided hiro with his
initial working capital. Nurmi’s
construction company was one of
the most successful businesses
ever owned by a former Olympic
athlete. At his busiest period he
had as many as three hundred
people working for him, con-
stracting total of forty apartment
buildings in Helsinki.

Idolized by fans

For Nurmi’s historically impor-
tant accomplishments in Ameri-
ca we should thank the American

Two of Finland’s running heroes, Paavo Nurmi (right) and Ville Ritola
in New York in 1925. (J. O. Virtanen photo collections)
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Finns, The Finnish American
Athletic Club of New York who
invited Nurmi and whose mem-
bers personally financed Paavo
Nurmi’s two visits to America.
Nurmi was a total success and
idolized by American fans — let
alone the Finnish Americans. For
his appearance at Madison
Square Garden on January 6,
1925, all tickets were sold out in
advance, including the maximum
permissible of standing room ad-
missions.

During his American tours,
one competition followed fast on
the heels of another. Nurmi’s
overwhelming supertority in all
of them led people to indulge in
flights ot hyperbole and specuta-
tion. Did he train rigorously or
was he a supernaturally gifted
“freak”? An American medical

researcher proclaimed him the
“Finnish Wonder.” His physical
measurements were taken, his
build was studied. His running
style was photographed and the
photos used in trajning other run-
ners. The press showered nick-
names on him: “Finnish Phan-
tom,” "Winged Mercury,” the
”Antelope of Turku”, the "Non-
pareil,” along with the well-
known “Flying Finn.” The Bos-
ton Globe extended his attributes
to all Finns, declaring them to be
“the finest human specimens in
the world, sturdily built, rugged,
strong, and light of foot.” Even
an American bankers were over-
whelmed of Nurmi’s tour by
openly declaring that "any coun-
try producing a Paavo Nurmi had
to be worth of investment.” As a
result the loan of 400 000 000

Finnish American Athietic Club, New York, at the turn of 1820’s and
1930'’s. (J. O. Virtanen photo collections)

28

doliars (which in 1997 would
amount to nearly twenty three
billion Finnish marks) was grant-
ed to Finland. A great accom-
plishment for Nurmi and Finnish-
Americans.

Laden with honors

During his lifetime, Nurmi re-
ceived the acknowledgments of
three  American  Presidents,
Calvin Coolidge, Richard Nixon,
and Lyndon B. Johnson. He was
a hero to Supreme Court Justice
William O. Douglas, who ad-
mired him because "he stood for
excellence” and had given Doug-
las ”a sense of my outer limits.”

In addition, there are other
honors bestowed upon Nurmi’s
heritage in USA such as Nurmi
Street which was named after the
Flying Finn in 1929 by the city
council of Sylmar, San Fernando
Valley, Los Angeles, California.

Paavo Nurmi Center, a build-
ing for physical education, was
constructed at Suomi College,
Hancock, Michigan, in 1969 and
named in Nurmi’s honor.

On June 24, 1996, Time Mag-
azine selected Paavo Nurmi as
the foremost among the 93,254
athletes who had competed dur-
ing one hundred years of Olym-
pic history.

The heritage of Paavo Nurmi

Paavo Nurmi, a highly success-
ful businessman, established and
funded the Paavo Nurmi Founda-
tion on February 29, 1968, with
a donation of several apartment
buildings and one million marks
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Paavo Nurmi’s last invitational run at the Madison Sqguare Garden in
New York, 18.2.1966. He was an honored guest of the New York Ath-
letic Club. (J. O. Virtanen photo collections}

cash, for the purpose of support-
ing medical research of heart de-
cay. Nurmi’s son, Matti Nurmi, is
today the chairman of the board.

Paavo Nurmi’s home, at Jar-
rumiehenkatu 4, has been re-
stored by the city of Turku to its
original condition.

In 1978 1 began to research
material regarding Nurmi in the

American newspapers and histor-
jcal archives. My collection of
nearly 1000 photos and lot of
newspaper clippings I have do-
nated to the Finnish Sport Muse-
um Foundation, located at the
Helsinki Olympic Stadion.
When Finnfest Inc. was or-
ganized in 1982 to have one big
annual festival open Lo all Finn-
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ish Americans, the photo exhibit
of Paavo Nurmi became a part of
the events. The six photo panels.
with 72 pictures, were assembled
here in Finland and donated to
the Finnkest USA. The exhibit
has been on display in each
FinnFest Jocation annually. Over
one hundred thousand people has
seen the exhibit. Paavo Nurmi
Run as well has become part of
the FinnFest annual festival pro-
grams. An interest of the Finnish
Americans toward Paavo Nurmj
sti]l continues.

The centennial of Nurmi’s
birth has been celebrated in Fin-
land with a whole series of cere-
monial events. Amoog the many
honorable newsmen and celcbri-
ties attending were the president
of the International Olympic
Committee, Juan Anthonto Sama-
ranch.

The Paavo Nurmi Heritage
Society, (Paavo Nurmen perin-
neyhdistys ry) was established in
Turku on June 13, 1991. The pur-
pose ofl the Heritage Society is to
commemorate and make Paavo
Nurmt’s life work known as
widely as possible. In honor of
Paavo Nurmi’s Centennial, an in-
ternational competition for de-
sign of the Paavo Nurmi Monu-
ment: "The Memorial and the
Dream for Turkw” will be an-
nounced in the fall of 1997 by
The Paavo Nurmi Heritage Soci-
ety and the City of Turku. The
monument will be a great physi-
cal facility to demonstrate Paavo
Nurmi’s greatness on the track, as
well as in life.



