
That is why the date 17

May later was chosen as

the Day of Bulgarian

Sports.

Louis Eyer spent the

next 23 years of his life in

Bulgaria, dedicating him-

self fully to the develop-

ment of Bulgarian sports

and the Bulgarian national

cause. He taught gymnas-

tics in Lom (1894-1903),

Silistra (1904-1905) and

Rousse (1909-1016), but

did not miss to introduce

Bulgarians to sports previ-

ously unknown to them

such as football, fencing,

boxing, cycling, etc. Eyer

and his colleague Daniel

Blanchoud each wrote a

textbook on teaching gym-

nastics at secondary

schools. They were pub-

lished in 1901 and were

used by Bulgarian schools

until almost the mid-20th

century.

One of Louis Eyer and

his Swiss colleagues'

greatest merits to Bulgaria

was the founding of the

Yunak gymnastics associ-

ations that combined ath-

letic and patriotic objec-

tives. The first Yunak asso-

ciations were established

in Sofia and Rousse in

1895, and by 1898 there

were such associations in

15 Bulgarian towns which

led to their unification

under a single Union.

Louis Eyer was among its

founding members and by

the end of his life was in-

evitably part of its man-

agement, together with

Daniel Blanchoud and

Alois Bunther, another two

Swiss teachers who com-

mitted fully their lives to

Bulgaria.  

In the spirit of the ideas

of Louis Eyer and the turn

of the 20th century, sports

and military education

walked hand in hand.

Gymnastics lessons were

coupled with marching

drills, patriotic songs and

choreographies based on

Bulgaria's past. Amidst the

national upsurge everyone

was getting ready for the

future unification of the

country which was ex-

pected to come on the top

of the bayonets.

After the outbreak of the

First Balkan War in 1912,

Louis Eyer was one of the

first activists of the Yunak

movement who called for

the establishment of a mil-

itary formation of move-

ment members. The Chief

of Staff of the Bulgarian

Army granted his approval

and a 205-strong Yunak

Legion was formed as part

of the detachments in

Macedonia and Edirne

Thrace and was dispatched

to the Thracian front.

Louis Eyer, who was a

lieutenant of the Swiss

Army reserve, was ap-

pointed as its commander.

The Legion fought

bravely in the First and

Second Balkan Wars, 11

men died and 7 were in-

jured, but 32 soldiers were

decorated with various or-

ders and medals. Eyer

himself was decorated

with two Military Crosses

“For Bravery”, and was

made a lieutenant of the

Bulgarian Army even

though he did not have a

Bulgarian citizenship.

But the wars, as we

know from history lessons,

did not bring the coveted

unification of the Bulgar-

ian lands. Even worse,

after their end Bulgaria

was smitten by a wave of

lies and opprobrium by its

recent allies, which forced

Eyer to engage also his pen

in the defence of the Bul-

garian cause. At the end of

1913 he published in

French his book Pro Bul-

garia, in which he dis-

proved with prompt justifi-

cation the statements made

by Serbs and Greeks, and

defended the justified Bul-

garian claims over parts of

Macedonia and Thrace

with predominantly Bul-

garian population. 

After the outbreak of the

First World War and Bul-

garia's involvement in it,

Eyer did not hesitate a sec-

ond and joined the ranks

again despite having

turned 50 and being asked

by his family to stay at

home with them. He was

attached as a volunteer to

the 33rd Svishtov regiment

and was appointed half-

company commander. He

engaged in battle on the

Macedonian front and died

on 2 September 1916 in a

military hospital not far

from the line of fire. He

was buried in the Bulgar-

ian cemetery in the village

of Causli near Lake

Doyran, in the present-day

Republic of Macedonia.

With his untimely death

and everything he did for

Bulgaria, Eyer has right-

fully been enshrined into

the Bulgarian national

pantheon. Bulgaria got a

hero who was not Bulgar-

ian, but Switzerland did

not know about that until

recently. While Eyer’s

name has been relatively

popular in Bulgaria, it was

completely anonymous in

his native Switzerland. To

the country in the Alps he

was merely one of dozens

of thousands Swiss nation-

als who had chosen to seek

their happiness elsewhere

at the end of the 19th cen-

tury. To Bulgaria, how-

ever, Eyer is someone spe-

cial. Without him Bulgar-

ian sports and the defence

of the Bulgarian national

cause would not have been

the same.
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H
is name has been

given to streets in

Sofia, Rousse and

Lom, the stadium in Silis-

tra and a peak in the

Ellsworth Mountains in

Antarctica. Three docu-

mentaries, a few books

and dozens of articles in

print and online media

have been dedicated to

him. And yet, few can af-

ford to say they know who

this man is. We are talking

about Louis Eyer, 'the fa-

ther of gymnastics' in Bul-

garia, one of the founders

of the Yunak sports move-

ment in the country, and

the fervent defender of the

Bulgarian national cause

who died on the battlefield

in the First World War as

an officer of the Bulgarian

Army.  

Louis-Emil Eyer was

born on 17 November

1865 in the village of Bex,

in the canton of Vaud, but

grew up in the town of

Vevey in the same canton

where his parents moved

when he was very young.

He graduated the profes-

sional secondary school

and was qualified as a

founder, but practicing

sports was his true voca-

tion. Since early childhood

he had been spending most

of his leisure time in the

gymnasium and quickly

became one of the most

active members of the

local gymnast association

called “The Young Patri-

ots”.

His first ever participa-

tion in a federal conven-

tion, the one in Le Sentier

in 1887, was crowned with

the highest distinction, a

laurel wreath, of which

only the best were worthy.

In the next years he ended

up winner at four more

conventions, in Buhl, Lau-

sanne, Moudon and Fri-

bourg, was given three

diplomas of excellence,

and was named honorary

member of the Federal

Gymnastics Society. By

that time sports, and in

particular gymnastics, had

taken centre stage in Swiss

social life and had become

part of the national self-

awareness and recogni-

tion. Being Swiss meant

being a good athlete and

vice versa!

So, given this back-

ground, it is hardly sur-

prising that when in 1893

the Managing Board of the

Gymnastics Association in

the canton of Vaud opened

a contest for sports teach-

ers to go to Bulgaria, Louis

Eyer was among the first

volunteers. The idea origi-

nated from the then Bul-

garian Minister of Educa-

tion Georgi Zhivkov, who

had attended the Federal

Convention in Lausanne

that same year, and had

been fascinated by the per-

formance of the Swiss

gymnasts. In his opinion,

the only thing able to bring

the Bulgarian people out

of their Oriental condition

and back to European

civilisation was the disci-

pline acquired through

regular sports practice.

Having passed the pre-

liminary selection and ex-

aminations, 9 Swiss gym-

nasts headed for Bulgaria

in May 1894, and another

one had already arrived in

the country a couple of

months earlier. The group

got off the train on 13 May

and almost immediately

after that the men headed

toward the towns of their

teaching destinations.

Louis Eyer was dispatched

to Lom, and several days

after their arrival, around

17 May, the Swiss men

had already engaged in

teaching Bulgarian stu-

dents sports and discipline.
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The Swiss man who
chose to be Bulgarian
Louis Eyer died in the First World War exactly 100 years ago

Louis Eyer with his first laurel wreath at Le Sentier, 1887.

Louis Eyer (left) in practice combat with a student, 1912.

Lieutenant Louis Eyer, commander of the Yunak Legion,
1912.


