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A Blur in Slow Motion

There is a quiet that fills the air right before the gun goes off. It’s the moment when everything is on the line—as people often say—and all the work you’ve put in up to that single crack of a starter’s pistol is finally tested.

Everything, all at once.

All the hours spent on the track, perfecting the tiniest variations in your stride that might give you an edge. All those hours in the gym, working to build just a little more explosiveness out of the blocks—a push that just might nudge you ahead. All of the years following a strict regimen, making sure your body is as primed and ready for this moment as possible.

It’s more than all of that though. It’s not just the physical work. Or the pain that sets in—the pain you must push through, because you know your competitors will too. It’s not just the exhaustion that always follows. Or the disappointments when the extra speed you’re searching for just doesn’t come. 

It’s also the weight of expectation. It’s knowing you can be the fastest person to reach the line ahead, and knowing so many people watching believe you can too. It’s the fear of letting yourself and those people down. It’s knowing there is only one outcome that won’t also carry some level of disappointment.

It’s remembering the days when it seemed as though moments like this would never return. The feeling that your body had betrayed you. When injuries seemed too insurmountable for you to ever get back the strength you had before. It’s knowing how that doubt crept in, the way doubt always tries to—even in the most seemingly confident people—and having to fight back with all the positivity you can find within you and beyond you. It’s remembering all the people who’ve stood behind you on that line, believing in you, supporting you, challenging you, embracing you—loving you. It’s knowing that without the blessing of those people in your life, you would have never been able to stand here at all.

Everything carries a lot.

But right now everything is on the line, and the world around me goes quiet. This is where and when I really come to life.

Somewhere in those fractions of a second, something ignites inside of me, fuelled by everything that came before. Crack—and I’m a rocket ripping towards the finish line as fast as a human body is capable.

The first few seconds often predict the outcome. You know the game plan. It was forged through many victories and defeats. It was the focus of thousands of sessions on the track, in the gym, of studying the strengths and weaknesses of the world’s fastest men beside me. You know that your strength is your top-end speed,  and that if you can just get a good start and stick with the pack rushing beside you, the race is yours.

But sometimes the game plan doesn’t go as intended. Everyone else is working from a game plan of their own. The people beside you are being propelled by the force of everything behind them too—all the work, all the hope, all the same desires to be the best—and they are doing everything in this brief flash of time to beat you and all the others.

All you can hear is the thunder of 14 feet, besides your own, and a glimpse of bodies trying to push past the corners of your eyes. You can feel your heart pounding. You can feel the air filling and escaping your lungs. You can feel the pierce of lactic acid pain in your legs.

You can’t tell who pulls ahead and who lags. But you can tell when someone does. And you can feel the panic when it seems like your plan isn’t working.

The conversation begins. You tell yourself you’ve got to stay calm.

Relax, pump your arms . . . Relax, pump your arms . . .

Hit the ground . . . Hit the ground . . .

Stand up tall . . . Don’t sit . . . Keep the hips up . . .

Stay relaxed . . . Always stay relaxed . . .

That’s when everything slows down in your mind. But panic has rarely been strong enough to defeat me. If anything, it drives me. And now you’re hunting, determined to catch that body and blow past it.

At the same time, you need to maintain your rhythm. It’s so important in sprinting. It’s all about the feel of your body operating like a finely tuned machine. The speed might increase, but without the symmetry of that stride—that rhythm—the entire system falls apart. In the final stretch of any sprint everyone slows down, but some slow down less. A race is won in the ability to hold your speed longer than everyone else.

The last 20 metres are about finishing the hunt. Keeping pace, maintaining form, but bursting with a final push of power.

This is going to be close . . .

A few more strides.

Lean, lean . . . Lean!

* * *

I’m on a mission to be the fastest sprinter I can be, to execute to my full potential. I know my best race is yet to come. But this book isn’t about my pursuit of medals or records on the track; it’s about what I’ve learned along the way.

When I look back, sometimes life feels like a blur too. It’s hard to identify all those steps that have led me onto the podium at multiple Olympic Games and World Athletics Championships, or the missteps that resulted in a near career-ending hamstring injury. But ultimately, these steps, good and bad, led me to become a champion. They’ve also built my life beyond the track, starting a family of my own and working to be the best kind of father and man I can be.

In writing this book, I’ve attempted to slow it all down and try to distill the lessons I’ve learned throughout my pursuit of excellence on and off the track.

I’ve been fortunate to learn from so many great people in my life. From my mother to my girlfriend and closest friends, to my management team, trainers, doctors, therapists, teammates, and mentors, and to the dedicated coaches who have supported and guided me along the way. If there is one thing I’ve learned more than anything, it’s that I’ve been blessed in this life by the people around me.

In many ways, what I’ve experienced as a high-performance athlete has been applicable to how I live my life. I’ve been through many disappointments in my career so far. I’ve made mistakes and faced challenges that seemed insurmountable at times. I’ve battled with anxieties and found myself in deep valleys consumed with doubt. But I’ve also found success, working through that adversity to reach the goals I set out to achieve. I’ve learned how to look at what seems impossible and truly believe I can accomplish it. And I’ve managed to find balance and feel at peace as I take on those challenges.

In other words, I’ve found a rhythm of life that works for me. I’ve learned to keep disappointment and success in perspective, knowing that more of each will come regardless of what I do.

As I’ve slowed everything down to work through this book, I’ve come to understand more about myself. I’ve come to see where I can be better, but also where I can find more satisfaction and contentment.

I’ve shared the lessons I’ve learned along the way here. These lessons are not chronological. This book is not a memoir. Instead, I’ve gathered individual stories from all aspects and periods of my life so I can share a road map to reveal some of the ways I’ve managed to achieve success.

I hope you might find these reflections on life and learning useful in your own pursuit of greatness—as a high-performance athlete, in your career, or just in each day of a life well lived. I also hope the lessons I’ve learned while striving to achieve my goals will be helpful to you as you reach for yours.

I’m only partway through my journey. I’m still learning how to be the best man, the best father, and the best athlete I can be. I still have more to achieve on the track—and much more to achieve in this life. In the end, I hope my legacy is measured by what I achieve in both.

As I continue that pursuit, thank you for taking time out of life’s busy pace to slow it all down with me.
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The Accidental Sprinter

What the hell am I going to do with my life?

That was the question that filled my every day as I rode the bus around the city dropping off resumés during my senior year of high school at Milliken Mills in Markham, Ontario. I was facing that scary part of a young person’s life where suddenly the future seems very close and very uncertain.

It was the start of the most important lessons I’ve learned. Without that question, it’s likely you wouldn’t be reading about my life at all.

When I was young, I dreamed of playing in the NBA. I grew up watching the Toronto Raptors, idolizing guys like Vince Carter and Tracy McGrady. I definitely drew inspiration from them. My mom got an artist to paint the Raptors logo on my wall. So I was a big fan. But more than that, I had a hoop dream. I had been certain I was going to play in the NBA one day. Of course, I wasn’t the only one. All of my friends loved sports. That was where I found my closest connections—playing soccer, baseball, hockey, and basketball outside for hours. And we all dreamed of growing up to be like the stars we admired. Some of us wanted to be in the NHL or play MLB. But Andre De Grasse? He was going to be an NBA star.

As a teenager, I played for two different Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) travel teams from Toronto, the top tier of competitive ball. A newspaper photo emerged early in my career of me driving against future NBAer Andrew Wiggins in a game between our high schools. But the picture told only part of the story: Wiggins fouled me on the bucket. Unfortunately that was as close to a poster moment as I’d get in the sport I loved most as a kid.

I was an undersized guard, but I was fast. I was a vocal player on the court, always trying to lead my team. I’ve always had a competitive edge. I was the kind of guy who refused to let up, even in pickup games. If I lost, we were playing until I won. And I took it as seriously as I knew how, at the time, as a teenager. I knew I was athletic and that I had talent. There was nothing I was more passionate about than playing ball.

I wanted to earn a scholarship to an NCAA (National Collegiate Athletic Association) school, because that was where all the best Canadian players were going. I wanted a chance to play in front of thousands of wild fans, like we saw on TV every year watching March Madness. And after that, I wanted to play in the NBA—just like those players on my wall.

But the truth is, I wasn’t prepared to put in the effort it would take to reach that level. At the time, I didn’t have the kind of work ethic it requires to make it to the next level of any sport. Desire alone is never enough, but I didn’t understand that then. What I knew was that everyone always told me I was good at basketball. And in that world, I was. But I never practised hard. I thought my talent alone would be enough to carry me along.

As I went through high school, I started to notice the incredible improvement that some other players were making. They were talented too, but suddenly they were reaching the next level. By the time I realized the reason they were getting so much better was because they were putting in the work—practising hard on the court, training in the gym, dedicating their lives to basketball—it was too late. These were guys I had been better than, but now they had a step on me. They were smarter and stronger on the court. They had the edge.

That didn’t click for me until my senior year, and by that time there was no going back. It was already clear I wasn’t on the radar of NCAA schools the way I’d felt I deserved to be. That was when I first started to understand how much time I’d lost goofing off when I should have been working towards my goals. While part of me wishes I’d learned that lesson sooner, I also know that sometimes it’s just not meant to be.

In high school, class never captured my attention. I had a difficult time focusing. My mind always raced to different places during lectures. I found myself daydreaming about playing basketball, or being distracted by friends. It wasn’t that school was particularly challenging. I just didn’t apply myself. I was too immature at the time—consumed by the naivety of youth—to see the need for school. The only area I was focused on was basketball. I put all my focus into that dream, at the expense of working hard in school.

I got by on my athleticism but lacked the work ethic of other players in the AAU circuit. I watched these guys improve, adding to their strengths and fixing their weaknesses. They’d learned the key to improvement, which is a lesson it took me too long to understand.

In my final semester, I enrolled in a co-op placement, which allowed me to collect credits that I needed to graduate, because I wasn’t interested in spending any more time in the classroom. As part of the program, we needed to hand out resumés and land a volunteer job to fulfill the requirements.

By that time, when I was riding the city bus with a stack of resumés, I knew I wasn’t going to land the NCAA scholarship I’d hoped for. Despite it being my passion, in my heart I knew that basketball was coming to an end. The basketball season was cancelled in my Grade 12 year at Milliken Mills, so I was playing only the AAU and OBA (Ontario Basketball Association) circuit at the time. The world of competitive sports is full of politics and tough to navigate. I didn’t have anyone to help me navigate it, to help me land a scholarship or get to the next level.

My mother encouraged me to keep playing, even to stick around high school for a fifth year to try to get my grades up and play another season of ball. She could see me wandering off the right track and wanted to keep me from making big mistakes while I was young. To be blunt, I spent a lot of time hanging out with friends, chasing girls, and smoking weed. It was fun, but it was misguided. It was a waste.

My mother sat me down and asked whether I wanted to keep focusing on my basketball dream or whether it was better to give up the sport and focus my energy on pursuing a practical career. She knew that basketball wasn’t going to pay my bills. Maybe,  she said, I could attend college or university in Canada and try to make a varsity team, while studying in a program I liked. I dismissed that idea.

My mom didn’t really know about the NCAA, I thought. That’s where you have to make it happen. I could only see one route worth taking in basketball—the NCAA—and it was apparent that opportunity had passed me by. Even though I was still playing on the side, I knew there likely wasn’t a future in the sport for me. I’d missed my chance to make the most of the talent and opportunity I’d been given.

That realization was probably one of the most critical moments in my life. I didn’t have the grades to go to university. And even if I did, I had no idea what I’d want to study. I thought about maybe becoming a mechanic, because I loved cars. I also thought it would be cool to be a gym teacher. And I’d started to have some interest in social work.

Whichever direction I went, this was a decision I was going to need to make on my own. What did I plan to do with the rest of my life?

I remember the moment clearly. It was so random. I was riding the bus to hand out resumés after another long day of my co-op placement when my good friend Mikhile got on.

“What’s up, man? How’ve you been?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’m good, man. I’m good,” he said. “Where are you headed?”

I told him about job hunting and about how I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when school was over. Mikhile was on his way to track practice at York University, where he’d joined a running club. He took track seriously. He was getting ready for an upcoming meet. I’d teased Mikhile, telling him he wasn’t that fast and that I could beat him. Mikhile challenged me to prove it.

Why not?

I told him I would. Our buddy Zach was also planning to run. He wanted to add track to his sporting resumé so he could win the Athlete of the Year award at his high school. Mikhile was trying to connect with a girl who ran track. The track meets were all-day affairs away from school. When you weren’t competing, you sat in the stands watching others race and hanging out with friends.

I signed up for the team at Milliken Mills. It wasn’t hard to qualify for a high school track team in Canada at the time. It wasn’t a popular sport like basketball. As long as you were decently athletic, you could compete.

The York Region District championships, our school district north of Toronto, were held at the track complex at York University. That morning, I told my mom I was heading to a track meet.

“Track?” she said. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

I told her, no, I was going to be running with the track team that day. Mom smiled and joked that I just wanted to get away from school for a day. And to be fair, she was right. I showed up expecting a chill day with my friends. I was signed up for the 100-metre race but didn’t expect much to come of it. There were about 100 other runners that day. We were all grouped in heats that ran one after the other.

My friends knew I was fast because they’d seen me on a soccer pitch and basketball court. A few times we’d had to sprint in real life, after goofing around like teenage boys often do and needing to get away fast. But I hadn’t run a 100-metre race since middle school. I showed up in basketball shorts and borrowed a pair of spikes. I wore a black T-shirt underneath my Milliken Mills singlet. Before the race, I was given the number 635, which I pinned to my singlet.

When I was called out for my heat, I watched the other runners line up on the starting blocks. I had never heard of starting blocks before, let alone used them. When the starter told everyone to “get set,” I just crouched sideways like I was about to dash from first base to second base, while everyone else set themselves up properly. I don’t know what the other guys in the race thought of me, but I imagine they didn’t think I was going to be much competition. When the starter’s pistol went off, I started to run as fast as I could. I didn’t know anything about sprinting, but I knew a lot about competing. I just wanted to run faster than every guy beside me.

The laces of my borrowed shoes came undone before I reached the finish line. If I had stepped on them by mistake, I could have fallen flat on my face in front of everybody. And that would have been it for my track career—my day would have ended with severely wounded pride. Thankfully, that didn’t happen. I crossed the line and realized I’d won my heat!

I was as shocked as everyone else. I was thrilled. But aside from a win for my self-esteem, I couldn’t have dreamed that anything else would come from it. But I had earned a spot in the final.

The favourite to win was a guy named Bolade Ajomale, who was already known as one of the top sprinters in the country (and would later go on to win bronze with me in the 4 x 100-metre relay at the Rio Olympics).

Tony Sharpe arrived at York University just a few minutes before the race. Tony competed at the Los Angeles Olympics in 1984, winning a bronze medal in the 4 x 100-metre relay. He also set a Canadian record in the 200 metres. In retirement, he’d become one of the most renowned sprinting coaches in Canada. He ran an academy that trained young talent he found, turning them into some of the best sprinters in the country.

Tony was at the event to watch one of his athletes, Josh Cunningham, who was also from Markham and was a top 400-metre runner who went on to become a senior national champion in the event. Tony arrived just in time to catch the senior boys’ 100-metre final, which happened before the 400-metre final. Had he been a few minutes later, he would have missed it completely.

But that day, as I lined up at the starting blocks at the York Region District championships, crouching awkwardly while the others got set, Tony stood on the sidelines. He always had an interest in finding undiscovered talent. A big part of his academy was recruiting high school kids who didn’t realize they could have a future in track.

Tony first noticed me as I stood next to the other runners, looking sideways at the starter while the rest all leaned forward and looked ahead. The gun went off and I started to run. I didn’t win the race, so I didn’t think much of it, other than that it was cool that I showed up for my first track meet and made it to the finals. My second-place finish qualified me to advance to the regional finals, which meant my very young track career would continue.

But my time of 10.97 was enough to catch Tony’s attention. It was clear from my start and from my unconventional form that I had received no prior coaching. Running sub-11 seconds without any training met the threshold for someone who was naturally very fast. If I had been a Grade 9 student, I would have been the perfect candidate for Tony to bring to his academy and train for several years with the aim of becoming a provincial or national champion. But I was already in Grade 12. What potential really existed for me?

However, Tony started asking around about me. Josh Cunningham told him my name was Tip. That’s what all my friends called me back then, and what a lot of them still do. He learned I had absolutely no training as a sprinter before that day. He asked Josh, whom I’d played ball with, to introduce us. Later that afternoon, Josh brought Tony across the field to the tents where my school team was stationed.

“This is my track coach, Tony,” Josh said.

Tony introduced himself.

“Hey, guess what, dude. You got something special going on here,” he said.

I didn’t know what to say. I knew I’d surprised some people with my race and I felt great about it. But at that point it still hadn’t crossed my mind that this was anything more than a fun way to end my high school days.

“I’d like to help you going forward,” he said. “Because there is no way you’re going to beat my six sprinters in the next round.”

I didn’t know what to think. Was he kidding me? Did this man actually want to train me? Did he really think I had a shot to do something as a sprinter? And what does that even look like? I knew nothing about the sport.

Tony handed me his card. He told me he was running a session the next Saturday morning at a high school nearby. He wanted to teach me how to properly sprint from the starting blocks. There was no way I was going to beat his guys with a standing start. I told  Tony I appreciated his interest, not entirely sure what to make of it. I tucked the card in the pocket of my backpack and went home.

Tony wasn’t sure whether he’d ever hear from me again. He was always recruiting and knew a lot of these conversations didn’t end up going anywhere. Finding talent is one thing, but finding talent that wanted to be taught and to learn was another thing altogether. If this had happened a couple of years earlier, I might not have thought much of the opportunity. There’s a good chance I still would have been too focused on basketball to consider taking on the kind of commitment it would take to practise track to have a future in it. And at the time, I didn’t even know what a possible future in track looked like.

But I’d just experienced the exhilaration of sprinting. I was surprised by the adrenalin rush of the competition. I was surprised by how happy I was about doing so well, unexpectedly. I’d been in such a discouraged state of mind. Anxious about my future for the first time, I suddenly had someone telling me I had a chance to do something special, even if it was just a small chance. I wasn’t going to let this one go.

When I went home that night, I told my mom about the race. She was happy I’d done so well and to see me be so enthusiastic about it. My mother had always come to the small track meets I was in while in elementary school (back when every student ran in track meets). She was a sprinter in the 100 and 200 metres in high school in Trinidad, where she grew up. She wanted me to keep running track when I got to high school, but I showed little interest—until now.

I told her about Tony Sharpe, that he was an Olympian who thought I had actual potential. Mom had never heard of him before  (and neither had I), so she was a little bit skeptical. My mother has always been protective of me, which probably has to do with me being an only child. Throughout my career she’s been a shrewd observer and a voice of wisdom, someone who always has my best interests at heart and is wary of anyone who doesn’t seem to.

I asked my mom to give Tony a call for me. She took his card and said she would. I don’t think she realized how serious I was. She was wary about encouraging me to get too caught up in the excitement, because I was about to finish high school. Mom thought I should be thinking about college and worried that my new interest in sprinting was going to be a distraction. I was a young man now, she thought. It was time for me to think about getting a job and starting a career. It was time for me to step into adulthood. Mom put the card in her purse, thinking I’d likely forget all about it the next day. But I was persistent. The next morning, I called her while she was at work and asked if she’d spoken with Tony yet.

“Andre, I’m working,” she said. “I can’t call him now.”

She promised to call him on her lunch break.

Tony told my mother that he wished he’d met me a year earlier. He told her I had the natural talent to be a top sprinter in the province, even though all the top-tier competition had already been training for years. He asked her to bring me to Bill Crothers Secondary School that Saturday morning, when he was running a practice for his club. It was the school my mother had tried to get me into when she had me transfer out of the local Catholic school because I was getting too distracted. The school specialized in high-performance athletics, but I wasn’t accepted into the program and ended up at Milliken Mills instead. 

That Saturday morning, my mom and I met Tony at the track. She took a seat in the stands and watched, just as she always had whenever I had a basketball practice.

Tony worked with me for about 40 minutes, going over the very basic mechanics of running. He showed me how to set up on the blocks and how to take off on the gun. I absorbed everything Tony said. I think it was because I knew I had no business being there. I didn’t have an ego in track because I hadn’t had the time to develop one. All I knew was that an Olympic medallist was offering to make me better—and I couldn’t afford to mess this opportunity up.

A couple weeks later, I ran in a regional qualifier known as “the centrals” and landed a spot in the Ontario Federation of School Athletic Associations (OFSAA) provincial championships. I asked my mother to make the trip to Brockville, four hours east, to watch me compete.

Mom made the trip with her niece. They drove out to Brockville in the morning, expecting I wouldn’t make it to the final and they could be home in time for dinner. But I made it through the first round, and they had to stick around. Everyone there seemed to know my story. They were watching to see if I was for real. Later that day, I won the second round and earned a spot in the final, much to everyone’s surprise, including my own. There were a lot more people at the provincial championships than there had been at the district and regional qualifiers. As far as Ontario athletics go, the OFSAA championships was our Olympics, known to be one of the most competitive high school championship meets in the world. Every other guy on the line with me in the final was en route to run track for an NCAA school the next year. I had started running less than a month earlier and was wavering about whether I’d try to land a job the following year or give college a try.

I placed sixth.

I was calm about the result. I wasn’t upset, but I wasn’t happy. Most importantly, I wasn’t done. In just a few short weeks, I stepped into a new challenge and learned something about myself I hadn’t realized before. It wasn’t just that I was fast. That was only part of it. It was that I’d taken on a challenge and worked at it with everything I had. In that short span, I’d worked constantly with Tony as he patiently showed me how to start off the blocks, over and over, and mapped out the intricacies of my stride. I still had terrible form and a lot to learn, but even the small improvements were enough to make me feel like the progress made the hard work worth it.

I decided I was willing to take a chance on me. I was going to jump out into the unknown and make the most of whatever came from it.

After the provincials, I continued to work with Tony several times a week. But soon school was over, and I was officially out in the real world. Without another year of high school, I didn’t have an avenue for showing improvement. Still, I returned to Tony, finding hope in his belief in me and my ability. He told me an international track meet was taking place at the University of Toronto’s Varsity Stadium less than two weeks after the provincial championships. The meet organizers decided to include a special 100-metre race featuring some of the top high school sprinters. Using his connections in the track and field community, Tony managed to get me into that race. I didn’t find this out until many years later, but the guy he called was Brian Levine,  the meet promoter, who would later become a key part of my management team, looking after most of my endorsements, public relations, and charitable work.

All three provincial OFSAA medallists were in the race. The meet director gave me lane eight—the last lane on the far edge of the track, which no runner wants to be in—but they squeezed me in at the last minute so there wasn’t much to complain about. I already knew I was an outsider there. This time, instead of worrying about my competition I lined up in the blocks, running through everything Tony had taught me.

I can’t remember much about the actual race, but I remember what happened next very well. As I crossed the finish line, I realized there was no one in front of me. I’d beaten all three provincial medallists from just a few weeks earlier. It was an insane upset. Nobody at Varsity Stadium that day expected that outcome. When I was called up to the podium a short time later, I didn’t even know where to stand. I just stood beside the silver and bronze medal winners, while they tried to nudge me to the top riser.

“No, no, no,” one said. “You won. You go in the middle.”

That was the day I realized I could make something of myself in this sport. But as far as the sport went, I was almost completely out of time to make that happen. I’d bet on myself and taken a chance at something new, but it seemed too late for anything meaningful to come of it. I was way behind in my development, compared with most of my competitors who had already been training for years. Most sprinters my age had already been recruited for university programs in the United States and Canada.

Still, I felt inspired to keep going. I loved the thrill of the competition and the rush of winning. Maybe there was still an outside  chance to make something happen. Tony encouraged me to keep training. For the next couple of weeks, Mom drove me out to each practice and training session with him. He continued to build on what he’d taught me. We worked constantly, repeating each action on the blocks over and over.

“React to the whistle!” he’d shout as I lined up on the block to refine my starts.

“Again . . . Again . . . Again.”

I kept working, not knowing what the outcome would be—or if there would be any real outcome at all.

It was an act of blind faith. The kind of faith in yourself that you need in order to take hold of the opportunities that come your way.

Soon I’d be given another opportunity to take a leap of faith. Without my taking that step into the unknown, it’s unlikely you’d know my story at all.

When you are given a chance to pursue something exciting, jump at it. Even if it might seem as though there is a very small likelihood that you will succeed. Never let your doubt or apathy stop you from unlocking your potential.

This was one of the first lessons I learned in my sprint towards greatness. I think about how close I came to never having run in that first high school race at all. I think about how easy it would have been to have stuffed Tony’s card in my pocket and never given it a second thought. What a waste that would have been. After I made the decision to train that year and shocked myself by reaching the OFSAA final, I could have just left it at that. As I said, I was way behind as a sprinter. At the time, it seemed like there was almost too much ground to make up. 

But I took a chance and bet on myself anyway. I might be known as “the accidental sprinter” because of my unlikely journey, but there is nothing accidental about what I’ve achieved in track. I made the decision to believe I was able to achieve something that seemed nearly impossible.

Even though the odds were against me, if I hadn’t tried I would have walked away from track with nothing more than a fun story about my final year in high school. Greatness can only be achieved if you take advantage of opportunities when they come, regardless of how unexpected or unlikely they might seem.

What about you?

Are there goals you’ve dreamed of achieving but have never taken a step towards accomplishing? What is getting in your way?

Is it fear?

Is it doubt?

Is it apathy?

Don’t let any of those self-restricting emotions block you from pursuing your destiny. You will never know your full potential if you don’t make the choice to believe you can achieve great things. You will never show the world just how much you are capable of if you don’t take advantage of opportunities when they arise. And you will never succeed unless you decide to truly believe you can.
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Speak It into Existence

Coffeyville Community College doesn’t come up very often when people ask me about my story, but in many ways, that was where my journey as an athlete really took shape.

Several years ago, I sat in my room in the dormitory apartment I shared with three other guys, in what seemed like the middle of nowhere.

Coffeyville has a population of less than nine thousand people, which of course is quite a contrast to the nearly six million people who live in the Greater Toronto Area, where I grew up. The town is an industry and manufacturing hub in the southeastern part of Kansas, which is a state I wouldn’t have been able to point out on a map before I moved there as a 17-year-old, leaving home for the first time.

The college itself is just a little bit larger than the high school I went to. But Coffeyville is known for its athletics. The school had produced more than 48 NFL players, including running back Mike Rozier, who went on to win the Heisman Trophy and became a two-time Pro Bowl running back. Buster Douglas, the boxer who became heavyweight champion after knocking out Mike Tyson in 1990, played basketball for Coffeyville.

I was away from home for the very first time, enrolled in a community college in a small town in Kansas. At the time I had no idea what lay ahead for me as an athlete or as a student. Less than a year earlier, I’d never even thought about running track.

It was clear that I had natural talent, but I was still relatively new to the sport and needed a lot of refinement if I was going to improve in any meaningful way. I’d finished high school a couple of months earlier, in June 2012, and had just started to make a name for myself in Canadian track. I didn’t have anywhere else to go if I wanted to continue competing at a high level.

That August, I’d received a Facebook message from a man named Robert Wood, asking if I’d be interested in attending the junior college in Kansas, where he was the director of student life and assistant coach for the school’s track and field team. It was such a random message that I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. I showed my mother, who took his email and reached out to him within the hour. My mom, Beverley, always wanted me to pursue an education. But with average high school grades and my late arrival as a high school track athlete, it didn’t seem likely that I could go the collegiate route in the States. The likeliest option was that I’d use my new-found talent to attend college in Ontario and possibly transfer over to a university. But Coach Wood was looking for a new recruit after other athletes had backed out a few weeks before school started. He already had three other sprinters from the Toronto area entering his program,  so he searched online to see if there was any overlooked talent. My name popped up.

After Coach Wood and my mother spoke, she connected him with Tony Sharpe, the coach who discovered me. Tony assured us that the unexpected opportunity at Coffeyville was the best chance I had to make something out of being a sprinter.

I wasn’t familiar with the concept of junior college at the time. For athletes, it’s considered a stepping stone to an NCAA scholarship. This system in the States gives students a second chance at post-secondary education, after missing out on going directly to college for a variety of reasons. It could be an academic deficiency or because a student has run into some social trouble. In many cases, it is simply a matter of finances. Junior college is a much cheaper route than university. For students coming from the state, tuition is less than $2,000 for a year, whereas the University of Kansas can cost up to $30,000. Students typically attend junior college for two years before being able to move on to a larger college program. Coffeyville, specifically, had earned a reputation as a place where athletes hoping to reach the next level could improve their academics, while still excelling in sports, in order to land the scholarship they’d previously missed out on. If you’ve ever watched Last Chance U on Netflix, it’s a lot like that.

I spoke with my mother about it. She wasn’t sure she wanted me to leave home—something I’d never done before. We were both uncertain about me heading to a small farming community in the middle of nowhere.

But this opportunity must have come our way for a reason. For me, it seemed like a second chance to chase my crumbled basketball dream. My unexpected emergence in track, at the very last possible minute before I finished high school, offered me an opportunity to earn an athletic scholarship in the NCAA.

The conversations between Coach Wood, Tony, and my mother centred primarily around academics. Tony vouched for what Coach Wood had read about my ability on the track. I had raw talent that just needed to be refined. But at Coffeyville, there is a firm focus on academics, and if I wasn’t going to be committed in the classroom, there was no point in heading to Kansas. Coach Wood stressed that the primary goal for any student accepted to Coffeyville was to graduate. Many of the students had a history of struggling academically, and the school was committed to helping each of them realize their value and worth in the classroom. That meant there were strict standards when it came to grades—and if you didn’t make the grades, you weren’t eligible to play. Coffeyville has said goodbye to many students over the years because of that standard. Coach Wood wanted to be sure I wasn’t one of them.

But with this unexpected second chance, there was no way I was going to let that happen. The hope was I’d do well enough in class and on the track at Coffeyville that I might be able to earn a full scholarship to run track for a top NCAA school after two years.

It wasn’t an NCAA scholarship, but it was a start and a path to getting there. All I needed to do was move to the middle of nowhere in a new country, keep my grades, and run fast enough that I was impossible to ignore.

This was the chance I’d been waiting for just a few months earlier when I pondered what I planned to do with the rest of my life. Even though it would mean leaving home, it was Mom who gave me the courage to step into a new unknown. 

“Go do it. Make it happen. Your education might get paid for,” she told me. “And beyond that—who knows?”

Within days, we all agreed I’d head to Coffeyville, Kansas—a place I’d never dreamed of being, with an opportunity I’d never imagined possible.

* * *

Growing up in a massive region like Toronto and its surrounding suburbs, I definitely wasn’t prepared for the quiet isolation of Coffeyville. Coach Wood picked me up at the airport in Tulsa, Oklahoma, when I first arrived. It’s an hour-and-a-half drive across state lines to Coffeyville, but Tulsa is the closest airport around. We passed wide-open fields—more land than I’d ever seen before. Enormous pumps, pulling oil from the earth, popped up every now and then on the horizon across those expansive fields.

When we rolled in that Saturday night the town was still. Almost eerily quiet. It was tinier than anyplace I’d been before. Needless to say, it was just the beginning of a serious culture shock. Even after I’d arrived and was living there for a while, I still wasn’t quite sure where the hell Coffeyville was.

I lived in a quad with the few other Canadians on the track team. That also helped me deal with the culture shock I was experiencing. None of us knew each other before we arrived, because we were all from different parts of Toronto. But very quickly, it seemed like we’d grown up together—given how far away from home we were, both geographically and culturally.

We were all in similar places in our lives. Every person I met at Coffeyville was trying to turn their life around, get their grades up—and trying to go to the NCAA to make their dreams come true,  whether that was making it to MLB, the NBA, or the NFL. There was nothing to do in Coffeyville other than trying to hang out with girls and partying. Some people would get distracted, spending too much time on their social life. But as much as I appreciated the connection I’d made with my roommates, I didn’t have time to focus on hanging out or goofing around.

There was work to do. Coffeyville gave me a chance and I wasn’t going to blow it. This was a big opportunity. It was also a huge step in my life. Not only was I on my own in a brand new place, but the outcome was unknown. There were no guarantees I’d be able to make something of myself on the track, despite Tony’s belief in me. The scholarship covered tuition, so at the very least I was gaining an education. But we still had to pay for boarding, food, and other living expenses like that. That meant my mother was footing the bill from back home, sending her only child away to make something of his life. It was a huge adjustment: living with roommates, learning how to make my own meals, keeping my grades up to keep my scholarship.

But in that four-room dorm I shared with three other Canadian kids chasing track dreams through Kansas, I sat down and remembered a mantra a friend of mine had told me several years before: “speak it into existence.”

The truth is, for all my swagger on the basketball court and with my friends, I wasn’t a very confident young man before I left for Coffeyville. I wasn’t quite certain what to believe about myself. Beyond basketball, I didn’t have a sense of what my talents were—or what my unique strengths could achieve. I was directionless.

I now know it is commonplace for any person in their late teens and early twenties to find themselves like this. I wasn’t alone in the insecurities I felt, even though insecurities always feel isolating.

When I first had a coach tell me they thought I might be able to go pro in track as I neared the end of high school, it opened my eyes to a possibility I hadn’t considered before. When people tell you that you actually have a shot, it changes your perspective and provides you with a new kind of confidence.

When I’d first heard the phrase “speak it into existence,” I kind of tucked it away as a motivational saying that just meant if I really wanted to do something, I could achieve it. But with a bit of age and experience—and yes, disappointment—I’d started to think about what it meant on a deeper level.

I grew up in a house centred on faith. My mother is a devout Catholic, and so I’ve always carried an inherent belief in purpose and destiny. I’ve always believed that everything happens for a reason. But what I was also learning as a young man was that you must seek that purpose and destiny with your whole heart if you’re going to achieve it. That was the element that was missing
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