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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO MY FAMILY
AND FRIENDS WHOSE ENCOURAGEMENT
CONTINUES TO KEEP ME GOING.

TO MY MOM AND DAD, I LOVE YOU!
THE VALUES I LEARNT FROM YOU ARE PRICELESS
–EXCELLENCE, PASSION, COMMITMENT,
DEDICATION AND HONESTY.

I AM ETERNALLY GRATEFUL.
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CHAPTER 1

THE FASTEST MAN IN THE WORLD
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USAIN BOLT — THE FASTEST MAN in the world. Never, ever do I get tired of hearing that. If you lined up a hundred people and asked them who the best basketball player in the world is, the best footballer, or the best cricketer, it is unlikely they would provide the same answer. But ask any of them, ‘Who is the best sprinter in the world?’ and there is only one answer — Usain Bolt. Why? Because that is what it says on the clock. There can be no dispute or argument. The record books say that over the 100 metres flat race, the true measure of human speed, I’m the fastest person that ever lived, completing the distance, as I did at the World Championships in Berlin, in 9.58 seconds.

It is said that the population of the earth is 6.8 billion and that approximately 107 billion have lived on this planet since man came into being. It doesn’t get any cooler than knowing you are the fastest of them all.

I chose to be a sprinter, not only because I was the fastest kid in school, but also because I knew that politics couldn’t interfere. In team sports it can be down to opinion whether you are the best. One coach might think you’re good enough for his team, another might not, or the side could be picked on friendship or family ties. But in athletics you are either the fastest or you aren’t — opinion doesn’t come into it.

We had a grass track at the front of Waldensia Primary School, which is still there, exactly as it was, with a two-foot dip at the end of the straight, and when I first raced on it a guy called Ricardo Geddes would beat me. One day the sports coach, Devere Nugent, bet me a lunch that I could beat Ricardo. I like my food, so it was a big incentive. I won, enjoyed a nice meal, and never lost to Ricardo again. Winning that race was my first experience of the thrill of beating your closest rival, and from that day on my motto has always been ‘Once I’ve beaten you, you won’t beat me again.’ There was quite a sporting rivalry between me and Ricardo, and I told him he should keep going with athletics but, like most kids in Jamaica, he wanted to play football, which he still does for one of the clubs on the island.

Much as I loved football and cricket, running came so easy to me. Once I got Ricardo out of the way, I was the fastest, not only in school, but in the whole parish of Trelawny. And, after a few years in high school when I put my mind to training, I was the quickest junior in Jamaica, then the world.
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As I went on to win gold medals and set world records at the Olympics and World Championships, I felt exactly the same about taking on my Jamaican team-mate Asafa Powell and the Americans Wallace Spearmon and Tyson Gay as I did about racing against Ricardo Geddes. The aim was the same — to run as fast as you can and get to the line first, whether you are in the highly charged atmosphere of the 91,000-capacity Bird’s Nest stadium in Beijing or on the school field.
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Just like at school, I always try to go faster and faster. When I clocked 9.72 seconds to set the world 100m record in New York, I knew I could do better; when I ran 9.69 to win gold at the Olympics, I knew there was a lot more to come; and now, having run 9.58 in Berlin, I believe I can go even faster.

It is possible for me to run 9.4. You can’t be sure when or where, but the major competitions are when I take it seriously and shine through. That’s business time, and I’m not going to let anyone take my titles away, so the World Championships in Korea in 2011 or the London Olympics in 2012 are where it will probably happen.
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To get from 9.58 to 9.4 will involve a lot of hard work — it will have to be the perfect race from the start, through the drive phase, to making sure my focus is straight ahead and maintaining my form to the end. I’ve never been the best starter, but it’s improving, and I must stop looking from side to side, which is my worst habit. I lose time that way, but I can’t help it. My coach Glen Mills says he could cure the problem in an instant by putting blinkers on me like they do with racehorses.

There is always something that could be better. Even when I think a race has gone well, Coach will say ‘no’ and take me back through it, pointing out the faults. If you run 9.58 you are entitled to think it all came together, but Coach tells me the drive phase out of the blocks was too short, I got too tight in the middle, and my head was all over the place, so there’s room for improvement.

I do believe there is a limit to how fast the human body can run, though, and I don’t see how the 100m record can ever go below 9.4. It is impossible to run 9.2, the body isn’t made to go that fast, no matter how hard you train, how good a shape you’re in or how good your technique.

As for the 200 metres, I don’t know what the limit is. My 19.30 in Beijing broke Michael Johnson’s record of 19.32, which had stood for 12 years. But I run the corner much more efficiently now, which is why I got the record down to 19.19 at the 2009 World Championships. I dream of being the first man to go under 19 seconds.

I was 24 in August 2010, and Coach says it will be at least two more years before I peak, maybe three. I’m nowhere near finished yet. 
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CHAPTER 2

HOME
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WHENEVER I GET STRESSED BY LIFE, Trelawny, the parish where I was born in north-west Jamaica, is where I return. It’s quiet, with a slower pace to life. I can chill, and nobody bothers me. In Kingston, the Jamaican capital where I live because of my training demands, people are always calling up and coming to see me. That’s good, but sometimes you need to get away from it all. In Trelawny I can sit on the veranda outside Mom and Dad’s house, relax and clear my mind. People walk past and say ‘hi’ but that’s it, man. They’ve known me since I was a youngster, so seeing me is no big deal.

I’m a normal human being who can get stressed out once in a while, not about track and field, which never worries me, but personal things like girls, business and stuff that needs organising. Back home I’ll stay at Mom and Dad’s in Coxeath near Sherwood Content, go round to Aunty Lilly’s, visit my grandmother, and meet up with the guys who were my friends from way back when we played cricket together on the road outside our front door. We would cut a stump from a banana tree for a wicket and you were out if you hit the ball into the cow pen. We lost a lot of balls in there. The house has a light on the porch and we take a table out and play dominoes until the temperature drops so far that it’s too cold to sit out any longer. Life doesn’t get any simpler.

I’m still in touch with many of my old teachers from my very first school, Piedmont Basic School, as well as Waldensia Primary and William Knibb High School. I started Basic School when I was two, and one of the teachers, Mrs Sheron Seivwright, is still there. My Principal at Waldensia, Miss Mamrie Flash, who always looked out for me, helps out there, even though she has retired. My sports coach at William Knibb, Miss Lorna Thorpe, who was like a second mother, is still going strong too. I owe so much to all of them for bringing me up in the right way.

The drive home to Coxeath takes you off the main highway and away into the country along a winding single-track road, where somehow nobody crashes into anything coming the other way, even though there are so many blind corners and overhanging trees. Trust me, you get used to it. The journey takes you over a narrow bridge which crosses the Martha Brae River, where tourists who venture out that way can be seen drifting along on bamboo rafts. This is what they call Cockpit Country. It has all kinds of plant-life, insect and animal species and, at its heart, a tropical forest. On occasions when I had to go to work with Dad at the coffee company in Windsor I hated it, because it was deep into the vegetation and you’d get bitten by thousands of mosquitoes — they would never leave you alone.

The approach to home takes me past Piedmont and Waldensia and the little athletics track where it all started for me. It’s a tight, 250m, not quite properly proportioned oval with an 80m flat track and that two-foot drop towards the finish line. I slipped once on the dirt on the corner during a house race at the age of nine and cried my eyes out. Whenever I look at that bend I can’t help cussing.

As a child I was good at all sports, especially running, cricket and football. I liked being a goalkeeper and got loads of cuts and bruises from diving around on the stones in the grass making saves. Cricket was the big sport in primary school. I was a fast bowler as well as a number three batsmen. We were too young to use a proper cricket ball, but I was lethal with a plastic one and by grade six had learned to swing it through the air, which takes some doing.

My early school years were the best time for me, so carefree, but if you were naughty you would be disciplined. I was a bit of a prankster in school and would find myself being disciplined a few times. Dad would also stamp his authority at home when necessary, and I would run from him. He enjoyed the chase too. If I stepped out of line at anytime I would hear about it. I was lucky to have Mom and Dad in the same house — that has helped me to be balanced right now.
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WITH MY FAMILY

We actually had a lot of fun in school, like in grade five with Miss Roberts, who had false teeth which were always falling out. Once we went to a nearby sugar factory on a class field trip, and when we were giving her trouble she screamed at us so loudly that her teeth shot out of her mouth and fell down to the bottom of this hill. We couldn’t stop laughing.
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My best friend was ‘NJ’. I was known as ‘VJ’, so it seemed natural to pal up with an NJ — full name Nugent Walker junior. I don’t know why I was called VJ, but it’s a Jamaican tradition that your parents and relatives call you by a pet name. If anyone calls me VJ rather than Usain you know they are from

Trelawny — and if you think that’s odd, my dad’s name is Wellesley yet everybody calls him Gideon. Work that out.

The sports coach at Waldensia, Mr Nugent, who also took us for maths, was good, but he could be scary. One day he left us to study our 1-15 times tables — not something we were very excited about — so we started playing football round the classroom. Suddenly, as NJ was back-pedalling, Mr Nugent came from nowhere and grabbed him, hitting him twice and sending him out. I ran off so fast, thinking he was going to get me too, that I might have beaten 9.58 that very day. Mr Nugent wasn’t really a beater, though, he was more of a pincher, having perfected a technique where he would nip you hard above the waist. That really hurt sometimes.

The first prize I won was a cup for a primary school race in grade four, and many more followed, although Mom had an amazing ability to break them as soon as I’d brought them home. There are a few still on display in the house, but I don’t know how they’ve survived. Everyone in my family breaks things — glasses, tea-cups, plates. If it can be smashed, it gets smashed, so now they drink out of plastic cups and eat off plastic plates just to be on the safe side.

I was picked for the parish primary school team after winning at Trelawny sports day and discovered that, while I might have been the fastest in my part of Jamaica, there were plenty of other guys on the island who could run too. In two years of competing at the national championships I was nowhere, which was hardly the mark of an athletics legend in the making. I got my ass kicked over 100 and 150 metres, but it didn’t bother me because to me running was for fun, I wasn’t practising for the Olympics.

However, I was quick enough to get a sports scholarship to William Knibb, one of the best schools in Trelawny. There was no other way I would have got in because, although I was reasonably bright, there were plenty of kids more intelligent than me. I could cope there — I wasn’t a class dunce — but having earned my place on a sports ticket they expected me to be out training every night on the school field. For me this was all wrong — running was supposed to be a hobby, not something you had to work at — and I saw myself mainly as a cricketer who only did track and field because he was fast.

During my first year at William Knibb I skipped training after school all the time. I’d go into Falmouth with my friends Pete and Nimrod and we’d spend our dinner money on playing video games. We lived for going to the games room, which was run by a guy called Floyd. There were four Nintendo 64s and four TVs, and you paid a Jamaican dollar per minute to play, which we did until our money ran out. When I got home and my parents asked how training had gone, I would say, ‘Yeah, it was good.’
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They never suspected anything and I wasn’t worried about being found out, but it all changed when one of my mom’s nieces spilled on me and told my dad. He was not happy and came up to school for a meeting with the coach, Mr Pablo McNeil — who was a former Olympic sprinter — and the head of sports, Miss Thorpe. They lectured me, explaining the importance of training, that my athletics ability was the reason the school accepted me and that if I didn’t do it they would take the scholarship away. I understood, and I also knew Dad would kill me if I didn’t do it — so, although I still went to the games room once in a while, training took priority from then on. 

Mom and Dad were always at my races to cheer me on, but while my mom, Jennifer — or Jen-Jen to her friends — spoiled me and let me get away with things, Dad kept pushing to making sure I went to training, and the teachers knew they had his support if I was slacking off.

I didn’t really start trying until grade nine, when I was about 14, but it was noticeable how my performances improved once I put in the extra effort. While I was the best runner in my school, there were guys from other schools, like Keith Spence from Cornwall College and another one called David from Emmanuel College, who used to beat me regularly. Yet once the effects of regular training kicked in they couldn’t keep up, and the following year, 2002, I was winning the World Junior Championships. Training had helped, but I also realised I had talent, real raw talent.
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The teachers at William Knibb deserve my grateful thanks for what I’ve achieved today, but I didn’t always see it that way. They were so protective that they wouldn’t let me join the school football team or do football in PE in case I got injured, nor would they let me play cricket. When I went to the CARIFTA Games trials they deliberately put the school sports day on at the same time so that I couldn’t take part in it with my friends. Then, the following year, when they realised I would be available to take part in it, they cancelled sports day completely.

I know that the head of sports, Miss Thorpe, had my best interests at heart. Whatever you wanted, you could always go to her. She even put up with me flicking her on the back of the ear whenever I walked past. She kind of got used to that.

One teacher, Mr De Souza, a football coach, was always checking on me. Whenever he saw me walking round without shoes on he would be screaming at me, telling me how important it was for a runner to keep his feet protected.

Mr Barnett, my athletics coach at school later on, was quite soft with me, but I produced the results for him. He didn’t train me to extreme levels, because he realised that flogging me into the ground was not the way to get the best out of me. He was a funny man and would let me drive his Toyota Corolla on the main road once we got five minutes away from school, even though I didn’t have a licence. I knew what I was doing, because Floyd from the games room had let me have a go in his car a few times. But my dad wouldn’t teach me to drive and I still cuss him for it. He had two vans for work and a motor bike and never let me use any of them. Not once did he say, ‘Come on, son, I’ll show you.’ With my height I could have been driving at the age of ten, but Dad was one for doing everything the right way. I had to have about 30 hours of lessons at driving school on Dad’s orders. He was so strict and expected rules to be obeyed. You could never get round him. 
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MRS SHERON SEIVWRIGHT
PRINCIPAL, PIEDMONT BASIC SCHOOL

Usain was so full of energy when he entered school, earlier than most children. He came in at two years old, younger than the typical entry age of three and a half. His parents thought he was ready, and that he was. I’ve been teaching at Piedmont Basic School for nearly 25 years and remember Usain from the first day he started. Usain was always running around the classroom and impossible to catch even then.

He was tall for his age, which he obviously took from his dad, and a curious boy who asked lots of questions. He was interested in schoolwork as much as his sport and wanted to learn, but when I took Physical Education on Thursdays I could see he was a talented boy.

We have a checklist of everything children should know before they go on to primary school at the age of six. Usain scored good marks for everything, especially maths, and his handwriting was absolutely beautiful.

The whole school watched the Olympics on a big screen, and I was running around myself when he won. I put a scrapbook together of all his achievements for the children to look at, and the class are always interested in what he’s doing.

We have a little song which goes, ‘Children, children, do you know? Children, children do you know? Who is the fastest man on earth?’ And, after a pause, they reply, ‘To the World — Usain Bolt’ and point to the sky together. It’s special for them that the world’s greatest athlete went to their school. When they are out on the field they all want to be as fast as him. I tell them the way to do it is to eat up, drink up and get strong. It’s good to have a role model like that who children can relate to.

Along with The Digicel Foundation, Usain has helped with renovations to the school. The floor used to be just concrete, but they tiled it for us and decorated. They also put in cupboards and sinks and built a bathroom. When Usain comes to see his parents, he generally stops by to see us. Being famous hasn’t changed him. 
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