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DEDICATION

To every Jamaican child who has ever stood on a track and dared to dream.

And to those who planted the seeds in 1910, not knowing what tree would grow.



FOREWORD

Why This Book Exists

by Winston Phillips

There is a particular kind of homesickness that only a Jamaican living abroad truly understands. It is not the ordinary ache of missing family, though that is real enough. It is something stranger and more specific — the feeling of being far from a conversation that matters, of hearing about something that is happening right now, in a stadium you know by heart, in a city that shaped you, and knowing that you cannot be there.

For me, that feeling comes every March.

Every year, when the Inter-Secondary Schools Boys and Girls Athletics Championships — Champs — returns to the National Stadium in Kingston, something happens to Jamaicans all over the world. In London, where I live, I have seen grown men and women arrange their schedules around the livestream, arranging their laptops on kitchen tables at odd hours, leaning in close, calling their mothers in Kingston during commercial breaks. I have heard the roar of a crowd in Jamaica echoed a few seconds later in a living room in Brixton. I have seen a woman in a Holmwood Technical jersey on the upper deck of a London bus, and felt an immediate kinship so powerful it was almost embarrassing.

Champs does that. It reaches across oceans and time zones and pulls us home.

I grew up in Jamaica, and like every Jamaican child of my generation, I understood that Champs was not just a sporting event. It was something closer to a national sacrament. Teachers spoke of it with reverence. The newspapers devoted entire sections to it for weeks beforehand. The taxi drivers had opinions. The barbers had predictions. The women at the market had favorites. The whole country pressed pause on everything else and turned its full attention, its full passionate Jamaican attention, to what was happening on that track.

I moved to England as a young man, and I brought that reverence with me. What I found, to my repeated astonishment, was that the rest of the world did not know this story. Not really. They knew about Usain Bolt. They knew that Jamaica produced extraordinary sprinters with bewildering frequency. But they did not know where those sprinters came from — that they came from this crucible, this magnificent annual test that has been running, unbroken except for one pandemic year, since 1910. They did not know the history of the schools, the rivalries, the coaches, the teenage heroes who became national legends before they ever set foot on a world stage.

This book is my attempt to tell that story.

It is not a conventional sports book. It is, I hope, something richer — a social history, a love letter, a portrait of a nation through its greatest athletic tradition. Champs is a lens through which you can see Jamaica whole: its colonial past and its fierce independence, its class tensions and its democratic track, its hunger and its joy, its capacity for producing extraordinary individuals from ordinary circumstances.

I am not a neutral observer. I cannot pretend to be. Every chapter of this book is written by a man who loves Jamaica, who loves track and field, who has watched Champs from London and felt the pull of it like a physical thing. That love, I believe, makes this a better book, not a worse one. The best sports writing is always done by people who care about the sport. You cannot fake the feeling of watching a sixteen-year-old cross a finish line and realize, as the whole stadium realizes at once, that you are seeing something that will never be forgotten.

That moment happens at Champs, year after year, decade after decade, and it has been happening since 1910.

The world deserves to know this story.

Here it is.



INTRODUCTION

Friday Morning in Kingston

Imagine it is a Friday morning in Kingston, Jamaica, and the city has not slept.

Not fully. Not cleanly. There has been too much anticipation for that, too many arguments left unfinished, too many predictions to be tested, too many old scores — between schools, between communities, between generations — that the day ahead might finally settle, or more likely inflame. The buses that run from the country parishes — from Clarendon and Manchester, from St. Elizabeth and Portland and St. Ann — have been filling since before dawn. Families have packed coolers and arranged their jerseys the night before. Children have been awoken early, scrubbed and dressed in school colors so vivid they seem almost theatrical — the deep maroon and gold of Holmwood, the purple of Kingston College, the green and black of Calabar, the blue and gold of Edwin Allen. These are not just colors. They are declarations of identity, allegiances worn on the body.

By seven in the morning, the roads leading to the National Stadium are already thickening. By nine, they are crowded. By noon, when the sun is at its most determined and the heat rises from the Kingston asphalt in visible waves, the stands will be full and roaring, and the air inside that famous bowl of concrete and history will be vibrating with something that is impossible to adequately describe to someone who has never experienced it — a collective electricity, a shared anticipation, a sense that what is about to happen matters in a way that transcends sport.

This is Champs week.

It arrives every year in late March or early April, as regular and as charged as Christmas, and it transforms Kingston the way that almost nothing else can. The city empties of its ordinary rhythms and fills with something else — a focused, passionate, communal attention that turns every running track into a theater of ambition. The corporate offices empty early on the afternoons of the finals. The schools fly their flags. The betting shops are busy. The radio talk shows have been dissecting form and predicting outcomes for weeks.

Inside the National Stadium, which sits in the eastern part of Kingston like a monument to the nation's belief in its own athletic greatness, thirty thousand people — sometimes more — pack the stands from the earliest heats of the morning. They come with horns and drums and flags. They come with traditions of their own — the Edwin Allen faithful with their matching wigs, the KC supporters with their purple streamers, the Calabar crew with a noise that seems to come from somewhere deep in the earth. Old boys of the great schools lean forward in their seats and feel eighteen again. Mothers clutch their phones with WhatsApp groups open, sending voice notes back to relatives who could not make the journey. The diaspora — London, New York, Toronto, Miami, Atlanta, Los Angeles — watches on livestreams, waking at odd hours and calling each other when something extraordinary happens.

And something extraordinary always happens at Champs.

A record falls. A schoolboy from the hills of Clarendon runs a time that makes seasoned coaches stop and look at each other. A girl from a rural school that nobody expected crosses the line first and falls to her knees, and the tears on her face say everything about the years of early-morning training runs and the teachers who believed in her and the family that sacrificed to get her here. These are the moments that make Champs not merely a sporting event but something closer to a national mythology.

The Inter-Secondary Schools Boys and Girls Athletics Championships, to give it its full, somewhat unwieldy name, has been part of Jamaican life since 1910. That is not a typographical error. Since 1910. This competition has been running longer than most nations have been staging national athletics events of any kind. It predates Jamaica's independence by more than fifty years. It predates Jamaica's first Olympic appearance by thirty-eight years. It has survived two world wars, the Depression, social upheaval, hurricanes, and one pandemic. It has produced Olympic gold medalists, world record holders, and national heroes. It has launched careers, reshaped schools, and given generations of young Jamaicans something to aspire to and something to remember.

More than one hundred nations compete at the Olympic Games. No high school athletic competition in any of those countries generates the attendance, the passion, or the national significance that Champs generates in Jamaica. When other countries try to understand why this small island in the Caribbean produces world-class sprinters with such astonishing regularity, part of the answer — a large part — is what happens here, in this stadium, during these five days every year.

This book is the full story of that extraordinary competition: where it came from, how it grew, what it has meant, and why — more than a century after six headmasters organized a sports day at a cricket ground in Kingston — it continues to matter more than almost anything else in Jamaican public life.

Welcome to Champs. Welcome to the ground that makes legends.



CHAPTER ONE

The Birth of a Dream

1910

Consider the improbability of it.

On a Wednesday morning in late June, the twenty-ninth to be precise, in the year 1910, a group of schoolboys gathered at Sabina Park in Kingston, Jamaica — the ground where cricket was played and where the colonial social order was reinforced every season — and ran races against one another. They jumped. They threw. They competed on an equal footing, regardless of their school's wealth or prestige, with a stopwatch and a measuring tape as the only arbiters of merit. The fastest boy won. The one who jumped the furthest won. That was the law of this new world, and it was a different law from the one that governed most things in colonial Jamaica in 1910.

No one who was present that day could have imagined what that modest sporting afternoon would become. No one watching the sixteen boys of Wolmer's Boys' School score their thirty-five points and claim the inaugural championship trophy could have predicted that this event — this collection of races on a cricket ground — would still be running more than a century later, drawing thirty thousand spectators and a global livestream audience, launching Olympic champions, and serving as one of the most powerful expressions of Jamaican national identity in the world.

But seeds rarely look like trees.

To understand what Champs meant in 1910, you need to understand what Jamaica was in 1910. It was a colony of the British Empire, bound by the hierarchies and assumptions of that empire, which meant a world organized primarily by race and class. The great plantation economy had given way to something more complex, but the social architecture of colonialism remained firmly in place. The schools that would compete at the first Boys' Championships — Jamaica College, Wolmer's Boys' School, St. George's College, the school then called Potsdam (which would become Munro College), New College, and Mandeville Middle Grade School — were institutions shaped by the British model of education, complete with its emphasis on character formation, team sports, and the cultivation of an elite.

These were not schools for the majority of Jamaican children. They were secondary schools, which in 1910 Jamaica meant institutions that served the sons of the island's educated class — the professionals, the merchants, the senior civil servants, the established families. The mass of the Jamaican population sent their children to basic schools and elementary schools, if they sent them to school at all. The secondary schools occupied a different tier of society entirely, and they knew it.

And yet.

When these six schools agreed to compete against each other on the grounds of Sabina Park, they agreed to something radical beneath its conventional exterior. They agreed that on the track, a boy from one school was equal to a boy from another. That the son of a Jamaica College family and the son of a Wolmer's family would be judged by the same standard — not by their family's standing, not by their father's profession, not by the shade of their skin, but by how fast their legs could carry them to a line drawn in the dirt.

This was, in its quiet way, revolutionary.

The story of how Champs came to exist begins a few years earlier than 1910, with a man named Abraham Noel Crosswell. A past student of York Castle High School — the first school in Jamaica to organize a formal athletics programme — Crosswell had been running a series of handicap championships between the secondary schools since 1904. These were events in which athletes were given head starts or disadvantages based on age, physical appearance, and reputation — modeled, somewhat absurdly, on a horse race, with the officials assessing each boy's prospects and adjusting his starting position accordingly. The intent was to level the competitive field, but the method was wildly subjective, and by 1909, the dissatisfaction with the handicapping system had grown loud enough that the whole enterprise was abandoned.

What replaced it was the event we know as Champs.

The headmasters of the six participating schools convened and agreed on a new framework: standardized classes based on age, open competition in all events, and a clear points system. The man who chaired the organizing committee was William Cowper, the headmaster of Wolmer's Boys' School, and it was his school that would win the inaugural championship — a fact that Cowper was presumably not displeased about, though the headmasters of the other five schools presumably accepted the result with the sporting dignity that colonial public school culture demanded.

On the morning of June 29, 1910, at 12:30 in the afternoon — the sun at its merciless best, the Kingston air thick and warm — the first Inter-Secondary Schools Championship Sports began. The events were contested across three classes: Over-16, Under-16, and Under-13 for the running events, with jumps divided by similar criteria. There were also five open events, including the 880 yards, the 120 yards hurdles, the pole vault, the throwing of a cricket ball, and the standing high jump. Seventeen events in total.

The Wolmer's boys, with a team of only nineteen athletes, scored their thirty-five points with the careful efficiency of boys who had been trained to compete rather than simply to participate. Jamaica College finished second on thirty and a fraction points. The other four schools divided the remainder.

But the real story of that first Champs was not who won, but who announced himself — a young man from Jamaica College named Norman Washington Manley.

The name will mean something to every Jamaican. Norman Manley grew up to become one of the island's greatest statesmen, the founder of the People's National Party, the man who negotiated Jamaica's path toward self-government, a national hero whose face appears on currency and whose memory is honoured in the deepest ways that Jamaican society knows how to honour. But in 1910 he was a seventeen-year-old schoolboy at Jamaica College, and what he showed on the track at Sabina Park that afternoon was a physical gift of extraordinary proportions.

He did not win the championship in 1910 — JC finished second. But Manley earned eleven of those points personally, winning the













