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Hundreds gathered as the City
of Markham unveiled the sign
for Andre De Grasse St.

From shooting hoops at Milli-
ken Mills High School, to going
neck-and-neck with Usain Bolt
at the 2016 Rio Summer Olym-
pics, De Grasse has risen to
fame, not just in Canada but
around the world.

With fans holding signs stating
“we love De Grasse” near the
celebration held on Enterprise
Blvd., De Grasse smiled as town

staff pulled the cover off the
green sign with his name
printed in white lettering.

“Andre’s accomplishments

have earned him a rightful place
in the history books, and now
his name will forever be a part
of our city’s landscape,” Mark-

ham Mayor Frank Scarpitti said. 
De Grasse established the

Andre De Grasse Family Foun-
dation as a way to empower
youth and help them reach their
full potential, Scarpitti added.

“Andre De Grasse St. will serve
as a permanent reminder for
every boy and girl with a dream,
as they sprint toward a bright
future,” he said.

At his first trip to the Olym-
pics, Andre became the only
Canadian to win medals in all
three sprint events at a single
Games. He burst onto the

sprinting scene the previous
summer, after winning the 100
metre and 200 metre events at
the 2015 Toronto Pan Am
Games. A month later, Andre
won two bronze medals at the
world track and field champi-
onships in Beijing.

De Grasse thanked his com-
munity for their support and
was overcome with emotion,
saying he never imagined, in his
wildest dreams, that he would
receive the honour of having a
street named after him in his
hometown.

Track: Markham signs off on tribute to sprint sensation De Grasse
TERESA LATCHFORD
MARKHAM ECONOMIST & SUN

“Andre De Grasse St. will serve as a permanent reminder for
every boy and girl with a dream,” said Mayor Frank Scarpitti. 
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Thirty years have passed since
sprinter Ben Johnson failed a
doping test at the Seoul Olym-
pics, rendering Canadians
shocked, disappointed and
then ashamed.

Until that day, doping was
generally thought to be the sole
domain of the Soviet bloc. So,
like Sisyphus, the Greek myth-
ological character sentenced to
roll a stone uphill for eternity,
Johnson at once assumed the
burden of all drug cheats from
then on. His name is hardly ev-
er mentioned without the ta-
gline “disgraced sprinter.”

The reaction then was argu-
ably inflamed by our collective
naivete and the revelation that
our hero had cheated. We now
know that doping was wide-
spread at the time. 

Indeed, six of the seven com-
petitors lining up against him in
Seoul, including his training
partner Desai Williams, have
since fallen afoul of anti-doping
rules.

It is no surprise that many Ca-
nadians now have sympathy for
his plight, understanding the
culture of doping that existed
all those years ago. Yet he re-
mains a pariah to sports offi-
cials, the proverbial elephant in
the room. Thirty years on and,
with the benefit of hindsight,
should he be forgiven?

Johnson remains largely
remorseless. 

“Well, I am still here,” he said
laughing during a telephone
conversation. “I have learned
you don’t need money to be
happy.”

In Seoul on Sept. 24, 1988,
Johnson had defeated the
brash American superstar Carl
Lewis in a 100-metre world-re-
cord time of 9.79 seconds be-
fore the banned steroid Stano-
zolol turned up in his urine
sample. 

On the streets of the Korean
capital, shopkeepers who
couldn’t speak English repeat-
ed “Ben Johnson” with thumbs
up and signalled the reverse for
Lewis. He was, for a time, as
universally recognizable as oth-
er sports figures — the likes of
Pele, Ali and Michael Jordan.

In the aftermath, the federal
government called for the
Commission of Inquiry Into

the Use of Drugs and Banned
Practices Intended to Increase
Athletic Performance — or, as it
was more commonly known,
the Dubin Inquiry, after Onta-
rio Chief Justice Charles Dubin
who presided. It was an attempt
to assuage our collective guilt,
but served only to reveal doping
was pervasive in Canadian
sports and not just at the very
top. Second-tier athletes with
lowly credentials were also
cheating, often unbeknownst to
their coaches.

Johnson was subsequently
stripped of his Olympic gold
medal and the world 100-metre
record and banned for two
years. He received a lifetime
ban after testing positive a sec-
ond time in 1993 following his
comeback.

While several of his training
partners have repented and en-
joyed coaching roles at the na-
tional level — Desai Williams,
Molly Killingbeck and Tony
Sharpe among them — John-
son continues to be referred to
as the “disgraced sprinter.” 

Another former training part-
ner, Mark McKoy, who admit-
ted to briefly using steroids and
went on to become 1992 Olym-
pic 110-metre hurdles champi-
on while competing clean, is
one of the few athletes to feel
sympathy for Johnson.

“He got royally screwed by us,”
McKoy says. “More by Canadi-
ans than anybody else in the
world.”

The financial implications
were as severe. Most of his en-
dorsements were terminated
and Johnson felt the pinch. He
no longer owns the Ferrari Tes-
tarossa sports car, the one bear-
ing the licence plate BEN 983 in
reference to the world record
he had set at the 1987 IAAF
world championships in Rome.
The house he bought for his
mom in Scarborough was sold.

Today, Johnson coaches pro-
fessionally and lives in a condo-
minium in Markham. Among
his clients have been Saadi Gad-
dafi (son of the late Libyan dic-
tator Muammar Gaddafi), with
whom he spent several months
in 2001, and soccer star Diego
Maradona. He continues to
work with pro hockey players.
He doesn’t associate with his
former training partners. 

His diminishing financial se-
curity no doubt led to a 2012
lawsuit in which he unsuccess-
fully sued the estate of Ed Fu-
terman, the lawyer who re-
presented him at the Dubin In-
quiry. He claimed breach of
trust and negligence. The case
was dismissed for lack of evi-
dence before it went to trial.

Regardless of whether the
man on the street might cast
Johnson as a tragic figure, au-
thorities maintain a vigilant
posture.

“I think I can understand why
they would sympathize, and I
also can understand if they
thought he was a victim.” says

Paul Melia, president and CEO
of the Canadian Centre for Eth-
ics in Sport, which governs anti-
doping in this country. “Be-
cause he was young and being
looked after by his coach and
doctor. So he was maybe im-
pressionable and easily manip-
ulated in terms in convincing
him that everyone was doping
so you have got to dope.

“That argument can only take
you so far. If you have a number
of companies involved in inside
trading, does that mean every-
one should engage in insider
trading? I don’t think so. I think
we want to try and identify who
is breaking the law and then use
the rule of law to bring them to
justice.”

Dick Pound was in Seoul in his
capacity as vice-president of
the International Olympic
Committee and would go on to
become the first president of
the World Anti-Doping Agency.
Pound, a lawyer, was the first
person the Canadian contin-
gent called upon learning of
Johnson’s test result.

In a Seoul hotel room along
with Charlie Francis, Johnson’s
long-time coach, and Carol
Anne Letheren, president of
the Canadian Olympic Associa-
tion (now Canadian Olympic
Committee), Pound was asked
to help.

“I remember Charlie saying
‘Stanozolol? I don’t have my
guys on Stanozolol on race day,
it tightens them up,’ ” Pound
remembers. “ ‘I want them
loose.’ So, at that point, you
wonder.

“I said, ‘Get Ben down here
because I am certainly not go-
ing to do anything if he ac-
knowledges he is guilty.’ He
came up from the village and I
took him down the hall to the
bathroom and closed the door. I
said, ‘Are you on anything?’ He
looked me straight in the eye
and said no.”

But when IOC medical direc-
tor Manfred Donike intro-
duced evidence of long-term
use by Johnson there was es-
sentially no defence other than
sabotage. That was unprovable.
After Johnson’s B sample also
showed evidence of Stanozolol,
the suspension was announced
and all hell broke loose.

Today, Pound, who might have
once held a degree of sympathy

for the sprinter, remains stead-
fast despite the overwhelming
evidence of the doping culture
which existed then.

“No, it’s too bad they didn’t
catch some of the others soon-
er, but the fact of the matter
remains Ben Johnson was
doped in Seoul, if not other
places, and got caught,” Pound
declares. 

“You can’t turn him into a
martyr just because somebody
else didn’t get caught.”

Sports officials like to point to
the number of tests conducted
as a measure of how resolute
the fight against doping has be-
come.

In 2016, WADA — now em-
broiled in controversy over the
reinstatement of Russia after a
three-year suspension for
widespread doping — collected
300,565 blood or urine samples
both in and out of competition. 

After analysis, only 1.6 per cent
resulted in a positive test. 

On the surface it would appear
that doping is all but contained,
but the majority of drug cheats
are not being caught. The use of
whistleblowers, as in the case of
the Russian doping program,
has been more effective than
testing. A study published in the
August 2017 edition of the re-
spected journal Sports Medi-
cine has now caused ripples
throughout the sporting world.
A shocking 43.6 per cent of re-
spondents to a survey conduct-
ed at the 2011 IAAF world
championships in Daegu, Ko-
rea — an event to which Canada
sent 34 athletes — admitted to
using banned substances or
practices in the preceding year.

Doping still plagues sport at
the highest level, that is a fact.
Athletes rising through the
ranks may well approach the
same crossroads Johnson and
his clubmates did all those
years ago, where they face a de-
cision on whether to dope. Me-
lia hopes they choose a differ-
ent path.

“In Canada we have estab-
lished it in a forthright way, ac-
knowledged the problems we
have and I think we have steadi-
ly, over 30 years, developed a
culture in sport in Canada that
there is really no place for dop-
ing,” he declares.

“And, having said that, we are
not complacent.”

Ben Johnson pulled away from Carl Lewis (middle) and the rest of the pack in the 100-metre final at the Seoul Olympics — but that was just the start.
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RUNNING FROM THE PAST
Thirty years after Seoul, is it time to see Ben Johnson’s doping plight in a new light?
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Today, Ben Johnson lives in Markham and does fitness coaching
with top NHLers, including Nashville blue-liner P.K. Subban.
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