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Short Synopsis 
Filmed over four years, Personal Best follows up-and-coming British sprinters on their journey from the grassroots of athletics to the international stage. The film is both a gripping portrait of the athletes in training and competition, and a deeply personal account of their lives unfolding – revealing victory, defeat, agony, ecstasy and the simple trials of growing up. On the eve of the 2012 Olympics, this film tells the stories of Britain’s young sprinters as they strive towards their dreams. This is an inspiring but genuine portrait of Britain’s youth and a penetrating study of the art of sprinting, peeling back the layers so we can finally understand everything it means to them as they wait on the start line for the gun to fire.  

Medium Synopsis
Filmed over four years, Personal Best follows up-and-coming British sprinters on their journey from the grassroots of athletics to the international stage. The film is both a gripping portrait of the athletes in training and competition, and a deeply personal account of their lives unfolding – revealing victory, defeat, agony, ecstasy and the simple trials of growing up. 


Sprinting is the purest form of sport and the most intense and prestigious of all the Olympic events. A brief moment over in seconds, winning and losing is separated by hundredths of seconds, and athletes must find a way to push beyond their limits, both physically and mentally, in order to succeed – overcoming pain and doubt on a daily basis. This struggle with body, mind, and time is at the centre of this dramatic feature documentary. 

The film reveals characters at turns determined to find fulfillment, searching for belief, struggling with injury, and trying to rise above their situation in life. On the eve of the 2012 Olympics, this film tells the stories of Britain’s young sprinters as they strive towards their dreams. This is an inspiring but genuine portrait of Britain’s youth and a penetrating study of the art of sprinting, peeling back the layers so we can finally understand everything it means to them as they wait on the start line for the gun to fire.  

Characters

James Ellington – 100/200m Sprinter. A former Junior World Finalist who was selected for Team GB over 200 metres for the 2011 World Championships in Daegu. This was his first major international competition as a senior. James is hoping to qualify for the Olympics in the 200m this year. In December 2011, James put himself on Ebay to raise sponsorship for 2012 

http://www.thepowerof10.info/athletes/profile.aspx?athleteid=19974
Jeanette Kwakye – 100m Sprinter. 2008 Olympic Finalist, she was the first British female to reach an Olympic final since 1984. In 2011 she won gold at the UK Trials and Championships in the 100m Women’s event, and was selected for Team GB at the World Championships in Daegu over 100m and as captain of the women’s 4x100m relay team. Jeanette is hoping to qualify for the Olympics in the 100m. She was part of the squad chosen to model the new kit designed by Stella McCartney.

http://www.thepowerof10.info/athletes/profile.aspx?athleteid=19838 

Richard Alleyne – 60/110m Sprint Hurdler. Highest ranking outdoors is 3rd in the UK, and after being out of the sport with injury until January 2012, he came 5th in the UK Indoor Trials & UK Championships 60m hurdles. He is hoping to qualify for the Olympics in the 110m hurdles.

http://www.thepowerof10.info/athletes/profile.aspx?athleteid=21730 

Omardo Anson - 17 yrs old in the film, now 18 Omardo is only just beginning his athletics career, and still faces the choice over whether or not to make it his life. His best ranking to date is in 2011, finishing 18th fastest in the country over 60m  indoors, but he continues to bring down his personal best time (PB). 

http://www.thepowerof10.info/athletes/profile.aspx?athleteid=94220 

Coaches

Michael Afilaka (coach – Jeanette Kwakye)

http://www.thepowerof10.info/athletes/profile.aspx?athleteid=38944 

John Powell (coach – James Ellington & Omardo Anson) also form Metropolitan Police Superintendent, and director of Met-Track (see below for more info). He will be carrying the Olympic torch in Bromley on the 23rd July 2012

http://www.thepowerof10.info/athletes/profile.aspx?athleteid=193900 
Production Notes

SPRINTERS the Short Film

PERSONAL BEST was born out of Sam Blair’s 17 minute short film SPRINTERS, which was made as his graduation film from the National Television School Documentary MA. Shot in 2007, again, it was set in the year before an Olympic Games, and features four of the same characters; Jeanette Kwakye, James Ellington, Richard Alleyne and Michael Afilaka their coach at the time. In 2007, they were all at the same level, in one of the most promising squads in the country, and at a brand new facility at Lee Valley. SPRINTERS was the start of Sam’s working relationship with PERSONAL BEST’s director-of-photography Jean-Louis Schuller and sound designer Gunnar Oskarsson. The short film screened at Sheffield DocFest, Visions du Reel, Munich Festival of Filmschools, Dinard, Virgin Film Festival in the Sky, EntreVues Film Festivals in 2008 and was nominated for a Royal Television Society Student Best Film Award. 

Choosing the Characters

Sam swears it was pure luck he ended up filming these three athletes for SPRINTERS. He wanted to make a film about athletics and through asking around, it was suggested he speak to a young coach called Michael Afilaka, who had one of the best young squads in the country. Michael turned out to be quite a character – outspoken and somewhat of a maverick in his approach, which Sam felt would translate into great drama for his film. Jeanette’s moment on the track during the time trials is one of the most memorable ones in the film, showing the absolute limits of pain and brutal endurance required to be an elite athlete, and showing Michael’s unflinching coaching style. Sam maintained friendships with Jeanette, James and Richard over the 3 years post filming SPRINTERS, so that when it came to choosing characters for PERSONAL BEST, they were the first three athletes he turned to. 

Young people, Choices and Met Track 

As research began on PERSONAL BEST, Sam was introduced to John Powell, James Ellington’s coach. John has been working as an elite athletics coach for years – Phillips Idowu originally trained with him – but all the time he has also been working as a full time Metropolitan Police Superintendent. With the support of the Met police, John set up a scheme called Met-Track back in 2005, in order to encourage young people to focus their lives through athletics. More here on the Met-Track website http://www.met-track.co.uk/mt/index.php?q=node/2. John will be an Olympic Torch bearer for the London 2012 Olympic Games, carrying the torch through Bromley on one of the last legs, on July 23rd http://www.london2012.com/games/olympic-torch-relay/torchbearers/search.php?name=john+powell&search-submit=Go. 

It was thanks to John that the film makers were introduced to Omardo, who came into athletics through the Met-Track scheme. 
Athletics facts and Olympic selection

Athletics is a sport of repetition.  Every year, there is a winter and a summer season, indoors competitions and then outdoors. Every four years there is an Olympic Games, and every two years there is a World Championships in athletics. So the Worlds precede the Olympics by one year every time. In terms of training, repetition is also key. Athletes perform regular time trials, running in bursts of time, at top speed over and over to train their bodies to be able to reproduce what they do in training, on the track in competition. In between winter and summer every year, our UK athletes go out to warm weather training because the weather here in spring negatively affects the muscles in training, and warm weather recreates the summer conditions better to get the body ready for the summer outdoors competitions. Our team of athletes go to Florida every year to train at the ESPN World Wide of Sports track. 

Every year in the UK, in the summer, the UK Trials and Championships are held at the Alexander Stadium in Birmingham. These are the UK Championships to determine the best athletes in the country, awarding gold, silver, bronze at National level. This year the UK Trials are for Olympic team selection and will be held in Birmingham on 22nd - 24th June. 

The GB team selection process for all the international competitions is two-part for the sprint events. Firstly, the athlete has to have achieved a qualifying time during the season (at any race) in their event.  If they have the qualifying time (called A standard), and come first or second in the UK Trials and Championships, they are guaranteed a place in the forthcoming international competition (Worlds or Olympics etc). If they have the qualifying time, but don’t come first or second at the Trials, and the first and/or second positions don’t have the qualifying time, it is decided by judges. If they don’t have the qualifying time but do come first or second, again it is decided by judges. In the coming months, we will watch to see if Jeanette, James and Richard achieve the qualifying times in their races. Then, it will be decided on June 24th whether or not they are selected for the London 2012 Olympic Games. 

James Ellington sells himself on Ebay

At the start of filming PERSONAL BEST, James was unfunded by UK Athletics (UKA), and unsponsored by athletics sportswear brands. UKA fund only a handful of the top sprinters in the country – those who have run (and largely done well) at international level. Being 3rd fastest over 100m wasn’t enough to get James into their funding selection. As a new father, he supported his athletics training and his family by teaching kids on the Met-Track scheme.  

After qualifying for the World Championships at the UK Trials in 2011, James secured himself his first major senior international team place. Still, this didn’t give him the highest level of UKA funding, which would have meant he could give up his day job to train full time. 
Granted interim level support from UKA, rather than a full sponsorship, James took the drastic move of putting himself on Ebay in December 2011 to raise sponsorship to support him through his Olympic Year.

http://www.ebay.co.uk/itm/ws/eBayISAPI.dll?ViewItem&item=120825449736 

He appeared on BBC Breakfast, Sky Sports News, radio, and a host of other media outlets and by 6pm that same day, had numerous pledges of funding, at the £30K level he had set as being the target for his support. He then discovered the winning bid had not understood the full terms of the deal, and backed out. Fortunately all was not lost, and a shaving brand called KING OF SHAVES stepped in, and offered James a full sponsorship for his 2012 training. James finally was able to give up the day job to pursue his dreams. 

Crew Biographies
Director & Editor (also Additional Cinematography and Sound Recording) – Sam Blair 

Producer – Jessica Levick 

Jessica Levick has worked in international sales at Film4, Element X and Alliance Atlantis, and graduated from the National Film and TV School Producing MA in 2008. Jessica was Associate Producer on the BIFA nominated feature film LEGACY by Thomas Ikimi which stars Idris Elba (THE WIRE, LUTHER) which premiered at Tribeca 2010. She has produced a number of music videos and UKFC funded short films which have been selected at top film festivals worldwide, including the multi award winning STAND UP by Joseph Pierce. She has reached the final round of Film London’s Microwave scheme twice, and is developing other fiction scripts with Joe Tucker (FOR THE LOVE OF GOD, THE COLDEST CALLER), Keri Collins (FUNDAY, Guiding Lights scheme) and David Bloom (DONKEY PUNCH). PERSONAL BEST is her first feature film.

Director of Photography – Jean-Louis Schuller 

Music by Lukid & Gunnar Óskarsson

Lukid aka Luke Blair is Sam Blair’s younger brother, and lead composer on PERSONAL BEST. He has released 2 albums on the acclaimed Werk Discs, home to Actress and Zomby and under the Thriller guise he remixed Radiohead for their The King of Limbs remix album. Luke runs his own label Glum, and is set to release his new album Lonely At The Top – featuring the track “Snow Theme” that appears in PERSONAL BEST – on Werk Discs in summer 2012. Apart from “Snow Theme” the Personal Best soundtrack is comprised of original music composed for the film, much of which was made in collaboration with the film’s sound designer Gunnar Oskarsson.

Supervising Sound Editor / Sound Designer Gunnar Óskarsson 

