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MIAMI -- The coach paced like an expectant father. Three of his players already had won their last matches, and a national championship rested on the shoulders of the fourth.

And very broad shoulders they were. At almost 6 feet and 260 pounds, Clifton Brown, 17, looks the part of the offensive lineman he plays on Miami Jackson Senior High School's football team. But cradling his face in his hands in the cavernous convention hall in Kentucky, the senior was busy busting stereotypes, not holes in the defense.

Once again, he and his teammates were proving that boys from the 'hood could match, even surpass, the boys from the 'burbs when it comes to using their brains.

With the clock ticking, Brown banished the refrain ringing in his head ("I'm losing. I'm losing.") and focused on the battlefield, thinking, thinking, thinking -- three, then four, then five moves ahead. And yes! There was a way to vanquish his opponent.

So he did, sealing Jackson High's fifth national chess title since 1998.
The come-from-behind victory last month was a remarkable achievement for the inner-city school, which draws its black and Hispanic students from some of Miami's poorest neighborhoods. For a school where only 48 percent of students graduate after four years and only 6 percent of 10th graders can read at grade level, Jackson's chess prowess is a symbol of pride, mental discipline and success.

Chess trophies aren't the first thing most people think of when conjuring images of Miami's Liberty City or Allapattah -- drive-by shootings or street gangs are more like it. Yet Jackson's trophy case is stuffed with more prizes for chess than almost all other sports combined.
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