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 It’s something that most of the athletes can’t properly describe in words. It’s the 

thing that keeps them coming back to their gym day after day, and you won’t find it 

anywhere else besides a CrossFit gym. 

  It’s not some special piece of equipment or a new exercise; it’s the group of 

athletes surrounding you, pulling just as hard for your personal success as you are. 

 “There is a whole gym screaming your name telling you to keep going, I can’t 

even describe the feeling,” CrossFit athlete Katie George said. “It’s even people I don’t 

know. They don’t know why I’m there and they don’t know my name, but they want to 

see me succeed. It’s mind blowing.” 

 Instead of one-on-one personal training sessions, CrossFit classes are conducted 

with a coach and a handful of athletes at a time. These other members of your gym 

(known as a “box” because of the high number of CrossFit gyms being located in box-

like warehouses) become your personal cheering section, offering words of 

encouragement and support to get you through the workout. 

 Over time, you form a sense of camaraderie with the other members of your box, 

and you take pleasure in seeing the other members of your “team” succeed. You’re there 

to cheer them on during their greatest triumphs in the gym, and you’re also there to lift 

their spirits when they start to struggle. 

 George considers her fellow athletes at Hardware CrossFit to be her second 

family. That unique sense of community has propelled the sport of CrossFit into the 

national spotlight and has turned it into the fastest growing fitness option in the world. 



 The very first CrossFit gym was established in 1995 by CrossFit founder Greg 

Glassman in Santa Cruz, California. Glassman formally established CrossFit as a 

business in 2000, and the first CrossFit affiliate gym took roots in Seattle, Washington, 

shortly thereafter. 

 By 2005, 13 more affiliate gyms appeared. That total has since exploded to over 

7,000 affiliated gyms worldwide, nearly a 50% increase over last year’s total, with more 

than 5,000 in North America alone. 

 The sport of CrossFit is based upon the idea of specializing… in not specializing. 

The point of each workout of the day, or “WOD”, is to provide the athlete with a set of 

constantly varied, high-intensity, functional movements that carry over to everyday life.  

 “You’re training to be the best human being you can be… to be a more efficient 

human being” George said. “It’s all about functional movements so you can be a better 

human not only in workouts, but in your daily life too.”  

 According to CrossFit theory, you need to be able to perform well in multiple 

skill areas instead of being able to perform exceptionally well in one at the detriment of 

all the others. 

 “It’s called general physical preparedness, so you want to be proficient at 

everything and not great at any one thing,” said Sarah Vanderstow, a coach at Edgewater 

CrossFit. “We have a list of 10 physical skills, and on that list there are things like speed, 

agility, power and balance. They all fall on different ends of the spectrum.”  

 This lack of specialization opens the door to a ton of variety in the workouts as 

well as what fitness goals you’d like to achieve by using the sport.  



 “At first, I told people I do it to look good naked,” George said. “It’s still going to 

make me look awesome, but I’m there to work hard and prove to myself what my body 

can do.” 

 Instead of having your traditional upper and lower body weight training days, or 

the cardio training days that most people abhor, a CrossFit WOD can melt multiple 

training elements into a single workout.   

 Take the classic WOD “Fran”, for example. (CrossFit founder George Glassman 

started naming workouts after women because “I thought anything that left you flat on 

your back, looking up at the sky asking ‘what just happened to me?’ deserved a female’s 

name.”) The work out prescribes the athlete to do a couplet of thrusters, a squat with the 

barbell carried in front of you as opposed to on your shoulder blades so that you can 

explode up and then press the barbell over your head to complete the rep, and pullups. 

You must complete sets of 21, 15, and nine reps of both exercises in succession with as 

little rest as possible, and the time it takes you to complete the workout becomes your 

measuring stick for the workout. 

 You may not see Fran again for a number of days, but when you do, you’ll have a 

time goal to try and break. You must demonstrate that you’ve gained the strength, cardio 

capacity, and endurance to be able to do the same amount of work in less time.  

 “The big appeal is that everything is quantifiable,” said George Fairley, head 

coach at Hardware CrossFit. “You have a very clear way of determining your 

performance.” 

  Using the Fran workout as an example, your initial time becomes your 

benchmark, and everything you do in the time before you try Fran again will impact your 



performance. If you eat and sleep poorly and slack off during your workouts, you can 

expect your next Fran time to be much worse than your original time. You start to realize 

every variable, even ones outside of the gym, affect your performance. You must be able 

to assess how these factors affect you and improve on them if you intend on getting better 

at the workouts.  

 In this sense, despite the supportive group around you, it really boils down to a 

competition against yourself.  

 “I love that it’s not letting anyone else down but myself,” George said. “Even 

though I have this whole community supporting me, when it comes down to it at the end 

of the day, I know that I either put the work in or I didn’t.” 

 The competitive aspect doesn’t just stop at the person in the mirror, either. 

CrossFit competitions have been appearing more frequently as the sport has gained 

popularity. The Reebok CrossFit Games, which are essentially the Olympics of CrossFit, 

have been airing on national television since 2007. Almost 140,000 athletes signed up to 

compete in the Games in 2013, nearly doubling last year’s total. 

 But the growing popularity of the competitions doesn’t make them a requirement 

for the sport. 

 “I love knowing every time you come in you’re going somewhere with this and 

you’re constantly trying to get better and beat your previous times and weights and then 

go on to compete against others,” Vanderstow said. “I also love that people who are 

completely uninterested in competing against others can still come in and do and love the 

same things that I do.” 



 Just as competing isn’t necessary to be successful in the sport, neither is the 

notion that you must only stick to the prescribed WODs and functional movements. 

Fairley saw his bodybuilding background as a huge stepping stone towards CrossFit 

success. 

 “I came in with a really strong strength base,” Fairley said. “I hadn’t CrossFitted 

before and the first time I did Fran my time was three minutes and 15 seconds, and most 

people say a sub-four Fran is pretty good. People realize if you’re a strong person you 

have a huge advantage. If you’re mobile, you have a huge advantage. People realize there 

are certain things you need to be good CrossFitter, and you don’t necessarily need to use 

CrossFit to develop those skills. I compare it to football practice: you’re not going out 

and running a scrimmage every day, you’re doing drills to get better at skills you need to 

play better.” 

  As with any traditional sport, you must know where to draw the line between 

practices and competitions. But with a hybrid personal and team dynamic within 

CrossFit, it is anything but a traditional sport. 

 Still, CrossFit can provide the same type of atmosphere former athletes crave, and 

even provide a venue to get that rare team experience for those who never participated in 

sports growing up. 

 “I’ve never played sports my entire life, so that feeling of a team is something 

I’ve never experienced,” George said. “It’s pretty amazing.” 

 Fairley thinks that CrossFit fills multiple voids beyond just the desire for team 

based competition. 



 “It kills a couple birds with one stone,” Fairley said. “People are working longer 

hours in a day, they’re involved less in the community, and they’re craving that sense of 

community whether they know it or not. People realize it’s a gap in their life they’ve 

been missing and CrossFit fills that void. It also deals with obesity and people’s 

waistlines, and it’s a fun group of people that you can come back to.” 

 This unique and holistic approach to overall fitness has produced an enormous 

following of athletes who’ll likely never go back to their old form of training. But that’s 

not to say CrossFit is exempt from detractors. 

 Many athletes think CrossFit is too far off the beaten path to be worth trying, and 

many are deterred from the relatively high price tags that accompany most monthly 

training plans.  

 “It has gotten a reputation for being expensive and out of reach for some people,” 

Fairley said. “There is a whole notion of ‘elite fitness’ as if it’s only open to elites. You 

get people in CrossFit who’re hardcore CrossFit nuts, and you see them out there wearing 

their Rogue shirts and bandanas. They may be assholes and setting bad examples for us, 

but you get that in any kind of sport.”  

 For some, the hardcore CrossFitters may not be as intimidating as the actual 

exercises are; since CrossFit is based in functional movements, Olympic lifts like the 

snatch, the clean and jerk, and the hang clean are huge components to the workouts. 

These movements require a high skill level to execute properly, and can cause a lot of 

damage if done incorrectly. 

 “You need to start light and focus on form,” Vanderstow said. “But there are 

some people who couldn’t care less about doing things properly sometimes. Coaches will 



discourage you and tell you not to do that… but we can’t come over to the bar and take 

your weight off for you. People point out all the injuries and forget about egos and bad 

coaches. There are some bad coaches just like bad personal trainers, but it’s the minority, 

and people with big egos will be anywhere. People who hate on CrossFit forget that.”  

 But CrossFitters have a message for people who point the finger at their sport 

without ever stepping foot into a CrossFit gym. 

 “To the people who are afraid of drinking the Kool-Aid and think we’re just a big 

cult, you need to try it out for yourself” George said. “CrossFit can get a bad name 

because people think we’re hard asses. But we’re really just a bunch of goofy people 

doing WODs. Yeah, we like to show off our battle scars, but it’s not about that. It’s about 

doing things you never thought were possible.” 


