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INCHES FROM THE ATHLETES

The competitors of the 2016 Reebok CrossFit Games.  
BY KIERAN KESNER
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But when Dave Re, CrossFit head of photography, 
told me to meet at the hotel at 3 a.m. on July 20 
with nothing more than my camera bag and photo 

ID, I realized how unexpected it would all be.

I would soon be at LAX boarding a plane with the fittest 
athletes in the world. I sat next to Sara Sigmundsdottir, 
whose kindness was even greater in person than on TV. 
Her biceps made it clear I shouldn’t even try to compete 
for our adjoining armrest. 

By the time we reached 30,000 feet, we all suspected we 
were headed to Aromas, California. 

The Ranch is the birthplace of the CrossFit Games and 
family property of Dave Castro, Director of the CrossFit 
Games. It’s hallowed ground for many, including Spencer 
Hendel, a multi-year Games veteran who competed there 
in 2009. I sat next to him on the bus ride from the airport, 
and when he looked up at the mammoth hill as we pulled 
down the beaten driveway, he told me it was far bigger 
than he remembered. 

Spencer and I listened as many of the newer Games ath-
letes looked up, wide eyed, and guessed nervously about 
the events they would soon contest. 

After a long day at The Ranch, I was exhausted from 
running up and down the dusty hills. It hardly compared 
to how the athletes must have felt. 

I did mobility work on the floor of the airport with Noah 
Ohlsen while waiting for our severely delayed flight back 
to Carson. We returned so late that the athletes plunged 
themselves into the open ocean waters for their early 
morning swim literally hours later as Day 2 of the  
Games began.

Arguing that the delayed flights and long travel hindered 
their recovery and inevitably their performance, other 
professional athletes would have quit and withdrawn 
from the competition. But not CrossFit athletes. This is 
what they train for: the unknown and the unknowable. 
Not to be the strongest or the fastest but the fittest in the 
world. This means competing with little to no rest  
and battling it out tirelessly no matter what obstacles 
they face. 

The world watched as their years of training propelled 
them through the ocean waters that morning and 
through the remainder of competition. 

If there is one thing I hope to convey from my unique 
experience of standing feet—sometimes inches—away 
from these athletes, it’s that, from the back of the pack 
to the podium finishers, they are genuine, kind, generous 
human beings.
 

The 2017 Reebok CrossFit Games are now almost upon 
us, to be held in an entirely different location. The Games 
veterans have lost their home-field advantage, and we, 
the photographers, will also be forced to change it up: 
We can no longer seek out those one or two spots we 
reserve for great images. It will be a new stage, a new 
environment and a new competition floor—all full of  
new surprises. 
 
The Games said goodbye to the scorching L.A. sun to 
embrace new challenges in Wisconsin. For now, we look 
back on the past and wait.
 
See you all in Madison.

—Kieran Kesner, photographer

I knew I would be in for some surprises at the 
10th edition of the CrossFit Games.
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