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WORK FOR IT
Ashamed of her tepid commitment to exercise, 
Caitlin Agnew decided to go big or go home, 
and submitted herself to the notoriously 
demanding CrossFit program.

It’s 8 a.m. on a Friday and I’m lying on the floor of a former 
machine shop, located on Toronto’s trendy Ossington Avenue. Daft 
Punk is blaring from a pair of speakers, I’m covered in sweat and  
I think I might throw up. But this isn’t the tail end of a wild all-night 
party. I’m at a place called the Academy of Lions and I’ve just  
finished a CrossFit workout. 

CrossFit is an intense strength and conditioning program based 
on an always-changing series of daily workouts. Launched in 2000 
by California fitness trainer Greg Glassman, it was designed for 
members of the military and 911 emergency personnel to help keep 
them physically prepared for the various challenges thrown their 

way. It’s since become one of the most popular ways to get in shape, 
with more than 350 affiliates in Canada and 6,000 worldwide. 
(There’s even one near the Louvre in Paris.) Reebok has its own line 
of CrossFit shoes and apparel, and the brand sponsors the annual 
Reebok CrossFit Games, which received over 120,000 applicants this 
year—up more than 50,000 from 2012. The winners of the Games 
are crowned the Fittest Man and Woman on Earth. And, of course, 

Hollywood has been CrossFit’s most effective publicist, 
with some of the silver screen’s fittest men (Channing 
Tatum, Jason Statham) and women ( Jessica Biel, 
Cameron Diaz) having sung its praises.

I’m here because, after months of half-hearted workouts 
at my condo building’s gym, where a strategically placed 
elliptical machine had been my best frenemy (it’s easy 
to slack off while you’re watching Jeopardy!), I decided to 
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try to actually accomplish something and signed on for a four-week  
CrossFit challenge. Three mornings each week, I arrive at the 
Academy of Lions for a 7 a.m. class. Founded in 2008 by best friends 
Dhani Oks and Sohail Bastani, the Academy is a prime example of  
a typical CrossFit “box”: a back-to-basics workout space with no TVs, 
no mirrors and no nonsense. “Everyone here learns to do handstands, 
pull-ups, rope climbs and things that are core to our nature as humans 
who love to play,” says Oks.  

Needless to say, CrossFit can be intimidating. It’s notoriously cult-
like, with its own lingo and a fierce following of jacked CrossFit bros. 
I’m still mastering the basics of CrossFit speak, which include terms 
like WOD (workout of the day), snatch (an Olympic weightlifting 
style) and metcon (short for metabolic conditioning). The equipment, 
ranging from kettlebells and medicine balls to beer kegs and 
sledgehammers, adds a dimension of Fear Factor to my fitness.    

“There are myths around CrossFit that only the elite athlete can 
do it,” says Rosie Posca, assistant manager of fitness and instruction 
at the University of Toronto’s Faculty of Kinesiology and Physical 
Education. To reduce the risk of injury, she recommends perfecting 
your form on key movements—like push-ups, squats and deadlifts—
before working your way up to more advanced workouts. “Base 
training, and developing that first phase of strength and coordination, 
is so important.” 

At the Academy, every new member is required to go through 
three fundamental training sessions, in which CrossFit basics are 
reviewed and a “functional movement screen” is done. “The trainer 
assesses the functional movement capabilities of the muscle group 
they’re moving, to identify any areas or issues that may place  
someone at risk,” says Posca, who stresses that this is an integral step 
when beginning any new physical activity. 

On my first visit, I feel like I’ve stepped into the Red Room of 
Pain from Fifty Shades of Grey. there are 
metal bars and jungle-gym ropes hanging 
from the ceiling, and the floor is littered 
with vicious-looking contraptions seemingly 
designed with torture in mind. The black 
cinderblock walls are covered in the chalk 
scribbles of the poor souls keeping track of 
their reps, like prisoners counting their days 
in the big house. The classes give me flashbacks to high school phys. 
ed., which was never my forte. After warming up in the second-
floor studio, CrossFitters are summoned by the ringing of a school 
bell to the downstairs space, where our “coach” takes attendance 

while we check the workout of the day 
written on a chalkboard. The coach I see 
most days is Jenny, a petite, cheerful blonde 
who immediately assuages any feelings of 
intimidation—until I see her do a round  
of chin-ups without breaking a sweat. She’s 

ripped! My fellow fitness masochists are an intense yet friendly bunch 
who are happy to show me the ropes. There’s no need to feel self-
conscious here. As I quickly learn, you’re working so hard, there’s no 
time to take note of how  
the person next to you is doing. 

It takes a certain kind of person to devote themselves to such  
a punishing workout regimen. Or maybe knowing that it works is 
motivation enough. A study at Ohio State University, published 
earlier this year, found that 10 weeks of CrossFit-based workouts 
significantly increased maximal aerobic capacity and decreased 
body fat percentages in both men and women. I notice a difference 
after just a few classes: My hard work is paying off in a taut stomach, 
new definition in my arms, back and legs, and a noticeable increase  
in my overall energy level. “A lot of women think that doing CrossFit 
means they’re going to build all these muscles, that they’re going to 
look terrible. Actually, it doesn’t,” says Posca. “It’s a very lean muscle 
mass that allows people to move functionally [in their everyday 
lives], as opposed to just being able to do very simple things. I call it 
‘lean and mean.’” 

It’s not long before I start drinking the Academy’s (sugar-free) 
Kool-Aid. I find myself eschewing sleeves in order to show off my 
fledgling biceps and I struggle to not tweet about how many push-ups 
I did one morning. I begin to relish the sore feeling I get post-workout 
and carry a tube of Elizabeth Arden Eight Hour Cream in my purse 
to soothe the barbell-induced calluses sprouting up on my palms. 

“CrossFit is all about embracing your personal physical challenges 
and finding ways to conquer them physically and, more importantly, 
mentally,” says Oks. “You work to become better than the day before.” 

After four weeks of gruelling morning workouts, I can hardly 
imagine life B.C. (Before CrossFit). I may not be rescuing babies from 
burning buildings, but when my hero moment arrives, I’ll be ready.  

“EVERYONE HERE LEARNS TO DO 
HANDSTANDS, PULL-UPS, ROPE 
CLIMBS AND THINGS THAT ARE  

CORE TO OUR NATURE AS  
HUMANS WHO LOVE TO PLAY.”

THE BLACK CINDERBLOCK WALLS 
ARE COVERED IN THE CHALK 
SCRIBBLES OF THE POOR SOULS 
KEEPING TRACK OF THEIR REPS. 

GET ‘FIT’
Want to try CrossFit? Here 

are six Canadian facilities. For 
others across the country, check 

out crossfit.com.

HALIFAX
91 Saskatoon Dr., 902-880-
3250, crossfithfx.com

TORONTO
64 Ossington Ave., 416-538-
4967, academyoflions.com

WINNIPEG
739 Lagimodiere Blvd., 204-414-
9348, crossfitwinnipeg.com

SASKATOON
#4-420 Lauriston St., 306-979-
9348, synergystrength.ca

CALGARY
#17-141 Crowfoot Way NW, 403-
202-5559, crossfitcalgary.ca

VANCOUVER
1980 Clark Dr.,  
604-253-1261, crossfit.ca 


