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Teamwork Gets Athletes to the Games

Rob Orlando, with Jason Khalipa, Eric O’Connor and Patrick Burke

Many people are involved in getting a single athlete to the CrossFit Games. Rob Orlando  
tells his behind-the-scenes story and finds other competitors shared his experience. 

Weeks after competing in the 2009 CrossFit 
Games, many questions are still tumbling around 
in my head. Among them: is CrossFit really an 
individual sport? Or is there a team involved? 
Do athletes compete against themselves or each 
other? What does it take to get an athlete ready 
for the CrossFit Games? 
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I set out to write a personal account about the support-
ing cast that helped me get to Aromas, California. But 
then the editors of the CrossFit Journal asked a brilliant 
question: is this story specific to me or did other athletes 
take the same journey to get to the Games? 

Great Coaches Are Behind Every Athlete
I sent the following e-mail to all my fellow athletes:

Each athlete has a “team” that helps them get 
ready for and compete in the Games. No athlete 
can do it completely alone. Some of the roles 
that might have been filled would be: training 
group, gym members, financial supporters, 
Oly coaches, fellow competitors, spouses and 
family members. Every one of these people 
plays a part in assisting the athlete. They do so 
selflessly and without expecting any form of 
payback. And for doing so, they deserve a piece 
of the spotlight. 

Almost immediately, I got a hit from my new friend Jason 
Khalipa. He was on his honeymoon in Greece when he 
wrote: 

Where do I begin? There are a number of indi-
viduals who have helped me on my road to the 
CrossFit Games 2008 and 2009. However, I want 
to acknowledge one individual in particular 
for the unbelievable amount of time and effort 
he has contributed to me: Austin Begiebing of 
Crossfit Unlimited not only introduced the sport 
of CrossFit to me but has played an enormous 
role in my success over the last two years as an 
athlete, coach and business owner. About four 
months before the 2009 Games I asked Austin 
what type of programming I should follow and 
who should program it for me. In less than a 
second Austin volunteered… From that day on, 
I received an e-mail every day for four months 
with exactly what workouts I should be complet-
ing. Austin took me to a different level this year. 
His hard work and dedication is something 
that is hard to find in many people. And I feel 
honored to have him as my coach and friend.

I know how Jason feels. Coaches are amazing people. 
They know when to push and they know when to put the 
brakes on. They can tell when their athletes are ready to 
make a breakthrough and when they’re ready to fold. So 
thank you to all the coaches who helped get someone to 
the Games. Jason Khalipa lists Austin Begiebing of CrossFit Unlimited as 

one of his most dedicated supporters.
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A Family Affair
Family members, especially spouses, play a huge role 
in athletes’ success. They understand and embrace 
the commitment necessary to compete at the Games.  
Sometimes the spouse sacrifices as much—or perhaps 
more—than the athlete. Meals alone, weekends filled 
with workouts, constant conversation and strategizing 
about how best to prepare for battle—spouses have to 
be ready for everything.   

I received another response to my query from competi-
tor Eric O’Connor. He wrote:

We had a baby girl, Naomi, on May 17. Our 
regionals were only a few weeks before our 
baby’s due date. So it would have been perfectly 
understandable for (my wife Steph) to say that 
she would rather have me at home than to 
be traveling to the regional qualifiers for the 
weekend. Instead of asking me to stay home 
(which I would have done), she was extremely 
supportive and encouraged me to go and do 
my best. I made sure that if anything happened 
I would know ASAP and be on my way back 
home. Perhaps the biggest way she helped me 
was by making sure that she was the one to get 
up to do the night-time feedings. I never asked 
her to do this. She just went and did it without 
saying a word… I am truly blessed to have 
such a supportive wife. If roles were reversed I 
don’t think that I would have been able to be as 
selfless as she was.

Eric’s account is a mirror image of my own. My daughter, 
Hayden, was born on March 21, 2009, which was right 
before the Northeast Qualifier in Albany, New York. My 
wife Lauren worked hard to keep our household running 
smoothly during my prep for the qualifiers. She was 
nursing an infant and taking care of my three-year-old 
son Logan while I worked 80 hours per week running my 
affiliate, Hybrid Athletics/CrossFit-Strongman. Never 
did I hear a complaint—only encouragement.  

There was always a Zone-friendly meal when I got home 
from work. All I had to do was train hard and eat right. 
Without my wife, I could not have been so focused. I 
heard Josh Everett say he was the luckiest man in the 
world because his wife was so supportive of his athletic 
endeavors. With all due respect, Mr. Everett, I am the 
luckiest man in the world. My wife is a living expression 
of selflessness. For that, I am truly thankful. Eric O’Connor had a baby girl shortly before the Great Basin 

Qualifier. His wife Steph took care of the late-night feedings, 
and O’Connor finished second in the regional event.
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Training Buddies: Friendly Competition
What about training partners? What role do they play 
pre- and post-qualifier? I was lucky enough to have a 
small group of WOD partners. Tim Burke, Mike Burke, 
Stephen Masso, Christina Boccuzzi and Katie Burke all 
played a part in getting ready for our regional qualifier 
in Albany. To prepare, we completed almost every other 
regional-qualifier workout as a group and compared our 
times to one another. Our days were spent salivating 
at the prospect of competition. We all liked the idea of 
winning. 

It’s a strange thing when you compete against someone 
you’ve worked out with every day for months. Going 
into the final workout at the Albany regional, Tim Burke 
and I were tied for points. I managed to scrape by with 
a decent time in the final WOD, and I made the Aromas 
cut—barely. 

The real story is what happened after that. I’m talking 
about the attitude of my training partners who hadn’t 
made the cut. There was no hostility, no resentment 
and no bitterness. There was only happiness for me. It 
caught me off guard. At this point, my training partners 
could have gone back to their own priorities. Instead, 
they rallied around me and pushed me harder than ever. 
We started doing track days on Sunday mornings. They 
sacrificed chunks of their weekends to help me run 400s, 
hills, sprints, etc. The support and loyalty was more than 
flattering: it was humbling. I just hope someday I can 
properly find a way to say, “Thank you.”

Fellow competitor Patrick Burke agrees with me on the 
importance of training groups. He wrote:

Everyone in the gym was incredibly support-
ive. I did a handful of workouts with the class 
while my girlfriend coached. During every WOD, 
people would be beside me cheering, “CrossFit 
Games, baby!” I pushed harder with my athletes 
cheering me along in the WODs. They (the 
coaches and my girlfriend) were always there 
asking my strategy and working with me to keep 
my diet, sleep and workouts in check. For the 
last two weeks prior to both the regionals and 
the Games, they helped do the morning classes 
so I could sleep in. All of that really helped me 
out. I couldn’t have done it without them.

Financial Support
What about money? How much does it cost to get to 
California from Australia, Africa or Connecticut? It 
was brought to my attention that the competitors from 
CrossFit Copenhagen raised almost $50,000 to make 
the trip to Aromas! How do you do that? By being part of 
one of the most generous, kind, appreciative communi-
ties of athletes that has ever existed. My gym is full of 
people who simply “get it.” 

For example, one of my clients came to me before the 
qualifiers in Albany and said, “Rob, I want to pay for your 
hotel while you’re away. Don’t worry about anything—
period. Just focus on the competition. I’ll take care of 
the finances.” 

Pat Burke (right) says the people in his gym pushed him to new levels and helped him earn a trip to The Ranch.
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He did just that. His secretary booked my hotel reserva-
tion, sent me reminders and made sure I needed nothing. 
Then, leading up to Aromas, he opened his wallet again 
to pay for my hotel, car and flight! His advice was the 
same: “Go out there focused and do the very best you 
can. Don’t waste a moment thinking about anything but 
the competition.” 

This kind of reassurance is worth way more than the 
dollars. Sincere thanks to my financial supporters for 
helping me out. Without you, the trip would not have 
been possible.

The Role Call
There are so many other people on my team to thank. 
All the members at my gym, Hybrid Athletics, deserve 
a special thanks. Collectively, you pushed me, encour-
aged me and made me feel like I actually had a shot at 
winning. Specifically, here are a few people who made a 
difference:    

Kathryn Shirley•	  is a long-time friend and trainer who spends 
time at Hybrid. We had many discussions leading up to 
game day, and they were always uplifting. You sent me out 
there thinking I was a contender. Thank you for keeping my 
spirits up when I needed it most.  

John Lockwood•	  is an example of a person who sacrifices 
for others. He’s a firefighter in Stamford, Connecticut, and 
he’s a great friend and motivator. After working a 24-hour 
shift, he’d come directly to the gym to coach me through a 
workout, pushing me faster and faster and keeping track of 
my rounds while I was in an exercise haze. Those workouts 
hurt—but not as badly as if I had done them alone.  

Alistair (Aussie) Boyd•	  sent me encouragement from across 
the world via e-mail and voice mail after the Albany regional. 
He followed the Games site like a hawk and made sure to 
share his valued training ideas, nutrition information and 
WOD suggestions along the way. Following the regional, he 
left me one of the kindest voice mails I have ever received. I 
have not erased it and I will not do so anytime soon.  

Ben Kelly•	  of CrossFit Performance, you were instrumental in 
the final days of prep for Aromas. Your workout ideas were 
spot-on for the competition, and I pushed myself harder 
during those workouts than at almost any other time in my 
career. Thanks for your tireless effort and dedication to a 
fellow CrossFitter.  

CrossFit is a community of special people. We need to 
spend some time looking around at what an amazing 
collection of athletes we have playing our sport. It’s a 
sport where only one athlete competes at a time, but 
each represents a team of people who have helped them 
along the way. Every athlete, if he or she spent some 
time, could come up with a long list of people who have 
played a role in their successes. These people don’t look 
for the spotlight—but they certainly deserve it.

F

About the Author

Rob Orlando, owner of Crossfit-Strongman in Stamford, 
Connecticut, placed fifth in the Northeast Regional 
Qualifier and 22nd at the CrossFit Games in Aromas. He 
started doing CrossFit about a year ago and still competes 
regularly as an amateur strongman. He holds several 
North American Strongman records and hasn’t lost a 
strongman competition since starting CrossFit. At his last 
competition in Philadelphia, he finished the day a perfect 
5-0 over five events.

Coaches are amazing people. They 
know when to push and they know 

when to put the brakes on. So 
thank you to all the coaches who 

helped get someone to the Games.
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