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For the Long Haul
If you’re trying to find Chris Garcia on 
a Saturday morning, focus your search 
dozens of miles deep in the Santa Cruz 
Mountains or halfway up nearby Mount 
Diablo. He’ll be on foot, but if you want 
to catch him you’ll have to move fast. 

Garcia, an HHMI investigator at 
Stanford School of Medicine, reserves 
his Saturday mornings to train for ultra­
marathons, grueling tests of endurance 
that stretch between 30 and 100 miles. 
On an average Saturday, he runs 25 to 
30 miles—on narrow, winding, moun­
tainous trails—with a handful of training 
partners. During the peak of his train­
ing season he follows up with another 
20-miler on Sunday and shorter runs 
throughout the week, for a total of 70 
to 80 miles. 

Garcia wasn’t always a runner: in 
high school he was on the tennis team, 
and during graduate school he rowed a 
single scull with the Baltimore Rowing 
Club. Then a postdoctoral fellowship 

took him to San Diego, where he com­
peted in triathlons and marathons. 

“Then one day, I’m flipping through 
the channels on my TV and see this 
story on ultramarathons,” says Garcia. 
“I just remember being totally transfixed.  
When you hear about people running 
100 miles, you have one of two reac­
tions: you either think it’s completely 
crazy, or you think ‘Hey, I should go do 
that.’ For me, it made complete sense.”

In the past decade, Garcia has run 
more than 75 ultramarathons, includ­
ing nine 100-milers, all over the United 
States. Races usually start around 
4:00 a.m. to take advantage of cool 
morning temperatures. The 100-milers 
take Garcia between 20 and 30 hours 
to finish, depending on the elevation 
and how mountainous the terrain is. 
He wears a headlamp and runs through 
the following night, pausing only at 
food and water stops offered every 
10 or so miles. 

“My favorite times during these 
races are actually at dusk, right before 
the sun sets, and then at sunrise in the 
morning,” he says. “When you just start 
to see the flicker of sun come up you 
know that you’re on the downhill slope 
of the race, you’re getting close.”

Ultramarathoning, with its physical 
and mental challenges, isn’t for every­
one. “You have to not mind spending 
hours and hours on the trail by your­
self,” says Garcia. “In fact, you have to 
look forward to it.” 

The trails offer him breathtaking 
views, an occasional mountain lion 
encounter, and precious solitary time  
to process information and solve prob­
lems in his research—a break from life’s 
chaos. At the finish line of a 100-mile 
race, Garcia says he is more himself 
than at any other time. “It just puts life 
in perspective,” he says. 

Garcia says his 40-something body 
is starting to feel the stress of a decade 
of these races. “My body is definitely 
getting pretty beat up,” he says. He’s 
not bothered by the puking, shivering, 
fuzzy thinking, and sore muscles that 
come in the latter stages of an ultra­
marathon. Experience has taught him 
that he can push through those tempo­
rary discomforts. But chronically sore 
hips may eventually send Garcia back 
to shorter races—marathons and triath­
lons. Not yet, though. He’s got three 
100-milers on his summer calendar.
—Sarah C.P. Williams
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