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Larisa Dannis

Living the 
Dream
BY JOHN TRENT

IT WAS A DREAM SITUATION.
And, in some ways, it felt like a dream 

in the days and months that followed Larisa 
Dannis’ second-place finish at the Western 
States 100-Mile Endurance Run in 2014.

Dannis still remembers how it felt when 
she re-located to Mill Valley, California, from 
her native New Hampshire not long after 
her Western States finish.

“I thought, from the moment I touched 
down in Northern California, ‘Goodness, 
I’m living my dream,’” she says of her move, 
which made perfect sense. She was young 
(26), talented (in addition to her second-
place finish at Western States, she had run a 
2:44 marathon at Boston that April) and was 
craving more exposure to Marin County’s 
challenging and inspiring trails.

And, almost immediately, Dannis knew 
she’d made a mistake.

“I recall thinking, ‘Uh oh. What did I just 
do?’” she says. “I’m a tough cookie, and I 
don’t give up. But almost from the begin-
ning, I never felt quite right.”

The time since then, though filled with 
competitive ups and downs, has taught 
Dannis an important lesson. Sometimes a 
dream can be a beautiful thing. The steps 
taken to realize it can be some of the most 
affirming a person can ever take. 

But often, for a dream to be realized, it 
must belong to you. It can’t belong to others. 
It’s been a challenging lesson for Dannis to 
learn. But three years after her “greatest day 
ever” at Western States, her running life has 
taken on new meaning and purpose. 

Her running has been short on head-
lines, or record-breaking efforts. Instead, 
it’s been full of small, quiet moments in 
the mountains of New Hampshire.

For now, Dannis is simply running for 
running’s sake. She’s seeking the darting, 
bright light of high-up places. She’s finding 
the improvisation that good mountain 
running requires – the impressionistic way 
a runner darts across rocky mountaintops 
where running can f low into something 
akin to a long jazz solo. She’s hearing the 
chorus of crickets that beckon a satisfying 
sunset after a long day. She’s finding the 
elusive sense that the present and the past 
can overlap into a satisfying, carefree single 
moment unburdened by the expectations of 
others – or her own.

“The past three years have taught me a 
lot about myself,” says Dannis, who turned 
30 in August. “When I think back on my 
running journey, I was happiest and ran 
my best when I approached things naturally, 
without constant pressure.”

She pauses. She’s always been proud 
of her adventuresome spirit. Yet somehow, 
in the midst of achieving so much as a 
professional runner, she had lost something 
elemental to who she was.

“I think I started to focus too much on 
running as a job, instead of as something I 
love to do,” she says.

THE SIZZLE REEL FOR WESTERN 
STATES in 2014, which is easily found on 
YouTube, contains an image that is memo-
rable in its transparent emotional honesty –  
a moment that seemed to perfectly sum up 
a near-perfect day for Dannis.

Just four years earlier, she had been a 
recreational runner. She could run 5k a 
shade under 23 minutes, and could run 
20 miles a shade under three hours. And 
there she was, captured in a moment on 
June 28, 2014, that was dizzying in how 
far she’d progressed since then. It was a 
moment where she realized that although 
there are many unknowns in running, on 
this particular day, there was going to be a 
better version of anything she could have 
ever imagined.

As Dannis was climbing up the tortuous 
Devil’s Thumb just before halfway, she said 

Dannis floating across the finish line in  
second place at the 2014 Western States 100.  
[  Myles Smythe/Michigan Bluff Photography]
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aloud, her voice firm and her words f loating onto the screen: “I feel 
so good. I feel so lucky to feel good.”

“That day,” she admits. She pauses. She’s still moved by the 
memory. “I get very emotional thinking about it. It was probably 
the greatest day in my life.”

It should’ve been a springboard for more. For a while, it was. 
Dannis loved much about her new home in Northern California. 
For starters, it was exceptionally beautiful. Her training intensity 
began to increase. 

“When I lived in New Hampshire, I was more of a balanced athlete. 
I ran easy during the week – no more than one speed work session – 
and spent most weekends up in the mountains. All of my runs were 
paced using heart rate,” she says. “When you run in the mountains 
like I was accustomed to doing, it’s more of a full body workout. The 
trails are technical and there’s lots more hiking involved. It helps 
you mix things up.

“In Marin, the trails are much smoother. I could run up and down 
almost everything. My mileage quickly increased, and I found myself 
running more than I’d ever run in my life.”

In October 2014, she ran the U.S. 50-Mile Road Championships 
in 5:59 – the fastest time by an American woman in 20 years.

Then, not long after, Dannis’ 
fortunes changed. She suffered 
a broken fibula in the World 
100K championships in Qatar a 
few months later. “It threw me 

into this never-ending cycle of injury,” says Dannis, who, after recov-
ering, later suffered a stress fracture during a photo shoot when she 
happened to fall awkwardly in a moment of inattentiveness. Although 
she ran a 2:49 marathon and finished third at the North Face 50-Mile 
Endurance Challenge in 2015, the next few years included an injured 
kneecap, a hamstring injury and compensation issues. 

In November 2016, Dannis decided it was time to pause, reset 
and rethink. 

“One of the biggest things I came to realize is that if you live in 
a place where you don’t feel settled, everything just feels little off,” 
she adds. “That feeling wore on me. I started to lose the joy I found 
through running. I will always love the trails in and around Marin, 
but I’m a mountain girl at heart.”

Dannis could feel her heart tugging her east – back home. Last 
fall she took some vacation time – she’s had a decade-long career in 
web marketing at Autodesk, and returned home to the mountains 
of New Hampshire. 

“I was intensely reminded of how gorgeous it is,” she says. “I came 
home and every day I was up in the mountains, hours and hours in 
the mountains, just taking my time. I hadn’t been this happy in years. 

“I came away realizing our time is too short to waste on being 
unhappy. I wanted to be happy again, but I was feeling lost and 
unsure of what to do next. When you find yourself in a place where 
you are uncertain about aspects of your future, it can be scary and 
emotional. You either let those feelings get you down, or you learn 
from them and try to make positive change.

“I’m the type of person who doesn’t shy away from difficult situ-
ations. No matter what the world throws at me, I always strive to 
emerge from those challenges stronger than before.”

It took a few months to iron out all the details and arrange-
ments with her job, but in early spring 2017 Dannis relocated to 
Manchester, New Hampshire. Her return has been, by almost any 
measure, a success. She has a “strong network of friends, family 
and her parents” in New Hampshire. She hasn’t raced. Nor does 
she have any plans to race for a while. 

In place of racing have been things that aren’t nearly as easily 
quantified, but just as important. Nearly every run in the mountains 
has been a celebration of what she holds most dear.

“Clouds, trails and landscapes,” she says. “When I’m out, I’m 
always so struck by how breathtaking everything is here. There’s so 
much energy and emotion behind what I’m seeing. The emotions I 
feel now that I’m home are so special to me… because I love where 
I am and truly feel settled again.”

One day, she will return to racing. And, one day, she hopes to 
return to Western States: “My only running goal is to get back to 
Western States. I paced my friend [Devon Yanko, who was third 
female in 2016 and was one of many friends Dannis made while 
living in Northern California] and just being back there, you realize 
there is nothing like it in the world. It’s magic.”

Almost like a dream.
“It took me a few years to learn some very important things after 

I ran Western States, and I’m glad I did,” she says. “Regardless of 
where my journey takes me, above all I’m grateful to have found my 
spirit, my joy and my sense of place again.” 

John Trent is past president and long-time board member 
of the Western States 100-Mile Endurance Run. He 
is a 10-time WS 100 finisher and has been involved 
in the sport as a journalist, organizer, race director 
and volunteer since 1987. A two-time Nevada 
Sportswriter of the Year, he lives in Reno, Nevada, 
with his ultrarunning family – wife Jill and 
daughters Annie and Katie.

Larisa Dannis in the morning light of the 
North Face Endurance Challenge 50-mile 
race in 2015 where she placed third.  
[  Myles Smythe/Michigan Bluff Photography]
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