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BY ARIELLA GINTZLER

T his February, Ford Smith snagged the overall 
win at Arizona’s Black Canyon 100K, but he 
didn’t celebrate with a post-race beer. Neither 
did Ashley Erba after she finished third female 

at the Lake Sonoma 50K, nor Andrew Miller after he topped 
the podium at the 2014 Georgia Death Race. That’s because 
they won’t turn 21 for a couple of years. 

Trail runners their age have grown up worshipping the 
likes of Anton Krupicka—who won the Leadville Trail 100 
in 2006 at the age of 23 and went on to place second at the 
Western States Endurance Run the following year—and Scott 
Jurek—who won Western States in 1999 at the age of 25, and 
then defended that win every year through 2005. Now Smith, 
Miller and Erba are the young guns to beat, bursting onto the 
trail and ultrarunning scene with the same force that their 
idols did 10 years ago.

The Future of Fast
Three young guns who started winning trail 
races before their 20th birthdays

Andrew 
Miller
ANDREW MILLER’S 
Ultrasignup page is linked 
to his dad’s email account, 
because when he registered 
for his first ultra in 2010, 
at the age of 14, he didn’t 
have an email address of 
his own. 

After several years 
at the back of the pack, 
he emerged in 2013 to 
earn top-10 finishes at 
the Orcas Island 50K in 
Washington’s San Juan 
Islands and Oregon’s 
McDonald Forest 50K and Waldo 100K. In 2014 
he returned to win all three outright. Now 18, 
the Corvallis, Oregon, native is taking a gap year 
before college, working for his dad’s chemical-
engineering startup and focusing on running. 

RECENT 
HIGHLIGHTS

Georgia Death 
Race 68 Mile  
March 2015,
10:27:44 (1st 
overall)

Orcas Island 50K  
February 2015, 
4:28:50 (1st 
overall)

Waldo 100K
August 2014, 
9:23:28 (1st overall)

GETTING STARTED
Ten years ago, my 
mom started doing 
ultras. At some point, 
I just started running 
with her and, as things 
went on, I started 
running farther and 
faster. I signed up for 
my first ultra in 2010, 
and honestly wasn’t 
sure if I was going to 
do another.

LESSONS LEARNED
At the 2014 Pine to 
Palm 100-miler in 
Williams, Oregon, 
I went in with a 
sacroiliac-joint injury 
[in the lower back] and 
dropped at mile 40. 
I was too focused on 
racing and hadn’t taken 

any time off that year 
to let my body recover. 
Moving forward, I know 
that I can’t focus so 
much on racing. I have 
to leave time in there 
to take it easy and run 
just to go run.

YOUTHFUL 
PERSPECTIVE
I think the sport is 
more accessible than 
it used to be. My 
generation is the first 
to grow up seeing 
ultrarunning and 
wanting to try it out. I 
look up to a lot of guys 
who didn’t necessarily 
have anyone to look 
up to when they were 
starting out.

ADVICE FOR 
YOUNGSTERS
Go have fun every day, 
and you’ll be a good 
runner. If you get too 
caught up in being fast, 
you’ll get mired down in 
the numbers; if you just 
enjoy yourself, you are 
going to have a more 
sustainable career.

GOING FORWARD
I want to qualify for 
Western States. I’d also 
like to run the Hardrock 
100 and the Ultra-Trail 
du Mont-Blanc. Other 
than that, I want to 
check out cool places 
and have fun running in 
the mountains.  
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Miller on his way to a muddy first-place finish at the 2015 Orcas Island 50K.
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Ford 
Smith
GROWING UP, Smith was a mediocre basketball and 
football player. Then he moved to Utah for his sophomore 
year of high school and gave running a shot. Surprisingly, 
he liked it. Even more surprisingly, he was good at it. 

He was 16 when he ran (and earned a top-10 finish at) 
his first ultra, in 2013, Utah’s Antelope Island 50K. Over 
the next year he snagged top-10 finishes at Utah’s Squaw 
Peak 50-Mile Trail Run, Wyoming’s Bighorn 50-Miler 
and Texas’ Bandera 100K and Rocky Raccoon 100-Mile. 
Since September 2014, Smith has entered five races, and 
won them all.

GETTING STARTED
After my freshman year of college, 
I realized that I was racing to 
prove a point—that my injuries 
hadn’t turned me into a burnout—
rather than racing because I was 
passionate about the sport. I 
needed something different. 
After the Über Rock 50K, I knew 
that trail racing was what I loved 
to do.

LESSONS LEARNED 
After that year of injury, I 
learned to take nothing for 
granted. Things don’t always 
go as planned, but you have to 

embrace the situation, adapt and 
keep on enjoying the ride.

GOING FORWARD
My goal races are Western States, 
Leadville and the Ultra-Trail du 
Mont-Blanc. I also want to climb in 
some of Colorado’s Fourteeners.

ADVICE FOR YOUNGSTERS
Follow what you are passionate 
about. There are certain goals 
that young runners are often 
expected to achieve, or paths 
they are expected to follow, but 
remember that you always have a 
choice.   TR

GETTING STARTED
When I moved to Utah, I 
started exploring local trails 
and quickly signed up for a 
trail half-marathon. At the 
time, that distance felt like 
the ultimate challenge. I 
wound up coming in second 
and was hooked.

LESSONS LEARNED 
I rushed into [racing] and 
DNFed at my first 100-miler, 
the 2013 Bear 100. I was 
ready physically, but  
not mentally. 

GOING FORWARD
The Hardrock 100 in Colorado 
is a race I’d ultimately like 

to run. Beyond that, I am 
interested in exploring 
mountain ranges and 
using running as a vehicle 
to efficiently cover large 
expanses of wilderness. 

ADVICE FOR 
YOUNGSTERS
Be patient and remember 
that you have many years 
ahead of you. Also, don’t 
let anyone discourage you. 
People worry that distance 
running stunts growth, 
but the mental benefits 
outweigh any physical 
disadvantages. Running is a 
medium for finding out more 
about your self.

Ashley 
Erba
FOR ERBA, trail running happened by accident. Three years ago, 
she set a meet record for the 5,000-meter race at the 2012 New 
Balance High-School Outdoor Track National Championship in 
Greensboro, North Carolina. It was the first step toward achieving 
her dream of Division I running. Then she suffered three stress 
fractures in her foot, essentially ending her track career.

After her freshman year of college, Erba took time off to crew 
and pace her mom, Karen, at some 100-mile races. On a whim, 
Erba ran the 2014 Über Rock 50K—and placed first female and 
third overall. Now a 19-year-old sophomore at the University of 
Colorado Boulder, Erba has eagerly embraced this new outlet for 
her running talent.
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Erba runs for the podium at the 2015 Lake Sonoma 50.

Smith is all smiles at the 2015 Black Canyon Ultras 100K.
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RECENT 
HIGHLIGHTS

Lake Sonoma 
50 Mile
April 2015,
7:36:24 (3rd 
female)

Moab’s Red 
Hot 55K 
February 2015, 
4:29:29 
(1st female; 10th 
overall)

Über Rock 50K 
September 2015,
4:21:47 (1st female, 
3rd overall)

RECENT 
HIGHLIGHTS

Antelope Island 
Buffalo Run 50K 
March 2015,
3:48:58 (1st 
overall)

Black Canyon 
Ultras 100K 
February 2015, 
8:31:48 (1st overall)

Brazos Bend 
50 Mile 
December 2014,
5:48:10 (1st overall)
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BY TIM MATHIS

L AST SUMMER, Justin 
Houck wandered in from the 
wilderness, almost literally, 
to establish himself as a top 

competitor in the trail-running world. 
As a college senior in 2009, Houck, 

now 29, briefly considered pursuing a 
career in running after qualifying for 
nationals in the steeplechase, before a 
foot injury forced him to change course. 
Instead, he and his girlfriend, now wife, 
Claire, opted to study bird behavior 
in the Alaskan wilderness, then spent 
the next four years as National Science 
Foundation-funded wildlife biologists, 
holding a string of remote posts from 
Malaysia to Guyana. 

Due to the physical strain of the 
job and the dangerous locations they 
were sometimes stationed, Houck 
mostly gave up structured training 
while in the field, though continued to 
run recreationally. He and Claire ran 
past warthogs and rhinos on trails in 
Africa, and were followed through the 
Australian bush by wallabies.

Despite their promising careers as 
biologists, Houck says that he and Claire 
were more attracted to the outdoor 
lifestyle than the science. They weren’t 

interested in grad school, the logical next 
step, which would have meant less time 
in the field. In the summer of 2013, while 
posted in Mississippi, Houck volunteered 
as an assistant coach for the cross-country 
team at Ole Miss, and started training 
again. He decided it was time to refocus 
on running. Claire was toying with a 
career change as well, so the two moved to 
Seattle that fall to begin their transition.

“We’d invested so much in [biology], 
but we were ready to move on,” says 
Houck. “We were beat up physically from 
the work and from getting sick—we got 
dengue and malaria in the field.” 

In Seattle, Houck reenrolled in 
school to study woodworking, and 
began running the 16-mile round-trip 
commute to class. In a matter of months, 
he built up to around 100 miles per week.

Houck had first thought about 
professional trail running a few years 
earlier. While stationed on Borneo 
in 2011, he and Claire came across 
the Mount Kinabalu International 
Climbathon, a 33-kilometer race up to 
the 13,435-foot summit and back down. 

“I was like, ‘Wait, you run up the 
mountain? I want to do that!’” Houck 
recalls. 

Justin Houck cruising to victory at last year’s competitive White River 50, in Washington State.

Of Rhinos and Racing
Justin Houck’s rapid transition from wildlife biologist to 
trail-running standout

The race was sold out, so he tried to 
convince the organizers to let him run 
in the elite field—to no avail. “I’d just 
wandered up off of the street, so I got 
laughed at.” 

In April 2014, Houck tested the waters 
at local trail races. He set a course record 
at his first event, the Squak Mountain 
Half-Marathon near Seattle. He quickly 
fell in love with the trail community, and 
began signing up for more competitive 
races. He ran his first 50K, Washington’s 
Vashon Island Ultramarathon, and won, 
in a blazing-fast 3:11.

His break-out race came in July, at 
the White River 50, Washington’s most 
competitive 50-miler. After a shorter 
focus race was cancelled due to forest 
fires, Houck registered for White River 
just three days before the start, never 
having run the distance. 

Screw it, he thought. I might as well try. 
What’s the worst that can happen? 

He won, by a large margin, in 6:26, the 
third-fastest time to date.  

“I had no clue how I would do, and 
with no real specific training I relied 
on ignorance and excitement to get me 
through the race,” he says.

Houck’s strong performance against a 
competitive field at White River caught 
the attention of sponsors—soon after, he 
signed with Salomon—and accelerated 
his transition from one wilderness-based 
career into another. 

Houck has continued to make waves 
this spring. In March, he came in first at 
the Gorge Waterfalls 100K, securing entry 
to the Western States 100-Mile Endurance 
Run in June. He says he’ll be gunning for a 
podium finish at the storied 100-miler.

Whatever happens at Western, Houck 
is grateful that his return to the sport has 
been so successful. “Trail running,” he 
says, “has rejuvenated my running career, 
and, in turn, my life.”  TR

Houck registered for the White River 
50 three days before the start. Screw 
it, he thought. I might as well try. 
What’s the worst that can happen? He 
won by a large margin, in the third-
fastest time to date.
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