Cycling
Crash:

•

PAT I E N T P R O F I L E : James Sears

Rapid Transport
Aids Recovery

Early in a road race, while pedaling hard, James Sears sensed
that something wasn’t right. The 21-year old, then a junior at
UC Davis, had recently begun to compete on a cycling team.
That morning, in March 2012, he brushed off the feeling.
His plan was to break away early in the race of
50 cyclists, moving ahead and leading others
to close the gap, using their energy early. This
would set the scene for a teammate’s victorious
sprint finish. But the break-away didn’t go as
planned. During a climb, James says, “I felt that I
was going very hard, but my power meter, which
shows watts and heart rate, showed I was not

near my threshold. I was struggling.”
The group caught up. James pulled harder,
cresting the hill.
At the top, he blacked out.
“People in the follow-car called it ‘lights out,’” he
recalls. He had flipped over the top of his bike,

landing with force on the left side of his head and
face. He remembers nothing of the serious injuries he
sustained, or the transport by CALSTAR. Physician
spectators and a cyclist EMT aided James, while pilot
Sara Stearns and two flight nurses responded from
CALSTAR 5 in Salinas. They landed on the Stanford
Collegiate Road Race course, which is set in a remote,
isolated area in the foothills near Watsonville. Bleeding
heavily, James was transported immediately to the
Regional Medical Center of San Jose trauma center.
“When I arrived, about an hour after CALSTAR
delivered him, his teammates were sitting on the curb,
and James was in the ER,” his father, Matt recalls. (He
had been out on his own bike that day, in the East
Bay, when a teammate called with the news.) James
remained in the ER for nearly eight hours. His injuries
included bruised lungs, severe road rash, a grade-3
concussion, and a shattered cheek and eye socket.
James had lost so much blood that the CALSTAR
flight nurse was concerned about his survival.
“The two most serious problems, bleeding on the
brain in two spots and the shattered cheek, required
patience. Fortunately, the bleeding stopped on its
own,” says Matt. (This prompts him to remind
cyclists: “always wear your helmet!”)
The family was in suspense. “We didn’t truly know
James would be OK until about 36 hours later... and
probably the first time we took a breath was after the
surgeon came out to say that everything had gone
smoothly with the facial reconstruction, and he was
confident James would be OK. He’d have some scars,
but no problems with breathing or his sight.”
For two months, there were issues, more surgeries,
and strong narcotics. James struggled to find the
right words when speaking, and his neurosurgeon
told him it might take a year to recover. But then,
improvements began to come rapidly, and he was
even able to return to school. His dad notes that his
exceptional physical condition helped him respond
more quickly than predicted.
James was back on a bike within six months, and
racing again, beyond his original level.
Most astonishing is that his reconstructive surgeries
were so successful that old friends who hadn’t seen
him didn’t believe the accident happened. “There is
visually no evidence,” says James.
It all adds up to a phenomenal outcome.

“Am I lucky? – It’s funny, if you
ask my dad, he says I’ve always
had the opposite of luck,” he
quips. “But maybe I was storing
that up for this episode.”
Looking back, James seemed
to have many guardian angels.
Key hospital physicians, who
happened to be on duty, told
his dad that fast treatment on
scene, along with the prompt
response and professionalism
of the CALSTAR team, were
why James was alive, and would
recover. Matt says, “There is
absolutely no question that
CALSTAR saved his life.”

“CALSTAR IS UNIQUE AND
DEMONSTRATES PERSONAL AND
ORGANIZATIONAL CHARACTER
OF THE HIGHEST ORDER. YOUR
MISSION STATES, IN PART, THAT
THE ORGANIZATION EXISTS TO
“SAVE LIVES, REDUCE DISABILITY
AND SPEED RECOVERY FOR
VICTIMS OF TRAUMA…’ – OUR
FAMILY IS JUST ONE EXAMPLE
OF HOW YOU LIVE UP TO THAT
MISSION.”

James does not take his recovery for granted. “Going
through that period of not being able to use all my
mental faculties has made me want to use them now
to the fullest,” he says. He graduated last year with a
degree in agriculture and resource economics, and is
seeking a research career.
He has other thoughts to share:
“Listen to your body. I had
warning signs, and thought
‘I’m just tired’ – but because I’d
been training with quantitative
data, that should have been
enough to indicate I wasn’t up
to par.” He thinks other factors
contributed as well: too little
sleep, too little hydration, high
stress and caffeine (from coffee
and common performance aids.)
James now focuses much more on good nutrition.
Though he never met his rescuers, James is a major
fan of CALSTAR. His family is emphatic in expressing
their gratitude, and his father (Matt) adds an
unexpected note of appreciation: “I called the billing
office to speak with someone about the insurance
claim. What the billing representative didn’t know
is that I’m in the health insurance business. She
expressed far more concern about James’ health than
she did about receiving payment... that’s unheard of in
the health care world. She was a breath of fresh air to
someone who deals with this every day.”
Just for the record: James later learned that his
team had won the race.

James Sears, fully
recovered. Most people
don’t consider cycling
an activity that could
cause traumatic injury,
but as James will tell
you, it too has risks.

