ARIZONA DAILY SUN

HIGH COUNTRY RUNNING

Compete for Comets at this year’s Flagstaff Marathon

BY IAN TORRENCE
Special to the Daily Sun

My early ‘90s college
cross country team had
a strict dress code: dress
grays (our term for our
gray cotton T-shirts)
and Allegheny College
embroidered sweat-
pants colored navy blue
and bold gold. Rainy
day practices were es-
pecially precarious
when our gear became
20-pound mops bare-
ly hanging from our
waists. These baggy
outfits had holes and
drawstrings that broke.

As an aspiring dis-
tance runner, this was
a complication I could
have done without.

This is why, six years
ago, it was an easy de-
cision for Emily and I
to join Coconino Com-
munity College (CCC)
in resurrecting the
Flagstaff Marathon — a
northern Arizona clas-
sic since 2006.

The event is now a
critical fundraiser for
the CCC Comets cross
country program and
newly added track and
field teams. Funds
raised help the teams
pay for new uniforms,
equipment and travel

Runners take on the Flagstaff Marathon.

to races. Securing these
necessities allows the
Comets to focus on im-
portant matters such as
their program’s pursuit
of excellence.

Last November, the
unranked women'’s
CCC cross country
team competed in the
NJCAA Division II na-
tional championship
meet in Fort Dodge,
Iowa, and finished 13th
out of 44 teams. This
result was one of the

most memorable per-
formances in the pro-
gram’s five-year history.
At the same race, the
men’s team placed 14th
out of 45 teams — its
second highest nation-
al finish in CCC men’s
cross country history,
trailing only their 10th-
place showing in 2023.
The program regularly
produces All-American
athletes, as well as pro-
ducing an individual
national champion.
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Recently, the team’s
head coach, Craig Hunt,
announced the pro-
gram’s newest team
members. Eighteen stu-
dent-athletes in all, the
new recruits include
state champions, indi-
vidual state qualifiers,
multisport athletes and
two collegiate transfers
— some of the top dis-
tance running talent
from across Arizona
and New Mexico.

The program is very

much on the rise.

Held in early Oc-
tober — Oct. 3 this
year — at the Arizona
Nordic Village north
of Flagstaff, the race-
courses travel forest
fire roads and trails at
a mountain-high 8,000
feet. The pine- and as-
pen-lined courses and
cool fall mountain tem-
peratures lessen the
sting of the breathtak-
ing altitude. Runners

can choose between

or marathon distanc-
es and are supported
by aid stations (one of
which is run by the CCC
cross country team)
every 2 to 3 miles. A
Kid’s Kilo concludes the
day’s busy schedule of
events.

The race’s title spon-
sor, Cambium Wealth
and Legacy Strategies,
ensures that aid sta-
tions and the start/
finish line are well
stocked with race day
food, drink and awards.
A heads-up to the in-
terested runner: Don’t
wait until the last min-
ute to enter. The race
has filled the last three
years, and many run-
ners are turned away
due to the venue’s ca-

pacity limits. As of June,
the race has already
reached 50% capacity.

If you're interested in
participating in or vol-
unteering for the Flag-
staff Marathon, please
visit our race website
for more details at flag-
staffmarathon.com.

IAN TORRENCE FELL IN LOVE
WITH FLAGSTAFF IN THE
MID-90S WHEN HIS COLLEGE
TRACK TEAM VISITED TOWN
DURING A SPRING BREAK
TRAINING CAMP. TODAY, HE
CODIRECTS THE FLAGSTAFF TO
GRAND CANYON STAGECOACH
LINE EVENTS AND FLAGSTAFF
MARATHON WITH HIS WIFE
EMILY. CURRENTLY, THEY

LIVE IN RAPID CITY, SOUTH
DAKOTA, WITH THEIR THREE
BORDER COLLIES AND CATTLE
DOG WHILE IAN CHASES HIS
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE
CAREER. THEY RETURN EACH
FALL TO PUT ON THESE EVENTS.
RACHEL SMITH IS A MOTHER
TO TWO AMAZING DAUGHTERS
AND FEELS VERY LUCKY TO LIVE
AND TRAIN IN FLAGSTAFF. SHE
RUNS PROFESSIONALLY FOR
NIKE AND IS ALSO THE VOLUN-
TEER COORDINATING EDITOR
FOR THIS COLUMN. SHE WOULD
LOVE FORYOU TO CONTRIBUTE
TO HIGH COUNTRY RUNNING
BY EMAILING HER YOUR RUN-
NING-RELATED STORIES TO
RACHSCHNEID18@GMAIL.COM.
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That kind of growth and
leadership did not come
overnight.

Unlike many softball players
who grow up with a bat in their
hands, Yazzie's journey start-
ed a little later. She first played
briefly in fourth grade, then
returned in seventh grade, this
time for good.

“I started because my mom
played softball,” Yazzie said.
“She kind of got me into it
again... and I was like, ‘OK,
sure, I have nothing else to
do.”

What began as something
casual quickly turned into
much more. After just one sea-
son back, Elena Yazzie knew
her daughter had the drive to
succeed.

“She wanted me outside with
her every day, pitching, field-
ing,” Elena said. “I'd be tired
from work, and she’d still ask
me to go practice. That’s when
I knew she really loved it.”

That drive became the foun-
dation of everything that fol-
lowed. From travel ball to high
school competition, Yazzie had
to work her way up, especially
starting later than many of her
peers.

“I feel like I had a late start,”
Katelynn said. “Everyone else
had been playing since they
were really young, so I kind of
had to earn my way.”

Yazzie had to overcome her
self-doubt. She had to prove
herself by pushing through
challenges, both physical and
mental.

“The biggest challenge
was being belittled and hav-
ing to show that I was good,”
Katelynn said. “And I've gone
through mental blocks too, es-
pecially defensively.”

But instead of holding her
back, those experiences
shaped the player and leader
she would become.

During her freshman year,
Yazzie split time between ju-
nior varsity and varsity, even
earning a late-season call-up
during the state playoffs. From
there, her growth was con-
stant. Over her varsity career,
she played 93 games and bat-
ted .362 with 87 hits, 60 RBIs
and five home runs. Her num-
bers reflected her steady pres-
ence in the lineup.

“She’s made huge improve-
ments,” Dennis said. “Offen-
sively, she’s been a cornerstone
for our team the last few years.”

Coming into her senior year
last season, she locked into her
role at third base and contin-
ued to be one of the most re-
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Katelynn Yazzie works through a drill during softball practice on April 23 at Coconino High School.

liable players on the field. But
what stood out most wasn't just
her ability; it was how she car-
ried herself. Yazzie described
herself as “dedicated and hard-
working,” but those around
her have seen something
deeper.

“She’s very humble and ex-
tremely hardworking,” Elena
said. “She goes above and
beyond. Lifting, working on
speed, always trying to get
better.”

Even now, as a graduated se-
nior off to play softball at Scott-
sdale Community College,
that mindset hasn't changed.

“She’s never satisfied,” Den-
nis said. “She’s always asking
how she can improve.”

That mentality made her
a quiet, but powerful leader.
During an offseason workout,
one player said, “I want to be
Yazzie when I grow up,” a mo-
ment Dennis said speaks vol-
umes about the respect Yazzie
earned.

As Coconino rallied late in
the season in pursuit of its state
title defense, Yazzie’s role be-
came even more important.
When the postseason neared,
the pressure got real, but it was
not something she let get to
her. After a three-game losing
streak in late March, the Pan-
thers went on to win nine of
their next 10 games, including
a play-in matchup against Sa-
began.

“During big games, I try not
to think about it,” Katelynn
said. “Tjust tell myself this is for
my team, not me.”

The Panthers rallied as the
No. 10 seed to the quarterfinal
round with just eight teams
left.

That team-first mindset
helped fuel both Yazzie’s in-
dividual success and the
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Coconino’s Katelynn Yazzie (11) is teary as she hugs teammate
Hailey Householder (7) after the Panthers won the:4A:Conference

state title against Salpointe Catholic on May 17, 2025, at the Alberta
B. Farrington Softball Stadium in Tempe. The Panthers took the title

with a score of 2-1 in eight innings.
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Coconino softball’s Katelynn Yazzie (11) rounds first base during a
game against Paradise Honors on March 3 at Coconino High School.

team'’s chemistry. Coconino
has developed into one of the
premier softball programs in
the state. All that progression
aligned with her personal
growth.

“I'm very excited for our
team,” Katelynn said. “I've al-
ready made a lot of friends,
especially with the younger
players.”

Off the field, Yazzie’s disci-
pline carried into the class-
room. A strong student who

balanced dual-enrollment
classes, practices and games,
she learned how to manage
her time effectively.

“I try to do my homework
during school if I can,” Kate-
lynn said. “And on game days,
I talk to my teachers ahead
of time so I know what I'm
missing.”

Elena described her as
someone who strives for ex-
cellence in everything, not
just softball.
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of .529 and tied for the team
lead with two triples, which
he achieved over a three-
game span against Prescott
and Mohave. He had a pair
of three-hit performanc-
es against Poston Butte on
March 6 and in an extra-in-
ning thriller against Flagstaff
at Eagle Field on April 22.

He was named to the All-
Grand Canyon Region Sec-
ond Team.

Clouse had extra motiva-
tion to get back on the field
for the baseball season. He
got a chance to play with his
brother, Austin Clouse, for his
freshman season on varsity.

Jackson now sets his sights
on a return to football. His fa-
ther, Josh Clouse, was named
the varsity team’s head coach
for next season. Jackson
will be in contention for the
team’s starting quarterback
role.

His return to play was
aided by the knowledge he
picked up while in recov-
ery. Jackson and the football
team are set to open the 2026
season on the road against
Snowflake on Aug. 28. The
Panthers will be at home
for the first time two weeks
later against Washington on
Sept. 11.

NAU
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scope of the search conduct-
ed by the PICTOR Group,
which the university tapped
to find the best person suit-
ed for the job. Vogel was the
firm’s vice president when
she took the interim role at
NAU. She was the univer-
sity’s senior associate ath-
letics director from 2012 to
2015.

Vogel squashed any idea
of her pursuing the perma-
nent athletic director role,
saying her heart was not in it
since the role has changed so
much during her time in the
industry.

She claimed she had a long
list of people reaching out to
her with interest in the role,
citing the athletic depart-
ment’s recent conference
championships in swimming
and diving, women’s golf and
indoor track and field at the
time. Since then, NAU added
a conference championship
in men’s tennis, as well as in-
dividual national champion-
ships in both indoor and out-
door track and field.
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