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BY CRISTINA PINEDA

Special to the Daily Sun

Born and raised on 
M au i ,  M at t  Holt on 
graduated from Maui 
High, ran at Bentley 
Universit y in Boston 
and later walked on at 
the University of Ore-
gon in 1998. He grad-
uated in 2000 with a 
B.A. in Philosophy and 
Political Science. After 
a year at Temple Law 
School, he moved to 
Flagstaff, where he ran, 
coached and worked as 
a baker — and where 
our paths eventually 
crossed.

I met Matt at Jose-
p h i n e’s  R e s t a u r a n t 
a n d  w a s  i m m e d i -
ately draw n to him. 
We qu ick ly bec a me 
friends. Matt lived in 
a running house with 
LetsRun.com founder 
Weldon Johnson and 
Olympic steeplechaser 
Anthony Famigliett i. 
Recognizing my track 
and field background, 
he invited me to help 
coach Team Trina. In 
2005, a f ter he l ived 
in Flagstaff for near-
ly a half of a decade, 
we left for Maui after a 
road trip through the 
western United States, 
Ja s p e r  a n d  B r i t i s h 
Columbia.

On Maui, Matt pur-

sued painting full time 
and returned to com-
petitive road racing. We 
operated Holton Gal-
lery out of our home, 
where Mat t created 
a r t work i nspi red by 
the people and land-
scapes of Hawai’i. He 
assistant coached at 
Seabury Hall, his for-
mer school, a nd we 
covered meets through 
our now-defunct web-
site, MauiRunner.com. 

Our photography took 
us to the Prefontaine 
Classic, World Juniors 
and World Indoors. We 
later became co-head 
coaches of Kihei Char-
ter High School’s boys 
and girls track teams. 
Matt taught his ath-
letes to work hard, have 
fun and represent their 
school and island with 
pr ide. He embodied 
and coached what his 
g randmot her a lways 

said, “Do your best, and 
have fun.”

Matt won the Hono-
lu lu Ma rat hon’s Ka-
maʻā i na awa rd fou r 
t i m e s ,  r e c o g n i z i n g 
the top Hawai’i resi-
dent. He placed ninth 
at the 2015 Anchorage 
Mayor’s Marathon in 
2:52:43, then won the 
2016 Madison Mara-
t hon i n Monta na i n 
3:54:30 on a challeng-
ing gravel course that 
began above 8,000 feet. 
His marathon person-
al best was 2:23. The 
half marathon eventu-
ally became his favor-
ite distance, with his 
persona l best bei ng 
1:09. He was selected 
nine t imes for Team 
Hawaiʻi’s Chase at the 
Hapa lua Ha lf Ma ra-
thon — more than any 
other team member — 
and finished as high as 
third against profes-
sional runners.

In 2019, we moved to 
the Island of Hawai’i 
to pursue our dream 
of off-grid living. We 
built through the pan-
demic. Matt continued 
painting, creating vid-
eos for his monetized 
YouTube channel and 
writing. His self-pub-
lished books include 
“Mindful Miles,” “Trea-
sures Memories in Par-
adise” and several col-

oring books. They are 
all available through 
h t t p s :// v o l c a n o c r e -
ativestudio.com.

On Nov. 11,  202 4, 
our lives changed for-
ever when Matt suf-
fered a massive stroke 
while running in Hilo. 
A blood clot traveled 
through a previously 
undiscovered hole in 
his heart to his brain. 
After weeks in a coma 
and intensive rehabil-
itation, Matt gradually 
began painting again 
and working toward re-
covery. He underwent a 
procedure to close the 
hole in his heart, but 
pneumonia tragically 
took his life on Jan. 14, 
2026, at our home in 
Volcano, Hawai’i. He 
was 47.

Despite losing Matt 
too soon, I feel grat-
itude for the f inal 14 
months we had togeth-
er t hanks to a good 
Samaritan recogniz-
ing that he was hav-
ing a stroke and act-
ing quickly. I also feel 
immense gratitude for 
the Hawai’i Stroke Co-
alition, an amazing or-
ganization that helps 
raise awareness about 
strokes and recogniz-
ing the signs — which 
ca n be remembered 
by the running-related 
acronym: BEFAST (bal-

ance loss, eye chang-
es, face drooping, arm 
weakness, speech is-
sues, time to call 911).

On Sept. 24, 2026, 
Matt was inducted into 
the Hawaiʻi Running 
Hall of Fame. His leg-
acy lives on through 
his a r t, mentorship, 
the many people he in-
spired, and the ways 
he found joy in helping 
others reach their goals.

h t t p s : / / h i r u n -
n i n g . o r g /i n d u c t e e/
matthew-holton/
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An ode to the life and legacy of Coach Matt Holton: Part II

COURTESY

Matt Holton and Cristina Pineda were head coaches for 
Kihei Charter High School’s boys and girls track and field 
teams.

our football team ran 
out onto the f ield for 
our opening stretch,” 
Wright said. “I thought 
we were concerned a 
l it t le bit more about 
Southern Utah than we 
were about the Lum-
berjacks, and that’s not 
how we roll here in this 
program.”

Wright said the team 
w a s “ lac k ad a i s ic a l” 
du r i ng it s  prega me 
warmups, a new prob-
lem for a team already 
f ighting through ear-
ly-game slumps.

Distractions turned 
into a lack of discipline. 
Southern Utah took a 
10-0 lead in the f irst 
quarter in part because 
of a bad penalty after 
the whistle that kept 
t he Lu mber jack de-
fense on the field.

“The number of pen-
alties we had is embar-
rassing,” Wright said. 
“It’s not who we want 
to be in this program, 
but it’s what we did on 
Saturday.”

NAU was called for 
nine penalties for 111 
yards, its most penal-
ty yards allowed under 
Wright. It was the first 
t ime NAU totaled at 
le a s t  10 0  y a r d s  on 
penalties since 2024, 
Wright’s f irst season 
leading the team. The 
L u m b e r j a c k s  w e r e 
ca l led for t hree un-
spor t sm a n l i ke c on-
duct penalties, some of 
which directly contrib-
uted to Southern Utah 
scoring drives.

“We’re going to get 
that corrected,” Wright 
s a i d  o n  M o n d a y . 
“We’ve already start-
ed to get that corrected 
in practice today. Not 
happy with that at all.”

The Lumberjacks re-
ceived a much-need-
ed spark in the form of 
junior r unning back 
Quran Gossett in his 
f irst game back from 
a n a n k le spra i n he 
suffered early against 
Montana. Wright said 
he was not 100%, but 
felt good about him 
playing after a strong 
week of practice. Gos-
sett was cleared to play 

after practice the day 
before the game.

“It felt great,” Gos-
sett said. “I was really 
missing it after missing 
these weeks. I was just 
excited to do my best 
and go out and be there 
for my teammates.”

He did indeed do his 
best. Gossett had ca-
reer highs in rushing 
yards (131) and receiv-
ing yards (72). He heard 
the halftime message 
and took it to heart. 
He only had 15 rush-
ing yards in the first 30 
minutes of play.

“I would say we had 
better attention to de-
tail,” Gossett said. “We 
were more fired up. We 
don’t want to let what 
happened last yea r, 
like what happened at 
Weber. We were sup-
posed to go in and win 
by a lot and ended up 
losing. We don’t want 
t hat to happen t h is 
year and them ruin our 
season.”

Nat iona l l y  ra n ked 
Weber State will have 
something to say about 
next week.

NAU has one f ina l 
road game against Cal 
Poly on Saturday in San 
Luis Obispo, a place 
the Lumberjacks are 
8-0 all-time against the 
Mustangs. Cal Poly is 
coming off a brutal 61-7 
loss at No. 3 Montana 
State last week.

“That to me is a lit-
tle bit of the anomaly,” 
Wr ig ht sa id. “W hen 
you look at the bulk of 
their season, I think 
they’ve really been an 
improved football team 
from a year ago.”

Wr ig ht remembers 
last year’s late-season 
matchup against Cal 
Poly at the Walkup Sky-
dome: a game that saw 
25 points scored in the 
final 1:14 before half-
time. It also featured a 
controversial fourth-
dow n call by Wright 
inside the NAU 30-yard 
line in the final min-
ute of a one-possession 
game.

Muc h of  la st  sea-
son’s t heatrics came 
largely thanks to Cal 
Poly quarterback An-
thony Grigsby Jr., who 
lau nc hed a 57-y a rd 

Hail Mary touchdown 
to end that wacky first 
half last season.

“He’s a playmaker,” 
Wright said. “He can 
extend plays as well 
as anybody does. He’s 
a good r unner. He’s 
an accurate thrower. I 
didn’t give him enough 
credit a year ago when 
we played him here. 
… He made a lot of big 
plays against us last 
year.”

A spot i n t he FCS 
Playoffs seems all but 
assured for NAU with 
three games left in the 
season, all of which it 
will likely be favored 
in. The schedule ap-
peared to benefit the 
Lumberjacks in their 
homestretch of the sea-
son. Two home games 
aga i nst Weber State 

and Northern Colorado 
await them after this 
week.

Business has to be 
taken care of before 
NAU begins thinking 
about the postseason. 
A first-round bye is on 
t he table a f ter NAU 
was placed si x t h i n 
t he NCA A FCS Play-
off Committee Top 10 
rankings released on 
Thursday. Wright will 
tel l you he does not 
care.

“Maybe you start to 
l isten to t he people 
who tell you how good 
you’re doing,” Wright 
said. “Maybe we’re lis-
ten i ng too much to 
some of these playoff 
predictors and some 
of that stuff that has 
no bearing on what we 
need to do to get better. 

I just felt like some of 
the landmines that are 
out there were start-
ing to take some of our 
attention.”

His players appear 
to  b e on t he s a me 
page. Only t ime w ill 
tel l i f  t hey ca n stay 
the course and not get 
ahead of themselves.

“It’s outside noise,” 
Gossett said. “Rank-
ings don’t really matter. 
All that matters is who 
is playing in January. 
We’re not even worried 
about being sixth.”

NAU a nd Ca l Poly 
will kick off at 3 p.m. on 
Saturday from Mustang 
Memorial Field.
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SILAS MEISTER, NAU ATHLETICS

Northern Arizona head football coach Brian Wright 
walks to the Walkup Skydome before the Lumberjacks’ 
Family Weekend game against Incarnate Word on Sept. 
12.

LANDON JOHNSON, NAU ATHLETICS FILE

Northern Arizona running back Quran Gossett (10) reacts after scoring a touchdown during a game against 
Southern Utah on Oct. 31 at Eccles Coliseum in Cedar City, Utah.

MARY TRUSH, NAU ATHLETICS FILE

Northern Arizona running back Quran Gossett (10) 
scores a touchdown during a game against Idaho 
State on Oct. 3 at Idaho Central Credit Union Dome in 
Pocatello, Idaho.
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