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Special to the Daily Sun

T he Imogene Pass 
Mountain Race in Tel-
luride, Colorado, is a 
true test of endurance, 
grit and heart.

This year, it became 
the stage for one of my 
proudest running mo-
ments — breaking the 
52-year-old course re-
cord while surround-
ed by the incredible 
spirit of the Flagstaff 
r u n n i n g  c om mu n i-
ty, which made up the 
largest percentage of 
race entries from any 
cit y. W hat made the 
day truly unforgettable 
wasn’t just the record 
or the podium — it was 
the miles shared, the 
laughter through pain 
and the teamwork that 
carried me up and over 
one of t he toug hest 
mountain passes in the 
country.

T he 17.1-m i le race 
begins with a grueling 
10-mile climb, one that 
tests not only your legs 
but your determination. 
Early on, I found my-
self running and pac-
ing alongside friends 
and training partners 
from Flagstaff — peo-
ple whose faces I see on 
local trails and whose 
energy fuels me daily. I 

started the climb sitting 
in 11th overall, but each 
s w itchback broug ht 
new focus and motiva-
tion. Encouraged by fa-
miliar voices and that 
steady Flagstaff grit, 
I gradually moved up 
through the field.

C r e s t i n g  I mo gene 
Pass at 13,114 feet, I 
knew the race was far 
from over. The descent 
from the summit is no-
toriously steep, rocky 
and intimidating — es-
pecially for a first-timer 
like me. I found myself 
running beside anoth-
er Flagstaff runner that 
I had caught just before 
t he summit, bot h of 
us laughing nervously 
as we began the crazy 
downhill plunge.

“Tr y to not put on 
the brakes and don’t 
die, lol,” we joked, half 
in fear, half in pure 
exhilaration.

The laughter helped 
cut through the fatigue, 
and the camaraderie 
gave us both courage. 
We  r e m i nde d  e ac h 
other to stay loose, stay 
focused and, most im-
por tant ly, have f un. 
When I felt a surge of 
strength in the final 5 
miles, he encouraged 
me to push harder, keep 
racing the men and fin-
ish strong.

By the time I crossed 
the f inish line, I had 
moved up to fou r t h 
overa l l,  beat i ng t he 
next woman by over 
20 minutes, was t he 
top Flagstaf f f inish-
er and shattered the 
long-standing female 
course record. The dis-
belief quickly turned 
into joy as I was met 
by cheering Flagstaff 
friends — some cele-
brating their own re-
cords, others celebrat-
ing comebacks or sim-
ply completing one of 
the toughest mountain 
runs around.

One of the most in-
spiring moments of the 
day came from learn-
ing that an 84-year-old 
man (also from Flag-
staff!) became the old-
est person ever to fin-
ish the race. Hav ing 
now experienced how 
treacherous that de-
scent truly is, I am be-
yond impressed by his 
accomplishment.

The celebration after-
ward was pure joy — a 
mou nta i n-tow n m i x 
of exhaustion, elation 
a nd deep apprecia-
tion for the journey. As 
a prize, I earned free 
entry to next year’s race 
as well as a copy of “To 
Imogene, A Flagstaff 
Love Letter,” a beau-

tiful collection of sto-
ries, poems and photos 
from Flagstaff runners 
who have fallen in love 
with this race and what 
it  repre s ent s:  c om-
munit y, courage and 
connection.

Running has a unique 
way of bringing peo-
ple together — across 
a g e s ,  a bi l i t ie s  a nd 
backgrounds. Whether 
you’re breaking records 
or breaking personal 
barriers, the essence 
is the same: discover-
ing what you’re made 
of. Doing hard things 
makes us stronger — 
not ju st  phy sic a l l y, 
but also mentally and 
emotionally.

As the African prov-
erb says: If you want to 
run fast, run alone. If 
you want to run far, run 
together.

Here’s to running fast 
and far — with friends 
by your side, laughter 
on the downhills and 
the spirit of Flagstaff in 
your heart.
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Renee Metevier crosses the finish line of the Imogene 
Pass Mountain Race.

through multiple tackles 
to score a 32-yard rush-
ing touchdown to retake 
the lead. On the first play 
on the ensuing drive, se-
nior AJ Ragan picked off 
Valdez and ran back for 
another score.

In a matter of 10 sec-
onds, a 7-7 tie turned 
into a 20-7 Coconi-
no lead to end the first 
quarter.

Flagstaf f ’s defense 
made a fourth-down 
stop deep in its own ter-
ritory, signaling that 
the game was still up in 
the air. Coconino soon 
put together a balanced 
drive that ended with 
Hanley’s second touch-
down pass of the game to 
junior Austin Raths, who 
had a handful of deep re-
ceptions throughout the 
night.

Up 27-7, Coconino got 
the ball back with about 
two minutes left in the 
half. Looking to score 
before the break, the 
Panthers got to the 30-
yard line. A lack of time-
outs and some confusion 
with personnel led to a 
rushed field goal attempt 
that was no good.

Cook said that is also 
something that will need 
to be fixed.

“We had some prob-
lems with substitutions 
and stuff like that to-
night,” Cook said. “That’s 
part of what I’m talking 
about that needs to be 
cleaned up. Especially 
with special teams, we 
didn’t have the right peo-
ple on the field. We’ll ad-
dress that.”

Flagstaff opened the 
second half with some 

trickery. A reverse pitch 
to Carpenter was thrown 
back to Valdez, who 
found a wide-open ju-
nior Aeneyas Clerry to 
make it 27-14 less than 
two minutes into the 
third quarter.

Eagles head coach 
Mickey Clements said 
scoring out of the lock-
er room had become a 
trend for Flagstaff.

“The last few games, 
we’ve been scoring on 
first drives of halves,” 
Clements said. “It was 
great to see. You get mo-
mentum, you get excited. 
That’s maybe the story 
of our season a little bit. 
I feel like we’re turning 
a corner, and then we 
shoot ourselves in the 
foot somewhere along 
the way.”

Flagstaff had another 
chance to get back in the 
game when Hanley fum-
bled the ball while trying 
to reach for a touchdown 
on a long run. The Eagles 

recovered it in the end 
zone four minutes into 
the half.

Unable to take ad-
vantage of the miscue, 
Flagstaff punted the ball 
away. Coconino made 
up for the error by fixing 
what was almost anoth-
er mistake. Hanley could 
not handle a low snap, 
instead guiding the loose 
ball to Callado, who ran 
for a 12-yard touchdown 
to extend the lead to 
33-14 with 4:58 left in the 
third quarter.

Junior Bruce Larson 
came up with an inter-
ception on a deflected 
pass to set up one more 
scoring drive before 
the final quarter. Han-
ley connected with se-
nior Habib Aceval, who 
was brought down just 
outside the 1-yard line. 
Buckley got on the board 
with a 1-yard dive into 
the end zone to make it 
40-14 after three.

Buckley got his mo-
ment in the limelight 
away from the crowded 
goal-line runs he has 
been used to. He put the 
finishing touches on Co-
conino’s highest-scoring 
game this season with a 
breakaway touchdown 
from midfield.

“It felt so cool,” Buckley 
said. “I’m a little scared 
trying to run away from 
everyone. I know I’m a 
little slower, but it’s just 
a great feeling. I’m glad 
I can be able to do that 
a couple of times every 
once in a while.”

The Eagles still showed 
fight to the very end. 
Carpenter scored on a 
push pass from Valdez 
for his ninth touchdown 
of the year with 5:14 re-
maining in the game.

In his first varsity sea-
son, Carpenter proved to 
be a problem for defens-
es to try and stop.

“He’s good,” Cook said. 
“We thought he was the 
most concerning threat 
on their team. He made 
some plays and he’s a 
good football player, no 
question about it.”

Flagstaff (2-8, 1-5 4A 
Grand Canyon) finished 
its season with a 2-4 
home record. The Eagles 
have gone 2-8 in three of 
the last four seasons and 
last defeated the Pan-
thers in 2016.

Coconino (6-4, 5-1 4A 
Grand Canyon) will look 
ahead to its third straight 
postseason bid. The Pan-
thers have yet to lose 
a game by more than 
seven points and are 
positioned to host a 4A 
Conference state tourna-
ment game for the first 
time since 2019.

“We feel like we’re 
dangerous in the play-
offs if we play our game, 
because we’ve played 
against some of the best 
teams in the state and 
been right down to the 
wire,” Cook said.

The playoff brackets for 
the 3A, 4A and 5A con-
ferences will be unveiled 
on Saturday at 10 a.m. on 
the NFHS Network.
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Flagstaff’s Teyan Clerry (23) dives for the end zone Thursday during a crosstown 
rivalry game against Coconino in the Walkup Skydome. Clerry came up just short on 
the play.

Flagstaff quarterback AJ Valdez (2) throws while under 
pressure Thursday during a crosstown rivalry game 
against Coconino in the Walkup Skydome.

knocking on the door 
at the Coconino 3-yard 
line. Edgewater found 
junior Morgan Maloney 
in the back of the end 
zone to cut the lead to 
10-7 with 39 seconds left 
in the half.

F l a g s t a f f  w a s not 
done just yet. Follow-
i ng t he k ickof f,  t he 
Eag les forced t hei r 
second intercept ion 
of the game and re-
turned the ball to the 
Coconino 22-yard line. 
It only took Edgewater 
one play to find senior 
wide receiver Donna 
Carrasco Gonzalez in 
the end zone on a post 
route. With a defend-
er on her back, Car-
rasco Gonzalez made 
t he g rab. A m issed 
ex t ra-poi nt at tempt 
kept the score at 13-10 
going into the halftime 
break.

Flagstaf f ’s defense 
forced Cocon i no to 
punt on its first three 
drives in the second 
half.

A shanked Panthers 
punt opened the door 
for t he Flagstaf f of-
fense. Starting on the 
Coconino 31-yard line, 
Edgewater unloaded 
a deep ball to Culwell, 
who caught the con-
tested pass in the end 
zone around two de-
fenders and extend-
ed the Flagstaff lead 
to 20-10 with 2:30 re-
maining in the third 
quarter.

Everywhere became 
fou r-dow n ter r itor y 
for the Panthers in the 
final quarter. A 10-play 

drive for the Eagles to 
start the fourth quar-
ter was highlighted by 
a hook-and-ladder play 
that put Flagstaff deep 
in Coconino territory. 
Flagstaff hit a field goal 
from the 9-yard line to 
extend the lead.

W it h just 6:36 re-
m a i n i n g ,  Ve n t u r a 
Gomez drove the Pan-
thers all the way down 
to the 3-yard line. The 
goal-line defense stood 
t a l l ,  a nd  F l a g s t a f f 
broke up a fourth-and-
goal pass to take over 
possession and seal 
the game.

Com i ng of f a loss 
the day before against 
Mingus Union, Flag-
staff got a huge boost 
to end t he reg u la r 
season and bolster its 
playoff seeding. After 
Coconino won the in-
aug u ra l cit y r iva lr y 
game last season, Flag-
staff’s win on Wednes-
day showed that the 
competit iveness and 
parity between the two 
is real.

“You know, for it to 
be the second year of 
the rivalry, them win-
ning the first year, us 
winning this year, our 
seniors can go out and 
hold this in their mem-
ory,” Johnson said.

Flagstaff (11-2, 4-2 4A 
Grand Canyon) is in 
position to host a state 
playoff game, with the 
first round set for Nov. 
12.

Coconino (9-4, 3-3 
4A Grand Canyon Re-
g ion) w i l l  l i kely go 
on t he road to start 
the playoffs, but is set 
to make the 16-team 
field.

EAGLES
FROM PAGE 1

HATTIE LOPER, ARIZONA DAILY SUN

Coconino’s Blanca Ventura Gomez (11) celebrates a 
touchdown in the end zone during a crosstown rivalry 
game against Flagstaff on Wednesday at Flagstaff High 
School.
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