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a little more race simu-
lation,” Mullaney said. 
“A nd she’s executed 
those very well.”

T he 3000m, mea n-
while, is right in Hack-

er’s wheelhouse, and 
NA Z E l ite is  t a k i ng 
t he bl inkers of f him 
for this race, as is nor-
mally t he case. That 
m e a n s  t a k i n g  t h e 
same approach as the 
tea m last yea r w it h 
t his race: go in it to 
win it.

“You have to race to 
w i n t hese c ompet i-
tions. If you just try to 
be top t wo, t hree or 
five, or something like 
that, you’ll be a lot fur-
ther back, because you 
play it safer. Indoors, 
especially, favors bold 
racing,” Mullaney said.

Many of t he racers 
who finished just be-
hind Hacker a year ago 
at the 3000m national 
title race are back — in 
addit ion to a runner 
who owns a 7:30.45 PR 
named Dylan Jacobs.

B u t  l i k e  N i c h o l s , 
Hacker ha sn’t  set  a 

PR  at  t he  d i s t a nc e 
si nce 202 3.  He d id, 
however, just post a 
s e v e n t h - p l a c e  f i n -
ish at the 117th Mill-
rose Games 3000m in 
7:38.52 two weeks ago.

“I think it says he’s in 
good form,” Mullaney 
said.

Mike Hartman is the 
associate editor of the 
Daily Sun, a role he 
moved into after work-
ing as the sports editor, 
a sports reporter and a 
page designer. He can be 
reached at mhartman@
azdailysun.com or (928) 
556-2255. 
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BY RACHEL SMITH

High Country Running

On May 10, 2009, the 
Arizona Daily Sun pub-
lished the first edition 
of its Hig h Cou nt r y 
Running column. The 
ver y f irst art icle was 
written by one of Flag-
sta f f ’s beloved loca l 
running legends, Neil 
Wei nt raub, who de-
tailed the fifth annu-
al Flagstaf f Running 
Series. Since that first 
publication, the High 
Country Running col-
umn enjoyed a long 
run of having a weekly 
publication in the Daily 
Sun for over 15 years.

Over t he course of 
the column’s approx-
imately 775 weeks of 
pu bl ic at ion s ,  t he r e 
have been three coor-
dinating editors, hun-
dreds of w riters and 
a vast variet y of sto-
ries shared. It became 
a space t hat helped 
build, reinforce, inform 
and inspire our local 
running community.

The effort was initiat-
ed by local running en-
thusiast Karen London, 
who took on the role 
of coordinating each 
week’s article and serv-
ing as an editor for the 
first four years of the 
column.

Her original goal was 
“to get more informa-
tion out to the com-

munity about the great 
opportunities for run-
ning here in Flagstaff, 
i n c l u d i n g  b u i l d i n g 
some pride in our town 
as a r unning mecca 
for runners of all lev-
els.” She succeeded, 
and after four years as 
c oord i nat i ng ed itor 
she handed the baton 
over to Myles Schrag in 
2013.

Myles kept the col-
umn running for f ive 
years before passing 
the baton to Julie Ham-
monds in 2018. Last 
November,  a f ter a n 
impressive six years, 
Julie needed to pass 
the role on, but no one 
stepped to the line and 
it seemed the column 
had unfortunately hit 
its finish line.

Hesitant to try to fill 
the shoes of the three 
that came before, but 
bringing a strong love 
for the Flagstaff run-
ning communit y and 
hearing others’ stories, 
I decided to reach out 
to Neil to inquire about 
his thoughts on poten-
tially bringing the col-
umn back. His enthu-
siasm made me quickly 
agree to connect with 
Julie, and she gener-
ously shared what the 
role entailed and let 
me pick her brain. Next 
thing I knew, Julie con-
nected me w it h t he 
Daily Sun editors and, 

a few weeks later I’m 
excited to reintroduce 
the High Country Run-
ning column!

Ou r r u n n i ng com-
munity is far from or-
dinary, and the people, 
events, stories and wis-
dom are what makes it 
so special. With that, 
t he ret u r n of  H ig h 
Countr y Running al-
lows Flagstaff to hear 
the voices that make up 
this exceptional com-
munity in all its forms.

It is my hope t hat 
through this column I 
can help continue the 
legacy it has had for the 
readers of Flagstaff and 
beyond, and I look for-
ward to helping share 
t he nex t chapter of 
High Country Running 
here with you.

Lastly, it would be re-
miss for me not to men-
tion the exciting event 
happening in our city 
this upcoming week. 
Our ver y own North-
ern Arizona University 
is hosting the Indoor 
Track and Field Big Sky 
Conference Champion-
ship meet from Feb. 27 
to March 1 at the Walk-
up Sk ydome!  C ome 
cheer on you r loca l 
Lumberjacks as they go 
for their fifth consecu-
tive men’s and women’s 
team sweep. All infor-
mation can be found 
on the NAU Athletics 
website.

HIGH COUNTRY RUNNING

We were on a break: reigniting the HCR column

RACHEL SMITH, COURTESY

Local runner Rachel Smith races in last October’s Soulstice Trail Race. She has decided 
to bring back the High Country Running Column — becoming its fourth coordinating 
editor.

BY JACKSON SHAW

Cronkite News

PHOENIX — “Abso-
lute disaster” and “los-
ers” were just some of 
the words used by NBA 
writers to describe the 
Phoeni x Suns’ t rade 
deadline action — or 
lack thereof.

T h e  S u n s ’  m a i n 
highlight of the dead-
line was t he mov ing 
of center Jusuf Nurki�, 
and many fans were 
disappointed with the 
Suns, who have a los-
ing record, not mak-
ing any big changes 
to improve the team’s 
trajectory.

With a star-studded 
roster that has yet to 
pose much of a post-
season threat in recent 
y e a r s ,  a n a l y s t s  a r e 
persistent in bel iev-
ing Phoenix will make 
a move on some of the 
big-name free agents 
every season.

“ I t ’ s  b e e n  m y 
long-standing polic y 
not to talk about ru-
mor s,  spe c u lat ion,” 
said Suns president of 
basketball operations 
James Jones in a press 
con ference before a 
game against Utah on 
Feb. 7. “W hat we do 
internally, we keep in-
ternally. It always gets 
noisy when you’re not 
w i n n i ng.  We’re not 
winning, and so we’ll 
ju st  st ay above t he 
noise.”

The big rumor swirl-
ing around the Suns 
during this year’s trade 
deadline was the po-
tential acquisit ion of 

Miami Heat star Jimmy 
Butler. But ler voiced 
that he wanted to come 
to Phoen i x to tea m 
up with Devin Book-
er and Kevin Durant 
but to get the financial 
logistics straight, the 
Suns would have had 
to move on from Brad-
ley Beal, who wouldn’t 
w a i v e  h i s  no -t r ade 
clause.

“You guys care about 
the rumors more than 
me,” Beal said in an 
interview after a loss 
to Ok lahoma Cit y on 
Feb. 5. “I’m still com-
peting … I still got the 
Phoenix Sun uniform 
on. Nothing changed 
for me … I want to win 
here.”

The other move ex-
ec uted by t he Su ns 
before t he dead l i ne 
was the trading away 
of high-level wing de-
fender Josh Okogie in 
exchange for Charlotte 
Hor nets center Nick 
Richards, a prelude of 
the intention to move 
Nurki�.

C losi ng i n on t he 
Feb. 6 deadline, Du-
ra nt was a lso a hot 
topic involved in ru-
mors about a poten-
tial departure, which 
sparked speculation of 
a “toxic” locker room. 
Durant shut down the 
conjecture.

“It’s easy to say our 
lo c k er  r o om i s  not 
connected when you 
come in there 45 min-
utes before and guys 
a r e  i n  t h e i r  g a m e 
mode and not talking 
to each other,” Durant 
said in an inter v iew 

post-deadline. “I think 
it’s unfair and lazy to 
categorize our team as 
toxic when you come 
in there for f ive min-
utes throughout four 
months.”

As for Jones, he rec-
ognizes that there is 
st i l l work to be done 
within the roster, but 
he sees no problem in 
the current team’s ca-
pability of winning.

“It allows us an op-
portunity to focus with 
this team on what it 
is that we want to do, 
which is compete at a 
high level, have suc-
cess in the playoffs and 
compete for a champi-
onship,” Jones said.

Wit h 28 games lef t 
i n t he reg u la r  sea-
son, however, Phoenix 

has fallen to the No. 
11 seed in the West-
ern Conference after 
losing six of their last 
seven before the All-
Star break. The Suns 
open the second half 
of the regular season 
Thursday in San Anto-
nio against the 23-29 
Spurs.

Since the Suns’ finals 
berth in 2021, the fran-
chise’s aggressive push 
to win a championship 
has been underwhelm-
ing. They’ve had their 
fair share of injuries, 
but the past two sea-
sons ended with a 4-2 
c o n f e r e n c e  s e m i f i-
nal loss to the Denver 
Nuggets in 2023 and 
a sweep in last year’s 
f irst round to Minne-
sota (w it h a hea lt hy 

Booker, Du ra nt a nd 
Beal).

While Phoenix didn’t 
advance past the sec-
ond round in the sea-
son following its finals 
run, the franchise still 
had a promising future 
w it h a you ng roster 
su r rou nd i ng Booker 
highlighted by key role 
players l ike Deandre 
Ayton, Mikal Bridges 
and Cameron Johnson.

B u t  i n  F e b r u a r y 
2023, after the hiring 
of owner Mat Ishbia, 
the Suns started get-
ting aggressive. Ishbia 
got right to work, ac-
quiring Durant from 
the Brooklyn Nets and 
Beal in a t rade w it h 
the Washington Wiz-
a rds. T he t wo sta rs 
joined Booker to form 

the league’s newest big 
three, but it cost the 
Suns their young piec-
es in Bridges, Johnson 
and Landry Shamet; as 
well as veterans Chris 
Paul and Jae Crowder, 
and four f i rst-round 
picks.

T he Su ns have re-
ma i ned compet it ive 
in every season since 
then, but have yet to 
duplicate the success 
of  t he 2021 season. 
With the second half of 
the season tipping off 
Thursday, coach Mike 
Budenholzer and the 
Suns f ind themselves 
near the bottom of a 
compet it ive Western 
Conference, and they 
d id n’t g ive fa ns too 
much of a reason to ex-
pect an improvement.

Playoff push in jeopardy for Suns after trade deadline dilemma

DANIELLA TRUJILLO, CRONKITE NEWS)

Despite trade talks swirling around him before the NBA trade deadline, Kevin Durant remains focused on helping 
the Phoenix Suns secure a postseason berth.
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