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NAVAJO COUNTY — Creeping 
silently, the impacts of the coronavirus 
continue to grow and spread across the 
White Mountain region.

Over the weekend, the virus claimed 
a life in Navajo County.

There have been two confirmed 
deaths from COVID-19 on the Navajo 
Nation Reservation. Now, for the first 
time a resident of Navajo County from 
outside of the Navajo Nation Reserva-
tion has died from the virus.

In a press release issued Sunday, the 
Navajo County Public Health Services 
District (NCPHSD) confirmed that ”the 
individual who passed away was in their 
60s with underlying health conditions. 
No additional information will be pro-
vided out of respect to the family and 
privacy laws. NCPHSD is in the process 
of notifying close contacts of these 
persons and is asking them to monitor 
for symptoms. If you are not contacted 
by public health, your risk of exposure 
to these cases are minimal.”
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3-day forecast
Today: 67/42. Mostly sunny, 
cloudy, gusts as high as 20 mph 
Wednesday: 65/41. Partly sunny, 
beezy. Thuyrsday: 63/38. Sunny, winds could 
gusy as high as 36 mph.
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COVID-19 case count 
continues to climb

Stay -at-home order, extended school closures announced

Courtesy photo
Wearing one of the masks made by Tammy Gray who started Masks for Heroes 
- Northern Arizona, healthcare worker Jami McPherson has something to protect 
her while she cares for patients.
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WHITE MOUNTAINS – Tammy 
Gray is not a healthcare professional. 
She is a freelance writer and a transcrip-
tionist living in Holbrook. Nonetheless, 
when she began seeing hospitals post on 
Facebook that they needed masks, she 
asked some of her nurse friends what 
the situation was and learned there was a 
real need.

Gray wanted to help. When her father 
was in ICU she said they took such good 
care of him that she could not bear the 
thought of those on the frontlines with 
COVID-19 not having the equipment 
or masks they needed. Her plan was to 
spend an afternoon or the weekend cut-

ting and sewing masks. She did that, but 
that’s not the end of the story – it is still 
being written.

An anonymous donor contributed 
money toward fabric. Then another 
donor came forward and all of a sudden, 
Gray had 300 yards of fabric and the 
urgency for masks was growing. She 
created the Masks for Heroes — North-
ern Arizona Facebook page hoping to 
get a little help. And, help she got. As of 
Sunday, March 29, there are 192 mem-
bers who are searching, buying, cutting, 
sewing, packaging and delivering masks 
as fast as they can be made.

The consummate organizer, Gray laid 
out the ground rules at the get-go so 

The power of one to infinity
Mask shortage abated by a caring public

See UPDATE, Page 2

See HEROS, Page 2
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PINETOP LAKESIDE—Sky Martel, 21, 
a gifted runner and athlete, faces 30 child sex 
crimes charges in the Navajo County Superior 
Court. Martel had been widely lauded for over-
coming family tragedy through track sports. 
The Independent’s sports writer Andy Staten 
wrote in November, 2014 how Martel, then a 
freshman in high school, and his older brother, 
Doug, had been holding the family together 
after their mother Velma Parker Martel suffered 
a debilitating stroke at a time when their father 
Buddy, only had sporadic work.

Adding to the family’s tragedy was their 
father’s death in August, 2017. Buddy Martel, 
52, was shot and killed by an armored truck 
guard at HonDah casino in August, 2017, after 
he allegedly sprayed the guard with a noxious 
fluid when the guard was making a delivery 
there.

This month, the Navajo County Sher-
iff’s Office completed a four-month long 
investigation and a grand jury handed up its 
indictment charging Martel with 15 counts 
of sexual conduct with a minor; 11 counts of 
furnishing harmful materials to a minor; three 
counts each of aggravated luring a minor for 
sexual exploitation and sexual exploitation of a 
minor, according to NCSO. Court records list 
a slightly different number of charges. Martel 
was arrested in a motel in Flagstaff on March 
10 and is being held in the Navajo County Jail 

Sky Martel faces 30 counts
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APACHE & NAVAJO COUNTIES – 
The need for fast, accurate information 
during the coronavirus pandemic is critical.

The lack of high-speed broadband 
in rural areas like the White Mountains 
becomes glaringly obvious during times of 
crisis.

Cellular One Business Solutions, Fron-
tier Communications, Hughes Net, Max 
Internet (formerly Synchromax), and Spar-
klight may be experiencing peak demand. 
As area children return from spring break 
to doing their schoolwork at home, online 
learning and classes are expected to tax the 
system even more.

Can the service providers handle the 
impact?

Cellular One – In “A Letter to Our 
Community,” Cellular One assured cus-
tomers that they are “watching closely as 
developments unfold around COVID-19 
so that we can strive to protect the health 
and well-being of our customers and team 
members.”

As of March 17, the company tempo-
rarily closed their store locations but say 
they “ … intend to keep our network going 
strong for you!” writes CEO Judd Hinkle.

While they were unable to answer spe-
cific questions from the Independent, the 
letter offers service through the Customer 
Care Center at 1-800-730-2351.

Frontier Communications — The 
Independent reached out to Frontier 
Communications locally to inquire about 
the reliability and stability of their Internet 
service during the COVID-19 crisis which 
has created heavy usage with so many 
people working from home and kids play-
ing games on the Internet.

Though the local office is answering 
phones and their employees continue to 
work, there is no public traffic allowed in 
their office at this time. The Independent 
contacted Javier Mendoza, Corporate 
Communications and External Affairs 
Vice President.

“The network continues to perform 

Can local internet 
providers carry the load?

“If kids are in their rooms gam-
ing, while streaming music, or 
watching a movie on Netflix 
and looking at videos on 
Facebook at the same time, you 
probably are not going to be 
able to do your work from home 
without problems.”

Linda Brimhall McLelland, Owner-operator
Synchromax
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Gifted young athlete
charged with child sex crimes
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Cougars 
win 4, 

lose 2 to 
begin season
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