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In Alaska, Nadia Chernich, Anya Chernich and Athena Clendaniel are 

carving their own path, no matter what obstacles get in their way.

THE GIRLS WHO 
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THE LAST FRONTIER

TABLE OF CONTENTS
30



The list of  professional baseball players who have come out of  Alaska 

is short. Of  the 12 Alaskans in Major League Baseball history, 10 of  

them have been from Anchorage, the Last Frontier’s largest city. And of  

course, none of  them have been women.

You don’t need to remind Nadia and Anya Chernich of  the challeng-

es they face playing baseball in Fairbanks, Alaska. Nadia is built to play 

baseball. he s fast — a top-flight sprinter — and muscular. ost of  

the time, you can find the -year-old behind the plate, though she also 

plays center field. he is a student of  the game, which makes her an ef-

fective catcher, a position where she must know what is happening on 

the field at all times. 

Nadia has also pitched, but it has been a fraught experience at times. 

“There is a whole bunch of  horrible toxic masculinity up here,” she says. 

hat played out the first time she ever took the mound, when she was  

years old. 

Nadia was the only girl playing baseball in her community, which is not 

a unique situation for young women in the sport. Nor was it unique for 

the boys to give her a hard time for doing something they thought girls 

shouldn’t do. But she couldn’t have known any of  that then, far away 
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from anyone else who had experienced what Nadia was going through at 

that moment. All she knew was she was standing on a pitcher’s mound 

getting mocked.

ou re a girl, get off the mound,  they yelled. 

“What are you doing? Go back to your house, go play with your dollies!”

Nadia did not go back home, but she didn’t return to the mound for a 

very long time. 

nya is different from her sister, both as a player — she s a home run hit-

ter and first baseman with a solid build — and as a person. hile adia 

says what s on her mind, nya, though not a wallflower, is less outspo-

ken. nya, , used to play third base. laying first is sometimes stressful 

for her because a small mistake often allows a runner on base. But she 

also gets a lot more touches and feels involved in almost every play. As a 

third baseman, you’re often standing around waiting for your moment.

The sisters are used to waiting; they wait all year long for baseball sea-

son to arrive in Alaska, where a love of  the game runs deep despite the 

state’s remoteness. Baseball was played in Anchorage before the city was 
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o cially founded. airbanks is known as the and of  the idnight 

Sun,” and every year on the summer solstice, the Chernichs’ hometown 

hosts the Midnight Sun Amateur baseball game, which starts at 10:30 

p.m.

he sport spans as many as five months in the lower  states, but sea-

sons in laska work differently. he baseball season lasts just eight weeks 

in the northernmost U.S. state because that’s the only length of  time 

without snow on the ground. Some years, the season is even shorter. 

As soon as the snow decides to melt, Nadia and Anya Chernich play as 

much ball as they can.

***
This past July, the Anchorage Daily News ran a story about youth base-

ball and “Alaska’s boys of  summer.” It ignored not only the Chernich 

sisters, but also 16-year-old Athena Clendaniel from Anchorage, poten-

tially the only other girl currently playing baseball in the state. 

In some ways, Athena’s path in baseball has not been as hard as the 

Chernich sisters’. Notably, she does not have to travel as far to play oth-

er teams, since more than half  the state’s population lives in the greater 

Anchorage area. By contrast, the Chernichs — 350 miles and six hours 
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from Athena — must drive over eight hours to get to their closest in-

state competition, even though Fairbanks has a population of  more than 

30,000 people.

ecause of  their age difference and the sheer size of  their state, the girls 

did not discover each other until recently. Athena and Nadia met at 

s railblazers tournament, an all-girls tournament the league start-

ed in . he two were shocked to find another girl from laska who 

was playing baseball at their level, and their moms exchanged contact 

information. Their relationship blossomed from there.

Nadia and Athena’s friendship also grew due to their involvement with 

a girls baseball organization, Baseball For All (BFA). Started in 2010 by 

ustine iegal, the first woman to coach for an  organization,  is 

a nonprofit that encourages girls to remain in the sport instead of  switch-

ing over to softball. BFA estimates that 100,000 girls play youth base-

ball in the United States, but only about 1,000 are still playing by high 

school. That means girls like Athena and Nadia, the latter of  whom will 

begin playing for Monroe Catholic High School this spring, are in the 

minority. 

BFA encourages its players to build strong relationships with each other. 
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In 2019, it introduced its Captains Program, a leadership initiative for 

“high school-aged girls in baseball who have been selected based on their 

vision, drive and experience to help shape the future of  girls baseball.” 

Athena has been a captain for the last two years, and as part of  that role, 

she mentors a “junior captain.” Last year, that mentee was Nadia.

Athena participates in the leadership program because she believes in 

BFA’s mission. Without opportunities like BFA or MLB’s new program-

ming for girls, she says, “I probably would have switched to softball. 

Knowing there is always a place for me at BFA is so important. Even if  I 

decide not to play with boys anymore, I’ll always have a place at Baseball 

For All.” 

She wants to continue to take on these roles. “It’s important to give back 

to the younger generation of  girls,” she says. “If  I had someone to look 

up to who was high-school aged, that would have been so meaningful 

and helpful.” Now, she gets to be a role model for girls like Nadia and 

Anya.

They have others to look up to, as well. Former Stanford softball play-

er Lauren Frost grew up in Eagle River, a suburb of  Anchorage. At age 

, the middle infielder gave herself  one year to play on a full-sized dia-
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mond before deciding whether she wanted to switch to softball. She fell 

in love and stayed in hardball. Her dad, Gregg, fostered her love for the 

game and the two took advantage of  the midnight sun to practice any 

time of  day.

In 2013, Lauren was invited to try out for the United States Women’s 

National Baseball Team as a high school sophomore. There, she learned 

about ext ollege tudent thlete , a for-profit organization 

that connects high school athletes with college coaches. Lauren lived 

more than 2,000 miles from the closest Division I school, which made 

the recruitment process a challenge. Luckily for her, NCSA was ahead 

of  the digital curve and had set up an online portal where she could up-

load videos for college coaches.

“Being from Alaska, there had not hardly been many, if  any, athletes that 

had gone on to play Division I athletics,” Lauren told Softball Ameri-

ca. “I had no one to call upon to understand the recruiting process, so 

I knew nothing about the recruiting process prior to this. It was a very 

lucky experience [to meet the NCSA people when I did] because I do 

not know if  we really would have realized how early on the recruiting 

process happens.”
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Alaska has produced only a small number of  women’s professional or 

Olympic athletes in sports that aren’t skiing, mushing or other winter 

endeavors. Anyone hoping to make it big in non-snow activities often has 

to move south. 

 

Lauren was an exception. She stuck with baseball until she graduated 

high school. She went to Stanford on a softball scholarship, despite never 

playing the game until she showed up to school. She moved from second 

base to the outfield, which allowed her to make the longer throws she 

was accustomed to from the baseball diamond.

adia, nya and thena all play other sports that may offer them paths 

to college scholarships — in particular, tennis for Athena, and softball 

for Anya. Yet Lauren is a beacon of  hope that they won’t have to give up 

their first loves to secure a college scholarship. 

 

More importantly, Lauren is a reminder that these girls have never been 

truly alone, though they may have often felt that way. And slowly, their 

path is becoming clearer.

***
 

Elite athletes often have to travel great distances in pursuit of  greatness, 
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but the Chernichs regularly go to extremes. Nadia and Anya logged 

more than 100,000 miles last year traveling to tournaments, games and 

development opportunities. They sometimes drove eight hours to play 

local teams, but that was nothing compared to their out-of-state travel.

 

Nadia plays on a travel team based out of  Seattle. At least once a month, 

and sometimes every weekend during the season, she treks more than 

2,000 miles to Washington state so she can play. The Chernichs also pil-

grimage to MLB-sponsored events that the league has been hosting the 

past several years to encourage girls’ development in the sport

In January 2020, Nadia went to the Compton, Calif., stop on the MLB 

GRIT: Girls ID Tour. She had a tryout for the Girls Baseball Elite De-

velopment Invitational, a program geared toward high-level training and 

instruction. While participation in the event was free, players had to fund 

their own transportation to and from the event. Though much of  the 

travel costs come out of  families’ pockets, the girls’ parents are resource-

ful and apply for as many scholarships as they can. However, costs are 

steep even with the occasional help.

Once per year, the Chernich family travels nearly 3,500 miles to Rock-

ford, Ill., to Baseball For All Nationals, a tournament that gives the Alas-
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kans one of  their few chances to play on an all-girls team. BFA hosts 

tournaments around the country. They allow local teams from places 

like Boston, Los Angeles, New York and Washington, D.C. to compete 

against each other, but they also assign spaces on those teams for girls 

from more remote places. At BFA events, Athena plays on the L.A. 

Monarchs, while Nadia and Anya play for the New York Wonders.

The opportunity to play with other girls is crucial. Nadia, Anya and Ath-

ena say that when you play with boys, all eyes are on you. You’re always 

he irl on the field and any mistake you make is amplified. 

Being on a team of  girls allows them to be just another player, to relax 

the tension they may not have realized they were carrying. eing the 

exception, constantly proving you have a right to be on the field, can be 

exhausting. 

“When you play with boys, you’re either really good, or you’re really 

bad,” says Anya. “But when you play with all girls, you can be average.” 

Programs like MLB Grit and BFA have been a boon to a lot of  girls, but 

they rarely hold events in Alaska. And although BFA became integral to 

thena s baseball career, the lendaniels didn t find it until several years 
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after the organization started because it wasn t publicized within their 

network in Alaska. “If  I knew about it, I would have gone earlier prob-

ably,” Athena says. “It’s another example of  how you feel more isolated 

[in Alaska].”

arents have to invest significant amounts of  their time and money if  

their children have big athletic ambitions. For this reason, the elite levels 

of  youth sports are often filled with kids of  higher socioeconomic status, 

while low-income youth, particularly youth of  color, are shut out. Geo-

graphic isolation makes the problem even more complex. 

Some families even consider moving to access better opportunities. Ka-

maka Hepa was a four-star NCAA basketball recruit from Utqiagvik, 

Alaska, the northernmost town in the U.S. He transferred to a high 

school in Portland, Ore., so more college scouts would see him, and now 

he plays for the University of  Texas.

Athena, whose father is a lawyer and mother is a teacher, says her family 

has not considered moving, but the topic is a near-constant conversation 

in the Chernich house. Joseph, the Chernichs’ father, is hesitant to move, 

but his physician wife, Beth, feels having more stability might be good for 

the girls. For now, the sisters are happy where they are, and they enjoy 
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traveling around the world to play the sport they love.

I honestly love it. I love to travel,  adia says. I find it interesting to 

see other people’s perspectives. The only hard part is leaving your home 

team, especially because most times they have our tournaments during 

other tournaments. So you’re either gonna be missing one team tourna-

ment or you’re going to miss the other team’s tournament, which kind 

of  sucks. But in the end, it’s really worth it because you only live once, 

right? Just do it.”

The coronavirus pandemic, which has shut down sports across the coun-

try  — including the Girls Baseball Elite Development Invitational (EDI) 

that  had planned for summer   —  has been a great e ualizer 

for girls like adia and nya. he I, which adia ualified for at the 
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MLB Grit event in Compton in 2020, moved online. The virtual events 

via Zoom, which were conceived as a one-week intensive program, took 

place throughout the summer. The online workshops covered everything 

from physical skill-building, to nutrition, to mental health.

Joseph says many coaches were hesitant to do virtual lessons in the past. 

Baseball, after all, is a traditional sport, and it’s hard to train over a com-

puter screen. But necessity is the mother of  invention. Resources that 

were out of  reach or required thousands of  miles and dollars to access 

can now be streamed into living rooms. 

When I caught up with the sisters this summer, Nadia was preparing to 

log onto an EDI Zoom call. She said she likes the convenience of  elite 

training being available from her home. 

***
he girls can sign up for as many training programs as they find, but 

there’s one thing online training can’t prepare them for: the bigotry and 

discrimination they can encounter on the baseball diamond. The girls 

have to be brave to face the boys and earn their respect.
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adia knows this firsthand. he recently made her first pitching appear-

ance in nearly four years. She’s modest about her performance. “I just 

threw the ball over the plate,” she says. “I got it done with: three up, 

three down, two innings. I got my job done; that was all I had to do. And 

it was good.” But push a little harder, and she admits it was “scary” be-

cause pitching brings up “not good memories” for her.

And sure, pitching is scary. It’s just you against the batter and, in that 

moment, you alone can be the hero to your teammates or let them 

down. Everyone is watching you from the moment you get into set posi-

tion to the moment you release the ball toward home plate. But that part 

doesn’t scare Nadia as much as the reason why she stopped pitching in 

the first place  the heckling. 

In order to be able to take the mound again, she had to prove herself  

to those taunting boys. She showed up, practice after practice, game af-

ter game, and put in the work to become one of  the best players on the 

team. ow, adia says, those boys who terrified her are some of  her best 

friends. But Nadia doesn’t let them go unchallenged about the way they 

treated her.
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“They’re like, ‘Well, we just didn’t know,’” she says. “And that’s the big 

thing I just find so confusing and sad is that they thought that it was  

to do that. Because that’s what they were taught. That’s what they were 

told was OK and acceptable.”

hat experience made her determined to root out what she s identified 

as “toxic masculinity,” and help women access spaces they have been ex-

cluded from on and off the field. he blames male gatekeepers who don t 

believe that women have the right to do the same things as men. 

 

“It’s the same thing with baseball,” she says. “You have to prove that 

you re good enough first. nd you have to prove that because they don t 

believe you can. o it s taken me a very long time to realize that, but I 

realized it and now here I am, I m pitching again.

Anya is more sensitive to the pushback she has received for being a girl 

in baseball, though playing the sport has become easier as she’s gotten 

older. he has the benefit of  knowing a lot of  the boys because she grew 

up going to adia s games. nd as long as she saw her sister on the field, 

she knew that hardball wasn’t an impossibility. Now the Chernich sisters 

are known around Fairbanks as the girls who play baseball, and no one 

really gives them a hard time anymore.

44



***
When girls like Anya, Nadia and Athena look to the future, they have 

few role models who have navigated their circumstances. That’s why 

they all look up to people like Lauren Frost and the players on the 

USWNT, women they are forming relationships with through the EDI 

and BFA.

nya traveled to apan last summer as one of  five nited tates rep-

resentatives for the World Children’s Baseball Fair in Japan. She was 

given the MVP award from Sadaharu Oh, a Chinese baseball legend 

who played and managed in Japan. The two-week, all-expenses-paid 

trip showed Anya a place that treats women’s baseball with the respect 

it deserves. Japan has a professional women’s baseball league, unlike 

the United States, where the USWNT is one of  the best-kept secrets in 

sports, much to the players’ dismay.

 

Both Nadia and Athena look forward to trying out for the USWNT 

as soon as they are able. (Nadia has to wait until she’s 16, while Athe-

na had plans to work out with the team this summer but the pandemic 

postponed them.  adia also wants to one day be the first woman to 
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umpire in Major League Baseball (if  one of  the two women working in 

the minors doesn t get there first , and she hones her skills by umping 

 games and below. ll three hope their perseverance will pay off for 

anyone who follows in their footsteps; it will be easier for other girls who 

want to play baseball because Nadia, Anya and Athena came before 

them.

 

Recently, Nadia and Athena played against each other in Alaska for the 

first time. It was the only time outside of  girls-specific events that thena 

had ever seen another girl on the baseball diamond. “There’s so much 

pressure being the only girl on your team,” says Athena, who added that 

it was “a relief ” to be out there with Nadia.

The best part was when Athena, who pitched that game, faced Nadia 

at the plate. For a moment, all the boys around them faded away. It was 

just the two of  them, girl versus girl.
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