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I grew up in Vancouver, Washington with plenty of rural, starry night sky. A product of public television, I was watching “3-2-1 Contact” when I saw a segment on astronauts. “They get to FLOAT for a living?” I asked. “Sign me up!” I was 6.  And I was hooked.

After a tomboyish childhood of airshows, science museums, and drawing Crayola-red rocketships, and after several misguided college choices (engineering, UW ski team+1st year calculus = academic disaster, etc.), I majored in cell & molecular biology and minored in chem. I’ve worked in both medical genetics and pathobiology/nutritional sciences research labs while earning my B.S. at the University of Washington in Seattle. I am currently finishing my senior thesis on reproducing late stages of atherosclerosis in vitro for morphometric study of aortic smooth muscle cells. I have also been a peer health educator in the University Health Education Leadership Program, host for the UW Student Visitation Program, Women in Science and Engineering peer mentor, and participant in the Washington State Space Grant Undergraduate Summer Research Program.

I was concerned about how to combine my biology and NASA interests until astrobiology was born and someone told me about the Academy. It was the perfect combination of my two life-long loves and completely changed my life, and believe me, it will change yours, too. I’m coming back, as staff to share all the Academy has to offer so you get the most from this extraordinary experience as possible. That, and I couldn’t pass up 10 weeks of free room and board (I’m sick of outrageous Washington energy bills) while working for the coolest government agency in the free world.  I look forward to having awesome conversations and incredible adventures with all of you this summer!

Post-Academy, I am taking a year off to “play” in the real world before applying to medical school. I’d either like to work at Ames or be a ski instructor/patroller and get my EMT license.

Extra-Curricular Activities: I’m a 20-year skiing addict. When I can’t be on the snow, I like running, mostly trails and half-marathons. As I write this, I’ve learned my participation in these 2 sports will soon coalesce, as I have been (in) voluntarily placed on a team doing the “Ridge to River,” a 6-leg relay of nordic and downhill skiing, running, biking, kayaking and team sprint. If I’m still alive to greet you when the Academy starts, you’ll know it went ok. I also enjoy hiking (Half Dome rules), recently discovered snowshoeing (also rules) and just generally like being outdoors.  I never want to miss a memorable view or a sunrise/set that is so earth-shatteringly beautiful it makes you realize why we’re all alive.

A few of my favorite things: blue, Thoreau, anatomy & physiology, Calvin & Hobbes, peanut butter & jelly, Ben & Jerry’s, Barnum & Bailey’s (ok, not really—I’ve only been to the circus once, but I was running out of things in pairs), pizza, laughter, road trips, mountains, piano, U2, Led Zeppelin, hugs, backrubs, movies, animals, anything dairy, and threatening to beat Doug down the ski slopes.  (Yes, yes, and of course outer space.)

Fave story from NAABA2K: There really isn’t a favorite because they were all part of an amazing summer, and you’ll eventually hear them all from Andy or me, so for now…

It was week 1, and one morning on our way to base, Joe told us how Ames cafeteria pancakes are notoriously large--2 pancakes are enough to stuff him through lunch. Loving to eat, I took the challenge and finished 2. “Little Natacha ate TWO pancakes? Wow,” Joe said. Then he told us the story of a past Academy’s ridiculous pancake-eating competition. “Never challenge Academy folks,” he said, “because they’re always up to the challenge.” It’s true. The next morning, John sat down to 4 pancakes, all larger than his head. His method was most peculiar. It consisted, first of all, of no syrup, but rather, squishing the pancakes into compact balls and stuffing them in his mouth.  His only lubricant: 2 cartons’ worth of chocolate milk. We photographed him taking the final, victorious bite in front of the NASA meatball in the entrance. But the lunacy only escalated from there. Days later, their egos getting the better of them, Reyes, Andrea and Avi hefted plates of 4, 5 and 6 pancakes, respectively, to the table. This was serious. It was an all-out, Wild West, high noon pancake eat-off. Reyes preferred stacking his pancakes, cutting slices from all of them for each bite, while Andrea’s method was…a little sketchy. We couldn’t really tell what she was doing, because none of her pancakes ever seemed to be disappearing. Ross decided she was just chopping them up into little pieces and smushing them all over her plate. Avi opted for the AA-inspired one-pancake-at-a-time method, with a bowlful of syrup to help the medicine go down. About an hour later, all conceded, Avi at 5 and ¾. We urged him to finish, that he was almost there, only to receive a “No, you don’t understand, I’m gonna PUKE.” He had some trouble getting up from the table that morning. At lunch, he confessed the massive intake of carbs had forced him to fall asleep around 10:30. We also noticed he was eating light that afternoon: salad and watermelon. 

The moral of the story: Don’t mess with the Academy. Remember—these are the next leaders of the U.S. Space Program. If we can eat 5¾ burly pancakes, then boy howdy, are we destined for great things.
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