S U N D A Y • M A Y 17, 2 0 2 0

PHENOM ENAL
M A R K I N G T H E 1 0 0TH A N N I V E R S A R Y O F T H E 1 9TH A M E N D M E N T

WOM EN

Sally Ride
ASTRONAUT WHO REACHED FOR THE STARS, NOT STARDOM
THE

WITH SPECIAL THANKS TO
WOMEN'S MUSEUM OF CALIFORNIA

MICHELLE GUERRERO U-T ILLUSTRATION

2

THE SAN DIEGO UNION-TRIBU

P HEN OM EN AL WOMEN
S CI E NC E & RES E ARC H

‘The stars
don’t look
bigger, but
they do look
brighter.’
SA LLY RI DE

Phenomenal San Diego w

group of scientists in publishing t
first major paper on the human
microbiome. The paper spotlighte
an obscure area of research that
now regarded as indispensable to
understanding and treating every
thing from diabetes to multiple
sclerosis to depression. Nelson
today serves as president of the J
Craig Venter Institute, the renowned research center in La Jol

The San Diego Union-Tribune and the Women’s Museum of California are celebrating a century of
female achievement in San Diego to mark the 100th year of women’s suffrage in America.
The second installment of this series pays tribute to pioneering female scientists and researchers
who pushed boundaries in exploring our world — and beyond — and helped cultivate new generations
of curious thinkers.
Sally Ride, the first U.S. woman in space, encouraged girls’ interest in science with her namesake
educational program, Sally Ride Science, based at UC San Diego.
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BY JOHN WILKENS

ally Ride believed this: “You can’t be what you can’t see.” So she probably
would have been OK with the Barbie doll. ■ It came out last August,
seven years after Ride’s death, and it captures the astronaut in all her
celestial glory: Powder-blue coverall, helmet under one arm, communications headset atop her curly brown hair. The first American woman in
space, a role model on terra firma. ■ The opportunity to inspire — that
was the only part of fame she openly embraced. In the walk-up to her
June 1983 shuttle Challenger mission, she frowned at the radio stations
playing “Mustang Sally” (“ride, Sally, ride,” goes the chorus). When she
came back to Earth, she turned down an appearance on a Bob Hope TV
special. She never wrote her life story or authorized anyone to do one
while she was alive. ■ But she co-authored children’s books about space exploration. She
helped launch an educational program for girls, initially called “Imaginary Lines” but later
changed to “Sally Ride Science” to capitalize on her enduring name recognition. She was willing to put up with that kind of stardom.

“When you turn on the TV, any engineers you see
are apt to be male, not female,” she said in an oral history recorded for NASA in 2002. “When you open the
newspaper, you read about male engineers, not female
engineers. As a result, 12-year-old girls don’t really
think of those areas as possible careers. We thought
that there was an opportunity here, because coming
out of elementary school, lots and lots of girls like science and math. We thought if we could capture that
enthusiasm, that fascination, before they lose it, then
maybe we could inoculate them against some of the
stereotypes and keep more of them in the pipeline.”
Ride’s own inoculation came from her parents, who
told her while she was growing up that she could do
and be anything. Early on that was tennis. She was
good enough to drop out of Swarthmore College and
turn pro, but not that good, she realized after a few
tournaments.
She returned to school, at Stanford, and earned
two bachelor’s degrees. While she was working on a
doctorate, she saw a notice in the school newspaper:
NASA wanted female astronauts. She’d never
thought about going into orbit before. Now the idea
consumed her, even as it meant putting up with questions from clueless male engineers about what kind of
makeup kit to put on the shuttle.
When she climbed aboard Challenger for six days in
that summer of 1983, she was not just the first American woman in space, but the youngest American, too,
just 32. (It’s still the record.) And after she died, the
public learned that she was gay, which made her the
first acknowledged LGBTQ astronaut, as well.
But milestones didn’t interest her much. This did:
“I’m sure it was the most fun I’ll ever have in my life,”
she told reporters after her shuttle mission.

She went again in 1984 and was scheduled for a
third mission when the Challenger exploded in 1986.
Her reputation and expertise were such that she was
put on the presidential commission that investigated
the disaster, and then on the one that probed the 2003
Columbia disintegration — the only person to serve on
both panels.
Ride left the space program in 1987 and two years
later joined the physics faculty at UC San Diego. Working with her longtime partner, Tam O’Shaughnessy,
and others, she started Sally Ride Science, offering
festivals, classroom materials and activities aimed at
getting (and keeping) girls interested in science, math
and engineering. It’s now a nonprofit run by the university, with O’Shaughnessy as its executive director.
Since her death from pancreatic cancer at age 61,
Ride has been memorialized in other ways. She was a
Google doodle in 2015; people using the search engine’s homepage on what would have been her birthday saw animations of her operating a robotic shuttle
arm, talking to school kids, floating in space.
A year later, the Navy commissioned the Sally Ride,
a 238-foot research vessel that’s the first ever named
for a woman. There was a postage stamp of her in 2018,
and Stanford put her name on a residence hall last
year.
The Barbie doll may be the most surprising sign yet
of her legacy. There have been other astronauts in the
toy line, but those were about dressing up. One came
with a hot-pink flight suit. The Sally Ride doll, part of
an “Inspiring Women” Barbie collection that also includes the likenesses of Rosa Parks, Frida Kahlo and
Amelia Earhart, is about something else.
It’s about looking up and dreaming big. Shooting
for the stars.

E. Margaret Burbidge
A lot of people told Margaret Burbidge she was invading a man’s
world in the late 1930s when she
took her first steps toward becoming an astronomer. She was undeterred even though many key
telescopes were off-limits to women. Burbidge pushed through the
sexism and became one of the
most influential astronomers of her
era, largely due to her insights
about the chemical composition of
stars. Her work helped scientists
figure out how stars are made and
earned her the nickname “Lady
Stardust.” And in 1962, she became a founding faculty member at
UC San Diego, where she continued
research that would later earn her
the National Medal of Science. She
also helped to develop the Hubble
Space Telescope. Burbidge died on
April 5, 2020, at the age of 100.

Jessica Meir

The UC San Diego graduate floate
out of an airlock and into history in
October as a member of the first
all-female team of spacewalkers.
The 42-year-old astronaut achieve
the feat from the International
Space Station, during a six-month
mission in which she also conduct
research that’s meant to help astr
nauts stay safe and healthy on trip
to the moon and Mars. Meir also
became a popular host of space-t
Earth broadcast interviews, includ
ing an especially poignant one wit
TV host Stephen Colbert. And she
appeared on camera to give earth
lings who were sheltering at home
from the coronavirus lots of advic
about how to live in isolation. Her
future could be even brighter — sh
is among the astronauts NASA wil
consider as crew members for
missions to the moon.

Karen Nelson
Karen Nelson was an early
bloomer. At age 7, she joined fellow
students in studying how nutrients
and sunlight affect the growth of
plants. The experiment stoked her
interest in science. She went on to
become a Cornell-trained physiologist who specializes in the study of
the human microbiome — the
genetic material found in all of the
micro-organisms that live in and on
our bodies. Nelson led the first

Ellen Ochoa

There’s a word that often appears
immediately after Ellen Ochoa’s
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Astronaut Sally Ride monitors
control panels from the pilot’s
chair on the shuttle Columbia
flight deck in June 1983.

S A L LY
KRISTEN
RIDE
Date of birth:
May 26, 1951
Place of birth:
Encino
Date of death:
July 23, 2012
Place of death: La Jolla.
Education: Bachelor’s
degrees (English,
physics), master’s degree
(physics) and doctorate
(astrophysics), all from
Stanford University.
Milestones:
First American woman
and youngest American
in space.
Awards: NASA Space
Flight Medal; NCAA
Theodore Roosevelt
Award; National Women’s
Hall of Fame; Astronaut
Hall of Fame
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name: first. In 1991, she became
the world’s first Hispanic female
astronaut. Two years later, she
became the first Hispanic woman
to travel in space, streaking into
orbit aboard the shuttle Discovery.
In 1999, she was a member of the
first shuttle crew to dock with the
International Space Station. In 2013
Ochoa, who grew up in La Mesa
and graduated from San Diego
State University, became the first
Hispanic to be appointed director
of NASA’s Johnson Space Center.
In 2017, she was inducted into the
U.S. Astronaut Hall of Fame. A year
later, she retired from NASA, capping a career that spanned nearly
three decades.
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tested an extraordinarily strong
type of steel, providing a possible
material for everything from
spacecraft to body armor. The
work occurs at the Cali-Baja
Center for Resilient Materials and
Systems, which Graeve founded
after she became UC San Diego’s
first Latina engineering professor.
In the summer, the Tijuana native
also brings students from Mexico
and the U.S. to campus to conduct research, helping cultivate
new generations of engineers.
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Maria
Goeppert-Mayer
When it was founded in 1960, UC
San Diego quickly hired a handful
of renowned professors to signal
other faculty that La Jolla was the
place to be. The first recruits included Maria Goeppert-Mayer, a
German-born theoretical physicist
whose discoveries about the nucleus of atoms would help revolutionize everything from weaponry to
power generation. Her contribution
earned her a share of the 1963
Nobel Prize in physics. She was the
first woman in the U.S. to win that
prize. The San Diego Union-Tribune
responded with a now-infamous
headline: “S.D. Mother Wins Nobel
Physics Prize.” Fifty-five years
would pass before another woman
won the Nobel in physics.

Olivia Graeve
When astronauts return to the
moon, they may be flying in a
spacecraft made safer by Olivia
Graeve. The UC San Diego engineer
designs new materials that are
meant to withstand extreme environments. She developed and

Ayana Elizabeth
Johnson
Not long ago, the wondrous Caribbean island of Barbuda did little to
protect its coral reefs and manage
its fish populations. Today it does
a great deal through programs
that Ayana Elizabeth Johnson
helped to shape after she earned a
doctorate at UC San Diego’s Scripps Institution of Oceanography. It
was a first step in her rapid rise as
an influential voice in sustainable
fishing and ocean conservation.
Johnson went on to found and lead
Ocean Collectiv, a La Jolla conservation consultancy. She also
founded the Urban Ocean Lab, a
think tank that helps coastal cities.
And she played a key role in organizing the 2017 March for Science, which drew more than 1 million
participants worldwide.

Flossie Wong-Staal
It’s impossible to count how
many lives she’s saved, but the
number is enormous. Flossie
Wong-Staal helped identify the
cause of AIDS in 1983 while
working at the National Cancer
Institute. A short time later, she
became the first scientist to
clone HIV, then finished mapping
the virus genetically. In 1990,
Wong-Staal joined the UC San
Diego faculty, doing landmark
research that has helped fight
HIV/AIDS. She also helped turn
UCSD’s Center for AIDS Research
into a research power, and
greatly advanced the field of
gene therapy. The ChineseAmerican virologist retired from
UCSD in 2002 but has remained
active in science and was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame in 2019.

Kate Sessions
Balboa Park is so lush it’s hard to
believe it was once a bland patch
of land. Many people infused it

with life. But none was more important than Kate Sessions, a
botanist and horticulturalist who
leased part of the park as a growing field in the late 1800s. Sessions planted a variety of trees,
ranging from oak to cypress to
eucalyptus. She also brought in
jacaranda, and helped found the
San Diego Floral Association. Her
work earned Sessions the nickname “Mother of Balboa Park.”
The honor was about more than
beauty. Sessions also studied
plants and chronicled how they
grew and changed, bringing her
worldwide attention in the scientific community. In 1939, the year
before she died, the American
Genetic Association honored
Sessions with the Frank N. Meyer
medal, one of the most coveted
honors in plant genetics.

Shirley Meng
Everyone knows that batteries
die. But were you aware that they
first become “sick”? That’s the
word that Shirley Meng uses to
describe what happens when
batteries stop holding a charge. It
is a poorly understood process.
But Meng has been making important discoveries about the
phenomenon at UC San Diego,
where she is director of the Sustainable Power and Energy Center. Meng, a nano-engineer, specializes in creating new tools and
techniques for visualizing, in
real-time, what’s happening as a
battery fails. Her work is meant to
improve everything from smartphone service to the range of
self-driving cars. Meng — who is
known as the “battery doctor” —
also founded Super 8 Technologies, a company that is developing battery technology that
could be used by the military and
in space exploration.

Carol Padden
Some linguists used to pointedly
question whether American Sign
Language, or ASL, is a genuine
language. Padden helped establish
that ASL is not only legitimate, but
that it is a very precise, complex
and expressive way of communicating. Padden, who is deaf, has
done similar work on Al-Sayyid
Bedouin Sign Language. She’s
made her contributions as a linguistics researcher and communications professor at UC San Diego.
She also is dean of the Division of
Social Sciences, UCSD’s largest
program. In 2010, Padden was
honored for her work by being
named a MacArthur “Genius”
Fellow. She continues to operate a
research lab, something rarely
done by high-ranking university
administrators.

GARY ROBBINS U-T

Sources: UC San Diego, San Diego State University, NASA, J. Craig Venter Institute, Wikipedia,
MacArthur Foundation, New York Times,
Los Angeles Times, San Diego Union-Tribune

Have we missed
someone?
We’ve compiled this list of
women who have made significant and substantial contributions to the San Diego community in science and research.
Do you know of someone else
who should be included?
Tell us about her at
sandiegouniontribune.com/
phenomenal-women
This project was inspired by the
Women’s Museum of California,
which helped with valuable
research to the journalists who
prepared this project.

Display in your home or office window to show appreciation to those
putting their own lives on the line for the rest of us during this pandemic.
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scientists and
researchers!
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