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On a cool spring morning in the mountains of 
southwest Washington, 12-year old Cathy Cahill, 
on a family road trip from home in California, 
helped her dad set scientific instruments around 
the base of trembling Mount St. Helens. A few 
days later, the volcano blew up, smothering two 
of his four ash collectors. When he gathered 
the survivors, Cathy’s father found a downwind 
sampler overflowing with ash laced with chlorine. 
Tom Cahill of the University of California, Davis, 
wrote a paper on this surprising result.

Tom’s teenage daughter was not a co-author on 
her dad’s Mt. St. Helens paper, but since then her 
name has appeared next to his in a few journals. 
Driven by the opportunities and problems that 
emerge in a land often cloaked in wildfire smoke 
or hazy with volcanic ash, Cathy, 44, continues 
to stamp her own impression on the field of 
atmospheric science.

The University of Alaska Fairbanks professor 
has captured and examined the particulates 
floating in the air breathed by U.S. servicemen 
and women in far-off deserts and in the air 
above urban battlefields. She has gathered air 
samples from Afghanistan to the Aleutian island 
of Adak. She has invented an air-sensing system 


