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T he Discovery Space Shuttle Commander, Eileen
Collins, has taken an unprecedented flight far from
the skies that overlook the lush river valley nestled

below Harris Hill in upstate New York where she once only
dreamed of soaring high. 

Image to left: Eileen Collins is pictured here at her kinder-
garten graduation from the Hoffman School (now closed) in
Elmira, New York, circa 1962. Credit: Family photo/NASA

As a child, Collins had fantasized about flight for as long
as she can remember. It was at summer camp one year in
Elmira, NY as she gazed upward at the nearby sailplanes
taking off and overriding the blue, when she determined
that her dream to fly would one day become her reality. 

Elmira, dubbed the ‘soaring capital of America,’ is known
for its rich history in flight and collection of period planes,
dating from the late 1890s to the late 20th century.

“My family never had the money to pay for flying lessons
or…even a ride in an airplane,” she said. “My desire to fly
just continued to build.”

Collins turned to books on vintage gliders built by the
winged Wright brothers to fighter planes in Vietnam, World
War I and II, which fueled her aviation passion but also
sharpened her knowledge of flight. At age 16, she began
working and saving her earnings, which would – three years
later – help establish her piloting future. “I had saved up
$1,000, and I took that to my local airport, at age 19,” Collins
said. “I asked them to teach me how to fly.”

Although shy and timid, she pursued flight training and
dismissed the premise that flying “was a guy thing” at the
time. Collins began military pilot training for the Air Force
in 1978, the same year that NASA opened the Shuttle pro-
gram to women.

The elite first class of women pilots who joined the ranks
of NASA’s Mission Specialist Astronauts inspired Collins to
dream bigger. She knew then that her natural love of histo-
ry, astronomy and geology coupled with her devotion to
flight made America’s space program the perfect fit for a
would-be astronaut such as herself.

More than the desire to soar the skies, though, challenge is
what charges Collins’ drive most. 

Image to left: Eileen Collins at her U.S. Air Force gradua-
tion in September 1979 at Vance Air Force Base in Enid, Okla.
The aircraft is a T-38. Credit: NASA

Hard work over fate brought her to NASA. She earned a
bachelor’s degree in mathematics and economics from
Syracuse University in 1978, a master’s in operations
research from Stanford University in 1986 and a master’s in
space systems management from Webster University in
1989.

NASA selected Collins to join America’s Astronaut Corps
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