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Curriculum Vitae

On the 25th of July 1995, I was born to two Irish parents, Ann and Rob, living
in Manchester, England at the time. My sister Niamh, two years older than
me, was naturally less than pleased with this development. At the turn of
the millennium, my parents came to their senses and moved the family back
to Dublin, Ireland, just in time for New Years Eve. I attended St. Fiachras
primary school in Beaumont from 2000 to 2008. I had average maths skills
and terrible handwriting, traits that I have carried with me to today.

Just after turning 13, I began secondary school at Ard Scoil Rís in Marino.
I can recall in my second year, during science class, a student’s book falling
from their desk to the floor. As they began to pick up the book, my teacher,
Mr O’Connor, stopped them. He explained that their book was trying to get
to the centre of the earth, but the floor was stopping it. So long as the book
lay where it was, it could not fall any more, so better to just leave it alone. I
had never considered the force of gravity in quite those terms before. I believe
that this was the moment that I became interested in physics. I graduated
from Ard Scoil Rís in 2013 after completing my Leaving Certificate exams,
obtaining 470 out of 625 possible points, enough to secure my place in the
General Science degree at Dublin City University, more commonly referred to
as DCU.

I was open to pursuing either physics or biology when I began my bachelor’s
degree. The practical lab sessions thoroughly convinced me that I was not cut
out to deal with petri dishes, and I gladly opted to specialise in Physics and
Astronomy for the remainder of my degree. I graduated in the Autumn of
2017 with first class honours.

I was not sure what I wanted to do, or be, following my bachelor’s degree.
I lived with two friends in Chicago in the summer of 2017, working in the old
town as a waiter at the Italian restaurant Orso’s. I spent the following year
tutoring students in maths, physics and biology, and teaching science courses
to young children on weekends at my former university, DCU.
My time was mostly occupied with playing Tony Hawks Underground on
Playstation 2. Understandably, the novelty of having near infinite free time
soon became a burden. More than anything, I wanted to move out and find
my own place. I did what many twenty-somethings do when they are lacking
direction, I started applying for Master’s degrees. I thought I could kill two
birds with one stone by applying outside of Ireland, where rent may be more
affordable. Almost immediately I received an invitation from the University
of Amsterdam to enrol in their Science for Energy and Sustainability Mas-
ter’s programme. I had felt a growing disconnect to astronomy in this time,
and sought a more practical application of my skills. However, with virtually
no savings and therefore no feasible way of affording a two year Master’s in
The Netherlands’ most expensive city, I declined the invitation, determined to
re-apply the following year with a healthier bank balance.

I gained employment working for Irish Water, the state water utility com-
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pany. Hired initially as a graduate engineer, I quickly became useful as the
only person in the office with any programming experience. I learned how to
write in Visual Basic for Applications, or VBA, the language used to interact
with Microsoft Office applications, like Excel. Informally, I became the of-
fice data engineer, automating and optimising the application process through
which contractors apply for work through Irish Water. I can remember during
lunch one afternoon, reading about the Event Horizon Telescope taking the
first picture of a black hole. I realised that myself and astronomy hadn’t actu-
ally broken up, I just needed some space. When applications for UvA opened
again, I applied for the astronomy programme.

My partner Jessie and I moved from Dublin to Amsterdam in the late
summer of 2019. We had managed to thread the needle, both enrolling in
Master’s programmes at UvA at the same time. We had found a beautiful
apartment next to Vondel Park. We watched the first half of All the President’s
Men before falling asleep on our first night there. The first six months of
living in Amsterdam were intense and exhilarating. Discovering Amsterdam,
meeting new friends, doing my own laundry, it was an era of firsts. My degree
was ultimately impacted by Covid 19, with the majority taking place strictly
online. I finished my degree with the conclusion of my Master’s research
project, studying the variability of massive stars in M17, supervised by Dr.
Annelotte Derkink and Prof. Lex Kaper. For the first time, I received a glimpse
into what observational astronomy looked like. The reduction and analysis of
those optical spectra from the William Herschel Telescope completely rewired
my brain. I realised that I wasn’t nearly ready to stop. Despite my continued
protestations throughout my degree that I would not pursue a PhD, I found
myself feverishly applying in the Autumn of 2020.

I was offered a position at Leiden University, working with Prof. Bernhard
Brandl and Dr. Guido De Marchi. The research would consist of brand new
JWST observations from NIRSpec and MIRI focusing on star formation in
large clusters. This project was by far the one that I wanted most, and it
goes without saying that I’m glad their first choice turned it down. I moved
from Amsterdam to Leiden in Autumn of 2021. My time at Leiden has been
blissful. I adore the city. I consider myself fortunate that my experience at
the observatory has been overwhelmingly positive. The cohort of Master’s
students, PhD candidates and Post-docs makes it an extremely lively environ-
ment which I am going to dearly miss. My PhD research morphed and evolved
organically over the four years, sliding from star formation, to protoplanetary
disks and stellar accretion, to the impact of the external environment on star
and planet formation. Bernhard and Guido were flexible and understanding
with the direction my PhD took. They provided guidance when it was needed,
while allowing me to make mistakes that would teach me important lessons.
I was encouraged to submit a JWST Cycle 3 proposal following an exciting
meeting with Dr. Olivier Berné at STScI in Baltimore. This program was ac-
cepted, and I view this as probably the most important milestone of my PhD.
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It changed my perspective on what I was capable of achieving in astronomy,
and provided me with enough confidence to apply for fellowships to pursue my
own independent research following my PhD.

At the end of 2025 I will begin a position at STScI as an ESA research
fellow. My Cycle 3 program will make up a large fraction of my research there.
The inception of that program came about from a chance encounter at STScI
two years earlier. This full circle moment brings me a lot of joy whenever I
think about it.
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