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By Mark Noack

A 
Google executive is 
threatening to sue the 
city of Mountain View 

after he twisted his knee at a 
2017 ballet performance at the 
Center for Performing Arts. 
 Los Altos resident Steven 
Muller, 38, 
who heads 
business devel-
opment for 
Google Play, is 
seeking more 
than $130,000 
in damages, 
mainly for lost 
pay resulting 
from the inju-
ry, which he 
blames the city 
for causing. 
 In December 2017, Muller and 
his family had box-seat tickets 
to watch Western Ballet’s per-
formance of “The Nutcracker,” 
according to the complaint filed 
with the city. But when the fam-
ily of four arrived at their box, 
they saw there were only three 
chairs. 
 Muller went to an usher to 
complain, but he was told he 
could get his own chair. Even-
tually an usher did bring over a 
chair, but it was left at the top of 
the flight of stairs, Muller said 
in the complaint. He started to 
carry the wooden chair, which 
he described as heavy, down the 
stairs to his box, but he slipped 
on one of the stairs and twisted 
his knee. 
 Doctors found the cartilage 
at Muller’s knee joint had been 

torn, according to his com-
plaint. He later underwent knee 
surgery and tried acupunc-
ture, chiropractors and physical 
therapy. Prior to this accident, 
Muller was “physically in perfect 
shape,” said his attorney, Mat-
thew Haberkorn. 
 In his complaint, Muller says 

that he need-
ed to take 14 
days of paid 
time off from 
his job, which 
cost him a total 
of $53,500, he 
claims. Addi-
tionally, he is 
seeking $45,000 
for pain and 
s u f f e r i n g , 
and an extra 
$25,000 for the 

added burden on his wife. 
 Actual medical costs so far 
have totaled only $11,850, but 
that expense could increase with 
further treatment, his attorney 
said. 
 Those costs are the responsi-
bility of Mountain View because 
the city was in charge of staffing 
ushers for this performance, 
Haberkorn said. 
 The Mountain View City 
Council was scheduled to review 
Muller’s claim in closed session 
at its May 1 meeting. If the city 
declines the claim, Haberkorn 
said he is ready to file a lawsuit 
against the city and Western 
Ballet, which is identified in the 
claim by its legal name, Palo 
Alto Ballet. V

Email Mark Noack  
at mnoack@mv-voice.com.

COURTESY OF NASA AMES

Lynn Rothschild, a NASA Ames researcher, is a pioneer in the field of astrobiology. She’s studying a 
type of fungus that could be used to grow building materials for a future colony on Mars. 
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By Mark Noack

T
aking a page from the 
Smurfs, future astro-
nauts colonizing the 

surface of Mars could be 
building their domiciles out of 
mushrooms. 
 Specifically, research biolo-
gists at NASA Ames are look-
ing to the surprisingly versatile 
properties of mycelium — the 
fibrous, fuzzy-looking strands 
of fungus that you might find 
growing in your yogurt if you 
leave it out for too long. 
 Mold and countless other 
fungi all have mycelium, which 
grow rapidly like plant roots 

in search of nutrients and 
reproduction. In recent years, 
mycologists (that is, fungus 
researchers), have been tout-
ing a range of new products 
that can be made from myce-
lium, including packing foam, 
plastics and building materials 
similar to particle board.
 The fungal products are 
more than just novelties. In 
fact, some of the significant 
advantages of these mycelium-
made materials are being dem-
onstrated here on Earth. 
 Cleveland-based architect 
Chris Maurer first began 
experimenting with design-
ing houses that incorporated 

mycelium-built plywood in 
their walls. This so-called 
myco-architecture is fire resis-
tant, and it also can also 
provide insulation for the 
home. Taking the idea further, 
he incorporated mycelium to 
cleanse wastewater, even let-
ting some grow into mush-
rooms to provide a ready food 
source. 
 Maurer’s idea was to use 
myco-architecture as a sustain-
able shelter for refugees in Afri-
ca, especially in resource-sparse 
areas affected by climate change. 
 “What I love about these 

By Kevin Forestieri

T
he Los Altos School Dis-
trict is dusting off plans 
to make major improve-

ments at schools across the dis-
trict, modernizing classrooms, 
creating tech-savvy f lexible 
group spaces, chucking out old 
portables and installing solar 
panels at each campus.

 There’s just one snag: the dis-
trict may not have the money 
to complete a single one of the 
projects. With so little set in 
stone in the district’s long-term 
quest to buy land and build a 
10th school, it’s possible that 
bond money will dry up before 
the district can pursue projects 
at its existing schools.
 The 65-page report, presented 

to the school board April 23, lays 
out over $207 million in poten-
tial upgrades to the district’s 
schools including improvements 
to libraries and classrooms, 
facilities for extended-day kin-
dergartens and so-called “flex” 
rooms for STEM-focused activi-
ties. The plans also set aside 

Mushroom houses on Mars
NASA AMES RESEARCHER TEAMS WITH ARCHITECT TO STUDY FUNGI-BASED BUILDING MATERIALS

Los Altos district’s building plans 
fraught with uncertainty

MASTER PLAN EYES $200M IN IMPROVEMENTS, BUT NEW 10TH SITE COULD DEVOUR ENTIRE BUDGET

 See FUNGI, page 12

JAMES TENSUAN

Big upgrades to Egan Junior High School and other district schools 
may be put on hold if the Los Altos School District purchases land for a 
10th school site.

Muller says that he 

needed to take 14 

days of paid time off 

from his job, which 

cost him a total of 

$53,500.

 See LASD, page 6
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Clayton E. Fox passed away 

peacefully in Mountain View  on 

Feb 4, 2018. He was 84.

A memorial service will be held 

on Saturday, May 12th at 2pm at 

Spangler Mortuary, 799 Castro 

Street in Mountain View.

In lieu of flowers, please make 

donations to Pets in Need, 871 

Fifth Ave, Redwood City, 94063.
P A I D  O B I T U A R Y

Clayton E. Fox

biomaterials is we can use it in a 
minimal resource environment,” 
Maurer said. “Mycelium might 
look light and fluffy, but it can 
grow at an explosive rate and 
even go through rock or asphalt.” 
 His work caught the attention 
of Lynn Rothschild, a NASA 
Ames researcher who pioneered 
the field of astrobiology. Roths-
child just happened to be finish-
ing up similar work on the advan-
tages of biomaterials. Hearing 
about Maurer’s work, she realized 
that fungus could be a substantial 
improvement over the heavy 
materials that would have to be 
transported to build habitats 
on Mars. Both of them are now 
partnering on the new study. 
 In basic terms, Rothschild 
envisions future astronauts being 
able to essentially grow their 
building materials as needed 
on Mars, rather than lugging it 
from Earth. This would require 
some rubber bags for the spores 
to grow in, but these could be 
stowed in a fraction of the space 
that it would take to bring gird-
ers, beams or other materials 
from Earth. She anticipates some 
type of lightweight hollow plas-
tic shell could be brought from 
Earth, and the mycelium could 
be used to fill it out its frame-
work, sort of like drywall. 
 With just a little bit of water 
and some type of feedstock, 
the spores could germinate in 
a couple days and fill out a con-
tainer. With heat and pressure, 
these fungal roots can then be 

compacted into durable materi-
als that could rival most cur-
rently available products.  
 Rothschild points out that 
packed mycelium boasts a com-
pression strength superior to 
lumber, and bend strength more 
robust than reinforced con-
crete. The material also shows 
promise to resist fire and small 
meteorites, and she is hoping 
it can even be bioengineered 
with pigments to shield against 
radiation.  
 Perhaps the biggest advantage 
for mycelium is its versatility. 
Based on how it’s grown and 
compacted, mycelium can pro-
duce leather-like fabrics or rigid 
material suitable for structural 
frames. Rothschild believes the 
enzymes normally excreted by 
mycelium could be engineered 
to produce bioplastics or latex 
materials. Even better, the prod-
ucts can later be broken down 
for fertilizer for farming. 
 “Of all the projects I’ve done, 
this is the one that has the 
clearest path to getting up and 
going,”  Rothschild said. “I really 
don’t think this is beyond our 
technological capabilities.” 
 Granted, there are still plenty 
of challenges with this concept 
that will need to be vetted. In 
particular, mycelium will need 
an ample supply of organic 
material to keep it growing. 
That’s a big problem on Mars, 
where there’s no known organic 
life — for now, at least.  
 A good workaround here is 
cyanobacteria, Rothschild said. 
This type of algae can gain nour-
ishment through photosynthesis, 

just like plants. The algae would 
be a convenient feedstock, but 
it also would be useful on Mars 
for other reasons, including that 
it produces oxygen and CO2. 
Even better, this algae can also 
be eaten by humans. 
 Rothschild is the first to 
admit that many questions still 
remain. With thousands, per-
haps millions of fungi species 
here on Earth, she isn’t sure 
which one would serve best on 
the red planet. It’s also unknown 
how exactly fungi would grow 
with Mars’ extremely low tem-
peratures, even when insulated.  
 For NASA, a big worry hang-
ing over this idea is what would 
happen if fungal spores some-
how escaped and contaminated 
Mars. What if this fungi ended 
up harming some unknown life 
on Mars? 
 “I’m an astrobiologist. If there 
was life on Mars, it would be 
one of the greatest tragedies to 
not be able to study it,” she said. 
“What we’re talking about would 
be double-enclosed, so there’s no 
chance of a spore getting out.” 
 In March, NASA announced 
Rothschild’s “myco-architec-
ture” study would be funded 
through the agency’s Innovative 
Advanced Concepts program, 
which is normally reserved for 
long-term research. This sum-
mer, Rothschild plans to work 
with about 15 graduate students 
on a proof of concept. 
 “I can’t predict where we’ll be in 
a year from now, but I think we’ll 
be a long distance,” she said.  V
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stretches the brain and only 
enhances what we are able to do, 
understand and communicate,” 
Miller said. “It is a rich experi-
ence that has cognitive and social 
benefits that are impossible to 
ignore.”
 Miller said she comes from a 
humble background, describ-
ing her upbringing in the small 
city of Danville, Virginia, where 
most of her family worked in a 
local cotton mill. After attending 
Virginia Tech, she said she stud-
ied Spanish linguistics as well 

as Spanish and Latin American 
literature at Florida State Uni-
versity with a goal of becoming 
a teacher. She eventually landed 
a teaching job in Charlotte.
 Miller said she could have 
fallen through the cracks in her 
hometown, but support from 
educators, family and commu-
nity members helped launch her 
into a successful career. That has 
shaped her outlook on educa-
tion, and she said her goal is to 
go the “extra mile” to make sure 
kids from all backgrounds are 
afforded the same opportunities.
 “My passion is in providing a 
rich, individualized educational 

experience for every child,” she 
said. “To give every child the 
opportunities he or she needs to 
have a full, happy, successful life.”
 From the outset, she said the 
district and the Mistral commu-
nity — families and staff alike — 
have been incredibly welcoming, 
and that she is excited to explore 
Mountain View and the “amaz-
ing” depth of culture in the area.
 “I’m looking forward to work-
ing closely with the community in 
order to continue building upon 
Mistral’s already strong dual-
immersion program,” she said. V
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deep-seated distrust of Natochy 
and the foundation’s human-
resources department, which is 
still an ongoing problem at the 
nonprofit, according to other 
employees.
 “I had to tell my staff: ‘I can’t 
tell you not to go to HR ... but 
you need to be careful about what 
you say to her because Daiva will 

share it with Mari Ellen,” Dupras 
said. “She had extra knowledge 
of what was going on, but with 
that extra level of access, I think 
people felt betrayed by her.”
 Natochy’s departure was 
announced in a letter sent to 
donors on Tuesday afternoon, 
May 1, by interim CEO Greg 
Avis. In the letter, Avis assured 
donors that the investigation, 
being conducted by outside legal 
counsel, would not be financed 

by individual donor advised 
funds. Funding will come direct-
ly from the foundation’s operat-
ing budget surplus and, if neces-
sary, from its reserves, Avis said.
 In 2017, SVCF celebrated its 
10th anniversary. The organiza-
tion has grown from controlling 
$1.4 billion in assets in 2007 to 
controlling more than $13.5 bil-
lion today. V
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