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Sculptor introduces 
students to new 
design techniques

         lthough his career pulled him
          off campus 20 years ago, 
           Micajah Bienvenu is now back
             making art at Whitman. 
 When he was a 19-year-old art 
student, an acquaintance took one of 
his sculptures to a gallery in Seattle; 
the gallery offered to show his work.
 “I sold out the first show and never 
looked back,” said Bienvenu. In 
fact, a collector recently bought the 
first piece Bienvenu ever made at 
Whitman for $10,000. 
 Now, his work is displayed in 
galleries and elsewhere all along 
the West Coast from Alaska to San 
Diego. Last year, Bienvenu offered 
to donate one of his pieces to the 
College, and President Cronin 
arranged to buy another, bring-
ing two new sculptures to campus, 
tentatively titled Triumphant Arc and 
Pirouette. Students and faculty will 
soon determine more permanent 
titles for the pieces.
 Currently, several art students are 
collaborating with Bienvenu on the 
design of a third campus sculpture. 
The group has brainstormed several 
possible shapes based on natural 
elements. “I think that’s a really good 

way to teach, to show students how a 
professional does it,” said Bienvenu. 
 A visiting Whitman student from 
Walla Walla High School, Greg 
Hansen, sat in on Bienvenu’s tutorial. 
“I was interested in how he trans-
lated something into sculpture using 
technology,” Hansen said, adding 
that many of the proposed designs 
followed Bienvenu’s abstract, fluid 
style. “We were trying to design 
something related to the direction of 
the wind,” added Jaimes Valdez, ’03, 
who is currently working as a techni-
cal assistant to the art department.
 Bienvenu’s early work was mostly 
representational. He hammered 
metal into complex curves represent-
ing salmon, heron, and other wildlife. 
His art found its way into museums 
and galleries — successes he attri-
butes to “working hard.” Five years 
ago he began pioneering computer- 
aided sculpture design and fabrica-
tion, a process that only a handful of 
sculptors use today. In his current 
work, Bienvenu uses artificial 
diamond sandpaper on stainless steel 
to create interwoven calligraphy-like 
patterns and translate emotions into 
three-dimensional forms. 
 Students who attended Bienvenu’s 
workshop were encouraged to 
experiment with his digital design 
techniques. “The use of computers 
puts a whole new spin on the produc-
tion of art and on the artist’s touch,” 
said Amber Shay, ’04. 

 During his 22-year career as a 
sculptor, Bienvenu has seen a change 
not only in his own style, but in the 
artistic landscape. “There has been 
a shift away from conceptual and 
ephemeral work,” observed Bien-
venu of modern sculpture, adding 
that, “more permanent, civic work 
has been embraced.” 
 Bienvenu is on the board of the 
Westcott Bay Institute on San Juan 
Island. The institute has a 19-acre 
sculpture garden with more than 
90 sculptures. He hopes to interest 
Whitman students and faculty in visit-
ing the garden and submitting their 
work to the project. 
     — Jeff Ives, ’04
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and other scientists super-
vised deflating the airbags, 
setting up the rover’s wheels 
and maneuvering it into 
position to roll off its landing 
pod onto Martian soil, often 
to the accompaniment of 
tongue-in-cheek music selec-
tions, including The Beatles’ 
“Good Morning, Good 
Morning,” and Bob Marley’s 
“Get Up, Stand Up.”
 At all points thus far in 
the mission, systems and 
programs worked better 
than dreamed, Manning 
said.
 Working with teams of 
scientists, designers and 
engineers has been the most 
enjoyable aspect of his work 
on the project.
 “I love it when people 
click, and you all start think-
ing as a single brain,” he 
said. “That’s a thrill. I feel 
more like a coach than a 
manager.”
 The man who once spent 
hours studying beneath a 
portrait of Chief Joseph in 
Penrose Library and regu-
larly hitchhiked to Spout 
Springs Ski Resort said his 
work on the Mars mission 
is not yet over. After landing 
Opportunity on January 24, 
he will help manage some of 
the surface exploration proj-
ects, maneuvering what he 
called the ultimate remote-
control vehicle.
 “I never had a remote-
control vehicle. I always 
wanted one but I’ve always 
been too busy,” he said, 
chuckling. “Now I have 
two.”’
 Spirit and Opportunity 
[were] scheduled to conduct 
experiments for the next 90 
days on Mars. Asked what 
he plans to do when the 
mission wraps, Manning 
laughed. “All I know is I’d 
like not to work that hard 
for a while,” he said. “I’d like 
to take some time off and 
take a real vacation with my 
family.”

Sojourner onto the planet’s 
surface. “Pathfinder was a 
demo,” he said. “We had to 
do that first to find out if it 
was accessible. Pathfinder 
was the poor man’s geolo-
gist. . . . These are rovers 
with PhDs.”
 Manning said the focus 
on the $820 million Spirit 
and Opportunity rovers has 
been much more intense 
than Pathfinder, which 
he called an “under the 
radar” mission. Spirit and 
Opportunity employ more 
sophisticated technology 
and an array of new instru-
ments, all packed onto a 
six-wheeled remote-control 
vehicle the size of a golf 
cart.
 “To get it all to fit we 
kind of had to use origami 
techniques,” Manning said. 
“The mechanical complex-
ity of it vastly exceeds 
Pathfinder.”
 Manning said he was 
“one of the instigators” of 
the Mars rover mission, 
developing the idea in 1997 
with fellow engineers. They 
shelved their proposal 
until April 2000, when they 
dusted it off and submitted 
it for funding consideration.
 “Much to our shock, it 
was accepted,” he said.
 Manning and his fellow 
engineers thought they 
could build on the Path-
finder work, but instead 
found themselves develop-
ing new equipment, instru-
ments and software capable 
of more accurate work over 
longer periods of time than 
the initial probes.
 “There’s a lot more 
science associated with the 
rover missions,” he said.
 Manning said working 
on two vehicles provided 
some benefits. The teams 
were able to test assump-
tions and design ideas.
 “If we’d only had one 
vehicle, we’d never have 
made it,” Manning said.
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toRob Manning, ’80, 
engineers Spirit 
landing on Mars

By Cathy Grimes, 
Walla Walla Union-Bulletin, 
January 15, 2004

T he man who guided 
the Mars rover Spirit 
to a landing in the red 

planet’s Gusev Crater on 
January 3 said his years at 
Whitman College helped 
him land in the mission’s 
driver’s seat.
 Rob Manning, ’80, chief 
engineer with NASA’s Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory 
in Pasadena, California, 
said the self-discipline and 
study skills he developed at 
Whitman led to fulfilling his 
dream of becoming a space 
engineer.
 The skills he gained in 
college before graduating 
in 1980 led to his career at 
the laboratory and his high 
profile work on the Mars 
mission. Manning, 45, is the 
entry, descent and landing 
manager for the Mars explo-
ration mission’s rovers. He 
supervised Spirit’s success-
ful landing and [was] at the 
helm when Opportunity 
[headed] to the Meridiani 
Planum on the other side of 
the planet January 24.
 Speaking from the 
laboratory on Wednesday 
[January 14], Manning said 
the past 10 days have been 
hectic, stressful “and a kick 
in the butt. It’s an experi-
ence and a half.”
 It’s also the culmina-
tion of three years’ frenetic 
design and testing activ-
ity performed under 
close scrutiny. Past Mars 
missions have had a spotty 
record of success. Manning 
was chief flight engineer 
for the Pathfinder mission 
in 1997, one of the more 
successful missions, which 
sent a small rover named 
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 In fact, scientists built 
six rovers. They sent 
Spirit and Opportunity 
to Mars and used the 
remaining vehicles to test 
instruments, software and 
mechanical systems almost 
around the clock. He said 
the high visibility and focus 
on looming deadlines made 
the work more difficult.
 “The pressure to do 
it right made something 
wonderful and exciting 
much harder. . . . It was 
not fun. We were on a tight 
time line,” he said. “There 
was no time to stop and 
appreciate people’s work, 
no time to acknowledge 
accomplishments. We 
worked right through 
lunches.”
 They also worked 
through evenings, week-
ends, holidays and vaca-
tions. Manning said his 

greatest satisfaction so far 
is knowing his team’s work 
finally is seeing the payoff 
for their sacrifices.
 “We didn’t finish testing 
software until late Novem-
ber,” Manning said. “We 
didn’t get it loaded onto the 
rover until December, just 
weeks before the sched-
uled landing.
 “The software worked 
perfectly,” he said. “I’m 
very proud of these people. 
To see everything they’ve 
worked for happen is 
incredible.”
 Spirit hit the planet’s 
surface encased in a nest 
of airbags much like a 
spittlebug surrounded by 
bubbles. . . . Manning said 
the rover bounced 28 times, 
travelling about 990 yards 
before coming to a stop.
 Over the past 12 days 
[January 2-14] Manning 

Rob Manning demonstrates the Mars lander.
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Life in the Whitman community is 
personifi ed by these traditions and 
many others.

Contributing to the College is another 
proud tradition. Over 85 percent of 
all alumni have contributed at some 
time to the Whitman annual fund, a 
remarkable record.

Faculty mentors, Choral Contest, sunny afternoons on Ankeny 
Field, late night debates on the meaning of life . . .

It’s a tradition handed down from 
those who value their own extra-
ordinary liberal arts education and 
wish to make it available to the next 
generation of students.

It’s a tradition worthy of your 
participation, a cause worthy of 
your generosity. 

To make your gift, return the envelope enclosed in this issue of the Whitman magazine, or 
go to www.whitman.edu and click on “Give Online.” For information, contact Barbara Saxe 
Stubblefi eld, ’66, director of the Whitman Fund, 1-800-835-9448, ext. 2. 

The Whitman 
Collection

Pat Herman Grainger, ’52, is the author of a new book 
titled Railway Rookeries, published in August 2003. It 

contains stories of the Melbourne and Hobson’s Bay Railway 
Reserves in Port Melbourne.

John “Larry” Rector, 
’65, is the author of 

History of Chile, published 
in 2003 by Greenwood 
Press. The book traces Chilean history from the indigenous 
peoples to the democratic transition after the Pinochet 
dictatorship.

The Fractal Murders by Mark Cohen, ’80, was purchased 
by Mysterious Press, a division of Time-Warner, and 

will be released in hardcover in May. The book, which is set 
partly at Whitman and in Walla Walla, came out in paperback 
in 2002. It was named a Book Sense Top 10 Mystery and has 
received high praise from critics. Mark is still “the only full-
time lawyer in Nederland, Colorado.” (See Births.)

E v e n t s

L e w i s  a n d  C l a r k  i n  M o n t a n a  

a n d  I d a h o ,  J u n e  2 0 - 2 8 ,  2 0 0 4

 More than a vacation trip, this expedition along the Lewis 

and Clark trail is an opportunity to discover fi rst-hand what 

the explorers experienced. Led by Professor of History 

Emeritus Tom Edwards, Professor of Geology John Winter, 

and Visiting Professor of Environmental Humanities Don 

Snow, it offers as well a chance to develop insights into the 

long-term effects the Corps of Discovery had on the American 

West and on our sense of place in nature. 

 The Whitman group will follow the Corps of Discovery 

westward from the Great Falls of the Missouri, across the 

Continental Divide, and to Lolo Hot Springs, returning on the 

explorers’ homeward route over Lewis and Clark Pass. Visits 

to art and history museums and a jet-boat ride into the Gates 

of the Mountains are included.

Cost: $2,150 per person, double occupancy; single supplement, $375. 

Includes transportation during the tour, activities, and most meals.

For information about trips and events, contact 
the Alumni House at 1-800-835-9448, ext. 1; 
or 509-527-5167; email hoglund@whitman.edu; 
or visit www.whitman.edu/alumni.  

In 1991, Whitman history profes-
sor David Schmitz was among 

the fi rst American scholars invited 
by the Vietnamese government 
to visit that country. Last January, 
he returned to Vietnam leading 
33 alumni, parents, and friends of 
Whitman College (as well as current 
student Joe Heacock, ’04) on the 
alumni offi ce-sponsored Vietnam 

Professor Schmitz leads Whitman tour of Vietnam

Vietnam vets Dave Morris, ’67, left, and Charlie Phillips, ’67, 
right, meet with an NLF veteran as they visit the Cu Chi tunnels, 
an underground network that sheltered villagers and communist 
soldiers during the war. 

History and Culture Tour. The 
group included two alumni, Dave 
Morris and Charlie Phillips, who 
served in Vietnam during the war 
and were returning for the fi rst 
time since the 1970s. 
 The Whitman group landed in 
Ho Chi Minh City and traveled north 
over 11 days to Hanoi. The experi-
ence included assigned reading and 

lectures by Profes-
sor Schmitz in a 
variety of venues, 
companioned with 
lectures by Vietnam-
ese historians. 
 A visit to the 
tunnels of Cu Chi 

included a lecture by a National 
Liberation Front veteran who had 
lived in the tunnels during the war. 
The Whitman group also toured 
Danang, My Son, Hue Hoi An, the 
DMZ, and Ha Long Bay.
 Interest in the tour was high, 
and spaces fi lled a year in advance, 
as often happens with alumni trips, 
said trips coordinator Margaret 
Hoglund. 
 Professor Schmitz has taught a 
course on America in Vietnam since 
he arrived at Whitman in 1985, and 
it is regularly fi lled to capacity. Four 
former students participated in the 
alumni trip. Schmitz is currently 
writing a book on the Tet Offensive. 

O n  C a m p u s    
Spring Visitors Day I, 
April 3. 

Whitman Undergraduate 
Conference, April 6. 
Students present indepen-
dent study, thesis research, 
and creative projects.

Spring Visitors Day II, 
April 17. 

Spring Reunion Week-
end, April 22-25. 
Reunions of the classes of 
1964, 1968, 1969, and 1970.

50th Reunion of the 
Class of 1954 and 
Commencement 
Weekend, May 20-23. 
Commencement address 
by Michael Ignatieff, Carr 
Professor of Human Rights 
Policy, Harvard University.

Summer College, June 
13-19. Seminars and 
workshops for alumni, 
parents, and friends.

Fall Reunion 
Weekend, October 
1-3. Reunions of the 
classes of 1979, 1988, 
1989, 1990, and 1994.

Tr i p s  & 
To u r s
Lewis and Clark: 
June 20-28.
The Oregon Coast: 
July 5-9. With profes-
sors Paul Yancey and Pat 
Spencer and biology 
research associate Sue 
Weiler.
The Oregon Shake-
speare Festival: August 
6-8. With Professor Ed 
Foster. The group will see 
Shakespeare’s Much Ado 
About Nothing, King Lear, 
The Comedy of Errors, and 
Henry VI, Parts Two and 
Three, and The Royal Family 
by George S. Kaufman and 
Edna Ferber. 


