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I was just a freshman studying mechanical engineering at Tufts 
University, looking for a job to get some experience. I grew 
up in Falmouth and knew some people at WHOI. So I talked 
with some of the engineers, and they hired me as intern in the 
summer of 2011.

That summer, I did a lot of hands-on jobs, just getting 
familiar with systems. I knew nothing about Alvin going 
into this and nothing about oceanographic engineering, 
except some basic physics from freshman year. My first task 
was taking an inventory of implodable items on the outside 
of the sub, like lights and cameras. I was taught how to 
inspect them. My boss would say, ‘Be careful with that, it’s 
worth a quarter of a million dollars.’ Eventually, I got more 
responsibility and helped the engineers with pressure-testing 
hundreds of blocks of syntactic foam for the sub.

I was hired back for the summer of 2012. That’s when I 
got into some design work. Over the winter, Mike Skow-
ronski and Brian Durante made a physical prototype of the 
birdcage. That’s the framework for the internal arrangement 
of the all equipment to go inside the sphere. It was a close 
approximation, but not quite right. The actual birdcage, 
when it sits inside the sphere, is secured by studs in all 
directions, so it’s evenly suspended. Their physical model sat 
on the ground, and it sort of did this egging thing, where 
it sank a little bit of its own weight and bulged out. So it 
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looked like there was more room on the sides and less room 
on top. They needed a drawing that the machine shop could 
use to make the real birdcage that would go in the sphere.

So they had me start making a CAD [computer-assisted 
design] model. It was a really daunting task trying to fit all 
these complicated shapes into a sphere. There were hundreds 
of parts to work with—all connected to one another and 
only secured to a few studs on the frame. If one thing was 
off, it would cascade through the whole thing and not fit.

So many people were involved in this. Mike and Brian 
made the prototype, other electrical guys were doing their 
part. The pilots were interfacing throughout the whole 
process. A lot of people were teaching me and reviewing my 
work. The basic modeling I did helped produce drawings 
that the machine shop worked with to build things that 
other people were installing. Communication was critical 
for everyone involved, because there were a lot details, and if 
one got dropped, it was a problem.

I expected my first internship to be getting coffee and 
doing menial tasks to get a foot in the door and get some 
references. So when I was thrown into actually helping the en-
gineers model the birdcage, it was a big surprise—and one of 
the most rewarding experiences for me. Working on Alvin is a 
rare opportunity. I’m looking for another cool opportunity like 
that, but it’s going to hard to find one. I really lucked out. p
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