Mars – The Voyage to a New Life

In the following paragraphs, I will review which astronomy topic(s) I chose to discuss with my friends and family, why I chose those certain individuals to participate in my conversation, the details of the conversation itself , and how my participants felt about the discussion overall once we had concluded. 


In preparing to host an astronomy discussion, I first had to do a little research and find a main topic. In my search to find the perfect topic, I decided to start with a list of the top ten astronomy stories of 2012. This way, my attendees had a better chance of hearing about at least one of the possible discussion topics.


Prior to meeting, I sent each of the participants an email that included a brief summary of the astronomy stories alluded to above. This was intended to give them an idea of what we might be discussing the following day. In addition to this, I also provided hard copies of the list to refresh their memories upon their arrival to my flat, which is where I chose to hold the discussion.  I chose my flat because it was the most convenient spot, since one of the attendees was coming over earlier for help with a project and another one lived with me. However, I didn’t only choose these particular individuals based on convenience alone, I also had their intellects in mind. Everyone that I invited keeps up with current events and happens to be a scientist, which was ideal for me, as it seemed likely that they would already have been familiar with some of the stories and could most likely maintain a scientifically literate and mutually entertaining discussion for a reasonable amount of time. In the end we had a lively discussion that lasted well over an hour.


In the beginning, our conversation got off to a slow start. First, everyone came in, sat down, and began to review the list.  Afterwards, there was a bit of uneasiness. With so many broad topics available for discussion there was a bit of difficulty selecting one that everyone felt comfortable talking about. After much debate, we settled on the story about the latest NASA mission involving the Curiosity rover entitled, “Curiosity tastes Martian dust.” (Astronomy.com Staff, 2012)  The article was about how the Mars rover landing was successful, what the “Seven Minutes of Terror” was, and how for the first time ever, they were able to collect a tablespoon sized sample from the core of Mar’s flat rocks. (NASA, 2012)  I wasn’t very up to date on what the “Seven Minutes of Terror” was, so Bill (participant #1) explained how it had to do with the landing and the time that it took to get the feedback from the Rover. Since my flat screen was connected to my computer at the moment, he brought up a little 5 minute documentary on NASA’s website called “Curiosity's Seven Minutes of Terror”, which we all proceeded to watch. 


After viewing the video, Klaudia (participant #2) chimed in to ask if any of us had heard about the recent stories about the mission to Mars. Following some quick investigating, we found that there is already a website set up where people can sign up for a one-way trip to Mars. This idea had everyone’s interest peaked, and from that moment on the conversation become very fluid.


Discussing what they had already heard about this story, the other attendees began to dive into the details.  From their understandings, I gathered that the mission was being privately funded, with the end goal of establishing a human colony on Mars. When I asked what the driving force for such an endeavor might be, the others suggested that the mission was a necessary step in preparation for a time when our planet may no longer be inhabitable. Neither saw colonization of Mars as an end-game solution, but rather viewed its successful formation in a manner analogous to learning how to ride a bike with training wheels, such that we will be better prepared for the challenges future space pioneers might face when landing on foreign planets far beyond the reach of communication with earth. After mentioning how I wasn’t really up to date with this project, having only seen a short article on space.com with a short video clip of what the colony would look like, Bill pulled up a segment of Science Friday that he had recently listened to, called “Simulating the Red Planet, on the Pale Blue Dot.” (Flatow, 2013) Given the speed of the internet and the shortness of the clip (~15 minutes), he suggested that we just give it a listen rather than trying to slowly summarize the discussion. All in agreement, we sat back and listened to the discussion about how researchers plan to prepare people for the trip to Mars; from preparing fancy astronaut food to understanding how people react to the simulations they’ve constructed in places such as, Russia, Hawaii, and Alaska.


After the radio program ended, my initial response was, “Wow! Would you go? And why or why not?” I just couldn’t imagine going through all the years of preparation, just to spend the rest of my life in confinement on a planet of red dust. Everyone’s response was the same. It was a unanimous NO! We all brought up our reasons for not going: Not only would the trip there be long and difficult, but you’d be stuck on Mars for the rest of your life, with no chance of return! It would get lonely, you’d be largely isolated from humanity, and this seemed quite likely to become depressing after a while. If you get angry at someone, you can’t just hop in your car, or jump on a plane or train and getaway. You’re only escape will be your bedroom, which is most likely only a few feet away from the person you’re trying to get away from. Sure, there will probably be some kind of connection with the people on earth, but those people will most likely be researchers and scientists involved with the Mars colonization program. The only real, live support system they’ll have is going to come from the people in the colony. Also, if something were to go wrong, there would be no immediate help. They have to be able to live with the possibility that if something goes wrong, they may very likely die. Then again, they already made the choice to die up there, seeing as they are signing up for a one way trip to Mars. However, the plan is for the colony to be successful and grow over time, and in this case, time will only tell. It is a trial run after all. But who would be allowed to go? Better yet, who would want to go?  We knew we didn’t want to, so who would?


One of my first thoughts was, “would they limit it to scientist, pilots, couples, etc.?” Based on her understanding of an article that she had recently read, Klaudia said that they would consider any applicants over 18 years of age, and that it wouldn’t be limited to scientists. As for how many people would be allowed to go, she was unclear, and guessed that maybe 6 or 8 people would go first. As for who could go, Thien guessed that the most influential requirements would be the person’s mentally stability and of soundness of mind. We all agreed that this would most likely be the case, and that so long as someone passed all the mental, physical, and simulation tests, it wouldn’t matter where they came from or what their exact background was. Despite our own feelings, we also all agreed that there would most likely be no shortage of people who would want to sign up. We all came up with different types of people who might want to go, from the type of person who has only the betterment of humanity in mind; helping to move us forward, to the person who just has nothing to lose; no family left, no job, no prospects, someone who just wants a fresh start at life.  As for how many would go, I recalled watching a short video on Space.com, which outlined the initial plan to send four people to start the colony, and then another group every two years to join them on Mars. (Staff, by Space.com, 2013)

We then went on to discuss how they planned to set up the colony, asking each other whether they would set up living pods before they got there, or if they would do it when they arrived. Following a similar line of thought, we also wondered if they planned on sending their supplies ahead of time, and asked each other how long we thought those supplies would last, and how often replacements would have to be sent. We continued to talk about what life would be like, how the living conditions would be, and the steps they would need to take in order to make the colony successful. Viewing success as improved self-sustainability, we all agreed that the first big step would be creating a greenhouse, to allow the colonists to begin farming their own food.


One of the concern’s Bill brought up was mobility, and that the next step in the colonization plan would need to be the freedom to move around the planet. In order to do that, they would need to create a vehicle capable of powering both its own movement and some form of atmospheric conversion device similar to that present on the housing establishments. Bill’s initial concern regarding a need for mobility stemmed from fears of being confined to a small area. I, however, saw the need for increased mobility as a means to conducting manned research over wider areas of the planet, which will be necessary to determine the best places to mine for raw materials, grow food, etc. Sure the Mars rover is amazing, but a Mars rover with humans on board to make on sight adjustments/repairs would certainly provide increased functionality. We all figured by the year 2023, when the colony is set to begin, they will have something either in the works, if not already worked out in relation to Bill’s mobility concern.


Our conversation continued on for a good 1 ½ at the least, and everyone seemed pleased with how well the conversation turned out after we found some common ground. They all said that they were a bit skeptical about how well it would go based on the list of astronomy stories that I had sent them. Specifically, they expressed a common fear that they did not have a firm enough grasp of any of the subject matter to make significant contributions to a lengthy conversation about any of it. I too was a little uneasy about how it all would flow, but figured that it would be OK once we found a common topic. Overall, I was happy with the whole conversation and was thrilled that each of my guests was able to contribute to the discussion. 


Despite this, the next time I have a specific topic that I need to discuss, I’ll pick just one, and have planned questions about the subject at hand, and ask people ahead of time if they have read up on the subject or would like to participate in a scheduled discussion. This time I picked my closest friends and asked them to help me out. I have other friends in US who are more into astronomy, however, living in Berlin I am limited by the difference in time and the schedules of others in order to speak with them via Skype. I only have a handful of friends here that had time for me. Luckily, they are all brilliant scientists, so, I wasn’t short in the brains department. 
As for holding it in my flat, I think that my next planned discussion should be at a café, or somewhere similar, where we can have a drink, sit back, relax, and discuss the topic at hand. I believe it will help me focus more on the conversation, and who I’m with, by taking out many of the distractions of my daily home-life, while also removing the stress from hosting. Even with the stress of having to tidy up the flat and making sure that my pup was on his best behavior, I believe that we wound up having a fun time, and my friend’s seemed to share that opinion. Shortly after she returned home, Klaudia wrote me a message to express how much she enjoyed the discussion and our little get together, and that we should do it more often. That’s when I knew that it was truly a successful conversation. 
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