
Table of Contents

Parable of the Red World

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Parable of the Red World

[image: ]



by Mike Combs 

mikecombs@aol.com 

Copyright © 2020 

––––––––
[image: ]

My name is Arthur Mattson, and Forbes lists me as the richest man on the planet.  I got there by being the creator of the Whammy website, which I doubt any of you don’t use on a daily basis.

I was on my way to have lunch with Tom Leslie, who is listed as the second-richest man.  He got there by being the author of the Upceleration app, which I doubt many of you don’t have installed on all your data devices.

Another thing we both had in common: We each had our own space programs.

Tom, through his Star Vector Corporation, was pursuing Space Based Solar Power, which I had explained to him more than once was an economic loser.  A solar panel in Geosynchronous Earth Orbit might harness 7 times the power of an equivalent panel here on the surface.  But there was no way you could emplace that panel in GEO for anything as low as 70 times the price.  He was never going to undersell the current cost/kilowatt of natural gas or coal, so why was he bothering?  Still, he was plowing ahead with the idea.  Like me, he had developed his own reusable space transport for his purposes.

Me, I was aiming for a much higher goal: nothing less than the human settlement of Mars.  The name of my company is RedWorld.

Tom was already at his seat at the table.  I settled across from him.  Just to tick him off a bit I’d made a point of wearing my “Get your ass to Mars” t-shirt.

“Tom, how are you getting along?”

“Just great, Arthur!  Just great!” he replied.  “Say, I see you just passed a major milestone with Pollux: 100 successful launches.  Congratulations!”

Pollux was my reusable launch system.  It involved two parallel winged craft.  One serves as a booster and the other the orbiter (although they’re essentially the same design).  The innovation was propellant cross-feed between the two.  As both vehicles fire their engines, the fuel and oxidizer levels in their tanks would drop.  But in Pollux, the craft designated the booster also pumps its propellant into the craft designated orbiter.  The booster’s tanks run dry very quickly at which point it detaches and begins coming back around to the surface.  But at this point the orbiter is several miles up, going at several miles per second, and with fuel tanks very nearly as full as when the vehicle was sitting on the launch pad.  Both craft were capable of landing on a standard runway.

Tom’s design was a more-traditional 2-stage rocket, both stages of which splashed down in the ocean for retrieval and reuse.

“Thanks,” I said.  “I think what really helped us out is the design equivalence between booster and orbiter.  There had been any number of such system design studies, but the booster was always a distinctly different design from the orbiter.  Usually a lot bigger, too.  I halved my development costs by making both essentially the same vehicle.  That also confers an operational flexibility we enjoy.  A vehicle might serve as a booster on Monday, an orbiter on Wednesday, and then back to being a booster again by Friday.”

“When a vehicle is designated a booster, what do you do with its cargo bay?” Tom asked.  “Is it just left empty?”

“Left empty if the payload is small to medium.  For a heavier payload, we insert auxiliary tanks in the cargo bay of the booster.  It’s all plumbed together, and there’s propellant cross-feed throughout the system.”

“And I always assumed you chose the name ‘Pollux’ because the two stages are like twins?”

I started to grimace a bit at this point.  “Yeah, ‘Gemini’ had already been taken by NASA a long time ago.  So it was either that or ‘Castor’.  My marketing people worried that Castor would make people think of Castor oil, and wanted to avoid negative connotations.  So I went with Pollux, and now find that detractors of my design call it the ‘Bollix’ launch system.”

“Well, you’ll never find me among its detractors.  It’s a gorgeous bit of aerospace engineering.”  I looked at him closely, but the admiration seemed sincere.

Then came the reason for him asking me out to this lunch.  “In fact, Arthur, I’d like to discuss using your Pollux launch system to help with my Space Based Solar Power venture.  My launch system is doing reasonably well, but it’s better to have two independent systems you can rely on than just one.”

“Tom, I’ve explained to you more times than I can count that SBSP is a non-starter,” I replied.  “Besides, my launch schedule is completely filled.  You know we’re ready to start stockpiling in orbit in prep for the next Mars launch window.”

Tom replied, “I’m working an angle on the SBSP.  It’s something I can’t discuss in detail right now, but I think it could get me to profitability at an earlier point than you might be imagining.”

“Actually, Tom, I’d much rather discuss you dropping this technological chimera from the 1970’s and coming with us to Mars.  Can you think of anything you could be doing with your company more exciting than making Mars the second home for humanity?”

Tom grinned.  “I think you know very well I have similar aims, only in high Earth orbit.  Once I have everything in place to make Solar Power Satellites out of lunar and asteroidal ores, I’ll also have everything I need to build comfortably Earth-like orbital habitats out of same.  I anticipate doing that past a point if for no other reason than to reduce worker turnover.  You know, it’s like the billboard alongside the major commute route which says, ‘If you lived here, you’d be home by now’.  But I think long-term, building orbital habitats for sale to immigrants from Earth might become an even bigger enterprise than SPS manufacture.  We’ll end up making the orbital spaces around the Earth a second home for the human race.”

Before I could even open my mouth Tom started waving a hand in front of him.  “I know, you keep saying that vision will never happen because you question the economic viability of the SPS business plan it depends on.  But then you propose settling Mars seemingly in the absence of any business plan at all.”

“The economic opportunities on Mars will be boundless!” I asserted.

“Name one,” Tom challenged.  “How do you balance the trade with Earth?  Name one export for the red planet which will be worth the space transportation costs.  You see, my export is going to be energy, and in that fortunate case the export can be beamed down to my customers on Earth.  Now if you had Scotty’s transporters...”

“The main export of Mars might be intellectual property,” I countered.

“Sounds kind of vague.  And even if that point is valid, I don’t see why my orbital habitats couldn’t balance their trade in the same way, even if you’re right that SBSP is a bust.”

“Planetary science might be the major export.”

Tom leaned back in his chair.  “Really?  Of the entirety of humanity, what small percentage are scientists?  Of that subset, what percentage are planetary scientists?  And of that subset of a subset, what further subset studies Mars specifically, or even terrestrials generally as opposed to gas giants or ice moons?  What you’re visualizing happening on Mars is something akin to colonial Boston.  Do you think that planetary science and intellectual property combined are going to get you to the economic scale of colonial Boston?”

“There will be all kind of ways to make a profit on Mars.  Miners will sell ores to refiners.  Refineries will sell pure materials to fabricators.  Power companies will build solar array farms and sell power to all the other industries...”

Tom interrupted with, “Your Mars habitats won’t be nuclear-powered?”

“No,” I replied.  “We’d just as soon avoid the political difficulties of nukes.  We’re going with solar.”

“I’d simply assumed you’d use nuclear.  Can you name a single community here on Earth which gets all the power it needs from solar?  And how much less likely is it when insolation levels are only 59% what they are here at our distance from the sun?  Then factor in the seasonal dust storms...”

He badly needed to be interrupted at that point, so I gladly did so.  “The major economic opportunity on Mars will be for the manufacturers making habitats for all of the immigrants from Earth.”

“No, see, you’re begging the question there.  I don’t mean ‘begging the question’ in the more-modern sense of requiring the question, but in the original sense of the phrase.  You know, in the sense of you’re trying to establish a proposition, but your argument presumes the existence of the thing you’re trying to logically establish in the first place.”

Tom’s a bit of a pedant, if you can’t tell.

“You can’t say thousands of settlers will flock to Mars to pursue the economic opportunities being created by all of the thousands of settlers heading for Mars.  It’s circular logic.  How do you get to square one?”

“You’re putting too much emphasis on economics,” I told him.  “Zubrin said, ‘Those who go to Mars will go for hope, not for cash’.”

“Even the idealists will still need a job once they get there.  Look, you say I emphasize the economics too much.  But you’re discussing settlement, and whether you choose to acknowledge it or not settlement is an economic activity.  People only uproot their families and leave all their friends for a frontier if they feel that the economic opportunities there are considerably better than where they’re presently sitting.  Until you can get to that, it’s going nowhere.”

Then Tom seemed to think a bit and pivoted to another point. “But let’s discuss what percentage of Mars enthusiasts will actually sign up for your settlement program.  Do you think it will be a population on a par with the membership of the Mars Society?”

“I think it will be many times that!”

“I assert that it won’t even equal the membership count.  It’s one thing to love Mars enough to send off some dues to get an attractive newsletter.  It’s another to love it so much that you pull your family away from the rest of the family and every friend they’ve ever known to go hew a new life out of a rocky wilderness.”

“You think life in Earth orbit will be comfortable or easy in the beginning?” I asked him.  “Don’t get fooled by all the pretty paintings.  Even if you’re right about the space islands, life in orbit will be pretty rough before you get to that stage.”

“I’m certain you’re right.  People will endure the hardship of an untamed frontier, but only in pursuit of economic opportunities which exist there and nowhere else.  That’s what I’m trying to get space to.  Sure, if the population in my orbital habitats never exceeded the membership of the old L-5 Society then it would never amount to anything of significance.  I expect people with no particular love for space whatsoever to come, just in pursuit of the economic opportunities.  You would have to get Mars to that point for the same thing to happen there.  That’s what I’m trying to get across to you.”

For the second time, our waitress approached the table, and for the second time retreated to a safe distance as the battle still raged.

Deciding to shift to another tack, I told him, “You can’t convince me that I’m not going to have a much easier time building livable habitats on Mars than you’re going to have trying to do same in orbital space.  Mars is a world.  It already exists.  You don’t have to build it from scratch.  Why spend so much time and effort moving stuff around from the moon and from asteroids to this and that orbit when you could just tweak a planet instead?”

“Arthur, do you hear yourself?” Tom snorted.  “Tweaking an entire world is a feat worthy of the Magratheans.”

“Well, what you’re proposing is like building the entire United States out in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.”

“Eh, more like building a small Pacific island,” he allowed.  “You talk like there’s an advantage for building habitats on Mars and it’s that Mars somehow meets you half-way.  But I really don’t think it does, not in any meaningful sense.  If it had half the air pressure of Earth, then that would make constructing large pressurized environments a lot easier.  But the pressure is less than 1 percent.  

“I think we tend to get fooled by the photos sent back.  It’s not like the moon; the sky looks as bright as on Earth.  It’s a different color than we’re used to but that just makes it all very Star Trekian.  But the brightness of that sky is misleading.  It’s mostly due to airborne dust.  There’s just not a significant difference between engineering for vacuum and for less than 1% atmosphere.  On the other hand, that airborne dust will present major problems.

“We’ll
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