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The year is 2045 and over fifty
thousand people live on Mars, with more arriving all the time. In
this anniversary of the planet’s first landing, the Mars Historical
Society has chosen to return to the travails of its most famous
colonist.

Twenty-five years after Jack
Errores wrote his dispatches from the surface, the first colonist
on Mars disappeared into history. This authoritative version from
the Mars Historical Society tells the story of his achievement and
ultimate betrayal. Although some would scoff that a planet so newly
settled would already be claiming a history, this transcription is
meant to set to rest the many conspiracy theories that Mars was
never settled so early—that Jack Errores who devoted his life to
the cause was a fiction perpetrated by three national space
agencies—and his poignant attempt to record his life on the surface
for posterity is either invented or enhanced.

Although initially compiling
this history of the First Human Colonist on Mars was meant to
explore the potential of independent survival on the surface, the
story immediately began to drift toward Jack Errores’ tragic tale.
Sent alone to his death over a generation ago, his struggles have
come to symbolize survival in the deadly environment that is the
Martian surface and the desperation implicit in the attempts to
settle the planet.

Now that the news media is
overcome by claims about Martian colonization, and some hopeful few
are striving to be amongst those chosen for the one-way trip, Mars
is again in everyone’s thoughts. Although it remains to be seen if
the news is merely unsubstantiated hype, it is worth remembering
that before their ink was dry Errores was fighting to survive on a
desiccated planet that possesses one percent of Earth’s atmosphere
and whose regolith is largely silica and poisonous
perchlorates.
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Preface




I first thought about a lone
colonist on Mars by the chance association between two very
different and, some would say, antithetical ideas. I designed a
university course on the changing perception of Mars in literature
over the past two centuries at nearly the same time as active
projects to take people to Mars were finding their footing. As
well, I realized when I was looking through the information on the
planet online, that some deluded people thought Mars was already
inhabited, although their conjecture was not even within yelling
distance of fact.

In preparation for the course, I
read about Robert Zubrin’s Mars Direct plan, which seeks to place
humans on the surface of the planet within a few years, and the
more recent Mars One team’s scheme to televise the adventures of
the colonists they claim will be in place in 2025. I was especially
interested in Mars One’s idea of one-way colonization. This makes
much more scientific sense than Mars Society’s bypass venture whose
only purpose is to grab some rocks and return, and it is much more
challenging in terms of engineering and human resourcefulness.
While looking through the photos from the Mars rovers, I began to
learn that while I was excited about recent scientific advances,
there were others online who were both distrustful of scientific
authority and extremely gullible.

The most profound examples of
this paranoid naiveté come from the people who pore over the latest
NASA rover images looking for evidence of life. NASA is accustomed
to the flat-Earthers claiming that their photographic evidence is
manufactured and that their findings about the burgeoning carbon
dioxide in Earth’s atmosphere are false. But more recently, as they
post their pictures, there are people who expand the view in order
to find what NASA has missed. Some of these people are determined
to both prove NASA wrong and to be the first people to discover
life on Mars. Accordingly, they scour the pictures of the surface
looking for geological anomalies, familiar shapes, and more
significantly, living beings.

These armchair investigators’
use of pictures leads them to cite hard-to-interpret bulges in the
landscape or angular rocks which resemble familiar shapes as
evidence. When asked for something more substantial, they
immediately reply with conjecture, cut-and-paste from Wikipedia,
and pixelated photos. They argue for the significance of dozens of
photographic anomalies, arguably the most famous of which is
probably the hill on Mars which resembled a human face.

My reader may remember the
Face-on-Mars controversy that so bruised the public attention that
even NASA felt compelled—to counter claims of a cover-up—to change
the orbit of one of their craft for a second look. Their audience
showed so much more interest in the face than they ever had NASA’s
legitimate science that when public statements advised it was
merely an artifact of the light and play of shadow, the gullible
public accused NASA of hiding the truth. For the Google scientists
on Earth, this was proof positive that Mars is or had been
inhabited, although they offered little explanation for the family
resemblance between Martians and humans.

Another famous image that has
diverted attention from real science is that of a curiously-shaped
rock outcropping that looks like a human figure. For the
“investigators,” it is taken to be evidence of “a woman waiting for
a bus on Mars.” Although some people come to laugh at the Reddit
pages where such debates find the fertile ground of poor education
coupled with profound ignorance, there are so many who take the
picture seriously that the joke falls flat.

I was entranced by the bland
naiveté of the comments below articles where good-intentioned
people would undermine such conjecture by reference to the woman’s
relative size. They pointed to other photos from different
angles—for a similar analysis was the undoing of the Face on Mars.
One person with more of a science background vainly tried to
explain that the woman could not exist because Mars possesses one
percent of Earth’s air pressure. They were attacked by others who
claimed the people could be using suits, like scuba gear, and still
others sailed further offshore with their argument that god could
have given them an atmosphere or had them live without it. In the
face of such blind assurance, scientific verifiability seems as
helpless as a fish on the shore. But, it is worth remembering,
there are lungfish. Like those tidal creatures, I began to wonder
if the conspiracy crowd’s profound ignorance might be
entertaining.

Once I realized that the people
arguing back and forth about the possibilities on the basis of such
slim evidence were not merely trolling, I decided to place a
colonist on Mars. In the absence of living beings on Mars, and in
an internet environment which included so much blind faith, I
pretended that my colonist was sending regular reports from the
surface. I used the latest pictures from the Opportunity and Spirit
rovers, as well as what is known about the planet, and invented the
difficulties that surrounded his attempt to survive such a harsh
environment. He was never meant to be a spokesperson for Earthly
environmental concerns, or to make pithy statements that the
readers might take to heart about managing planetary resources. He
was merely verbal flypaper, thin, watery honey to attract the
witless flies drawn to nonsense.

I set him up on BlogSpot, gave
him a name, and watched as he dutifully wrote his daily, and by
times weekly, blog entry from the red planet. Unfortunately for my
experiment, few were drawn to my bald-faced tomfoolery, and no one
stepped forward to claim that NASA was lying about a colonist that
a simple Google search could uncover. I collected a few serious
followers who were perhaps excited by the creative project, such as
a NASA scientist who specialized in ionization in the upper
atmosphere, but in those early days of Mars online, my struggling
colonist attracted little attention.

Perhaps because I was spending
so much time making sure my colonist was encountering a real
Martian environment and designing a course about how Mars has been
written, I began to think more about the red planet. Within a year
I was working on a novel about fifteen colonists and before long I
turned back to the original inspiration and found my lone
colonist’s story compelling in its own right. Perhaps because I was
intent on making it appear both evocative and scientifically
accurate, I had to imagine a person millions of kilometres from
Earth living with the knowledge that their food was running out and
that rescue was not a possibility.

The ignorance of humanity,
combined with our willingness to seek out knowledge, continues to
be an inspiration to me. Although the first colonist on Mars is
still to come—at least outside the pages of this book—it is a
testament to the various space agencies around the world that we
know as much as we do about Mars, and it is a testament to our own
intransigence that we know so little.
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The fanfare when the Mars
Colonist Project was originally announced nearly drowned out the
dissenting voices. People from across Earth and from a wide range
of social backgrounds praised the program, and if the thousands who
applied to be the first colonist on Mars were any indication, it
had the unflagging support of many who were willing to put their
lives on the line in order to advance the worthy cause of human
achievement.

Those who spoke against the
project were a diverse group. They included psychologists and
parents, scientists who questioned the wisdom of the venture, and
celebrities using the project as a platform for poorly thought-out
grandstanding. Children and state leaders, as well as many people
in the public, invented stories of overwhelming loneliness.
Internet soldiers dreamed of what they could do if they were but
transported to the planet, although their gaming background did
little to prepare them for a life of physical activity. Adventurers
doubted a human’s ability to survive the privation and grueling
labour, and their applications and interviews for the trip, that
are now preserved in the Errores Archive in the capitol, show equal
parts envy and awe.

Somehow, out of the thousands,
the selection committee picked one applicant who they claimed had
the physical and mental stamina, the diverse set of skills, the
flexibility, and the self-reliance that would be needed if he were
to survive alone on a planet millions of kilometres from everyone
he knew.

As the NASA files were
declassified after the twenty-five year mark, our researchers on
Earth discovered that Errores was chosen as much for his flaws as
his strengths. His reclusiveness, which has been remarked upon in
many other studies—especially James Merron’s landmark biography,
Jack Errores, a Retrospective—was apparently seen as his
main strength.

The many space agencies
involved in the Mars Colonist Project had their own agendas, probes
to the moons of Jupiter and Saturn just to name a notorious few,
and they viewed the Mars initiative as a result of short-lived
media frenzy. They denied that any real data might derive from the
project, and as a result, it was chronically underfunded. We know
now that there was scarcely enough money to send Errores to Mars
let alone another, so they chose a fatalistically inclined man who
was resigned to his lot, and whose scientific background was that
of a generalist rather than a specialist.

They encouraged the public to
believe that if Errores could survive alone for the years it would
take to raise enough interest in the project to send more people,
then funding would be forthcoming. The following year various world
leaders made financing for three colonists a key element of their
campaign promises, and one can’t help but wonder if they would have
kept those promises if economic circumstances had been different.
Few could have foreseen the fallow world economy which meant cuts
were made to the entire program.

The initial budget called for a
yearly supply ship, and the publically-supported World Builder Corp
had earmarked money for that purpose. The insider trading which
plagued their stock dealings meant the death of the company, but
the final blow was the growing public awareness, with the return of
the Derian habitat, that World Builder was sending recruits to
their death.

In short, bad faith on the
behalf of the space agencies who were already jockeying for funding
for their pet projects, the public’s loss of interest in the
mission, politicians making short-term bargains, and the
deterioration of World Builder’s leadership, meant Errores did not
even receive his supply ship the following year. The supplies,
according to the original manifests from World Builder, were enough
to last a Martian year, or two Earth years, but no one remains of
the leadership of the corporation who can prove they were written
in good faith or that the cargo was actually placed aboard the
ship.

In effect, Errores’ food would
have run out in just under two years, and so that no one would be
privy to his abandonment, NASA and JAXA claimed to have lost his
signal. How they came to that agreement, and encouraged the Russian
agency Roscosmos, and ESA to join them in their devilish
pact, could easily be a study of its own. Although historians
interested in the Brave Fifteen have investigated some of their
background, there is no full-length study at this time of the
earlier attempt at colonization. Those who withdrew support from
the Mars Colonist Project were eager enough to declaim the entire
business when Errores was abandoned, and they cheered when the
signal from the satellite was cut. Others, however, strove to build
a ground-based receiver or released cube sats in low-Earth orbit in
an effort to hack his radio waves from the background noise.

In hindsight, Errores’ daily
postings are all the more poignant as we realize that those who
knew of his abandonment could never have foreseen how versatile he
would prove to be once he was left to his own devices. He records
how he waited for a ship which would never arrive, how he received
no word from Earth despite his increasingly frantic requests, and
perhaps inadvertently, his prose exposes his growing mental
instability. Despite those pressures, he kept writing about his
adventures, and even as they became increasingly fantastical, his
personality continued to shine through. Because of his dedication,
we have a record of survival that humanity has rarely witnessed.
From one hundred million kilometres away, more isolated than any
human being has ever been, even though unheard, Errores kept his
connection to human thought and concerns. Even those who spoke
against the project must admit, that for all his flaws, he was the
correct choice after all.

In the interest of a belatedly
full disclosure, now, on the eve of learning the history of the
Fifteen Colonists in the second attempt to establish a human
presence on Mars, we release for the first time the remainder of
Jack Errores’ journal entries—if that’s what they are—the direct
words of the first person to live on Mars. In the past various
bowdlerized versions have been produced, and his story has been
subjected to an entertaining if scientifically unreliable film,
although that is perhaps in keeping with his devotion to the
imaginings of early literature which painted Mars as a planet of
fantasy.

Although now Mars boasts over
fifty thousand colonists, at least half of whom were born here,
Errores was the first to endure such adversity, such grueling
hardship, and did so with the grace we had learned to expect from
him. That he may have ultimately failed in his attempt to survive
on the Martian surface is not a comment on his abilities or
determination, but rather is a lesson to us all, most especially,
perhaps, the agencies that sent him so far away with so few
provisions and expected so much.

 



Jack Errores’ Official Profile,
courtesy of NASA Digital Records

 I feel lucky to be
selected for this one-way mission of a lifetime. Every day of the
six months in my tiny tin can trying to keep up my bone density, I
will be grateful to be the one chosen to represent all humanity on
another planet. I am Irish, Cree, French, Ukrainian, Spanish and
Moroccan. I am you all. I will update this blog as long as I can,
as long as I have food or can produce my own. Thank-you for your
trust.

 


Errores’ real profile was
much more detailed, and is shown here for the first time.
Courtesy of NASA Digital Records.

 


I was forced to sign my public
NASA profile into being, but it doesn’t really represent me, other
than my genetic background. Even that was based more on DNA
analysis when I was selected for the mission than anything I knew
about my family tree. Now that I am underway, and the moon shines
off the starboard bow, I feel like I can tell the truth about my
background and reasons for being here. The program doesn’t have the
funding to abort, even if it weren’t too late, so I can say what I
want—short of trade secrets and insults, I guess. Likely my reports
will be censored anyway, in the event that I go off the rails and
say something I shouldn’t.

I was born late to relatively
ineffectual parents. I remember my father as a smell of weekend
cigars while my mother cycled through selves she would like to be,
each one of them easily located in publications meant for
unemployed women. I grew up somewhere between the smell of burning
tobacco and panty advertisements in the glossy back pages of
ephemeral women’s magazines.

As an only child, I should have
had an excruciating amount of attention focused on me. I should
have been overwhelmed by the throbbing of helicopter parents, and
benefited from educational opportunities that others could not
afford. Instead, I was largely left to my own devices. Our house
abounded with books that I avidly read, especially the science
fiction of the masters who could not imagine a future where men did
not smoke in spacesuits and women were doing something beyond
assisting in a kitchen.

Soon I was setting off
gunpowder in the back yard, using the passing trains to press coins
into wafer-thin washers, and collecting lost feathers from wild
birds to make my own pillows. I discovered how a parachute worked
by learning that my homemade version made from sheets didn’t, and
when I was forced to dissect a frog, I made a robotic version
draped in cast-off frog skin that terrified the biology teacher
into nervous collapse and early retirement.

I never imagined humans
settling on another planet in my lifetime, probably because I grew
up watching the space shuttle go back and forth to the
international space station carrying people and garbage. Rather
than the most complex machine ever made by human beings, the
shuttle was a clumsy bus whose slight dim driver had only memorized
one route. I was born too late to recall when the race to the moon
was accomplished in under ten years, although like many I pored
over the footage from the historic occasion when Buzz Aldrin and
Neil Armstrong bounced around on the lunar surface. Their buoyancy
was ours, I was convinced through my childhood, and I knew that
shortly we’d be settling the moons of Jupiter and living
comfortably in huge habitats on Mars.

School for me was largely a
solitary enterprise, where I read and spent my time in the library
being protected by a wonderful librarian named Karen. She made sure
the bullies were kept from the door, even the teachers who had
little patience for a student who was interested in learning. I had
few friends, although when I became interested in the effect of
catnip on humans I cultivated some of my classmates who were
regular marijuana smokers. The experiments proved to be fruitless.
I had forgotten the most important aspect of human psychology, that
even if people are able to discern their own thoughts and feelings,
they are liable to lie about it. My subjects began to sway in a
drug or ego-induced stupor and complain of the light-headedness I
had read to look for, but I had no way of confirming whether the
cat’s treat had affected their nervous system or they were
exaggerating their reports for dramatic effect. Soon I was alone
with my experiments again, and although I never mentioned what I’d
done to my peers, now that I am writing it out I harbour a secret
fantasy that some of them will remember the dry dusty plant I said
would get them stoned. It was wicked, I suppose, to experiment on
my fellow classmates as if I were following the path of the Nazi
Mengele, the James Bay Survey, and Tuskegee, but I was a child and knew not what I
did, to paraphrase another great tinkerer.

When I graduated from high
school I was the only child whose name the principal couldn’t
pronounce when he handed me my diploma, but that mattered little at
university where I met foreign students and others with whom I had
a natural affinity. Some of my fellows went immediately into the
workforce, and they crowed about their success when I saw them over
summer vacations, their backs bowed already under their boss’
profit and their hands and temperament roughened.

Studying astrophysics and
chemistry, at first avidly and then later merely dabbling, I
continued my reclusive habits. While parties raged around me, I sat
in the labs and libraries with foreign students, like them
believing the fever of youth would all too soon turn to the speedy
expenditure of middle age and then the dotage which meant that I
would not have time to answer all my questions. We would leave the
university late at night on the final bus, our noses buried in
books to the last, and while the drunken revelers reeled home we
were setting aside a textbook and falling into the well-earned
sleep of the mentally exhausted.

Although ultimately I managed
to do very well through my degrees, when I started I was not
assured of success. I learned of the existence of the university
library and that was almost my undoing. I took out hundreds of
books, until I had a revolving collection of two hundred—the most
they would lend at a time to one student—and even if none of them
were on my stated topics, I read around the clock about what humans
had thought and pondered. If anyone had asked me, I could have told
them that I imagined the rest of my life in a lab investigating a
small aspect of some huge question in a field of study that likely
I would not have been able to command. Instead, a call went out for
Mars colonists, and my colleagues’ idea of a joke—I can admit this
now that I am already on my way—verged on the cruel.

I would not have applied to the
venture myself. I thought the odds resembled those of lottery
tickets and true love. I wasn’t even sure, in those early days of
hype and scatter-plot excitement, that I would go even if I were
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