
1

The Mars Pathfinder was perhaps the most Adrian Hon spoke to Dr. Matt Golombek, Mars 
singularly popular space exploration of the 1990's. Pathfiner Principal Scientist - a key figure in the 
Deemed a complete success, the Pathfinder Mars Pathfinder team.
touched down on Mars on July 4th, 1997 and 
deployed a small rover named Sojourner. The first 
(and some would say the only) success of NASA's 
'faster, better, cheaper' dogma, the Mars Pathfinder 
increased our understanding of Mars many times 
over and was NASA's first planetary landing for 
decades.

Dr. Matt Golombek (top left), Mars Pathfinder Principal Scientist, answers questions about the mission 
shortly after it landed on July 4th, 1997. Photo courtesy Dr. Golombek.
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Astrobiology:  Why do you feel that the Mars 
Pathfinder mission was so popular?

Astrobiology:  There has been talk of a 'Mars 
Pathfinder 2' mission, where the lander would 
essentially be redundant and the rover would be the 
entire mission; what are the advantages and 
disadvantages of this approach?

Astrobiology:  The Mars Pathfinder mission has 
probably been one of the most successful missions 
NASA has conducted in the past decade, but what 
sort of lessons have you learnt from it in improving 
lander and rover design?

Dr. Golombek:  The mission is called the Mars 
Geology Rover and is under study. It would use the 
robust Pathfinder airbag landing system, but inside 
would be a large autonomous rover. The lander 
would not survive after the landing, with the rover 
driving off for an extended traverse. It carries more 
instruments that are both more capable and it can 
move many kilometers as opposed to meters. It is a 
significant step forward in doing field geology on 
Mars. The hard part is getting the rover packaged 

Dr. Golombek:  We learned the value of our inside the lander and outfitting it with all the 
approach of "faster, better, cheaper" could be done computers and communications equipment needed 
under the right situation. We advanced many for an autonomous rover. 
technologies that have been and will be used again, 
such as: Capable central computer or workstations 
on space missions. Airbag technology for robust 
landing. The huge discovery and payoff of a 
potentially risky endeavor. What you can learn by 
roving on Mars. 

Dr. Golombek:  For many people who were either 
not alive or aware during the Apollo landings on the 
Moon or the Viking landings on Mars, Pathfinder 
was their first experience of discovery associated 
with a landed mission. The entire world got to 
explore a new and amazing world with a "little rover 
that could". It was done for the joy of discovery by 
people committed to doing it (and showed it) at a 
small price.

Dr. Matt Golombek, Mars Pathfinder Project 
Scientist and Principal Scientist. Photo courtesy 
Dr. Golombek.
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Astrobiology:  How does the recent discovery of 
water on Mars change NASA's Mars outlook?

Astrobiology:  Do you feel that sending blimps 
and aircraft to explore Mars would be cost 
effective?

Astrobiology:  What advice would you give to a Astrobiology:  What projects are you currently 
student who wanted to become involved in 

working on at the moment at NASA?
astrobiology?

Dr. Golombek:  Liquid water is important because 
it is a significant resource for eventual human visits 
and it is the one key ingredient for life. I would stick 
with our global reconnaissance before investigating 
such a site in detail, but eventually you probably 
would want to visit such a place.

Dr. Golombek: I suspect they could be as the 
technology improves and the costs come down.

Dr. Golombek:  I am working on analyzing the data 
Dr. Golombek:  You better really want to do it 

returned by the Mars Pathfinder and Global 
because the number of opportunities is small, the 

Surveyor spacecraft. I am also working on 
possibility of failure to get a job in the field is high 

evaluating and selecting safe and scientifically 
(NASA's budget is not increasing), and you are 

interesting landing sites for the upcoming Mars 
unlikely to get rich or famous. If you get into 

Landers.
because you love it and are mindful of the 
possibilities - go for it.

The Mars Pathfinder Rover. Courtesy NASA/JPL.
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