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COSMIC RELIEF by David Grinspoon

EXPLORING THE SOLAR SYSTEM is a 

long game, with travel times measured 

in years. And the time from when we 

first propose a mission to when our 

spacecraft sits on the launch pad, ready 

to leave Earth or die trying, is often 

much longer still. In a way, the pace is a 

return to that of the age of sailing ships, 

when explorers left home for years at 

a time — though we modern planetary 

explorers don’t physically risk our lives, 

just large chunks of our careers.

The Voyager program, originally 

called the Grand Tour and first pro-

posed in 1969, finally launched in 

1977. Between 1979 and 1989, the two 

Voyagers visited Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, 

and Neptune, in brief flybys lasting just 

Long Time Coming
Planetary exploration can take up a large portion of one’s life.

a few days each. In between were long 

years traveling the interplanetary void. 

The frenzied Voyager encounters every 

few years at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Labo-

ratory felt like family reunions, with 

people having visibly aged, some with 

newborn children in tow — and, sadly, 

some old friends no longer with us.

I grew up with the Voyagers, which 

launched the year I graduated from high 

school. I was fortunate to be involved as 

an undergraduate assistant for the Jupi-

ter flyby in 1979, as a grad student for 

the Uranus pass in 1986, and working 

as a post-doctoral researcher when Voy-

ager 2 had its final planetary encoun-

ter, with Neptune in 1989. That was a 

bittersweet moment: Twenty years after 

the Grand Tour was proposed, Voyager’s 

planetary visits were over.

But that same year, a band of young 

explorers gathered to plan a mission to 

Pluto. After years of rejections and set-

backs, New Horizons finally launched 

in 2006 and nine years later reached the 

dwarf planet and its system of moons 

(S&T: Nov. 2015, p. 18). Many of the 

scientists from the initial 1989 effort, 

while no longer so young, were involved 

in that 2015 triumph.

I was pondering these time scales 

recently at a meeting about the thrilling 

Venus missions now in the works (S&T: 

May 2022, p. 12). It was wonderful to 

see many students and early-career sci-

entists excited about the decade ahead. 

Yet I was also suddenly acutely aware 

of making the transition from “mid-

career scientist” to “senior scientist.” 

The DAVINCI mission I’m involved in 

will, if all goes to plan, launch when I’m 

in my late 60s and return its data when 

I’m in my early 70s.

We have been trying to get these 

missions flown for decades. It’s incred-

ibly satisfying to now be working on a 

funded mission, seeing plans material-

ize into agents of our curiosity that will 

seek answers to questions we first asked 

when fresh out of school. Some of us 

joked that, after all these decades, it 

will be these young whippersnappers in 

charge when we arrive at Venus.

Sometimes my non-planetologist 

friends, when I tell them that what 

I’m working on won’t bear fruit until 

the early 2030s, give me looks of pity. 

Sure, it takes patience and resilience, 

and there’s no guarantee of success. But 

there’s something cool about knowing 

that, if you stay healthy, in your later 

years you might make yourself useful. 

Overall, the feeling is one of gratitude 

— to be part of something big that will 

continue after you’re gone, and, in the 

meantime, to be here for part of the ride 

on this long, slow adventure through 

the solar system.

¢ DAVID GRINSPOON is author, with 

Alan Stern, of Chasing New Horizons: 

Inside the Epic First Mission to Pluto. N
A
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 The original devisers of a 

Pluto mission in 1989 had to 

wait a quarter century to see 

their hopes realized. At left is 

an enhanced color view of the 

dwarf planet taken by New 

Horizons on July 14, 2015.
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