


Z hat space food do
= astronauts like best?

The answer might could be & thing of the past. The 2

surprise you. “Our students created edible, dissolvable 'j

% most popular sheets—which they named Stellar -
product by far is our freeze- Btrips—that deliver a punch :
dried shrimp cocktaii,” WATCH of flavor to the tongue. /
says food scientist Viclde A VIDED Stellar Strips made it '
Kloeris, who has spent the  www.schalasticcom  to the finals of the Conrad :
past 26 years developing fscie"“w”d Fourndation’s Spirit of s
and testing all of the food Innovation Challenge, a ;
that NASA astronauts eat in competition in which students g
space, as well as creating packaging, develop products to sclve :;(
Dehydrated shrimp may not global and locat proklems. The team v

sound very appetizing, but Kloeris
explains that it's not the seafood
the astronauts love—it’s the sance.
The shrimp comes with a packet of
freeze-dried cocktail sauce that has
spicy horseradish in it. "That gives
it a kick,” she says.

Astronauts like the sauce’s strong
flavor because of a strange side
effect of living in space: Something
about floating in a microgravity
environment weakens a person’s
sense of taste,

MNow, thanks to a team of high
school students from the North

invention by a team of North
Carolina students is out of this world

Carolina School of Science and
Mathematics, tasteless space food

hopes its invention will go all the
way Lo space someday,
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Scientists don't yet fully under-
stand why astronairts lose some of
their sense of taste in space, but
they have some theories,

Here on Earth, gravity pulls
fluids throughout the body. In o f
the microgravity of space, these
fhids collect in the head and the
astronauts get all stuffed up.

“It's just like when you have
a cold and can't smell the food
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because you're corngested; says——
Kloeris. Sraell is an important part
of taste; if you can't smell food, you
can'’t taste it very well either.

Dver time, astrorauts’ bodies |
adapt, but the astronauts still say
they can't taste their food as well
as they can on Earth. So scientists
suspect more is going on.

Space travel might also interfere
with food aromas themselves, says
Kloeris, For one thing, astronauts
don't eat off plates—the food would
float away. Instead, they sat out of
packages. The packages keep the
food from escaping but probably
hold in its aromas as well, And
even if the aromas da get out of the
package, in microgravity they don't
float up toward the nose as they do
on Earth. They might go down or
sideways instead.

To boost their food's flavar,
astronauts ask for their spacecrafts
to be stocked with spicy toppings.
“We have flown so many different
kinds of hot sauce that T can't even
count them!" says Kloeris. -
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Stellar Strips are made from three layers of thin spring-rol[ WIBPPpErs,
which are layered like tiny sandwiches: Two plain sheets surround one
that's doused in tasty liquids. Different fillings can yield diffarent flavors,
lika sweet, spicy, and barbecue, Yitamins couid even be added.

A

to boost the flavor of foods in
space. “We actually started off with
wanting to solve the problem of
baone atrophy,” says 18-yearold Jin
Yoon, one of the team’s members.
Astronauts don’t have the normal
force of gravity pressing on their
bones. They also don't need the full

¥ s - NASA astronauts
o @at a canned meal while
aboard Russfa's Mir

Space Statlon in 1296,

et I

strength of their bones to stand and
walk in microgravity. These factors
cause their hones to weaken.

So the students set cut to make
a calcium supplement that was easy
{0 consume in space 5¢ astronauts’
bones would stay stronger. “One
day we thought of Listerine breath
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& I¥'s fun to play with your
§% food in microgravity,
“ but astronauts say that
nothing tastes as good

~ in space,
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" says Yoon.

breath-freshening strips
dissolve on the tongue,
releasing a powerfil
mint flavor. The team
reaiized they might be
able to create a
similar product

to boost flavor in
foods. "We thought
mayhbe we could
solve the problem
of taste in space,”

TASTE TEST

The team
had identified a
problem and had
an idea of how to solve it. But the
students still had to create a strip
that would deliver a lot of flavor
and dissolve on the tongue—Dbut not
tco quicldy, or the flavor wouldn't
last through a whole meal.

Firsi, the team tried sandwiching
flavor between two Listerine strips.
“It was way too minty!" says Yoon.
But the team didan't give up. The
students researched edible mate-.
rials and experimented to see what
could be made into flavored strips..

RE&LDY FOR LIFTOFF: Special
packaging keeps space food,
[lke thase ramen noodies,
from floating away when
astronauts eat in microgravity.

Finally, they found one that
worked: Vietnamese spring-roll
wrappers. Spring-roll wrappers are
made out of rice flour and come in
extremely thin sheets.

First the team soaked the
wrappers in water to soffen them,
Then they dripped Lquid flavoring
onto the wrappers (see How Stellar
Strips Work, left). Once the wrap-
pers dried, it was time to test them.
It didn't dissolve too quickly, [and]
you couid taste the flavor,” says
Yoon, Bureka/

A STELLAR IDEA

The team made a sour-jemon-
flavored strip to present to the
Judges at the Spirit of Innovation
Challenge in Californis last March.
In the future, they want to create
Stellar Strips in various flavors,
such as sweet, spicy, and barbecue.
Their hope is to refine their product
50 they can sell it to NASA. *Tt's a
very interesting concept that has
potential,” says Kloeris.

One advantage of Stellar Strips is
that they're lightweight. According
to Kleeris, it costs about $10,000 to

send each pound of food into space,
so she's always trying to make
foods and their packages as light

as possible. A six-pound pack of
Stellar Strips would give astronauts
enough flavor choices to last three
meals a day for about 16 years!

Stellar Strips may be useful
here on Earth too. Like astronauts,
people going through chemotherapy
for cancer or taking certain types of
medicines experience a decreased
sensation of taste. "Stellar Strips
could make their lives 3 little
happier,” says Yoon.

When the team first started the
Project, they didn’t think they would
really create something that could
potentially be used by astronants.
After all, says Yoon, “thisis a
problem that the world's smartest,
people are working on.” But that's no
reason to be intimidated by a project,
he says. “Just go for it!" &

—Stephanic Warren
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