  Stephenson ‑ 

  Orbiting Gourmet


David G. Stephenson               Approx. 1400 Words

1 April 1990 

    THE ORBITING GOURMET OR CANADA'S ROLL IN SPACE 

                          by 

                  David G. Stephenson           

     Years ago after Christmas wise men from the east came to the west of Canada bearing gifts of short term research contracts. "We have seen the future," they said to the disbelieving locals, "we are helping the Yanks to build a space station. By the end of the century a new star called Freedom will rise in the heavens, and all for a mere 30 gigabucks." 

     "I thought it was due in 1994 and would cost $8 billion." replied the locals who knew all about eastern promises. 

     "Well, Washington has had a few problems, but since we are paying for 7% of the action you might as well profit from it. What the government wants are employment making projects that use fashionable robotics and biotechnology in fields where this country already leads the world. It is eager to show creative young Canadians what awaits them if they become scientists and engineers. And oh! could you to produce something that would sell to pay for it all. 

     Now it is not easy to dream up research contracts. After all a contract is legal document that predicts that something must be done by a given time with a specified result for a projected amount of money. While on the other hand research is the process of discovering new knowledge, which by definition must be unpredictable. But since this is fiction I am not confined with an oxymoron and I have been looking around for something that would give this country the right stuff when the space station goes into orbit. 

     It is truly very difficult to find a field of endeavor in which a country that could host both halves of the Olympic games without winning a gold medal in either leads the world. But on a unique occasion in 1984 this country scored a notable victory in the Culinary Olympics to become the world gourmet cooking champions. I hasten to add the winning entry was not a chocolate moose. 

     Forget about the products of electronics, and biotechnology, they are mere toys for the unsophisticated mind. Out there in the gravity free expanses of space awaits a universe of gustatory adventure just beyond the tips of our outstretched tongues. In the nineteenth century in the "Physiologie du Got", Brilliat‑Savarin wrote "The discovery of a new dish does more for the happiness of man than the discovery of a new star."

Thanks to space technology today's youth will experience culinary exploits as awe‑inspiring as the genesis of the Baked Alaska. This wonder was created as a demonstration of the fundamentals of physics by the father of modern thermodynamics, Count Rumford, inventor of the perfect coffee pot, designer of the modern range and founder of that most important of contemporary municipal institutions, the soup kitchen. On this side of the Atlantic Ocean this illustrious gentleman is better know as the young, loyal, courageous, covert counter‑insurgency agent of the Crown stationed in the revolting American colonies Benjamin Thompson. For his services he was duly knighted by his grateful sovereign George III. 

     For the creative culinary artist the possibilities of micro‑G cooking are endless. There will be no convection currents to stir a stew pot, so controlled uneven heating of liquids will be possible. Oil and water will not separate, and bubbles will not rise. Imagine, if you will, the vision of a souffe the size of a beach ball held in place by the soft caress of the resonance of sweet sounds as it floats in Zero‑G to blossom to an unheard lightness. As for meringues, simply mix the ingredients in a closed vessel, and extrude into an air lock. Depressurize slowly, and the result will be perfectly formed meringues every time. 

     Already Canada has taken a giant step along this tasteful path to the stars. Experiments are being prepared to bake bread and to ferment liquids in space. The competition will be fierce, as the reports of wine fortified by glycol coming out of Europe show that the Europeans must already be far advanced in a program to manufacture a hybrid wine‑cum‑hydraulic fluid for the Columbus habitation module. 

     I will admit that the commercial potential of cuisine especial will not compare with say, drug production in space, but prime caviar and truffles command impressive prices, so the future of the three great slowly rotating tire shaped restaurants in the sky seems assured. After all Columbus set sail on his epic voyage to the distant Orient to bring back vastly profitable spices to grace the tables and titillate the jaded palates of the feudal aristocracy of Europe. As for jobs, even today, two thousands of years later, the runners of the emperors of Rome, who carried ice from the heights of the Appenines to the imperial couch for dessert, are the clearest example of available wealth creating healthy, satisfying employment in the service sector. 

     The day when the delights of space are available in the prime market delicatessens of the world would be brought even closer if a source of ingredients were already available at the space stations. And, from the smallest room will come just such a supply of rich organic material, just waiting for the dynamic entrepreneur to grasp with both hands. Those who are repelled by this thought might remember that the most exclusive food in the world is made for the coagulated spittle of swifts that nest high in the guano‑rich, bat infested caves of northern Borneo. Bird's nest soup is an excellent precedent for using the by‑products of future human birds of space to supply culinary ingredients. 

     Canada was given the task of building the Shuttle's robot arm by the merest chance; and for a long time it was more likely that this country would have had the more appropriate job of constructing the washroom facilities. It is a pity, for keeping those vital systems functioning would have been an ideal symbol to our brightest minds of the nation, of the role it has assigned to creative research talent. 

     It is not too late for this country to make up for lost time on the space station. The biotechnologists of a nation that bred the wonder grain triticale should have little problem digesting the rich organic feedstock and rendering it down into the simplest components, so that government contractors can assemble them into a wide range of comestibles for return to Earth. Much of this work will have to be carried out under remote control using the latest robotics. We have already seen the Shuttle's arm fitted with a fly‑swatter; perhaps the space station's will include a Mixmaster. 

          Soon may come a day when, following the procedures of modern high‑tech R & D, the appointment columns of the national newspapers are filled with opportunities for hi‑tech specialist cooking engineers: Smorgasbord layout designers, potato chip etchers, wafer encapulators (milk chocolate), taffy extrusion consultants, orbital flatware engineers, and most important of all culinary software writers, skilled in Escoffier 3.2 (version 2.2; experience in a multi‑cuisinarte environment essential). Dozens and dozens of kitchen managers will be needed to ensure that unauthorized lateral communication does not delay the progress of the project along its critical path. 

     As usual with all such advanced projects, during the pre‑production stages the markets for its products will be rather limited, but two obvious destinations present themselves immediately. High profile, high‑priced political fund‑raising dinners and government‑sponsored state banquets would be the ideal testing ground for the spices and delicacies supplied by Canada's space program. At these functions the leaders of government, business administration, and the mind‑contracting robot masters of hi‑tech. could sample the newest products of space technology. The result of hundreds of technical specialists, all working under rigidly managed, short term government contracts, is sure to be a flavor that is deservedly out of this world. 

     So in closing let us savor a vision of the future, when even across the vast American wastes of the "Lands of Scorched Cow," les bons vivants raise their glasses of grand cru Chambertin to the sight of the three Michelin stars passing slowly overhead in their orbit. 

                        THE END 

