BCAT-3 weekly report (5 March 2004) Dragon Breath Soup.

BCAT-3, awaiting a cacophony of colors

I was serving dragon breath soup for the first time at a dinner party.  Its scintillating green hue boldly embraced a rainbow of flavors.  This is one of the things that happens when you sip a soup that contains green chili curry and coconut milk.  Later, after a few orange slices are eaten to cleanse the pallet of chili oil, I’m asked “What are you working on that’s hot at NASA?” 

I’m working with a great team of people on the BCAT-3 experiment, which is presently flying aboard the International Space Station (ISS), so I begin discussing this space experiment.  On March 3 Leroy Chiao, one of the astronauts aboard the ISS, chose to exercise his option to march forth and perform the BCAT-3 experiment on March 5 for his Saturday Science project.  Dr. Chiao decided to phone down to the folks working on the BCAT-3 experiment and discuss what he was seeing.  I had the good fortune to take this call.  The three samples from Yodh and Zhang at U. Penn (samples 8, 9, and 10) are expected over time to grow surface crystals.  At the moment, Leroy is seeing that the bulk of these samples has crystallized.  He can tell this because the white light he is holding behind the samples he is looking at gradually changes color as he changes its angle.  Surface crystals, on the other hand, will look like a cacophony of color; that is, small bold patches of color, and they have yet to form.  We will likely see them when we revisit this experiment next January.  The other BCAT-3 samples photographed this Saturday (samples 4 and 5) are from Weitz and Lu at Harvard University and they remain a beautiful blue color.  These critical point samples have not continued to evolve; this is good for this confirms that these samples have stabilized.

The photos that Leroy Chiao and his fellow astronauts have taken have been of such high quality, that plans are underway to combine this photographic prowess with the camera interval timer to also acquire dozens of precisely timed photographs of the evolution of the Harvard samples next January.  These results will add to our scientific understanding and provide engineering underpinnings for the growing field of colloidal engineering.  This experiment and its significance are discussed in more detail at http://exploration.grc.nasa.gov/life/bcat3_iss.html.
So this is one of the hot experiments presently being run aboard the International Space Station.  And after highlighting this and having spent a fair bit of time listening to each other by the roaring fireplace, my friends decide to warm themselves and go for another bowl of dragon breath soup.

Dr. W. Meyer

