Pioneers of GPS, artificial organs honored 
By Dan Vergano and Tim Friend, USA TODAY 

Engineering's highest honors went Tuesday to the pioneers of modern navigation systems and artificial organs.

The National Academy of Engineering, part of the congressionally chartered National Academy of Sciences, makes its annual awards in an effort to recognize often unheralded technological achievements. 

Sometimes called the Nobel Prize of Engineering, the $500,000 Draper Prize went to aerospace engineers Bradford Parkinson of Stanford University and Ivan Getting, former head of The Aerospace Corp. The Global Positioning System satellites they helped pioneer have become ubiquitous features of modern travel and the military.

From the 1950s, Getting pushed for a worldwide satellite navigation system. Picking up his efforts while an Air Force colonel in 1973, Parkinson and his assistants designed the array of 24 GPS satellites, orbiting 11,000 miles overhead.

"We all embraced a vision, but we couldn't foresee the timing of how popular it would become," Parkinson says. As intended, modern warfare systems rely on GPS to direct bombing strikes. But cars, planes, boats, cell phones, backpacks and the routing systems of the Internet all now use GPS. 

The academy's biomedical engineering honor, the $500,000 Russ Prize, also was awarded Tuesday, to Willem Kolff, inventor of the artificial kidney dialysis machine. About 1.2 million people are alive today because of his invention. 

Kolff has been called the "Father of Artificial Organs." Over a long career, he worked on many such devices, including heart and lung machines, artificial hearts and artificial eyes at the Cleveland Clinic and the University of Utah. 

In another major science award, Carl Woese, the microbiologist who determined that life consists of three main branches instead of two, was awarded the $500,000 Crafoord prize by the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, which also awards the Nobel prize. 

Woese, of the University of Illinois-Urbana-Champaign, revolutionized biology in 1977 when he and microbiologist Ralph Wolfe proposed that archaea bacteria represent a third domain of life. 

Until then, life had been divided into two lineages — eukaryotes that include plants and animals, fungi and some single-cell organisms, and prokaryotes that include all other microorganisms. 

Woese's research and ideas have provided critical insight into the evolution of cells and the origins of life.

