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Excimer Laser Eye Surgery Inventors to be 

Inducted into the National Inventors Hall of Fame

Laser Surgery Inspired at Thanksgiving Dinner

Palo Alto, Calif., May 16, 2002 — The vision of some extraordinary scientists, and a Thanksgiving turkey inspiration, has dramatically improved eyesight for nearly five million people worldwide, including more than 2.5 million in the United States.  

The National Inventors Hall of Fame today announced that it is honoring Drs. Rangaswamy Srinivasan, James Wynne and Samuel Blum for their invention of the excimer laser surgical procedure by inducting them into the National Inventors Hall of Fame this September.  The announcement was made today at Hewlett-Packard Company, leading corporate sponsor of the National Inventors Hall of Fame.  The formal induction will take place this September. 

A surgical procedure intended to reduce a person’s dependency on glasses or contact lenses, LASIK (LAser in SItu Keratomileusis) permanently changes the shape of the cornea, the clear covering of the front of the eye, using an ultraviolet excimer laser.  The team’s discovery of the use of the laser surgical procedure for this operation came out of a research program in fundamental science, in 1981, while at IBM's T.J. Watson Research Center in Yorktown Heights, N.Y.  The patent was granted to IBM Corporation on November 15, 1988.

Until 1981, eye surgeons used lasers to intentionally create regions of damage, resulting in the formation of scar tissue that had therapeutic value.  For example, visible lasers were used to spot weld torn and/or detached retinas, preventing further damage.  However, such lasers were not 
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suitable for corneal surgery, where scar tissue would interfere with, rather than enhance, vision.  The key feature of the discovery of the excimer laser’s possible medical uses was that living matter could be etched, step-by-step, in minute increments and in a highly controlled fashion, with no thermal damage to the surrounding, unexposed areas.  Srinivasan named this process Ablative Photo Decomposition (APD).

Late in 1981, Srinivasan and Wynne discussed the possibility of using the APD process for surgery on human and animal tissue.  At Thanksgiving dinner, Srinivasan decided to run the first experiment on the turkey bone sitting before him.  He brought the turkey bone to work, and the IBM team irradiated the cartilage on the end of the bone with both an ultraviolet excimer laser and a conventional, green laser.  Looking at the startling difference between the clean incision produced by the excimer laser and the charred, damaged region produced by the green laser, the IBM team realized that they had uncovered a new phenomenon, which became the basis of its contribution.  

"Instances like that only happen once in a lifetime," Srinivasan said.  "When you hit the right nail you know how important it is, shut down everything else you may have been working on and devote yourself to what you've found."

Tuned to the potential impact of their work in diverse areas, Srinivasan and Wynne collaborated with medical doctors to research the areas in which APD would benefit surgery.  They participated in spreading the new knowledge, motivating medical communities, and broadening the possible applications in surgery.  

To demonstrate APD and convince the medical technology field in the most dramatic way, Srinivasan produced photos of a highly magnified single human hair (his own), in which precise cuts were etched by APD.  Since people could relate to the heat sensitivity of hair, this photo had a strong impact and was reproduced widely around the world.  In ophthalmology, a surgical procedure based on APD to reshape the cornea, finally received approval in 1995 from the U.S. FDA, 14 years after the team's first experiment on the turkey bone, and seven years after the patent was assigned to IBM.  It was the team's vision and the vision of their employer, IBM Corporation, which makes LASIK possible for millions of people today.  

"We're delighted to see the progress of LASIK has made in the past decade and how much it has improved vision for millions around the world," said Jim Wynne, IBM physicist. "IBM provided the resources, infrastructure, and exploratory environment that allowed three physical scientists working in a non-medical laboratory to discover a revolutionary technique to enhance vision."  

Blum, another key member of the IBM team, said, "Many times it's difficult to explain your work to people because it doesn't come easy to understand.  As a result, most scientists' work remains quiet, in that phenomenal work will go without peer or public recognition," he continued.  "So, of course, when you do get recognized for your work you feel marvelous--it's just the greatest feeling in the world."

SRINIVASAN
Today, Srinivasan consults on lasers and laser applications.  He spent 26 years at IBM's  T.J. Watson Research Center.  Throughout his career, he has accepted a multitude of honors and awards and has published over 200 articles in scientific journals.  He has been granted 21 U.S. patents and 11 foreign patents, individually as well as with co-inventors and has delivered 80 invited lectures over the period of 1963-2000.  He received both bachelor 's and master's degrees in science from the University of Madras, India, and earned a doctorate at the University of Southern California. Srinivasan has resided in White Plains, New York for the majority of his career and continues to live there today.  

WYNNE

Dr. Wynne joined IBM Research upon graduating from Harvard, where he received bachelor's and masters degrees and a doctorate in physics.  He was manager of the Laser Physics and Chemistry group at the IBM T.J. Watson Research Center at the time of his team's discovery of excimer laser surgery.  He is the author of numerous articles and scientific journals and the holder of many patents, including several dealing with laser dentistry and laser dermatology.  He is presently engaged in exploring new ways to apply laser technology to dermatology.  Dr. Wynne 

has received numerous Outstanding Innovation Awards throughout his career at IBM.  Dr. Wynne grew up in Great Neck, New York and currently resides in Mt. Kisko, N.Y.

BLUM

Dr. Blum, now retired, has received several outstanding contributions and patent awards from IBM as well. Raised in Piscataway, New Jersey, he attended Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey, where he received a bachelor's degree in science.  While serving in World War II, the Navy sent Dr. Blum to UCLA, where he received a certificate in meteorology and weather forecasting.  He returned to Rutgers to earn a doctorate in physical chemistry.  Like his teammates, Dr. Blum spent the majority of his career, 31 years, in research at the IBM T.J. Watson Research Center.  Since retirement, he spends time travelling and enjoys gardening.  He is active in alumni work at Rutgers.  He continues to reside in White Plains, N.Y.  

These three scientists were among inventors recognized for eight patented innovations in this year’s National Inventors Hall of Fame inductee class. Their achievements in fields including medicine, technology and automotive safety have had a profound impact on the way we live.  

The not-for-profit National Inventors Hall of Fame® is the premier organization in America dedicated to honoring and fostering creativity and invention.  Each year a new class of inventors is inducted into the National Hall of Fame in recognition of their patented inventions that make human, social and economic progress possible. Founded in 1973 by the U.S. Patent & Trademark Office and the National Council of Intellectual Property Law Associations, the Hall's permanent home is Akron, Ohio, and serves as both a museum and an educational programming resource.  For more information or to nominate an inventor, go to www.invent.org. 

HP's sponsorship of the National Inventors Hall of Fame is part of the company's Invent Sponsorship program, which celebrates the significant impact of technological invention on people's lives by supporting creative and pioneering organizations around the world.  More information on HP's sponsorship programs can be found at: 

http://www.hp.com/hpinfo/abouthp/sponsorships.
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