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RICHARD WHITCOMB TO BE INDUCTED INTO NATIONAL INVENTORS HALL OF FAME FOR 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO SUPERSONIC JET TRAVEL

Inventor Of “Area Rule,” Supercritical Wing, and Winglets made supersonic jet travel possible

WASHINGTON, DC (February 11, 2003) ( One day in 1952, while Richard Whitcomb was sitting in his office with his feet comfortably on his desk, he solved the problem that had been haunting NASA engineers.  “It was just like a light bulb lighting up over your head, like in the cartoons, and I said, AH-HA!” explains Whitcomb.  

His solution led to the conversion of a conventional jet to a supersonic fighter jet without needing extra power or fuel.

The National Inventors Hall of Fame announced today that Richard Whitcomb would be inducted into the Hall of Fame in recognition of his invention of the “area rule,” the supercritical wing and winglets. To commemorate the centennial of the Wright Brothers' first powered flight, the 31st annual induction of the National Inventors Hall of Fame is recognizing pioneers in the aviation and aerospace industries. Whitcomb's induction will take place at the annual ceremony in May.

In the years after World War II, military aviators found it so hard to fly faster than sound that they referred to the problem as the “sound barrier.”  It wasn’t until Whitcomb, at the Langley Research Center in Hampton, Virginia, invented the special streamlining techniques needed at such high speeds that the sound barrier was broken for good.  The solution, which subsequently came to be known as the “area rule,” redirected the air over the wings through a more streamlined aircraft fuselage and eventually allowed for a supersonic Air Force.  

Following the concept of the “area rule,” Whitcomb designed a new aircraft wing that increased the range, speed and fuel efficiency of the jet.  A uniquely shaped airfoil yielded weaker shock waves and created less drag for more efficiency.  This supercritical wing was successfully tested with the NASA Dryden TF-8A Crusader in 1971.  In the mid-1970’s, Whitcomb invented the winglet, which are small, wing-like surfaces located at the end of each aircraft wing and which provide for greater efficiency.

Of the many prestigious awards he has received, Whitcomb says that he is most proud of the National Medal of Science that was conferred upon him by the President Nixon in 1973.  He also received the Collier Trophy in 1954, which is given annually to the greatest achievement in American aviation.  Others include the Air Force Exceptional Service Medal, the NACA Distinguished Service Medal, and the NASA Scientific Achievement Medal.

Whitcomb was born in Evanston, Illinois, but grew up in Massachusetts and graduated from Worcester Polytechnic Institute in 1943 with a Bachelor of Science in mechanical engineering.  He is retired and resides in Hampton, Virginia.  

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 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 information on the National Inventors Hall of Fame, you can visit the organization’s web site at www.invent.org.  
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