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Y.C.L. Susan Wu, #Zk:The 2013 Distinguished
Alumni Award Recipient

First presented in 1966, the Distinguished Alumni Award is granted in
recognition of a particular achievement of noteworthy value, a series of such
achievements, or a career of noteworthy accomplishment. It is the highest honor

the Institute bestows upon a graduate.

The entire Caltech community celebrates these six individuals for their

groundbreaking contributions in research, academics, business, and philanthropy.

Y.C.L. Susan Wu (PhD ’ 63)
“Armed with the knowledge of how to approach and solve a problem, there’ s

almost nothing you can’ t accomplish.”


http://connect.caltech.edu/y-c-l-susan-wu-phd-63-ae
http://connect.caltech.edu/y-c-l-susan-wu-phd-63-ae
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For pioneering research and business entrepreneurship. As a researcher, Wu
developed analytical models for magneto—hydrodynamic power generation and
performance. She then founded ERC, Inc., a distinguished provider of scientific
and engineering services supporting the nation's defense and space—-exploration

activities.

During her final year at Caltech in 1962, Susan Wu received alarming news. Her
doctor explained that she had a congenital heart condition — a hole in the

organ’ s lining — that demanded potentially life-threatening surgery.

Wu, then 30, was already seasoned in overcoming obstacles. Her family,
originally from Beijing, had fled China’ s bloody civil war, eventually settling
in Taiwan. There, Wu had earned her first degree in engineering. Susan and
fellow student James Wu left Taiwan and came to the United States to pursue

advanced studies in 1957.

The pair continued their studies in different parts of the United States,
married, and ultimately joined the Graduate Aerospace Laboratories (GALCIT) at
Caltech. Wu, known for her methodical research, quickly earned accolades. And in
1963, she became the first woman to earn a doctorate in aeronautics from the

Institute.

Initially, a world of opportunities appeared to open. But Wu s fateful

diagnosis dramatically narrowed the field.

“My first concern was for my family,” she recalls — Wu had given birth to her
two children while earning her degree at Caltech. Open—heart surgery was still
new and dangerous, and even if it went well, there were the costs to consider.
Few corporate insurance carriers would cover such a serious pre—-existing

condition.

Hope came from Pasadena-based Electro-Optical Systems, Inc., which offered Wu a
position researching magneto—hydrodynamic (MHD) propulsion — an alternative
method for space propulsion using electric and magnetic fields. Wu confesses

that she knew nothing about this subject at the time.

“They offered to pay for my surgery, so I took the job,” Wu says. “It ended

. . ”
up defining my career.

Wu later joined the faculty at the University of Tennessee Space Institute,
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where she focused on MHD power generation. For the next 20 years, she led the
university’ S energy program, pioneering new analytical models for MHD

performance while becoming a leading authority in the field.

By 1988, Wu was ready for change. “But I wasn’  t ready to fully retire,” she
confesses. Instead, she poured her intelligence and enthusiasm into founding
ERC, Inc. — a start-up focused on aerospace, defense, and information
technology, based in Tullahoma, Tennessee. Today, what began as Wu and a part-
time secretary is now a financially robust firm that employs more than 700

people in five states.

Wu credits Caltech with teaching her how to approach and solve a problem — a
crucial ingredient to her success. ‘“Armed with that knowledge,” she adds,

“there’ s almost nothing you can’ t accomplish.”

Caltech Degree
PhD ’ 63 Aeronautics

Current Title
Chairman, ERC, Inc.

Selected Achievements

Developed pioneering analytical models for MHD power generation and performance

%153 7


http://static.squarespace.com/static/512c17c8e4b0df88da7858c0/5132a0dae4b066ad532c4d76/5132a0dae4b021358bca31a7/1362272629850/Screen%20Shot%202013-03-02%20at%204.59.15%20PM.png
http://static.squarespace.com/static/512c17c8e4b0df88da7858c0/5132a0dae4b066ad532c4d76/5132a0dae4b0b73e528de4c5/1362272478437/Screen%20Shot%202013-03-02%20at%204.59.05%20PM.png
http://static.squarespace.com/static/512c17c8e4b0df88da7858c0/5132a0dae4b066ad532c4d76/5132a0dae4b0c6fb04da8493/1362272482012/Screen%20Shot%202013-03-02%20at%204.59.22%20PM.png
http://static.squarespace.com/static/512c17c8e4b0df88da7858c0/5132a0dae4b066ad532c4d76/5132a11de4b03f8a261d605d/1362272545073/Screen%20Shot%202013-03-02%20at%205.02.06%20PM.png

R A Y

Directed a leading energy-research program at the University of Tennessee
Space Institute -+ Founded and led ERC, Inc., a distinguished provider of
scientific and engineering services supporting the nation’ s defense and space-

exploration activities

Sampling of Awards Include

Faraday Medal, awarded by the International MHD Liaison Group, 1999 - Plasma
Dynamics and Laser Award, AIAA, 1994 - Distinguished Achievement Award of
American Chinese Engineers, 1986 -+ Achievement Award, Society of Women

Engineers, 1985
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