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Recognizing A Goddard Pioneer: Emmett Chappelle

In recognition of African-American History Month we salute the work of Mr. Emmett Chappelle. The retired Goddard research scientist owns 14 U.S. patents, an indication of a life’s work devoted to technical innovation. In 2007 he was inducted into the National Inventors Hall of Fame in Akron, Ohio, confirming his status as one of NASA’s great innovators. He has also been recognized as one of the 20th Century’s top 100 African American scientists.
The Hall of Fame recognized his work with lyophilized reaction mixtures. Chappelle’s work revealed that a specific combination of chemicals causes all living organisms to emit light. Through his discovery, Chappelle facilitated important findings within the fields of biology and chemistry, leading to the development of remote sensing of vegetation health through laser-induced fluorescence. He also developed innovative techniques used to detect bacteria in urine, blood, spinal fluids, drinking water and foods. 
Chappelle’s work also hastened the development of laser-induced fluorescence as a means to detect plant stress. This technique allows scientists to ascertain crop health and measure productivity based on the amount of light crops emit, creating data that can be used to improve food production through effective planting, irrigation and fertilization patterns. 
He was hired at NASA in 1963 to do research while a senior biochemist at the Hazelton Laboratory in Falls Church, Va. In 1966 Chappelle joined Goddard as an exobiologist and later as an astrochemist. “I really enjoyed my time at Goddard,” Chappelle stated after his induction was announced. “The people made it a great place for me to do my research and I really appreciated that NASA recognized the importance of my work.”
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