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(57) ABSTRACT

A laser system containing an etalon to reduce the spectral
bandwidth and for tuning, with cavity dumping to generate
the short pulses is described. The resulting system is stable
and not overly complicated. The combination of cavity
dumping with an intracavity etalon enables the invention to
produce a string of short pulses, each of which has a very
narrow spectral bandwidth. Tuning the wavelength over a
spectral range that is very small, but much larger than the
laser’s spectral bandwidth, enables the invention to use
dual-wavelength lidar, DIAL, differential spectroscopy, or a
combination of these methods to measure the concentration
of the desired chemicals with excellent accuracy.
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1
SPECTRALLY PURE SHORT-PULSE LASER

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention is in the field of optical spectroscopy, and
particularly laser absorption spectroscopy.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Laser absorption spectroscopy is a common method of
measuring and identifying chemicals. For example, light
from an Er:YAG laser operating at a wavelength near 1645
nm is strongly absorbed by methane; the reduction in laser
intensity, due to absorption, can be used to calculate the
amount of methane probed by the laser beam. The laser
source is more effective if its spectral bandwidth is limited;
a spectrally pure laser is more useful than one that is not as
pure. In addition, it is often easier to measure the absorption
signal in a string of short pulses instead of in a long pulse or
a continuous laser. A stable, spectrally pure laser output with
a high repetition rate of short pulses is ideal. There can be
a tradeoff between short pulses and spectral purity.

There are many applications for high-quality laser absorp-
tion spectroscopy. The methane absorption at 1645 nm is
already used by Er:YAG lidar systems to measure methane
concentration in air. Likewise, the carbon dioxide absorption
near 2100 nm has been used by Ho:YAG lidar systems to
measure carbon dioxide concentration in the air. Laser
absorption spectroscopy is also used to measure, for
example, pollutants dissolved in water.

Due to the effects of climate change, there is an increasing
need to measure greenhouse gases accurately. These include
carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, ozone, and chloro-
fluorocarbons. Monitoring these gases, and finding sources
of'leaks of the gases, is a key application of laser absorption
spectroscopy. As one example, a laser mounted in an aircraft
and pointed to the ground can be used as the source; the
reflected signal, which can then be captured by a measure-
ment system mounted on the same aircraft, passes through
a column of atmosphere twice, creating a long absorption
path that can enhance absorption of the laser beam and
increase measurement accuracy.

There are several laser absorption spectroscopy systems
under development to measure greenhouse gases, atmo-
spheric pollutants, and chemicals dissolved in the oceans.
Most such systems can only measure a single chemical,
although some, such as those that use an optical parametric
oscillator, can be tuned enough to potentially measure more
than one chemical. The shortest laser pulses typically used
for these measurements is 7-10 ns, and the spectral band-
width of the laser is typically larger than a single absorption
feature.

CONCISE DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic of the laser apparatus

FIG. 2 is a graph of energy transfer within the laser
material

FIG. 3 shows the laser absorption spectroscopy system

FIG. 4 is the layout of a tunable etalon

FIG. 5 shows an absorption feature (in this case, methane)
and the three wavelengths used for laser absorption spec-
troscopy and differential spectroscopy.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

To address the need for a spectroscopy laser that produces
short pulses but is also spectrally pure, a laser system
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containing an etalon to reduce the spectral bandwidth and
for tuning, with cavity dumping to generate the short pulses
is described. The resulting system is stable and not overly
complicated. The combination of cavity dumping with an
intracavity etalon enables the invention to produce a string
of short pulses, each of which has a very narrow spectral
bandwidth. Tuning the wavelength over a spectral range that
is very small, but much larger than the laser’s spectral
bandwidth, enables the invention to use dual-wavelength
lidar, DIAL, differential spectroscopy, or a combination of
these methods to measure the concentration of the desired
chemicals with excellent accuracy. Use of cavity dumping,
rather than Q-switching, to produce short pulses enables the
laser to combine spectral purity with short pulse length,
because the light in a cavity-dumped pulse has passed
through the etalon dozens of times, while the light in a
Q-switched pulse might only pass through an etalon once or
twice.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The laser apparatus 30 of the subject invention comprises
four subsystems in FIG. 2: pump and power (10), laser (11,
12, 16, 17), spectral (13), and pulse forming (14, 15).
Subsystem 10 takes electrical power—from a battery, wall
plug, or other electric supply—and first converts it as needed
by the system, then uses it to drive semiconductor pump
lasers. The laser may be formed of a laser material such as
crystal, glass, ceramic or other solid state material and be
Er:YAG, Ho:YAG, Tm:YAG, Nd:YAG, Cu vapor, HF, CO2,
or other material system, dependent on the compound being
detected. This subsystem includes the power to drive the
Pockels cell (14) in the subsystem (14, 15), the tunable
etalon (13) in Subsystem (13), and whatever temperature
control is needed. Subsystem (11, 12, 16, 17) is the main
laser portion, including the pump cavity (12), rod (11), and
mirrors (16, 17). It takes the pump light and converts it into
a highly coherent beam at the desired wavelength. Subsys-
tem (14, 15), comprising the Pockels cell (14) and the
polarizer (15), is the pulse forming subsystem.

The Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle describes the
tradeoff between bandwidth and pulse length. In particular,
it defines the minimum value of either one, if the other is
known. It is usually described by the relationship

AvxAT>1/2m,

where Av is the spectral bandwidth and At is the pulse
length. This is the absolute limit; to produce a pulse whose
length is shorter than t, requires a bandwidth >1/2xt,. No
real laser can meet the minimum limit; few lasers can even
reach the level

Av=1/At.

As an example, a laser whose pulse length is 10 ns will
almost never have a spectral bandwidth less than 100 MHz.
Use of cavity dumping with an intracavity etalon, however,
enables a closer approach to the absolute limit of 16 MHz.
The subject invention can produce a pulse 6 ns long, with a
spectral bandwidth of 50 MHz, twice the absolute limit and
more than a factor of 3 better than the “transform limit”
defined by the inverse of the pulse length.

In one embodiment, as shown in FIG. 1, a laser rod (11)
could be placed in a cavity (12), enabling side-pumping by
the pump lasers (10) with equal or better efficiency than the
traditional end-pumping. Such a cavity reduces pump beam
quality requirements. The laser rod, then excited, could store
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the pump energy in the laser inversion (FIG. 2, 21), in which
ions are excited into energy levels above the ground level,
and trapped in an excited state for some time. In this portion
of operation, the pump portion, the pulse forming system
(14, 15) is preventing lasing by reflecting fluorescence from
the laser rod out of the cavity, keeping the potential laser
light from being captured by both mirrors (16, 17), although
it still reflects from one of them (16). After a sufficient
amount of time that enables the inversion to be significantly
greater than would normally be achievable in laser opera-
tion, the pulse forming system can be switched to pass the
oscillating light (FIG. 2, 22), which is then fully contained
by the two mirrors. During this portion of operation, the
charging portion, energy is moved from the inversion into
the oscillating photon stream. Some time later, the oscillat-
ing light (FIG. 2, 23) can be dumped out of the cavity when
the pulse forming system is switched back into the mode in
which any light in the cavity is reflected out. This is the
output portion of operation, and the light coming out is the
laser output. The optimum length of the charging portion can
be calculated by rate equation analysis. In this embodiment,
the intracavity etalon (FIG. 1, 13), which reduces the spec-
tral bandwidth of the laser output, can be adjusted to tune the
output wavelength, preferably by means of changing the
distance between the two reflecting surfaces that form the
etalon. Since the etalon is always in the cavity, it controls the
laser output spectrum; during the charging portion of opera-
tion, the etalon can reduce the spectral bandwidth of light
inside the cavity to be extremely narrow, even potentially as
narrow as is limited by the Heisenberg Uncertainty Prin-
ciple. In this embodiment, the etalon can tune three succes-
sive laser pulses such that one is tuned to the peak wave-
length of a chemical absorption feature for maximum
absorption, one is tuned to maximum transmission, and one
is tuned to a value at which the chemical has a medium
absorption value that is somewhat less than the maximum.
The laser can also have available a known sample of the
chemical being measured, enabling frequent, or even simul-
taneous, calibration of the output wavelengths. The returned
intensity at the minimum absorption wavelength can be used
to normalize the measurement, since the measurement at the
minimum absorption wavelength is a measurement of loss in
the laser propagation when there is no absorption but only
other losses. After normalization, the remaining two mea-
surements can be used differentially to approximate the
slope of the absorption curve as a function of wavelength.
This calculation, the differential of received intensity with
respect to wavelength, is defined as

al e — Ined
A A = Aea

In this equation, . is the normalized intensity received
at the wavelength of maximum absorption, I,,, is the
normalized intensity received at the wavelength of medium
absorption, A, is the wavelength of maximum absorption,
and A, the wavelength of medium absorption. This cal-
culated value is used to calculate differential absorption.
Combining differential absorption with normalized direct
absorption measurements can increase the accuracy of
chemical recognition and measurement. The differential
absorption value is more sensitive than a simple absorption
measurement, and the normalized intensity measurements
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are affected only by the absorbing material, the amount of
this material in the laser path length, and the path length
itself.

The invention, thus comprises a laser absorption spec-
troscopy system, with a laser, including the laser material, a
means of energizing the laser material, at least two high-
reflectivity mirrors, a pulse forming system that enables
switching between containing light within the cavity and
directing light out of the cavity, and a tunable etalon; it also
includes a receiver, comprising at least one photodetector
that is sensitive at the laser wavelength, and with a digital
output, a means of energizing this photodetector, collection
optics, and a means of calculating ratios of photodetector
measurements, such as with a computer. The laser material
may be solid-state such as crystal, glass, ceramic, other
solid-state method or a combination of these materials. The
energizing means may be optical such as one or more pump
lasers, one or more pump diodes, one or more flashlamps, or
other optical pumping method. Further, the energizing
means may be electrical, chemical or magnetic. The collec-
tion optics may include at least one lens, and at least one
mirror. The pulse forming system may have a Pockels cell,
its driver, and a polarizer. The etalon tuning may be accom-
plished by applying an electric or magnetic field. Further, the
means of energizing the laser material may use side-pump-
ing and each laser material is not affected by pumping the
other material; calibration of the output wavelengths may be
real time.

Also, the spectroscopic laser apparatus of the subject
invention may include an ionic laser material in a crystalline
host, where the laser material is side-pumped by semicon-
ductor lasers and the output is cavity dumped through the
use of a Pockels cell and a polarizer; a tunable etalon may
be included to select specific wavelengths which are selected
to normalize the measurement and/or to enable the use of
differential spectroscopy; the laser output can be tuned to a
region wherein the chemical being analyzed has known
absorption features.

It will be understood that the foregoing description is of
preferred exemplary embodiments of the invention and that
the invention is not limited to the specific forms shown or
described herein. Various modifications may be made in the
design, arrangement, and type of elements disclosed herein,
as well as the steps of making and using the invention
without departing from the scope of the invention as
expressed in the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A laser absorption spectroscopy system, comprising:
laser material, a pump laser, at least two high-reflectivity
mirrors, a pulse forming system that enables switching
between containing light within a cavity and directing light
out of the cavity in three successive pulses via cavity
dumping, and one etalon within the cavity turned to three
predetermined wavelengths;

wherein

a first pulse is tuned to a first wavelength comprising a
peak absorption wavelength of a chemical being ana-
lyzed,

a second pulse is tuned to a second wavelength compris-
ing a maximum transmission wavelength of the chemi-
cal, and

a third pulse is tuned to a third wavelength comprising a
medium absorption wavelength of the chemical;

a receiver, comprising at least one photodetector that is
sensitive to each of the three predetermined wavelengths,
collection optics; and
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a computer for calculating ratios of photodetector mea-
surements.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the laser material is
solid-state.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the pump laser is
optical.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the pump laser is
electrical or magnetic.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the pump laser is
chemical.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein the collection optics
include at least one lens.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein the collection optics
include at least one mirror.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein the pulse forming
system comprises a Pockels cell, a driver, and a polarizer.

9. The system of claim 1, wherein an output of the
photodetector is digitized.

10. The system of claim 1, wherein the etalon tuning is
accomplished by applying an electric or magnetic field.

11. The system of claim 1, wherein the pump laser uses
more than one laser material.

12. The system of claim 11, wherein the laser materials
used are different from each other.

13. The system of claim 11 wherein the more than one
laser material is not affected by pumping the other material.
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14. The system of claim 1, wherein the pump laser uses
side-pumping.
15. A spectroscopic laser apparatus for determining the
identity and concentration of a substance, comprising:

an ionic laser material in a crystalline host;

the laser material being side-pumped by semiconductor
lasers;

the output is dumped out of a cavity through the use of a
Pockels cell and a polarizer;

wherein the output comprises three successive pulses;
each pulse tuned by one etalon within the cavity to
select and output light of three predetermined wave-
lengths; wherein the predetermined wavelengths are
tuned by changing the distance between a first and a
second reflecting surface of the etalon, the successive
pulses tuned to:

A first pulse having a first wavelength tuned to a peak
absorption wavelength of a chemical being analyzed,

A second pulse having a second wavelength tuned to a
maximum transmission wavelength of the chemical,
and

A third pulse having a third wavelength tuned to a
medium absorption wavelength of the chemical.
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