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Abstract: A convenient thulium fiber laser source is described with 3 W of output power operating
at a wavelength of 2059 nm with a slope efficiency of 49% with respect to input pump power and
60% with respect to absorbed pump power. The laser was applied in an atomic helium spectroscopy
experiment to quench *He (2058.63 nm) and *He (2058.69 nm) meta-stable singlets (2'S), allowing
for further investigation of the helium fine structure. The customized laser effectively eliminates the
singlet counts to well below a background level (1%). A simplified analysis describes the basic laser
performance with fitted constants in reasonable agreement with previous work.
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1. Introduction

The key benefits of double clad single transverse mode fiber lasers have been well established,
such as efficient and powerful pumping, alignment ease and stability, good heat dissipation due to
large surface area to volume ratio, and excellent beam quality [1,2]. For spectroscopic applications,
small diameters (typically 250 um) and long fiber lengths allow for both compact designs and dense
mode spacing to conveniently excite very narrow spectral lines. Fiber Bragg gratings are frequently
employed to create the laser cavity inside the fiber and select the necessary wavelength and bandwidth.
Grating centers can be tuned with temperature for fine control of output wavelength (=0.02 nm/C for
~ 2 um).

Silica (Si) with rare-earth (RE) do-pants provide very broad homogeneous fluorescent emission.
When placed in a silica glass host, thulium (Tm) has several different absorption bands, located at
790 nm, 1210 nm, and 1670 nm [3,4]. The emission spectrum for the 3F4-3Hj transition spans about 400
nm, ranging between 1700 nm to 2100 nm [5]. This emission range extends into the eye-safe regime
and has many applications such as laser detection and ranging (LIDAR) for wind shear detection radar,
remote sensing, atmospheric pollution monitoring, surgery, range finders, as well as for inducing
transitions in atomic spectroscopy experiments [6].

Fiber coupled laser diodes emitting around 790 nm are capable of generating high signal powers
especially when employing cladding pumped schemes [7-9].Thulium can be pumped at any of the
wavelength bands shown in Figure 1, but the 790 nm band is of particular interest because at high
doping (=4%—6%) it yields a near 2 for 1 cross relaxation process populating the upper lasing level,
where the cross relaxation efficiency can be defined as the average number of lasing levels created per
pump photon absorbed and increases the overall efficiency that would otherwise be limited to the
usual quantum defect between lasing and pump frequencies [10]. Efficiencies have been reported to
exceed 60% [3,11].
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Figure 1. Energy Levels of Thulium.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Laser Design

The laser described in this report is pumped with a diode module centered at 793 nm with a
maximum output power of 8 W (BWT Beijing), see Figure 2. This pump laser is fiber coupled with
105 pm/125 pm NA = 0.15 fiber and has a bandwidth of 3 nm. It also is built with feedback protection
between 1900-2000 nm. The diode module is fused to a (2 + 1) X 1 multi-mode pump combiner (ITF
Technologies) to facilitate launching the pump power into the active fiber. For this experiment, only one
of the combiner’s input ports was used. The input was designed to match the pump laser fiber and
so had 105 um/125 um NA = 0.15 fiber on the input pump side. The signal side had 10 um/125 um
low index double clad NA = 0.46 fiber to match the active fiber. We measured 95% pump beam
combiner efficiency and 99% transmission efficiency between the combiner signal ports (called T,
below). Launching the pump power from the combiner into the 10 pm/130 um low index Tm active
fiber was more difficult than we had expected. The ~3 cm of low index recoat was determined to be
responsible for most of the coupling loss. With improvements in cleanliness and technique, the loss
was reduced to 5%, as verified by cutback experiments. Nevertheless, simple observation with an
optical microscope indicates the index uniformity of the recoated fiber was not nearly as uniform as
the commercial fiber. The active fiber consists of 2.15 m of thulium doped 10 um/130 um low index
NA = 0.46 fiber (Nufern, East Granby, CT, USA) designed to give a truly single-mode profile (TEMy).
The thulium fiber has a cladding absorption of 4.6 dB/m at 793 nm. This fiber is expected to absorb
nominally 90% of the pump light launched into the gain fiber (7% was measured exiting the back which
is consistent with a 90% absorption and the subsequent losses through grating and recoat sections).
The gain length was chosen basically by balancing the cost of lost pump photons versus the cost of
additional Tm fiber. The frequency mode spacing of the overall cavity length (¢/2nL = 150 MHz) was
already dense enough to overlap the broad spectral feature (300 MHz FWHM), so no additional length
was needed. The absorbed pump power P, in terms of the diode power Pgjoqe is given by:

Paps = p * Pdiode 1)
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with an absorption efficiency 7, of 81%, given by the product of the beam combiner (0.95), launch
(0.95), and absorption (0.90) efficiencies.
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The laser cavity is created by employing a highly reflective fiber Bragg gating (R; ~ 99.7% inferred
from an optical spectrum analyzer measurement of Ty = 0.3% as supplied by the vendor, O/E Land). Itis
centered at 2058.45 nm with a bandwidth of 1.2 nm. The grating is fused to the back end of the active
fiber and the Fresnel reflection of R, = 3.3% forms the output coupler at the front end. The fiber Bragg
grating (FBG) was designed to insure the laser bandwidth easily overlapped the required transitions

Figure 2. Thulium Fiber Laser Schematic.

even allowing for large grating centering errors and without any grating temperature control.

2.2. Atomic Helium Beam

The above laser was designed for use in a high precision measurement of fine and hyper-fine
structure in the stable isotopes (®He and *He) of the helium atom. Metastable helium is created
through collisional excitation with electrons produced by thermionic emission from a tungsten filament,
see Figure 3. This produces approximately equal sublevel populations in the singlet and triplet states.

2059 nm Thulium Laser
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Figure 3. Helium Atomic Experiment.

The atomic beam is collimated through slits, approximately 4 mils wide, to reduce Doppler
broadening. The above laser and a 1083 nm laser depopulate the singlet and the m = 0 magnetic
sublevel respectively. Separating the m = 0, +1, and —1 sublevels is done with a set of Stern-Gerlach
magnets, which allows for selective detection of the m = 0 state via electron ejection from a gold
plated grazing surface (surface Penning ionization or Auger deexcitation). The resulted electrons emit
and are collected by a continuous electron multiplier. A signal is detected by using a spectroscopic
modulated laser of 1083 nm to allow for observations of the ] =0, 1, 2 states and the comparison of the
spacing of these levels allow for measurements of the fine and hyper-fine structure. The remaining gas
is circulated through a liquid nitrogen dewar to remove background gas and to reuse the rare and
expensive >He.
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3. Results

3.1. Laser Characterization

Upon testing the laser, the threshold was found to be 1.7 W with a bandwidth of 70 GHz (50 °C).
The laser produces an output of over 3 W corresponding to a slope efficiency of 60% with respect to
absorbed power and follows a TEMy profile.

The laser shows a fairly abrupt threshold and a fairly uniform slope efficiency, see Figure 4.
Under such conditions a simplified analysis may be adequate to determine if the laser is operating
as expected, see for example [12]. It is important to point out that more detailed and complete laser
models have been developed and reported in literature [4,9], and they help motivate the simplifications
taken below. To estimate the slope efficiency, a homogeneously broadened lasing transition is assumed
with no parasitic pump or laser absorption, no excited state absorption, hole burning, etc. In steady
state, any attempt at additional population in the lasing level above threshold results in a shortened
lifetime through stimulated emission. Hence, the slope efficiency 1o, is written as

2
slope = —:Vl"s” (CR)7ex @

Vpump

n

Laser Output Vs Absorbed Input

Output Power (W)
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Figure 4. Laser Output vs. Absorbed Input.

In addition to the cross relaxation efficiency (CR) and the quantum defect, the extraction efficiency
(nex) indicates the fraction of the stimulated photons that exit the cavity and form the laser output.
Because the output coupling of 96.7% is so large, the additional internal 2.4% loss has only a small effect
of laser operation (note the nonuniform laser intensity within the cavity reduces sensitivity to losses
from the back side of the laser in contrast to the threshold estimate below). With njex = 0.974, the CR
term, which was not independently determined, was simply adjusted to 1.6 to yield the measured slope
efficiency. This value of 1.6 is composition dependent (particularly the Al and Tm concentrations) [7],
and is less than the best reported values of approximately 1.8 [3,9].

The threshold of the laser occurs when the round trip gain G from inversion equals the round trip
losses. The gain is found using the absorption (o, = 2.8 X 102 m?) and emission (0e = 9 X 10720 m?)
cross sections at 2059 nm taken from published data on similar fibers [13-16]. The data agreed to +10%.
The variation could be partially attributed to composition dependence. The value for o, was verified
to within 7% by measuring the fiber absorption at 2059 nm (assuming negligible parasitic absorption).
Also the modal overlap with the core (I' = 0.75), the fiber core area A, and the Tm concentration density
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(3 X 10%° m?) are required. To good approximation, the population is primarily only in the ground
and lasing levels, n = 11 + 1. The round trip loss is determined by the refectivities, the coupler
transmission and the typical splice transmission T, experimentally measured through the cut back
technique to be approximately 99%. At threshold the gain is fixed by RiR,Ts*T?G = 1, and the upper
state population Nj is then determined by

G= el"f(nz(x)ag—nl(x)aa)dx _ ezAfr(Nzag—Nlaa) (3)

Notably, G is better expressed in terms of the total level populations, since the pumping and
resulting populations are not uniform along the fiber length. The threshold is determined by finding
the pump power at threshold, Py,, required to balance the sum of the density dependent decay rates
from the excited levels:

2

CR)P N
(CR)Pw _ f (yo+ 2km)mdV = yoNa + 2k (1.2) =

thump

No

Teff

(4)

The standard definition for the thulium cross relaxation coefficient (k = kq319) has been used [4].
To simplify the expression, we used the fact that 7, is small compared to 71 and that 7, is approximately
determined by the local pump power (1, = nge”**). The integration factor of 1.2 would be 1.0 in the
limit of long fiber length compared to absorption length. The low density lifetime (tg = 1/yg) was
measured by electrical pulse pumping and fluorescent monitoring of the decay at long time scales.
For times greater than about 500 ps, the decay rate was a simple exponential and gave a lifetime of
480 ps. This is approximately consistent with the range and composition dependent values for the
lifetime reported in the literature [17]. The parameters in Equations (3) and (4) that were not measured
by us for this fiber were o and k. To fit our measured values for threshold, o has to be reduced by
40%, assuming the fitted value of k (1.5 X 10723 m3s71) taken from [4] is correct for our fiber. This k
value gives an effective lifetime 7. of 380 ps for our fiber at threshold.

3.2. Atomic Spectroscopy

The above laser was designed for convenient optical quenching in an atomic spectroscopy
experiment in helium [18]. The fiber laser operating at 2058.65 nm is used for quenching transitions
in *He (2058.63 nm) and “He (2058.69 nm) singlets (2!Sy). The atomic beam of meta-stable helium is
created by electron collisions and has an approximately room temperature thermal distributions of
velocities (Vayg ~ 1500 m/s). The quenching is accomplished when the atoms cross the ~3 mm diameter
laser beam and undergo laser transitions to the fast decaying 2!P state (Figure 5). With high-power
(>0.5 W), the broad emission spectrum is sufficiently stable and continuous to allow for efficient
quenching of 3He and *He simultaneously, insensitive to temperature and alignment fluctuations and
drifts. At low power, the inefficient quenching of the states leads to sensitivity to the size of the beam,
the power applied, and the transit time of atoms across the laser beam. Also, near threshold, the laser
does not produce a uniform and stable frequency spectrum. Thus, the atomic quenching does not
follow a simple exponential decay versus overall applied laser power, see Figure 5.

The bandwidth of the laser is an important design parameter which is approximately given by the
FWHM of the output grating given sufficient high input pumping above threshold. When applied to
the atomic beam, the laser can quench the singlet states down to a background level (<1%) as shown
(Separate experiments indicate the residual signal is from UV background photons) [19].
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Figure 5. Quenching of the Singlet States.

4. Discussion

This paper describes the use of a thulium fiber laser operating at 2059 nm in an atomic spectroscopy
experiment. The laser effectively quenches the singlet states of atomic helium, while being very
insensitive to laboratory temperature and alighment changes, making it a very convenient and reliable
solution. These results indicate that customized Tm double clad fiber lasers might provide effective
solutions in similar optical pumping and spectroscopy applications. The simplified analysis and
published cross-sections support readily feasible laser designs between 1900 and 2100 nm. The paper
shows a simple and effect fiber laser source that utilizes readily available materials to accomplish
scientific experiments.
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