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Abstract

The development of fiber lasers as a possible replacement to high-cost, bulk solid-
state lasers is of increasing interest to the Department of Defense (DOD), scientific
research, and commercial industries. The objective of this experiment was to develop a
diode-pumped, ytterbium (Yb)-doped fiber laser system, designed to operate in
continuous wave (cw), passively Q-switched and passively mode locked operation.

The fiber laser designed for this experiment was the first fiber laser oscillator built
at the Air Force Institute of Technology. A Cr**:YAG (Chromium: Ytterbium Aluminum
Garnett) crystal was used as a saturable absorber to generate Q-switched pulses.

Attempts to mode lock the laser were accomplished using a semiconductor saturable
absorber mirror (SESAM) and through nonlinear polarization rotation (NPR).

Output power and spectra were measured in cw after testing two different Yb-
fibers and three output couplers. The best output power result was 5 Watts (W) at an
input power of 8.3 W, yielding an efficiency of 60%. Output spectral peaks were
measured between 1087-1108 nm. Q-switched pulses using the Cr**:YAG crystal were
2.9 ps long with repetition rates between 60-150 kHz, pulse energies of 7-24 pJ, and peak
powers twice as high as the average power. Q-switched and possible mode locked pulses
were generated using NPR. Q-switched pulse widths ranged from 1.8-2.8 s with
repetition rates between 29-72 kHz. Mode locked pulse widths were 10.5 ns with a
repetition rate of 17.2 MHz. Mode locking was not achieved using the SESAM, but the

results that resemble mode beating are presented, and causes for error are analyzed.
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Q-SWITCHED AND MODE LOCKED SHORT PULSES FROM A DIODE
PUMPED, YB-DOPED FIBER LASER

I. Introduction

1.1 Background

The development of fiber lasers as a possible replacement to high-cost, bulk solid-
state lasers is of increasing interest to the Department of Defense (DOD), scientific
research, and commercial industries. For high power applications, double-clad fiber
lasers pumped by inexpensive diodes present simpler, more compact, and lower cost
solutions, in the fields of communication, laser range finding, remote sensing, surgical
marking, micro-machining, biomedical imaging and medical surgery [1]. Fiber lasers
that operate in Q-switched or mode locked regimes, emitting short pulses and ultrashort
pulses on the order of nanoseconds (ns) to femtoseconds (fs), at repetition rates of kHz to
MHz, respectively, possess specific advantages over continuous wave (cw) operation,
enabling cleaner ablation of materials in micro-machining and medical surgeries [2],
higher efficiencies in laser communication, and precise measurement in remote sensing

and laser range finding [3].

1.2 Problem Statement
The objective of this experiment and thesis was to develop a diode-pumped,
ytterbium (Yb)-doped double-clad fiber laser system, designed to operate in the Q-

switched, mode locked, and Q-switched mode locked (QML) regimes. A Cr*":YAG



(Chromium**: Yttriums Aluminums Garnetts,) crystal was used as a saturable absorber to
passively Q-switch the laser. In order to passively mode lock the laser, a semiconductor
saturable-absorber mirror (SESAM) was placed in the cavity. A second technique to
generate mode locked pulses implemented nonlinear polarization rotation (NPR). Data
was collected and interpreted in order to compare measurements of the laser output
power, efficiency, spectrum and short pulse characteristics. This includes pulse width,
repetition rate, and pulse intensity, in order to further analyze the functionality, benefits,
and disadvantages to Yb-doped fiber laser systems using a saturable-absorber as a
simpler, compact, and less costly alternative to bulk solid-state laser systems for

applications of short and ultrashort optics.

1.3 Thesis Overview

This thesis is a presentation of the research, experimental methods, data
collection, and analysis conducted at the Air Force Institute of Technology (AFIT) from
June 2008 through March 2009, with the primary experimental efforts taking place from
September 2008 to January 2009. The remainder of the introduction section highlights
the research objectives and the research focus of this experiment. Chapter Il provides a
summary of previous work conducted in the fields of fiber lasers and short pulse
applications. This chapter will briefly cover the important aspects pertaining to the
propagation of a pulse through a Yb-doped fiber, passive Q-switching, passive mode
locking, nonlinear polarization rotation, and compensation of dispersion effects using a
diffraction grating pair. Chapter 11l outlines the experimental setup, procedures,

equipment and optics used, and the subsequent measurements taken. Chapter IV presents



the results acquired for the design concepts shown in chapter 111, along with analysis of
the data and explanation for error and complications of the experiment. The discussion
and conclusion section in chapter V explores the advantages and disadvantages to the

fiber laser pertaining to DOD interests and proposals for future research within AFIT.

1.4 Research Focus

While fiber lasers offer a broad array of challenges to multiple scientific
disciplines, the focus of this experiment centers around the output power, pulse width,
and spectral tuning of the system in cw, passively Q-switched, passively mode locked,
and QML operation. There are significant linear and nonlinear effects that factor into the
power output, temporal (time), and spectral characteristics of the laser. These issues are
briefly addressed to the extent that they applied to the experiment, but not to the level of
detail that they may deserve. This includes power losses inherent to the laser cavity
design, damage thresholds of the fiber and optics, group velocity dispersion (GVD) and
third order dispersion (TOD) contributions to the pulse width at higher input powers and
intensities.

In the cw regime, laser output power compared to the pump power for each
design provides experimental justification for the laser efficiency in comparison to the
research conducted and current bulk solid-state lasers commercially available.
Measurements of the pulse width in Q-switched and mode locked operation are compared
to the theory developed in chapter 11, and are based on the dimensions of the laser cavity.
Additionally, fibers and other optical elements are a significant source of GVD and TOD

that affect the group velocity of a pulse and significantly increase the pulse width. To



compensate for GVD, techniques for using a grating are presented in the next chapter.
Passive mode locking was not achieved for experiments using the SESAM. Because of
this, the inclusion of the gratings in chapter Il serves more to support the theory of
dispersion compensation, and was not used for comparison with the data collected in the
experiment.

Spectral measurements were obtained for cw, Q-switch, mode locked and NPR
design concepts, along with differing reflectance output couplers. The spectra of both the
input and output beam for each design are presented and explained.

It was desired to keep the cavity length and design as consistent as possible in cw,
Q-switched, and mode-locked operation in order to better compare the measurements
described. However, this posed a significant challenge because the different operating
regimes were better optimized at different cavity lengths or different positioning of lenses
and mirrors in the cavity. Attempts to explore issues of optimization are presented as

well.



I1. Theory

2.1 Chapter Overview

This chapter begins by providing a brief historical development of fiber lasers and
current advances in high power experiments. A comparison in performance between
solid-state lasers and fiber lasers in cw and pulsed operations is summarized from
literature searches, incorporating scientific reporting and a few examples of available
commercial technology at the present time. This chapter also provides a brief summary
of propagation of pulses through Yb-doped fibers, some of the important computational
equations for passive Q-switching, passive mode locking, and compensation of dispersion
within the cavity using a grating pair. The intent is to provide background directly
applicable to the purpose of the experiment, and to highlight key relationships for taking
power measurements of the output beam, measuring the pulse width, and collecting

spectral data.

2.2 Previous Work

Fiber lasers are not a new technology. The first fiber lasers were developed in the
early 1960’s; they operated at wavelengths of about 1 um, and provided just a few
milliwatts (mW) of power [4, 5]. Techniques for mode locking and Q-switching lasers,
generating picoseconds (ps) pulses were demonstrated in the mid-1960’s using He-Ne
and dye lasers [6,7]. Sub-picoseconds mode locked pulses in dye lasers with energies of
3 nJ and 4 kilowatts (kW) peak powers were reported in the mid-1970’s [8]. Since the

inception of fiber lasers, it seems they have continued to lag behind the industry standard



of the time, while continuing to show promise as the prudent alternative to bulky,
expensive, and less efficient systems being marketed.

At present, the Ti:Sapphire solid-state laser is among the most popular sources for
fs pulses and at the forefront of ultrafast technology for scientific research. Commercial
versions typically supply 100 fs pulses at repetition rates of 80 MHz and pulse energies
of 15 nanojoules (nJ) at average powers of 1-3 Watts. Generation of pulses shorter than
12 fs was demonstrated in the early 1990°s [9, 10, 11]. However, Ti:Sapphire lasers are
costly, some on the order of $200,000. They require significant cooling and maintenance,

and have output efficiencies of less than 20% [12, 13].
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Figure 2.1. Evolution of power output for fiber lasers
between 1998 and 2008 for rare-earth doped fibers
[15].

Current research in fiber laser systems is attempting to resolve these issues of
performance, cost, and simplicity. Ytterbium-doped glass fibers (YDF), with a quantum
defect less than 10%, and power coupling efficiencies up to 80%, appear to be the gain
medium of choice for high power output solutions [14]. Figure 2.1 [15], illustrates the

power evolution achieved for cw output from rare-earth doped fibers between 1998 and



2008. What is significant from the graph is the relative slow progress in output power
achieved during the late-1990's to a dramatic increase over the past seven years,
particularly with Yb-doped fibers lasers. In 2005, IPG Photonics set a record for peak
power at 17 kW by combining light from multiple Yb-doped fibers to produce a
multimode beam. For single mode cw operation, powers up to 3 kW have been achieved
since 2006 [15]. Leading groups in the area of power scaling fiber lasers include IPG,
followed by a group at University of Southampton and Friedrich Schiller University Jena,
who have produced 1 KW cw, single mode power outputs [16].

While significant advancements in high power have been achieved in the cw
regime, the output power in Q-switched and mode locked operation is significantly
restricted due to nonlinear processes playing a more dominant role in power and energy
scaling [14]. Nonlinear processes such as amplified spontaneous emission (ASE) is
significant in doped fibers due to the high gain of the fiber and continuous pumping,
which in turn lowers the energy storage capacity of the fiber. This is an area where fiber
lasers lag significantly behind their solid-state counter-parts. The high peak power of a
Q-switched or mode locked pulse can quickly exceed the damage threshold of the fiber
and destroy it. Work done thus far to achieve higher output power in ultrashort pulse fiber
lasers is geared towards chirped-pulse amplification (CPA) techniques [17]. CPA
methods involve first stretching the pulse prior to propagating through the fiber, and then
compressing the stretched pulse that exits the gain medium, leading to higher output
powers without damaging the fiber. In 2005, a group at Friedrich Schiller University

demonstrated 131 W of average power for 220 fs pulses in a YDF CPA system [18]. For



Q-switched operation, output powers of 30 W by the same group were achieved using a
rod-type photonic crystal fiber [14].

Commercial pulsed fiber laser systems currently offered by Polar Onyx range
from 1-10 W, with pulse widths between 500-800 fs at wavelengths of 1030-1064 nm,
and repetition rates of 10-1000 kHz with energies on the order of pJ [19]. In August
2008, the company SPI Lasers announced a commercial 30 W pulsed laser with pulse
widths of 10-200 ns operating at 1065 nm [20, 21]. These are some of the highest power
and pulse lasers available commercially.

In addition, the technique of nonlinear polarization rotation (NPR) is a relatively
new method for achieving passive mode locked pulses on the order of 100's of
femtoseconds. Rotating polarization wave plates in the optical cavity takes advantage of
the nonlinear properties of the pulse propagating through the fiber, thereby allowing the
intensity of the beam to be controlled to a point where mode locking and Q-switching can
be self-started. This technique will be explained further in section 2.5.2 and in chapter 111
section 3.7. NPR was first demonstrated in 1992, and by the end of the year, cavity
designs producing 452 fs pulses were demonstrated. By 1993, a ring design cavity using
an erbium-doped fiber was capable of producing 76 fs pulses with peak powers of 1 kW
and 90 pJ energies [22]. NPR methods are still be being researched today. Utilizing both
ring and linear cavities to produce short pulses on the order of 50 fs with nJ energies and
100's of kilowatt peak powers, NPR is certainly geared toward the objectives of

generating pulsed laser systems that are cheaper, smaller, and more durable [23].



While getting around the deleterious nonlinear effects poses a challenge to current
research, an emerging solution involves changing the fiber composition. Microstructured
fibers, better known as photonic crystal fibers (PCFs), are making headways in the
literature for resolving nonlinear effects such as ASE and self-phase modulation. In
2006, the company Aculight used a Yb-doped PCF and achieved ns pulses of 3 mJ
energies, 3 MW peak power and 30 W average pulse power with a beam quality M? of
1.1 using a master-oscillator/power amplifier (MOPA) [24]. The proposed experiment in
this thesis will not utilize photonic crystal fibers, so it will not be explored further in this
section, but will be further discussed in section 5.4 with regards to future research

recommendations.

2.3 Propagation of a Pulse through a Fiber

The Yb-doped double clad fiber (YDF) as shown in figure 2.2 [16] serves as the
gain medium and encompasses the largest part of the cavity length. In contrast to solid-
state lasers, there is an advantage to the gain medium being long and thin. For a long rod

of radius r and length L, the surface-to-active volume ratio is (2zrL)/(nrL) = 2/r [25].

Figure 2.2. Example of a Yb-doped double clad
fiber [16].



The radius of the fiber is very small, and the core of the fiber rises in temperature by only
a small amount, leading to excellent heat dissipation and distribution of the thermal load
over a relatively long length [14]. This is an advantage over solid-state systems, such as
the Ti:Sapphire laser, where temperature increases, if not properly cooled, and can
generate thermal lensing, limiting the output power, and degrading the beam quality.
Therefore, YDF was selected for this experiment in effort to capitalize on its compact
structure and efficiency, and also to mitigate thermo-optical problems [25].

A diode pump source was used to pump light into the double-clad fiber, where the
cladding confines the pump light and the laser light is confined in the fiber core. The
coupling efficiency will be limited by the brightness of the diode laser light, the
numerical aperture (NA) of the fiber, and how precisely the pump light is focused into the

cladding. The numerical aperture of the fiber is given by,

NA=nsin 6, = /N —Niacding (2.3.1)

where Neore aNd Neiagding are the refractive indexes of the core and cladding, respectively.
The NA determines the acceptance light cone of the fiber. Both figure 2.3 [26] and

equation (2.3.1) show that larger values for NA have larger acceptance angles, and

Figure 2.3. Higher Numerical Apertures (NA) in optical fibers
lead to lower losses in diode to fiber coupling [26].
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therefore less pump light that is wasted. This also helps to mitigate optical damage from
the intensity of high power diodes.

From the numerical aperture, the fiber parameter, also known as the V parameter,
can be computed for the fiber. This provides information on the number of transverse

modes M that will propagate in the fiber. The V parameter for a fiber is given by,
a
\Y =27rz NA (2.3.2)

where a is the radius of the fiber core and A is the wavelength. A fiber will operate in
single-mode condition for V < 2.405 [27]. As an example calculation, this experiment
utilized a fiber with a 20 um core mode field diameter and NA of 0.12. This yields a V
parameter of ~14.2 at a wavelength of 1064 nm. Thus, the fiber operates at higher than
single mode, which is better for higher power operation, but can also degrade the beam
quality.

From the V parameter, the number of modes M in the fiber can be approximated.
M~—V? (2.3.3)

Equation (2.3.3) [27] shows the number of modes increases quadratically with V. For the
same fiber parameters listed above, the number of modes is approximated to be M ~ 81.
High power fiber lasers can be built around the double-clad fiber, where the inner
core, which has the highest refractive index, is doped with Yb** ions, and the outer core
(also known as the inner cladding) has an intermediate refractive index between the inner
core and outer cladding [16]. The pump light cross-section diameter d can be focused

onto the fiber using the relationship found in equation (2.3.4).
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12212
D

d (2.3.4)

The beam cross-section diameter prior to being focused is given by D, f is the focal
length of the lens. It is desired to obtain a value for d as close as possible to the diameter
of the fiber’s inner cladding. This confines the pump light into the cladding of the fiber
and excites the light emitting atoms as the light traverses the core. [16].

Other concerns for optical fibers are the laser induced damage thresholds (LIDT),
which are thresholds of energy, intensity, and power propagating through the fiber that
can cause damage. For a laser spot size of 10 um, (an approximation to the fiber core
size of 20 um used in the experiment) the LIDTs of fused-silica at 1064 nm were
extrapolated from plots provided by R. M. Wood [28], and are shown in Table 2.1 for

pulse sizes on the order of nanoseconds, picoseconds, and femtoseconds.

Table 2.1. LIDT for fused silica of 10 pum spot size at 1064 nm [28].

LIDT | ns | ps fs

yem |20 ] 1 | 10

8 9 9

Wicm | 10 | 10 | 10

5 9 10
W 110 |10 | 10

The diode pump powers for this experiment do not exceed 13 Watts, well below
the damage threshold for the fibers. However, there are several other factors to consider
including stimulated Raman scattering (SRS), stimulated Brillouin scattering (SBS), and
surface area quality of the fiber ends. Both SRS and SBS occur when a photon with a

particular frequency interacts with a nonlinear material and emerges with either a higher
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or lower frequency. In the case of SRS, a photon from the diode pump with a slightly
higher frequency than the laser pump light enters the nonlinear medium, such as the Yb-
doped fiber, and stimulates the emission of a second signal photon, in which the energy is
transferred through the vibrational modes of the medium [27]. SRS is similar to SBS,
except that instead of the stimulated scatter of optic phonons, SBS involves the scatter of
acoustic phonons when the signal photon enters the fiber. In both cases, the scattering
direction is in the reverse direction of the signal and is a third order nonlinear optical
process [27].

The SRS and SBS power damage thresholds (Pr and Pg) for an optical fiber are

given by [28],
16A
P. = 2.3.5
gl (2:39)
21A
P. = 2.3.6
gl (2:39)

where A is cross-section area of the fiber, L is the effective interaction length of the fiber
and the Raman and Brillouin gain coefficients are given by gr and gg, respectively. Asa
quick approximation relating to this experiment, let the cross-sectional diameter of the
fiber be 200 pum, the length of the fiber be 5 m, a Raman gain coefficient of 1x10™ m/W
and Brillouin gain coefficient of 6x10™ m/W [29]. The SRS power threshold is
approximated at 1.0 MW and the SBS power threshold at 2.2 kW. These equations also
reveal a higher threshold power as the length L of the fiber is decreased. However, for a
maximum pump power of 13 W used in this experiment, it was assessed the power

threshold due to SRS and SBS would not be exceeded.
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Additional factors affecting the propagation of light through the optical fiber are
the angles at which the fiber is cleaved, the surface quality of the fiber ends, and the bend
radius of the fiber. The cleaving angle increases the surface area of the fiber core in
which pump light can be focused into the fiber, as well as lowers the stimulated laser
light in the gain medium that is reflected back through the fiber from the opposite fiber
end. The surface quality of the fiber ends should be polished clean to ensure a smooth
surface free of cracks and abrasions. These defects can lead to unwanted scattering of
light and melting of the fiber cladding, which can damage the fiber ends when the laser is
operating [30].

While transmission of light through an optical fiber is dependent on the fiber
length and cross-section diameter, the transmission is also dependent on the bending
radius of the fiber. Based on data provided by M. Wood and A. Boechat, a fiber of 400
pm diameter and bend radius of 5 cm, as parameters for one of the fibers used in this

experiment, will have a negligible bend loss effect [28].

2.4 Passive Q-Switching

Q-switching a laser results in pulse generation, typically at higher peak powers
than would be achieved in continuous wave operation. This is accomplished by
increasing the absorption losses in the laser cavity to a level higher than the gain
threshold. By preventing the laser from lasing for an interval of time, the loss in the
cavity exceeds the gain. During this time, the population inversion (N=N,-N;) continues
to rise such that when lasing is resumed, the loss in the cavity quickly drops below the

gain, and this generates a pulse at a higher peak power than in cw operation [31].
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This pulse generation technique can be accomplished by active and passive
means. A passive Q-switching method using a Cr**:YAG crystal as a saturable absorber
was chosen for this experiment. The reason active Q-switching methods were not
explored in this experiment was because they require the use of electro-optical (EO) or
acousto-optic (AO) modulators inserted into the cavity. Active Q-switching tends to be
an expensive, complex, and bulky solution, since it is achieved through externally driven
Pockels cell power supplies, RF oscillators, rotating mirrors and polarizing optics. [32].

In contrast, passive Q-switching using a saturable absorber has attracted interest
as a less complex and cheaper alternative to active Q-switching [33]. The Cr*:YAG
crystal was selected as the passive Q-switch enabler because it has excellent optical,
thermal, and mechanical properties [34], and has saturable absorption in the range of 0.9
— 1.2 um, which is ideal for the laser output at 1064 nm for the Yb-doped fiber.
Cr*":YAG crystal has been widely reported in the literature to generate nanosecond and
picosecond Q-switched pulses in the near-infrared for a wide range of laser systems,

including fiber lasers [35].

2.4.1 Generating a Q-Switched Pulse

This section briefly describes the relationships between gain, loss, and inversion
population in the laser cavity that leads to the generation of a Q-switched pulse. This
theory was first presented by Wagner and Lengyel using a ruby laser in 1962 [36], and a
similar treatment is followed by Saleh [27] and Davis [37]. Let us first define the state of

the laser in terms of the photon density ® as the number of photons, the frequency v, the
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population inversion per volume N=N,-N3, and the gain and loss coefficients as y and a,
respectively.
For lasing to occur, the gain of the cavity needs to exceed the threshold gain

coefficient yy. For simplicity, the threshold gain is defined as,
1
Yin :a—an(Rle) (2.4.1.1)

where L is the cavity length and the R coefficients correspond to the reflectance within
the cavity. If the loss coefficient a is increased, the threshold gain increases, and if a
exceeds the gain coefficient of the cavity, lasing is stopped. The gain coefficient for a

given frequency y(v) is shown to be proportional to the population inversion.

y(v)=c()(N, —% N,) (2.4.1.2)

1
o(v) is the stimulated emission cross-section of the gain medium, and the g coefficients
relate to the probability for emission from the Einstein coefficients [31]. Therefore, if the
population inversion increases, so will the gain in the cavity.

In order to achieve Q-switching, whether using passive or active techniques, the
quality factor Q needs to decreased. The Q-factor of the cavity expresses the amount of

energy stored to the rate of energy dissipated, and is given by [27,37],

27v,y L,
Q=2n stored energy _ T _ 20,7, (2.4.1.3)
energy loss percycle c(1-R)
T, ® 1 (2.4.1.4)
ca

where vy is the operating frequency and 1o is the photon lifetime of the gain medium with

length Lg. It can be seen from equation (2.4.1.3) that the Q-factor can be decreased when
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the loss a is increased due to the inverse relationship between the loss and photon
lifetime, as shown in equation (2.4.1.4).

From the full derivation carried out by [27,36, 37], and from the concept that
increasing the loss will lower the Q-factor and increase the threshold gain coefficient
with respect to the gain coefficient, two coupled differential equations are found that

relate the change in time of the number of photons ®=qV and the population inversion N.

dd y N
— =D(E-1D) =D(—-1) (2.4.15)
dt Vth N,
aN _ o N (2.4.1.6)
dt Ny,

Equation (2.4.1.5) shows the proportionality between the gain coefficients and the
population inversion, while equation (2.4.1.6) shows a decreasing inversion rate with
time. These equations can be solved numerically by setting initial conditions for both

equations at t=0. Initially, dd—':I >> (dd_? ~0). Figures 2.4 (a) and 2.4 (b) show a

normalized inversion and photon density over a normalized time for two cases. In the
first case, figure 2.4 (a), the initial inversion is pumped to 50 times above threshold
(similar to the model presented by Davis [37]). Q-switching begins as the initial
inversion (®) increases above the normalized threshold value (N=1 on the y-axis). The
peak photon density is observed as N falls below this threshold value with respect to
time. The result is a short duration Q-switched pulse in comparison to the longer
duration pulse in figure 2.4 (b) where the population N is pumped to just five times above

threshold.
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Figure 2.4. Model for Q-switch pulse from numerically solving equations (2.4.1.5) and
(2.4.1.6). The population inversion N/N;in 2.4 (a) is pumped to 50 times above threshold and
the inversion in 2.4 (b) is pumped to 5 times above threshold. N and ® also correspond to
losses and gain in the cavity. The intensity profile of the pulse is shown in relation to the
initial conditions [37].
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2.4.2 Utilizing the Cr*":YAG Saturable Absorber

By inserting the Cr**:YAG crystal into the cavity, light from the fiber is absorbed
by the crystal and the losses increase. Since there is a loss of feedback in the cavity,
energy is built up in the gain medium (the fiber), and the population inversion increases
as described in section 2.4.1. When the intensity on the crystal reaches a saturation level,
the laser light is again transmitted. When transmission occurs, the gain rapidly increases
above the threshold for lasing, and the Q-switched pulse is generated in the same manner
shown in figures 2.4 (a) and (b).

Experimentally, the average pulse power can be measured directly by a power
meter, and the temporal characteristics of the pulse can be measured with an oscilloscope.
From the power and time measurements, several of the other variables presented in the
theory can be extrapolated or approximated. The power is shown to be dependent on the
cavity dimensions, the photon density and transmission of the output coupler. The
average pulse power is given by [27],

_ PulseEnergy hve

~ = T 24.2.1
A% pulse Period 2L ( )

where T is the transmission of the beam from an output coupler, L is the length of the
cavity, and @ is the total number of photons for a given volume. By measuring the
average power and the pulse width, the pulse energy can be calculated. Subsequently, by
measuring the pulse frequency, the peak pulse power can then be computed from
equation (2.4.2.1), and given by [27],

P, (PulsePeriod
PPeak ~ AVQ( ) (2422)

TrwHM
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where trwhm 1S the FWHM of the pulse width measured.

2.5 Passive Mode locking

Light in a mode locked laser can be regarded as a single pulse of photons that
reflect within the cavity structure, transmitting a pulse with each reflection off the mirrors
[27]. Just as there are active and passive techniques to Q-switching a cw beam, there are
also active and passive techniques for mode locking that beam. Primary attempts to
passively mode lock the beam were performed in this experiment using a semiconductor
saturable-absorber mirror (SESAM) and through nonlinear polarization rotation.

A mode locked pulse train, which is depicted in figure 2.5 [38, 39], will have a
frequency spacing, or pulse repetition rate, dependent on twice the cavity length L,

_ C
- m+l
2(Ni Lair + Niioer Ltiper)

air —air

(2.5.1)

with n being the refractive index, and vy, is a particular frequency at longitudinal
frequency mode m [9]. The repetition rate is inversely dependent on the cavity length
such that a long fiber length with a higher refractive index will have a larger effect on this
calculation than the part of the cavity in air. Similarly, the inverse of equation (2.5.1)
yields the temporal period of the pulse train Ts, which can be experimentally measured
with an oscilloscope.

1

T= (2.5.2)

S

Finally, the pulse width can be approximated by dividing the pulse separation in

equation (2.5.2) by the number of modes m. This can be seen in figure 2.5, and given by,
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T

T
= (2.5.3)
m

where pulse width in the time domain decreases for an increased number of modes [27].
It should be noted however that the pulse width calculation in equation 2.5.3 is an ideal
case. For ultrashort pulses, the theoretical and experimental treatment of the pulse shape
is greatly affected by dispersion and the chirp, or frequency modulation, inherent to

medium in which the pulse is propagating. These issues are addressed in section 2.7.

Figure 2.5. Profile of a mode locked pulse in the
time and frequency domains [38 (top), 39
(bottom)].

2.5.1 Mode Locking with a Semiconductor Saturable Absorber Mirror (SESAM)
The objective for mode locking the laser using a SESAM is to phase-lock the
multiple modes traversing through the fiber using the loss mechanism of the saturable

absorber. Since the average power of the mode locked pulse train can be directly
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measured with a power meter, the average intensity can be calculated as the power

divided by the cross-section area of the beam.

P
Intensity (1) =—22 (2.5.1.1)

eam

The SAM, as depicted in figure 2.6, will become saturated at a high enough intensity,
permitting the majority of the energy in the cavity to pass through the absorbing material
to the mirror, and then reflected back into the cavity [40]. This experiment utilizes a
SAM produced by BATOP Optoelectronics, suited for 1060 nm laser output. The SAM is
essentially a Bragg-mirror on a Gallium Arsenide (GaAs) semiconductor wafer
dependent on parameters of absorption modulation depth, relaxation time, saturation
fluence and reflection/absorption bandwidth. These characteristics are more thoroughly
explained on the BATOP website [40], but a few of these are emphasized in this section

as they directly affect the cavity design in this experiment.

saturable absorher substrate

100% reflector

Figure 2.6. Diagram of a Saturable Absorber
Mirror (SAM); this diagram was taken from
BATOP Optoelectronics [40].
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In order for passive mode locking to occur using the SAM, certain conditions
need to be satisfied pertaining to the design of the laser cavity. First, the relaxation time
of the SAM needs to be less than the roundtrip time for the pulse in the laser cavity [9].
For a roundtrip time found from equation (2.5.2),

_ 2(nair Lair + r]fiber Lfiber)
TRoundTrip - c

(2.5.1.2)

where L is the cavity length and c is the speed of light, fiber laser cavities are ideally
suited for a long enough cavity length to surpass the relaxation time. The saturation
intensity on the SAM is given by,

hv

| (2.5.1.3)

sauration = O-ATreIaxation

where o denotes the absorption cross-section and Trejaxation 1S the relaxation time of the
SAM [41], while h and v denote the energy Planck's constant and the frequency,
respectively. From the intensity form in equation (2.5.1.1), the saturated energy, also
known as the saturation fluence can be calculated [41].

hy

Saturation —
A

(2.5.1.4)

As a quick calculation, a BATOP SAM with a relaxation time of 500 fs has a
saturation fluence of 90 pJ/cm? [42]. For 5 meter long fiber with refractive index of 1.5,
and combined laser cavity length (fiber + air) of 6 m, the roundtrip time of the pulse
calculated from equation (2.5.1.2) is approximately 57 ns. The inverse of the round trip
time yields a repetition rate of about 18 MHz. This roundtrip time exceeds the relaxation

time requirement for passive mode locking when using the SAM. The saturation fluence
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in J/cm? can be converted to units of intensity by multiplying the saturation fluence
energy by the pulse repetition rate yielding a 1.6 kW/cm? intensity on the SAM. The

focused spot size on the SAM can be calculated using equation (2.3.4), d = 1'2§)f 4 ,

where the area of the spot size is A=n(d/2)? and the required power intensity to achieve
the saturation fluence can be extrapolated for mode locking.

A theoretical model for the focused beam diameter on the SAM that is required to
achieve a saturation intensity of 1.6 kW/cm? is shown in figure 2.7. This diameter is
plotted over increasing pump power in watts. It will be presented in the experiment setup

diagrams in chapter 111 that the beam is focused onto the SAM with a lens of 88.5-mm

Figure 2.7. Model for spot size diameter on Saturable Absorber Mirror (SESAM) to match
the saturation fluence of 90 pJ/cm? (or 1.6 kW/cm?) required to initiate passive mode
locking. Repetition rate was assumed at 18 MHz for cavity round trip time. Focal length of
lens was 88.5mm.
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focal length. Using equation (2.3.4), and wavelength A = 1.06 um, the spot size on the
lens D can also be calculated. It is shown that as the power of the beam increases, a
larger incident spot size on the SAM is required to achieve the saturation intensity. To
manipulate the spot size, a translation stage for the SAM can be used to adjust the

distance with respect to the lens. This is also explained further in chapter 111, section 3.3.

2.5.2 Nonlinear Polarization Rotation

A second method for achieving passive mode locking in this experiment is
through nonlinear polarization rotation (NPR). Experimentally, NPR introduces a set of
polarizing elements (half wave plates, quarter wave plates, polarized beam splitters,
and/or an optical isolator) into the laser cavity, where the polarization wave plates are
rotated in order to control the intensity of the beam. Self-started mode locking occurs in
a method similar to saturable absorbers because the time-dependent intensity of the pulse
IS greatest in the center (at t=0), and the rotated polarizing plates suppress the outer
winglets of the pulse [9]. The theoretical derivation for NPR is rooted in the changes of
state of polarization caused by self phase modulation (SPM) and cross phase modulation
(XPM) as the orthogonally polarized components of a single pulse propagate through the
fiber [22].

To begin simply, an electric field (t) is defined with x and y components relative

to the fiber cavity and is time dependent [9].

E= %(gx 0% +z, 1)F)e @™ (2.5.2.1)
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The angular frequency is o, k is the wave number, and z is the direction of propagation of
the wave. If the incident pulse were linearly polarized, then the x- and y-components of
&(t) would be given by [9],

g (t)=¢(t)co ¥ (2.5.2.2)

g,()=¢(t)sin@ (2.5.2.3)
with 0 being the angle of polarization. Therefore, the linearly polarized beam incident on
a half wave plate polarizer at 6 +90° will rotate the polarization component or reduce the
transmission of the incident polarization [9]. The x- and y- components of g(t) will have
a phase difference Ag, significantly influenced by self phase modulation from
propagation inside the fiber, or any nonlinear medium. SPM is a result of the optical
Kerr effect where the refractive index n(l) of a third-order nonlinear medium is linearly
dependent on the frequency. The optical Kerr effect is given by,

n(l)=n+n,l (2.5.2.4)

where n; is the optical Kerr coefficient and is on the order of 10™* to 107 cm?/W for
doped glasses [27]. As the refractive index changes, so too does the phase difference of
the electric field wave components as the beam at wavelength A traverses a medium
length L through cross-section area A and at a power P. The time-dependent phase of the
wave and phase difference between the components are given by [27],

C2an(I@®)L 2z(n+n,P(R)/ AL
1 2

o(t) (2.5.2.5)

Ap(t) :—27m2/1—LA P(t)= —27m2%|(t) (2.5.2.6)
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with the intensity of the beam being a measurable quantity as the square of the electric
field or the power per unit area.

Specific powers and intensities can be calculated for when the phase difference is
known. A simple calculation can be performed when the phase difference is at —n.
Assume a fiber length of 5 meters, beam cross section diameter of 20 um (the diameter of
the fiber core), and a value for n, of 10™° cm?/W [27]. The phase difference of the wave
changes by a factor of -x at 21.2 mW. Subsequently, phase difference and power
relations can be combined with the derivation of J.C. Diels [9] for the time-dependent

output intensity as a function of polarization angle,
o (1) =% I ()[L—co Ag(t)]sin®(2«) (2.5.2.7)

where a is the rotation angle of a polarized wave plate. The input intensity lin(t) takes on
a Gaussian profile [9],

L. (1) = 1, exp[-(2(t/ 74 )?] (2.5.2.8)
with 1 being a Gaussian parameter of the pulse width's FWHM equivalent to Tpyise/1.176
[9]. Itis apparent from equation (2.5.2.8) that the maximum intensity occurs at time t=0,
which is the center of the pulse. This is also where the phase difference A®(t) = - is a
maximum, making the output intensity lo,(t=0) = losin®(2a). Moving further from the
pulse center in the time domain yields a smaller phase difference. The minimum
intensity occurs when A®(t) = 0. This is when the power and intensity, P(t) and I(t), both
equal zero, and laser transmission stops. Near this minimum, there are pulse wings that
are elliptically polarized. The ability to suppress these wings by rotating the polarized
wave plates makes the NPR technique work similar to a saturable absorber [9].
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One of the more thorough mathematical treatments for NPR pertaining
specifically to Yb-doped fibers is the 2002 article published by H. Leblond et al. [43].
Follow up analysis of the angular orientations of the polarizers is provided by Ortac et al.
[44]. In these articles, regions of cw, mode locked, Q-switched, and unstable operation
are mapped as dependent on the rotation angle of two half-wave plates in a NPR cavity,
and comparing these results to theoretical master equations that incorporate the
birefringence of the fiber, group velocity dispersion, nonlinear gain, and the optical Kerr
effect. These results are shown in figure 2.8 to demonstrate the advantage of controlling
the pulsed output for a NPR cavity, and showing that pulsed laser operation occurs over a

vast range of angle settings.

Figure 2.8. Results for theoretical and experimental mapping of regions for cw, mode
locked, and Q-switched pulses using NPR with an optical isolator between two half wave
plates in a Yb-doped fiber ring cavity [43].

The results of the data presented in chapter 1V, section 4.5 were not
comprehensive enough to replicate the results in figure 2.8. However, these charts are

intended to show a sense of order to the NPR methodology where Q-switched and mode
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locked short pulses can be obtained repeatedly and consistently, and also perhaps as a

roadmap for future study of NPR at AFIT.

2.6 Compensation of Dispersion with a Grating Pair

One aspect to fiber lasers is the increased group delay dispersion (GDD) induced
by the pulse traversing the fiber. GDD, which is the group velocity dispersion (GVD)
over a certain length, causes the group velocity of the pulse to be different at different
wavelengths. This in turn affects the pulse width and other characteristics of the beam
output. One method to compensate for the GDD of the fiber is to insert a diffraction
grating into the cavity. This produces negative GDD, which can then cancel out the
positive GDD. The discussion below provides a simple method for modeling the GDD of
a fused silica fiber at various lengths, and for computing the grating spacing required to
compensate for the fiber.

The refractive index of a Yb-doped fiber can be approximated from the Sellmeier

equation for fused silica SQ1 [27].

0.69624°

O L+ 2.6.1
42 —(0.0684)° (26.0)

n(A) = \/1+(

The group velocity dispersion is a commonly used equation, and can be derived from the

Taylor series expansion of the dispersion relation for k(w) [9]. This is given by,

o%k _ 2* &n
ow*  27C? OA?

(2.6.2)
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and plotted over the range of 0.8-1.1 um in figure 2.9. It is observed that the GVD

decreases as the wavelength increases.

Figure 9 Group Delay Dispersion dependence on fiber length

Figure 2.9. Group Velocity Dispersion for silica fiber between wavelengths of 0.8-1.1 pm.

The group delay dispersion is calculated by multiplying the GVD by the length of

the fiber (Lsiper).

0%k
GDD = == (L) (26.3)

Figure 2.10 shows the GDD dependence on the length of the fiber between wavelengths
of 1.0, 1.06, and 1.1 um, where the expected output for this experiment should be around
1.064 um. From this relation, we then attempt to determine the optimized separation
distance L between the diffraction gratings to compensate for the GDD in the fiber. The

GDD of the grating is negative, and is given by [9],

2 3
‘ (/g T TN 2b/1 N3 (2.6.4)
ow 2c°d“cos(S")

30



where L=

is the separation between the gratings, and d is grating spacing. A
cos(f)

diagram of this relationship is shown in figure 2.11 [38].

Group Delay Dispersion (fs®)

Figure 2.10. Group Delay Dispersion dependence on fiber length for 1.0, 1.06, and 1.1 pm.

Figure 2.11. Diagram showing the separation distance (L) for a pair of
diffraction grating in order to compensate for positive GDD [38].
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The angle B’ is the reflected angle of the beam off the first grating with respect to the
normal. This angle can be determined through the relation with the incident angle  and
the grating.

sin(B) —sin(8" :% (2.6.5)

0
Figure 2.12 shows the relation between angles B’ and f as they relate to the wavelengths
of 1.0, 1.06, and 1.1 um. From these relations, the grating spacing can be selected for a
particular emission wavelength, and for a specified fiber length. This is presented in
figure 2.13 for 1.0, 1.06, and 1.1 pm at an incidence angle B of 45°.
An additional factor affecting the pulse shape is the third order dispersion term

(TOD). This term comes from the derivative of the GVD and is shown in equation

(2.6.6) [9]
d*y 31 ) AL d’y
=— cos“ (') +—(—+sin 2.6.6
do’ 27rcc052(,8')( (A7) d (d 2 do’ (266
2
TOD is always a positive value, where d is the grating spacing and g l/; is shown in
w

equation (2.6.4). The TOD is more difficult to compensate for than the GVD, but a ratio
can be taken between the second and third order dispersions, shown as [9],

Aw Ald(A/d+sin B)

R ~ 2.6.7
Top/Gvo ¥ 1+ l—(ﬂ/d—sinﬂ)z ( )

where Ao is the spectral FWHM of the pulse. This ratio is useful in determining the
effect that TOD has on the pulse shape, where higher values indicate a larger effect. This
ratio can be lowered by adjusting the angles of the gratings, as well as the grating

separation distance.
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Figure 2.12. Reflected angle B' dependence on incident angle B at specified

Figure 2.13. Relationship between fiber length and grating separation required to
compensate for GDD of the fiber. The optimized angle is near p=40°.
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2.7 Pulse Propagation

The propagation of a Gaussian pulse through a linear dispersive medium is
described in equation (2.7.1). In this equation, T¢(z) is related to the pulse width as a
function of z, while g, is related to the minimum (transform limited) pulse width, z is the
propagation distance, and k;”” the dispersion constant [9].

ro(@)=ro, 1+ (52 ki Iy2 2.7.1)

Go

Equation (2.7.1) is non-linear at small values of z, yet as z increases, the second
term under the radical becomes much larger than one and the equation can be viewed as

linear. For large propagation lengths, this equation can then be reduced to:

2-2-1k’ 2-2-1k’
TG(Z)zTGM/( 2| '|)2= L (2.7.2)
2-Go z-Go

Equations (2.7.1) and (2.7.2) allow for a linear fit of experimental data and can be used to

calculate the GVD and effective GVD of the system under consideration. For instance,
the pulse width data can be measured for a configuration without a grating pair, the GVD
can be computed, and the spacing of the grating pair can be derived from the computed

GVD to determine proper compensation.
T is related to the measured pulse width by 7, =+/2Ln2z,. Substituting this

into equation (2.7.1),

£ (2)=1s, \/1+(4Ln2)2M (2.7.3)

Po
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this equation can be used to compare pulse width measurements with the theory and
further optimize the laser cavity for passive mode locked operation and the proper grating

spacing to compensate for dispersion.

2.8 Summary

This section briefly discussed only a few of the aspects that affected the
experiment described in the next section. Background information on previous work
conducted on fiber lasers was presented at the beginning of the chapter. The amount of
power that can be generated in a fiber laser at cw output has increased exponentially over
the past decade, while pulsed output fiber lasers are progressing at a slower pace due to
limitations on the damage threshold of optical fibers as well as from linear and nonlinear
effects.

This chapter also highlighted some important aspects about light coupling
between the pump diode and the fiber, as well as the importance of using a large fiber
diameter to accommodate higher power applications. Passive Q-switching and passive
mode locking was discussed as they relate to this experiment. Specifically, background
information was introduced on the prior successes in using a Cr**:YAG crystal, saturable
absorber mirrors, and nonlinear polarization rotation to achieve passive Q-switched and
mode locked pulses. The last part of this chapter discussed the effects of group delay
dispersion on a pulse traversing through an optical fiber, and a model was provided
showing how to compensate for the GDD using a diffraction grating pair. Figure 2.13

illustrates the grating separation required to compensate for specific lengths of fiber.
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Many of the sample calculations performed throughout this section were used to plan the

laser cavity designs presented in chapter I1I.
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I11. Methodology

3.1 Chapter Overview

This experiment was conducted in phases to facilitate controls on the experiment,
and to establish bench marks for progress. The first phase was to set up the fiber laser in
a cw operation to measure the power and the spectrum, and to gain familiarity with the
equipment and optimization of the system. For the second phase, the Cr*":YAG crystal
was inserted into the cavity in order to achieve passive Q-switching of the laser. Data
collected during this phase included the output power, pulse width, pulse separation and
spectrum measurements, as well as to identify techniques for optimization and possible
mode locking, which has been reported in similar experiments [45].

For the third phase, the SAM was inserted in the cavity without the Cr**:YAG
crystal, with the purpose of passively mode locking the cavity. The same measurements
were performed as accomplished in Q-switched operation. The fourth phase involved a
nonlinear polarization rotation design with the objective to achieve passive mode locked

and passive Q-switched pulses.

3.2 Pump Power Calibration

Prior to setting up the laser cavity, a calibration of the laser diode pump was
performed by directing the pump beam into a power meter (Thor Labs 10 Watt). Because
the diode pump was controlled in terms of amperes, the purpose of the calibration was to
translate the current reading from the LIMO display to a corresponding input pump
power into the cavity. Three trials for the calibration were performed and are presented

in figure 3.1. The average from these trials was taken, and a linear fit was applied to the
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data. The linear fit was used to extrapolate the pump powers that exceeded 10 Watts.
Chapter IV will present the figures of the laser's output power in comparison with the
diode pump power, which is derived from figure 3.1. The uncertainty of the pump power

measurements is approximately £5 mW due to fluctuations in the power meter readings.

Figure 3.1. Calibration of the diode pump power measured in Amps to corresponding
power in Watts.

In the Trial 2 data shown in figure 3.1, it appears the slope of the power is
declining as the current is increased. This has to do with the damage threshold of the
power meter at 10 W, and slight marking may have occurred on the sensor during these
measurements, which likely explains the deviation from Trial 1 and Trial 3 data. A
different power meter (also Thor Labs 10 Watt) was used for Trial 3, but the power meter

was not exposed to the beam for as long a time period as the first two trials.
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3.3 Phase | - CW Operation

A schematic for the continuous wave fiber laser operation is provided in figure
3.2. The setup consisted of a diode pump source, three dichroic mirrors, the Yb-doped
double-clad fiber as the gain medium, and additional mirrors and lenses. The diode-
pump used was a LIMO Laser Systems (HLU-25F200-975) emitting at 975 nm
(measured at 971 nm) focused through a dichroic mirror with high transmission (HT) at
975 nm and a highly reflective (HR) coating at 1064 nm into the Yb-doped fiber. A 20X
microscope objective was used to focus the pump beam into the fiber cladding. The light
exited the fiber through a second 20X microscope objective, and was reflected at 450 off
a second dichroic mirror with HR at 1064 nm through a 100 mm focal length lens, and
focused onto a HR mirror. Upon reflection, the light passed back through the lens, was

reflected off the dichroic mirror, was focused back through the fiber, and upon exiting,

Figure 3.2. Phase I - Continuous Wave fiber laser design concept.
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was reflected off the dichroic mirror closest to the pump at an angle of 45°. A third
dichroic mirror, also angled at 45° in the opposite direction, was then used to project the

light through a 75.6-mm focal length lens, and focused onto the output coupler (OC).

3.3.1 Ytterbium-doped fiber

Two different fibers were used during phase | of the experiment. The first fiber
used was a Nufern ytterbium-doped, large mode area (LMA), double clad fiber that was
polarization maintaining (PM) at a length of 8.7 + 0.1 m. The surface area of the
PANDA-style fiber is pictured in figure 3.3 (a) [46]. The core diameter was 20 um and
cladding diameter was 400 um. Core and cladding numerical apertures were 0.06 and
0.46, respectively, with a cladding absorption of 1.7 dB/m at 975 nm [47]. An OFS Yb-
cladding pumped fiber was the second fiber used in the experiment, and subsequently, the
primary fiber utilized for the data presented in this paper. At a length of 4.9 £ 0.1 m, the
core and cladding diameters were 20 pum and 200 um with numerical apertures of 0.12
and 0.45, respectively, and a cladding absorption of 0.15 dB/m [48]. The surface area of

this fiber is also presented in figure 3.3 (b) [48].
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Figure 3.3. Diagrams of the surface areas for the Yb-doped fibers used in the
experiment. Figure 3.3 (a) is the Nufern PM fiber and 3.3 (b) is the OFS cladding
pumped fiber [46, 48].
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3.3.2 Dichroic Mirrors in the Cavity Design

The HR coating for the dichroic mirrors used in the cavity design were optimized
for reflection of 1064 nm light when angled at 45°. While this led to some internal losses
within the cavity, there were several advantages in the use and placement of these
dichroic mirrors. The first mirror placed between the diode pump and the fiber served as
a buffer between the pump and the rest of the laser cavity by transmitting the pump light
at 975 nm and reflecting the 1064 nm light. The second dichroic mirror, placed at the
opposite end of the fiber to the pump, served to filter out the pump light that was not
absorbed by the fiber, and to ease the process of aligning the beam in the cavity.
Additionally, due to the fractional loss of the dichroic mirror, the light transmitting
through the mirror could be detected at both the pump and laser wavelengths, allowing
spectral measurements of the output beam to be collected simultaneously with the output
power of the laser on opposite ends of the cavity. The third dichroic mirror also
generated a fractional loss within the cavity, but no more than 0.5% of the total laser
output power. The primary purpose for inserting the third mirror into the cavity was to

better facilitate beam alignment.

3.3.3 Beam Alignment in the Cavity

Aligning the beam was performed by placing a chopper wheel in the cavity
connected to a lock-in amplifier and a power meter next to the output coupler outside the
cavity. Two apertures were placed at opposite ends of the cavity to facilitate visual
alignment of the beam reflected off the end mirrors. However, the lock-in amplifier

(Stanford Research Systems SR 850 DSP) proved valuable in coupling both the pump
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light and reflected light into the fiber on both ends, which were mounted on devices with
five position knobs. Once the beam was aligned and a laser output was detected, the
chopper wheel was removed from the cavity, and further optimization of the cavity was
performed by adjusting the tilt of the end mirror, output coupler, and the focal distances
between the fiber ends and the microscope objectives. Translation stages that adjusted
the distance between a focusing lens and the end mirror and output coupler were also
used to further optimize the laser output power. Some adjustments to the focus of both
the 100 mm and 76.5 mm lenses needed to be made as the input pump power was

increased.

3.3.4 Diagnostics with the Output Couplers

For this phase, three different output couplers (OC) were placed in the same
cavity position as shown on figure 3.2. These OCs had transmissions of 5%, 50%, and
65% respectively. Testing the different OCs allowed for comparison of the output laser
power in relation to the diode pump power. Additionally, the motivation for trying
different OCs stemmed from repeated burning of the fiber ends when initially using the

5% OC to measure the output power while increasing the pump power.

3.4 Power and Spectrum Measurements

Two power meters (Thor Labs 10 Watt) were used for direct measurements under
10 Watts of the laser output power, both at the primary output coupler location and at the
dichroic mirror where the light exited the fiber from the pump side of the cavity. The
power from the diode pump was adjusted at incremental steps, and the subsequent output

power was measured. For each of the phases I-1V, the output power dependence on the
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pump power was plotted and is presented in chapter I\VV. The power measurements in the
cw regime were useful as they provided a baseline for comparison of the inherent power

losses that occurred in the Q-switched and mode locked operations.

3.4.1 Diode Pump Temperature Optimization

The chiller temperature for the diode pump affected both the pump power and the
laser output power. Figure 3.4 demonstrates this effect as the temperature control was
initially set at 25°C at pump power input of 4.78 W + 10 mW. The temperature was
adjusted in one degree increments spanning between 21°C to 29°C, and the end mirrors
were adjusted to maximize the laser output. A parabolic trend of the output as it depends
on the temperature showed that the optimum pump setting ranged between 23°C to 26°C.
For the results presented in chapter IV, the temperature setting of the diode was constant

at 25°C.

Figure 3.4. Optimization of the temperature setting for the chiller of the diode
pump. The vertical axis shows the parabolic fluctuation of the laser output power as
the chiller temperature is changed.
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3.4.2 Spectrum Characteristics

A spectrum of the output laser beam was measured using an AQ6315A optical
spectrum analyzer for the cw, Q-switching, and mode locked regimes in each phase of the
experiments at varying laser output power, and for varying pulse profiles. This was
performed in order to evaluate the tunability of the laser output, and to draw comparisons
between the peak output wavelengths in relation to the different cavity setups. The
output beam from the laser was focused into the detector, and a scan of the beam was
performed between 900 nm and 1200 nm, with settings at 1 nm resolution and two
averages of the sweeps in order to reduce noise in the signal. The spectral profiles

collected are presented in chapter 1V section 4.2.2.

3.5 Phase Il - Passive Q-Switched Operation with Cr**:YAG Crystal

Passive Q-switched operation utilized the same cavity design as in the cw
operation. The slight modification is that the Cr**:YAG crystal was inserted into the
cavity close to the output coupler. This setup was similar to the experimental setup
demonstrated by J.Y. Huang [45], with some modifications made because the cavity
designs are somewhat different. The setup for passive Q-switching is shown in figure
3.5. For passive Q-switching, the Cr**:YAG crystal is 4x10 mm? at the cross section
perpendicular to the beam and 1 mm thick, and has approximately 92% transmittance in
the range of 1064 nm. The crystal was wrapped in indium foil, and mounted without
active cooling. Placement of the crystal was chosen to be near the output coupler in order
to minimize the beam volume inside the crystal, and to achieve a lower Q-switching

threshold, as explained in the theory section of chapter Il. Additionally, the mount for the
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Cr**:YAG crystal allowed for adjustment both parallel and perpendicular to the beam to

help stabilize pulsing as the pump power was increased.

Figure 3.5. Passive Q-switched design concept with insertion of Cr*":YAG crystal into
the cavity.

3.5.1 Q-switch Pulse Measurements

Passive Q-switched pulses were detected and measured using a LeCroy 1GHz
oscilloscope connected to a Thor DET 10A high speed silicon detector with spectral
range spanning near infrared up to 1100 nm connected to a DC 50 resistive power
divider. The primary output beam was focused onto the silicon detector and the signal on
the oscilloscope was analyzed. Because the silicon detector had a damage threshold of
100 mW/cm?, the beam was passed through an optical density filter in order to reduce the

power of the beam's spot size incident on the detector. The Cr*":YAG crystal was
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adjusted inside the cavity such that a periodic and stable Q-switched waveform was
apparent.

Measurements of the signal included the FWHM of the pulse width and the period
between the pulses. The inverse of the period was calculated as the pulse repetition rate
at a particular power setting. The input pump power was then increased, and the same
measurements were repeated. The results of the pulse characteristics in relation to pump

power are presented in chapter 1V, section 4.3.

3.6 Phase Il — Passive Mode Locked Operation with a Saturable Absorber Mirror
A few modifications were made to the cavity, as presented in the figure 3.6. For
one, the output coupler used was the 50% beam splitter, which was placed on the end
mirror position opposite the pump side of the cavity. Second, the SAM (BATOP 1064
nm) was positioned at the end mirror where the output coupler had been for the
experiment in phase I. The reason for doing this was because the light was better focused
onto the SAM using the 76.5 mm lens as opposed to the 100 mm lens on the other side of
the cavity. Attempts to align the laser were much easier with this setup, even though it
altered the baseline controls presented in phase I. Additionally, only the 50% beam
splitter was used as the output coupler. Attempts were unsuccessful in getting the laser to
operate with the 65% transmission OC. That does not mean this was not possible to
achieve, it just means this was not achieved in the attempts for this experiment. The 5%
transmission was not used during this phase because of the poor performance observed in
cw operation. This included both a low power output, and increased risk of burning the

fiber as the power was increased.
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The design in figure 3.6 demonstrates passive mode locking attempts without the
compensation of GVD using a grating pair. Measurements of the power output as the
pump power was increased are presented in the next chapter. Similar to phase Il, the
output beam was focused into the high speed silicon detector and the wave form was
studied as the laser cavity was tweaked. The power output, spectrum, and waveforms are

presented in chapter IV.

Figure 3.6. Passive mode locking operation using a 1064 saturable absorber mirror.

3.6.1 Measurement of Mode Locked Short Pulses

Mode locking was not achieved using the SAM during this phase of the
experiment. A periodic signal was present, such as mode beating, and was observed on
the oscilloscope used, but a mode locked profile wasn’t realized. Typically, an
oscilloscope would be considered too slow to measure the mode locked pulses in the low
picoseconds to femtosecond range. Characterization of these pulses would require the
use of an autocorrelator. Therefore, the oscilloscope was used to look for mode locking,
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but because mode locking didn’t occur, an autocorrelator was not used to characterize the

short pulses.

3.7 Phase IV - Passive Mode Locking with Nonlinear Polarization Rotation

As presented in section 2.5.2, the second method for achieving passive mode
locking was performed through nonlinear polarization rotation. The cavity was similar
to the designs presented in phases I-111, but again, with some modifications.
Additionally, this design is somewhat similar to the cavity designed by L. Leforte in 2002
[49], with the exception that grating pairs were omitted from the design. Figure 3.7
presents the NPR concept for this experiment. On the cavity end opposite the pump, a
lens with focal length of 88.5 mm focused the beam that had propagated through the fiber
onto the BATOP 1064 SAM. On the side of the cavity closest to the pump, the light
passed through a quarter-wave plate (QWP), a half-wave plate (HWP), then through a
polarized beam splitter (PBS) that could be tilted along the X, y, and z axis. As the beam
was split on the first pass, part of the beam became the laser output. The part of the beam
still in the cavity was then reflected off a HR mirror angled at 45°, passed through an
optical isolator (OFR 10 YAG), and then finally passed through another quarter-wave
plate before being focused by a 76.5 mm lens onto another saturable absorber mirror (Del
Mar 1040 nm). The purpose for incorporating the SAMs in the cavity was in order to
self-start mode locking, and was shown to be successful in Leforte's experiment [49].

As the light reflected off the second SAM passed back through the cavity, a
second laser output was emitted at the opposite side of the polarized beam splitter. The

second output beam was focused into the high speed silicon detector and analyzed using
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the oscilloscope, particularly for changes in the waveform as the polarization plates were

rotated.

OoC2

OoC1

Figure 3.7. Passive mode locking and Q-switching operation using nonlinear
polarization rotation. (QWP) Quarter wave plate, (HWP) half wave plate, (OC 1 & 2)
are the sides of the (PBS) polarized beam splitter that output power was measured.
3.7.1 Polarization State of the Beam through the Cavity
As discussed in section 2.5.2, the purpose for the polarization controls was to
initiate mode locking by isolating the time-dependent intensity, which is strongest in the
center where t=0. Since the fiber used during this phase was not polarization
maintaining, polarization of the beam propagating through the fiber can be attributed to
birefringence and the bending of the fiber, as well as random exchanges of power
between two polarization components traversing the fiber [27].
Regardless whether the polarization is elliptically polarized or linearly polarized,

the purpose of the quarter and half wave plate sequence is to convert the beam to a

linearly polarized state, then to rotate it by 45° through the isolator, and then to further

49



control the polarization of the beam with the quarter wave plate, where it becomes
circularly polarized and can pass back through the isolator before passing through the
output coupler. This was the intent in order to isolate the central intense part of the beam

and then to induce mode locked pulses.

3.8 Summary

This chapter explained the methodology of the experiment setup. The experiment
was divided into four phases. The first phase was a cavity design for continuous wave
operation. During this phase, primary data collected were power and spectral
measurements, while also comparing two types of ytterbium-doped fibers and three
different output couplers with the objective of comparing the fiber laser's performance.
In phase 11, a Cr**:YAG crystal was placed inside the laser cavity. Data for this phase
also included power and spectral measurements, along with pulse characteristics, such as
pulse width and repetition rate. The objective of phase 11l was to passively mode lock the
fiber laser using a saturable absorber mirror. The same types of measurements carried
out in phase Il were performed in phase I11 with the intent of comparing the passive Q-
switched pulses with the passive mode locked pulses. Phase IV involved modifying the
cavity design such that a technique known as nonlinear polarization rotation would
generate passive short pulses, as well as Q-switched pulses. The power, spectrum and
pulse characteristics were measured. In addition, the rotation angles of the polarization
wave plates were documented in order to establish the regions of cw, mode locked and Q-

switch operation. Table 3.1 further breaks down the methodology and objectives
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presented in this chapter in terms of the experiment phase, laser operation, features of the

cavity design, and experimental objectives.

Table 3.1. Summary of methodology, experiment features, and research objectives.

Phase I I Il v
Function Continuous | Passive Q- Passive Nonlinear
Wave (CW) Switch Mode Lock | Polarization
(PQS) (PML) Rotation
(PML/PQS)
Feature Compare | Cr*:YAG | 1064 nm | Wave Plates
Fiber SAM
Compare Polarized
Output Beam
Couplers Splitter as
Output
Coupler
Data Power
Spectrum
Pulse Shape Characteristics
GVD Grating (intended, but not accomplished)
Compensation
Objectives Present Results

Quantify Advantages and Disadvantages

Propose future research objectives
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IV. Analysis and Results

4.1 Chapter Overview

This chapter presents the results of the four laser designs described in the
methodology section of chapter I11. For continuous wave operation (section 4.2), results
of the output power are shown in comparison to the two fibers used, and the 95%, 50%,
35% reflectance output couplers. The spectrum for one of the designs is graphically
presented as constant with respect to input power and diode pump chiller temperature.
The spectrum for the other designs is summarized for the other designs.

Due to the higher output powers and efficiencies observed with the OFS fiber
(NA=0.12) in conjunction with the 50% and 35% reflectance OC's, these elements were
used in the diagnostics performed in phases 11-1V. In phase 11, where the Cr4+:YAG was
inserted into the cavity, results of the output power, pulse width, and repetition rate are
presented in section 4.3 with analysis on why the pulses were measured larger than was
expected. Phase 111 (section 4.4) shows the resulting waveforms collected while
attempting to passively mode lock the laser using the SESAM. However, since mode
locking was not achieved in this phase, more focus is given to analysis on why this was
not achieved. Section 4.5 presents the results from phase IVV. Power measurements were
taken as the polarization wave plates were rotated, demonstrating increased control of the
output power for a constant input power. Oscilloscope data of the output indicate mode
locking was possibly achieved. Q-switching was also observed. To further the analysis
of these results, a Fast Fourier transform (FFT) was performed on the signals, which were

collected for both phases 11l and 1V.
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4.2 Continuous Wave Operation

4.2.1 Output Power

With regards to continuous wave operation, and the setup according to figure 3.2,
the output power of the laser was measured as the input power was increased at 1.0 Amp
increments. The calibration presented in figure 3.1 was used to determine the
corresponding diode pump input power. The results of the increased output power as the
pump power increased is shown in figure 4.1. For this particular setup, two different Yb-
doped fibers were used while the 50% output coupler remained the constant in both
cavity designs. The length of the Nufern PM fiber (NA=0.06 for the core and NA=0.46

for the cladding) was 8.7 m +/- 5 cm. The cavity length outside the fiber was 84.1 cm,

Figure 4.1. Continuous wave operation showing the output power of the laser when
comparing two fibers of different length and numerical apertures using a 50%o output
coupler. The gap for the Non-PM data was due to measurements collected on separate
days, where a linear relationship was assumed.
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yielding a total cavity length of 9.5 m +/- 0.1 m. The length of the OFS non-PM fiber
(NA=0.12 for the core and NA=0.45 for the cladding) was 4.9 m +/- 5 cm and total cavity
length was 5.8 m +/- 0.1 m. The discrepancy of 8 cm for the air cavity length in the
design when comparing the two fibers was a result of aligning the laser during each

setup, and using translation stages to optimally focus the beam at various points in the
cavity.

Based on the similarities of the design for the results in figure 4.1, the
discrepancies between the power outputs can be described by the fiber length and
numerical aperture of the fiber core, as was previously explained in section 2.3. The
higher NA of the non-PM fiber allowed more of the pump light into the cladding, and
subsequently more pump light to be absorbed in the core.

Figure 4.2 shows the efficiencies of the output power as a ratio of the diode pump
input power.

Output Power

Efficiency (%)=
Input Power

x100 (4.2.1.1)

The significance of figure 4.2 is that it shows the efficiency of the laser increasing with
increased pump power to a certain point, then leveling off, and finally rolling off.
Subsequent figures in this section of the slope efficiency show this same trend. This is
because the gain and population inversion of the medium become clamped at threshold
values; the rolling off of the efficiency curve indicates saturation effects. At increased
pump powers approaching 12-13 Watts, precise output power measurements became
increasingly more tedious to acquire. Thus, the roll off and saturation effects observed in

figure 4.2 are at the beginning stages, but would likely continue to roll off at increased

54



pump powers. Self focusing of the beam at increased pump powers was mostly mitigated
by adjusting the distances between lenses and mirrors in order to optimize the output
power, however, nonlinear processes such as Raman and Brillouin scattering and self
phase modulation have not been explored in this analysis of the data to further explain the

efficiencies achieved.

Figure 4.2. Laser output efficiencies when comparing the laser output to input pump
power for two different fibers and a 50% output coupler. The gap for the Non-PM data
was due to measurements collected on separate days, where a linear relationship was
assumed.

As was also mentioned in section 3.3.2 for the setup design, there was a dichroic
mirror on each side of the fiber in which some of the laser output power could also be

measured. This was done in order to allow for simultaneous measurements of the
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DC1

DC?2
DC3

DC 4

Figure 4.3. Diagram from figure 3.1 showing locations of
output power from dichroic mirrors (DC).

spectrum, as well as to isolate the laser light from the pump light within the cavity.
Power meters were setup at these locations, as depicted in figure 4.3, and the output
power from the dichroic mirrors was measured simultaneously with the output power
from the output coupler. Figure 4.4 depicts these power measurements when using the
PM fiber and 50% output coupler. The output power is plotted on a logarithmic scale in
order to better resolve the data in comparison to the power measured at the output
coupler.

The power measurements of the dichroic mirrors are small compared to the output
power measured at the 50% OC. However the most significant output measured was at
DC 1. This is where the light is first emitted from the opposite side of the fiber and
reflects off the dichroic mirror. Most of this light that propagates through the mirror is
pump light at 971 nm as the laser light is reflected inside the cavity. However, by
symmetry, DC 2 indicates the amount of laser light that does propagate through the

mirror, and represents a cavity loss of less than 1% of the output power measured at the
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output coupler. In addition, DC 3 and DC 4 have nearly equivalent power readings, with
DC 4 slightly less due to an additional reflection off the output coupler before
propagating through the mirror. The losses at DC 3 and DC 4 account for less than

0.01% of the total power loss in comparison to the power measured at the output coupler.

Figure 4.4. Power measurements taken at the dichroic mirrors of the laser cavity shown
in figure 4.3. The logarithmic scale of the power measured show cavity losses due these
mirrors is less than 1% of the output, where output at DCL1 is primarily pump light.

Since the non-PM fiber with higher NA was a better choice for this experiment, a
comparison of the output power in relation to output couplers of different transmittances
was also performed. Figure 4.5 shows the output power measured when using OCs of
65%, 50% and 5% transmittance, where the placement of the OC is shown in figures 3.2
and 4.3. The corresponding efficiencies, computed from equation (4.2.1.1) are shown in
figure 4.6. The output power was highest for the OC at 65% transmittance, followed by
the 50% OC. Using the 65% OC, an output power of 5.0 W + 10 mW was achieved at an

input pump power of 8.3 W + 10 mW, yielding a slope efficiency of 60%. For the 50%
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OC, 3.05 W = 10 mW of power was measured at a pump input of 11.9 W £ 10 mW, for
an efficiency of 26%. Power measurements using the 5% transmittance OC are also
presented, however the number of da