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March 22 is the
81st day
of the year (82nd
in leap years).

There are 284 days remaining until the end
of the year.
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Cover: Lasers in use at the Naval Surface Weapons Center, for
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March 22 Quotations











“Beauty has wings, and too hastily flies/And
love, unrewarded, soon sickens and dies.”

— author Edward Moore, born March 22,
1712






“A greater absurdity cannot be thought of
than a morose, hard-hearted, covetous, proud, malicious
Christian.”

— theologian Jonathan Edwards, died March
22, 1758






“One ought, every day at least, to hear a
little song, read a good poem, see a fine picture, and, if it were
possible, to speak a few reasonable words.”

— philosopher Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,
died March 22, 1832






“There is no likelihood man can ever tap the
power of the atom. The glib supposition of utilizing atomic energy
when our coal has run out is a completely unscientific Utopian
dream, a childish bug-a-boo.”

— Nobel-winning physicist Robert
Millikan, born March 22, 1868






“He never wants anything but what’s right
and fair; only when you come to settle what’s right and fair, it’s
everything that he wants and nothing that you want. And that’s his
idea of a compromise.”

— author Thomas Hughes, born March 22,
1896






“Stay out of the spotlight. It fades your
suit.”

— Hollywood agent Lew Wasserman, born
March 22, 1913






“Never get a mime talking. He won’t
stop.”

— mime Marcel Marceau, born March 22,
1923
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Event of the Day

The Laser Gets a Patent
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An early laser






On March 22, 1960, U.S. Patent 2,929,922 was
issued to Charles Townes and his brother-in-law Arthur Schawlow,
both of Bell Laboratories, for the laser. It was a key moment in
both the development of laser technology, and the beginning of a
30-year patent fight over who owned and who got credit for an
invention that undergirds so much modern technology: CDs and DVDs,
medical applications, fiber optics, bar code scanners, and much
more.

 


The word “laser” is an
acronym: light amplification by stimulated emission of radiation.
When an atom absorbs enough energy, it moves from a “ground-state”
energy level to an “excited” level. To return to the ground state,
the atom releases the extra energy as a particle of light, known as
a photon. This
happens in many ways: when a piece of metal glows red from being
heated, it is releasing energy in the form of photons.

 


In a laser, it’s done more
systematically. Energy is pumped into a lasing medium (early laser
used rubies) and reflected through mirrors to make the resultant
light monochromatic (all photons have the same wavelength), coherent (all photons move in step
with one another), and directional
(focused in an extremely tight beam). Lasers
today can use a wide range of lasing materials and the resultant
laser light has different properties.

 


The discovery that energy can be emitted or
absorbed in discrete packages, known as quanta, comes from
physicist Max Planck, who first published his studies in 1900. Five
years later, Albert Einstein expanded Planck’s work by publishing
an important paper on the photoelectric effect, showing that light
also consisted of quantum particles, or photons. (It was for the
photoelectric effect, not for relativity, that Einstein received
his Nobel Prize.) By 1917, Einstein had developed the idea of
“stimulated emission,” the “s e” in laser.

 


It wasn’t until 1954, however, that
scientists were actually able to turn Einstein’s work into a
practical device. Charles Townes, Herbert Zeiger, and James Gordon,
all at Columbia University, demonstrated the first laser-device,
originally known as a “maser.” (The “m” stood for “microwave.”) The
idea of an “optical maser” that emitted light rather than
microwaves came from two sources: Townes, and a graduate student
named Gordon Gould, who came up with the name “laser.” Gould went
into private industry after having his notes about laser
notarized.

 


Townes, who now worked for Bell Labs,
meanwhile continued his work, and along with Schawlow submitted a
patent application in July 1958, which was approved. Meanwhile,
Gould and his company, TRG, submitted their own application in
April 1959, but Townes and Schawlow had applied first. Gould and
TRG appealed, using Gould’s notarized notes as evidence that he was
actually the inventor of the laser, regardless of the date of
application. The patent battle would go on until the late 1970s,
when Gould eventually won.

 


Meanwhile, laser development continued. By
1960, ruby laser, uranium lasers, and helium-neon lasers had been
demonstrated. The following year, the first commercial lasers came
to market. The first laser was used in medicine in 1961, fiber
optic lasers in 1966, telecommunications lasers in 1970, bar code
scanner lasers in 1972 (the first item scanned was a pack of
Wrigley’s chewing gum), laser discs in 1978 — and the list goes
on.
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