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The Making of a Magnet. Bell scientists test new superconducting electromagnet, the small cylindrical object being removed
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from helium bath at minus 450 degrees F. An early experimental design produced a field strength over 65,000 gauss.

OUT OF SOLID STATE SCIENCE COMES A POWERFUL NEW MAGNET

Bell Telephone Laboratories’ creation of a power-
ful superconducting electromagnet once again illus-
trates the role of materials research in the advancement
of communications.

It has long been known that certain materials
called superconductors have a zero electrical resistance
at temperatures near absolute zero. A solenoid of
superconductive wire carrying a large current should
be capable of producing an extremely powerful mag-
netic field without the bulky power equipment that is
needed for conventional electromagnets.

A formidable obstacle blocked the way, however.
The strong magnetic field tended to destroy the wire’s
superconductivity.

Bell Laboratories scientists studying superconduc-
tors—as part of their endless search for new materials
for communications — were led to the discovery of a
number of alloys and compounds having exceptional
superconductive properties. One of these materials, a

compound of niobium and tin, was found to possess
a startling ability to retain its superconductivity in
intense magnetic fields of over 100,000 gauss. Bell
scientists went on to show how the brittle, intrac-
table material could be made into a wire and hence
wound to make an extremely powerful electromagnet.

By finding a low-cost way to create enormously
powerful magnetic fields, Bell scientists have brought
closer new applications of magnetism in communica-
tions. Intense magnetic fields provide an invaluable
tool in research, and offer an attractive means for
containing hot plasma in thermonuclear experiments.

The new magnet is another example of how Bell
Laboratories research not only works to improve Bell
System communications but also benefits science on
a broad front.
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