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The measurement of ionization rate and electron densities in thermally
ionized gases attracted the attention of many scientists and engineers work-
ing in the aerospace field. Determination of these parameters is of impor-
tance not only in the field of communication with reentering bodies, but is
also of vital importance in understanding combustion and other rapid chem-
ical reactions. Initial ionization is usually attributed to collisions between
molecules, but as the electron density increases, collisions between elec-
trons and neutral particles may also become important or even dominant in
the ionization process. Depending on the efficiency of molecular collision
processes, on the physical and chemical properties of the gas and its puri-
ty, a time lag or relaxation time will result between the heating of the neu-
tral gas and the attainment of equilibrium electron density. Since in a
shock t: be, samples of gas can rapidly be heated to temperatures in excess
of 104 K without introducing an excess of impurities , this kind of device is
ideally suited for the above -mentioned studies.

Several methods have been used to measure this delay time and the equi-
librium electron density. In this investigation an attempt has been made to

apply a microwave resonant cavity technique to measure the relaxation time
and electron density behind a reflected shock in a shock tube. A particular
cavity arrangement well-suited for this measurement is an IIend wall!! cavi-
ty operated in the TEOI ~ mode. Fig. 1 shows the schematic of this type of
a resonant cavity. Fig. Z shows a schematic representation of the experi-
mental apparatus including the cavity and the basic external circuity. As
shown in Fig. l,the dielectric window of the cavity forms the end of the
shock tube. When the incident shock is reflected from the dielectric win-
dow, the ionized gas behind the reflected shock forms a conducting wall
which completes the cylindrical cavity. The depth of penetration of the
cavity field into the plasma depends on the electron density at the wall. Ne-
glecting collisions and assuming no d. c. magnetic field ,it is given by ~2
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where c is the velocity of light, w is the frequency of the applied electro-
magnetic field and w is the plasma frequency given by w
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Since the resonant frequency of the cavity depends on its axial dimension
and therefore on the penetration depth, the measurement of the resonant
frequency maybe used to determine the electron density.

Calibration of the cavity is done by sliding a metallic piston in the

shock tube and measuring the resonant frequency of the cavity as a func-
tion of penetration depth (i. e., distance between the metallic piston and the

dielectric window: penetration depth ”into metallic piston is neglected).
Using this with Eq. 1, a calibration curve is obtained,as shown in Fig. 3.
There Lf . % -fr where ~ is the resonant frequency with the metallic

plug at z = O and fr is the resonant frequency with the plasma. At high

electron densities the change in resonant frequency as a function of elec-
tron density is given by a

(2)

where v is the electron collision frequency, and K is a configuration con-

stant easily obtainable through calibration.

To perform a measurement, two or more microwave signals are ap-
plied simultaneously to the cavity. When two signals are applied simul-
taneously, they are displaced below the resonant frequency ~ and from
each other by AfZ and Af2 of the order of about 10-20 me/s. The frequency
displacements Afl and AL thus represent very small fractions of the opera-
ting frequent y f. of about 9 kmc/s in this case. The cavity will thus res o-
nate for each signal when the corresponding electron density forms in
front of the dielectric window. By repeating a number of closely con-
trolledtests, and shifting the frequency applied to the cavity, it is possible
to obtain an electron density profile behind the reflected shock as a func-
tion of time.

Typical results obtained by this method with shocks in air and argon
are given in Figs. 4, 5. They have been found to be in good qualitative

agreement with results reported by other investigators 4’6’6. Some of the
problems with these measurements were:

1) Theoretical time resolution of the cavity is -0.3 ~ see, making

measurements in air difficult.

2) Plasma formation time (time for the reflected shock to travel the

penetration depth) is of the order of 1 u see, or approximately the measured
ionization times in air. This means that the measured ionization times in
air are only upper limits.

3) Effects of the dielectric wall in cooling and contaminating the test

gas are unknown. This was investigated, however, using different dielec-
tric materials with small changes noticed.

4) Impurity gases, especially in tests involving argon, may change the
ionization processes and are very difficult to eliminate.
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Figure 1. End Wall Cavity
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