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METHOD OF MAKING SUPER
CONDUCTING BONDS FOR THIN FILM
DEVICES

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to electrical connections for
superconducting devices, and more particularly to methods
for soldering superconductive materials and to the bond
created thereby.

Niobium is a widely-used material for superconductor
thin-film device fabrication due to its high transition tem-
perature, ruggedness and ease of deposition. However, one
drawback of niobium is the difficulty in forming supercon-
ducting connettions because of a hard oxide layer that forms
on its surface.

Methods of making superconducting electrical connec-
tions include mechanical pressure contacts, spot welding,
ultrasonic wire bonding and soldering. Pressure contacts
require relatively bulky apparatus and are not reliable. Spot
welding can be used only with electrically conductive sub-
strates and is not applicable to use with thin-film devices.
Ultrasonic wire bonding requires relatively sophisticated
techniques. Thus soldering is a desirable bonding method,
provided that the solder is superconductive.

Conventional lead-tin solder is superconductive at low
temperatures, but does not adhere well to niobium because
of the oxide surface layer. Niobium oxidizes extremely fast
making conventional techniques for cleaning oxidation from
a surface prior to soldering unsuccessful because re-oxidiza-
tion occurs before the surface can be coated with lead-tin
solder. Soldering to niobium can be performed using lead-
indium or lead-bismuth alloys as described in U.S. Pat. No.
3,346,351. These compounds adhere to the oxidized surface
of niobium, but are soft and corrode easily. Adding tin to
lead-indium alloy solder to improve corrosion resistance
produces a solder which will not adhere to the oxidized
surface of niobium and merely forms solder balls on that
surface.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The general object of the present invention is to provide
a superconductive solder joint which is durable and corro-
sion resistant.

Another object of the present invention is to provide a
method for soldering to niobium and other refractory metals.

These objects are accomplished by a soldering technique
which first applies a external layer of either indium or an
indium-lead alloy to a conductor formed of a refractory
metal, such as niobium or titanium. Mechanical action then
is used to break up any oxide coating that is beneath the
applied layer. For example, the tip of the soldering iron that
was used to apply the initial layer can scratch the surface of
the conductor while that layer is in a molten state. Because
the layer of applied material is in a molten state, the exposed
refractory metal is protected from the atmosphere and does
not oxidize. After the oxide coating has been broken up,
Jead-tin solder then is melted onto the substrate surface if the
initial layer is indium, or either pure tin or lead-tin solder is
applied if an indium-lead alloy is used as the initial layer.

If a solder joint is to be made between two refractory
metal objects, the appropriate portions of both objects are
coated in the above-described manner. The objects then are
held together while heat is applied to melt their respective
coatings together and produce a bond therebetween.
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In the above technique, the composition of the first layer
has characteristics which allow it to adhere to the oxide
coating on the refractory metal, thereby protecting the
exposed metal during the oxide break up step. The subse-
quent step of adding tin does not result in the combined
material balling up on the surface of the substrate since final
indium-lead-tin alloy will adhere to the exposed refractory
metal. The resultant solder compound includes indium for
good initial adherence to the oxide on the refractory metal,
lead which has superconducting characteristics, and tin for
corrosion resistance.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a plane view of a solder joint according to the
present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Although the present soldering method can be used to
bond to different types of refractory metals, the process has
particular application in forming a joint between two super-
conductors. Therefore, the present invention will be
described in the context of a superconducting joint formed
between two niobium conductors.

With reference to the drawing, there is shown a conven-
tional silicon substrate 10 having typical superconducting
circuitry mounted on surface 12. The circuitry includes a
contact pad 14 formed by a thin film of niobium to enable
external connection of a superconducting wire 16 which also
may be of niobium. For example, the niobium contact pad 14
may have a thickness of 1,000 to 2,000 Angstroms and has
been applied to the silicon substrate 10 by a conventional
deposition technique. A solder joint 18 bonds the wire 16 to
the thin film niobium contact pad 14. A special soldering
process is employed in order to provide a strong, corrosion
resistant bond between the two niobium conductors 14 and
16.

A first step of the soldering process applies a layer of a
first material which is either indium or an indium-lead alloy.
This is accomplished using a conventional soldering iron to
heat the contact pad 14 to the melting point of the first
material. For example, a 25 watt soldering iron with a fine,
silver-plated, iron-clad copper tip may be used. Then a thin
wire of the first material is touched against the surface of the
contact pad 14 so that the first material melts and flows to
cover the entire surface to which contact will be made. The
tendency of the indium to “ball up” is overcome with
continuous heating and movement of the soldering iron tip.
Thus the appropriate surface of the contact pad 14 is covered
with a layer of the first material.

Next, mechanical action is applied to the contact pad 14
to break up the oxide coating which had previously formed
on the surface of the niobium and which now is underneath
the layer of the first material. In the preferred embodiment,
the tip of the soldering iron is used to scratch the upper
surface of the contact pad, scraping away some of the oxide
to expose the niobium beneath the oxide coating. Ordinarily,
niobium oxidizes very rapidly. However, the layer of the first
material still is in a molten state and flows over the exposed
niobium to which it adheres. Therefore, the exposed nio-
bium is protected from an oxidizing atmosphere and oxida-
tion does not occur. These initial steps provide a very good
bond between the first material and the niobium contact pad
14. Other forms of mechanical action, such as applying
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ultrasound to the surface of the contact pad 14, can be used
to break up the oxide coating.

After the oxide coating has been broken up, a second
material that includes tin is applied to the treated surface of

the contact pad 14. If the first material was an indium-lead 3

alloy, the second material may be pure tin. However,
because of the relatively high melting temperature of tin, a
50/50 lead-tin alloy, such as commonly used for solder, may
be employed as the second material whether the first mate-
rial was pure indium or an indium-lead alloy. While the layer
of the first material is in a molten state, a thin wire of the
second material is touched against the contact pad 14 and
allowed to melt. This results in the layer on the surface of the
contact pad becoming a indium-lead-tin alloy. For example,
the final composition of the solder alloy is approximately
fifty percent indium and fifty percent 50/50 lead-tin alloy.
Whereas, this alloy normally would not adhere to the surface
of the contact pad 14 because of the oxide coating on the
niobium, the solder layer 20 has good adherence because of
the break-up of the oxide and exposure of pure niobium in
the previous step. Thus, the resultant layer of indium-lead-
tin on the contact pad 14 has good adherence to the niobium,
is superconductive at low temperatures, and has relatively
good corrosion resistance.

If the wire 16 is formed of silver or copper in cases where
superconduction is not required, the cleaned wire can be
placed directly against the coated niobium contact pad 14
allowing the solder layer 20 to bond the wire to the contact
pad. Because silver and copper oxidize at relatively slow
rates, the joint can be made before significant oxidation
occurs that would impede good bonding.

In instances where the wire 16 is formed of niobium for
its superconductivity, the end of the wire also is coated with
the solder layer prior to joining to the contact pad 14. The
same process as was used to apply the solder layer 20 to the
contact pad 14 is employed to coat the end of the electrical
wire 16 with the indium-lead-tin alloy solder. Then the two
coated surfaces are abutted and heat from the soldering iron
melts the surface layers which flow together making a strong
bond between wire 16 and contact pad 14.

We claim:

1. A method for making a connection between first and
second members, steps of which method comprise:

applying a layer of a first material to a surface of the first

member, wherein the first material is selected from a
group consisting of indium and an indium alloy;
mechanically working the surface of the first member to
break up any oxide coating that is on the first member
underneath the layer of the first material; and

alloying a second material with the layer of the first
material applied to the surface of the first member,
wherein the second material is selected from a group
consisting of tin and a tin alloy, to form an alloy of
indium-tin that bonds the second member to the first
member.
2. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein the first
material is a indium-lead alloy.
3. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein the second
material is a tin-lead alloy.
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4. The method as recited in claim 1 further comprising:

applying a layer of a third material to a surface of the
second member, wherein the third material is selected
from a group consisting of indium and an indium alloy;

mechanically working the surface of the second member
to break up any oxide coating that is on the second
member underneath the layer of the third material; and

alloying a fourth material with the layer of the third
material, wherein the fourth material is selected from a
group consisting of tin and a tin alloy, to form an alloy
of indium-tin.

5. The method as recited in claim 4 wherein one of the
first material and second material comprises an alloy that
includes lead.

6. The method as recited in claim 4 wherein said first and
second members are formed of a metal selected from a group
consisting of niobium and titanium.

7. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein said first
member is formed of a metal selected from a group con-
sisting of niobium and titanium.

8. The method as recited in claim 1 wherein the first
material is an indium alloy other than an alloy containing tin.

9. A method for making a superconducting connection
between first and second members of superconductive mate-
rial, steps of which method comprise:

applying a layer of a first material to a surface of the first

member, wherein the first material is selected from a
group consisting of indium and an indium alloy;
mechanically working the surface of the first member to
break up any oxide coating that is on the first member
underneath the layer of a first material; and
alloying a lead-tin alloy with the layer of the first material
applied to the surface of the first member, wherein the
second member is bonded to an alloy of the first
material and the lead-tin alloy.

10. The method as recited in claim 9 wherein the first
material is a indium-lead alloy, thereby forming an alloy of
indium-lead-tin that bonds the second member to the first
member.

11. The method as recited in claim 9 further comprising:

applying a layer of a second material to a surface of the

second member, wherein the second material is
selected from a group consisting of an indium-lead
alloy and indium;
mechanically working the surface of the second member
to break up any oxide coating that is on the second
member under the layer of a second material; and

alloying a lead-tin alloy with the layer of the second
material,

12. The method as recited in claim 11 wherein said first
and second members are formed of niobium.

13. The method as recited in claim 9 wherein said first
member is formed of niobium.

14. The method as recited in claim 9 wherein the first
material is an indium alloy other than an alloy containing tin.
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