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[57] ABSTRACT

An etching and fluorinating treatment is disclosed for
modifying the surface properties of magnetic data stor-
age media and sliders for magnetic data transducmg
heads. Media enclosed within a plasma chamber is first
exposed to an argon plasma for cleaning, then exposed
to a plasma mixture including argon with either fluorine
or carbon tetrafluoride, maintained at a pressure of
approximately half of atmospheric pressure, at a tem-
perature of about 100° C. An electrical field is generated
for forming argon, carbon and fluorine ions. The argon
ions etch the carbon overcoat of the disc, while the
carbon and fluorine ions combine with the carbon to
form extended chain fluoropolymers, and also penetrate
the carbon layer. Sliders are treated in a plasma mixture
of argon and CF4. During such treatment, carbon and
fluorine ions penetrate exposed surface areas of the
slider, and form a reaction product of solid lubricant
film. In connection with both processes, ion penetration
and reaction product formation reduce surface energy
and strengthen cohesive bonding. The formation of a
solid lubricant of extended chain fluoropolymers im-
proves lubricity.

4 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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SURFACE TREATMENT FOR SLIDERS AND
CARBON COATED MAGNETIC MEDIA

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to magnetic data storage and
retrieval apparatus, and more particularly to processes
for improving the surface properties of magnetic discs
or other media, and of sliders for magnetic reading and
recording transducers.

The employment of selected surface coatings and
other treatments is a well known technique for enhanc-
ing the useful life and reliability of magnetic media and
sliders of magnetic data reading and recording heads.
Magnetic discs and sliders are subject to wear along
their interfaces or areas of mutual surface engagement
as they are moved relative to one another. Even in disc
drives employing “flying” heads which normally are
separated from the disc by a thin air foil, the surface
contact during repeated starts and stops of disc rotation
can cause substantial wear to the interfacing surfaces,
and eventually can lead to a head crash.

Accordingly, surfaces of sliders and discs frequently
are treated to increase their toughness and strength, and
to reduce friction. For example, in U.S. Pat. No.
4,251,297 (Kawabata) a boronized layer is formed on
the surface portion of a slider disposed to contact the
magnetic recording medium. U.S. Pat. No. 4,631,613
(French) discloses a plasma process for improving the
saturization magnetization of the transducer. In particu-
lar, a gap spacer material and a pole piece are deposited
using an Alfesil target along with either argon or nitro-
gen gas.

In connection with a device in which the slider is
normally in contact with a magnetic tape or disc, a
technique to improve the slideability between a disc and
slider is disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 4,649,488 (Nakajima).
The sliding surface of a head is coated with a zirconium
oxide or other material having a high coefficient of
thermal expansion, in particular high enough to carbon-
ize the binder of the recording medium.

U.S. Pat. No. 4,619,861 (Nakayama) discloses a
plasma polymerization technique for coating the parti-
cle which make up magnetic powders. The technique is
said to improve the disperseability, squareness ratio and
dusting of the magnetic powders. Another known ap-
proach is to provide a passivation layer of sputtered
carbon over the magnetic media or recording layer of a
disc, both to protect the media layer against corrosion
and to improve surface lubricity. The carbon overcoat
is quite thin, typically in the range of 300 to 400 Ang-
stroms, and as formed, includes micro-pores and some-
times “pinholes” exposing the media layer. Another
problem encountered with the carbon overcoat is a
build-up of debris, principally carbon particles, on the
disc surface. The slider, due to high surface energy,
tends to pick up this debris, leading ultimately to a head
crash.

Therefore it is an object of the present invention to
improve the lubricity, smoothness and wear character-
istics in a carbon layer provided over the magnetic
media layer of a magnetic disc or other medium.

Another object of the invention is to provide a slider
with an interfacing surface of improved toughness,
hardness and lubricating characteristics, and reduced
surface energy.
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Another object of the invention is to provide a pro-
cess for surface treatment of magnetic media and sliders
to improve their surface properties.

Yet another object is to provide magnetic media and
sliders having reduced friction at their interface,
thereby to reduce noise due to friction and increase
signal quality.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

To achieve these and other objects, there is provided
a process for treating a carbon overcoated magnetic
data storage medium, including the steps of:

(1) enclosing a magnetic recording medium within a
plasma chamber, said medium including a substrate, a
recording layer of magnetizable material formed over
the substrate, and an outer layer consisting essentially of
carbon formed over the recording layer;

(2) maintaining within the chamber an inert gas
plasma at a first selected pressure substantially less than
atmospheric pressure, generally at ambient tempera-
ture, and for a first selected amount of time to substan-
tially clean exposed surfaces of the outer layer; and

(3) following the plasma cleaning and with the me-
dium in the chamber, maintaining within the chamber a
plasma mixture at a second selected pressure substan-
tially less than atmospheric pressure, generally at ambi-
ent temperature, and for a second selected amount of
time to fluorinate at least a portion of the outer layer,
wherein the plasma mixture consists essentially of a
reactive gas and an inert gas, with the reactive gas com-
prising at least sixty percent, by volume, of the mixture
and further consisting essentially of at least one of the
following constituents: CF4 and Fa.

Preferably, the fluorinating step is performed at a
temperature of about 100° C. and at a pressure of ap-
proximately 300 millitorr, or somewhat less than one-
thousandth of atmospheric pressure. A 600 watt power
source creates the charge or voltage differential be-
tween a pair of electrodes associated with the plasma
chamber.

The preferred inert gas is argon and the preferred
reactive gas is carbon tetrafluoride (CF4) A satisfactory
range for the volume percentage of CFj is seventy-five
to eighty-five percent of the plasma mixture, with a
preferred percentage being eighty percent.

As a result of this process, the carbon layer of the
treated medium becomes fluorinated, at least along its
exposed surfaces. In particular, the reactive component
of the plasma mixture combines with the carbon to form
extended chain fluoropolymers or other polymeric solid
lubricants, believed to include one or more of the fol- -
lowing constituents: hexafluoroethane, tetrafluoroeth-
ylene, and tetrafluoropropylene. These constituents
form a solid lubricant over the exposed surfaces of the
carbon layer., and strengthen the surfaces due to their
bonding characteristics.

The plasma mixture further can include oxygen or
nitrogen, leading to formation of tetrafluoromethylalde-
hyde and tetrafluoroaminomethane. These constituents,
as well, provide solid lubricants and substantially im-
prove the surface toughness of the carbon coating.

The fluorinating step further substantially enhances
surface smoothness of the carbon layer, by a combined
etching of surface peaks by argon ions or other inert
component of the mixture, together with implantation
of carbon and fluorine ions within the micro-pores,
defects, valleys and adjoining molecules of the surface.
The ion implantation, together with the formation of



4,863,809

3

extended chain fluoropolymers, substantially enhances
the strength and toughness of the carbon layer and
enhances its elasticity, resulting in better damping char-
acteristics.

A further aspect of the present invention is a process
for treating an exposed surface of a slider body formed
of a ceramic material. With the slider body in a plasma
chamber, an inert gas plasma is maintained in the cham-
ber to etch the slider substantially in the manner de-
scribed in connection with the recording medium. Fol-
lowing etching, a plasma mixture is maintained within
the chamber at a pressure substantially less than atmo-
spheric pressure and at about 100° C., and for a selected
amount of time to enable ion implantation to at least a
selected depth. The plasma mixture consists essentially
of CF4and an inert gas, with the CF4 comprising at least
sixty percent of the mixture by volume.

As a result of this treatment, a fluoropolymeric thin
film is formed along the exposed surfaces of the slider.
Ton implantation substantially increases the cohesive
bonding strength of the ceramic material molecules
throughout the film and deep into the substrate. More-
over, it is believed that extended chain polymers such as
hexafluoroethane are formed along the slider surface to
improve lubricity. Further polymeric solid lubricants
are believed to be formed, depending on the ceramic:
e.g. calcium fluoride when sliders include calcium tita-
nate or calcium oxide as a constituent, and titanium
tetrafluoride for sliders composed at least partially of
calcium titanate or titanium oxide. Lubricants formed in
the case of nickel zinc and aluminum oxide sliders are
believed to include nickel difluoride and aluminum
trifluoride, respectively.

The fluorine ions react with the surface and form a
carbon-fluorine film which reduces surface energy and
therefore reduces debris pick-up by the slider. Fewer
particles are generated due to the increased impact
strength and better lubricity of media and slider sur-
faces. Reduced friction also means reduced noise due to
friction, for an enhanced data signal. Accordingly, em-
ploying the disclosed processes lead to reduced inci-
dents of head crash for longer useful life of the data
storage system, and further enhance signal quality.

IN THE DRAWINGS

For a better appreciation of the foregoing and other
features and advantages, reference is made to the fol-
lowing detailed description and drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is a sectional view of part of a magnetic data
storage disc provided with a known carbon overcoat;

FIG. 2 is an enlarged partial view of FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 is a schematic representation of a plasma treat-
ment apparatus;

FIG. 4 is a sectional view of the magnetic medium in
FIG. 1, after treatment in accordance with the present
invention;

FIG. 5 is an enlarged partial view of FIG. 4;

FIG. 6 is a perspective view of a ceramic slider; and

FIG. 7 is an end view of the slider, following treat-
ment in accordance with the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

Turning now to the drawings, there is shown in FIG.
1 a section of a magnetic data storage disc 16, formed by
selectively layering a substrate 18 preferably formed of
aluminum. A layer 20 consists of nickel, piated on sub-
strate 18 by an electroless process. Nickel layer 20 has a
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high degree of surface roughness and therefore is pol-
ished to a thickness of approximately 400 micro inches
(i.e. 105 Angstroms). Next, a layer 22 of chrome is de-
posited on the nickel layer by sputtering, to a thickness
of about 10 Angstroms. A recording layer 24 then is
sputtered onto the chrome layer, to a thickness of about
200-300 Angstroms. Recording layer 24 is formed of a
magnetizable material typically including nickel/iron
and nickel/cobalt alloys, which also may include
chrome. In lieu of sputtering, recording layer 24 in
some cases is formed by plating. Finally, a carbon layer
26 having a thickness of about 300-400 Angstroms is
deposited onto the recording layer by sputtering.

Carbon layer 26 is provided to protect recording
layer 24 against corrosion, and also to provide lubricity,
thereby to reduce friction between disc 16 and a slider
28 of a magnetic data transducing head. Slider 28 is
shown in its normal operating position, supported ap-
proximately 10 micro inches above the disc by an air foil
generated by disc rotation. Thus, while surface contact
friction is not present during operation, repeated start-
ing and stopping of the disc involves slider/disc
contact, such that friction can damage slider 28, disc 16
or both.

In addition to providing corrosion protection and
lubrication, carbon layer 26 should be as smooth as
possible to provide the desired narrow air foil gap or
flying height. The utility of a data storage system em-
ploying disc 16 and slider 28 resides largely in the den-
sity of data storage. Generally, density increases as the
gap between slider 28 and recording layer 24 is reduced.
Therefore, it is advantageous to minimize the thickness
of carbon layer 26 as well as the flying height.

As seen from the enlarged view in FIG. 2 showing
only layers 24 and 26, outer layer 26 of carbon is not
smooth, but forms numerous peaks 30, depressions or
valleys 32, and pinholes 34 which leave recording layer
24 exposed to damage, particularly due to moisture.
Depositing a sufficient thickness of carbon to remove
pinholes 34 increases the thickness of the carbon layer
and therefore undesirably enlarges the gap between the
slider and recording layer. Of course, the flying height
of slider 28 must be sufficient to avoid peaks 30, and
therefore the effective thickness of carbon layer 26 is
equal to the height of the peaks.

The surface roughness of carbon layer 26 contributes
to the friction between the disc and slider. Furthermore
the carbon layer, particularly at peaks 30, is susceptible
to fretting or fracturing from disc/slider contact. The
result is a build-up of debris consisting mainly of carbon
particles, which are picked up by the slider. Build-up of
such debris on the slider eventually leads to a head
crash.

To smooth and toughen carbon layer 26 and to im-
prove its lubricity, disc 16 is treated with apparatus
including a fluid tight plasma chamber 36 schematically
illustrated in FIG. 3. While just disc 16 is shown in the
chamber, it is to be understood that chamber 36 can be
of a sufficient size to accommodate many discs.

The apparatus further includes an exhaust pump 38 in
fluid communication with chamber 36 for evacuating
the chamber when desired. Also in fluid communication
with the chamber, through lines 41 and 43 respectively,
are first and second containers 40 and 42. Containers 40
and 42 respectively comprise a supply of an inert gas
such as argon, and a reactive gas such as carbon tetra-
fluoride (CF4) Other gases can be used, e.g. fluorine
(F2) as the reactive gas and nitrogen or oxygen in lieu of
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argon. Valves 44 and 46 control, respectively, the sup-

- ply of argon and CF4 to the chamber. A power supply
48 biases an electrode 50 with respect to a grounded
electrode 52 to generate the electrical field necessary to
ionize gases contained in chamber 36.

To treat disc 16, exhaust pump 38 is actuated to sub-
stantially evacuate chamber 36. After evacuation, valve
44 is opened to supply argon to the chamber, with none
of the reactive gas being supplied at this point. Argon is
supplied to the chamber until pressure within the cham-
ber is about 250 millitorr. Then, power at six hundred
watts is supplied to electrode 50 to generate an electri-
cal field and ionize the argon, forming an argon plasma
within chamber 36. Etching/cleaning proceeds at a
temperature of about 100° C. commonly referred to as
low temperature plasma.

The argon plasma is maintained in the chamber for
approximately ten minutes, depending upon the load.
The argon plasma cleans and etches the exposed sur-
faces of carbon layer 26, particularly in removing or
diminishing peaks 30. This etching process, however,
has the undesirable effect of increasing the surface en-
ergy of the carbon layer.

Accordingly, disc 16 is subject to a further plasma
process. Chamber 36 again is evacuated, whereupon
valves 44 and 46 are opened to permit a mixture of
argon and CFj to enter the chamber. Valves 44 and 46
are controlled, either in the comparative length of time
degree to which they are opened, to provide a mixture
which is at least sixty percent, by volume, of CF4. Pref-
erably the percentage of reactive gas is in the range of
seventy-five to eighty-five percent, with a particularly
preferred mixture being eighty percent CF4 and twenty
percent argon. The argon and CF4 are permitted to
enter the chamber until pressure within the chamber is
in the range of from 200-400 millitorr, and preferably at
about 350 millitorr. In general, higher pressure en-
hances ion penetration, while lower pressure improves
plasma flow. Power at six hundred watts is supplied to
electrode 50, and the plasma process proceeds at ap-
proximately 100° C. The preferred exposure time has
been found to be twenty-five to thirty minutes, depend-
ing upon the area and materials.

During this treatment, conditions inside chamber 36
become increasingly favorable for reactions of the fluo-
rine ions with carbon, thus to form extended chain fluo-
ropolymers along and beneath exposed surfaces of car-
bon layer 26. In particular, when carbon tetrafluoride is
the reactive gas, or when fluorine is the reactive gas and
after interaction with the carbon layer, one or more of
the following reactions is believed to occur:

6CF4+4-2C—4CyFg
CF4+C—CyFy

2CF4+4C—2C3F4

Thus, one or more of the above fluoropolymers,
namely hexafluorcethane, tetrafluoroethylene and tet-
rafluoropropylene, are believed formed over the sur-
face of the carbon layer, and into the carbon layer to a
depth which increases with the time of exposure in the
plasma chamber. In effect, at least a portion of the car-
bon layer is fluorinated, with that portion of the carbon
being altered to a thin film of carbon and extended chain
fluoropolymers.

Oxygen or nitrogen can be supplied to chamber 36 in
lieu of argon, resulting in the formation of further fluo-

50

535

60

6

ropolymers, it is believed, in accordance with the fol-
lowing reactions:

2CF4+03;—2CF40

5CF4+2N»—4CF5N+4-C

Thus, the addition of oxygen, preferably at twenty to
thirty percent of the plasma mixture by volume, is be-
lieved to form tetrafluoromethylaldehyde along the
exposed surfaces of carbon layer 26. Similarly, provi-
sion of nitrogen at about twenty to thirty percent of the
mixture results in formation of pentafluoroaminome-
thane.

Due to the superior bonding strength of the extended
chain fluoropolymers, the fluorinated carbon film has a
greater surface fatigue and fretting strength than the
untreated carbon layer. Further, fluorinated carbon film
reduces slider/disc friction due to improved lubricity,
as these polymers act as solid lubricants.

In addition to their part in forming extended chain
fluoropolymers, carbon and fluorine ions generated
during the plasma process become implanted in the
carbon layer, particularly in micro-pores, defects, val-
leys 32 and pinholes 34, thus filling in the pinholes to
provide a positive protection against moisture penetra-
tion. In combination with the etching action of the
argon in removing or reducing peaks 30, this ion im-
planting thus tends to smooth the surface carbon layer
26. Yet another benefit of the combined ion implanta-
tion and reaction product is a lower surface energy of
carbon layer 26, thus reducing the chance of surface
contamination, enhancing surface lubricity and prevent-
ing corrosion.

A segment of disc 16 after treatment is shown in FIG.
4, and in greater detail in FIG. 5. While much of carbon
layer 26 remains in its original form, a fluorinated car-
bon film 56 has formed which consists of carbon and the
above-mentioned extended chain fluoropolymers. As-
perities or peaks in the original carbon layer have been
reduced or removed by the argon etching, while the
micro-pores, defects, valleys and pinholes have been at
least partially filled by the implantation of ions. Conse-
quently, carbon layer 26 as treated is substantially
smoother than the original carbon layer. The overall
surface energy is reduced, as the ion implantation and
the reaction product film on the surface reduces surface
energy and overcomes the tendency of argon etching to
increase the surface energy. The increased smoothness
of course further reduces friction. The accompanying
reduction of noise due to friction enhances the signal
generated in the transducing head, in particular the
signal to noise ratio. Due to the nature of the bonding of
the fluoropolymers, the elasticity and damping charac-
teristics of the surface are also improved.

FIG. 6 shows a transducing head including a slider 60
and a ferrite core 62 glass bonded on the slider. Slider 60
is of the catamaran type, including a main body 64 and
two parallel skis 66 and 68. Top surfaces of the skis 70
and 72 together comprise the interfacing surface of
slider 60 which contacts discs such as disc 16 during the
starting and stopping of disc rotation. Slider 60 is con-
structed of a ceramic materials such as calcium titanate,
NiZn ferrite, barium titanate, MnZn ferrite and Alsimag
(ALO3+TiC).

The surface characteristics of slider 60, particularly
along surfaces 70 and 72, can be enhanced by treating
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slider 60 in processes similar to those described in con-
nection with disc 16. In particular, slider 60 or a multi-
plicity of similar sliders can be contained in chamber 36
in an argon plasma environment similar to that previ-
ously described, except that the time preferred is fifteen
to twenty-five minutes.

In the fluorinating process, argon remains the pre-
ferred inert gas while the reactive gas is only carbon
tetrafluoride.

The process described above in connection with disc
16 can be employed to improve the surface properties of
slider 60. More particularly, one or more sliders can be
placed in chamber 36 for argon plasma etching, fol-
lowed by treatment with the plasma gas mixture of
argon and carbon tetrafluoride. Again, the CF4 should
comprise at least sixty percent of the plasma mixture,
with a preferred range being seventy-five to eighty
percent and eighty percent being the highly preferred
amount. The etching and fluorinating treatment pro-
cesses both take place at about 100° C. The pressure
during fluorinating again is 200-400 millitorr, prefera-
bly 350 millitorr.

While the treatment of magnetic media and magnetic
head sliders is similar, the desired results in each case
occur for different reasons. In particular, formation of
extended chain fluoropolymers on the carbon layer of
disc 16, improves lubricity, and is a primary benefit of
the plasma treatment for media. With sliders, by con-
trast, the primary benefit of the treatment appears to be
the reduced surface energy and increased surface
toughness, both of which occur as a result of combined
ion implantation and reaction product formation. Con-
sequently, the optimum fluorinating treatment time for
sliders is largely a function of the desired depth of ion
penetration. Penetration depth has been found to be
about 250 Angstroms with an exposure time of forty-
five minutes.

Further, however, it has been found for example in
the case of calcium titanate sliders and nickel zinc fer-
rite sliders that the optimum exposure time is about
twenty-five minutes. With increased exposure beyond
twenty-five minutes, the argon etching effect appears to
detrimentally offset the benefits of deposition of a fluo-
rinated layer.

By lowering surface energy, due to combined effect
of ion penetration and reaction product film on the
surface, the amount of debris pick-up by the slider dur-
ing normal operation is considerably reduced. This
treatment improves the cohesive bonding of the slider
ceramic as well, thus increasing the slider surface
toughness and reducing friction. All these factors con-
tribute to longer life of the data recording system.

Formation of extended chain fluoropolymers and
other polymeric solid lubricant is believed to be present,
though not as important a factor as in the case of mag-
netic media. For example, in the case of a calcium tita-
nate slider, the following reaction is believed to occur:

CaTiOy+CF4—CaFs+TiF2+CO;

Thus, as indicated in FIG. 7, the plasma treatment
forms a polymerized layer 74 at the surface of slider 60,
particularly at surfaces 70 and 72, characterized by ion
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implantation and formation of extended chain fluoro-
polymers. The lubricants enhance the lubricity of slider
60. In particular, when a treated slider and a treated disc
are used in combination, the friction at low load is re-
duced by thirty-three to forty percent.

The plasma cleaning and fluorinating treatments,
when applied to magnetic media and sliders, substan-
tially enhance the useful life and performance of mag-
netic data reading and recording devices. The respec-
tive treated surfaces show greater strength and tough-
ness, along with lower surface energy and thus a re-
duced affinity for pick-up of debris. Surface lubricity,
particularly for the media, is enhanced by the extended
chain fluoropolymers which provide a solid lubricant.
Such formation is believed to enhance slider lubricity as
well, although the primary improvements in slider sur-
face properties arise from ion penetration.

What is claimed is:

1. A device for storing magnetic data, said device
including:

a substantially rigid substrate;

a data storage layer consisting essentially of a magne-

tizable material applied over the substrate;

an outer layer formed over said data storage layer and
consisting essentially of carbon; and

a polymeric film over said outer layer and consisting
essentially of carbon, fluorine ions and extended
chain fluoropolymers.

2. The device of claim 1 wherein:

said extended chain fluoropolymers include one or
more of the following constituents: hexafluoroe-
thane, tetrafluoroethylene, and tetrafluoropropy-
lene.

3. The device of claim 2 further including:

a layer consisting essentially of nickel formed over
said substrate and between said substrate and said
data storage layer, and a layer of chrome between
said nickel layer and said data storage layer.

4. The device of claim 1 wherein:

said polymeric film is formed over said outer layer by
a process which includes the steps of:

enclosing said substrate, data storage layer and outer
layer within a chamber;

generating and maintaining within the chamber an
inert gas plasma at a pressure substantially less than
atmospheric pressure, generally at a temperature of
about 100° C., and for an amount of time necessary
to substantially clean exposed surface areas of the
outer layer; and

following said cleaning, generating and maintaining
within the chamber a plasma mixture at a selected
pressure substantially less then atmospheric pres-
sure, generally at a temperature of about 100° C.
and for a selected amount of time to fluorinate at
least a portion of the outer layer, wherein said
plasma mixture consists essentially of a reactive gas
and an inert gas, with the reactive gas comprising
at least sixty percent, by volume, of the mixture and
further consisting essentially of at least one of the
following constituents: carbon tetrafluoride and

fluorine.
* * * * *
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