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An NMR spectrometer is a glorified ice-bucket with a radio 
antenna shoved up its guts. Some would object to such a 
simplistic and crass description of a device that revolutionised 
chemistry, but we are not those people. A more graceful 
description of an NMR spectrometer would characterise it as a 
vessel containing a powerful electromagnet, suspended in 
concentric dewars of liquid helium (-269 ˚C) and nitrogen (-198 
˚C) (Figure 1). The high-strength magnetic field thus obtained 
forces atoms to align their nuclear spins through a process that 
people only pretend to understand. Perturbing these aligned 
nuclei with a radio-frequency pulse causes them to become 
excited. In the post-coital afterglow, the nuclei relax and let slip 
how much ethyl acetate is in your sample. Something like that, 
anyway.  

Figure 1: A typical NMR spectrometer, prior to modification.  
Image credit: Chrumps CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons  

Like many great discoveries in physics and chemistry, NMR 
spectroscopy was invented by accident. This has only come to 
light in recent years, as the relevant documents have been 

declassified by the US military.1 In 1951, a helicopter was 
transporting a 250 L dewar of liquified helium for use in 
development of the first thermonuclear weapon. As the 
chopper was passing over the perimeter defences of a USAF 
base, the dewar fell free of its harness and landed on an AA 
radar dish. The baffled radar operators were confronted with a 
single sharp resonance at ~300 Hz. It transpired that this signal 
corresponded to the silicon-based lubricant used to grease the 
radar’s training mechanism, and just like that, NMR 
spectroscopy was born.  

Just like any other electronic device, an NMR may be 
decommissioned because it is too old, has become obsolete or 
ceased to function. Occasionally, spectrometers are deactivated 
because the operating institution can no longer afford a helium-
habit, or because they have fallen foul of the helium cartels. 
There have even been cases where some absolute bell-end has 
dropped a tube of dysprosium down the bore,2 causing every 
subsequent spectrum to look like “Melting Peaks” by Salvador 
Dali.3 But what does one do with a one-tonne bucket, when it 
can no longer collected spectra? Herein, we report some 
potential uses for a decommissioned NMR spectrometer. As we 
have been unable to source a spectrometer with which to 
experiment, these uses must remain conceptual for the 
present.  

1. Space Travel 

An NMR spectrometer already possesses many of the features 
necessary for space flight. The outer cowling is relatively 
aerodynamic, if a little snub-nosed. The rigorous application of 
a sledgehammer (or a similar instrument) should be appropriate 
to reshape the legs into fins, granting stability and 
manoeuvrability. More importantly, NMR spectrometers are 
already designed to store two segregated cryogens. We foresee 
no complications in refilling the standard N2 and He reservoirs 
with O2 and H2 respectively. Connecting the two together is 
simply a matter of plumbing (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: Artist’s rendition of an NMR adapted for space flight. 



HALF-ARSED PAPERS  The Journal of Immaterial Science 
 

J. IMMAT. SCI. | VOLUME 3 | 2023     21 

Furthermore, NMR spectrometers contain sensitive radio-
frequency transmitter-receivers, and are thus primed to act as 
satellites once in orbit. It may be necessary to move the probe 
to the outside of the cowling, to facilitate longer range 
transmissions. We anticipate that placing the probe atop the 
body of the instrument should be sufficient, and should also 
improve its aerodynamic profile. As Aladeen et al. have 
demonstrated, rockets do need to be pointy, after all.4 

2. Underwater Exploration  

We propose that with suitable modifications, an NMR could be 
adapted to serve as a submersible vehicle. The modifications 
would predominantly consist of removing the probe, magnet 
and shim coils, and liberally applying a tube of silicone to seal 
the joints (Figure 3).  

Figure 3: An NMR spectrometer adapted for use as a submersible.  

The N2 and He ports at the top could be readily adapted to 
circulate air through the body of the instrument, to sustain a 
single occupant. The only setback in this plan is a pronounced 
lack of visibility from inside the instrument.  

3. Agricultural Irrigation  
By putting water inside the spectrometer instead, it should be 
possible to use it as a water tank (Figure 4).  

Figure 4: A spectrometer rigged as a water tank.  

Liquids could be supplied through the ports at the top, and 
withdrawn through the probe underneath. With the 
appropriate taps and valves, it should even be possible to store 
two separate liquids simultaneously, using the N2 and He 
dewars, then recombine them at a specified ratio. Such a device 

would find myriad applications in the dilution and supply of 
liquid fertilisers for hydroponics.  

4. Alpine Emergency Shelters  

An inherent characteristic of any instrument that relies on 
cryogens is a tendency to be well insulated. This property could 
still be leveraged after the electronics within the insulation have 
shat themselves. A potential scenario in which such an attribute 
could find application is an alpine rescue shelter. The rise of 
Instagram and similar platforms has prompted a meteoric 
increase in cases of ill-prepared pillocks wandering off into the 
wilderness hunting the perfect profile pic. Unsurprisingly, many 
of these pillocks row themselves up shit creek and find 
themselves insufficiently bepaddled when inclement weather 
strikes. In West Failure alone, seven influences died last year 
while attempting to ascend Mt Drangsal in Ugg boots,5 platform 
heels,6 flipflops7 or crocs.8  

With all the internal gadgetry removed and a small hatch 
installed, a spectrometer could potentially serve as an insulated 
pod in which a desperate hiker might shelter from a storm 
(Figure 5). This application does require larger spectrometers 
(or smaller hikers) and is likely to accommodate only a single 
occupant. Nonetheless, such a shelter might still save a life.  

Figure 5: A spectrometer placed atop a mountain, to shelter wayward 
hikers from blizzards.  

5. Bar Fridge  

Figure 6: The ultimate office appliance.  
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By using the aforementioned insulation to keep the cold in 
instead of out, an NMR spectrometer could easily function as a 
novelty bar fridge (Figure 6). Admittedly, most spectrometers 
are quite bulky, so they are perhaps best suited to large spaces 
such as office tea rooms, conference centres and hospital 
waiting rooms. One can’t deny that an NMR-fridge has a certain 
cachet though.  

6. Brewing Vats and Spirit Stills 

As stated in the introduction, NMR spectrometers are 
essentially buckets. And what’s the best thing to have in a 
bucket? Beer. This application has been relegated to last place 
because unlike the others, it is the only one that has already 
been used. Multiple breweries have cashed in on the inherent 
interest of academics and associated nerds in craft beer.  

Figure 7: An NMR spectrometers converted into brewing vats, and a pot 
still (lower left) 

The Our brief, half-drunken search turned up several such 
examples. Fischer Breweries released a hazy IPA called 
“IsoPropAnol” which is batch-brewed in an old Varibrük 400 
MHz (Figure 7B). Not to be outdone, the Belgian abbey-brewery 
of Tropsch brought out a Pilsner called “Prosol” which clocks in 
at a powerful 8.9% alcohol/volume. The Old Aldrich Hotel in 
London’s SoHo has converted a spectrometer into a still, which 
they use to manufacture their signature gin “ROESY and grey”.  

Conclusion 
We hope that this article has demonstrated that even when the 
shims are shot, the coils are cooked and the magnet is munted, 
an NMR is more than just spectroscopic scrap. If any readers 
have further ideas, or a spectrometer they’d be willing to lend 
us, we’d be delighted to hear from them. Experiments on the 
potential applications for crapped-out MRI’s are currently 
underway in our laboratory.  
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