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(54) Rolling method for forming a multi-layered composite element and composite element 
obtained thereby

(57) Embodiments refer generally to systems and methods for manufacturing a cylindrical spar tube (120) of the
sort that might be used in a horizontal stabilizer (108) for a helicopter (100). An exemplary method may comprise laying
out onto a flat surface (220, 420) (and possibly stacking) plies (201, 202, 203, 301, 302, 303, P001-P004) of composite
material, rolling the material (424, 624, 852) onto a mandrel while applying pressure and curing the rolled material.
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Description

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATIONS

[0001] Not applicable.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY SPON-
SORED RESEARCH OR DEVELOPMENT

[0002] Not applicable.

REFERENCE TO A MICROFICHE APPENDIX

[0003] Not applicable.

BACKGROUND

[0004] Various types of materials may be used to form
structural elements of an aircraft. One such material is
composite material. For example, a spar in a horizontal
stabilizer of a helicopter might be formed of fiberglass or
carbon fiber composites. Typically, such a spar might
have a cylindrical shape. Composites may be useful for
aircraft due to strength to weight characteristics. Accord-
ingly, there is an ongoing need for improved techniques
for forming composite elements.

SUMMARY

[0005] In some embodiments of the disclosure, a meth-
od of forming a multi-layered composite element is pro-
vided that may comprise: pre-stacking a plurality of plies
of composite material on a flat surface to form a stacked
ply assembly; rolling the stacked ply assembly around a
mandrel while applying pressure (e.g. compressive
force); and curing the rolled stacked ply assembly;
wherein joints between the plies may be distributed
around a circumference of the rolled stacked ply assem-
bly to prevent overlap. In some embodiments, the method
may further comprise selecting the length of each of the
plurality of plies of composite material and selecting the
order of laying out the plies to ensure that, during rolling
and curing, the joints between plies will not overlap. In
some embodiments, the joints between plies may be butt
spliced joints. In some embodiments, the method may
further comprise applying vacuum to the stacked ply as-
sembly. In some embodiments, curing the rolled stacked
ply assembly may comprise inserting the rolled stacked
ply assembly into a mold, applying pressure inside the
rolled stacked ply assembly (e.g. to press the rolled
stacked ply assembly against the mold), and heating the
rolled stacked ply assembly. In some embodiments,
pressure may be applied inside the rolled stacked ply
assembly using one of the following: inflating a bladder
within the rolled stacked ply assembly, heating a silicone
cylinder within the rolled stacked ply assembly, and heat-
ing an aluminum mandrel within the rolled stacked ply
assembly. In some embodiments, the method may fur-

ther comprise removing the mandrel from the rolled
stacked ply assembly. In some embodiments, pressure
may be applied to the stacked ply assembly during rolling
around the mandrel using one of the following: springs
pressing rollers onto the mandrel, a weighted carriage
applied to one or more of the rollers, and combinations
thereof. In some embodiments, the stacked ply assembly
may be formed of plies of pre-preg laminate material hav-
ing a plurality of orientations. In some embodiments, cur-
ing the rolled stacked ply assembly may comprise insert-
ing the rolled stacked ply assembly into a female mold,
applying pressure inside the rolled stacked ply assembly
to press the rolled stacked ply assembly against the mold,
and heating the rolled stacked ply assembly; wherein the
mold may be a tubular pressure vessel.
[0006] In other embodiments of the disclosure, a meth-
od of forming multi-layered composite tubing is provided
that may comprise: laying a plurality of plies of composite
material on a flat surface to form a first detail, with portions
of adjacent plies of the first detail overlapping to form butt
splicing joints; laying one or more plies of composite ma-
terial to form a second detail atop the first detail, with
portions of any adjacent plies in the second detail over-
lapping to form butt splicing joints; applying a vacuum to
the plurality of plies to form a stacked ply assembly; rolling
the stacked ply assembly around a mandrel while apply-
ing pressure (e.g. compressive force) to form composite
tubing; and curing the composite tubing; wherein the
composite tubing has a circumference and the joints be-
tween adjacent plies are distributed around the circum-
ference of the composite tubing to prevent overlap. In
some embodiments, the method may further comprise
selecting the length of each of the plurality of plies of
composite material and selecting the order of laying out
the plies to ensure that, during rolling and curing, the
joints between plies will not overlap. In some embodi-
ments, ply length and order may be selected based on
the circumference of the composite tubing being formed
and the change in the circumference during rolling (e.g.
due to the thickness of the plies) and curing, and thick-
ness of the composite tubing may be approximately uni-
form. In some embodiments, the plies of composite ma-
terial may be formed of pre-preg laminate material having
fibers within a resin matrix, the plies of composite material
each have an orientation based on the fibers within the
resin, the plies of the first detail are oriented in one di-
rection, and the plies of the second detail are oriented in
another direction, different than the direction of the first
detail. In some embodiments, the direction of the first
detail and the direction of the second detail may be ori-
ented approximately 45-90 degrees apart. In some em-
bodiments, the method may further comprise laying one
or more additional plies of composite material to form a
third detail atop the second detail, with portions of any
adjacent plies in the third detail overlapping to form butt
splicing joints. In some embodiments, the plies of the first
detail comprise composite fabric; the second detail and
the third detail are each formed of a single continuous
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composite tape; and/or the one or more plies of the third
detail have fibers oriented in a direction different than the
first detail and the second detail. In some embodiments,
curing the composite tubing may comprise inserting the
composite tubing into a mold, applying pressure inside
the composite tubing (e.g. to press the composite tubing
against the mold), and heating the composite tubing (for
example, via standard autoclave cycle). In some embod-
iments, pressure may be applied inside the composite
tubing using one of the following: inflating a bladder within
the composite tubing, heating a silicone tube within the
composite tubing, and heating an aluminum mandrel
within the composite tubing. In some embodiments, pres-
sure may be applied to the stacked ply assembly during
rolling around the mandrel using one of the following:
springs pressing rollers onto the mandrel, a weighted car-
riage applied to one or more of the rollers, and combina-
tions thereof. In some embodiments, sufficient pressure
may be applied to the stacked ply assembly during rolling
to substantially eliminate porosity, and sufficient pres-
sure may be applied inside the composite tubing during
curing to consolidate the plies.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0007] For a more complete understanding of the
present disclosure and the advantages thereof, refer-
ence is now made to the following brief description, taken
in connection with the accompanying drawings and de-
tailed description:

FIG. 1A illustrates a helicopter comprising a horizon-
tal stabilizer;

FIG. 1B illustrates a horizontal stabilizer;

FIG. 1C illustrates a horizontal stabilizer spar;

FIG. 2 illustrates a plurality of plies of composite ma-
terial;

FIG. 3 illustrates a stacked ply assembly;

FIGS. 4A-4C illustrates exemplary methods of rolling
a stacked ply assembly on a mandrel;

FIG. 5A illustrates an exemplary layup of plies in a
stacked ply assembly;

FIG. 5B illustrates another view of an exemplary lay-
up of plies in a stacked ply assembly;

FIG. 5C illustrates a cross-sectional view of a rolled
stacked ply assembly;

FIGS. 5D-5E illustrate cross-sectional views of the
width of a rolled stacked ply assembly;

FIGS. 6A-6B illustrate embodiments of a tool for roll-
ing the composite material on the mandrel;

FIGS. 7A-7B illustrate a set-up for a curing process;

FIGS. 8A-8B illustrate a set-up for an alternative cur-
ing process;

FIG. 9 is a flowchart illustrating a method of forming
a multi-layered composite element; and

FIG. 10 is a flowchart illustrating a method of forming
multi-layered composite tubing.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0008] It should be understood at the outset that al-
though an illustrative implementation of one or more em-
bodiments are provided below, the disclosed systems
and/or methods may be implemented using any number
of techniques, whether currently known or in existence.
The disclosure should in no way be limited to the illus-
trative implementations, drawings, and techniques illus-
trated below, including the exemplary designs and im-
plementations illustrated and described herein, but may
be modified within the scope of the appended claims
along with their full scope of equivalents.
[0009] In some cases, it may be desirable to employ
embodiment processes or methods for forming multi-lay-
ered composite tubing by rolling multiple layers of com-
posite material. Such embodiments may improve the ef-
ficiency in manufacturing composite elements. The com-
posite tubing may be used to form a variety of symmet-
rical or unsymmetrical parts used for the construction of
a aircraft, such as a spar tube for a horizontal stabilizer
for a helicopter. In some embodiments, the composite
material may comprise a plurality of plies and/or layers
laid on a flat surface. The plies may be laid with portions
of adjacent plies overlapping to form butt splicing joints.
In some embodiments, the plies may form a stacked ply
assembly. The stacked ply assembly may be formed of
one or more detail in some embodiments. The stacked
ply assembly may be rolled around a mandrel and then
cured.
[0010] Referring to FIG. 1A, a helicopter 100 according
to an embodiment of the disclosure is shown. The heli-
copter 100 comprises a fuselage 102, main rotor 104,
tail 106, horizontal stabilizer 108, and tail rotor 110. Typ-
ically, the horizontal stabilizer 108 may be operable to
stabilize the helicopter during climb, cruise, and descent.
In some embodiments, the horizontal stabilizer 108 may
comprise a spar 120, shown in FIG. 1B, wherein the spar
120 may be held within the horizontal stabilizer 108 with
a plurality of ribs 124. Additionally, the horizontal stabi-
lizer 108 may comprise a skin 128 covering the ribs 124
and spar 120. The horizontal stabilizer 108 may also com-
prise some structural connectivity 126, such as connec-
tion with the tail 106, wherein the spar 120 may pass
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through the tail 106. As shown in FIG. 1C, the spar 120
may comprise a hollow tube with opening 122 there-
through. The horizontal stabilizer 108 may attach to the
tail 106 of the helicopter 100 and may provide an aero-
dynamic down-force during forward flight, wherein the
spar 120 may be the load-bearing member of the hori-
zontal stabilizer 108. Spars may also be used in wings,
horizontal stabilizers, and other components of other air-
craft, such as airplanes and tilt-rotor aircrafts. On some
occasions, the spar may be made of composite material
and may, in some embodiments, be constructed by roll-
ing and curing one or more layers of composite or lami-
nate material.
[0011] As shown in FIG. 2, a stacked ply assembly 200
may comprise multiple plies 201, 202, and 203 which
may be laid on a flat surface 220, such as a table for
example. The stacked ply assembly 200 of FIG. 2 con-
tains only a single detail (or layer) of plies 201, 202 and
203 with overlapping edges forming joints 208. The over-
lap at the edges may typically comprise approximately
0.650 inches to approximately 0.880 inches, wherein the
overlap may be chosen based on the circumference. In
some embodiments, the joints 208 may be butt spliced
joints. Each ply may comprise a different length, wherein
ply 201 may have a length 211, ply 202 may have length
212 and ply 203 may have a length 213. The lengths of
the plies may be chosen to avoid overlap of the joints
208 when the stacked ply assembly 200 rolled onto a
mandrel. In other words, it may be desired that the joints
208 have different axial locations around the circumfer-
ence of the mandrel when the stacked ply assembly 200
is rolled. A geometric correlation or relationship between
the circumference of the mandrel (or diameter of the man-
drel) and the thickness of the plies may be used to de-
termine the correct length of the plies. Additionally, it may
be taken into consideration that the diameter of the ply
assembly 200 as it is rolled onto the mandrel will increase
as it rolls. Changes in ply length during curing may also
be considered as well as comprise rate of the material
during curing. In some embodiments, the material of the
plies 201, 202, and 203 may comprise a tacky material
and may be operable to hold the plies 201, 202 and 203
together at the joints 208 (even at room temperature). A
vacuum or other compressive force may be applied to
the formed-up stacked ply assembly 200 to provide ad-
equate attachment at the joints 208 between plies.
[0012] In some embodiments, the plies 201, 202 and
203 may comprise a pre-preg laminate material having
fibers within a resin matrix, such as a fiberglass or carbon
fiber epoxy resin fabric (e.g. Cytec 5276-1). The plies
201, 202, 203 may comprise different fiber orientations,
such as 0 degrees, 45 degrees, 90 degrees, and 135
degrees with respect to the width of the material, although
embodiments may have plies within a detail (layer) ori-
ented the same direction (e.g. the same fiber orientation).
In some embodiments, the plies 201, 202, 203 may com-
prise multiple materials, including combinations of fiber-
glass and carbon fiber, for example. In some embodi-

ments, each ply 201, 202 or 203 may comprise composite
fabric and/or tape material.
[0013] FIG. 3 illustrates an alternative stacked ply as-
sembly 300 having multiple details of plies. The stacked
ply assembly 300 of FIG. 3 includes three details (or lay-
ers) 310, 312, and 314 of plies 301, 302, and 303, wherein
the length of each of the plurality of plies of composite
material and the order of laying out the plies is selected
to ensure that, during rolling and curing, the joints 308
between plies will not overlap in order to maintain an
approximately constant thickness (or wall thickness) all
across the tube circumference, for example. In some em-
bodiments, one or more of the layers 310, 312 and 314
may comprise fabric material (as described above)
and/or tape material. By including additional details (lay-
ers) of plies, selecting the length of each ply to avoid
overlap of joints 308 during rolling (e.g. staggering the
joints) may become increasingly complex. Typically,
such detail of plies (with overlapping butt joints) might be
laid out on the table 320 one at a time, with the plies of
the first detail 314 being laid on the table, then the plies
of the second detail 312 being laid on top the first detail
314, and then the plies of the third detail 310 being laid
on top of the second detail 312 (and so on if there are to
be additional details for a specific embodiment).
[0014] In some embodiments, after the desired
number of detail layers has been placed, the assembly
300 may be vacuumed to tack (or otherwise assemble)
the detail layers 310, 312, and 314 together into a stacked
ply assembly 300. The vacuum step may also be known
as de-bulking. Alternative methods of assembling the de-
tails into a stacked ply assembly could also be used, such
as hot debulking at approximately 180 degrees Fahren-
heit for approximately 15 minutes. The tackiness of the
material of the layers aids in assembly of the layers 310,
312, and 314.
[0015] As shown in FIGS. 4A-4B, after stacking the
plies (into one or more detail layers) on the flat surface
420, the stacked ply assembly 400 comprising joints 408
may be rolled around a mandrel 424 using a rolling tool
430. The stacked ply assembly 400 may adhere to the
surface of the mandrel 424 (via tackiness of material or
additionally adhesive), and typically the front of the
stacked ply assembly 400 may be fixed to the mandrel
424 for rolling. The mandrel 424 may comprise a cylin-
drical shape (or circular cross-section) and may be spun
in a clockwise or counter-clockwise direction 425 (typi-
cally depending of its interaction with the rolling tool 430),
wherein the stacked ply assembly 400 may be pressed
to the mandrel 424 and rolled about the mandrel 424
during rolling. In alternative embodiments, the cross-sec-
tion of the mandrel 424 may comprise another shape
other than circular, such as oval, egg shaped, elliptical
or another shape, and typically the pressure on the sur-
face of the mandrel 424 may be maintained approximate-
ly constant throughout rotation despite the shape. The
mandrel 424 may be fixed between two rollers: a top roller
434 and a bottom roller 436, wherein the rollers 434 and
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436 may be operable to apply pressure to the assembly
400 as it rolls onto the mandrel 424. In some embodi-
ments, the mandrel 424 may be rolled by a crank con-
nected to the mandrel 424 and/or the rollers 434 and 436,
but in other embodiments, the rolling may be automated.
To increase the compaction ratio, it may be possible in
some embodiments to heat the stacked material 400 with
hot air or a light just before rolling the material.
[0016] In some embodiments, the rollers 434 and 436
may be pressed onto the mandrel 424 with springs 432,
wherein the springs 432 may be affixed to the rollers 434
and 436 via brackets 435 and 437. The springs 432 may
press between the housing 431 of the rolling tool 430 and
the roller 434, 436 and/or bracket 435, 437. The rolling
tool 430 may comprise any number of springs 432 and
corresponding brackets 435 and 437 affixed to the rollers
434 and 436. As the stacked ply assembly 400 rolls onto
the mandrel 424, the diameter around the mandrel 424
may increase, and the springs 432 may compress to ap-
ply uniform pressure across the mandrel 424 (while ad-
justing to the increase in diameter). In some embodi-
ments, the mandrel 424 may comprise a non-stick sur-
face coating, such as Teflon for example, so that after
the assembly 400 has been rolled onto the mandrel 424,
the mandrel 424 may be easily removed from the rolled
assembly. Additionally, the rollers 434 and 436 and other
equipment that contacts the surface of the assembly 400
may also comprise a non-stick surface coating (e.g. a
releasing agent).
[0017] Before rolling, the start or front of the stacked
ply assembly 400 may be tacked (possibly temporarily
in some embodiments) to the surface of the mandrel 424.
In FIG. 4A, the assembly 400 may comprise one detail
layer with multiple joints 408, while in FIG. 4B, the as-
sembly 400 may comprise multiple detail layers 410, 412,
and 414, all comprising multiple joints 408, wherein the
layers 410, 412, and 414 may be rolled around the man-
drel 424 together. In some embodiments, the layers 410,
412, and 414 may start rolling onto the mandrel 424 at
the same time, while in other embodiments, the layers
410, 412, and 414 may start rolling onto the mandrel 424
at different or staggered times. As shown in FIG. 4C, in
some embodiments, the layers 405, 407, and 409 of the
assembly 400 may be spaced to start rolling onto the
mandrel 424 at different times. Additionally, the flat sur-
face 420 or table may comprise an angled section 421
leading to the rolling tool 430 so that gravity can aid in
maintaining tension on the stacked ply assembly 400.
[0018] Referring now to FIGS. 5A-5B, an exemplary
layout of the details (or layers) of an exemplary stacked
ply assembly 500 is shown. A first detail of composite
fabric 505 (which typically might be laid out on the table
first) may comprise a plurality of plies P001, P002, P003,
P004, P005, P006, P007, P008 and P009, wherein the
plies may all comprise different lengths but approximately
the same width. For example, in FIG. 5A ply P001 may
have a length of approximately 5.442 inches, ply P002
may have a length of approximately 10.718 inches, ply

P003 may have a length of approximately 5.849 inches,
ply P004 may have a length of approximately 11.619
inches, ply P005 may have a length of approximately
12.312 inches, ply P006 may have a length of approxi-
mately 13.005 inches, ply P007 may have a length of
approximately 7.122 inches, ply P008 may have a length
of approximately 14.063 inches, ply P009 may have a
length of approximately 7.633 inches. The lengths of the
plies may be determined based on a correlation with the
circumference of the mandrel that the plies are to be
rolled on as well as the thickness of the stacked ply as-
sembly 500. In the embodiment, shown in FIG. 5A, the
width of the plies of detail 505 may be approximately 28
inches, and the total length of the detail 505 may be ap-
proximately 87.763 inches. The plies may overlap at their
adjacent edges or joints 508b, 508c, 508d, 508e, 508f,
508g, 508h, and 508i, and may form butt spliced joints.
The overlap at the edges may typically comprise approx-
imately 0.650 inches to approximately 0.880 inches,
wherein the overlap may be chosen based on the cir-
cumference. In some embodiments, the stacked ply as-
sembly 500 may comprise one or more additional detail
layers, such as 507 and 509, wherein these layers may
comprise fabric and/or tape. In some embodiments, the
layer 507 may comprise a width similar to that of detail
505 (e.g. approximately 28 inches) and a length of ap-
proximately 82.321 inches. In some embodiments, the
layer 509 may comprise a width similar to that of detail
505 (e.g. approximately 28 inches) and a length of ap-
proximately 56.939 inches.
[0019] In FIGS. 5A-5B, the first detail 505 comprises
multiple plies of composite material, while the second
detail 507 and third detail 509 might comprise composite
continuous tape (e.g. only one ply). Additionally, in some
other embodiments, multiple layers such as layer 505
comprising multiple plies may be stacked within the
stacked ply assembly (for example, the second and third
details (and any other detail layers) could also comprise
a plurality of plies spliced together with joints) as needed
to meet the structural requirements of the part. As shown
in FIG. 5, the different layers 505, 507, and 509 may
comprise similar or different lengths, but may all comprise
approximately equal widths. The different lengths may
allow for the layers 505, 507, and 509 to begin or end
rolling on the mandrel at different times and/or may assist
in preventing overlap of ply joints (in some embodiments
including also starting and ending edges). Typically, each
detail might have a different fiber orientation to add
strength in more than on direction. In FIG. 5, for example,
the first detail 505 plies might be oriented 0 degree, the
second detail 507 of tape might be oriented 90 degrees,
and the third detail 509 of tape might be oriented 45 de-
grees. Alternatively, the second detail 507 and third detail
509 may comprise 0 degree orientations. In some em-
bodiments, the plies P001, P002, P003, P004, P005,
P006, P007, P008 and P009 of the first detail 505 may
comprise fabric with the same orientations of fibers (al-
though in other embodiments, the fiber orientation of the
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plies in each detail could vary). Typically, in the embod-
iment shown in FIG. 5A, the plies of detail 505 would vary
in fiber orientation as follows: P001 might have an orien-
tation of 45 degrees, P002 might have an orientation of
0 degrees, P003 might have an orientation of 45 degrees,
P004 might have an orientation of 0 degrees, P005 might
have an orientation of 45 degrees, P006 might have an
orientation of 0 degrees, P007 might have an orientation
of 45 degrees, P008 might have an orientation of 0 de-
grees, and P009 might have an orientation of 45 degrees.
In some alternative embodiments, each of the multiple
layers could be formed of a single ply of continuous tape
(typically with each layer oriented in different directions).
Since such an embodiment would not have joints be-
tween plies, such a process might be simpler (since there
would not be a concern regarding spacing joints about
the circumference during rolling). However, even in such
an embodiment, the beginning and/or ending edges of
the plies for different detail layers might be spaced around
the circumference. FIG. 5B illustrates a side elevation
view of the details 505, 507, and 509 forming the stacked
ply assembly 500 of FIG. 5A. In some embodiments, de-
tail 505 and detail 507 may be aligned at their edges to
be rolled, while detail 509 may be aligned to begin rolling
after details 505 and 507. Additionally, the details 505,
507, and 509 may complete rolling at similar or different
locations around the circumference of the mandrel.
[0020] Referring now to FIG. 5C, a cross section of a
rolled stacked ply assembly 500 after it has been rolled
onto the mandrel is shown. The rolled stacked ply as-
sembly 500 may comprise the detail layers 505, 507, and
509 shown in FIG. 5A. FIG. 5C illustrates the starting
point and ending point of each of the plies P001, P002,
P003, P004, P005, P006, P007, P008 and P009 of layer
505, wherein the ending point of one ply may be joined
to the starting point of a consecutive ply. For example,
ply P001 may start at joint 508a, and the end of ply P001
and start of ply P002 may occur at the same point at joint
508b (which is between ply P001 and ply P002). In some
embodiments, the length of overlap may increase pro-
portionally with the tube diameter. Additionally, the end
of ply P002 and start of ply P003 may occur at joint 508c,
the end of ply P003 and start of ply P004 may occur at
joint 508d, the end of ply P004 and start of ply P005 may
occur at joint 508e, the end of ply P005 and start of ply
P006 may occur at joint 508f, the end of ply P006 and
start of ply P007 may occur at joint 508g, the end of ply
P007 and start of ply P008 may occur at joint 508h, the
end of ply P008 and start of ply P009 may occur at joint
508i, and ply P009 may end at joint 508a. It can be seen
from FIG. 5C, that the joints between each of the plies
P001, P002, P003, P004, P005, P006, P007, P008 and
P009 are spread around the circumference of the final
rolled ply assembly 500, and do not overlap. The starting
point and ending point of the layers 507 and 509 are
shown as well, wherein layer 507 starts at joint 508a and
ends at joint 508a and layer 509 starts at joint 508c and
ends at joint 508c. The starting and ending points of the

layers 507 and 509 may not overlap themselves, avoiding
any over thickness in the laminate. In other embodi-
ments, they may be distributed around the circumference
to ensure they do not overlap with the joints of the first
detail 505 as well, in some embodiments. Typically, the
starting and ending edges of different plies of fabric
and/or tape may be determined based on their desired
radial position in the tube thickness. Additionally, the
mandrel may complete any number of revolutions or par-
tial revolutions between each of the joints 508a-i (such
that one or more of the plies may span the circumference
multiple times). In some embodiments, the number of
revolutions may vary between each of the layers 505,
507, and 509 and/or plies of layer 505. For example, ply
P001 may start at joint 508a and wrap around the mandrel
once and then a fraction more (such as 1/9 of the circum-
ference) and end at joint 508b. Alternatively, ply P001
may start at joint 508a and wrap around the mandrel more
than once, or wrap around the mandrel less than once,
and end at joint 508b. The same may be true for each of
the plies and layers. Referring now to FIGS. 5D and 5E,
a cross-section 520 of a width of the rolled stacked ply
assembly 500 is shown. In the embodiment shown in
FIG. 5E, the cross-section 520 may comprise multiple
layers of fabric (45F and 0F) and tape (0T). The fabric
may comprise multiple orientations, such as 45 degrees
(45F) and 0 degrees (0F). The order of the layers may
be determined by the length of the plies and/or layer. The
ability to control the orientation, length, and layering of
plies of composite material provides the ability to tailor
the tube structural strength as required by the specific
applications.
[0021] Referring now to FIGS. 6A and 6B, detailed
views of the rolling tool 630 are shown. In FIG. 6A, the
mandrel 624 is fitted between the top roller 634 and bot-
tom roller 636. The rollers 634 and 636 are held against
the mandrel 624 by springs 632, wherein the springs 632
may be affixed to the rollers 634 and 636 via brackets
635 and 636. The springs 632 may press between the
housing 631 of the rolling tool 630 and the brackets 635
and 636. The rolling tool 630 may comprise any number
of springs 632 and brackets 635 and 636 affixed to the
rollers 634 and 636. Typically, the number of springs may
be between about 5 and about 10 to spread the load
approximately equally on the rollers. In other embodi-
ments, hydraulic or any other system may be used to
produce pressure on the rollers. The mandrel 624 may
be connected to a crank 645 operable to spin or roll the
mandrel 624 in a clockwise or counter-clockwise direc-
tion. In other embodiments, the crank 645 may be con-
nected to one or more of the rollers 634 and 636. In yet
other embodiments, an electronic rolling control system
may be connected to the mandrel 624 and/or the rollers
634 and 636.
[0022] In an embodiment shown in FIG. 6B, a carriage
640 may be attached to the housing 631 of the rolling
tool 630, wherein the carriage 640 may be operable to
hold weights 642. Typically, the carriage 640 is mounted
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atop the housing to provide additional downward force
on the top springs 632. The additional pressure provided
by the weights 642 may result in more uniform pressure
on the surface of the mandrel 624 from the rollers 634
and 636 during rolling. In some embodiments, the pres-
sure provided by the springs 632, the weights 642 and
carriage 640, or a combination thereof may be about
80-120 psi or about 80 psi. In some embodiments, the
weight or pressure provided by the springs 632 and/or
the weighted carriage 640 may need to be adjusted dur-
ing the rolling of the stacked ply assembly.
[0023] After being rolled, the rolled stacked ply assem-
bly might be characterized as composite tubing, which
may undergo a curing process. A curing process may
harden and consolidate the composite material of the
rolled stacked ply assembly by applying pressure and/or
heat to the inner surface of the composite material. Cur-
ing the composite tubing may comprise inserting the
composite tubing into a mold, inserting a bladder within
the space in the tubing applying pressure (for example
80 psi) inside the bladder (e.g. to press the composite
tubing against the mold), and heating the composite tub-
ing (for example, for 2 hours at 360 degrees Fahrenheit,
perhaps via standard autoclave cycle). In some embod-
iments, the plies of the rolled stacked ply assembly may
shift during the curing process as the assembly is com-
pressed (and typically this may be accounted for when
selecting ply length). The curing process may be com-
pleted using an autoclave, in some embodiments. After
the curing process, to quantify the quality of the consol-
idation of the ply assembly, the finished part may undergo
non-destructive inspection (NDI) to determine the quality
(e.g. porosity) of the material. Typically, a cured compos-
ite tube should be substantially free from porosity. Addi-
tionally, the cylindricity of the finished part may be tested
via NDI, wherein design criteria may call for a cylindricity
tolerance of less than about 0.01". The outer dimensions
of the final composite tubing may be controlled by the
size of the curing tool or mold. The coefficient of thermal
expansion (CTE) of the material of the curing tool or mold
may be considered when determining the size of the tool
or mold.
[0024] Referring now to FIGS. 7A-7B, two views of a
rolled stacked ply assembly 700 within a mold (or curing
tool) 750 are shown, wherein the mold 750 may comprise
a tubular pressure vessel. The rolled ply assembly 700
may be removed or separated from the mandrel and
placed in the mold 750, and a bladder 752 may be in-
serted into the rolled stacked ply assembly 700. In some
embodiments, a guide pole 754 may be used to insert
the bladder 752. During the curing process, the bladder
754 may expand and press the rolled stacked ply assem-
bly 700 against the inner wall of the mold 750. The pres-
sure from the bladder 752 and/or mold 750 may com-
press the rolled stacked ply assembly 700 to reduce the
porosity of the material. Additionally, the pressure may
create smooth inner and outer surfaces on the rolled
stacked ply assembly 700. In some embodiments, the

bladder may comprise a silicone material.
[0025] Referring now to FIGS. 8A-8B, an alternative
embodiment of a ply assembly 800 within a mold 850 is
shown. In some embodiments, the mold 850 may com-
prise an inner layer of expanding material 856, wherein
the inner layer 856 may comprise silicone, for example,
in some embodiments. Additionally, in some embodi-
ments, the ply assembly 800 may remain on the mandrel
852 when inserted into the mold 850. The mandrel 852
may in some embodiments, comprise a metal (e.g. alu-
minum) or another similar material operable to expand
when heated and/or pressurized. Alternatively, the man-
drel 852 might be removed and replaced with a cylinder
of expanding material such as aluminum. Therefore, dur-
ing the curing process, the ply assembly 800 may be
compressed between the inner layer 856 of the mold 850
and the mandrel 852. In still other embodiments, a layer
of silicone may be placed on the mandrel 852 before
rolling the stacked ply assembly 800, such that the sili-
cone layer is between the mandrel 852 and the ply as-
sembly 800, and during the curing process, the silicone
layer may expand and compress the ply assembly 800.
In yet other embodiments, the mandrel 852 may be re-
moved and replaced by a tube of another material, such
as a silicone tube.
[0026] Referring now to FIG. 9, an exemplary method
of forming a multi-layered composite element is shown.
The method 900 optionally comprises, at block 902, se-
lecting the length of each of the plurality of plies of com-
posite material and selecting the order of laying out the
plies to ensure that, during rolling and curing, the joints
(including starting and ending edges) between plies will
not overlap. For example, a geometric correlation be-
tween the circumference of the mandrel and the thick-
ness of the plies may be used to determine the desire
lengths of the plies (or the distance between the joints).
The length of the plies may also be selected to account
for changes during curing. Then, at block 904, the method
comprises pre-stacking a plurality of plies of composite
material on a flat surface to form a stacked ply assembly.
At block 906, the method comprises applying vacuum to
the stacked ply assembly. At block 908, the method com-
prises rolling the stacked ply assembly around a mandrel
while applying pressure (or compressive force), wherein
pressure (for example, approximately 80 to 120 psi) may
be applied to the stacked ply assembly during rolling
around the mandrel using one of the following: springs
pressing rollers onto the mandrel, a weighted carriage
applied to one or more for the rollers, hydraulic pressure,
and combinations thereof. At block 910, the method may
optionally comprise trimming or machining the rolled
stacked ply assembly to bring the part into specific toler-
ances. Then, at block 912, the method comprises (op-
tionally) removing the mandrel from the rolled stacked
ply assembly. Then, at block 914, the method comprises
curing the rolled stacked ply assembly by inserting the
rolled stacked ply assembly into a mold, applying pres-
sure inside the rolled stacked ply assembly (to press the

11 12 



EP 2 777 916 A1

9

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

rolled stacked ply assembly against the mold), and heat-
ing the rolled stacked ply assembly.
[0027] FIG. 10 illustrates an alternative exemplary
method of forming multi-layered composite tubing. The
method 1000 optionally comprises, at block 1002, select-
ing the length of each of the plurality of plies of composite
material and selecting the order of laying out the plies to
ensure that, during rolling and curing, the joints between
plies will not overlap. In some embodiments, the com-
posite tubing has a circumference and the joints between
adjacent plies are distributed around the circumference
of the composite tubing to prevent overlap. Then, at block
1004, the method comprises laying a plurality of plies of
composite material on a flat surface to form a first detail,
with portions of adjacent plies of the first detail overlap-
ping to form butt splicing joints. At block 1006, the method
comprises laying one or more additional plies of compos-
ite material to form a second detail atop the first detail,
with portions of any adjacent plies in the second detail
overlapping to form butt splicing joints. At block 1008,
the method comprises laying one or more additional plies
of composite material to form a third detail atop the sec-
ond detail, with portions of any adjacent plies in the third
detail overlapping to form butt splicing joints. At block
1010, the method comprises applying a vacuum to the
plurality of plies to form a stacked ply assembly. At block
1012, the method comprises rolling the stacked ply as-
sembly around a mandrel while applying pressure (or
compressive force) to form composite tubing, wherein
the composite tubing has a circumference and the joints
between adjacent plies are distributed around the cir-
cumference of the composite tubing to prevent overlap.
Then, at block 1014, the method may optionally comprise
trimming or machining the rolled stacked ply assembly
to bring the part into specific tolerances. At block 1016,
the method comprises curing the composite tubing. In
some embodiments, curing comprises inserting the com-
posite tubing into a mold, applying pressure inside the
composite tubing (to press the composite tubing against
the mold), and heating the composite tubing (for exam-
ple, via standard autoclave cycle).
[0028] As has been described above and shown in the
figures, certain embodiments of the disclosure include a
shim that is used to bond a component to a bearing. The
shim may have an elastic modulus value that is lower
than an elastic modulus value of the component being
bonded to the bearing. In such a case, as torsional strain
is applied to the component, the shim absorbs a portion
of the torsional strain. This reduces an amount of torsion-
al strain experienced by an adhesive layer. Accordingly,
since the amount of torsional strain in the adhesive layer
is reduced, the adhesive layer may be less likely to fail
during operation and may require less maintenance. Ad-
ditionally, the use of a shim may be advantageous in that
it can replace custom molded bearings and components,
which may have long lead times and be difficult to as-
semble and replace.
[0029] At least one embodiment is disclosed and var-

iations, combinations, and/or modifications of the em-
bodiment(s) and/or features of the embodiment(s) made
by a person having ordinary skill in the art are within the
scope of the disclosure. Alternative embodiments that
result from combining, integrating, and/or omitting fea-
tures of the embodiment(s) are also within the scope of
the disclosure. Where numerical ranges or limitations are
expressly stated, such express ranges or limitations
should be understood to include iterative ranges or lim-
itations of like magnitude falling within the expressly stat-
ed ranges or limitations (e.g., from about 1 to about 10
includes, 2, 3, 4, etc.; greater than 0.10 includes 0.11,
0.12, 0.13, etc.). For example, whenever a numerical
range with a lower limit, R1, and an upper limit, Ru, is
disclosed, any number falling within the range is specif-
ically disclosed. In particular, the following numbers with-
in the range are specifically disclosed: R=R1+k*(Ru-R1),
wherein k is a variable ranging from 1 percent to 100
percent with a 1 percent increment, i.e., k is 1 percent, 2
percent, 3 percent, 4 percent, 5 percent, ..., 50 percent,
51 percent, 52 percent, ..., 95 percent, 96 percent, 97
percent, 98 percent, 99 percent, or 100 percent. Unless
otherwise stated, the term "about" shall mean plus or
minus 10 percent of the subsequent value. Moreover,
any numerical range defined by two R numbers as de-
fined in the above is also specifically disclosed. Use of
the term "optionally" with respect to any element of a
claim means that the element is required, or alternatively,
the element is not required, both alternatives being within
the scope of the claim. Use of broader terms such as
comprises, includes, and having should be understood
to provide support for narrower terms such as consisting
of, consisting essentially of, and comprised substantially
of. Accordingly, the scope of protection is not limited by
the description set out above but is defined by the claims
that follow, that scope including all equivalents of the sub-
ject matter of the claims. Each and every claim is incor-
porated as further disclosure into the specification and
the claims are embodiment(s) of the present invention.

Claims

1. A method of forming a multi-layered composite ele-
ment, comprising:

pre-stacking a plurality of plies of composite ma-
terial on a flat surface to form a stacked ply as-
sembly;
rolling the stacked ply assembly around a man-
drel while applying pressure;
and
curing the rolled stacked ply assembly;
wherein joints between the plies are distributed
around a circumference of the rolled stacked ply
assembly to prevent overlap.

2. A method of forming multi-layered composite tubing,
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comprising:

laying a plurality of plies of composite material
on a flat surface to form a first detail, with por-
tions of adjacent plies of the first detail overlap-
ping to form butt splicing joints;
laying one or more additional plies of composite
material to form a second detail atop the first
detail;
applying a vacuum to the plurality of plies to form
a stacked ply assembly;
rolling the stacked ply assembly around a man-
drel while applying pressure to form composite
tubing; and
curing the composite tubing;
wherein the composite tubing has a circumfer-
ence and the joints between adjacent plies are
distributed around the circumference of the
composite tubing to prevent overlap.

3. The method of claim 1 or 2 further comprising:

selecting the length of each of the plurality of
plies of composite material;
and selecting the order of laying out the plies to
ensure that, during rolling and curing, the joints
between plies will not overlap.

4. The method of claim 1 or 2 or 3, wherein the joints
between plies are butt spliced joints.

5. The method of any preceding claim further compris-
ing applying vacuum to the stacked ply assembly.

6. The method of any preceding claim dependent di-
rectly or indirectly on claim 1, wherein curing the
rolled stacked ply assembly comprises:

inserting the rolled stacked ply assembly into a
mold;
applying pressure inside the rolled stacked ply
assembly; and
heating the rolled stacked ply assembly; or
the method of any preceding claim, dependent
directly or indirectly on claim 2, wherein curing
the composite tubing comprises inserting the
composite tubing into a mold, applying pressure
inside the composite tubing, and heating the
composite tubing.

7. The method of claim 6, when dependent directly or
indirectly on claim 1, wherein pressure is applied in-
side the rolled stacked ply assembly using one of
the following: inflating a bladder within the rolled
stacked ply assembly, heating a silicone tube within
the rolled stacked ply assembly, and heating an met-
al mandrel within the rolled stacked ply assembly; or
the method of claim 6, when dependent directly or

indirectly on claim 2, wherein pressure is applied in-
side the composite tubing using one of the following:

inflating a bladder within the composite tubing,
heating a silicone tube within the composite tub-
ing, and heating an aluminum mandrel within
the composite tubing.

8. The method of any preceding claim, further compris-
ing removing the mandrel from the rolled stacked ply
assembly.

9. The method of claim 6 or claim 7, wherein pressure
is applied to the stacked ply assembly during rolling
around the mandrel using at least one of the follow-
ing:

springs pressing rollers onto the mandrel, a
weighted carriage applied to one or more of the
rollers, hydraulic pressure, and combinations
thereof.

10. The method of any preceding claim, wherein the
stacked ply assembly is formed of plies of pre-preg
laminate material having a plurality of orientations.

11. The method of any preceding claim when dependent
directly or indirectly on claim 1, wherein curing the
rolled stacked ply assembly comprises:

inserting the rolled stacked ply assembly into a
mold;
applying pressure inside the rolled stacked ply
assembly to press the rolled stacked ply assem-
bly against the mold; and
heating the rolled stacked ply assembly, where-
in the mold is a tubular pressure vessel.

12. The method of claim 3, when dependent on claim 2,
wherein ply length and order are selected based on
the circumference of the composite tubing being
formed and the change in the circumference during
rolling and curing; and wherein thickness of the com-
posite tubing is approximately uniform.

13. The method of any preceding claim, depending di-
rectly or indirectly from claim 2, wherein the plies of
composite material are formed of pre-preg laminate
material having fibers within a resin matrix, the plies
of composite material each have an orientation
based on the fibers within the resin, the plies of the
first detail are oriented in one direction, and the plies
of the second detail are oriented in another direction,
different than the direction of the first detail; and op-
tionally or preferably wherein the direction of the first
detail and the direction of the second detail are ori-
ented approximately 45-90 degrees apart.
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14. The method of claim 13 further comprising laying
one or more additional plies of composite material
to form a third detail atop the second detail; wherein
the plies of the first detail comprise composite fabric;
wherein the plies of the second detail and third detail
are each formed of a single ply of continuous com-
posite tape; and wherein the ply of the third detail
has fibers oriented in a direction different than the
first detail and second detail.

15. The method of claim 6, when dependent directly or
indirectly on claim 2, wherein sufficient pressure is
applied to the stacked ply assembly during rolling to
substantially eliminate porosity; and wherein suffi-
cient pressure is applied inside the composite tubing
during curing to consolidate the plies.

16. An apparatus comprising:

a composite element comprising a plurality of
comprise fabric pieces formed into rolled layers,
wherein the pieces are arranged such that the
joint between any two pieces is not at the same
axial location as any other two pieces; and
wherein the composite element optionally or
preferably comprises at least one of the follow-
ing shapes in cross-section: circular, oval, ellip-
tical, and egg shaped.

17. The apparatus of claim 16 further comprising:

an engine;
a horizontal stabilizer;
a fuselage; and
a fixed or rotating wing,
wherein the composite element is a spar in the
fixed wing or the horizontal stabilizer.
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