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(54) Abradable material

(57) A copper based abradable material for use with
knife edge seals is disclosed. The copper base abrad-
able contains a significant amount of a lubricating ma-
terial such as boron nitride. The material can be abraded
by smooth knife edges, is oil compatible, and any abrad-

ed material will not cause bearing damage. The material
is preferably applied by a thermal spray process. Pref-
erably the material comprises, by volume, 35-50% cop-
per alloy matrix, 25-55% lubricant (preferably BN), bal-
ance porosity and matrix material oxides.
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Description

[0001] The invention relates to abradable materials
particularly, but not exclusively suited for use as part of
a labyrinth seal system, especially labyrinth seal sys-
tems of the type generally referred to as knife edge
seals.
[0002] Knife edge seals are widely used in gas turbine
engines and other applications. A common form of such
seals comprises a plurality of raised portions on a rotat-
ing shaft, the raised portions being relatively thin in com-
parison to their height above the shaft surface. These
raised "knife edge" portions interact with an abradable
material. In engine operation the knife edges cut
grooves in the abradable material thereby providing a
sealing effect. In operation, the combination of the
raised knife edges and the grooves cut in the abradable
material provide a labyrinth type seal and impede the
flow of air or other fluids. Such seals are shown for ex-
ample in U.S. Patent 4,257,735.
[0003] In some gas turbine engine applications there
is a need for a knife edge seal abradable material which
can operate in the presence of oil and oil vapors at tem-
peratures as high as about 500°C or 600°C. In such ap-
plications the interaction between the knife edge and the
abradable must be nonsparking to prevent oil vapor ig-
nition. Oil is subject to accelerated degradation and
coke formation in the presence of some metals. The
abradable material must not cause oil degradation.
[0004] The seal material must also have the appropri-
ate hardness and frictional characteristics for proper in-
teraction for the knife edges.
[0005] This combination of nonsparking, non-oil de-
grading and appropriate frictional characteristics has
not previously been obtained in an abradable material
capable of high temperature operation.
[0006] It is therefore an object of the invention to pro-
vide an abradable seal material which can be used in
the presence of synthetic oils at temperatures as high
as about 500°C or 600°C without sparking, without oil
degradation and with the appropriate friction and wear
characteristics to provide a good sealing for example
when abraded by a superalloy knife edge.
[0007] From a first aspect, the invention provides an
abradable material comprising about 35-50% by vol
copper matrix, about 25-55% solid lubricant, balance
substantially porosity and matrix material oxides.
[0008] In a preferred embodiment the present inven-
tion provides a plasma sprayed material comprising
copper alloy matrix containing solid non-metallic parti-
cles which have low strength and preferably exhibit
some degree of lubricity. In a preferred embodiment the
copper alloy matrix comprises an alloy containing about
72 wt percent copper 28 weight percent nickel which is
plasma sprayed in combination with about 35 wt percent
boron nitride to produce a coating comprising by vol
about 40% CuNi, about 35% by vol BN, bal porosity, and
oxides of CuNi.

[0009] In the preferred embodiment the seal material
is a copper based material, preferably a Cu-Ni material,
applied by plasma spray process having minimal poros-
ity and containing boron nitride, porosity and oxides of
the matrix material.
[0010] The copper base material forms a continuous
matrix which surrounds the boron nitride particles, the
porosity and the matrix oxides. A broad definition of the
matrix material is that it is a solid solution copper base
material which may contain up to one vol % of a second
strengthening phase. The matrix may comprise 20-45%
by weight Ni. The preferred composition for the copper
material is from 65 to 95 weight percent copper, balance
nickel. The art of alloying copper is well developed and
it is well known that minor additions may be made to
copper for various purposes, in particular small amounts
of copper oxide and/or zirconium are known to increase
resistance of copper to recrystallization and softening.
Solid solution strengthening is possible with additions of
Ni, Ag, Zr, Mn and Zn. Alloying must take into account
the oil breakdown problem. We have observed oil break-
down when a copper alloy containing aluminum was
used as an abradable seal.
[0011] Those skilled in the copper alloy art will be
aware that the addition of alloying elements generally
increases the hardness of the copper. The abradability
of the seal material will be affected by the hardness of
the copper. Harder copper alloys may produce exces-
sive heating in the knife edge seals during aggressive
seal interactions. This can be mitigated in some extent
by using a larger volume fractions of the boron nitride
phase and/or porosity. The solid lubricant preferably
comprises about 35-45% by volume of the abradable
material.
[0012] This matrix material preferably contains from
about 35-50 % copper matrix, 25-55% BN, bal porosity,
and oxides of the matrix. Boron nitride, which is used in
its hexagonal crystal form, acts in part as if it were po-
rosity, thereby reducing the frictional surface area in
contact with the knife edges. It also has a lubricating
effect and reduces the friction and heat buildup during
interaction. Alternate solid lubricants selected from the
group consisting of LiF, NaF, CaF, BaF, WS2, MoS2, Te-
flon®, and graphite may be substituted for the BN, or a
portion thereof Oil compatibility must be evaluated when
using materials other than Cu-Ni and BN.
[0013] Additionally, up to 5% by vol of oxides of the
matrix material may be present.
[0014] The seal material is intended primarily for use
in an application involving proximity to lubricating oil and
bearings. The seal is suited for this application since the
debris produced by in service abrasion will be relatively
soft and non damaging to bearings and other lubricated
components.
[0015] In prior art knife edge seal systems it is com-
mon to apply an abrasive coating to the knife edges 10
assist abrasion. We do not use such an abrasive coating
because the abrasive material, if worn away, would be
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damaging to bearings and other lubricated components.
[0016] We have used a thin (1 - 5 microns) hard coat-
ing of titanium nitride (TiN) on the knife edges without
any detectable abrasive damage. Use of TiN coatings
on knife edges is optional.
[0017] We have fabricated abradable seal materials
using a plasma spray process although we believe that
other thermal spray processes such as HVOF and D-
Gun processes could be used to produce equivalent
seal structures. It is also possible to use powder metal-
lurgy techniques such as compression, extrusion and
hot isostatic pressing to form mixtures of copper alloy
powder and boron nitride powder into materials which
could be used as abradable materials with knife edge
seals.
[0018] In our work with the plasma spray fabrication
of knife edge abradable seal materials according to the
present invention we have used a Metco-Sulzer SM F2
plasma spray gun which is a miniature plasma spray gun
suited for the deposition of plasma spray coatings in
confined areas. We have used this miniature gun to ap-
ply plasma spray coatings on the interior of some parts
whose inner diameter was about 4 inches (0.1 m). We
believe however that other types of plasma spray guns
could be used by one skilled in the art, with appropriate
adaptations of operating parameters, to produce the
abradable seal material of this invention.
[0019] Abradable material densities of up to about 5.5
gms/cc are possible, but densities in excess of about
4.5 will generally require a very thick durable knife edge
and/or an abrasive coating on the knife edge. Densities
of less than about 3.5 gms/cc are not durable. We prefer
a density of between about 3.7 and 4.5 gms/cc, and
most prefer a density range of about 3.9 to 4.4 gms/cc.
[0020] We prefer to use a bond coat between the sub-
strate and the abradable material, but such a bond coat
is optional in some situations. Several bond coat formu-
lations are commercially available including Ni-Al and
Ni-Cr-Al. We have used a Ni-Cr-Al bond coat material
(6% Al, 18.5% Cr, bal Ni by wt) successfully.
[0021] In our current preferred fabrication technique
we inject the copper powder into the body of the torch
so that it emerges from the torch nozzle with the plasma
plume. We use an external tube to flow the boron nitride
material into the plasma flame outside of the torch. The
copper powder requires softening and or partial melting
to form a dense deposit, and the longer residence time
in the plasma permits such softening and/or melting.
The BN will not soften or melt, but may sublimate or de-
compose if heated excessively. Injection of the BN into
the plasma outside of the gun reduces heating of the
BN. We have also used a powder mixer to produce a
mix of copper alloy and boron nitride powders which are
then injected into the plasma torch body with satisfac-
tory results.
[0022] We believe that a range of size of the copper
powder particles should be from about -200 to about
+325 US std sieve. We believe that boron nitride powder

particle size should be from about -1400 to about + 200
US std sieve, but the commercially available BN is -80
+ 200 (80% min) plus -200 + 325 (16% max) plus -325
mesh (10% max) which have been used successfully.
[0023] The present invention abradable seal was de-
signed for use in an advanced military turbine engine.
Synthetic oils used in high performance applications, in-
cluding gas turbine engine, are commonly ester based
with varying chain lengths to control viscosity. Various
additives are used for stabilization and other purposes.
The specific engine lubricant is Mobil RM 284 A, a syn-
thetic oil which satisfies the requirements of Mil Spec
MIL-L7808K, grade 4. Those skilled in the art will appre-
ciate that other applications and other lubricants may
require compositional modifications, modifications
which are believed to be well within the scope of abilities
of one skilled in the art.
[0024] The present invention may be better under-
stood through consideration of the following example
which is meant to be illustrative rather than limiting.

Example

[0025] It was desired to coat the inner surface of a
cylindrical seal assembly which was about 10 inches
(.25 m) in diameter, and made of a superalloy material.
[0026] The surface was degreased and grit blasted to
provide a clean roughened surface.
[0027] A Metco-Sulzer SM F2 plasma gun was used
with an S 341003-03 powder port.
[0028] The bond coat material was commercial avail-
able NiCr-Al composite powder material consisting of
(nominally) 6% Al, 18.5% Cr, bal Ni (by weight) in the
form of composite particles comprised of NiCr and alu-
minum particles in an organic binder, a product of the
Sulzer Metco Corporation.
[0029] The following parameters were employed for
the bond coat:

primary gas: argon at 44 SLPM
secondary gas: hydrogen at .1-15.0 SLPM
current: 250 Amps
gun to work distance: 5 inches (.13m)
powder carrier gas: Argon at 2.8 SLPM

The thickness of the bond coat is relatively unimportant,
we prefer to use a thickness of 0.008 - 0.012 in. (0.2-0.3
mm), but variations between about 0.004 and 0.050 in.
(0.01 and 0.13 mm) appear feasible
The following parameters were used for the (Cu-Ni) +
BN Coating:

primary gas: argon at 60 SLPM
secondary gas: hydrogen at 4.5 SLPM
current: 280 Amps
gun to work distance: 2 inches (51mm)
powder carrier gas: Argon at 2.80 SLPM for BN

Argon at 3.0 SLPM for Cu-N,
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All powders were supplied from a vibrating hopper under
positive gas pressure. The CuNi powder had a compo-
sition of 62 wt% Cu 38 wt% Ni and a powder size of -200
+ 325 US Std sieve. The BN powder particle size was
-80 + 325 US Std sieve.
[0030] The resultant coating was comprised of(by wt)
about 70% CuNi, about 30% BN; and by vol about 40%
CuNi, about 30% BN and about 30% porosity.
[0031] The thickness of the Cu-Ni + BN coating is de-
termined by the design of the seal application. Thick-
nesses of from about 0.010 to 0.10 in. (0.25 to 2.5 mm)
are typical.
[0032] It has been found that a feature of the preferred
embodiments of the invention is that the material is non-
sparking while interacting with nickel superalloy knife
edge seals at surface velocities of as much as 15,000
SF/mm (surface feet per minute) (76.2 ms-1). It is anoth-
er feature that the abradable seal material does not cat-
alyze or accelerate the breakdown of the synthetic oil
employed. Another feature is that its interaction with the
nickel superalloy knife edge seals occurs without the
generation of sufficient thermal energy to cause adverse
effects in the knife edge seal.

Claims

1. An abradable material, suited for use at tempera-
tures of up to about 500°C and for rubbing interac-
tions with superalloys, which comprises

a. a copper solid solution matrix, in an amount,
by vol, of about 35 - 50%,
b. a dispersion of non metallic solid lubricant
particles in the matrix in an amount by volume
of about 25-55%.
c. balance porosity and matrix material oxides.

2. An abradable material as claimed in claim 1 wherein
the matrix contains 20-45% by weight of Ni

3. An abradable material as claimed in claim 1 or 2
wherein the lubricant comprises about 35-45% by
vol of the abradable material.

4. An abradable material as claimed in any preceding
claim wherein the solid lubricant is selected from the
group consisting of BN, LiF, NaF, CaF, BaF, WS2,
PTFE, graphite, and mixtures thereof

5. An abradable material as claimed in any preceding
claim wherein the solid lubricant material comprises
BN.

6. An abradable material comprising:

a) a copper base material matrix;
b) a solid lubricant; and

c) balance porosity and matrix oxides.

7. A superalloy component comprising an abradable
coating of a material as claimed in any of claims 1
to 6.

8. A metallic component, having an abradable coating
on at least a portion of its surface, which comprises:

a. a substrate selected from the group consist-
ing of steels, iron base superalloys, nickel base
superalloys, cobalt base superalloys, chromi-
um base superalloys, and titanium alloys.
b. a bond coat on the substrate.
c. an abradable material on the bond coat
wherein said abradable material comprises

a. a copper alloy solid solution matrix
b. about 35-50% by vol of a copper alloy
c. about 25-55% of a solid lubricant
d. balance porosity and matrix material ox-
ides.

9. A metallic component, having an abradable coating
on at least a portion of its surface, which comprises:

a. a substrate selected from the group consist-
ing of steels, iron base superalloys, nickel base
superalloys, cobalt base superalloys, chromi-
um base superalloys, and titanium alloys;
b. an abradable material on the substrate
wherein said abradable material comprises

a. a copper alloy solid solution matrix in an
amount by vol of 35-50%
b. about 25-50% by vol of a non metallic
solid lubricant material
c. balance porosity and matrix material ox-
ides.

10. A metallic component as in claim 8 or 9 wherein said
non metallic solid lubricant material comprises BN.
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