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[57] ABSTRACT

Methods and apparatus for coupling heat exchange tubing to
header pipes which include flanges are disclosed. Heat
exchange tubing may generally be coupled, or bonded, to
header pipe arrangements in order to produce heat exchang-
ing devices which may be used in solar heating systems and
thermal energy storage (TES) devices. According to one
aspect of the present invention, a method for forming a heat
exchanging device includes pretreating the ends of the heat
exchange tubes used in the device. The pretreated ends are
then heated to at least partially melt the pretreated ends. At
the same time, heat is also applied to the header pipe
arrangement included in the device to at least partially melt
a flange arrangement which is a part of the overall header
pipe arrangement. The pretreated ends of the heat exchange
tubes are then sealed against the header pipe arrangement.

14 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets
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1

METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
COUPLING PANEL BOARDS AND TUBING
TO A HEADER PIPE

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of Invention

The present invention relates generally to methods and
apparatus for use in welding panel boards and tubing to
header pipes. More particularly, the present invention relates
to methods and apparatus for welding solar panel boards and
thermal heat exchanger tubing to header pipes.

2. Background

As the efficient use of energy becomes more of a concern,
the use of solar energy heating systems is becoming increas-
ingly popular. The use of thermal energy storage (TES)
systems, in particular, is becoming more prevalent. TES
systems enable lower cost energy, e.g., electricity during
off-peak demand hours, to be used, for example, to freeze ice
which may be melted during peak hours to thereby provide
cooling capabilities without significant usage of electricity
during peak demand hours.

Heating systems which use solar energy are typically
arranged to capture solar heat and to store the solar heat until
the heat is needed. One particularly efficient solar heating
system captures solar heat for use in heating swimming
pools. FIG. 1a is a diagrammatic representation of a solar
heating panel which is suitable for use in heating a swim-
ming pool. Solar heat is captured by solar heating panel 102
using an array of heat exchange tubes 104 which are
preferably made of a dark, thermoplastic material. Heat
exchange tubes 104 are oriented such that heat exchanges
tubes 104, as for example heat exchange tubes 104a and
104b, are adjacent to each other. Further, adjacent heat
exchange tubes 104 are “attached” such that heat exchange
tubes 104 form a panel board 108, as shown.

Water generally runs through header pipes 110, which are
made of a thermoplastic material, and heat exchange tubes
104. The water is typically warmed as it passes through heat
exchange tubes 104. That is, solar heat that is captured by
heat exchange tubes 104 is used to warm water as water
flows through heat exchange tubes 104. As shown, caps 112
are included at the ends of header pipe 110 for interconnec-
tion purposes. Caps 112 are often fabricated from a material
which prevents creep from occurring in header pipe 110.
Through caps 112, a pump or other water supply mechanism
is generally coupled to header pipe 110 to enable water to be
run through heat exchange tubes 104. Additional solar
heating panels 102 may be connected together, effectively in
parallel, in order to form larger solar heating systems.

TES systems are typically arranged to use electricity at
off-peak energy demand periods to “store” energy for use at
a later time, as mentioned above. That is, electricity is used
when the cost of electricity is lower to produce and store
energy which may be used when the cost of electricity is
higher. Heat exchangers are generally included as a part of
a TES system. In particular, cooling liquid, e.g., a glycol
solution, may be pumped through a heat exchanger to store
energy in a thermal energy storage medium, which is typi-
cally in the form of either a low-temperature fluid or a solid
such as ice, and is in contact with the heat exchanger. Then,
at a later time, glycol solution is pumped through heat
exchangers in the thermal energy storage medium to pro-
duce chilled air for cooling purposes, as will be appreciated
by those skilled in the art. For example, the chilled air may
be used as a part of an air-conditioning system that is
arranged to cool a building.
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FIG. 1b is a diagrammatic representation of heat
exchanger that may be part of a TES system. Like the solar
heating system described above with respect to FIG. 14, heat
exchanger 120 includes header pipes 124 and heat exchange
tubes 128. Heat exchange tubes 128 are arranged in an array
such that heat exchange tubes 128 are substantially parallel
and adjacent to one another. Within heat exchanger 120,
distal ends of heat exchange tubes 128 are attached to header
pipes 124. In general, heat exchange tubes 128 are made of
a dark, thermoplastic material. Caps 130 are generally
attached to the ends of header pipes 124 to permit connec-
tions between multiple header pipes, and to prevent creep in
header pipes 124, as mentioned above. Caps 130 may also
be configured to facilitate the coupling of header pipes 124
with a pump or similar supply mechanism which allows
cooling fluid to be pumped through header pipes 124 and
heat exchange tubes 128.

Coupling heat exchange tubes to header pipes typically
involves a combination of welding and melting processes. In
general, a panel board, i.e., an array of adjacently connected
heat exchange tubes, is welded directly to a header pipe, or
pretreated to create a flange surface which may be used to
attach the panel board to a header pipe. FIG. 2a is a
diagrammatic representation of a portion of a panel board
prior to the formation of a flange. A panel board 202 includes
a plurality of tubes 204, which are generally thermoplastic
tubes. Tubes 204 include openings 208 which pass through
ends 212 of tubes 204. In other words, tubes 204 are not
sealed at ends 212.

Ends 212 are typically pretreated to melt tubes 204 in the
vicinity of ends 212. This pretreatment of ends 212 often
involves heating ends 212, e.g., using hot air, and forming
the required flange in a mold, typically by cooling ends 212
in the mold. As such, creating a surface which may be
coupled to a header pipe generally involves separate pre-
treatment and cooling processes. Alternatively, a single die,
which is first heated for the pretreatment, then cooled to
create the flange surface from pretreated ends 212, may be
used.

FIG. 2b is a diagrammatic representation of panel board
202 of FIG. 2b after ends 212 have been pretreated and
formed in a mold. As will be appreciated by those skilled in
the art, machinery that is used to create a flange at the end
of a panel board of thermoplastic tubes typically requires
significant adjustments when the width of the panel board
changes. By way of example, when the width of the panel
board is to be changed, a thermoforming die that is specific
for the width of the panel board must be installed in the
machinery. Maintaining a full complement of thermoform-
ing dies to accommodate different widths of panel boards is
expensive, while having to make significant adjustments to
machinery each time a different panel board width is to be
used is inefficient.

Aflange 220 is created at pretreated ends 212 from melted
material, i.e., the thermoplastic material at and in the vicinity
of the original ends of panel board 202, as shown in FIG. 24a.
In general, a significant amount of material must be melted
in order to create flange 220. Flange 220 is arranged to be
sealed against a header pipe to form, for example, either a
solar panel board or a heat exchanger. The creation of flange
220, however, may result in tubes 204 being substantially
sealed or “pinched off.” In other words, flange 220 may
substantially block off tubes 204 such that openings 208' are
significantly smaller than the openings in tubes 204 prior to
the formation of flange 220. Often, openings 208' are
essentially non-existent.

Alternatively, pretreated ends 212 may be welded directly
to header pipe 248. When pretreated ends 212 may be
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welded directly to header pipe 248, tubes 204 are plugged by
the wall of header pipe 248. As such, each tube must be
drilled open in order to accommodate fluid flow.

With openings 208' either being non-existent or of a
significantly smaller size than desired, openings 208' must
be enlarged in order to permit fluid to flow through tubes 204
without a significant drop in pressure once a solar panel
board or a heat exchanger is created from panel board 202.
Therefore, openings 208' are enlarged or, in some cases,
created, by any process which essentially removes material
from flange 220 in the areas where openings 208' are
desired. Such processes are typically time-consuming, and
generally include the use of pin-like shafts which are heated
and are arranged to push through thermoplastic material.
Other processes may include drilling process used to drill
through thermoplastic material. The processes used to
enlarge openings 208' through flange 220 may also cause
debris, e.g., the material which was obstructing openings
208, to enter tubes 204.

Once openings 208' of an acceptable size are created,
panel board 202 is considered to be ready to be coupled to
a header pipe. FIG. 2¢ is a diagrammatic representation of a
header pipe and the panel board of FIG. 2b, with properly
sized openings, which is arranged to be coupled to the
header pipe. A header pipe 248 includes flow openings 250
which are arranged to be aligned with a sub-header channel
260, or sub-header, which distributes flow to each opening
208". Once openings 250 are suitably aligned with openings
208", then flange 220 and at least the portion of header pipe
248 that will be coupled to flange 220 are heated. Typically,
header pipe 248 and flange 220 are heated to their respective
melting point temperatures. Such heating is often performed
using an infrared heat source, or a heated platen. Once the
melt point temperatures are reached, header pipe 248 and
flange 220 are often pressed together. Alternatively, panel
board 202 and header pipe 248 may be welded after heating.
The welding after heating may occur without flange 220, in
which case openings 208" and 250 must effectively be
aligned.

After panel board 202 and header pipe 248 are assembled,
other processes associated with the fabrication of a solar
heating system or a heat exchanger are also typically per-
formed. By way of example, caps are often added to the ends
of the header pipes to prevent creep from occurring in the
header pipes and to allow multiple panel boards to be
coupled together. Also, in order to create a heat exchanger
like the heat exchanger described above with respect to FIG.
1b, after a panel board is assembled to header pipes, the
tubes in the panel board must be manually separated.
Although having to manually separate tubes is time-
consuming and, hence, inefficient, the above described pro-
cesses used to couple header pipes with the flange and panel
boards may not be readily used to couple a series of
individual tubes to header pipes. Flanges created on indi-
vidual tubes often leak, and are both difficult to handle and
difficult to align.

As demand for solar heating systems and TES systems
increases, reducing the number of process steps associated
with the fabrication of such systems would increase the
production of such systems. For example, reducing the
number of process steps associated with coupling panel
boards to header pipes would enable the efficiency of the
overall fabrication process to be increased. Further, allowing
process steps to be readily adapted to panel boards of
different sizes would also increase the efficiency with which
the fabrication process may occur. In addition, eliminating
inefficient processes would reduce the overall costs associ-
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4

ated with producing solar heating systems and TES systems.
Therefore, what is desired are methods and apparatus for
efficiently coupling header pipes to heat exchange tubes.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Methods and apparatus for coupling heat exchange tubing
to header pipes which include flanges are disclosed. Heat
exchange tubing may generally be coupled, or bonded, to
header pipe arrangements in order to produce heat exchang-
ing devices which may be used in solar heating systems and
thermal energy storage (TES) devices. According to one
aspect of the present invention, a method for forming a heat
exchanging device includes pretreating the ends of the heat
exchange tubes used in the device. The pretreated ends are
then heated to at least partially melt the pretreated ends. At
the same time, heat is also applied to the header pipe
arrangement included in the device to at least partially melt
a flange arrangement which is a part of the overall header
pipe arrangement. The pretreated ends of the heat exchange
tubes are then sealed against the header pipe arrangement.
Specifically, the pretreated ends of the heat exchange tubes
are sealed against the header pipe within the flange arrange-
ment.

In one embodiment, pretreating the ends of the heat
exchange tubes includes melting the ends of the heat
exchange tubes, and pressing the ends of the heat exchange
tubes against a flat surface in order to thicken the ends of the
heat exchange tubes. In such an embodiment, since each
heat exchange tube includes an opening which traverses
substantially the entire length of the tube, the ends of the
heat exchange tubes are thickened while the integrity of the
openings in each of the heat exchange tubes is substantially
preserved.

In accordance with another aspect of the present
invention, a method for coupling a plurality of tubes to a
header which has flanges includes heating the flanges such
that the flanges at least partially melt. The end of each tube
is also heated until the portions of the tube near the end of
the tube are at least partially melted. Finally, the heated end
of each tube is rapidly pressed against the header pipe to seal
the tubes to the header pipe. When the tubes are sealed
against the header pipe, the tubes are also sealed between the
flanges. In one embodiment, the method also includes thick-
ening the end of each tube before the end of each tube is
heated.

In another embodiment, the header includes holes which
are located between the flanges. Since the tubes also have
openings, the openings in the tubes may be aligned with the
holes in the header. Aligning the openings with the holes
allows water to flow between the header and the tubes.

These and other advantages of the present invention will
become apparent upon reading the following detailed
description and studying the various figures of the drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention may best be understood by reference to the
following description taken in conjunction with the accom-
panying drawings in which:

FIG. 1a is a diagrammatic representation of a solar
heating system which is suitable for use in heating a swim-
ming pool.

FIG. 1b is a diagrammatic representation of heat
exchanger that may be part of a TES system.

FIG. 2a is a diagrammatic representation of a portion of
a panel board prior to the formation of a flange.
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FIG. 2b is a diagrammatic representation of the panel
board of FIG. 2b after ends of heat exchange tubes have been
pretreated and formed in a mold.

FIG. 2¢ is a diagrammatic representation of a header pipe
and the panel board of FIG. 2b, which is to be coupled to the
header pipe.

FIG. 3a is a diagrammatic representation of a header pipe,
which includes flanges, and a portion of a panel of heat
exchange tubes in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 3b is a diagrammatic representation of the header
pipe of FIG. 3a after heat exchange tubes are sealed against
the header pipe in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 4a is a diagrammatic top-view representation of heat
exchange tubes prior to exposure to heat in accordance with
an embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 4b is a diagrammatic top-view representation of the
panel board of FIG. 4a after leak areas have been at least
partially thickened in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. § is a process flow diagram which illustrates the
steps associated with welding heat exchange tubes to a
header pipe in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 6a is a diagrammatic representation of a first suitable
cap arrangement which may be inserted into the end of a
header pipe to prevent creep in accordance with an embodi-
ment of the present invention.

FIG. 6b is a diagrammatic representation of a second
suitable cap arrangement which may be inserted into the end
of a header pipe to prevent creep in accordance with an
embodiment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
EMBODIMENTS

Solar heating systems and thermal energy storage (TES)
systems may often include arrangements of thermoplastic
heat exchange tubes which are coupled to header pipes. The
fabrication of such solar heating systems and TES systems
typically requires a relatively large number of process steps.
Reducing the number of process steps associated with the
overall fabrication of solar heating systems and TES systems
would improve the efficiency of the fabrication process,
thereby increasing the production of such systems. By way
of example, reducing the number of steps associated with
coupling heat exchange tubes to header pipes would enable
the efficiency of the coupling process and, hence, the overall
fabrication process, to be increased. The steps associated
with coupling heat exchange tubes to header pipes generally
include melting the ends of the heat exchange tubes to form
flange surfaces, and defining, or redefining, openings in the
flange surfaces.

The need to create a flange surface at the ends of tubing
such as heat exchange tubes may be eliminated by extruding
flanges on a header to which the heat exchange tubes are to
be coupled, in lieu of creating flange surfaces on the heat
exchange tubes. Flanges may be extruded on header pipes
using a single die that is arranged to extrude both the header
pipe and the flanges. By extruding flanges on header pipes,
the machinery or, more specifically, the array of dies needed
to create flange surfaces on heat exchange tubes may be
eliminated. In addition, the need to enlarge or create open-
ings in the flange surfaces to permit fluid to flow through the
heat exchange tubes will no longer be necessary, resulting in
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less flow restriction at the flange area and less pressure drop.
Therefore, by eliminating the processes directly associated
with the creation of flanges on heat exchange tubes, the
overall process of coupling heat exchange tubes to headers
is faster and, hence, more efficient.

FIG. 3a is a diagrammatic representation of a header, or,
more specifically, a header pipe, and a portion of a panel of
heat exchange tubes in accordance with an embodiment of
the present invention. A header pipe 302, which may be
made from any suitable material such as polypropylene,
includes flanges 306. In general, flanges 306 are formed on
header pipe 302 using an extrusion process, although for
relatively short pipe sections, injection molding may also be
used. As shown, flanges 306 are “curved” sections of
polypropylene, or substantially any other suitable thermo-
plastic material, although it should be appreciated that
flanges 306 may take on any suitable configuration. By way
of example, in one embodiment, flanges 306 may have a
substantially straight configuration.

Sub-header holes 310 are included in header pipe 320
such that sub-header holes 310 are positioned along header
pipe 320 “between” flanges 306. The positioning of sub-
header holes 310 between flanges 306 enables openings 318
in heat exchange tubes 314 to communicate with at least
some of sub-header holes 310 when tubes 314 are effectively
located against flanges 306, as shown in FIG. 3b. When
sub-header holes 310 communicate with openings 318,
water, or any other fluid, may flow through tubes 314 via
header pipe 302.

Tubes 314 may generally be a part of an overall panel
board, i.e., tubes 314 may be coupled together. Alternatively,
in one embodiment, each tube 314 may be an individual
pipe. In other words, tubes 314 may be separated from one
another. Tubes 314 which are separated from one another are
particularly suitable for use in TES systems, while tubes 314
which are a part of an overall panel board are particularly
suitable for use as solar panel boards.

Generally, the sizes of header pipe 302, tubes 314, and
flanges 306 may be widely varied depending upon the needs
of a particular systems. In one embodiment, header pipe 302
may have an outer diameter in the range of approximately 2
inches to approximately 3 inches, and an inner diameter in
the range of approximately 1.6 inches to approximately 2.7
inches. Tubes 314 may have substantially any suitable
length, and may also have any suitable outer diameter, e.g.,
an outer diameter which is in the range of approximately 0.2
inches to approximately 0.5 inches. Although the length of
tubes 314 may generally be widely varied, tubes 314 have
been shown as being relatively short for purposes of illus-
tration. The overall size of flanges 306 is typically dependent
upon the size of header pipe 302 and the size of tubes 314.
By way of example, for an embodiment in which header
pipe 302 has a outer diameter of approximately 2.4 inches
and tubes 314 have an outer diameter of approximately 0.25
inches, then flanges may have a thickness of approximately
0.13 inches.

FIG. 3b is a diagrammatic representation of header pipe
302 of FIG. 3a after tubes 314 are sealed against flanges 306.
Flanges 306 are sealed to tubes 314, essentially to secure
tubes 314 with respect to header pipe 302. The steps
associated with sealing tubes 314 against flanges 306 and,
more specifically, sealing the ends of flanges 306 against
header pipe 302, will be described below with respect to
FIG. 5.

Before heat exchange tubes are sealed against a header
pipe, the heat exchange tubes may first be treated to essen-
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tially thicken the walls of the heat exchange tubes near the
ends of the heat exchange tubes. Thickening the walls of the
heat exchange tubes may prevent fluid from leaking out of
the header pipe, by reducing the size of “leak areas™ which
are present substantially between adjacent heat exchange
tubes.

With reference to FIGS. 4a and 4b, the pre-treatment of
heat exchange tubes prior to pressing the tubes against a
header pipe will be described in accordance with an embodi-
ment of the present invention. FIG. 4a is a diagrammatic
top-view representation of heat exchange tubes prior to
exposure to heat in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention. Heat exchange tubes 404, which include
openings 412, may be organized as a panel board 408, as
described above. In other words, tubes 404 may be arranged
such that adjacent tubes, ¢.g., tubes 404a and 404b, may be
coupled, as shown.

When tubes 404 form panel board 408, leak arcas 416 are
generally formed between adjacent tubes 404. Leak areas
416 are areas which are not readily sealed against a flange
of a header pipe, ¢.g., header pipe 302 of FIG. 3b. Therefore,
leak areas 416 are generally located at the ends of tubes 408
where flanges of a header pipe are likely to contact tubes
408. As a result, fluid may leak out of an overall solar
heating system or TES system through leak areas 416.

In order to prevent leakage in a solar heating system or a
TES system of which panel board 408 is a part, tubes 404
may be treated to essentially eliminate leak areas 416.
Treating tubes 404 may, in one embodiment, involve thick-
ening tubes 404 near leak areas 416 to essentially “fill up”
leak areas 416. As will be described in more detail below
with respect to FIG. §, the treatment of tubes 404 may
involve exposure of tubes 404 to heat, followed by pressing
tubes 404 against a surface to thicken the walls of tubes 404.

Generally, substantially another number of “heat and
press cycles” may be used to treat tubes 404 such that the
walls of tubes 404 are thickened. In other words, the
pre-treatment of panel board 408 or the ends of tubes 408
may involve one or more heating and pressing operations. In
addition, it should be appreciated that a pressing operation
may involve pressing the heated ends of tubes 408 against a
flat surface, e.g., a flat platen. Alternatively, the heated ends
of tubes 408 may be molded into substantially any desired
shape, as for example a rounded shape or a squared shape.

FIG. 4b is a diagrammatic top-view representation of
panel board 408 after leak arcas 416 have been at least
partially filled in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention. The treatment to thicken tubes 404 allows
some material, e.g., thermoplastic material, that is a part of
tubes 404 to fill in at least a portion of leak areas 416. Hence,
with leak areas 416 being at least partially filled in, flanges
associated with a header pipe may be more easily sealed
against panel board 408 such that leakage through leak areas
416 is essentially eliminated.

The treatment of tubes 404, while allowing thermoplastic
material to fill in leak areas 416, generally causes tubes 404
to become partially deformed. In other words, ear the ends
of tubes 404, the shape of both tubes 404 and openings 412
in tubes 404 ay be altered. However, as shown, openings 412
are not altered to the extent that distorted openings 412,
created from openings 412 during treatment of tubes 404,
are essentially sealed up, e.g., non-existent. Therefore, dis-
torted openings 412' do not need to be “hollowed out” prior
to coupling tubes 404 to a header pipe.

With reference to FIG. 5, a method of welding tubes, e.g.,
heat exchange tubes formed of a thermoplastic material, to
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a header pipe will be described in accordance with an
embodiment of the present invention. The method begins in
step 502 in which the ends of heat exchange tubes are
exposed to heat. In one embodiment, the heat exchange
tubes are coupled to one another such that the heat exchange
tubes form a panel board. In another embodiment, heat
exchange tubes are individual tubes, as for example tubes
which are intended for use in a TES storage system.

The ends of heat exchange tubes may generally be
exposed, or subjected, to heat using a variety of different
methods. While the methods may be widely varied, the
methods include, but are not limited to, exposing the ends of
heat exchange tubes to hot air, interfacing the ends of heat
exchange tubes with a hot platen or surface, and exposing
the ends of heat exchange tubes to infrared heat. In general,
the heat, or elevated temperature, that is applied to the ends
of heat exchange tubes may depend upon the melting point
associated with the heat exchange tubes. By way of
example, for heat exchange tubes that are fabricated from a
thermoplastic material, the melting point may be in the range
of approximately 232 degrees Centigrade to approximately
238 degrees Centigrade, although it should be appreciated
that the melting point may generally be widely varied.
Accordingly, the elevated temperatures applied to the ends
of thermoplastic heat exchange tubes may be in the range of
approximately 230 degrees Centigrade to approximately 240
degrees Centigrade.

Like the range of elevated temperatures, the duration of
the exposure of the ends of heat exchange tubes to the
elevated temperatures may also be widely varied. The dura-
tion of the exposure may be dependent on any number of
different factors such as the material used to form the heat
exchange tubes, the thickness of the walls of the heat
exchange tubes, and the overall size of the heat exchange
tubes. In general, the length of the heat exposure may range
from approximately 10 seconds to approximately 20
seconds, although it should be appreciated that the length
may also often be much longer or much shorter.

After the ends of heat exchange tubes are heated in step
502, process flow moves to step 506 in which the ends of the
heated heat exchange tubes are thickened. Thickening the
ends of heat exchange tubes, as mentioned above with
respect to FIG. 4b, allows leak areas which form near the
interface between two heat exchange tubes, to be at least
partially filled in. In a panel board, leak areas are filled in
with melted material from the heat exchange tubes. When
heat exchange tubes are separate, and do not form a panel
board, the thickening of the ends of the heat exchange tubes
enables the ends to be “squared off” to effectively produce
a seal between each tube, in addition to filling in leak areas.
That is, squaring off the ends of the heat exchange tubes both
produces seals between adjacent tubes, and substantially
eliminates leak areas.

In one embodiment, the heat exchange tubes are thick-
ened by pressing the ends of the heat exchange tubes against
a cooled surface. When the partially melted ends of heat
exchange tubes are pressed against a cooled surface, the
ends thicken and solidify. While the cooled surface against
which the ends of heat exchange tubes are pressed may
generally be any suitable die surface, the cooled surface
typically has the configuration of a flat platen.

Once the ends of heat exchange tubes are thickened, the
thickened ends of heat exchange tubes are allowed to cool in
step 508. After the thickened ends of heat exchange tubes are
cooled, then in step 510, the flanges on a header pipe to
which the thickened ends of heat exchange tubes are to be



6,038,768

9

coupled, as well as the thickened ends of heat exchange
tubes, are heated. In the described embodiment, the thick-
ened ends of heat exchange tubes and the flanges are heated
to their respective melting points. As previously mentioned,
the melting point of a heat exchange tube that is formed from
a thermoplastic material is typically in the range of approxi-
mately 232 degrees Centigrade to approximately 238
degrees Centigrade. Since the flanges on the header pipe are
typically made of a material such as polypropylene, the
melting point of the flanges is generally in the range of
approximately 230 degrees Centigrade to approximately 240
degrees Centigrade, although the melting point may be
widely varied.

When the flanges on the header pipe and the ends of
thickened heat exchange tubes are heated to their respective
melting temperatures, as desired, the thickened ends of heat
exchange tubes are rapidly pressed together with the flange
ends on the header pipe. By rapidly pressing heat exchange
tubes against the flange while the thickened ends of heat
exchange tubes and the flanges ends are still substantially
heated to their respective melting points, the heat exchange
tubes may essentially be welded to the flange. Specifically,
the heat exchange tubes are pressed against the flange such
that the flanges on the header pipe may be sealed on the ends
of the heat exchange tubes while the ends of heat exchange
tubes may be sealed against the flange ends. In one
embodiment, as described above with respect to FIGS. 3a
and 3b, sub-header openings in the header pipe “communi-
cate” with the openings in the thickened ends of heat
exchange tubes while the flange and the thickened ends of
heat exchange tubes are pressed together.

In one embodiment, after the heat exchange tubes are
sealed against the flange of the header pipe in step 514, then
the flanges of the header pipe are sealed in step 518. That is,
the ends of the flanges, as well as the ends of the header pipe,
are sealed using a cap and, in some embodiments, a coupler
which is fabricated from a material that is suitable for
preventing creep in the header pipe. It should be appreciated,
however, that he ends of the flanges may alternatively be
sealed prior to heating the heat exchange tubes to their
melting temperatures, i.e., step 518 may instead occur prior
to step 510. While any suitable method may be used to seal
the ends of the flanges and the header pipe, the ends of the
flanges and the header pipe are typically sealed using a cap
arrangement, as will be described below with respect to
FIGS. 6a and 6b. Once the flanges, and the header pipe, are
sealed, then the process of welding heat exchange tubes to
a header pipe is completed.

As previously mentioned, both the length of heat
exchange tubes and the diameter of the heat exchange tubes
may be widely varied. In general, the process of welding
heat exchange tubes to a header pipe is readily adapted to
tubes of different lengths and diameters. The machinery, or
tooling, associated with the welding process typically does
not require significant adjustments in order to accommodate
different tube lengths and diameters. By way of example, the
welding process may be used to weld heat exchange tubes
with relatively small diameters, which was difficult using
conventional processes. Tubes with relatively small
diameters, e.g., diameters of approximately 0.125 inches or
less, are particularly useful in that they require less material
in fabrication, sustain relatively high operating pressures,
and permit relatively high thermal efficiency.

To seal a header pipe in order to prevent creep in the
header pipe, the ends of the header pipe may be capped using
a cap-coupler arrangement, as mentioned above. The ends of
flanges on the header pipe may also be sealed to prevent
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leaks. A cap arrangement used to seal header pipes and
flanges may take on a variety of different configurations.
FIG. 6a is a diagrammatic representation of a first suitable
cap arrangement which may be inserted into the end of a
header pipe to prevent creep in accordance with an embodi-
ment of the present invention. A cap 604 includes a “pipe
cap,” or coupler, portion 610 and a “tab” portion 612. In the
described embodiment, cap 604 also includes an opening
615 to which a pump, or a water supply, (not shown) may be
connected in order to provide fluid flow through cap 604 and
into a header pipe 622, when cap 604 is sealed to header pipe
622.

Pipe cap portion 610 is configured such that a plug 614
included in pipe cap portion 610 is inserted into an end 618
of header pipe 622 to allow for insertion and to prevent creep
in header pipe 622. An external portion 616 of pipe cap
portion 610, as shown, is arranged to remain substantially
external to header pipe 622 when plug 614 is inserted in
header pipe 622. Tab portion 612 is configured to be seal off
ends 626 of flanges 630 when plug 614 is inserted into
header pipe 622.

In general, the methods used to seal cap 604 with header
pipe 622 and flanges 630 may be widely varied. One suitable
method of sealing cap 404 with header pipe 622 and flanges
630 involves heating end 618 of header pipe 622, ends 626
of flanges 630, and cap 604 using infrared heat to promote
a bond between cap 604 and both header pipe 622 and
flanges 630. Another suitable method involves the use of a
platen weld to seal cap 604 with header pipe 622 and flanges
630.

Although cap 604 may be formed from a number of
different materials, in one embodiment, cap 604 is fabricated
from glass-filled polypropylene. Filling cap 604, which may
be formed from polypropylene, with glass is effective in
preventing creep from occurring within header pipe 622
when header pipe 622 is subjected to a clamping force, as
will be appreciated by those skilled in the art. Typically, any
portion of cap 604 may also take on any suitable shape. By
way of example, while tab 612 is shown as having a
triangular cross-section, tab 612 may also have a substan-
tially rectangular cross-section.

Another configuration of a cap arrangement which may be
used to seal a header pipe and flanges associated with the
header pipe includes two separate pieces. FIG. 6b is a
diagrammatic representation of a second suitable cap-
coupler arrangement which may be inserted into the end of
a header pipe to prevent creep in accordance with an
embodiment of the present invention. A header connection
654 includes a coupler portion 658 which is arranged to be
inserted into an end 668 of a header pipe 670. Header
coupler 654 may be a glass-filled polymer such that creep
caused by clamps or pipe adapters in header pipe 670 is
prevented. In one embodiment, header coupler 654 may be
bonded, or otherwise welded, to header pipe 670 using
infrared heating. Alternatively, header coupler 654 may be
welded to header pipe 670 using a spin-welding process.

A flange cap 674 is arranged to seal ends 678 of flanges
682. While flange cap 674 may take on a variety of different
shapes, in the described embodiment, flange cap 674 has a
“wedge” shape with a triangular cross-section. Other suit-
able shapes for flange cap 674 include, but are not limited to,
a block with a rectangular cross-section. At least a portion of
flange cap 674 may be bonded with ends 678 of flanges 682
to seal ends 678. One method that may be used to bond
flange cap 674 with ends 678 is an infrared heating process.
In one embodiment, flange cap 674 may be used to seal ends
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678 of flanges 682 prior to attaching a panel of header pipes
to the flange. However, in other embodiments, flange cap
674 may be used to seal ends 678 of flanges 682 after the
header pipes are effectively attached to the flange.

Although only a few embodiments of the present inven-
tion have been described, it should be understood that the
present invention may be embodied in many other specific
forms without departing from the spirit or the scope of the
invention. By way of example, the steps associated with
coupling heat exchange tubes to a header pipe which
includes flanges may be reordered. In addition, steps may be
added or removed. One additional step which may be added
to the steps associated with coupling heat exchange tubes to
a header pipe involves aligning openings in the heat
exchange tubes with sub-header openings in the header pipe,
as mentioned above with respect to FIGS. 3a and 3b. In one
embodiment, aligning sub-header openings may involve
aligning the openings in one sub-header such that the
openings are slightly offset from the openings in an oppos-
ing sub-header. This slight offset allows fluid, such as water,
to be fed into heat exchange tubes in an angled, e.g.,
diagonal, manner, as will be appreciated by those skilled in
the art. As such, the slight offset may provide for a more
even flow of fluid through heat exchange tubes.

The coupling of header pipes may also include heating
flange ends and flange, or end, caps, and pressing the end
caps into the flange ends prior to heating the flanges and the
ends of the heat exchange tubes. In other words, flange caps
may be sealed against flanges before the heat exchange tubes
are coupled to the flanges. By sealing flange caps against
flanges before the heat exchange tubes are coupled to the
flanges, the structure of the flanges is effectively reinforced
for the welding process, as will be appreciated by those
skilled in the art.

In some cases, in order to prevent potential bowing in a
header pipe, the portion of the header pipe that is directly
opposite from the flanges may be strengthened or otherwise
compensated for. Although many strengthening methods are
available, in one embodiment, the strengthening may be
accomplished by partially melting the portion of the header
pipe that is opposite from the flanges, causing substantially
equal forces from material shrinkage on each side.

Heat exchange tubes have been described as having
substantially circular cross-sections. However, it should be
appreciated that heat exchange tubes may take on a variety
of different shapes. For example, heat exchange tubes may
have substantially rectangular, or even square, cross-
sections without departing from the spirit or the scope of the
present invention. When heat exchange tubes have square
cross-sections, leak areas between adjacent heat exchange
tubes are essentially non-existent. As such, the pre-treatment
of heat exchange tubes associated with thickening the ends
of the heat exchange tubes may be eliminated.

Although the flanges on header pipes have effectively
been described as being essentially uniform, it should be
appreciated that the configuration of the flanges may gen-
erally be widely varied. In one embodiment, flanges may be
arranged to be welded to the ends of heat exchange tubes.
Such flanges may also be arranged with support edges which
extend beyond the ends of the heat exchange tubes to
provide additional support to welds between the flanges and
the heat exchange tubes, as will be understood by those
skilled in the art. Such flanges may generally include a
portion which abuts against the ends of the heat exchange
tubes, and a portion which contacts the sides of the heat
exchange tubes.
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Further, the process of pretreating, or otherwise preparing,
the ends of heat exchange tubes may vary. Substantially any
suitable process may be used without departing from the
spirit or the scope of the present invention. For instance, the
tube ends may be heated to cause the ends to substantially
expand, e.g., increase in diameter. In one embodiment, the
ends of the tubes may be extruded with draw down. As will
be appreciated by those skilled in the art, “mechanical
memory” built into the tubes allows the tubes, if heated close
to their melting points, to substantially return to the original
diameter of the extrusion die used in the process. By way of
example, when a tube with a 0.25 inch diameter is extruded
from a die with a 0.3 inch diameter, when reheated, the tube
will generally expand to approximately 0.3 inches in diam-
eter. For an associated forming process, the ends of the tubes
may be heated such that the length of tube heated is
approximately equivalent to one or two tube diameters. The
ends may then be formed by constraining the expansion
against each side, thereby causing squared tube ends, as well
as eliminating leak areas between adjacent tubes.
Alternatively, the ends may be formed by using air pressure
to essentially expand the tube ends, then cutting, or other-
wise trimming, the tube ends as desired. Finally, the very
end of each tube may be cut such that the cut ends of the
tubes have the desired shape without departing from the
spirit or the scope of the present invention. Such a process
may decrease the size and number of leak areas, without
affecting the flow area associated with the header tubes.

While the present invention has been described in terms
of heat exchange tubes which are formed from a thermo-
plastic material, it should be appreciated that the heat
exchange tubes may be formed from a variety of different
materials. By way of example, in some embodiments, heat
exchange tubes may be formed from materials such as glass
or metal without departing from the spirit or the scope of the
present invention.

As described above with respect to FIGS. 6a and 6b, cap
arrangements may be used to seal a header pipe to allow
interconnection between a plurality of panels and to prevent
creep in the header pipe. In general, however, many other
mechanisms may instead be used to seal a header pipe. Such
mechanisms may further be arranged to provide fluid flow to
a header pipe and, hence, heat exchange tubes that are
coupled to the header pipe. In one embodiment, a hose may
be directly coupled to the header pipe to essentially seal the
header pipe while allowing fluid to be provided to the header
pipe.

Due to the fact that the method of coupling tubing to a
header pipe as described above may be readily adapted for
use with tubes of different diameters and lengths in a panel
board, the method may also readily be adapted to couple
separate tubes to a header pipe. In addition, the method may
also be adapted to couple substantially any suitable array of
tubes, woven or otherwise, to a header pipe without depart-
ing from the spirit or the scope of the present invention.
Therefore, the present examples are to be considered as
illustrative and not restrictive, and the invention is not to be
limited to the details given herein, but may be modified
within the scope of the appended claims.

I claim:

1. A method for forming a heat exchanging device, the
device including a plurality of heat exchange tubes and a
header pipe arrangement, wherein walls of each of the
plurality of heat exchange tubes defines a tube opening
within each of the heat exchange tubes and the header pipe
arrangement defines dub-header openings in the header pipe
arrangement, the method comprising:
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pretreating ends of the heat exchange tubes;

applying heat to the pretreated ends of the heat exchange
tubes, wherein applying heat to the pretreated ends of
the heat exchange tubes at least partially melts the
pretreated ends of the heat exchange tubes;

applying heat to the header pipe arrangement, the header
pipe arrangement including a flange arrangement
arranged around the sub-header openings, wherein
applying heat to the header pipe arrangement at least
partially melts the flange arrangement; and

sealing the pretreated ends of the heat exchange tubes
against the header pipe arrangement.

2. A method as recited in claim 1 wherein pretreating the
ends of the heat exchange tubes includes:

melting the ends of the heat exchange tubes; and

pressing the ends of the heat exchange tubes against a flat
surface to thicken the ends of the heat exchange tubes,
wherein thickening the ends of the heat exchange tubes
preserves the integrity of the opening in each of the heat
exchange tubes.

3. Amethod as recited in claim 2 wherein the plurality of
heat exchange tubes is arranged as a panel board and
adjacent heat exchange tubes selected from the plurality of
heat exchange tubes define a leak area, wherein melting the
ends of the heat exchange tubes at least partially fills the leak
area.

4. A method as recited in claim 1 wherein applying heat
to the header pipe arrangement includes applying infrared
heat to the header pipe arrangement, and applying heat to the
pretreated ends of the heat exchange tubes includes applying
infrared heat to the pretreated ends of the heat exchange
tubes.

5. A method as recited in claim 1 wherein sealing the
pretreated ends of the heat exchange tubes against the header
pipe arrangement includes:

aligning the opening in each heat exchange tube with a

corresponding sub-header opening in the header pipe
arrangement; and

pressing the pretreated ends of the heat exchange tubes

against the header pipe arrangement.

6. A method as recited in claim 1 further including:

sealing ends of the header pipe arrangement, wherein

sealing ends of the header pipe arrangement includes
sealing ends of the flange arrangement.

7. A method as recited in claim 1 wherein pretreating the
ends of the heat exchange tubes includes:

melting the ends of the heat exchange tubes; and

pressing the ends of the heat exchange tubes into a mold
to thicken the ends of the heat exchange tubes, wherein
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thickening the ends of the heat exchange tubes pre-
serves the integrity of the opening in each of the heat
exchange tubes.
8. A method for coupling a plurality of tubes to a header,
the header including flanges, the method comprising:

heating the flanges, wherein heating the flanges causes the
flanges to at least partially melt;

heating an end of each tube selected from the plurality of
tubes, wherein the end of each tube selected from the
plurality of tubes causes the end of each tube selected
from the plurality of tubes to at least partially melt; and

pressing the heated end of each tube selected from the
plurality of tubes against the flanges, wherein the
heated end of each tube selected from the plurality of
tubes is pressed between the flanges and is sealed
between the flanges.

9. A method as recited in claim 8 further including
thickening the end of each tube selected from the plurality
of tubes before heating the end of each tube selected from
the plurality of tubes.

10. A method as recited in claim 9 further including
exposing the end of each tube selected from the plurality of
tubes to heat before thickening the end of each tube selected
from the plurality of tubes.

11. A method as recited in claim 10 wherein thickening
the end of each tube selected from the plurality of tubes
includes at least one selected from the group consisting of
exposing the end of each tube selected from the plurality of
tubes to hot air, pressing the end of each tube selected from
the plurality of tubes against a hot platen, exposing the end
of each tube selected from the plurality of tubes to infrared
heat, and exposing the end of each tube to directed air
pressure.

12. A method as recited in claim 10 wherein the end of
each tube selected from the plurality of tubes is exposed to
heat in the range of approximately 230 degrees Centigrade
to approximately 240 degrees Centigrade for a duration in
the range of approximately 10 seconds to approximately 20
seconds.

13. A method as recited in claim 9 further including
cooling the thickened end of each tube selected from the
plurality of tubes.

14. A method as recited in claim 8 wherein the header
defines at least one sub-header opening, the sub-header
opening being located between the flanges, the method
further including connecting the sub-header opening with a
tube opening in a first tube selected from the plurality of
tubes.



UNITED STATES PATENT AND TRADEMARK OFFICE
CERTIFICATE OF CORRECTION

PATENT NO. :6,038,768
DATED : March 21, 2000
INVENTOR(S) : Rhodes

It is certified that error appears in the above-identified patent and that said Letters Patent
are hereby corrected as shown below:

Column 7, line 58, change “ear” to --near--.

Column 7, line 80, change “ay” to --may--.

Column 9, line 39, change “he” to --the--.

In Claim 1, Coiumn 12, line 66, change “dub-header” to --sub-header--.
In Claim 8, Column 14, line 9, insert --heat-- after “wherein”.

Signed and Sealed this
Twenty-second Day of May, 2001

NICHOLAS P. GODICI

Attesling Oﬁicer Acting Director of the Unired Stares Parent and Trademark Office




