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Abstract:



In order to investigate the different effects of trace TiB and TiC on the microstructure and the mechanical properties of Ti-5Al-5Mo-5V-1Fe-1Cr Ti alloy, two different modified Ti-5Al-5Mo-5V-1Fe-1Cr Ti alloys are fabricated via a consumable vacuum arc-remelting furnace in this work. Though the volume fractions of the reinforcements are the same in the two alloys, the molar ratio of short fibers to particles is different. The materials are subjected to thermomechanical processing and heat treatment. The effects of TiB short fibers and TiC particles on the spheroidization of α phase or the refinement of β phase have no obvious difference during heat treatment. Subsequently, the room temperature tensile test is carried out. The area covered by the σ-ε curve of the tensile test is used to compare toughness. It is revealed that the refinement of the β phase and the load bearing of TiB play key roles in promoting the toughness of the alloys. TiB tends to parallel the external load during tensile tests. The distribution of TiB also changes during isothermal compression test. Owing to the competition of dynamic softening with dynamic hardening, the length direction of TiB tends to parallel to the direction of maximum shear stress during the compression, which makes TiB play the role of load bearing better.
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1. Introduction


Ti-5Al-5Mo-5V-1Fe-1Cr titanium alloy is an important aviation structural material. The alloy composition results in the tendency of the spheroidization of α phase during heat treatment. Owing to the special microstructural characteristics, the alloy presents a good combination of strength and plasticity after heat treatment [1,2]. The most common processing method for this alloy is isothermal forging. However, it may appear serious microstructural heterogeneity during isothermal compression. The experiment shows that reinforcement can solve the problem by accelerating the spheroidization of α phase [2].



While continuous-SiC fiber-reinforced Ti alloys have significantly superior mechanical properties, widespread application of them has been hindered by economic factors associated with high processing costs, as well as design limitations imposed by the anisotropy of properties (exacerbated by the presence of relatively weak fiber/matrix interfaces) [3,4]. Conventional Ti alloys modified with discontinuous reinforcements, on the other hand, have been widely used in recent years [5,6,7]. The application of the hybrid reinforcements can achieve better results in improving mechanical properties [8,9,10]. However, little information is available to date concerning the different effects of short fibers and particles on Ti-5Al-5Mo-5V-Fe-Cr Ti alloy.



Two different compositions of Ti-5Al-5Mo-5V-Fe-Cr Ti alloys are fabricated in this work. One alloy is modified with only B4C, the other is modified with B4C and C. The volume fractions of the reinforcements in the two alloys are the same. Addition of B4C to Ti produces TiB and TiC during solidification by in situ chemical reaction. C to Ti also produces TiC. The reinforcements are both thermomechanically stable and essentially insoluble in Ti at all temperatures in the solid state. The in situ synthesized intermetallic reinforcements have good interfacial bonding strength due to the orientation relationships [11,12,13]. The advantages of the reinforced alloys also include reaction-free interfaces and ease of processing. In order to obtain good toughness, the addition of B4C or C is very small.



The solid solubility of B and C is low in Ti alloy during the solidification. Solute enrichment results in constitutional supercooling which in turn provides the driving force for nucleation and increases the nucleation rate. Furthermore, excess B and C in the solid-liquid interface also lower the growth rate of the grains [11]. The refinement of β grains and intersection of different orientated acicular α colonies within β grains retard the further growth of α [1,14].



The area covered by σ-ε curve of room temperature tensile test is used to compare toughness. The experiments show that the toughness of the modified alloys is superior to that of the alloy. The different toughening effects of trace short fibers and particles are investigated by studying the improvement of the plasticity and the strength of the modified alloys.



The β phase with BCC structure is considered with high stacking fault energy, which could accelerate dislocation climbing and crossing-slipping for dynamic softening process during isothermal compression [15]. The dynamic softening dominates the competition with the work hardening. The distribution of the reinforcements changes during isothermal compression. For comparison, the alloy specimen with the two ends not polished is used. The specimen preserves the shallow circular groove caused by turning machining on the two ends, which causes serious microstructural heterogeneity during the compression. Some α grains are elongated obviously along the direction of maximum shear stress [16]. The length direction of TiB in the B4C-modified alloy is almost the same as that of the elongated α phase in the alloy after the compression. The distribution variation of the reinforcements can promote the effective aspect ratio (length/diameter) of TiB. Therefore, the distribution variation law of the reinforcements is also the key research of this work.




2. Experimental Procedure


The modified alloys are fabricated by in situ synthesis method. The stoichiometric weight fractions of the raw materials including sponge Ti, B4C powder, Al, Al-Mo, Al-V, Fe, and Cr are blended uniformly, and then are compacted into pellets by forging press. The pellets are melted in a consumable vacuum arc-remelting furnace (Model VCF-10, Shanghai, China). Small addition of B4C to Ti produces TiB and TiC during solidification by chemical reaction [12]:


5Ti + B4C = 4TiB + TiC



(1)







The molar ratio of TiB to TiC is 4:1. In addition to B4C, small addition of C powder is added in the other modified alloy. The molar ratio of TiB to TiC is 1:1. C to Ti produces TiC by chemical reaction [12]:


Ti + C = TiC



(2)







The volume fractions of the reinforcements in the two alloys are the same. The weight fractions of the reinforcements are shown in Table 1.



Table 1. Program materials and weight fractions of reinforcements.







	
Sample

	
B4C/wt %

	
C/wt %

	
TiB/wt %

	
TiC/wt %

	
TiB/TiC Molar Ratio






	
Alloy A

	
0.1

	
0

	
0.4

	
0.1

	
4:1




	
Alloy B

	
0.06

	
0.04

	
0.27

	
0.27

	
1:1










The as-cast ingots are forged at 1150 °C and are rolled at 840 °C into rods with a diameter of 15 mm. Then the rod is subjected to heat treatment. In order to control the overgrowth of grains and obtain good mechanical properties, the triplex heat treatment is employed with the following process: 830 °C/1.5 h + furnace cooling, 750 °C/1.5 h + air cooling, 600 °C/4 h + air cooling.



Ti-5Al-5Mo-5V-1Fe-1Cr Ti alloy is also prepared with the same method. The ingot of the alloy is subjected to the same thermomechanical processing and heat treatment as the modified alloys.



The specimens for the tensile test and the isothermal compression test are machined from the heat-treated rods.



For tensile testing, 30 mm gage length cylindrical specimens (6 mm wide) is used. Tensile tests are performed in a servohydraulic testing machine (Model YF28A-315/200, Shanghai, China) with a strain rate of 0.001 s−1. An extensometer is mounted on the specimens to measure the tensile strains.



The compression specimens are 8 mm in diameter and 12 mm in height. The two ends of the alloy compression specimen are not polished. The isothermal compression tests are performed on a Gleeble simulator (Model GLEEBLE 3500, Shanghai, China). The compression condition is 840 °C/0.01 s−1/60% (temperature/strain rate/deformation reduction). The specimens are water quenched at room temperature immediately after the compression and then are axially sectioned.



Microstructure observations by optical microscope (OM, Model CM12, Shanghai, China), scanning electron microscope (SEM, Model JSM-6460, Shanghai, China) are conducted after the specimens are polished and etched. Moreover, transmission electron microscope (TEM, Model JZM-100CX, Shanghai, China) is also used to observe the microstructure of the specimens.




3. Results and Discussion


3.1. Microstructure of the Materials after Heat Treatment


Figure 1a shows the microstructure of alloy A after thermomechanical processing. The reinforcements can accelerate the recrystallization of β grains by providing nucleation sites and accelerating diffusion. However, the microstructure is still very heterogenerous due to the segregation of the alloying elements.


Figure 1. Optical microscope (OM) images of (a) alloy A after thermomechanical processing; (b) unmodified alloy after heat treatment; (c) alloy A after heat treatment; and (d) alloy B after heat treatment.
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In order to measure the average grain size, the other heat treatment is used with the following process: 910 °C/1.5 h + furnace cooling, 750 °C/1.5 h + air cooling, 600 °C/4 h + air cooling. 910 °C is higher than the phase transformation temperature. Therefore, it shows the characteristics of the Widmannstatten structure in the alloys after the heat treatment [1]. The average grain size of β in alloy A is decreased by about 56%, and in alloy B it is decreased by about 59%. This is mainly ascribed to the Zener dragging force exerted by the reinforcements [2]. The length scales of the reinforcements are nearly the same since the additions of B4C and C are very small. TiB has an average length of 7.9 μm after heat treatment, while TiC 2.6 μm. The size of TiC ranges from less than 200 nm to more than 4 μm. A broad size distribution of particles gives rise to a larger Zener dragging force than a narrow size distribution of particles [17]. Moreover, the segregation can also exert a pinning effect on the boundary migration of β grain during heat treatment.



Figure 1b–d show the microstructures of the materials after heat treatment. The phase contrast is α phase, white; β phase, black. The dislocation density in α decreases significantly during the heat treatment. It appears the tendency of the spheroidization process to decrease interfacial energy due to the dispersivity of α [1]. However, it is observed that trace reinforcements have no obvious effect on the spheroidization of α phase during heat treatment. The decisive factor affecting the spheroidization of the α phase is the first stage temperature during triplex heat treatment [18]. The increase in temperature can accelerate the boundary migration of α grain, which helps to overcome the dragging force of the segregation on the boundary migration of the α grain. Since the weight fraction of the reinforcements is very small, the segregation caused by the reinforcements counteracts the promoting effect of the reinforcements on the spheroidization of α phase. When the temperature approaches to the phase transformation temperature, the degree of the recrystallization of α phase is enhanced greatly. The reinforcements may overcome their negative effect on the spheroidization of the α phase by accelerating recrystallization [18].



Figure 2 shows the microstructure of the alloy after thermomechanical processing. The phase contrast is α phase, black; β phase, white. Primary α phase almost shows as rod shaped. The α phase cannot be spheroidized due to insufficient recrystallization. It appears the division of α grain during heat treatment [18]. It is suggested that the rod-shaped α formed during thermomechanical processing should be an important source of spheroidization grain after splitting.


Figure 2. Transmission electron microscope (TEM) image of the alloy after thermomechanical processing.
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3.2. Effect of Reinforcements on the Toughness of the Alloy


Figure 3 shows σ-ε curves of the alloy, alloy A, and alloy B. The results in Figure 3 are the average values of three tensile tests for each material. The yield stresses of the materials are 1195, 1232, and 1224 MPa, respectively. If the area covered by the curve is used to compare toughness, the toughness of the reinforced alloys is superior to that of the alloy (in Figure 3). The average aspect ratio of TiB is 7.1. The critical aspect ratio of TiB can be calculated by the Kelly formula, approximately [19]:


[image: there is no content]



(3)




where lc is critical length of TiB, d is radius of TiB, σf is tensile strength of TiB (3500 MPa), and σym is yield stress of matrix (1195 MP). The critical aspect ratio of TiB is about 1.46, which is lower than the average aspect ratio of TiB, significantly.


Figure 3. Stress-strain curves of the alloy, alloy A and alloy B.
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The promotion of the strengths of the modified alloys is ascribed to the load bearing of TiB, the dispersion strengthening of TiC and the grain refinement strengthening [18,20,21,22].



TiB short fibers tend to parallel the external force during the tensile test, which promotes the load bearing effect. The load bearing of TiB extends the strengthening process of the modified alloys. Meanwhile, the load bearing of TiB and the increase of the number of the β grains can improve the homogeneity of the loads applied to each β grain. The deformation homogeneity helps to decrease the crack nucleation.



Since the weight fraction of the reinforcements is very small, the negative effect of the reinforcements on the plasticity is limited. The elongation of the modified alloys is still increased during the strengthening process.



The broken TiB short fibers and TiC particles increase the propagation of crack during the necking process. Therefore, the toughening effect of the load bearing of the short fibers is mainly reflected in the strengthening process. The improvement of the reduction of area is mainly attributed to microstructural refinement during the necking process. The increase of β grain boundary contributes to retard crack propagation.



The tensile properties of alloy A are different from those of alloy B. The weight fraction of TiB in alloy A is higher than that in alloy B. Therefore, the load bearing of short fibers plays a more important role in alloy A. The effect of the microstructural refinement plays more important role in alloy B.




3.3. Microstructure of the Modified Alloy after Isothermal Compression


Figure 4 shows the microstructure of the alloy after isothermal compression. The phase contrast is α phase, black; β phase, white. The compression specimen shows as a drum shape due to the friction between the specimen and the push rod. The macrosegregation in Figure 4a is induced by the shallow circular groove on the two ends of the specimen [16]. The metal at the center of the specimen is extruded towards the side of the specimen. Therefore, in addition to the spheroidized α, some α grains are elongated. Moreover, the distribution of the reinforcements in the modified alloys changes for the same reason.


Figure 4. OM images of the longitudinal section of the alloy specimen after isothermal compression (a) the macrosegregation; and (b) the spheroidized and the elongated α.
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The elongation of α phase in Figure 4b is associated with vacancy flow. It produces a vacancy chemical potential gradient in the direction parallel to the maximum shear stress during the compression. The atomic motion is opposite to the vacancy flow. The dynamic softening dominates the competition with the dynamic hardening in α. Therefore, the obstacles to the vacancy flow that caused by the dislocations is greatly reduced. The length direction of the elongated α is approximated as the direction of maximum shear stress.



As shown in Figure 5 and Figure 6, the distribution of TiB is similar to the elongated α in the alloy specimen. The distribution of TiB continuously changes in order to seek the equilibrium of forces until the length direction tends to parallel to the direction of maximum shear stress during the compression.


Figure 5. Scanning electron microscope (SEM) image of the distribution of the reinforcements in alloy A after isothermal compression.
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Figure 6. OM image of the distribution of the reinforcements in alloy A after isothermal compression.
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Figure 7 shows TEM images of TiB and TiC in alloy A after isothermal compression. There also exists the competition of dynamic softening with dynamic hardening in β phase. As shown in Figure 7a, the end of TiB induces relatively large lattice distortion. The lattice distortion is nearly the largest when the length direction approximately parallels to the direction of maximum shear stress. Thus, the dynamic hardening gets the advantage in the competition at the ends of TiB. This plays a pinning effect on the distribution variation of TiB.


Figure 7. TEM images of the reinforcements in alloy A after isothermal compression (a) TiB (b) TiC.
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The distribution variation of the reinforcements increases the effective aspect ratio of TiB, which allow TiB short fibers to play the role of load bearing better.





4. Conclusions


	(1)

	
The load bearing of TiB extends the strengthening process of the modified alloys. Moreover, the load bearing of TiB and the increase of the number of β grains can improve deformation homogeneity of the modified alloys, which decreases the crack nucleation. Therefore, the reinforcements increase the plasticity of the modified alloys. The toughening effect of the load bearing of TiB is mainly reflected in the strengthening process. The improvement of the toughness of the modified alloys is mainly attributed to the microstructural refinement during the necking process.




	(2)

	
The distribution of TiB constantly changes in order to seek the equilibrium of forces until the length direction tends to parallel to the direction of maximum shear stress during isothermal compression. Moreover, the lattice distortion is nearly the largest when the length direction of TiB approximately parallels to the direction of maximum shear stress. This plays a pinning effect on the distribution variation of TiB. Therefore, the length direction of TiB tends to parallel the direction of maximum shear stress during the compression, which can promote the effective aspect ratio of TiB.
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