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[57] ABSTRACT 
Method and apparatus are disclosed for producing very 
uniform coatings of a desired material on discrete mi-
crosized particles by electroless techniques. Agglomer-
ation or bridging of the particles during the deposition 
process is prevented by imparting a sufficiently random 
motion to the particles that they are not in contact with 
each other for a time sufficient for such to occur. 

1 Claim, 1 Drawing Figure 



U.S. Patent Aug.29,1978 4,109,612 



4,109. 1 
ELECTROLESS PLATING APPARATUS FOR 

DISCRETE MICROSIZED PARTICLES 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 5 

This invention relates to method and apparatus for 
forming very uniform coatings on discrete microsized 
particles and more particularly to a method and appara-
tus for applying such coatings on discrete microsized 
particles by electroless techniques. 10 

A mixture of deuterium (D) and tritium (T) is a pre-
ferred fuel for laser fusion, primarily because the least 
energy is required to cause these two isotopes to un-
dergo thermonuclear reaction. It is desirable that the 
DT mixture acted upon by the laser radiation be as 15 
dense as possible. The optimum density is achieved by 
cooling the mixture sufficiently that it becomes a solid. 
This, however, requires temperatures below 20 K 
which imposes very severe constraints not only on the 
manufacture, but also on the handling of laser fusion 20 
targets. 

Alternatively, hollow, spherical, DT-gas-filled tar-
gets with diameters ranging from 30 to greater than 200 
jxm and with contained fuel pressures varying from 10 
to 1000 atm (at 298 K) are of interest for laser fusion. 25 
The primary gas-containment vessels of these targets 
are hollow microspheres called microcapsules. The 
targets are filled by diffusing DT fuel gas through the 
walls at elevated temperatures, taking advantage of the 
exponential temperature dependence of the permeabil- 30 
ity to allow the gas to be retained for useful times at 
room temperature. Thus, when the microcapsules are 
placed in a deuterium and tritium gas mixture a desired 
ratio at high pressure and elevated temperature, the 
deuterium and tritium readily enter the microcapsules 35 
and equilibrate to the surrounding gas pressure. When 
the microcapsules are cooled to room temperature, the 
diffusion rate through their walls is greatly reduced, so 
that the DT mixture within the microcapsules remains 
at high pressure for times which permit useful storage 40 
before the targets are irradiated by the laser. 

To most effectively produce the compression of the 
DT fuel necessary for thermonuclear reaction, it is 
desirable that the fuel be surrounded by a pusher shell of 
high-Z metal. Presently available microcapsules are not 45 
composed of materials having the desired high-Z char-
acteristics, so that it is necessary to coat them with a 
layer of high-Z metal. This metal shell of the laser fu-
sion target must be fully dense and of very uniform 
thickness, with aspect ratios in the range of from 10/1 to 50 
100/1. It should have a minimum tensile strength of 690 
MPa. 

It is well known in the art that electroless techniques 
are well suited to the deposition or plating of certain 
metals on various surfaces. Unfortunately, conventional 55 
electroless plating apparatus and methods have been 
found to be largely unsuccessful in producing metal 
coatings of the requisite thickness and uniformity re-
quirements on microcapsules. A primary problem has 
been the tendency of the microcapsules to agglomerate 60 
and/or bridge during the coating process. By bridging 
is meant the joinder of the coatings of two or more 
microcapsules to form one common structure. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 65 

Agglomeration or bridging of discrete microsized 
particles subjected to electroless coating techniques is 
avoided and coatings of very uniform thickness are 
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achieved by imparting a sufficiently random motion to 
the particles in the electroless solution. In a preferred 
embodiment, this particle motion is established by recip-
rocating motion of the particle container within the 
solution in a manner which establishes a back-and-forth 
flow of solution through the container. This is readily 
accomplished through use of a hollow cylinder having 
a screened off portion thereof which acts as the particle 
container. The cylinder is attached to reciprocating 
drive means and a portion of the cylinder which extends 
beyond the particle container section is aligned with 
means within the solution container whereby as the 
cylinder moves in one direction in the solution a suction 
is created within the extended section which causes 
solution to flow in one direction through the screened 
section and when the cylinder moves in the opposite 
direction a pressure is created in the extended section 
which reverses the direction of flow of the solution 
through the screened section. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 
The FIGURE is a schematic representation of appa-

ratus useful in the practice of the invention. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

Apparatus useful for electroless plating of metals on 
discrete microsized particles is shown schematically in 
the FIGURE. The individual particles 1 to be coated 
are confined in a cylindrical plating chamber 2, the 
bases of which are screens 3, 4 with interstices smaller 
than the smallest diameter particle to be coated. Parti-
cles 1 to be coated are inserted into plating chamber 2 
through fill port 9. Attached above coating chamber 2 is 
overflow chamber 5 with overflow ports 6, 7 located in 
the top portion thereof. Pressure chamber 8 is attached 
below chamber 2. The length of chambers 2, 5 and 8 is 
not critical; however, in a preferred embodiment the 
length of chamber 5 is 0.5 of the length of chamber 2 
while the length of chamber 8 is 1.5 the length of cham-
ber 2. Chambers 2, 5, and 8 in combination form a rigid 
cylinder 10 which is attached to mechanical or pneu-
matic direction reversible drive mechanism 11 by con-
necting rod 12. Cylinder 10 is immersed in an electroless 
plating solution 20 contained in tank 21. Substantially 
centered on the bottom 22 of tank 21 is a stationary 
vertically extending piston 23. Pressure chamber 8 is 
adapted to form a concentric sleeve around piston 23. 
Drive mechanism 11 and tank 21 are held in properly 
disposed relationship by means of support structure 24. 

In a preferred embodiment mechanism 11 is a pneu-
matic drive. Air from air supply 13 is fed alternately 
through solenoids 14 and 15 into cylinder 16 through 
entry ports 17 and 18, respectively. The operation of 
solenoids 14 and 15 is controlled by timer 19. When 
cylinder 16 is pressurized through entry port 18 by 
solenoid 15, piston 25 which is attached to connecting 
rod 12 is driven upward until it meets stop 26. Solenoid 
14 is then actuated which in turn causes piston 25 to 
descend within cylinder 16. The direction reversing 
cycle is adjustable from 1 to 10 seconds. The reciprocat-
ing action of piston 25 imparts the same reciprocating 
motion through connecting rod 12 to cylinder 10. This 
results in chamber 8 moving up and down on piston 23. 
The stroke length of the reciprocating motion is such 
that cylinder 10 remains completely submerged in plat-
ing solution 20 even at the maximum extent of the up-
ward stroke. The reciprocating action initiates move-
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ment of plating solution 20 through reaction chamber 2 
which in turn imparts substantially random motion to 
particles 1 during autocatalytic metal deposition. When 
the motion of piston 25 is downward, plating solution 20 
is forced through screen 4 into reaction chamber 2 5 
which in turn rotates, lifts, and disperses particles 1. 
When the motion of piston 25 is upward, plating solu-
tion flows by suction into reaction chamber 2 through 
screen 3 which disperses floating particles 1 through the 
coating solution within chamber 2. In the case of an 10 
electroless deposition in which gas evolution occurs, 
the downward stroke of piston 25 forces the liberated 
gas through screen 3, thereby assuring that reaction 
chamber 2 is filled with plating solution. The motion 
thus imparted to particles 1 by the reciprocating motion 15 
of cylinder 10 on piston 23 is sufficiently random that 
agglomeration or bridging is almost completely pre-
vented and a uniform thickness of metal is deposited on 
particles 1. 

It is preferred that material in contact with plating 20 
solution 20, as, for example, the walls of chamber 2, 5, 
and 8, be of a rigid plastic such as an acrylic or polycar-
bonate. Confining screens 3 and 4 are preferably made 
of silk, nylon, or polyester. 

EXAMPLE 1. 25 

In the apparatus of the FIGURE, a nickel-copper-
phosphorous alloy was plated onto nickel-manganese 
microcapsules in the size range of 150 to 210 fim in 
diameter by electroless techniques. These microcap- 30 
sules are commercially available under the tradename 
Solacells from the Solar Division of International Har-
vester Corporation. The electroless plating formulation 
used was: T,60 

Niculoy 22 M and Niculoy 22 S are tradenames for 35 
reagents manufactured and sold by the Shipley Com-
pany. The bath temperature was maintained between 
88° and 91° C, and the run duration was 150 minutes. 
With approximately 90,000 Solacells in reaction cham-
ber 2 and a half cycle time of 1 sec for pneumatic drive 40 
11, the average deposit thickness was 22 fxm. The alloy 
thus plated on the Solacells had a composition of about 
12% phosphorous, 1% copper, with the remainder 
nickel. 

EXAMPLE II. 4 5 

In the apparatus of the FIGURE, a nickel-phosphor-
ous alloy was plated onto Solacells in the size range of 
150 to 210 fim in diameter. The plating formulation was 
prepared by mixing one part of Lectroless NI liquid 50 
concentrate with two parts water. Lectroless NI is a 
tradename for an electroless plating formulation manu-
factured by the Sel-Rex Company which contains one 
ounce of nickel per gallon. The bath temperature was 
maintained between 90° and 92° C. and the pH was 55 
adjusted to 6.0 by addition of ammonium hydroxide. 
The duration of the run was 30 minutes. With approxi-
mately 90,000 Solacells in reaction chamber 2 and a half 
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cycle time of 1 sec for pneumatic drive 11, the average 
deposit thickness was 8 fxm. The alloy thus plated on 
the Solacells had a composition of about 0.5 to 2.0% 
phosphorous, with the remainder being nickel. 

The foregoing examples serve merely to exemplify 
the invention and are in no way intended to limit its 
scope. The apparatus of the invention may be used with 
any metal capable of being deposited by electroless 
techniques. The density of the microsized particles 
being coated is not critical and may be less than, equal 
to, or more than that of the plating solution. Although 
the microcapsules coated in the foregoing examples are 
spherical, the apparatus of the invention may also 
readily be used to coat discrete, microsized particles 
which are irregular in shape. 

What I claim is: 
1. Apparatus for electroless plating discrete, micro-

sized particles with a uniformly thick coating of a mate-
rial which may be deposited by electroless techniques 
which comprises: 

(a) means for containing a solution of a material useful 
for electroless plating, 

(b) the solution contained in said containment means, 
(c) particle containment means submerged within 

said solution for containing a plurality of said dis-
crete, microsized particles, said means for contain-
ing said particles having first and second screened 
openings opposed therein with the interstices of 
said screened openings of a size which permits free 
flow of solution therethrough but which does not 
permit the passage of said discrete, microsized 
particles therethrough, said particle containment 
means comprising a first hollow cylinder with said 
first and second screens at the ends thereof, and 

(d) motor means for establishing a reciprocating mo-
tion of said particle containment means within said 
solution, said reciprocating motion being substan-
tially along the axis of said opposed screened open-
ings in said first hollow cylinder, wherein said 
motor means is connected to one end of a recipro-
cating drive means, said reciprocating drive means 
being connected at its other end to a second hollow 
cylinder, said second hollow cylinder being joined 
to one screened end of said first hollow cylinder 
and of substantially the same diameter as said first 
hollow cylinder, and 

(e) piston and cylinder means axially aligned with 
said first and second hollow cylinders for forcing 
said solution from within said cylinder means and 
into said first hollow cylinder when said hollow 
cylinder is moving toward said piston means and 
for creating a suction within said cylinder means 
and drawing solution thereto from within said first 
hollow cylinder when said first hollow cylinder is 
moving away from said piston means, said cylinder 
means being attached to the other screened end of 
said first hollow cylinder. 

* * * * * 
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