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Abstract: In this paper, one kind of new composite material formed with Nb and SiC was prepared
by hot pressing sintering. The influence of the addition of SiC particles on the mechanical properties
at room and high temperature was analyzed. The composite material consists of three phases: Nb2C,
Nb3Si, and Nb solid solution (Nbss). The fraction of SiC particles added in the Nb matrix was 3%,
5%, and 7%, respectively. Flexural strength, Vickers hardness, and compressive strength at room
temperature were improved with the increasing of SiC content. Among them, compressive strength
and fracture toughness were higher than those of Nb/Nb5Si3 composites. The compressive strength
at high temperature of the new composites was higher than that of Nb-Si alloys, which improved
with the increasing of SiC content.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, greater demands have been placed on high-temperature structural materials
with the rapid development of the aerospace field. At present, there are many high temperature
metal materials that can be used under 1100 ◦C, including superalloy, TiAl intermetallic compound,
titanium alloy, and others. Among them, the maximum service temperature of single crystal Ni-based
superalloy is 1100 ◦C. On the other hand, there are some materials (W, Mo, Ta, Zr, Nb alloys) that can
be used between 1100 ◦C and 2000 ◦C. The superhigh temperature materials still have a high strength
at this temperature range. Ni-based alloys are most widely used in high-temperature components,
but their operating temperature is close to the limiting temperature due to their melting point [1,2].
Refractory metals have received great attention because of their high melting point. Among the
refractory metals, niobium alloy has the lowest density, and has attracted more attention from
the public. In addition, Nb has stable physical and chemical properties, good corrosion resistance,
and great ductility and machinability. Niobium alloy is expected to become a promising candidate for
high-temperature applications [3].

Niobium alloy of Nb matrix composites are widely researched by scientists. The laminated
Nb/Nb5Si3 composites had been synthesized in situ by Yu et al. [4]. Nb5Si3 phase was the reinforcement
and Nbss had great plasticity, which could enhance the fracture toughness. In addition, Yu et al. [5]
synthesized in situ Nb-silicide composite by powder metallurgy. Its nominal composition was
Nb-16Si-10Ti-10Mo-5Hf. Solid solution strengthening and silicide hardening were the important
strengthening mechanisms at high temperature. The reinforcements were Nb5Si3 and a small amount of
Nb3Si. Zhang et al. [6] studied the microstructure and properties of the Nb-Ti-C-Si system. The results
indicated that borides and carbides effectively increased the strength and hardness of the composites,
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while Nbss toughened the composites. Higher boron content increased the hardness and strength,
but decreased the toughness. These studies show that the addition of reinforcements can significantly
enhance the Nbss. The hardness of SiC particles is much higher than that of Si particles. Comparing to
Si particles, the SiC particles are more easily surrounded by Nb particles. So, the mixed powders after
ball milling are more uniform, the particles are finer and the structure of sintered material is more
homogeneous. In addition, a study by Sha et al. [7] showed that Nb-based composites containing
silicide and carbide phases had higher high-temperature yield strength and Vickers hardness than
the composites with a single-silicide reinforced phase. There is little research on Nb-based materials
reinforced by a mixture of carbide and silicide. Therefore, it is expected to produce a new type
of composite with higher strength and better properties by adding SiC to the Nb solid solution.
The vacuum melting method is the most common method to produce Nb-based composites [8,9].
However, composite materials produced by the vacuum melting method have shrinkage, poor density,
and other defects. Beyond that, the reinforcements are prone to uneven distribution, which reduces the
service performance of these materials. Hot pressing sintered materials have higher relative density
and uniform structure [10]. However, research on preparing Nb-based composites with reinforcements
of silicide and carbide phases is rare.

In the present study, Nb matrix composites reinforced by reactants of Nb and SiC (with SiC
fractions of 3%, 5%, and 7%) were produced by hot pressing sintering technology. The effects of the
amount of additional SiC on the microstructure and mechanical properties of composites were studied.

2. Experimental Procedure

Figure 1 shows the powder morphology of the original Nb and SiC powders, which was detected
by scanning electron microscopy (SEM, FEI corporation, Hillsboro, OR, USA). It can be seen that the
original Nb powders had irregular shape. The average particle size of Nb was 60 µm, while the particle
size of SiC powders was 2 µm. The Nb-xSiC powders (x = 3%, 5%, 7% molar ratio) were ball milled
in a QM-BP planetary ball mill under Ar protective environment. The powders, weighing 30 g, were
put together with steel balls. The ball-to-powder ratio was 15:1. In order to prevent the powder from
welding during the ball milling, 20 mL ethanol was added to the pot. The ball milling time was 25 h
and the speed was 250 r/min. The powders, after milling, were sintered at 1550 ◦C and 30 MPa for 1 h
in the vacuum hot press sintering furnace. The sintered materials were marked as Nb-3SiC, Nb-5SiC,
and Nb-7SiC.

Figure 1. Morphology of original powders: (a) original Nb powders; (b) original SiC powders.

Samples were taken from the sintered materials for property testing and microstructure
observation. Actual density was measured according to the Archimedean drainage method.
Flexural strength and fracture toughness at room temperature were determined on the
Instron-1186 universal testing machine. Flexural strength at room temperature was defined by a
three-point bending test on specimens with 16 mm span length (total length = 20 mm), 4 mm width,
and 3 mm thickness. Fracture toughness was determined by the single-edge notched beam three-point
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bending test on specimens with 16 mm span length (total length = 20 mm), 4 mm width, 2 mm thickness,
and a notch (2 mm depth). In the above two experiments, the loading speed of the pressing head was
0.5 mm/min, and the final result was the average value from five testing samples. Vickers hardness
was measured on a MICRO-586 Vickers hardness tester with a load of 4 kg and a pressure of 15 s.
The average hardness value was obtained from five indents on each sample.

High-temperature compression tests were performed on a Gleeble-1500D thermal simulation
tester (DSI corporation, Poestenkill, NY, USA). The sample for testing was a cylinder with 4 mm
diameter and 6 mm height, and the axis direction was the same as the hot pressing direction.
Compression experiments were carried out at 1050 ◦C, 1100 ◦C, and 1150 ◦C. The strain rate was
1 × 10–3·s−1. The deformation was 20% (true strain was 0.223), the heating rate was 20 ◦C/s, and the
holding time was 20 s.

Scanning electron microscopy was used to observe the morphology of the powders during
the different ball milling stages. Backscattered electron (BSE) images were produced to reveal the
microstructure of the hot-pressed materials and high-temperature compressed samples. The samples
were wire-cut from the material after hot-pressing and high-temperature compressing, then sanded
with sandpaper. The final specimens were obtained by ion beam polishing. X-ray diffraction (XRD,
Panalytical corporation, Almelo, Holland) was used to analyze the phase composition of the composite
powders after milling and the sintered materials. Different stages of mechanically alloyed powders
were placed on glass slides with square grooves, flatting these powders and determining the phase
compositions. For sintered materials, after grinding and polishing the sintered block samples, the phase
compositions were measured on the polished surface.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Preparation of Nb/SiC Composite Powders

Ball milling has the benefit of obtaining a dense and uniform structure. By studying the
micromorphology of composite powders, we can observe the refinement of powders and obtain
the optimum milling time. Figure 2 shows the morphologies of composite powders with different ball
milling times at a speed of 250 r/min. The morphology of the pure Nb powders after 20 h milling is
shown in Figure 2a. The Nb particles were obviously refined into slices and sticks in comparison with
the initial powders (10–20 µm). As shown by red arrows in Figure 2a, cracks formed in the Nb powders.
After adding SiC and ball milling for 25 h, the powders were obviously refined. Most of the powders
were in the form of crumbs (3–4 µm), and the particles were evenly distributed. Continuing milling to
30 h, Nb powders were not further refined.

Figure 2. Scanning electron microscope micrographs of Nb/SiC composite powders ball milled for
(a) 20 h; (b) 25 h; (c) 30 h.
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The results of XRD analysis of Nb and SiC powders milled for different times are shown in Figure 3.
Compared with the XRD patterns of the original Nb powders, it can be seen that the diffraction peaks of
Nb powders became broader and the intensities decreased when the Nb powders were milled for 25 h.
This is because Nb powders undergo strong plastic deformation during the milling process, which
causes lattice distortions and increased dislocation, resulting in an increased amount of subgrains
and an area of subgrain boundaries [11]. When the number of subgrains increases to a certain extent,
the subgrains will transform into grains so that the grains will be refined. Grain refinement and lattice
distortion will lead to broadening diffraction peaks. Meanwhile, grain refinement can also lead to
reducing diffraction peak intensity [12].

When powders were milled for 30 h, the secondary peak showed in the left of the main peak of
Nb powders, indicating that the main diffraction peaks of Nb powders began to move toward the
direction of low angle and the lattice constant of Nb powders increased [13]. This is because the iron
element inevitably enters the composite powders during ball milling because of the stainless-steel
balls and cans used. The atomic radius of Fe is 1.72 Å and the atomic radius of Nb is 2.08 Å. If an Fe
atom enters the lattice interstices of Nb to form an interstitial solid solution, the lattice constant of
Nb will increase and the diffraction peak will shift toward the lower angle. As shown in Figure 3,
the diffraction peak width of Nb powders does not increase significantly from 25 to 30 h, indicating
that the particle size of Nb powders does not change significantly during this process. In addition,
the longer the milling time, the more impurities will be introduced. Based on the above analysis, 25 h
is the optimal milling time.

Figure 3. X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns of composite powders after different milling times.

Figure 4 shows the XRD patterns of three composite powders after ball milling for 25 h. It can be
seen from the figure that no diffraction peak of SiC was detected. This is because at the initial stage of
ball milling, Nb particles turn into sheets due to plastic deformation. The brittle SiC powders not only
have little content, but also have small particle size (generally no more than 2 µm). The SiC powder
particles are easily broken into particles that are less than 1 µm under the high-speed impact of the
ball. Only a few SiC powders embed into Nb powders. Pressing composite powders and making



Metals 2018, 8, 233 5 of 13

samples for the XRD test at this time, the flaky Nb particles will cover small SiC particles, which makes
it difficult to detect the diffraction peak of SiC.

Figure 4. XRD patterns of composite powders after milling for 25 h.

3.2. Microstructure and Mechanical Properties at Room Temperature

3.2.1. XRD Patterns and Microstructure of Sintered Material

XRD patterns of the sintered materials are shown in Figure 5. Compared with the XRD pattern
of the milled composite powders, a new phase was formed in the sintered materials. The diffraction
peaks of Nb3Si, Nbss, and Nb2C can be detected in the XRD patterns of the three kinds of sintered
materials. The diffraction peaks of Nb-Si intermetallic compound were not detected in the XRD pattern
after ball milling for 25 h (Figure 3). Therefore, the Nb-Si intermetallic compound found in the sintered
materials was generated by the reaction of Nb and SiC in the hot pressing process. Sintered materials
consisted of three phases: Nbss, Nb3Si, and Nb2C. Comparing the XRD patterns of the three composites,
the diffraction peak of Nbss was strongest and the area the peak covered was the largest, indicating
that there was the most content of Nbss in three phases, and the three composite materials were based
on Nbss.

Figure 6 shows BSE images of the three kinds of composite. The material was dense, and the
grains were more refined with increasing SiC content. The average grain size of Nb-3SiC was 10 µm,
the average crystal size of Nb-5SiC was 8 µm, and the average grain size of Nb-7SiC was 4 µm.
The composite materials consisted of three contrasting phases of black, gray, and white. It was known
from the XRD patterns that the material consisted of Nb2C, Nb3Si, and Nbss phases. Generally it is
well known that phases containing heavier elements exhibit brighter contrast in BSE images, thus the
black grains are Nb2C, the white grains are Nbss, and the gray grains are Nb3Si. From the image it can
be observed that the black grains were always adjacent to the gray grains, indicating that SiC particles
react with the surrounding Nbss during hot press sintering. C and Si atoms diffuse locally: C atoms
diffuse into the black grains, and Si atoms diffuse into the gray grains. The original Si and C atoms are
adjacent, so the Nb2C and Nb3Si grains produced by the reaction are also adjacent, which proves that
the black grains are also Nb2C. In addition, certain areas in Nb2C were darker in color, indicating that
C was locally enriched in these regions and was unevenly distributed in the Nb2C grains.
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Figure 5. XRD patterns of Nb-xSiC composites.

Figure 6. Backscattered electron images of the three composites: (a) Nb-3SiC; (b) Nb-5SiC; (c) Nb-7SiC.

3.2.2. Mechanical Properties of Nb Matrix Composites at Room Temperature

Adding SiC to Nbss, mixed reinforcement consisting of carbide and silicide would be produced,
which made it possible to give the Nbss better mechanical properties at room temperature. Figure 7a
shows the room temperature flexural strength and fracture toughness of the new Nb matrix composites
obtained with different amount of SiC. It can be seen from the figure that flexural strength increased
with the addition of SiC. Flexural strength of the three components was 754.52 MPa, 793.63 Mpa,
and 814.38 Mpa, respectively. The reason is that the content of Nb2C and Nb3Si formed by the reaction
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increased with the addition of SiC. Nb2C and Nb3Si, which are both hard and brittle phases, embed into
Nbss, hindering the movement of dislocation during deformation and having the function of dispersion
hardening. The fracture toughness of the new Nb matrix composites decreased with the addition of
SiC. The fracture toughness of the three materials was 13.82 MPa1/2, 12.74 MPa1/2, and 11.37 MPa1/2,
respectively. Nb/Nb5Si3 composites have been widely studied by researchers. The room temperature
fracture toughness of Nb was 3MPa1/2 [14], and it could go up to 8 MPa1/2 of Nb/Nb5Si3 composites.
The room temperature fracture toughness of Nb and Nb/Nb5Si3 composites were both lower than
that of the new Nb matrix composites. Figure 7b shows the room temperature compressive strength
and Vickers hardness of composites with different amounts of SiC. Compressive strength and Vickers
hardness both increased with the amount of SiC. The compressive strength of the three materials
was 1659 MPa, 1780 MPa, and 1915 MPa, respectively. The Vickers hardness was 567 HV, 601 HV,
and 623 HV, respectively. The compressive strength of Nb/Nb5Si3 composites was 1400 MPa. It can be
seen that the compressive strength of the new Nb matrix composites improve greatly compared with
Nb/Nb5Si3 composites.

Figure 8a shows the Vickers indentations of the new Nb matrix composites with different amounts
of SiC. It can be seen from the figure that cracks existed only in the Nb2C and Nb3Si grains and ended
at the grain boundary of Nbss, also known as crack arrest (CA). Cracks passed through the hard
and brittle phases in the manner of transgranular fractures (TF) [15] and deflected when the cracks
propagated. The Nbss phase is ductile. When a crack propagates in the Nbss, it undergoes plastic
deformation, which consumes the energy required for crack propagation during deformation and
applies compressive stress to the tip of a crack to close it. Finally, it offsets tensile stress at the tip
and slows the propagation of the crack. With the increasing of SiC content, the content of the Nbss
phase reduces relatively and the fracture toughness decreases. Besides, there are a greater number
of grains (smaller grain size) in the same volume with the increasing of SiC content. So during the
deformation process, the deformation that disperses to each grain is smaller. Thus, it is difficult to
form cracks in grains. Macroscopically, the material can withstand large deformation without breaking
quickly. In addition, with the increasing of SiC content, the grain boundary surface area increases.
It hinders the movement of dislocations during deformation. Meanwhile, the amounts of Nb2C and
Nb3Si increase and strengthen the Nbss, so the compressive strength increases with the increasing of
SiC content. Furthermore, the increase of Nb2C and Nb3Si also augments the number of hard and
brittle phases in the indentation area, resulting in increasing hardness.

Figure 7. Cont.
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Figure 7. Room temperature mechanical properties of the new Nb matrix composites: (a) flexural
strength and fracture toughness; (b) compressive strength and Vickers hardness.

Figure 8b shows the fracture morphology of an Nb-5SiC specimen after the three-point bending
test. As the figure shows, Nb2C exhibited a transgranular cleavage fracture mode, inlaid into the Nbss
like skeletons. In the process of flexural fracture, Nb2C gradually bends when it suffers bending load.
When deformation reaches a certain extent, the cracks begin to germinate, and they propagate inside
the N2C grains, which is known as transgranular fracture. The more SiC is added, the more Nb2C
forms, and the greater the load suffered during the deformation process. Besides, in the process of
propagation, cracks continually change direction, which virtually slows the crack growth rate, delaying
fracture. Therefore, the room temperature flexural strength of composites increased with the amount
of SiC.

Figure 8. Vickers hardness indentation and fracture morphology of composites: (a) Vickers hardness
indentation; (b) fracture morphology.

3.3. Behavior of Nb Matrix Composites at High Temperature

3.3.1. Stress-Strain Curve at High Temperature

Figure 9 shows the true stress-strain curves of the three materials at 1050 ◦C, 1100 ◦C, and 1150 ◦C.
When compression started, there was an increase in flow stress as dislocations interacted and
multiplied, and the true stress grew extremely fast. When it reached the peak, the true stress declined
gradually. When the dislocation density increased to a certain degree, dynamic restoration occurred.
The climb of edge dislocations, cross-slip of screw dislocations and counteraction of unlike dislocations
are basic to the softening mechanism of the dynamic recovery, which contributes to lowering the
dislocation density and opening dislocation tangle. Meanwhile, the rate of dislocation migration
accelerates with increasing temperature, which decreases the deformation resistance [16]. Thus,
the slope of the flow stress curve slowed down gradually.
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Figure 9. True stress-strain curves of the three materials at different temperatures: (a) 1050 ◦C;
(b) 1100 ◦C; (c) 1150 ◦C.

Figure 10 shows the compressive strength of the three materials at 1050 ◦C, 1100 ◦C, and 1150 ◦C.
It can be observed that with the increasing of SiC, compressive strength gradually increases.
Compressive strength of the three materials at 1050 ◦C was 480 MPa, 513 Mpa, and 548 MPa.
Compressive strength at 1100 ◦C was 381 MPa, 417 Mpa, and 470 MPa, respectively. When the
temperature was 1150 ◦C, compressive strength was 301 MPa, 348 Mpa, and 387 MPa for the three
materials, respectively. Introducing Hf, Cr, and other elements into the Nb-Si alloys could improve the
mechanical properties of the Nb-Si alloys. Compressive strength of the 0Hf-2B-3Cr-54Nb-22Si–based
alloy and the 2Hf-2B-3Cr-52Nb-22Si-based alloy at 1250 ◦C was 194 MPa and 291 Mpa [17],
respectively; compressive strength of Nb-8Si-20Ti-6Hf-(6,10,14)Cr at 1150 ◦C was 268 MPa, 278 Mpa,
and 313 MPa [18]. The compressive strength of ordinary Nb-Si alloys was lower than that of the
new Nb matrix composites, which shows that the addition of SiC could significantly improve the
high-temperature strength of the material.

Figure 10. Compressive strength and peak stress at different temperatures.
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With the increase of added SiC, deformation resistance and compressive strength of the material
increased and the Nbss was strengthened. This is because, as the content of SiC increases, Nb2C and
Nb3Si increase, and the bonding areas with Nbss also increase, hindering the movement of dislocation
during deformation. In addition, the hard and brittle phases are of great help for second-phase
strengthening, which also improves the high-temperature strength of the material.

3.3.2. Microstructure of Material after High-Temperature Deformation

During the compression process, the specimen was divided into three parts. As shown in
Figure 11a, zone 1 is the dead zone, with the least deformation, zone 2 is the pressure zone, with the
largest deformation, and zone 3 is the tension stress zone. The corresponding areas on the actual
compression specimen are shown in Figure 11b, a longitudinal cross-sectional view of the compressed
specimen. The three regions indicated by the arrows labeled A, B, and C in Figure 11b correspond to
the regions labeled 1, 2, and 3 shown in Figure 11a.

Figure 12a–c show the BSE images corresponding to the three regions A, B, and C, respectively,
in Nb-5SiC (Figure 11b). The area shown in Figure 12a is close to the pressing head and belongs
to the undeformed area, retaining the equiaxed grain structure of original tissue. Figure 12b is the
deformation area of the compression sample. The middle part of the equiaxed grain structure was
squashed, showing a strip-shaped structure. Compared with the A region, the morphology of the C
region did not have significant changes, because the total compression deformation was small and the
deformation in the C region was smaller, resulting in insignificant changes of the tissue.

Figure 11. Stress states of different parts in the compressive sample: (a) schematic diagram;
(b) actual sample.

Figure 13 shows BSE images of the deformed area B in the middle of Nb-5Si and area C after
deformation at different temperatures. There was a common feature among these diagrams: cracks
existed in grain boundaries between Nb2C and Nb3Si, but there were no cracks in the grain boundaries
between hard, brittle phases and Nbss. This is because with increased deformation, there is inconsistent
deformation between Nb2C and Nb3Si, so that cracks occur in the grain boundaries. However,
the deformation between the hard brittle phases and the ductile Nbss is coordinate, and thus it
is not easy to produce cracks. This indicates that the material is about to undergo intergranular
fracture, while the fracture mode of the material is transgranular cleavage fracture at room temperature.
The maximum load of material at room temperature was greater than at high temperature. This is
because at room temperature, the grain boundary strength is high and the intragranular strength is low,
so the fracture mode is mainly transgranular fracture. Meanwhile, because of the small grain size of
the material, the grain boundary not only impedes dislocation, but also withstands large deformation,
so that it is difficult to crack. Therefore, the material has good plasticity and high strength at room
temperature. As the temperature increases, the grain boundary strength and intragranular strength
both decrease, but the strength of the grain boundary decreases more, resulting in the transformation
of transgranular fracture at room temperature to intergranular fracture at high temperature. Because of



Metals 2018, 8, 233 11 of 13

the low grain boundary strength at high temperature, the material will crack with small deformation.
However, the ductile Nbss can absorb the energy of crack growth and delay crack propagation, playing
a significant role in improving deformation of the material and preventing premature fracture.

Figure 12. Backscattered electron images of different parts of Nb-5SiC at 1050 ◦C: (a) zone A; (b) zone B;
(c) zone C.

Figure 13. Cont.
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Figure 13. Backscattered electron images of Nb-5Si at different temperatures: (a) zone B at 1050 ◦C;
(b) zone C at 1050 ◦C; (c) zone B at 1100 ◦C; (d) zone C at 1100 ◦C; (e) zone B at 1150 ◦C; (f) zone C at
1150 ◦C.

4. Conclusions

1. The new Nb matrix composites were prepared by hot pressing sintering process.
The reinforcements consisted of Nb2C, Nb3Si, and Nbss. The relative density of material sintered
was 97%, indicating that the material had good compactness.

2. At room temperature, the flexural strength of Nb-3SiC, Nb-5SiC, and Nb-7SiC composites was
754.52 MPa, 793.63 Mpa, and 814.38 MPa, respectively. The fracture toughness was 13.82 MPa1/2,
12.74 MPa1/2, and 11.37 MPa1/2, respectively. Compressive strength was 1659 MPa, 1780 MPa,
and 1915 MPa, respectively. Vickers hardness was 567 HV, 601 HV, and 623 HV, respectively.
The performance was better than that of Nb/Nb5Si3 composites (fracture toughness = 8 MPa1/2,
compressive strength = 1400 MPa).

3. The compressive strength of Nb-3Si, Nb-5Si, and Nb-7Si was 480 MPa, 513 Mpa, and 548 Mpa,
respectively, at 1050 ◦C. The compressive strength of Nb-7Si at 1050 ◦C, 1100 ◦C, and 1150 ◦C was
584 MPa, 470 MPa, and 387 MPa, respectively. In addition, the high-temperature compressive
strength of composite materials was higher than that of ordinary Nb-Si alloys.
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