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Abstract—A comparative quantitative analysis of the physical mechanisms of hardening of rail surface layers
after extremely long-term operation is performed. The method is based on the previously established regular-
ities in the formation of structural-phase states and mechanical properties of differentially hardened long-
length rails produced by JSC EVRAZ ZSMK at a depth of up to 10 mm in the rail head along the central axis
and fillet after the passed tonnage of 1411 million tons. The calculations consider the volume fractions and
characteristics of particular substructure types. The increase in the microhardness and hardness of the surface
layers of the rails exposed to extremely operation on the experimental ring of the Russian Railways is multi-
factorial and determined by the superposition of a number of physical mechanisms. The contributions con-
ditioned by the friction of the matrix lattice, intraphase boundaries, dislocation substructure, presence of car-
bide particles, internal stress fields, solid hardening, and pearlitic component of the steel structure are esti-
mated. The strength of the rail metal depends on the distance to the surface: it increases on approaching the
top of the head and does not depend on the analysis direction (along the central axis of the head or along the
fillet symmetry axis). The most significant physical mechanisms are established, which ensure high strength
properties of the metal of the rail head exposed to extremely long-term operation. In the subsurface layer of
the rail head at a depth of 2–10 mm, the most significant physical mechanism is dislocation conditioned by
the interaction of moving and stationary dislocations (forest dislocations). In the surface layer of the rail head,
the most significant physical mechanism is substructural conditioned by the interaction of dislocations with
small-angle boundaries of fragments and subgrains of nanometer polygons. A comparison with the quantita-
tive values of the rail hardening mechanisms after the passed tonnage of 691.8 million tons is performed. It is
shown that an increase in the passed tonnage in the range of 691.8–1411 million tons significantly increases
the steel strength by 50 or 100%.
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INTRODUCTION
The formation and evolution of structural phase

states and properties of rail surface layers during long-
term operation are a complex set of interrelated
research and engineering issues. In this domain, the
importance of information is determined by the pro-
fundity of understanding the basic issues of con-
densed-state physics, on the one hand, and by the
practical significance of the problem, on the other [1].

Rail hardening and wear issues have received a
detailed coverage in Russian and foreign research

works published in recent years. It has been proven
that wear defects initially form in surface layers in
which case the beginning of wear coincides with the
accumulation of a certain level of plastic strains [2–8].

High values of rail performance characteristics
must be formed on the basis of knowing the mecha-
nisms of structural phase changes along the section of
rails exposed to long-term operation. These mecha-
nisms are detected only by analyzing regularities in the
evolution of fine structural parameters and estimating
the contribution of structural constituents and defec-
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Fig. 1. Diagram of the specimens test along the fillet (a)
and along the central axis (b): (1) is the rail head running;
(2) and (3) is the layer at distances of 2 and 10 mm from the
surface.

1 1

3 3

2

2

(а) (b)
tive substructure in the hardening of rails during long-
term operation.

At modern railroad train speeds and high contact
pressures, relatively low passed tonnage causes cemen-
tite decomposition, abnormally high microhardness,
and significant structural changes in the rail surface.
The rails exposed to long-term operation accumulate
multiple defects, which can be attended by the down-
grading of their physical and mechanical properties
and make the rails break.

The physical nature of the surface layers of rails dif-
ferentially quenched along the central axis and the fil-
let after passing the tonnage of 691.8 million tons was
identified in the works generalized in monograph [9]
on the basis of the integral quantitative studies of the
structure, phase composition, defect substructure,
and mechanical properties of rails. The contributions
to the hardening of volumetrically quenched rails after
the passed tonnage of 500 and 1000 million tons were
identified in studies [1, 10].

This work is intended to evaluate the mechanisms
and identify the physical nature of the hardening of the
surface of 100-m rails differentially quenched along
the central axis and the fillet after extremely long-term
operation on a test ring of the Russian Railways.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The specimens chosen for the study were differen-

tially quenched DT350 rails removed from the tracks
of the test ring of the Russian railways after the gross
passed tonnage of 1411 million tons.

Integral quantitative studies of the structure, phase
composition, defect substructure, and tribological
properties at various distances from the rail head run-
ning surface along the central axis and the fillet were
conducted by modern physical material science meth-
ods, such as optical, scanning, and transmission
microscopy, hardness and tribological measurements,
X-ray structural analysis [11–15]. For the specimen
test layout, see Fig. 1.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The hardness along the head section was trans-

versely measured in studies [11–15]. It has been estab-
lished that the respective HRC hardness at a depth of
2, 10, 22 mm is 37.1, 35.8, and 35.6. The microhard-
ness at a depth of 2 mm is 1481 mPa, whereas at a
depth of 10 mm the microhardness is much lower and
reaches 1210 mPa. This difference in the microhard-
ness by thickness is clearly conditioned by the struc-
tural phase changes in the metal of the rails in use. The
results of analyzing the structure and phase composi-
tion of the steel are presented in works [11–15] and
attest the multifactorial hardening of the material. The
obtained quantitative characteristics of the steel struc-
ture allow considering the physical nature of the
increase in the strength of steel, evaluating its harden-
ing mechanisms, and identifying the dominant mech-
anisms that determine its strength. Since the morpho-
logical and phase diversity of the structure of steel
could not be considered in determining the micro-
hardness of the material, the quantitative estimation of
the steel hardening mechanisms was performed by the
quantitative characteristics averaged for the volume of
the material, considering the volumetric fraction and
characteristics of a particular type of substructure.

The hardening mechanism values were estimated
using broadly used expressions [16–39].

The rail hardening conditioned by lamellar perlite
can be evaluated according to the following expression
from [16, 17]:

where L is the distance between the cementite plates;
V(P) is the relative content of lamellar perlite in steel;
ky = 2 × 10 –2 Pa m1/2.

The stress necessary for maintaining plastic strain,
that is, creep stress σ necessary for moving disloca-
tions to overcome the forces of interaction with sta-
tionary dislocations (forest dislocations) is related to
the scalar density of dislocations via the following for-
mula from [16–23]:

where σ0 is the nondislocation flow stress (condi-
tioned by hardening mechanisms other than disloca-
tion);

 is the average (scalar density) of dislocations;
m is Schmidt’s orientation factor;
α = 0.10–0.51 is the parameter characterizing the

level of interdislocation interactions [24, 25];
G is the steel elasticity modulus (≈80 gPa);
b is Burger’s dislocation vector (0.25 nm).

−σ = 1 2(P) (4.75 ) 0.24 (P),yk L V

σ = σ + α ρd 0 ,mGb

ρ
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Fig. 2. TEM images of the rails structure (the arrows indicate the extinction contours).
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Considering multiplier factor m, it is commonly
taken for steels that mα ≈ 0.5.

The operation of rails is attended by the formation
of internal stress fields in steel. When steel is examined
by TEM, the presence of stress fields in the material
usually shows in electron microscopic images of
bended extinction contours which indicate the curva-
ture-buckling of the crystalline lattice of a particular
section of foil [1, 9].

The analysis of bended extinction contours allows
identifying sources of internal stresses and their rela-
tive value, that is, detecting stress concentrators. As
established by the studies, the sources of internal stress
fields are interfaces of perlite grains (Figs. 2a and 2b)
and perlite and ferrite grains (Fig. 2c). In this case, the
contour begins from the grain boundary. Stress fields
are also generated fairly frequently by secondary-
phase particles located along the grain boundary and
in the grain volume (Fig. 2d).

The size of plastic component σ(pl) and elastic com-
ponent σ(el) of internal stress fields can be evaluated
proceeding from the following ratios from [1, 9, 26]:

±σ = α ρ(pl) ;m Gb

σ = α χel(el) ,m Gb
STEEL IN TRANSLATION  Vol. 51  No. 12  2021
where t is the foil thickness (taken as 200 nm for the
calculations); χel is the elastic component of the curva-
ture-buckling of the crystalline lattice.

Redundant dislocation density ρ± is related to crys-
talline lattice curvature-buckling gradient χ via
Burger’s dislocation vector b.

The operation of rails is attended by the dynamic
aging of steel, which results in the formation of nano-
size ferrous carbide particles in the material. Ferrous
carbide particles bigger than 5 nm lose coherent con-
nection with the α phase crystalline lattice [16, 27–32].
Therefore, the carbide-phase particles above 10 nm in
size which are present in the rail steel are noncoherent.
Noncoherent cementite particles are an obstacle to the
movement of dislocations, which hardens the mate-
rial. The steel hardening estimation is made consider-
ing the presence of noncoherent secondary-phase
particles and using the following equation from [33]:

where λ is the average interparticle distance; D is the
average particle size; m is the orientation multiplier
(for materials VCCL of 2.75); Φ = 1 and (1 –ν)–1 for
the screw and the edge dislocation, respectively; M =

( )λ −σ = Φ
π λ −p ln ,

2 ( ) 4
mmG b DM

D b
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Table 1. Estimates of the hardening mechanism of the rails metal after the passed tonnage of 1411 million tons

Parameter

Value at a distance from surface, mm

10 2 0 10 2 0

Rail head running surface Working fillet

Δσ(PRL), MPa 142.5 161.5 85.5 152.0 152.0 95.0

Δσ(L), MPa 0 0 473.3 0 0 1455.6

Δσ(ρ), MPa 152.8 181.0 181.4 164.0 206.0 190.4

Δσ(h), MPa 131.3 149.0 255.0 148.6 149.6 230.4

Δσ(pt), MPa 154.1 148.5 107.0 80.6 222.9 195.0

Δσ(hrd), MPa 11.0 11.0 11.7 11.0 11.0 11.7

 MPa 591.7 651.0 1114.0 556.2 741.5 2178.1
=

σ = σ
1

,
n

i
i

0.81–0.85 is the parameter considering the inequal
particle distribution in the matrix [25].

The operation of rails is attended by the formation
of a fragmented substructure in the surface layer. The
hardening of the material by low-angle boundaries
(substructural hardening, hardening by fragment
boundaries) dividing the fragments is estimated using
the following expression from [1, 16, 22]:

where m = 1 or 1/2; L is the average size of the frag-
ments.

As established in works [16, 22, 32, 34], at m = 1 k*
ranges from 150 to 100 N/M; at m = 1/2 k* ranges
from 2 × 10–3 to 10–2 Pa m1/2.

In the calculations, it was taken that k* = 150, m = 1.
Quantity σ0 is the friction stress in the material’s

crystalline lattice, that is, the stress necessary for the
movement of dislocations in single-phase pure
monocrystals (w/o impurities). Stress σ0 considerably
depends on the pureness and imperfection of the
material. In theoretically pure materials, this stress is
17 mPa. The test values of σ0 range from 27 to 60 mPa
[16, 24]. In steels, this stress usually ranges from 30 to
40 mPa [16].

As shown above, the operation of rails is usually
attended by the dissolution (destruction) of cementite.
The carbon released in this process participates in the
formation of nanoparticles of secondary cementite,
settles down on structural defects, and falls into inter-
stices in the crystalline lattice of steel. The solid-solu-
tion steel hardening conditioned by carbon atoms was
estimated by the following empirical expression from
[16, 22, and 34–37]

−Δσ = σ +0( ) * ,mL k L

=
σ = 

1
(sol) ( ),

m

i i
i

k C
where ki is the ferrite hardening coefficient expressed
in the change in hardness at the dissolution of 1%
(weight) of an alloying element in ferrite; Ci is the con-
centration of the element dissolved in ferrite, %
(weight).

According to work [38], the value of ki for different
elements is determined empirically.

The overall creep limit of steel for the first approx-
imation based on the additivity principle is repre-
sented as a linear sum of contributions of particular
hardening mechanisms [1, 9, 16, 17, 34, 39]:

where Δσ0 = 30 mPa is the contribution conditioned
by the matrix lattice friction [16]; Δσ(L) is the contri-
bution conditioned by intraphase boundaries; Δσ(ρ) is
the contribution conditioned by dislocation substruc-
ture; Δσ(pt) is the contribution conditioned by the
presence of carbide-phase particles; Δσ(h) is the con-
tribution conditioned by the internal stress fields;
Δσ(hrd) is the contribution conditioned by solid-solu-
tion hardening; Δσ(PRL) is the contribution condi-
tioned by the perlite component of the steel structure.

The additivity principle implies that the action of
each of the hardening mechanisms is independent.

Thus, the determination of the quantitative charac-
teristics of the steel structure allows analyzing, for the
first approximation, the physical mechanisms respon-
sible for the evolution of the hardness of steel during
the operation of the rails as well as identifying the
physical mechanisms of the formation of rail steel
hardness gradient.

The steel hardening mechanisms were estimated
using the results of the qualitative analysis of steel from
works [11–15]. For the estimation results, see Table 1.

There are several things to note. First of all, the
strength of steel is a multifactorial characteristic and

σ = Δσ + Δσ ρ + Δρ + Δσ
+ Δσ + Δσ

0 ( ) ( ) (pt)
(hrd) (PRL),

h
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Table 2. Estimates of the hardening mechanism of the rails structure after passing the gross tonnage of 691.8 million tons

Parameter

Value at a distance from surface, mm

10 2 0 10 2 0

Rail head running surface Working fillet

Δσ(PRL), MPa 165 140 41 165 115 48

Δσ(L), MPa 0 0 0 0 0 0

Δσ(ρ), MPa 340 356 363 330 350 375

Δσ(h), MPa 274 351 356 230 300 320

Δσ(pt), MPa 0 0 113 0 0 67

Δσ(hrd), MPa 0 0 133 0 0 133

 MPa 779 847 1006 725 765 943
=

σ = σ
1

,
n

i
i

determined by the aggregate influence of a number of
physical mechanisms. Secondly, the strength of the
rail metal depends on the distance to the head surface,
whatever is the analyzed location (along the central
axis or along the fillet symmetry axis), which agrees
with the results of determining the microhardness of
steel. Thirdly, the strength of the rail metal increases
upon approaching the head surface. Fourthly, the
main rail metal hardening mechanism in the subsur-
face layer of the head (at a depth of 2–10 mm) is the
dislocation conditioned by the interaction of mobile
and stationary dislocations (forest dislocations).
Fifthly, the main metal hardening mechanism in the
surface layer of the rail head is the substructural mech-
anism conditioned by the interaction of dislocations
with low-angle fragment boundaries and nanometer
subgrains. Another missed hardening factor that
should be considered in analyzing the results is the
presence of carbon atoms in crystal defects (disloca-
tions and grain and subgrain boundaries).

In work [9], this possibility is indicated by the esti-
mates of the structural distribution of carbon atoms in
steel. The formation of atmospheres and segregations
of carbon atoms on crystalline morphological f laws of
steel will obviously affect their mobility, that is,
strengthen the material.

The earlier estimates of the rail hardening mecha-
nisms after the passed tonnage of 691.8 million tons [9]
(Table 2) allow tracking the evolution of the aggregate
creep limit in the course of operation. It is seen that an
increase in the passed tonnage from 691.8 to 1411 mil-
lion tons during operation significantly increases the
aggregate creep limit (by 50 or 100%). In this case, the
hardening process covers only the surface metal layer
of no more than 2 mm in thickness.
STEEL IN TRANSLATION  Vol. 51  No. 12  2021
CONCLUSIONS

The mechanisms of the hardening of the rail head
metal after the passed tonnage of 1 411 million tons
have been analyzed along the fillet symmetry axis and
the central axis (rail head running surface). It is shown
that, in both cases, the hardening is multifactorial and
determined by the superposition of several physical
mechanisms.

The increase in the microhardness and hardness of
the rail steel exposed to long-term operation is multi-
factorial and conditioned, first of all, by the substruc-
tural hardening caused by the formation of nanosize
fragments with boundaries stabilized by carbide-phase
particles. Secondly, this increase is conditioned by the
hardening by nanosize carbide-phase particles within
the fragments and dislocations (dispersion harden-
ing). Thirdly, this increase in conditioned by the inter-
nal stress fields shaped by the strain incompatibility of
adjacent grains, crystallites of various phases, and
microcracks.

The most significant physical mechanisms to
ensure the high strength of the metal in the head of the
rails exposed to extremely long-term operation are the
dislocation in the subsurface layer of the rail head (at a
depth of 2 to 10 mm) and the substructural mecha-
nism in the surface layer of the rail head. The former
mechanism is conditioned by the interaction of
mobile and stationary dislocations. The latter mecha-
nism is conditioned by the interaction of dislocations
with low-angle boundaries of fragments and nanome-
ter subgrains.

The hardening mechanisms of rails operated for
different periods have been compared. The increase in
the tonnage from 691.8 to 1411 million tons leads to a
nearly twofold increase in the aggregate creep limit. In
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this case, the surface layer of fillet metal is nearly two
times as strong as the rail head running surface
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