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APPLIANCE CONTROL WITH AUTOMATIC
DAMPER DETECTION

This application is a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 11/276,121, entitled “Applicant Control with
Automatic Damper Detection”, filed Feb. 15, 2006, which is
a continuation-in-part of U.S. patent application Ser. No.
11/306,875, entitled “Building Equipment Component Con-
trol With Automatic Feature Detection”, filed Jan. 13, 2006,
both of which are incorporated herein by reference.

FIELD

The present invention relates generally to fuel fired appli-
ances such as water heaters, furnaces and boilers, and more
particularly, to control systems and methods for controlling
such fuel fired appliances.

BACKGROUND

Commercial and residential buildings often use fuel fired
appliances such as water heaters, furnaces and boilers. In
many cases, the fuel fired appliances include a combustion
chamber with a flue that is vented to outside of the building
(e.g. atmosphere) via a vent pipe or the like. During off-cycle
periods, the fuel fired appliances can lose significant heat
through the vent pipe or chimney by natural convection and/
or conduction. To help reduce these losses, a damper can be
installed either at the flue exit or in the vent pipe. Alterna-
tively, two or more dampers may be used, such as a flue
damper installed upstream of a draft diverter of the fuel fired
appliance, and a vent damper installed downstream of the
draft diverter.

In some cases, electric motor controlled flue dampers may
be used and controlled by a damper controller or the like. In
some cases, the damper(s) may be controlled to open when
combustion starts, and close immediately or sometime after
combustion stops. This may help minimize the off-cycle heat
losses that may occur through the vent pipe or chimney of
many fuel fired appliances.

SUMMARY

The following summary of the invention is provided to
facilitate an understanding of some of the innovative features
unique to the present invention and is not intended to be a full
description. A full appreciation of the invention can be gained
by taking the entire specification, claims, drawings, and
abstract as a whole.

The present invention relates generally to fuel fired appli-
ances, and more particularly, to control systems and methods
for operating such fuel fired appliances. The fuel fired appli-
ance may be, for example, a water heater, a furnace, a boiler,
or any other fuel fired appliance as desired. The fuel fired
appliance may have a combustion chamber with a flue exit
that is vented to atmosphere (e.g. outside the building) via a
vent pipe or the like.

In some embodiments, a controller is provided that con-
trols the fuel fired appliance, and in some cases, an optional
damper. The optional damper may, for example, be a vent or
flue damper that, when installed, selectively opens and closes
the exhaust path to atmosphere in the vent and/or flue. Insome
cases, the damper may be installed in, for example, the flue
exit of the fuel fired appliance, and/or in the vent pipe, to help
minimize the off-cycle heat losses of the fuel fired appliance.

One illustrative method includes the step of detecting if an
optional damper is present, and if'a damper is present (some-
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times for a minimum period of time), determining that the
damper is now required. In some cases, it may not be desir-
able to allow the fuel fired appliance to operate without a
damper if a damper was previously installed. As such, the
method may further include the steps of: operating the fuel
fired appliance if the damper is present and required; operat-
ing the fuel fired appliance if the damper is not present and not
required; and ceasing to operate the fuel fired appliance nor-
mally if'the damper is not present but required. The ceasing to
operate step may include, for example, preventing or stopping
the fuel fired appliance from combusting fuel in the combus-
tion chamber. This may be accomplished by, for example,
inhibiting an igniter (if present) from igniting the fuel, pre-
venting a fuel valve that supplies fuel to the combustion
chamber from opening, turning off a pilot flame (if present),
terminating all power to the fuel fired appliance, and/or any
other suitable method of ceasing to operate the fuel fired
appliance in a normal manner, as desired.

In some cases, once a damper is detected for at least the
minimum period of time, a damper present flag is set in a
memory, such as a non-volatile memory. The damper present
flag may include a single bit in the memory, or a collection of
bits, as desired. When provided in a non-volatile memory, the
state of the damper present flag may be saved, even in the
event of a power failure. As noted above, the damper present
flag, when set, may indicate that a damper is now required in
order to operate the fuel fired appliance. The damper present
flag may be active low or high, as desired.

During subsequent operation of the fuel fired appliance, the
status of the damper present flag may be checked to see if a
damper was previously detected and now deemed to be
required. If a damper is deemed to be required, the fuel fired
appliance may be operated normally if the damper is present,
but stopped or otherwise not operated normally if a damper is
not currently present. If the status of the damper present flag
does not indicate a damper was previously present, and thus
the presence of the damper is not required, the fuel fired
appliance may be operated normally without a damper
present.

In some cases, the damper may be a motorized damper that
has one or more conductors fitted to a first connector. The one
ormore conductors may provide power and/or control signals
to the motorized damper. A damper detector may be coupled
to a second connector that is adapted to be selectively con-
nected to the first connector of the motorized damper. A
controller for the fuel fired appliance may include, or be
coupled to, the damper detector. When the damper detector
detects that the first connector is connected to the second
connector, a damper present flag may be set in a memory,
recording that a damper has been detected. In some cases, the
damper present flag is not set until the damper detector detects
that the first connector is connected to the second connector
for a minimum period of time.

The controller may include, or may be coupled to, the
damper detector and may be adapted to read the damper
present flag from memory. The controller may stop normal
operation of the fuel fired appliance if the state of the damper
present flag is set and the damper detector detects that the first
connector is no longer connected to the second connector.
The controller may allow normal operation of the fuel fired
appliance if the state of the damper present flag is not set and
the damper detector detects that the first connector is not
connected to the second connector or, in some cases, has not
been connected to the second connector for at least a mini-
mum period of time.

In another illustrative embodiment, the presence of a
damper may be detected. Ifa damper is detected, the fuel fired
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appliance may be controlled in accordance with a first control
algorithm. If a damper is not detected, the fuel fired appliance
may be controlled in accordance with a second control algo-
rithm. In some cases, normal operation of the fuel fired appli-
ance may be stopped if a damper is detected as present over a
minimum period of time, and then subsequently not detected.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION

The invention may be more completely understood in con-
sideration of the following detailed description of various
embodiments of the invention in connection with the accom-
panying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is cutaway side view of an illustrative fuel fired
appliance;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an illustrative controller for
operating and/or controlling the fuel fired appliance of FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of an illustrative damper
detector;

FIGS. 4A-4C show graphs of illustrative feedback signals
for the damper detector of FIG. 3 under various operating
conditions;

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram of an illustrative method for
controlling a fuel fired appliance;

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram of another illustrative method for
controlling a fuel fired appliance;

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram of another illustrative method for
controlling a fuel fired appliance; and

FIG. 8 is a flow diagram of another illustrative method for
controlling a fuel fired appliance.

While the invention is amenable to various modifications
and alternative forms, specifics thereof have been shown by
way of example in the drawings and will be described in
detail. It should be understood, however, that the intention is
not to limit the invention to the particular embodiments
described. On the contrary, the intention is to cover all modi-
fications, equivalents, and alternatives falling within the spirit
and scope of the invention.

DESCRIPTION

The following description should be read with reference to
the drawings wherein like reference numerals indicate like
elements throughout the several views. The drawings, which
are not necessarily to scale, depict selected embodiments and
are not intended to limit the scope of the invention. Although
examples of construction, dimensions, and materials are
illustrated for the various elements, those skilled in the art will
recognize that many of the examples provided have suitable
alternatives that may be utilized.

The present invention relates generally to fuel fired appli-
ances such as water heaters, furnaces and boilers, and more
particularly, to control systems and methods for such fuel
fired appliances. Merely for illustrative purposes, and not to
be intended as limiting in any manner, the present invention
will be discussed with respect to a gas fired water heater,
although as indicated above, any suitable gas fired appliance
may be used, as desired.

FIG. 1 is cutaway view of an illustrative water heater 10.
The illustrative water heater 10 includes a tank 12, an insu-
lating layer 14, an external shell 16, a heater 18, and a con-
troller 50. Tank 12 holds water that is to be heated and may be
constructed of steel or other heat conducting material. Illus-
trative tank 12 has an inner surface 22, an input supply tube or
dip tube 24, an output conduit or pipe 26, a drainage valve 28,
a rust inhibiting liner 30, and an outer surface 32.
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Insulating layer 14 may be located between outer surface
32 of tank 12 and external shell 16. Insulating layer 14 limits
or otherwise minimizes the heat loss of the heated water from
passing from tank 12 to the outside world. Bonded to the
inside of inner surface 22 is rust inhibiting liner 30. In addi-
tion, tank 12 may have a sacrificial anode rod (not illustrated)
to keep tank 12 from corroding.

Tank 12 also has a top surface 34 and a bottom surface 36.
Dip tube 24 and output pipe 26 pass through top surface 34.
Output pipe 26 extends through top surface 34 to a second
predetermined distance from bottom surface 36. This second
predetermined distance may be fairly close to top surface 34.
Positioning output pipe 26 close to top surface 34 allows the
hotter water, which may be the hottest water in tank 12, to exit
upon demand. In operation, when the hot water is demanded,
fresh water flows into dip tube 24 to the bottom oftank 12 and
pushes or otherwise causes the hotter water at the top of tank
12 to exit through output pipe 26.

Dip tube 24 extends through top surface 34 to a predeter-
mined distance from bottom surface 36. This predetermined
distance may be fairly close to bottom surface 36. Positioning
the exit of dip tube 24 close to bottom surface 36 allows the
fresh, cold or ambient water to enter tank 12 near bottom
surface 36. This helps prevent the cold or ambient water from
mixing and cooling the hotter water near top surface 34. In
practice, dip tube 24 may be located about three quarters of
the distance from top surface 34 to bottom surface 36.
Because the cooler water entering tank 12 is denser than
heated water, the cooler water tends to sink to the bottom of
tank 12, where it may be heated.

Heater 18 heats tank 12, which in turn heats any water
inside tank 12. In the illustrative embodiment, heater 18 may
be one or more gas-fired burners located in a combustion
chamber 43. In the exemplary gas-fired water heater 10
shown in FIG. 1, heater 18 may have a gas-flow valve (not
shown), a burner 38 and an ignition source 40. The gas-flow
valve may be a solenoid-controlled valve, a linear actuated
valve, a motor actuated valve, or any other valve capable of
supplying gas to burner 38. Ignition source 40 may be a pilot
light, a solid-state igniter, an electric heat element, or any
other ignition source capable of igniting gas.

The heat output of heater 18 may be controlled by burner
orifice size, gas pressure, and/or time. To produce heat in the
gas-fired water heater, gas flows into burner 38 in the com-
bustion chamber 43 through the gas-flow valve, where igni-
tion source 40 ignites the gas. The gas will continue to burn
until the supply of gas is terminated. The burner 38, which is
situated in combustion chamber 43, may be in fluid commu-
nication with an exhaust outlet, such as a flue 40. The flue 40
may be coupled to a vent pipe 45 that vents combustion gases
exiting from the combustion chamber 43 to atmosphere (e.g.
outside of the building).

In some cases, the combustion gases may be vented
through the flue 40 and vent pipe 45 through natural convec-
tion. Alternatively, a fan or like (not shown) may be provided
to help force the combustion gases through the flue 40 and
vent pipe 45 to atmosphere. In either case, during off-cycle
periods, the water heater 10 can lose heat through the flue 40
and vent pipe 45 to atmosphere by natural convection and
conduction. To help reduce these losses, a damper 49 may be
installed either at the flue 40 exit or in the vent pipe 45.
Alternatively, two or more dampers may be used, such as a
flue damper (not shown) installed upstream of a draft diverter
(if present) of the water heater, and a vent damper 49 installed
downstream of the draft diverter (if present).

In some cases, one or more electric motor controlled damp-
ers may be used. The damper 49 shown in FIG. 1 may be one



US 8,074,892 B2

5

such electric motor controlled damper. The damper 49 may be
controlled by a controller 50 or the like via wiring 53. In some
cases, the damper(s) 49 may be controlled to open when
combustion in the combustion chamber 43 starts, and close
immediately or sometime after combustion stops. This may
help minimize the off-cycle heat losses that may occur
through natural convection through the vent pipe 45 to atmo-
sphere.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an illustrative controller 50 for
operating and/or controlling the water heater 10. The illustra-
tive controller 50 includes a damper detector block 54, a
function control block 56, a processing block 52, and a
memory block 58. The functions of the illustrative controller
50 may be implemented in hardware, software or a combina-
tion thereof Under some circumstances, the damper detector
block 54, the function control block 56, the processing block
52, and/or the memory block 58 may be integrated on a single
device platform, but this is not required.

In the illustrative embodiment, the controller 50 may con-
trol the operation of the water heater 10. For example, the
controller 50 may control the ignition source or pilot of the
water heater, control the opening and closing of a gas valve,
control the opening and closing of the optional damper 49, as
well as control the operation of other components, depending
onthe application. The controller 50 may provide one or more
water heater control signal signals, as shown at 63, to various
components of the water heater 10, and may receive one or
more water heater input signals 65 from water heater 10, such
as one or more sensor (e.g. temperature sensor) input signals,
one or more user interface input signals, etc.

The processing block 52 of the controller 50 may, in some
cases, process one or more of the input signals 65, and in
response, provide appropriate control signals 63 to the vari-
ous water heater 10 components, sometimes through the
function control block 56. For example, and in some cases,
the function control block 56 may be adapted to control the
ignition of the burner and/or the ignition source by either
allowing ignition of the water heater 10 or not allowing igni-
tion of the water heater 10. It is contemplated that the pro-
cessing block 52 may include a microprocessor, but this is not
required.

The memory block 58 may be included internally to the
processing block 52, and/or may be separately provided, as
desired. The memory block 58 may store programming,
parameter values, historical data, one or more flags such as a
damper present flag and/or the like. The memory block 58
may, in some cases, include a non-volatile memory that
retains its contents even after power to the memory 58 is
interrupted or turned off. The memory block 58 may include,
for example, a read-only memory (ROM), electrically eras-
able programmable read-only memory (EEPROM), flash
memory, RAM memory, registers, and/or any other type of
memory as desired.

The damper detector block 54 may be used to detect when
a damper (such as damper 49 of FIG. 1) is present and con-
nected. The damper detector block 54 may be internal, or
coupled to, the processing block 52 of the controller 50, if
desired. Under some circumstances, the damper detector
block 54 may be a detection circuit, which may provide an
electrical signal to the processing block 52 that indicates
whether a damper 49 is present and connected.

For example, and as will be discussed in further detail
below, the damper detector block 54 may provide a first
electrical signal to the processing block 52 when a damper 49
is present and connected to the controller 50, and no signal or
a second signal when the damper 49 is not present or not
connected to the controller 50. However, this is only illustra-
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tive, and it is contemplated that any suitable detection method
or signal may be provided by the damper detector block 54, as
desired.

One illustrative method of the present invention includes
the step of detecting if damper 49 is present using damper
detector block 54, and if the damper 49 is present, sometimes
for at least a minimum period of time. In some embodiments,
the minimum period of time may represent, for example, a
predetermined minimum elapse time period, a predetermined
minimum number of heating cycles of the water heater 10
(e.g. one, two, three or greater), or any other minimum time
period as desired, whether predetermined or not. If the
damper detector block 54 detects the presence of the damper
49, sometimes for at least the minimum period of time, the
processing block 52 may determine that the damper 49 is
required during subsequent operation of the water heater 10.

In some cases, it may not be desirable to allow the water
heater 10 to continue to operate without the damper 49 if the
damper 49 was previously installed and detected. As such, the
method may further include the steps of: operating the water
heater 10 if the damper 49 is present and determined to be
required; operating the water heater 10 if the damper 49 is not
present and not determined to be required; and ceasing to
operate the water heater 10 if the damper 49 is not present and
determined to be required.

The ceasing to operate step may include, for example,
preventing or stopping the water heater 10 from combusting
fuel in the combustion chamber 43. This may include manipu-
lating the control signals 63 to, for example, inhibit an igniter
(if present) from igniting the fuel, prevent a fuel valve that
supplies fuel to the combustion chamber 43 from opening,
turn off a pilot flame (if present), terminate all power to the
water heater 10, and/or any other suitable method of ceasing
to operate the water heater 10 in a normal manner, as desired.

In some cases, once a damper 49 is detected, sometimes for
atleast a minimum period of time, a damper present flag is set
in memory block 58. The damper present flag may include a
single bit in the memory block 58, or a collection of bits, as
desired. When provided in a non-volatile memory, the state of
the damper present flag may be maintained, even in the event
of'a power failure. As noted above, the damper present flag,
when set, may indicate that a damper 49 is now required in
order to operate the water heater 10 normally. The damper
present flag may be active low or high, as desired.

During subsequent operation of the water heater 10, the
processing block 52 may read up the status of the damper
present flag from the memory block 58, and check to see if a
damper was previously detected and now deemed to be
required for future operation of the water heater 10. If a
damper 49 is deemed to be required, the water heater 10 may
be operated normally if the damper 49 is still present, but
stopped or otherwise not operated normally if the damper 49
is not currently present. Ifthe status of the damper present flag
does not indicate a damper 49 was previously present and is
therefore not now required, the water heater 10 may be oper-
ated normally without a damper 49 present.

In some cases, the damper 49 may be a motorized damper
that has one or more conductors 53 fitted to a first connector
59. The one or more conductors 53 may convey power and/or
control signals to the damper 49. The damper detector block
54 may be coupled to a second connector 61, which is adapted
to be selectively connected to the first connector 59 of the
damper 49. The processing block 52 may include, or be
coupled to, the damper detector block 54. When the damper
detector block 54 detects that the first connector 59 is con-
nected to the second connector 61 (sometimes for a minimum
period of time, minimum number of heating cycles, etc.), a



US 8,074,892 B2

7

damper present flag may be set in the memory block 58,
recording that the damper 49 has been detected.

The processing block 52 may be adapted to read the
damper present flag from memory block 58. This may occur
in real time, periodically, at the beginning or end of a heating
cycle, and/or at any other time, as desired. The processing
block 52 may stop normal operation of the water heater 10 if
the state of the damper present flag is set and the damper
detector block 54 detects that the first connector 59 is no
longer connected to the second connector 61. The processing
block 52 may allow normal operation of the water heater 10 if
the state of the damper present flag is not set and the damper
detector block 54 detects that the first connector 59 is not
connected to the second connector 61 or, in some cases, has
not been connected to the second connector 61 for at least a
minimum elapse period of time, a minimum number of heat-
ing cycles, etc.

In some embodiments, if a damper 49 is detected by the
damper detector block 54, the controller 50 may control the
water heater 10 in accordance with a first control algorithm.
The first control algorithm may, for example, be adapted to
control the water heater 10 in conjunction with the damper 49.
If a damper 49 is not detected by the damper detector block
54, the controller 50 may control the water heater 10 in
accordance with a second control algorithm. The second con-
trol algorithm may, for example, be adapted to control the
water heater 10 without the damper 49. In some cases, the
normal operation of the water heater 10 may be stopped if a
damper 49 is detected by the damper detector block 54, some-
times for a minimum period of time, and then subsequently
not detected.

FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of an illustrative damper
detector 60. The illustrative damper detector 60 includes a
micro-controller 62, an optional damper 64, a damper relay
70, an end detect switch 89, and two voltage dividers 84 and
92.

In the illustrative embodiment, power is supplied by a 24V
AC power signal including an “R” signal 66 and a common
“C” signal 68. Power signals R 66 and C 68 may be a 24-volt
AC power signal, typically provided by a step down trans-
former, with the R and C signals 180 degrees out of phase
relative to one another. In the illustrative embodiment, the C
signal 68 is coupled to a C terminal of a first connector 76, and
the R signal 66 is coupled to an R terminal of the first con-
nector 76.

The illustrative damper 64 includes a motor 72 for moving
the damper between an open position and a closed position.
The motor 72 includes power inputs R and C. In the illustra-
tive embodiment, the R input of the motor 72 is coupled to an
R terminal of a second connector 74, through relay 70. The C
input of the motor 72 is coupled to a C terminal of a second
connector 74. When the damper is provided, the second con-
nector 74 is coupled to the first connector 76, which electri-
cally connects the R and C terminals of the first connector 76
to the R and C terminals of the second connector 74.

During operation, and in the illustrative embodiment, the
micro-controller 62 selectively supplies a damper activation
signal 78. The damper activation signal 78 is coupled to a
damper activation terminal of the first connector 76. The
second connector 74 has a corresponding damper activation
terminal, which in the illustrative embodiment, is coupled to
the control input of relay 70. Thus, when a damper 64 is
provided, the micro-controller 62 selectively activates the
damper activation signal 78, which selectively closes the
relay 70 and supplies the R signal 66 to the R terminal of the
motor 72, thereby activating the motor 72 and moving the
position of the damper 64.
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To detect whether a damper is present and connected, the
first connector 76 may have a line 80 that is connected to a first
voltage divider 82. The first voltage divider 82 may include a
first resistor 84 and a second resistor 86 connected in series. A
damper present feedback signal 88 may be taken from the first
voltage divider 82 and provided to the micro-controller 62, as
shown. When a damper 64 is provided, line 80 of the first
connector 76 is connected to the second connector 74. Inside
of'the second connector 74, or inside the damper 64 assembly
itself, line 80 may be connected to the common or “C” ter-
minal of the motor 72. Thus, if the first connector 76 is
connected to the second connector 74 (e.g. the damper is
present), line 80 will be coupled to the “C” signal 68. How-
ever, if the first connector 76 is not connected to the second
connector 74 (e.g. the damper is not present), line 80 will be
pulled to ground via the first voltage divider 82.

The illustrative damper detector 60 may also be configured
to detect when the damper 64 has reached an end position
(e.g. fully open position). The damper 64 may include an end
detect switch 89, which in the illustrative embodiment, is
closed when the damper has reached an end position (e.g. a
fully open position) and the motor has finished moving the
damper.

In the illustrative embodiment, the first connector 76 may
have aline 90 that is connected to a second voltage divider 92.
The second voltage divider 92 may include a first resistor 94
and a second resistor 96 connected in series. A damper end
detect feedback signal 98 may be taken from the second
voltage divider 92 and provided to the micro-controller 62, as
shown. When a damper 64 is provided, line 90 of the first
connector 76 is connected to the second connector 74. Inside
of'the second connector 74, or inside the damper 64 assembly
itself, line 90 may be connected to one terminal of the end
detect switch 89 as shown. The other terminal of the end
detect switch may be connected to the “R” terminal of the
motor 72. Thus, when a damper 64 is provided, and the first
connector 76 is connected to the second connector 74, line 90
will be coupled to the “R” signal 66 when the end detect
switch 89 is closed (e.g. the damper has reached a fully open
position).

In this configuration, the damper end detect feedback sig-
nal 98 will generally follow the damper activation signal 78,
but it does not have to if the damper motor 72 is broken. The
damper end detect feedback signal 98 will also be delayed
relative to the damper activation signal 78 due to the time it
takes for the motor 72 to turn the damper to the fully open
position. Generally when the damper is fully open (allowing
air flow) the end detect switch 89 is closed providing “R” to
the voltage divider 92. If a damper 64 is not provided, the first
connector 76 is not connected to the second connector 74, and
line 90 will be pulled to ground via the second voltage divider.

FIG. 4A-4C are graphs showing illustrative feedback sig-
nals for the damper detector 60 of FIG. 3 under various
conditions. FIG. 4A is an illustrative graph of the R signal 66,
the C signal 68, the damper present feedback signal 88, and
the damper actuation feedback signal 98, when there is no
damper 64 present and the damper actuation relay 70 is open.
Referenced from the floating controller ground, the R signal
66 and the C signal 68 appear like half wave rectified 24-volt
AC power signal 180 degrees out of phase relative to one
another. Because the damper is not present in FIG. 4A, and
referring back to FIG. 3, the first connector 76 is not con-
nected to the second connector 74, and thus line 80 is pulled
to ground via the first voltage divider 82. Thus, the damper
present feedback signal 88 will also be pulled to ground, as
shown in FIG. 4A. Likewise, because the first connector 76 is
not connected to the second connector 74, line 90 is pulled to
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ground via the second voltage divider, and the damper actua-
tion feedback signal 98 will also be pulled to ground, as
shown.

FIG. 4B is an illustrative graph of the R signal 66, the C
signal 68, the damper present feedback signal 88, and the
damper actuation feedback signal 98, when a damper 64 is
present and connected, and the damper actuation relay 70 is
open. Referenced from the floating controller ground, the R
signal 66 and the C signal 68 appear like half wave rectified
24-volt AC power signal 180 degrees out of phase relative to
one another. Because the damper is present and connected,
the first connector 76 is connected to the second connector 74,
and line 80 is coupled to the “C” signal 68. As can be seen, the
damper present feedback signal 88 follows the “C” signal 68,
but at a reduced amplitude that is dictated by the relative
values of the first resistor 84 and the second resistor 86 of the
first voltage divider 82. Likewise, because the first connector
76 is connected to the second connector 74, line 90 will follow
the “R” signal of the motor 72. However, because the damper
actuation relay 70 is open in FIG. 4B, the “R” signal 66 is not
connected to the “R” signal of the motor 72. Thus, the damper
actuation feedback signal 98 will also be pulled to ground
through the second voltage divider 92, as shown.

FIG. 4C is an illustrative graph of the R signal 66, the C
signal 68, the damper present feedback signal 88, and the
damper actuation feedback signal 98, when a damper 64 is
present and connected, and the damper actuation relay 70 is
closed. Referenced from the floating controller ground, the R
signal 66 and the C signal 68 appear like half wave rectified
24-volt AC power signal 180 degrees out of phase relative to
one another. Because the damper is present and connected,
the first connector 76 is connected to the second connector 74,
and line 80 is coupled to the “C” signal 68. Thus, the damper
present feedback signal 88 follows the “C” signal 68, but at a
reduced amplitude that is dictated by the relative valves of the
first resistor 84 and the second resistor 86 of the first voltage
divider 82. Likewise, because the first connector 76 is con-
nected to the second connector 74, line 90 will follow the “R”
signal of'the motor 72. Because the damper actuation relay 70
is closed in FIG. 4C, the “R” signal 66 is connected to the “R”
signal of the motor 72. Thus, the damper actuation feedback
signal 98 follows the “R” signal 66, but at a reduced ampli-
tude that is dictated by the relative valves of the first resistor
94 and the second resistor 96 of the second voltage divider 92.

The micro-controller 62 may receive the damper present
feedback signal 88, and may be programmed to determine if
a damper 64 is present. Furthermore, the micro-controller 62
may be programmed to determine if the damper 64 has been
present for a minimum period of time, over a minimum num-
ber of heating cycles, etc. Likewise, micro-controller 62 may
receive the damper actuation feedback signal 98, and may be
programmed to determine if the damper 64 is currently being
driven. In some cases, the damper present feedback signal 88
and/or the damper actuation feedback signal 98 may be pro-
vided to an analog-to-digital (A/D) converter before being
provided to the micro-controller 62. In some cases, the micro-
controller 62 may itself have A/D converters, but this is not
required.

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram of an illustrative method for
controlling a fuel fired appliance. The flow diagram is entered
at step 120. Step 120 may be entered continuously, periodi-
cally, at the beginning or end of a heating cycle, or at any other
time, as desired. Control is passed to step 122. Step 122
detects whether a damper is present, and passed control to
step 124. If adamper is present, step 124 passes control to step
126, and if a damper is not present, step 124 passes control to
step 128. Step 126 controls the fuel fired appliance in accor-
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dance with a first control algorithm, and passes control back
to step 122. Step 128 controls the fuel fired appliance in
accordance with a second control algorithm, and passes con-
trol back to step 122. The first control algorithm may, for
example, be adapted to control the fuel fired appliance in
conjunction with a damper, and the second control algorithm
may be adapted to control the fuel fired appliance without a
damper.

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram of another illustrative method for
controlling a fuel fired appliance. The flow diagram is entered
at step 140. Step 140 may be entered continuously, periodi-
cally, at the beginning or end of a heating cycle, or at any other
time, as desired. Control is passed to step 142. Step 142
detects whether a damper is present, and passed control to
step 144. I[fadamper is present, step 144 passes control to step
146, and if a damper is not present, step 144 passes control to
step 148.

Step 146 controls the fuel fired appliance in accordance
with a first control algorithm, and passes control back to step
142. Step 148 determines if a damper was previously
detected. If a damper was not previously detected (in some
cases, not previously detected for a sufficiently long period of
time), control is passed to step 150. Step 150 controls the fuel
fired appliance in accordance with a second control algo-
rithm, and passes control back to step 142. The first control
algorithm may, for example, be adapted to control the fuel
fired appliance in conjunction with a damper, and the second
control algorithm may be adapted to control the fuel fired
appliance without a damper.

In some cases, normal operation of the fuel fired appliance
may be stopped if a damper is initially detected (sometimes
over a minimum period of time or number of heating cycles),
and then subsequently not detected. Specifically with respect
to the illustrative method of FIG. 6, if step 148 determines that
adamper was previously detected (in some cases, detected for
a sufficiently long period of time or number of heating
cycles), control is passed to step 152. Step 152 stops operation
of the fuel fired appliance, and passes control to step 154,
wherein the flow diagram is exited.

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram of another illustrative method for
controlling a fuel fired appliance. The flow diagram is entered
at step 160. Step 160 may be entered continuously, periodi-
cally, at the beginning or end of a heating cycle, or at any other
time, as desired. Control is passed to step 162. Step 162
detects whether a damper is present, and passed control to
step 164. If a damper is present, step 164 passes control back
to step 162, and if a damper is not present, passes control to
step 166.

Step 166 determines if a damper was previously detected.
If a damper was not previously detected (in some cases, not
detected for a sufficiently long period of time), control is
passed back to step 162. If a damper was previously detected
(in some cases, detected for a sufficiently long period of
time), control is passed to step 168. Step 168 stops operation
of the fuel fired appliance, and passes control to step 170,
wherein the flow diagram is exited.

FIG. 8 is a flow diagram of another illustrative method for
controlling a fuel fired appliance. The flow diagram is entered
at step 180. Step 180 may be entered continuously, periodi-
cally, at the beginning or end of a heating cycle, or at any other
time, as desired. Control is passed to step 182. Step 182
operates the fuel fired appliance. Control is then passed to
step 184.

Step 184 detects if a damper is present, and passed control
to step 186. If a damper is present, step 186 passes control
back to step 188. Step 188 determines if the damper has been
present over a minimum period of time. The minimum period
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of time may represent a predetermined minimum elapsed
time period, a predetermined minimum number of heating
cycles of the fuel fired appliance (e.g. one, two, three or
greater), or any other minimum time period as desired,
whether predetermined or not. If the damper has not been
present for a minimum period of time, control is passed back
to step 182, wherein the fuel fired appliance is operated. If,
however, the damper has been present for a minimum period
of'time, control is passed to step 190. Step 190 determines that
the damper is now required for normal operation of the fuel
fired appliance. In some cases, step 190 sets a Damper Present
Flag in a non-volatile memory to indicate that the damper is
now required for normal operation.

Referring back to step 186, if a damper is not present,
control is passed to step 192. Step 192 determines if the
presence of a damper is required. In some cases, step 192 may
check the status of the Damper Present Flag in non-volatile
memory to determine if a damper is now required. Ifa damper
is not required for normal operation of the fuel fired appli-
ance, control is passed back to step 182, wherein the fuel fired
appliance is operated. However, if step 192 determines that a
damper is required, control is passed to step 194. Step 194
stops normal operation of the fuel fired appliance, and passes
control to step 196, wherein the flow diagram is exited.

In some cases, once normal operation of the fuel fired
appliance is stopped, a service technician may be required to
inspect the fuel fired appliance, replace the controller, reset
the Damper Present Flag in non-volatile memory, and/or per-
form some other action to re-enable the fuel fired appliance.

While a damper has been used as an example optional
hardware component of a fuel fired appliance, it is contem-
plated that the present invention may be used for detecting the
presence of other hardware, and controlling the fuel fired
appliance accordingly. For example, rather than detecting the
presence of a damper, or in addition to detecting the presence
of'a damper, the present invention may detect the presence of
a sensor (e.g. temperature sensor, CO sensor, flame sensor, IR
sensor, or other sensor), an ignition source, and/or any other
suitable hardware components, depending on the application,
and control the fuel fired appliance in accordance with the
methods and systems described herein.

Having thus described the preferred embodiments of the
present invention, those of skill in the art will readily appre-
ciate that yet other embodiments may be made and used
within the scope of the claims hereto attached. Numerous
advantages of the invention covered by this document have
been set forth in the foregoing description. It will be under-
stood, however, that this disclosure is, in many respect, only
illustrative. Changes may be made in details, particularly in
matters of shape, size, and arrangement of parts without
exceeding the scope of the invention. The invention’s scope
is, of course, defined in the language in which the appended
claims are expressed.

What is claimed is:

1. A gas ignition controller for controlling at least part of
the operation of a gas fired appliance, the gas fired appliance
having a combustion chamber that is vented to atmosphere
via a vent, the gas ignition controller comprising:

a non-volatile memory;

a connector for receiving a plug of an optional damper,
wherein the optional damper, when installed, can selec-
tively open and close the vent of the gas fired appliance
to atmosphere;

adamper detector in communication with the connector for
detecting if the plug of the optional damper is received
by the connector; and

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

12

a controller for controlling at least part of the operation of
the gas fired appliance, the controller setting a damper
present flag in the non-volatile memory if the damper
detector detects that the plug of the optional damper is
received by the connector; and

the controller further ceasing to operate the gas fired appli-
ance if: (1) the damper detector does not currently detect
that the plug of the optional damper is received by the
connector; and (2) the damper present flag has been set
in the non-volatile memory.

2. The gas ignition controller of claim 1, wherein the con-

troller implements at least part of the damper detector.

3. The gas ignition controller of claim 1, wherein the con-
troller is implemented separate from the damper detector.

4. The gas ignition controller of claim 3, wherein the con-
troller includes a microcontroller.

5. The gas ignition controller of claim 4, wherein the
microcontroller includes the non-volatile memory.

6. The gas ignition controller of claim 1, wherein the
damper detector includes:

a first resistor having a first end and a second end;

a second resistor having a first end and a second end; and

wherein the first end of the first resistor is electrically
connected to the second end of the second resistor, and
wherein the second end of the first resistor is electrically
connected to ground.

7. The gas ignition controller of claim 1, wherein the
damper detector includes:

a first resistor;

a second resistor electrically coupled to the first resistor;

wherein one end ofthe second resistor is coupled to a pin of
the connector.

8. The gas ignition controller of claim 1, further including
avoltage divider coupled to a pin of the connector, wherein an
output of the voltage divider provides a damper end switch
detect signal.

9. The gas ignition controller of claim 8, wherein the
damper end switch detect signal is provided to the controller.

10. The gas ignition controller of claim 1, wherein power is
provided from the gas ignition controller to the optional
damper via the connector when the plug of the optional
damper is received by the connector.

11. A gas ignition controller for controlling at least part of
the operation of a gas fired appliance, the gas fired appliance
having a combustion chamber that is vented to atmosphere
via a vent, the gas ignition controller comprising:

a non-volatile memory;

a connector for receiving a plug of an optional damper,
wherein the optional damper, when installed, can selec-
tively open and close the vent of the gas fired appliance
to atmosphere;

a microcontroller for controlling at least part of the opera-
tion of the gas fired appliance;

a damper detect circuit for providing a damper detect signal
to the microcontroller, the damper detect circuit is in
communication with the connector and configured to
activate the damper detect signal if the plug of the
optional damper is received by the connector, the
damper detect circuit including:

a first resistor having a first end and a second end,
wherein the second end of the first resistor is con-
nected to ground;

a second resistor having a first end and a second end;

wherein the first end of the first resistor is coupled to the
second end of the second resistor at a node, wherein
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the node includes a signal that indicates if the plug of
the optional damper is received by the connector or
not;

the microcontroller receiving the damper detect signal

from the damper detect circuit and setting a damper
present flag in the non-volatile memory if the damper
detect signal is activated; and

the microcontroller ceasing operation of the gas fired appli-

ance if: (1) the damper detect circuit is not currently
activating the damper detect signal; and (2) the damper
present flag has been set in the non-volatile memory.

12. The gas ignition controller of claim 11, further includ-
ing a voltage divider in communication with the connector,
wherein an output of the voltage divider provides a damper
end switch detect signal to the microcontroller.

13. The gas ignition controller of claim 11, wherein the
microcontroller includes the non-volatile memory.

14. The gas ignition controller of claim 11, wherein power
is provided from the gas ignition controller to the optional
damper via the connector when the plug of the optional
damper is received by the connector.

15. The gas ignition controller of claim 11, wherein the
signal at the node is the same as the damper detect signal.

16. A method of operating a fuel fired appliance, the fuel
fired appliance having a combustion chamber that is vented to
atmosphere via a vent, the fuel fired appliance further having
a controller for controlling the fuel fired appliance as well as
an optional damper that, when installed, can selectively open
and close the vent to atmosphere, the method comprising:

14

detecting if a damper is present;
controlling the fuel fired appliance in accordance with a
first control algorithm that includes controlling the
damper, if the detecting step detects that the damper is
5 present; and
controlling the fuel fired appliance in accordance with a
second control algorithm that does not include control-
ling the damper, if the detecting step detects that the
damper is not present.
17. The method of claim 16, further comprising not allow-
ing the fuel fired appliance to operate without a damper
present if a damper was previously detected as present.
18. The method of claim 16 further comprising ceasing to
operate the fuel fired appliance without a damper present if a
damper was previously detected as being present.
19. The method of claim 16 further comprising ceasing to
operate the fuel fired appliance if the detecting step detected
that the damper was previously present, and subsequently
detects that the damper is no longer present.
20. The method of claim 19 further comprising:
setting a damper present flag in a non-volatile memory if
the detecting step detects that the damper is present; and

if the detecting step detects that the damper is not present,
checking to see if the damper present flag has been
previously set, and if the damper present flag has been
previously set, ceasing to operate the fuel fired appli-
ance.
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