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BI-DIRECTIONAL CHAINING OF
NETWORK ACCESS PORTS

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates generally to high-speed data
communication systems, and specifically to digital sub-
scriber line systems.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) is a modem technology
that enables broadband digital data to be transmitted over
twisted-pair wire, which is the type of infrastructure that
links most home and small business subscribers to their
telephone service providers. DSL modems enable users to
access digital networks at speeds tens to hundreds of times
faster than current analog modems and basic ISDN service.
DSL thus opens the most critical bottleneck in local-loop
access to high-speed networks, such as Asynchronous Trans-
fer Mode (ATM) and Internet Protocol (IP) networks, with-
out requiring major investments in new infrastructure. A
range of DSL standards have been defined, known generi-
cally as “xDSL,” wherein the various standards have dif-
ferent data rates and other associated features but share
common principles of operation.

DSL subscribers are connected to high-speed networks
through Digital Subscriber Line Access Multiplexer
(DSLAM) systems. Because of the high cost of network
bandwidth, a single DSLAM must typically be designed to
serve between 100 and 1000 subscribers and to concentrate
their traffic through one or a few network trunks. The need
to serve such a large and potentially variable number of
subscribers in the one DSLAM has led to the development
of “multi-shelf” access architectures.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates a
DSLAM system 20 implementing a multi-shelf architecture,
as is known in the art. System 20 comprises a master unit 25
coupled to multiple slave units 27 in a star configuration.
Master unit 25 communicates with a core network 22, such
as an ATM network. The master unit comprises a core
network interface element 24, providing the necessary
physical layer (PHY) and data link layer (for example, ATM)
functions. A concentrator 26 performs higher-level
functions, including VPI/VCI translation for the ATM
network, and multiplexes downstream and upstream
packets, or cells, among slave units 27. Each slave unit
typically comprises a switching core 29, coupled to a
plurality of ports 28 serving respective subscriber premises
via suitable DSL modems. In the physical implementation of
system 20, each such slave unit occupies its own shelf in an
electronics rack, and this is the reason for the use of the term
“multi-shelf.”

FIGS. 2A and 2B are block diagrams that schematically
illustrate topologies known in the art for use in multi-shelf
access systems, such as that shown in FIG. 1. FIG. 2A shows
a simple star configuration. In a redundant star
configuration, shown in FIG. 2B, each slave unit is con-
nected to two or more alternative master units, so as to
provide protection in case of a failure in one of the master
units.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

It is an object of some aspects of the present invention to
provide an improved multi-shelf access architecture.

It is a further object of some aspects of the present
invention to provide apparatus and methods for efficient,
high-speed transfer of data packets within an access multi-
plexer system.
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2

It is still a further object of some aspects of the present
invention to improve the robustness and reliability of multi-
shelf access systems.

In preferred embodiments of the present invention, a
multi-shelf access system comprises two master units
(“masters”) and a plurality of slave units (“slaves”) One of
the masters serves as an active master, through which the
slaves normally receive data packets from a core network
and transmit packets back upstream to the network. The
other master is termed a standby master. The slaves are
connected in one or more daisy chains between the active
and standby masters, and are configured so that both down-
stream and upstream packets can be transmitted in either
direction along each of the chains, i.e., from or to either of
the two masters. Thus, if a failure occurs in any one of the
slaves or in a link between them, the traffic direction in the
chain in which the failure has occurred is simply reversed so
as to run through the standby master. Substantially no
reprogramming of the slaves is required for this purpose. All
of the slaves (except possibly a slave that has failed)
continue to provide service to subscribers, typically with
only a short interruption until corrective action is completed.

Preferably, the upstream packets are bicast by the active
master to both the core network and to the standby master.
The standby master also transmits the upstream packets to
the core network, in order to protect against faults in the
network interface of the active master unit.

In some preferred embodiments of the present invention,
each slave comprises a pre-switch, which examines each
packet passed down its respective chain to determine
whether the packet is destined for any of the ports on that
slave. Preferably, every packet passed between the masters
and slaves has a pre-switch address. If the packet is
addressed to a particular slave, the pre-switch on that slave
conveys the packet to a switch or switching fabric of the
slave, which routes the packet to the appropriate port. If the
packet is a multicast packet with an appropriate pre-switch
address, the pre-switch both conveys a copy of the packet to
the switch or switching fabric of the slave and passes the
packet on down the chain. The pre-switch similarly accepts
packets carrying a “next” address, i.e., packets that are sent
from one slave to its immediate neighbor for topology
detection and diagnostics. Otherwise, the pre-switch rejects
the packet and passes it on to the next slave along the chain.

The pre-switch thus reduces the burden on the switching
fabric of the slave and ensures that packets are passed down
the chain at the full data rate supported by the master-slave
interface. Furthermore, in the case of a fault in the slave, the
pre-switch simply passes all packets through to the next
slave in the chain, so that the effect of the fault is limited as
far as possible.

Preferably, the slave pre-switch is bidirectional, i.e., it
treats packets passed both up and down the chain in sub-
stantially the same manner. The pre-switch thus supports the
failure protection mechanism described hereinabove,
wherein the traffic direction is reversed in response to a
failure in the chain.

There is therefore provided, in accordance with a pre-
ferred embodiment of the present invention, network access
apparatus, including:

first and second master units, each including a physical

interface to a packet-switched network;

a plurality of slave units, each slave unit including one or

more ports to respective subscriber lines; and

a plurality of physical interface lines, which link the slave

units in one or more daisy chains, in which the slave
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units are mutually connected in series by the physical
interface lines therebetween, each daisy chain includ-
ing at least a first slave unit connected by one of the
physical interface lines to the first master unit and a last
slave unit connected by another of the physical inter-
face lines to the second master unit.

Preferably, in normal operation, downstream data packets
received from the network are passed from the first master
unit to each of the daisy chains via the first slave unit in each
chain, and upstream data packets received by the slaves in
each chain from the subscriber lines are passed via the first
slave unit in the chain to the first master unit for transmission
over the network. Further preferably, the apparatus includes
a protection interface, which couples the second master unit
to the first master unit, and over which interface data packets
are conveyed between the first and second master units in
case of a fault. Most preferably, the first master unit bicasts
the upstream data packets that it receives from the slave
units to the network and, via the protection interface, to the
second master unit, which transmits the upstream data
packets to the network.

Preferably, in case of a fault at a location in one of the
daisy chains, data flow in a portion of the daisy chain
between the location of the fault and the second master unit
is reversed, so that the downstream data packets are passed
from the second master unit to the slave units in the portion
of the daisy chain via the last slave unit in the chain, and the
upstream data packets are passed by the last slave unit to the
second master unit. Further preferably, the downstream
packets for the slave units in the portion of the daisy chain
between the location of the fault and the second master unit
are conveyed to the second master unit from the first master
unit via another one of the daisy chains.

In a preferred embodiment, each of the first and second
master units includes:

a switch, configured to route data packets between the
respective physical interface and the one or more daisy
chains; and

a pre-switch, which in the event of a fault at a location in
one of the daisy chains, re-routes at least a portion of
the data packets exchanged with one or more of the
slaves in the daisy chain in which the fault has occurred
through another one of the daisy chains. Preferably, the
pre-switch re-routes the data packets such that substan-
tially no reconfiguration of the switch is required
responsive to the fault.

In a further preferred embodiment, each of the slave units

includes:

a switch fabric including one or more switches, which
convey data packets to respective ports on the switch to
which the packets are addressed; and

a pre-switch, which receives the data packets from one of
the physical interface lines connected to the slave unit
and passes those of the data packets that are addressed
to any of the ports on the slave unit to the switch fabric,
while passing packets not addressed to any of the ports
on the slave unit for output through another of the
physical interface lines.

Preferably, each of the slave units is coupled to receive
packets transferred thereto from the first and second master
units over first and second ones of the physical interface
lines, respectively, and the pre-switch passes the packets
received through the first and second physical interface line
and addressed to any of the ports on the slave unit to
respective first and second addresses in the switch fabric.
Further preferably, in response to a reversal of a direction of
data flow in the daisy chain, the first and second addresses
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are swapped in the pre-switch, so that substantially no
reconfiguration of the switch fabric is required.

In a preferred embodiment, the network includes an
asynchronous transfer mode (ATM) network. In another
preferred embodiment, the network includes an Internet
protocol (IP) network.

There is further provided, in accordance with a preferred
embodiment of the present invention, in a network access
multiplexing system, in which a master unit is connected by
a physical interface to a packet-switched network, a slave
unit configured to be coupled to the master unit in a daisy
chain of such slave units, the slave unit including:

a plurality of ports, for coupling the slave unit to respec-

tive subscriber lines;

first and second physical interfaces, coupled to exchange
packets with preceding and succeeding units,
respectively, along the daisy chain;

a pre-switch, coupled to receive packets from the first
physical interface and responsive to address data car-
ried by the packets, to sort the packets such that packets
addressed to the slave unit are retained, and packets
addressed to the succeeding units are passed to the
second physical interface; and

a fabric of one or more switches, which convey the
retained packets to the ports, responsive to the address
data.

Preferably, the pre-switch is further coupled to receive
packets transferred thereto from the second physical inter-
face and to sort the packets in like manner to the packets
received through the first physical interface. Most
preferably, the retained packets that were received from the
first and second physical interfaces and are passed by the
pre-switch to the switch fabric are identified by respective
first and second port numbers, wherein in response to a
reversal of a direction of data flow in the daisy chain, the first
and second port numbers are swapped in the pre-switch, so
that substantially no reconfiguration of the switch fabric is
required in response to the reversal.

Further preferably, when one of the packets received by
the pre-switch includes a multicast packet addressed to one
or more of the ports on the slave unit, the pre-switch sorts
the multicast packet such that one copy of the packet is
retained and another copy of the packet is passed to the
second physical interface.

Preferably, in the event of a fault in the switch fabric, the
pre-switch continues to pass the packets addressed to the
succeeding units on to the succeeding units without signifi-
cant interruption.

There is also provided, in accordance with a preferred
embodiment of the present invention, a method for provid-
ing access to a network, including:

coupling first and second master units to interface with the
network;

linking a plurality of slave units, each slave unit including
one or more ports to respective subscriber lines, in a
daisy chain between the first and second master units;

conveying initial downstream data packets, received from
the network by one of the master units, along the daisy
chain in a first direction, so as to deliver the packets to
the ports of the slave units; and

in the event of a fault in the daisy chain, conveying further
downstream data packets, received from the network
by one of the master units, along the daisy chain in a
second direction, opposite to the first direction, so as to
deliver the further packets to the ports of at least some
of the slave units.
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Preferably, the initial and further downstream packets are
received from the network by the first master unit, and
conveying the further downstream packets in the second
direction includes conveying the further downstream pack-
ets from the first master unit to the second master unit, and
then conveying the further downstream packets from the
second master unit to the daisy chain. Most preferably,
conveying the further downstream packets from the first
master unit to the second master unit includes linking further
slave units in an additional daisy chain between the first and
second master units, and conveying the further downstream
packets from the first master unit to the second master unit
over the additional daisy chain.

Further preferably, the method includes conveying initial
upstream data packets, received by the slave units from the
subscriber lines, along the daisy chain in the second direc-
tion so as to transmit the upstream data packets via the first
master unit over the network, and in the event of the fault,
conveying further upstream data packets received by one or
more of the slave units along the daisy chain in the first
direction via the second master unit. Most preferably, the
method includes bicasting the upstream data packets from
the first master unit to the network and to the second master
unit, which transmits the bicast upstream data packets over
the network.

Preferably, conveying the initial downstream data packets
along the daisy chain includes pre-switching the packets at
each of the slave units, so that packets not addressed to any
of the ports on the slave unit are passed to the next slave unit
in the daisy chain, while packets that are addressed to one or
more of the ports on the slave unit are passed to a switch
fabric that directs the packets to the ports to which they are
addressed.

The present invention will be more fully understood from
the following detailed description of the preferred embodi-
ments thereof, taken together with the drawings in which:

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates a
multi-shelf access system, as is known in the art;

FIGS. 2A and 2B are block diagrams that schematically
illustrate multi-shelf system topologies that are known in the
art;

FIG. 3 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates the
topology of a multi-shelf access system, in accordance with
a preferred embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 4 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates a
pre-switch used in a slave unit of a multi-shelf access
system, in accordance with a preferred embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 5 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
data flow in a multi-shelf access system under normal
operating conditions, in accordance with a preferred
embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 6 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
details of an active master in the system of FIG. 5, in
accordance with a preferred embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 7 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
details of a standby master in the system of FIG. §, in
accordance with a preferred embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 8 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
data flow in the system of FIG. § under fault conditions, in
accordance with a preferred embodiment of the present
invention;
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FIG. 9 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
details of the active master in the system of FIG. 5 under the
fault conditions of FIG. 8, in accordance with a preferred
embodiment of the present invention; and

FIG. 10 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
details of the standby master in the system of FIG. 5 under
the fault conditions of FIG. 8, in accordance with a preferred
embodiment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 3 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates a
multi-shelf access system 31, in accordance with a preferred
embodiment of the present invention. System 31 is prefer-
ably a DSLAM, which provides subscriber access to an
ATM network. Alternatively, system 31 may be configured
for providing broadband access to substantially any high-
speed, packet-switched network, such as an IP network, over
substantially any suitable communications infrastructure.
Some of the principles embodied in this system may also be
applied in core network switching devices.

System 31 comprises two mutually-linked masters 30 and
32, both of which are generally capable of performing the
functions of master 25, including interfacing to network 22
and higher-level routing functions, as shown in FIG. 1 and
described with reference thereto. A plurality of slaves 34 are
connected between masters 30 and 32 by lines 38 in a
number of daisy chains 36, 37 and 39. Each slave comprises
multiple subscriber ports 28, which link system 31 to
respective subscriber locations. Although three chains are
shown in FIG. 2, each comprising four slaves 34, it will be
appreciated that masters 30 and 32 may also be configured
to accommodate greater or smaller numbers of chains and/or
slaves. An advantage of the architecture of system 31 is that
additional slaves may be added to the chains as needed,
without having to change the number of interfaces associ-
ated with masters 30 and 32.

Master 30 is termed the active master, because in normal
operation of system 31, i.e., in the absence of faults in the
system, downstream traffic from the network is routed from
master 30 down chains 36, 37 and 39 to the respective slaves
34. Upstream traffic from the slaves is likewise routed up the
chains to master 30. Active master 30 bicasts upstream
packets to the network and to standby master 32. The
standby master conveys copies of the upstream packets to
the network, as well, as protection against a failure in the
network interface of active master 30. In case of a fault in
one of chains 36, 37 or 39, as described further hereinbelow,
the traffic direction in all or a part of the faulty chain is
reversed. Packets are then directed between some of the
slaves and standby master 32, rather than directly between
the slaves and active master 30. When a serious failure
occurs in the active master, all traffic may be directed
through the standby master.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
details of one of slaves 34, showing particularly a pre-switch
60 in the slave, in accordance with a preferred embodiment
of the present invention. This embodiment makes use of a
pre-switch addressing scheme to facilitate traffic switching
at the shelves. Every packet sent between masters 30 and 32
and slaves 34 has a pre-switch address (PSA), which iden-
tifies the packet as either:

1. A packet to/from a distinct slave shelf;

2. A broadcast/multicast packet; or

3. A packet for immediate neighbor (also called “Next”

address, because it addresses the next element along a
chain).
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Pre-switch 60 processes packets according to their respec-
tive PSAs, as described further hereinbelow.

A PSA need not be unique over the entire multi-shelf
system 31. Uniqueness is required, however, within any
single chain 36, 37 or 39. If PSA is not unique at the entire
multi-shelf system level, another bit must be allocated to
distinguish between ordinary traffic and protection traffic
packets. Protection traffic arises, as described hereinbelow,
in situations wherein one of the chains delivers traffic for a
shelf on another chain in which a fault has occurred.

The PSA is implemented either by appending some extra
bits to every packet, or by using part of an already existing
packet header. Specifically, for ATM implementation, the
GFC portion of the standard ATM cell header is preferably
used to accommodate the PSA. GFC is a four-bit field, of
which three bits may be used for the PSA, and the remaining
bit to indicate protection traffic. Using the GFC for the PSA
limits the number of VPIs that can be allocated per slave
shelf to 256. This limitation is most often acceptable, as it
still allows at least one VPI per user. Alternatively, if more
VPIs are required, extra bits may be appended to every cell.

The “Next” (neighbor) address is used for various topol-
ogy detection and diagnostic procedures. Typically, each
shelf sends control packets with the “Next” address, carrying
the identity of the sending shelf identity, as well as the
identity of the neighbor as received over the link and,
optionally, additional information.

Referring back to FIG. 4, downstream data packets from
active master 30 on line 38 are received by a first physical
layer interface 40 and passed to a first demultiplexer 42 in
pre-switch 60. The demultiplexer examines the PSA of the
packets and, depending on this examination, takes the fol-
lowing actions:

If the PSA corresponds to this slave 34, a port number
(PORT 0) is appended to the packet. This port is
identified schematically in FIG. 4 by a block 48 in a
switch or switching fabric 46 of the slave. A demulti-
plexer 42 passes the packet to an input FIFO 44, from
which it is conveyed to switching fabric 46, which then
routes the packet to the appropriate port 28.

If the packet is a broadcast packet, sent to slave 34, as well
as to other slaves, the demultiplexer passes a copy of
the packet, with the appropriate port number, to input
FIFO 44, and switching fabric 46 routes the packet to
the appropriate port, as described above. Another copy
of the packet is passed to an output FIFO 50, from
which it is sent through a second physical layer inter-
face 52 over line 38 to the next slave in the chain.

If the PSA does correspond to this slave 34, demultiplexer
42 passes the packet to output FIFO 50 and from there
through interface 52 and line 38 to the next slave in the
chain.

If the packet carries a “Next” neighbor address, the
demultiplexer passes the packet to input FIFO 44 and
from there to switching fabric 46.

In this manner, pre-switch 60 relieves switching fabric 46 of
the need to deal with any packets that are not addressed to
ports 28 of the particular slave 34.

Upstream data packets are handled in an analogous fash-
ion. Such packets are received by physical layer interface 52
and are passed to a second demultiplexer 54 in pre-switch
60. In this case, too, the pre-switch examines the packets to
determine whether they carry a PSA corresponding to this
slave 34. If so, another port number (PORT 1) of the slave
is appended to the packet, identified by a block 58. In this
case, the packets are passed to an input FIFO 56 and from
there are conveyed to switching fabric 46 for routing to the
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appropriate port 28. Otherwise, the packets are sent to an
output FIFO 62, for transmission upstream via physical
layer interface 40.

Packets that are received by slave 34 from ports 28 are
passed by switch fabric 46 to output FIFO 62, as appropriate,
for transmission back to active master 30. Alternatively,
when a fault has occurred, the upstream packets from the
ports are passed via FIFO 50 to standby master 32.

Because of the essential symmetry of slave 34 and par-
ticularly of pre-switch 60, the reversal in the direction of
data flow over line 38 is accomplished without reprogram-
ming look-up tables in switching fabric 46. It is necessary
only to swap ports 0 and 1. The swap affects packets both
received and transmitted by the slave, but it has no effect on
through traffic, which is passed by demultiplexers 42 and 54
to respective output FIFOs 50 and 62 in any case. Should a
fault occur in switch fabric 46 or elsewhere in slave 34, so
that the slave is unable to transfer packets to or from its ports
28, pre-switch 60 simply passes all packets through to the
next slaves (or master) up and down the chain. The effect of
the fault is thus limited to the subscribers served by the
particular slave, and other subscribers served by system 31
are substantially unaffected.

Although the operation of pre-switch 60 is described
herein in the context of system 31, it will be appreciated that
the principles embodied in the pre-switch may similarly be
applied, mutatis mutandis, in other multi-shelf access archi-
tectures. The pre-switching technique is particularly useful
when slave shelves are daisy-chained together, even when
the chain is not closed as it is in system 31.

FIG. § is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
details of data packet flow in system 31 under normal,
fault-free conditions, in accordance with a preferred
embodiment of the present invention. Hatched arrows, such
as an arrow 72, represent downstream data flow, while
unfilled arrows, such as an arrow 74, represent upstream
data flow. Packets received from network 22 are routed by
active master 30 down each of chains 36, 37 and 39, as
indicated by arrow 72. Standby master 32 normally discards
these downstream packets, as indicated by an arrow 80,
except when a fault occurs in the active master.

Upstream packets, received by slaves 34 from their
respective ports, are passed up the respective chains to active
master 30. The active master bicasts these packets, sending
them both to network 22 and to standby master 32 over a
protection interface 76 between the two masters, as indicated
by an arrow 77. The standby master also transmits the
upstream packets over network 22, as indicated by an arrow
78. This redundancy in transmission is in accordance with
fault protection mechanisms used in high-speed networks
known in the art, such as the standard “1+1 APS” (automatic
protection switching) technique used in SONET.

FIG. 6 is a block diagram that schematically shows details
of active master 30 in normal operation, in accordance with
a preferred embodiment of the present invention. Master 30
comprises a main switch 90 and a pre-switch 92. The main
switch receives downstream (incoming) packets from the
network physical layer interface (NET PHY). The network
interface has a switching address 102, corresponding to a
switch port no. 5. (For the particular case of ATM switching,
this and the other port numbers in the figure preferably
correspond to UTOPIA addresses.) The packets are distrib-
uted to chains 36, 37 and 39 at respective addresses 98, 96
and 94 (switch ports 2, 1 and 0). Upstream packets are
delivered to address 102 for transmission over the network.
Pre-switch 92 bicasts these packets, as described
hereinabove, to an address 100 (switch port 3) of protection

Ex. 1001, Page 14



US 6,680,904 B1

9

interface 76 to standby master 32. Input packets to master 30
from the protection interface are discarded by pre-switch 92.
Other than these protection functions, the pre-switch oper-
ates as a transparent pass-through, as shown in FIG. 6, as
long as no faults have occurred in system 31.

FIG. 7 is a block diagram that schematically shows details
of standby master 32, in accordance with a preferred
embodiment of the present invention. The standby master is
structurally substantially identical to the active master,
including main switch 90 and pre-switch 92. In normal
operation, as shown in the figure, standby master 32 com-
municates only with active master 30, and is not expected to
receive packets from or convey packets to any of slaves 34.
Control traffic between the active and standby masters is
preferably conveyed through chain 39, over an upstream
path 104 and a downstream path 106 through the chain.
Upstream data packets received by the standby master at
address 100, over protection interface 76 from active master
30, are conveyed by pre-switch 92 to the network physical
layer interface at address 102. The pre-switch passes any
traffic from chains 36 and 37 transparently to switch 90,
which treats any packets that it receives, except for control
packets, as misrouted traffic.

Optionally, active master 30 and standby master 32
include their own local ports (not shown in the figures). In
this case, the standby master is preferably treated as an
additional slave on one of the chains, typically chain 39, and
its ports have the same setup as all of the slave ports. Only
the local ports of the active master have a different setup.
The ports on the standby master are preferably assigned their
own PSA, reducing by one the number of slaves that can be
added on chain 39. Data traffic to and from the local ports on
the standby master are carried over paths 106 and 104, in
addition to the control traffic. Because protection interface
76 is reserved and, preferably, hardware-switched to deal
with fault situations, it is undesirable to use this interface for
the ordinary data and control traffic between the active and
standby masters.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
operation of system 31 in the event of a communication fault
in chain 39, in accordance with a preferred embodiment of
the present invention. The fault is indicated by a mark 110
between two of slaves 34 and 34' in the chain, between
which communications have been interrupted. In multi-shelf
topologies known in the art, such as those shown in FIGS.
2A-2C, such a fault would result in interruption of service
to subscribers served by all of slaves 34' downstream of the
fault. In system 31, however, active master 30 recognizes
that a fault has occurred, and commands standby master 32
and slaves 34 to take corrective action.

Downstream traffic for slaves 34' is routed by active
master 30 through chain 37, as indicated by an arrow 112.
Standby master 32 switches this traffic onto chain 39, as
shown by arrows 114 and 116, so that the packets reach
slaves 34'. The addresses of the two inputs to the pre-
switches 60 of slaves 34' are swapped, as described herein-
above (FIG. 4), in order to reverse the direction of traffic
flow on this portion of chain 39. Upstream packets returned
by slaves 34' are routed back to standby master 32, as shown
by an arrow 118. The standby master switches this traffic
over protection interface 76 to active master 30, as indicated
by arrows 120 and 122. From this point, the upstream traffic
is transmitted over network 22 in normal fashion. Traffic to
and from slaves 34 on chains 36 and 37 is substantially
unaffected. Failures in chains 36 and 37 are handled in
similar fashion.

FIG. 9 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
details of the operation of pre-switch 92 in active master 30
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under the fault conditions shown in FIG. 8, in accordance
with a preferred embodiment of the present invention. For
clarity of illustration, this block diagram and the other
illustrations of pre-switch 92 show only the elements of the
pre-switch that are of functional importance in handling this
particular fault. The illustrated arrangement of these
elements, and particularly of FIFO buffers in the pre-switch,
has been chosen for simplicity and conceptual clarity, and
variations on this arrangement will be apparent to those
skilled in the art.

For all incoming traffic destined for chain 39, a PSA router
130 in pre-switch 92 determines whether the packets are
addressed to slaves 34, upstream of the fault indicated by
mark 110, or slaves 34', downstream of the fault. The PSA
re-routes the traffic for slaves downstream of the fault
through chain 37, in accordance with the following routing
table:

TABLE 1
PSA Original switch New switch
address port port
0 0 0
1 0 0
2 0 1
3 0 1
4 0 0
5 0 0
6 0 1

In this table, PSA numbers 2 and 3 refer to slaves 34', whose
traffic is thus routed via a FIFO 134 to address 96 (switch
port 1) of chain 37. Broadcast traffic for chain 39 is routed
by PSA router 130 to both chains 39 and 37, except for
“Next” packets, which are sent only to chain 39.

As noted hereinabove, it is necessary to avoid confusion
between downstream traffic to slaves 34', transferred on
chain 37 as represented by arrow 112, and ordinary down-
stream traffic to slaves 34 located on chain 37 itself. For this
reason, PSA router 130 preferably sets a bit reserved for this
purpose in the packets destined for slaves 34'. In the case of
ATM cells, for example, router 130 preferably sets the least
significant bit of the GFC field to 1. Standby master 32
changes this bit back to 0 when switching the packets back
to chain 39.

In the upstream direction, the traffic from slaves 34' over
protection interface 76, represented by arrow 122, is merged
with the normal upstream traffic from slaves 34 on chain 39
by a FIFO 132. Switch 90 processes the merged traffic as
though it had all come directly from chain 39, and no special
processing is required after pre-switch 92.

FIG. 10 is a block diagram that schematically illustrates
details of pre-switch 92 in standby master 32 under the fault
conditions of FIGS. 8 and 9, in accordance with a preferred
embodiment of the present invention. Downstream traffic
from chain 37 is examined by a local filter 148 in pre-switch
92 of standby master 32. The filter identifies packets des-
tined for slaves 34', preferably based on the least significant
bit of the GFC field in the packets, as noted above, and
routes these packets to address 94 (UTOPIA port 0) of chain
39. The local filter changes the least significant bits back to
0. Packets for local ports on the standby master are routed
to a FIFO 144, from which they are conveyed to switch 90.
Other packets, typically “next” traffic originating from the
last slave 34 on chain 37, are passed by filter 148 directly to
switch 90.

Traffic arriving at standby master 32 from chain 39 is
received by a next filter 142, which separates normal packet
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traffic from “Next” neighbor packets. The filter routes
upstream packets, sent by slaves 34", to a FIFO 150. From
this FIFO, these packets are conveyed through address 100,
via protection interface 76, to active master 30. Upstream
traffic from the local ports on the standby master is similarly
routed by a next filter 140 to FIFO 150, and from there over
the protection interface to the active master. The “Next”
packets, however, are routed by filters 140 and 142 directly
between the standby master and chain 39.

While FIGS. 8, 9 and 10 illustrate only a case in which a
fault has occurred in chain 39, it will be understood that
similar techniques may be applied when faults occur in
chains 36 and 37. In fact, these latter cases are simpler to
deal with, since control traffic between masters 30 and 32 is
normally carried only over chain 39. In all cases, the use of
pre-switches 92 in the two masters allows such faults to be
handled substantially without any reprogramming or recon-
figuration of switches 90.

Although preferred embodiments are described herein-
above with reference to DSL access to an ATM network, the
principles of the present invention are similarly applicable in
providing access to substantially any type of packet-
switched network, and over substantially any sort of sub-
scriber interface. The architecture and switching techniques
used in system 31 are most advantageous when there is a
need for high concentration at the access stage, i.e., for
multiplexing of many lines into one or a few trunks. Those
skilled in the art, however, will understand that the prin-
ciples embodied in system 31 may also be applied to
multiplexers and switches of other types, even including
core network devices.

It will thus be appreciated that the preferred embodiments
described above are cited by way of example, and that the
present invention is not limited to what has been particularly
shown and described hereinabove. Rather, the scope of the
present invention includes both combinations and subcom-
binations of the various features described hereinabove, as
well as variations and modifications thereof which would
occur to persons skilled in the art upon reading the foregoing
description and which are not disclosed in the prior art.

What is claimed is:

1. Network access apparatus, comprising:

first and second master units, each comprising a physical

interface to a packet-switched network;

a plurality of slave units, each slave unit comprising one

or more ports to respective subscriber lines; and

a plurality of physical interface lines, which link the slave

units in one or more daisy chains, in which the slave
units are mutually connected in series by the physical
interface lines therebetween, each daisy chain compris-
ing at least a first slave unit connected one of the
physical interface lines to the first master unit, a second
slave unit connected to the first slave unit but not to the
first or second master unit, and a last slave unit con-
nected by another of the physical interface lines to the
second master unit.

2. Apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the network
comprises an asynchronous transfer mode (ATM) network.

3. Apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the network
comprises an Internet protocol (IP) network.

4. Network access apparatus, comprising:

first and second master units, each comprising a physical

interface to a packet-switched network;

a plurality of slave units, each slave unit comprising one

or more ports to respective subscriber lines; and

a plurality of physical interface lines, which link the slave

units in one or more daisy chains, in which the slave
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units are mutually connected in series by the physical
interface lines therebetween, each daisy chain compris-
ing at least a first slave unit connected by one of the
physical interface lines to the first master unit and a last
slave unit connected by another of the physical inter-
face lines to the second master unit,

wherein in normal operation, downstream data packets
received from the network are passed from the first
master unit to each of the daisy chains via the first slave
unit in each chain, and upstream data packets received
by the slaves in each chain from the subscriber lines are
passed via the first slave unit in the chain to the first
master unit for transmission over the network.

5. Apparatus according to claim 4, and comprising a
protection interface, which couples the second master unit to
the first master unit, and over which interface data packets
are conveyed between the first and second master units in
case of a fault.

6. Apparatus according to claim 5, wherein the first master
unit bicasts the upstream data packets that it receives from
the slave units to the network and, via the protection
interface, to the second master unit, which transmits the
upstream data packets to the network.

7. Apparatus according to claim 4, wherein in case of a
fault at a location in one of the daisy chains, data flow in a
portion of the daisy chain between the location of the fault
and the second master unit is reversed, so that the down-
stream data packets are passed from the second master unit
to the slave units in the portion of the daisy chain via the last
slave unit in the chain, and the upstream data packets are
passed by the last slave unit to the second master unit.

8. Apparatus according to claim 7, wherein the down-
stream packets for the slave units in the portion of the daisy
chain between the location of the fault and the second master
unit are conveyed to the second master unit from the first
master unit via another one of the daisy chains.

9. Network access apparatus, comprising:

first and second master units, each comprising a physical
interface to a packet-switched network;

a plurality of slave units, each slave unit comprising one
or more ports to respective subscriber lines; and

a plurality of physical interface lines, which link the slave
units in one or more daisy chains, in which the slave
units are mutually connected in series by the physical
interface lines therebetween, each daisy chain compris-
ing at least a first slave unit connected by one of the
physical interface lines to the first master unit and a last
slave unit connected by another of the physical inter-
face lines to the second master unit,

wherein each of the first and second master units com-
prises:

a switch, configured to route data packets between the
respective physical interface and the one or more
daisy chains; and

a pre-switch, which in the event of a fault at a location
in one of the daisy chains, re-routes at least a portion
of the data packets exchanged with one or more of
the slaves in the daisy chain in which the fault has
occurred through another one of the daisy chains.

10. Apparatus according to claim 9, wherein the pre-
switch re-routes the data packets such that substantially no
reconfiguration of the switch is required responsive to the
fault.

11. Network access apparatus, comprising:

first and second master units, each comprising a physical
interface to a packet-switched network;
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a plurality of slave units, each slave unit comprising one
or more ports to respective subscriber lines; and

a plurality of physical interface lines, which link the slave
units in one or more daisy chains, in which the slave
units are mutually connected in series by the physical
interface lines therebetween, each daisy chain compris-
ing at least a first slave unit connected by one of the
physical interface lines to the first master unit and a last
slave unit connected by another of the physical inter-
face lines to the second master unit,

wherein each of the slave units comprises:

a switch fabric comprising one or more switches, which
convey data packets to respective ports on the switch
to which the packets are addressed; and

a pre-switch, which receives the data packets from one
of the physical interface lines connected to the slave
unit and passes those of the data packets that are
addressed to any of the ports on the slave unit to the
switch fabric, while passing packets not addressed to
any of the ports on the slave unit for output through
another of the physical interface lines.

12. Apparatus according to claim 11, wherein each of the
slave units is coupled to receive packets transferred thereto
from the first and second master units over first and second
ones of the physical interface lines, respectively, and
wherein the pre-switch passes the packets received through
the first and second physical interface line and addressed to
any of the ports on the slave unit to respective first and
second addresses in the switch fabric.

13. Apparatus according to claim 12, wherein in response
to a reversal of a direction of data flow in the daisy chain,
the first and second addresses are swapped in the pre-switch,
so that substantially no reconfiguration of the switch fabric
is required.

14. In a network access multiplexing system, in which a
master unit is connected by a physical interface to a packet-
switched network, a slave unit configured to be coupled to
the master unit in a daisy chain of such slave units, the slave
unit comprising:

a plurality of ports, for coupling the slave unit to respec-

tive subscriber lines;

first and second physical interfaces, coupled to exchange
packets with preceding and succeeding units,
respectively, along the daisy chain;

a pre-switch, coupled to receive packets from the first
physical interface and responsive to address data car-
ried by the packets, to sort the packets such that packets
addressed to the slave unit are retained, and packets
addressed to the succeeding units are passed to the
second physical interface; and

a fabric of one or more switches, which convey the
retained packets to the ports, responsive to the address
data.

15. The slave unit according to claim 14, wherein the
pre-switch is further coupled to receive packets transferred
thereto from the second physical interface and to sort the
packets in like manner to the packets received through the
first physical interface.

16. The slave unit according to claim 15, wherein the
retained packets that were received from the first and second
physical interfaces and are passed by the pre-switch to the
switch fabric are identified by respective first and second
port numbers, and wherein in response to a reversal of a
direction of data flow in the daisy chain, the first and second
port numbers are swapped in the pre-switch, so that sub-
stantially no reconfiguration of the switch fabric is required
in response to the reversal.
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17. The slave unit according to claim 14, wherein when
one of the packets received by the pre-switch comprises a
multicast packet addressed to one or more of the ports on the
slave unit, the pre-switch sorts the multicast packet such that
one copy of the packet is retained and another copy of the
packet is passed to the second physical interface.

18. The slave unit according to claim 14, wherein in the
event of a fault in the switch fabric, the pre-switch continues
to pass the packets addressed to the succeeding units on to
the succeeding units without significant interruption.

19. A method for providing access to a network, com-
prising:

coupling first and second master units to interface with the

network;

linking a plurality of slave units, each slave unit com-

prising one or more ports to respective subscriber lines,
in a daisy chain between the first and second master
units;

conveying initial downstream data packets, received from

the network by one of the master units, along the daisy
chain in a first direction, so as to deliver the packets to
the ports of the slave units; and

in the event of a fault in the daisy chain, conveying further

downstream data packets, received from the network
by one of the master units, along the daisy chain in a
second direction, opposite to the first direction, so as to
deliver the further packets to the ports of at least some
of the slave units.

20. A method according to claim 19, wherein the initial
and further downstream packets are received from the
network by the first master unit, and wherein conveying the
further downstream packets in the second direction com-
prises conveying the further downstream packets from the
first master unit to the second master unit, and then con-
veying the further downstream packets from the second
master unit to the daisy chain.

21. A method according to claim 20, wherein conveying
the further downstream packets from the first master unit to
the second master unit comprises linking further slave units
in an additional daisy chain between the first and second
master units, and conveying the further downstream packets
from the first master unit to the second master unit over the
additional daisy chain.

22. A method according to claim 19, and comprising
conveying initial upstream data packets, received by the
slave units from the subscriber lines, along the daisy chain
in the second direction so as to transmit the upstream data
packets via the first master unit over the network, and in the
event of the fault, conveying further upstream data packets
received by one or more of the slave units along the daisy
chain in the first direction via the second master unit.

23. A method according to claim 22, and comprising
bicasting the upstream data packets from the first master unit
to the network and to the second master unit, which trans-
mits the bicast upstream data packets over the network.

24. A method according to claim 19, wherein conveying
the initial downstream data packets along the daisy chain
comprises pre-switching the packets at each of the slave
units, so that packets not addressed to any of the ports on the
slave unit are passed to the next slave unit in the daisy chain,
while packets that are addressed to one or more of the ports
on the slave unit are passed to a switch fabric that directs the
packets to the ports to which they are addressed.

25. A method according to claim 19, wherein the network
comprises an asynchronous transfer mode (ATM) network.

26. A method according to claim 19, wherein the network
comprises an Internet protocol (IP) network.

#* #* #* #* #*
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