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thereby obviating the need for rewiring for different
applications and physical connections.
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1
PROGRAMMABLE CONNECTOR

This invention relates to connectors between devices
for the transfer of information therebetween and in
particular to the interconnection of computer devices to
peripheral devices.

In U.S. Pat. No. 4,603,320, issued on July 29, 1986
and copending application no. 891,190, filed July 28,
1986, a “smart” connector was disclosed wherein the
connector contained, within the housing thereof, the
requisite electronic circuitry for providing a data con-
version between two or more interfaced devices. Such
conversions included a conversion between parallel and
serial and between analog and digital data formats.
These connectors were however limited to a single hard
wired-in conversion application. Thus, while they pro-
vided an improvement over the common simple electri-
cal current connectors, they were nevertheless limited
to a single operative function.

It is an object of the present invention to provide a
connector between devices which is capable of being
externally programmed or instructed to adapt itself into
a desired connecting configuration and/or function
between the devices.

It is a further object of the present invention to pro-
vide a connector which, when externally activated, is
programmed to inquire and determine the requisite
connecting function and to reconfigure itself accord-
ingly.

These and other objects, features and advantages of
the present invention will become more evident from
the following discussion and drawings in which:

FIG. 1 schematicaily depicts the internal components
of a programmable connector in accordance with the
present invention;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing the program/con-
figuration supplied to the device of FIG. 1; and

FIGS. 3a-b are block diagrams showing specific
programmable connector functions.

Generally the present invention comprises a connec-
tor having a housing which contains at least two physi-
cal interface connection elements such as electrical pins
and socket connections, through the walls thereof, for
connection to at least two external devices. The connec-
tor further contains, within the housing thereof, pro-
grammable means remotely accessible by at least one of
said devices whereby instructions are sent to the pro-
grammable means whereby the function or configura-
tion of the connector is changed thereby as desired. The
programmable means is preferably a general purpose
electrical circuitry with or without the ability to erase
and reprogram it. The loaded program determines the
specific function of the connector and the programming
can be performed in several ways. For example, the
connector may be one-time programmed. In another
embodiment the connector is electrically programmed
and later erased for reconfiguration. If desired, the pro-
gram is either downloaded at every power-on cycle, or
reconfigured “on the fly”.

A significant feature is the ability of the programma-
ble connector of the present invention to inquire and
determine the characteristics of the interfaced devices
whereby intelligent firmware can find the right connec-
tion without cable swapping or rewiring. In addition,
the connector automatically adapts the necessary tim-
ing, voltages etc. to ensure a proper connection. A
suitable algorithm is incorporated or downloaded and
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stored in a non-volatile manner such as an EPROM or
by battery backed RAM. In such embodiments a micro-
processor with EPROM is located within the connector
housing with the EPROM (or factory programmed
mask prom/rom) containing the program that performs
the desired interface function. Different programs in the
EPROM result in different interface functions. Alterna-
tively, there is a programmable logic array inside the
connector housing which is for example, one time pro-
grammed (PLA) or is RAM based. The RAM based
method results in flexibility with the connector being
capable of being configured and reconfigured by a sim-
ple instruction for changing protocol, parameters or
pin-outs. In some embodiments, the external device
such as a computer provides for an input means such as
a keyboard or a downloading from a storage device
which accesses the connector and instructs it to assume
the requisite interface function and/or configuration. In
other embodiments the connector is programmed to
conduct its own inquiries regarding the nature of the
connection interface and adapt itself accordingly. In
such embodiments the simple act of powering on is
considered herein to be an initiation instruction.

Examples of interfaced devices through which inter-
face instructions may be transmitted to the connector
include the aforementioned computer with peripheral
input devices. Other commonly interfaced devices in-
clude modems, printers and the like to which a transmis-
sion of data is required. Data input peripherals for such
devices as well as hard wired controls can be utilized in
properly instructing the connector to assume the requi-
site interface function and/or configuration.

It is understood that while the functions of pins of a
specific interface can be programmed, according to the
present invention, to assume a desired electrical connec-
tion configuration, the physical characteristics remain
unchanged.

In accordance with the present invention several
features are embodied within the connector. A pro-
grammable and/or configurable device is contained
within the housing of the connector. The configurable
device is supplied with a program and/or configuration,
with the device and the supplied program and/or con-
figuration, performing a specific predetermined func-
tion inside the connector. Different programs and/or
configurations result in different functions being per-
formed or executed by the connector.

Programmable and/or configurable electronic de-
vices suitable for use within the connector of the pres-
ent invention include microprocessor chips with pro-
gram storage memory. Examples of such chips include
the Intel 8035, 8049 and 8031 designated chips. The
Intel 2764 Eprom is an example of the program storage
memory.

A further example of such programmable and/or
configurable electronic devices is a microcontrollier
with downloadable code storage e.g. the Intel 8031 with
an 8k x 8 static RAM memory and the Hitachi HM
2-62256. Other examples include programmable array
logic (e.g. MMI LCA ZPAL20LS8), custom gate array,
programmable logic cell array (e.g. XILINK XC-2064
or 2018, MMI LCA M-2064) and erasable programma-
ble logic device (e.g. ALTERA EP-1210 and 1280, and
INTEL 5C180).

Various means may be utilized to supply the program
or configuration to the programmable or configurable
devices. For example, a custom mask is programmed at
the manufacturing site and configured into silicon dur-
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ing wafer fabrication (ROM principle). Alternatively,
the programmable and/or configurable electronic de-
vice is one time programmable at the user level by uti-
lizing the fusible link programming method. EPROM
technology, as embodied in the 2764 Eprom or Altera
EP-1210 parts, is utilizable for electrically programma-
ble and u.v. light erasable devices. A further example is
a RAM based configuration storage with downloadable
feature, such as the XILINX XC-2064 and the 8031
micro plus 6264 Static RAM. In order to maintain a
non-volatile program/configuration an alternative bat-
tery backup storage device such as is available from
Dallas Semiconductor may be utilized.

Various specific, predetermined programmable func-
tions of the programmable connector of the present
invention include:

(a) a user programmable port interface, e.g. serial,
parallel, etc;

(b) adaptive pin arrangement via software algorithm
and hardware switching network of an input-output
structure with the connected device and an algorithm to
configure the connector to match the network;

(c) a buffered port interface with the connector pro-
viding temporary storage of data to accommodate de-
vices operating at different speeds; and

(d) a data encryption device incorporated in the con-
nector to provide higher levels of security during data
transfer.

In accordance with the present invention, different
programs installed in the connector can result in differ-
ent functions of the connector. For example the connec-
tor may function as a reconfigurable port whereby one
physical hardware interface can change configuration
with the same port becoming an RS-232, RS-422, RS-
485 protocol or it can even become a Centronic inter-
face. Such configurations and reconfigurations are ac-
complished by downloading the proper configuration
into the programmable connector as desired.

With specific reference to the drawings, FIG. 1 de-
picts a pin configurable programmable interface con-
nector 10 with housing 7 in which are contained a gen-
eral purpose bus interface 11 extending through one
wall of housing 7 and a second dedicated port 18 with
an adaptive pin configuration. As schematically de-
picted in FIG. 2, connector housing 7 further contains a
data conversion processor 12 having a data interface
with custom switching network 14 with line drivers and
receivers which, in turn, are interfaced with the connec-
tor pins 18. Microcontroller 15 provides switching com-
mands to the switching network 14 and conversion
commands to the data conversion processor 12 and
receives line sensor signals from the switching network.
Microchip 16 contains an EPROM (e.g. 2764 Eprom)
or (6264 Static RAM) RAM to provide the requisite
programmed and programmable commands.

FIG. 3a schematically depicts the electronic configu-
ration of a printer buffer 20 within a connector housing
27. A logic cell array 22 (XILINX XC-2064) receives
data and control commands from a connected device
such as a computer with an input device such as a key-
board or storage element such as a disk drive (not
shown), through connections 21a and 215 respectively
of the general purpose bus interface 21. The logic cell
array is in turn linked with a 32k x 8 RAM chip 26
(Hitachi HM-62256 type) which it addresses and sends
to and receives data from. The logic cell array sends
signals to a buffered printer output 24, via line drivers
23, which is in turn connected to the printer for the
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desired output. A flow control 29 is interfaced between
the connector output 24 and the logic cell array 22. In
such embodiment the connector may similarly function
as a buffer element between a printer and a data trans-
mitting modem. The logic cell array 22 is configured at
every “power-up” sequence via the general purpose bus
interface 21 to perform the printer buffer function. The
configuration accomplishes a hardware data-control
path which is responsible for the desired buffering fea-
ture.

FIG. 3b further schematically depicts a pin configu-
rable programmable connector interface device 30. A
connector housing 37 contains a general purpose bus
interface 31 and a 25 pin “D” connector 38 with a dedi-
cated port for connection to external devices. A micro-
processor 32 (Intel 8035) sends and receives commands
through bus interface 31 and is in turn electrically con-
nected to line drivers and receivers 33. EPROM 36
(2764 Eprom) provides the requisite program for the
microprocessor 32 to execute. Voltage converter (410
V) 35 provides power for line drivers and receivers 33
and oscillator 38 povides the timing for the micro-
processor 32. The interface behavior of the connector
30 is dependent upon the program being executed by
microprocessor 32. Thus, EPROM 36 can provide a
protocol selection program whereby different connec-
tion protocols may be selected for a single connector
such as serial, and various serial interface standards
such as RS-232, R§-422, RS-485, or even a Centronics
parallel interface, etc. for a completely compatible con-
nection between interfaced devices. In a particularly
useful embodiment, as data is transmitted through the
connector, generally from a computer to a modem for
retransmission over communication lines, the program
causes the data to be encrypted for secured transmis-
sion. With a similarly programmed connector at the
receiving end, the data is translated into usable form.

It is understood that the above description and draw-
ings are illustrative of the present invention and details
contained therein are not to be construed as limitations
on the present invention. Variations in programs, com-
ponents and structural configurations and the like may
be made without departing from the scope of the pres-
ent invention as defined in the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. An electronically configurable connector, for con-
necting at least two discrete external electronic devices,
said devices having individual housings and said con-
nector having its own housing which contains at least
two physical interface connection elements through the
walls thereof, wherein, with the connection of one of
the physical interface connection elements with a first
one of said devices, at least one other of the physical
interface connection elements is exposed externally to
said first one of said devices for physical electrical con-
nection with another of said devices; characterized in
that said devices, when initially physically connected
by said connector, do not electronically communicate
with each other as desired; and wherein the connector
further comprises electrically programmable means,
comprising electronic circuitry with a loaded program,
said electronic circuitry being remotely accessible by at
least one of said connected devices whereby electrical
instructions are sent thereto for interpretation by the
loaded program, with operational instructions being
generated, whereby the electronic circuitry causes
modification of the connection between the connected
devices to provide the function or configuration of the
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connector for communication between the connected
devices as desired.

2. The connector of claim 1 wherein said programma-
ble electrically means, after receiving said electrical
instructions, causes said connector to function as a
printer buffer between a printer, which comprises one
of said external devices, and a data transmission device
which comprises another of said external devices.

3. The connector of claim 2 wherein said data trans-
mission device comprises a computer.

4. The connector of claim 2 wherein said data trans-
mission device comprises a modem.

5. The connector of claim 1 wherein said electrically
programmable means, after receiving said electrical
instructions, causes said connector to function as an
encryption device for data transmitted between said
external devices.

6. The connector of claim 1 wherein at least one of
said physical interface connection elements comprises
multiple pin outputs and wherein said electrically pro-
grammable means, after receiving said electrical in-
structions, causes said connector to electrically recon-
figure itself between said physical interface connection
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elements whereby the configuration of said multiple pin
outputs is reconfigured as desired.

7. The connector of claim 1 wherein said electrically
programmable means comprises a microprocessor with
program storage memory.

8. The connector of claim 1 wherein said electrically
programmable means comprises a microcontroller with
downloadable code storage.

9. The connector of claim 1 wherein said electrically
programmable means comprises a programmable array
logic.

10. The connector of claim 1 wherein said electrically
programmable means comprises a custom gate array.

11. The connector of claim 1 wherein said electrically
programmable means comprises a programmable logic
cell array.

12. The connector of claim 1 wherein said electrically
programmable means comprises an erasable program-
mable logic device.

13. The connector of claim 1 wherein the connector
and its housing are external to all of the connected

devices.
* * * * *
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