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1
VIRTUAL NETWORK DEVICE CLUSTERS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to networking and, more spe-
cifically, to virtual network devices.

2. Description of the Related Art

In order to provide increased network reliability, redundant
switches and links are often included in a network. If a switch
or link fails, a redundant switch or link, already in place
within the network, can quickly be enabled to replace the
failed switch or link. Since the redundant switch or link can
typically be enabled as a replacement more quickly than the
failed component can be replaced or repaired, having redun-
dant links and/or switching provides a more reliable network.

When redundant components are included within a net-
work, it is often desirable to be able to use the redundant
components during normal network operation, before the
failure of corresponding components. For example, if two
links are implemented between a pair of switches, it is desir-
able to use both links (as opposed to leaving one link idle) to
provide increased bandwidth. However, if multiple redundant
links are active at the same time, management of those links
may be undesirably complicated (e.g., due to the need to
avoid bridging loops). This complexity extends to other situ-
ations in which multiple redundant components are used dur-
ing normal operation. For example, if multiple redundant
routers are simultaneously used in a network, management of
the network may become more complicated due to the need to
have a different point of management for each network
device. As these examples show, it is desirable to be able to
reduce the complexities that arise when multiple redundant
components are used within a network.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Various embodiments of methods and systems for imple-
menting virtual network device clusters are disclosed. A vir-
tual network device cluster includes several different virtual
network device sub-units, which collectively operate as a
single logical network device. The virtual network device
cluster identifies the virtual network device sub-unit via
which a given packet enters the virtual network device cluster.
A packet is forwarded through the virtual network device
cluster based on which virtual network device sub-unit has
been identified for that packet.

In some embodiments, a method involves operating several
virtual network device sub-units as a single virtual network
device and preventing a packet from being sent to one of the
viral network device sub-units, if that one of the virtual net-
work device sub-units has already received the packet. Oper-
ating the virtual network device sub-units as a single virtual
network device involves communicating control information
from one of the virtual network device sub-units to one or
more other ones of the virtual network device sub-units via
one or more virtual network device links.

In other embodiments, a method involves: receiving a
packet via a first interface of a first one of several virtual
network device sub-units of a virtual network device and
associating the packet with the first one of the virtual network
device sub-units. The method also involves inhibiting the
packet from being sent via an interface of one of the virtual
network device sub-units, in response to the packet being
associated with the first one of the virtual network device
sub-units. Only a single copy of a particular packet is sent to
a device coupled to the virtual network device.
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2

Associating the packet with the first one of the virtual
network device sub-units involves assigning an identifier to
the packet. The identifier is associated with the first one of the
virtual network device sub-units. The identifier can be
assigned to the packet by appending a header, which includes
the identifier, to the packet. The packet is inhibited from being
sent via an interface of a second one of the virtual network
device sub-units (e.g., by filtering the packet from a packet
flow being sent via the interface), in response to the identifier.

Several spanning trees can be calculated for the virtual
network device. Each of the spanning trees is associated with
a respective one of the virtual network device sub-units. Each
packetreceived by one of the virtual network device sub-units
is sent through the virtual network device according to an
associated one of the spanning trees.

In some embodiments, a system includes a virtual network
device. The virtual network device includes several virtual
network device sub-units and several network device links.
Each of the virtual network device sub-units is coupled to at
least one other one of the virtual network device sub-units by
one of the virtual network device links. The virtual network
device sub-units are configured to prevent a packet from
being sent to one of the virtual network device sub-units, if
that one of the virtual network device sub-units has already
received the packet. The virtual network device is configured
to associate a packet with a first one of the virtual network
device sub-units, in response to a first interface of the first one
of the virtual network device sub-units receiving the packet.
An interface of one of the virtual network device sub-units is
configured to inhibit the packet from being sent via that
interface, in response to the packet being associated with the
first one of the virtual network device sub-units.

In one embodiment, an interface of a network device
includes an egress filter settings store, which includes several
egress filter settings that each correspond to a respective
ingress identifier value, and an egress filter unit coupled to the
egress filter settings store. The interface also includes an
identifier unit and an ingress identifier value store coupled to
the identifier unit. The ingress identifier value store includes
an ingress identifier value. The identifier unit is configured to
append the ingress identifier value to a packet. The ingress
identifier value identifies the virtual network device sub-unit
via which the packet entered a virtual network device. The
egress filter unit is configured to filter a packet from a packet
flow being output via the interface, in response to a particular
ingress identifier being appended to the packet.

The foregoing is a summary and thus contains, by neces-
sity, simplifications, generalizations and omissions of detail;
consequently, those skilled in the art will appreciate that the
summary is illustrative only and is not intended to be in any
way limiting. The operations disclosed herein may be imple-
mented in a number of ways, and such changes and modifi-
cations may be made without departing from this invention
and its broader aspects. Other aspects of the present inven-
tion, as defined solely by the claims, will become apparent in
the non-limiting detailed description set forth below.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

A more complete understanding of the present invention
may be acquired by referring to the following description and
the accompanying drawings, in which like reference numbers
indicate like features.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a network, according to one
embodiment of the present invention.
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FIGS. 2A and 2B show how two network devices in the
same network layer collectively operate as a single virtual
network device, according to one embodiment of the present
invention.

FIG. 3 shows more detail within each virtual network
device sub-unit included in a virtual network device, accord-
ing to one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 4 shows an example of a virtual network device clus-
ter that includes four virtual network device sub-units,
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

FIGS. SA-5C illustrate other virtual network device cluster
configurations, according to alternative embodiments of the
present invention.

FIG. 6A shows an example of a virtual network device
cluster, according to one embodiment of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 6B shows examples of ingress ID settings and egress
filter values used for each interface of the virtual network
device cluster of FIG. 6A.

FIG. 6C shows an interface of a virtual network device
sub-unit, according to one embodiment of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 7 is a flowchart illustrating the manner in which a
packet is forwarded within a virtual network device cluster,
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

FIGS. 8A-8D show how a different spanning tree is calcu-
lated for each virtual network device sub-unit within the same
virtual network device cluster, according to one embodiment
of the present invention.

FIGS. 9A-9C illustrate how a packet will be forwarded
through the virtual network device cluster of FIGS. 8A-8D.

FIGS. 10A-10D show a network in which a different span-
ning tree is calculated for each ingress point, according to one
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 11A shows a method of calculating a spanning tree for
each ingress point, according to one embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 11B shows the manner in which a packet is forwarded
according to the spanning tree associated with a particular
ingress point, according to one embodiment of the present
invention.

While the invention is susceptible to various modifications
and alternative forms, specific embodiments of the invention
are provided as examples in the drawings and detailed
description. It should be understood that the drawings and
detailed description are not intended to limit the invention to
the particular form disclosed. Instead, the intention is to cover
all modifications, equivalents and alternatives falling within
the spirit and scope of the invention as defined by the
appended claims.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Virtual network device cluster are formed from two or
more virtual network device sub-units, which collectively
operate as a single logical device. FIGS. 1-3 provide an
example of an environment that can include one or more
virtual network devices. FIGS. 4-7 provide examples of vir-
tual network device clusters and the operation of virtual net-
work device clusters. FIGS. 8A-9C illustrate how several
ingress-specific spanning trees can be used to control how
packets are forwarded through a virtual network device clus-
ter. FIGS. 10A-11B illustrate how multiple ingress-specific
spanning trees can also be used to control how packets are
forwarded in other types of networks.

FIG.1is ablock diagram of a network that includes several
virtual network devices. In FIG. 1, several clients 102(1)-102
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(n) communicate with each other and with several servers
104(1)-104(n) via a network. Clients 102(1)-102(n) can
include a variety of different devices that access networked
services. For example, client 102(1) can be a cell phone, client
102(2) can be a personal computer, and client 102(n) can be a
Personal Digital Assistant (PDA). Servers 104(1)-104(n) pro-
vide various services, such as various software-based ser-
vices and/or access to shared storage devices.

The network coupling clients 102(1)-102(n) and servers
104(1)-104(n) is described in terms of several network layers.
The layer closest to clients 102(1)-102(n) is access layer 110.
Access layer 110 includes several network devices 120(1)-
120(n). In this example, access layer 110 is the primary layer
at which packets enter the network from clients 102(1)-102
(n).

Distribution layer 112 aggregates flows received via access
layer 110 and provides these aggregated flows to core layer
114. In this example, distribution layer 112 includes network
devices 122(1)-122(n). Core layer 114 is a logically central-
ized portion of the network through which various aggregated
flows pass. Core layer 114 includes network devices 124(1)-
124(n).

In this example, data center 116 includes two sets of net-
work devices: network devices 126(1)-126(n) and network
devices 128(1)-128(n). Network devices 128(1)-128(n) pro-
vide access to the network to various servers 104(1)-104(n).
Network devices 126(1)-126(n) aggregate flows from net-
work devices 128(1)-128(n) and provide the aggregated flows
to core layer 114.

It is noted that in some embodiments, networks will not
include the network layers illustrated in FI1G. 1 (e.g., some of
the layers can be combined and/or eliminated, and alternative
layers can also be included in addition to and/or instead of
those shown in FIG. 1). Additionally, clients and servers can
be coupled to the network differently than shown in FIG. 1
(e.g., some clients and/or servers can be coupled to individual
network devices in the core and/or distribution layers). Addi-
tionally, the physical locations of devices relative to each
other can differ from the logical locations shown in FIG. 1.
For example, two devices in the same network layer can be
physically located on different floors, in different buildings,
or on different campuses. In contrast, two devices in different
network layers can be located in the same room.

In some embodiments, network devices 120(1)-120(n) and
128(1)-128(n), which are located at the outer edges of the
network, operate differently than network devices 122(1)-
122(n), 124(1)-124(n), and 126(1)-126(n), which are located
in the inner layers of the network. For example, in one
embodiment, network devices 120(1)-120(n) are adjunct net-
work devices that are controlled or otherwise subordinate to
network devices in the inner layers (e.g., the distribution and
core layers) of the network. In such an embodiments, the
non-adjunct network devices provide [.2 (Layer 2) and L3
(Layer 3) forwarding and routing, while adjunct network
devices only have relatively limited forwarding and/or rout-
ing capabilities. In other embodiments, adjunct network
devices do not perform any .2 forwarding or L3 routing.
Instead, the adjunct network devices simply forward all pack-
ets to non-adjunct network devices for [.2 forwarding and [.3
routing. In some embodiments, non-adjunct network devices,
coupled to adjunct network devices, control the operation of
the adjunct network devices. In some embodiments, adjunct
network devices are treated as remote line cards of the net-
work devices to which the adjunct network devices are sub-
ordinate. It is also noted that in alternative embodiments,
non-adjunct network devices are used in the access layer and
data center instead of adjunct network devices.



US 7,706,364 B2

5

Network devices 120(1)-120(n), 122(1)-122(n), 124(1)-
124(n), 126(1)-126(n), and 128(1)-128(n) can include vari-
ous routers, switches, gateways, and other network equip-
ment. In many embodiments, only one network device may
be needed at each layer in order for the network to function.
However, multiple network devices can be included at each
layer, as shown in FIG. 1, in order to provide redundancy.

It will be noted that the variable identifier “n” is used in
several instances in the figures described herein to more sim-
ply designate the final element of a series of related or similar
elements. The repeated use of such variable identifiers is not
meant to necessarily imply a correlation between the sizes of
such series of elements, although such correlation may exist.
The use of such variable identifiers does not require that each
series of elements have the same number of elements as
another series delimited by the same variable identifier (e.g.,
the number of network devices in each network layer may
vary). Rather, in each instance of use, the variable identified
by “n” (or any other such identifier) may hold the same or a
different value than other instances of the same variable iden-
tifier.

Multiple links are implemented between devices in differ-
ent network layers to provide additional redundancy. For
example, as shown in FIG. 1, each network device 120(1)-
120(n) in access layer 110 is coupled to distribution layer 112
by two (or more) different links. Similarly, each network
device 122(1)-122(n) in distribution layer 112 is coupled to
core layer 114 by two (or more) different links. In one
embodiment, each link is an Ethernet link.

Within each network layer, multiple redundant network
devices are configured to collectively operate as a single
virtual network device. For example, as shown in FIG. 1, two
or more network devices in distribution layer 112 operate as
a virtual network device 202. Similarly, two or more of net-
work devices 124(1)-124(n) operate as a single virtual net-
work device 204, and two or more of network devices 126
(1)-126(n) operate as a single virtual network device 206.
More details of how two distribution-layer network devices
collectively operate as a distribution-layer virtual network
device 202 are shownin FIGS. 2A, 2B, and 3. Virtual network
devices can be coupled to other virtual network devices, to
network devices, and/or to clients and/or servers by virtual
link bundles, as described below. In general, any multi-ported
device (whether a physical device, such as a network device,
client, or server, or a virtual network device) can be coupled
to a virtual network device by a virtual link bundle that
includes several links, some of which terminate on different
sub-units within the virtual network device.

FIG. 2A shows an example of a network in which there are
two network devices 120(1) and 120(2) in access layer 110.
There are also two network devices 122(1) and 122(2) in
distribution layer 112. These two network devices 122(1) and
122(2) operate as a single virtual network device 202 in this
example. Each network device 120(1)-120(2) is coupled to
distribution layer 112 by two links. In this example, each of
those two links is coupled to a different one of network
devices 122(1) and 122(2). This provides redundancy, allow-
ing network devices 120(1) and 120(2) to continue to com-
municate with distribution layer 112 even if one of network
devices 122(1) or 122(2) fails or if one of the links between a
given access-layer network device and a given distribution-
layer network device fails.

The redundant links coupling each of network devices
120(1) and 120(2) to virtual network device 202 can be oper-
ated as a single logical link, referred to herein as a virtual link
bundle. Network device 120(1) operates the two links cou-
pling network device 120(1) to virtual network device 202 as
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a virtual link bundle 250(1). In such an embodiment, each
interface in network device 120(1) that is coupled to one of
the links is included in an interface bundle, which corre-
sponds to virtual link bundle 250(1). Network device 120(2)
similarly operates the two links coupling network device
120(2) to virtual network device 202 as virtual link bundle
250(2). In some embodiments, virtual link bundles 250(1)
and 250(2) are each operated as an EtherChannel (TM) or as
an aggregated link (as described in IEEE 802.3).

As shown in FIG. 2A, each virtual link bundle 250(1) and
250(2) includes links that terminate at different network
devices in distribution layer 112. For example, virtual link
bundle 250(1) couples network device 120(1) to both network
device 122(1) and network device 122(2). This differs from
conventional implementations in which logical links are only
allowed between a single pair of network devices.

In some embodiments, network devices 120(1) and 120(2)
are aware (e.g., through various state information maintained
within each network device) that each virtual link bundle
250(1) and 250(2) includes links that are terminated on dif-
ferent network devices in distribution layer 112. In such an
embodiment, network devices 120(1) and 120(2) can selecta
link within a particular virtual link bundle on which to send a
packet based on this awareness. In alternative embodiments,
however, network devices 120(1) and 120(2) are not aware of
whether a particular virtual link bundle includes links that are
terminated on different network devices in the distribution
layer.

As shown in FIG. 2A, network devices 122(1) and 122(2)
operate as a single virtual network device 202. FIG. 2B illus-
trates how, from the perspective of network device 120(1) in
access layer 110, network device 120(1) is coupled to a single
network device, virtual network device 202, in distribution
layer 112 by a redundant pair of links. Network device 120(2)
has a similar perspective of virtual network device 202.

In embodiments, such as the one shown in FIG. 2B, in
which network devices 120(1) and 120(2) see themselves as
being connected to a single network device, the use of a
virtual link bundle is simplified. For example, if network
device 120(1) is aware that virtual link bundle 250(1) termi-
nates at two different network devices, network device 120(1)
selects a link on which to send a particular packet based on
Spanning Tree Protocol. The use of Spanning Tree Protocol
may involve more overhead and/or be more restrictive with
respectto which links can be used to send a given packet (e.g.,
Spanning Tree Protocol might block all but one of the links,
preventing utilization of all but one non-blocked link) than if
network device 120(1) simply views virtual network device
202 as a single entity. When viewing virtual network device
202 as a single entity, for example, network device 120(1)
simply select a link on which to send a packet based on
load-sharing constraints. Similarly, if a link within virtual
link bundle 250(1) fails, there is no need for network device
120(1) to change how Spanning Tree Protocol is applied.
Instead, network device 120(1) simply continues to use the
non-failed links within virtual link bundle 250(1).

The individual network devices, such as network device
122(1) and 122(2), included in virtual network device 202 are
each referred to herein as a “virtual network device sub-unit”.
In some embodiments, virtual network device sub-units 122
(1) and 122(2) are each implemented in a separate chassis
(i.e., each chassis houses a single virtual network device
sub-unit). For example, in FIG. 2A, network devices 122(1)
and 122(2) can each be implemented in a separate chassis.
Even if virtual network device sub-units 122(1) and 122(2)
share a chassis, each virtual network device sub-unit can be
made to operate as an independent network device, allowing
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one virtual network device sub-unit to continue operating if
the other virtual network device sub-unit(s) in the virtual
network device fail. For example, virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) and virtual network device sub-unit 122(2)
can be in the same chassis, but each virtual network device
sub-unit can have independent hardware, ports, uplink inter-
faces, and power supplies, and each can be removed from the
chassis independently of the other. If virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) fails (e.g., due to a power supply failure or a
software error), virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) can
continue to run. In such an embodiment, virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1) can be removed for repair or replace-
ment without disrupting the operation of virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2).

In some embodiments, the links in a virtual link bundle
coupling a network device to an adjunct network device are
specialized links, referred to herein as uplinks, that are used to
couple an adjunct network device to a virtual network device.
Each uplink can convey both a packet and additional infor-
mation generated within one of the network devices. For
example, in one embodiment, ifa packet is being conveyed on
an uplink from an access-layer adjunct network device to a
distribution-layer network device, additional information
conveyed on the uplink with the packet includes information
identifying which of the adjunct network device’s ports
received the packet. The additional information also includes
information indicating whether any forwarding or routing has
already been performed on the packet by the sending device.
In some embodiments, use of uplinks allows a virtual network
device to control adjunct network devices that are coupled to
that virtual network device. The use of uplinks also facilitates
the virtual network device being able to perform routing
and/or forwarding for subordinate adjunct network devices.
An interface within a network device or adjunct network
device that is coupled to an uplink is referred to herein as an
uplink interface.

FIG. 3 shows more detail within each network device
included in a virtual network device. Here, virtual network
device 202 includes two virtual network device sub-units
122(1) and 122(2). It is noted that in other embodiments,
virtual network device 202 includes more than two compo-
nent network devices. In this example, virtual network device
202 is located at the distribution layer of the network. How-
ever, similar virtual network devices can be implemented in
other network layers (e.g., within the data center and/or core
layer).

Virtual network device 202 is coupled to several access-
layer network devices 120(1)-120(3). Network devices 120
(2) and 120(3) are each coupled to virtual network device 202
by two uplinks, one to each virtual network device sub-unit
122(1) and 122(2). Network device 120(2) is coupled to vir-
tual network device by virtual link bundle 250(2), and net-
work device 120(3) is coupled to virtual network device 202
by virtual link bundle 250(3). As a result, network devices
120(2) and 120(3) continue to communicate with the distri-
bution layer even if one of these uplinks and/or one of virtual
network device sub-units 122(1) and 122(2) fail. Network
device 120(1) is coupled to virtual network device 202 by
three uplinks: two uplinks to virtual network device sub-unit
122(1) and one uplink to virtual network device sub-unit
122(2). These three uplinks collectively form virtual link
bundle 250(1). Network device 120(1) continues to commu-
nicate with the distribution layer even if two of the three
uplinks and/or one of virtual network device sub-units 122(1)
and 122(2) fail. Network devices 120(1)-120(3) each operate
multiple uplinks to virtual network device 202 as a single
logical uplink. Additionally, in some embodiments, each net-
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work device 120(1)-120(3) operates in the same manner that
the network device would operate in if coupled to a single
distribution-layer device (as opposed to operating in the man-
ner that the network device would operate in if that network
device were coupled to two independent distribution-layer
network devices).

Distribution-layer virtual network device sub-unit 122(1)
is also coupled to a server 104(3) by a single link. In this
example, server 104(3) will be unable to communicate via the
distribution layer if either network device 122(1) or the link
coupling server 104(3) to network device 122(1) fails. It is
noted that in alternative embodiments, a server such as server
104(3) but having multiple ports could be coupled to multiple
virtual network device sub-units by a virtual link bundle, and
that such a server could interact with virtual network device
sub-units 122(1) and 122(2) as if those sub-units were a single
virtual network device 202.

Virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) includes several
cards, including control card 302(1) and line cards 304(1) and
304(3). Similarly, virtual network device sub-unit 122(2)
includes control card 302(2) and line cards 304(2) and 304(4).
Control card 302(1) includes control unit 310(1), forwarding
engine 312(1), and interfaces 320(1) and 320(3). Control card
302(2) likewise includes control unit 310(2), forwarding
engine 312(2), and interfaces 320(2) and 320(4).

In virtual network device sub-unit 122(1), line card 304(1)
includes forwarding engine 314(1) and interfaces 320(5),
320(7), and 320(9). Interface 320(7) is coupled to network
device 120(3). Interface 320(9) is also coupled to network
device 120(1). Interface 320(5) is unused in this example.
Line card 304(3) includes forwarding engine 314(3) and
interfaces 320(11), 320(13), and 320(15). Interfaces 320(11)
and 320(13) are respectively coupled to network devices 120
(2) and 120(1). Interface 320(15) is coupled to server 104(3).
In embodiments in which network devices 120(1)-120(3) are
adjunct network devices controlled by virtual network device
202, interfaces 320(7),320(9),320(11), and 320(13) are oper-
ated as uplink interfaces, while interface 320(15), which is
not coupled to an adjunct network device, is operated as a
normal port.

In virtual network device sub-unit 122(2), line card 304(2)
includes forwarding engine 314(2) and interfaces 320(6),
320(8), and 320(10). Interface 320(8) is coupled to adjunct
network device 120(2), and interfaces 320(6) and 320(10) are
unconnected. Line card 304(4) includes forwarding engine
314(4) and interfaces 320(12), 320(14), and 320(16). Inter-
faces 320(12) and 320(16) are respectively coupled to adjunct
network devices 120(3) and 120(1). Interface 320(14) is
unused. In embodiments in which network devices 120(1)-
120(3) are adjunct network devices controlled by virtual net-
work device 202, interfaces 320(8), 320(12), and 320(16) are
operated as uplink interfaces,

Note that while the interfaces in FIG. 3 have been described
as both ingress and egress interfaces, interfaces that act as
ingress-only or egress-only interfaces can also be used. For
example, the functionality of each of the interfaces shown in
FIG. 3 can be implemented using one ingress-only interface
and one egress-only interface. Similarly, virtual link bundles
250(1)-250(3) can each include several links that only convey
packets from a respective network device 120(1)-120(3) to
virtual network device 202 and several links that only convey
packets from virtual network device 202 to a respective net-
work device 120(1)-120(3).

In the illustrated embodiment, control card 302(1) in vir-
tual network device sub-unit 122(1) is coupled to control card
302(2) in virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) via a virtual
network device link 360. In this example, virtual network
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device link 360 includes two links (two links are used to
provide increased fault-tolerance and/or bandwidth; how-
ever, one link can be used in other embodiments). These links
are a type of uplink in this example, carrying information
(e.g., such as headers similar to those sent between line cards)
in addition to packets. The uplinks in virtual network device
link 360 are used to exchange information, which controls the
operation of virtual network device 202, as well as packets
between virtual network device sub-units 122(1) and 122(2).
By communicating via these uplinks, virtual network device
sub-units 122(1) and 122(2) coordinate their behavior such
that virtual network device sub-units 122(1) and 122(2)
appear to be a single virtual network device to network
devices 120(1)-120(3).

Thus, providing interconnections between virtual network
device sub-units 122(1) and 122(2) allows virtual network
device sub-units 122(1) and 122(2) to operate as a single
virtual network device 202. Network devices 120(1)-120(3)
communicate with virtual network device 202 in the same
way that network devices 120(1)-120(3) would communicate
with a single physical device. For example, if network device
120(2) is handling a packet addressed to server 104(3), net-
work device 120(2) selects one of the two uplinks in network
device bundle 250(2) on which to send the packet. This selec-
tion is based on load-sharing criteria in some embodiments.
In such a situation, since virtual network device 202 appears
to be a single network device, network device 120(2) is just as
likely to select the uplink to virtual network device sub-unit
122(2) as the uplink to virtual network device sub-unit 122
(1), despite the fact that only virtual network device sub-unit
122(1) has a direct connection to server 104(3). If the packet
is sent to virtual network device sub-unit 122(2), network
device 122(2) uses one of the uplinks included in virtual
network device link 360 between virtual network device sub-
units 122(1) and 122(2) to send the packet to virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1), and virtual network device sub-unit
122(1) can in turn provide the packet to the packet’s destina-
tion, server 104(3).

In other embodiments, network devices 120(1)-120(3) are
aware that virtual link bundles 250(1) and 250(2) actually
terminate on two different network devices. Network devices
120(1)-120(3) control packet transmission based on this
information. For example, in this situation, network device
120(2) handles a packet addressed to server 104(3) by select-
ing the uplink coupled to virtual network device sub-unit
122(1) instead of the uplink coupled to virtual network device
sub-unit 122(2), based on the fact that network device 120(2)
recognizes separate connections to two different network
devices within the logical link.

Interfaces 320(13), 320(9), and 320(16), which are each
coupled to network device 120(1) by virtual link bundle 250
(1), form an interface bundle (e.g., an EtherChannel (TM)
port bundle). Similarly, interfaces 320(11) and 320(8) form
another interface bundle that is coupled to network device
120(2) by virtual link bundle 250(2). Interfaces 320(7) and
320(12) form a third interface bundle that is coupled to net-
work device 120(3) by virtual link bundle 250(3). Within
virtual network device 202, each interface in the same inter-
face bundle is assigned the same logical identifier. For
example, interfaces 320(13), 320(9), and 320(16) are each
assigned the same logical identifier. In some embodiments,
packets received via one of these interfaces are tagged or
otherwise associated with the logical identifier to indicate that
those packets were received via the virtual link bundle cou-
pling virtual network device 202 to network device 120(1). It
is noted that similar interface bundles are implemented within
each network device 120(1)-120(3), and that interfaces
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included in such bundles are also assigned the same logical
identifier by each network device (or by virtual network
device 202, in embodiments in which virtual network device
202 controls the configuration of the network devices 120(1)-
120(3)). For example, network device 120(1) can assign the
same logical identifier to each of the interfaces coupled to
virtual link bundle 250(1).

The association between a packet and a particular logical
identifier is used by forwarding engines-within virtual net-
work device 202 to route and forward packets to and from
network devices 120(1)-120(3). For example, when a packet
from a sending device (e.g., a client coupled to network
device 120(1)) is received via uplink interface 320(13), vir-
tual network device sub-unit 122(1) learns that the sending
device’s MAC (Media Access Control) address is “behind”
uplink interface 320(13) by associating the MAC address
with the logical identifier of uplink interface 320(13). Virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1) informs each forwarding
engine in virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) as well as
each forwarding engine in virtual network device sub-unit
122(2) of this association. Based on the association, packets
addressed to that MAC address will be sent from an uplink
interface having the associated logical identifier. Since in this
case, uplink interfaces 320(9) (in virtual network device sub-
unit 122(1)) and 320(16) (in virtual network device sub-unit
122(2)) also have the same logical identifier as uplink inter-
face 320(13), a packet addressed to that MAC address can be
forwarded via any of uplink interfaces 320(9), 320(13), and
320(16).

The same logical identifiers are used to identify uplink
interface bundles by each of virtual network device sub-units
122(1) and 122(2), and the virtual network device sub-units
coordinate to assign the same logical identifier to each uplink
interface within the same uplink interface bundle. When for-
warding packets via an uplink interface bundle identified by a
particular logical identifier, each virtual network device sub-
unit 122(1) and 122(2) generates a hash value to select one of
the uplink interfaces within that uplink interface bundle on
which to send the packet. Each of the virtual network device
sub-units uses these hash values to identify local uplink inter-
faces within that virtual network. Thus, each virtual network
device sub-unit will only select an uplink interface that is
local to that virtual network device sub-unit. For example, if
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) is forwarding a packet
via the uplink interface bundle that includes interfaces 320
(9),320(13), and 320(16), the hash value generated by virtual
network device sub-unit will identify one of interfaces 320(9)
or 320(13).

In the above example, by associating each hash value with
local uplink interfaces in the uplink interface bundle, the
usage of virtual switch link 360 is reduced. Essentially, virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1) favors local uplink interfaces
within a particular uplink interface bundle over remote uplink
interfaces, in the same uplink interface bundle, on virtual
network device sub-unit 122(2). Likewise, virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2) favors local uplink interfaces within a
particular uplink interface bundle over uplink interfaces
included in virtual network device sub-unit 122(1). For
example, if virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) needs to
forward a packet via an uplink interface, virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2) will send that packet via uplink inter-
face 320(12) instead of forwarding that packet across virtual
network device link 360 to be sent via uplink interface 320(7).
By favoring local interfaces, the amount of traffic sent over
virtual network device link 360 is reduced, since each virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1) and 122(2) will forward
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locally-received packets (i.e., packets received via interfaces
other than those coupled to virtual network device link 360)
from a local interface.

In some embodiments, for a given virtual link bundle, that
virtual link bundle is managed (e.g., with respect to control
protocols such as 1.2 protocols) in a central location. For
example, all of the control protocol processing for virtual link
bundle 250(1) can take place in control unit 310(1) of virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1). The results of this control
protocol processing are then communicated to control unit
310(2) of virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) and/or to a
controller in network device 120(1). Control unit 310(2) then
uses (but not modify) this information when controlling how
packets sent from and received via uplink interface 320(16)
(which is in the uplink interface bundle coupled to virtual link
bundle 250(1)) are handled. For example, control unit 310(2)
uses this information to set up or modify lookup tables on line
cards 304(2) and/or 304(4). In this way, the actual control
protocol processing is centralized in control unit 310(1), as
opposed to being distributed among several control units in
virtual network device 202.

The central point of control protocol processing can vary
among virtual link bundles. For example, while control pro-
tocol processing for virtual link bundle 250(1) is managed by
control unit 310(1), control protocol processing for virtual
link bundle 250(2) can be managed by control unit 310(2). In
other words, control unit 310(2) can perform all of the control
processing for virtual link bundle 250(2), and the information
generated by control unit 310(2) can then be communicated
to control unit 310(1) for use (but not modification) within
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1).

In embodiments that implement a central point of manage-
ment within virtual network device 202 for each virtual link
bundle’s control protocol processing, .2 protocols can be run
across the virtual link bundle and/or interface bundles can be
used as routed L3 interfaces. These abilities would not be
available if the virtual network device sub-units within virtual
network device 202 each performed control protocol process-
ing for local interfaces independently of each other. Addition-
ally, in embodiments implementing a central point of control
protocol processing, a user can modify the virtual link bun-
dle’s control protocol behavior by accessing a single virtual
network device sub-unit. In the above example, when updat-
ing control protocol behavior of virtual link bundle 250(1), a
user can simply access virtual network device sub-unit 122(1)
(instead of accessing both virtual network device sub-units
122(1) and 122(2)). Virtual network device sub-unit 122(1)
then automatically propagates to network device 122(2) any
changes made by the user to the control protocols. Further-
more, since the use of virtual link bundles allows several
uplinks to be managed as a single logical uplink, fewer uplink
interfaces need to be configured than would be required if
virtual link bundles were not used. For example, if each
virtual link bundle includes two uplinks, the number of uplink
interfaces within virtual network device 202 that need to be
configured by a user is halved.

Virtual network device sub-units 122(1) and 122(2) imple-
ment certain behaviors in order to act as a virtual network
device 202 that, from the perspective of network devices
120(1)-120(3), appears to be a single logical network device.
For example, whenever virtual network device sub-unit 122
(2) receives a packet from a local network device, client, or
server and that packet’s destination logical identifier identi-
fies an uplink interface bundle, virtual network device sub-
unit 122(2) sends the packet from a local uplink interface
within the identified uplink interface bundle. Virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2) can also provide the packet to virtual

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

12

network device sub-unit 122(1), but virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) should not output this packet on a virtual link
bundle. This way, the destination device only receives one
copy of the packet from virtual network device 202 (as
opposed to receiving one copy from each virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1) and 122(2)) and the appearance of
virtual network device 202 being a single entity is maintained.

To operate in this way, each egress uplink interface coupled
to a link in a virtual link bundle is configured to filter out
traffic received via virtual network device link 360. For
example, a packet is received at virtual network device sub-
unit 122(1) via virtual network device link 360. The interface
320(1) or 320(3) that receives the packet updates information
(e.g., in a header) associated with the packet to indicate that
the packet was received via virtual network device link 360
(in alternative embodiments, the sending interface in virtual
network device sub-unit 122(2) can update this information).
When virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) looks up the
destination address of the packet in a lookup table, the lookup
table returns the logical identifier that identifies local uplink
interfaces 320(9) and 320(13). The packet is then forwarded
to uplink interface 320(13) (e.g., selected based on load-
sharing considerations). When uplink interface 320(13)
receives the packet, uplink interface 320(13) will only output
the packet if the packet was not received via virtual switch
link 360, since if the packet was received via the virtual switch
link, the other virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) will
have already sent the packet via the virtual link bundle. Thus,
uplink interface 320(13) can filter the packet from the packet
flow being sent via uplink interface 320(13) based on the
information appended to the packet that indicates whether the
packet was received via virtual network device link 360.

In some embodiments, MAC notification frames are used
to keep the content of the [.2 tables in virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) synchronized with the content of the L2
tables in virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) and vice
versa. Whenever a MAC notification that involves a port
behind a virtual link bundle or an uplink interface included in
an uplink interface bundle is generated within a virtual net-
work device sub-unit (e.g., such a notification can be gener-
ated by one line card in order to update an L2 table on another
line card), a copy of the MAC notification is sent via to virtual
network device link 360. Similarly, ifa virtual network device
sub-unit determines that a packet should be flooded, the vir-
tual network device sub-unit will send a copy of that packet
via virtual network device link 360, ensuring that the virtual
network device sub-unit will receive a copy of any MAC
notification response generated by a forwarding engine in the
peer virtual network device sub-unit.

By way of example, assume that virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) floods a packet because the forwarding
engine(s) included in virtual network device sub-unit 122(1)
do not know which port or uplink interface is associated with
the packet’s destination address. As part of flooding the
packet, virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) sends a copy
of the packet to virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) via
virtual switch link 360. If a forwarding engine within virtual
network device sub-unit 122(2) already knows that the desti-
nation address is behind a particular uplink interface or port
(e.g., if a forwarding table already includes an entry associ-
ating the destination address with a port of one of network
devices 120), that forwarding engine generates a MAC noti-
fication identifying this association, which is distributed to
any other forwarding engines within virtual network device
sub-unit 122(2). Since the packet was originally received via
virtual network device link 360, virtual network device sub-
unit 122(2) also sends a copy of the MAC notification back
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via virtual network device link 360. This MAC notification is
then distributed among the forwarding engines included in
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1). After being updated
based on the MAC notification, the forwarding engines in
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) now know the location
of the device identified by the destination address. Accord-
ingly, subsequently received packets addressed to that device
are not flooded.

When all of the physical links in a virtual link bundle that
connect to a single virtual network device sub-unit fail, the
virtual link bundle transitions to a normal link bundle that is
coupled to a single virtual network device sub-unit. At this
point, the behavior of each virtual network device sub-unit
with respect to that network device bundle is modified. For
example, assume that all of the uplinks in virtual link bundle
250(1) that are coupled to virtual network device sub-unit
122(2) fail. At this point, virtual network device sub-unit
122(2) no longer has any local uplink interfaces that can send
packets via virtual link bundle 250(1). Accordingly, virtual
network device sub-unit 122(2) will redirect all traffic that
needs to be sent via virtual link bundle 250(1) across virtual
network device link 360. Additionally, since network device
122(2) can no longer send packets via virtual link bundle
250(1), virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) will cease to
filter traffic received via virtual network device link 360 from
being sent via virtual link bundle 250(1). If at least one of the
uplinks in virtual link bundle 250(1) that is coupled to virtual
network device sub-unit 122(2) is restored, virtual link bundle
250(1) will transition back to the normal mode of operation,
in which virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) will send
locally-received packets via virtual link bundle 250(1) and
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) will filter packets
received via virtual network device link 360 from being sent
virtual link bundle 250(1).

Virtual Network Device Clusters

FIG. 4 shows an example of a virtual network device clus-
ter that includes four virtual network device sub-units. A
virtual network device cluster is a virtual network device that
includes two or more virtual network device sub-units. In this
example, virtual network device cluster 402 is a cluster of
virtual network device sub-units 122(1)-122(4). Each virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1)-122(4) can be similar to the
virtual network device sub-units of FIG. 3.

Each virtual network device sub-unit within a virtual net-
work device cluster is coupled to at least one other virtual
network device sub-unit within the same virtual network
device cluster by a virtual network device link. In the example
of FIG. 4, virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) is coupled to
virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) by virtual network
device link 360(A) and to virtual network device sub-unit
122(3) by virtual network device link 360(D). Virtual net-
work device sub-unit 122(1) is not directly coupled to virtual
network device sub-unit 122(4). Virtual network device sub-
unit 122(2) is coupled to virtual network device sub-unit
122(1) by virtual network device link 360(A) and to virtual
network device sub-unit 122(4) by virtual network device
link 360(B). Virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) is not
directly coupled to virtual network device sub-unit 122(3).
Virtual network device sub-unit 122(3) is coupled to virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1) by virtual network device
link 360(D) and to virtual network device sub-unit 122(4) by
virtual network device link 360(C). Virtual network device
sub-unit 122(3) is not directly coupled to virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2). Virtual network device sub-unit 122
(4) is coupled to virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) by
virtual network device link 360(B) and to virtual network
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device sub-unit 122(3) by virtual network device link 360(C).
Virtual network device sub-unit 122(4) is not directly coupled
to virtual network device sub-unit 122(1).

Each virtual network device link between a pair of virtual
network device sub-units includes one or more links. In this
example, virtual network device links 360(A)-360(D) each
includes two links. Each virtual network device link 360(A)-
360(D) that includes multiple links is operated as a logical
link bundle, such as an EtherChannel (TM). It is also noted a
virtual network device link can also be implemented as a
virtual link bundle that couples one virtual network device
sub-unit to several other virtual network device sub-units
(e.g., as shown in FIG. 5B).

Providing more than two virtual network device sub-units
within a virtual network device cluster provides additional
redundancy in some situations. For example, if a virtual link
bundle includes at least one link to each of the four virtual
network device sub-units 122(1)-122(4) shown in FIG. 4, that
virtual link bundle can continue to operate even if the links
coupled to three of the virtual network device sub-units fail.
Similarly, such a virtual link bundle can continue to operate
despite the failure of three of the four virtnal network device
sub-units.

Virtual network device clusters also allow the number of
interfaces within a virtual network device to be increased. In
some situations, it is desirable to increase the number of
interfaces at a particular network layer that is implemented
using a virtual network device. Due to physical characteris-
tics of each virtual network device sub-unit, the number of
interfaces that can be included within a given virtual network
device sub-unit may be limited. In such a situation, if the
network layer is implemented from a virtual network device
that is limited to including at most two sub-units, another
virtual network device will be needed in order to provide the
desired number of interfaces in the network layer. This pre-
sents a considerable incremental cost to the user, especially if
only a small number of additional interfaces (relative to the
total number in each virtual network device) are needed.
Additionally, the use of an additional virtual network device
will introduce an additional point of management into the
network layer. The use of this additional virtual network
device can also complicate routing algorithms (such as Span-
ning Tree algorithms) that attempt to prevent loops within the
overall network, since such a routing algorithm will treat each
virtual network device as a separate network device.

By allowing a virtual network device to include more than
two virtual network device sub-units, the above problems are
reduced or avoided. Additional virtual network device sub-
units can be added to a virtual network device cluster in order
to provide additional interfaces at a particular network layer.
At the same time, however, the additional virtual network
device sub-units will still function as part of the same logical
network device as the original virtual network device sub-
units. Accordingly, the number of points of management
within the network will not be affected. Additionally, routing
algorithms running on the overall network will behave as if
the virtual switch cluster is a single logical network device.

In some situations, expanding the virtual network device to
more than two virtual network device sub-units provides a
higher effective forwarding throughput than an equivalent set
of multiple co-located virtual network devices, which each
include only two virtual network device sub-units, might
otherwise provide. Additionally, if a virtual network device
cluster uses at least one interface in each virtual network
device sub-unit in each interface bundle, the maximum for-
warding capacity of a virtual network device cluster is pro-
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portional to the maximum number of virtual network device
sub-units that can be included within the virtual network
device cluster.

In some embodiments that implement virtual link bundles,
each virtual link bundle attached to a virtual network device
cluster is allowed to span more than two different virtual
network device sub-units within the virtual network device
cluster. However, some virtual link bundles are attached to
fewer than all of the virtual network device sub-units within a
virtual network device.

FIGS. 5A-5C illustrate several other virtual switch cluster
configurations, according to alternative embodiments of the
present invention. These configurations are provided as
examples. It is noted that many other configurations of virtual
network device clusters can be implemented in other embodi-
ments.

As shown in FIG. 5A, a virtual network device cluster 402
includes N virtual network device sub-units 122(1)-122(N).
Virtual network device sub-units 122(1) and 122(N), which
are located at each “end” of virtual network device cluster
402, are each coupled to one other virtual network device
sub-unit. The remaining virtual network device sub-units 122
(2)-122(N-1) (not shown) within virtual network device clus-
ter 402 are each coupled to two other virtual network device
sub-units. Virtual network device sub-units 122(1)-122(N)
are arranged in “series” with each other, such that a packet
being sent from a device at one “end” of the virtual network
device to the other “end” will be conveyed via each interven-
ing sub-unit within the virtual network device.

FIG. 5B illustrates a virtual network device cluster 402 that
includes six virtual network device sub-units 122(1)-122(6).
In this example, two virtual network device sub-units 122(3)
and 122(4) are coupled to each other by virtual network
device link 360(C). Virtual network device sub-units 122(1),
122(2), 122(5), and 122(6) are each attached to both virtual
network device sub-units 122(3) and 122(4) by a respective
one of virtual network device links 360(A), 360(B), 360(D),
and 360(E). As this example shows, links in the same virtual
network device link can terminate at different virtual network
device sub-units. In one embodiment, virtual network device
sub-units 122(1), 122(2), 122(5), and 122(6) interact with
virtual network device sub-units 122(3) and 122(4) as if vir-
tual network device sub-units 122(3) and 122(4) are a single
logical sub-unit. Thus, a virtual network device cluster can be
configured with several levels of virtualization.

In FIG. 5C, another example of a virtual network device
cluster is shown. Here, virtual network device cluster 402
includes three virtual network device sub-units 122(1)-122
(3). In this example, each virtual network device sub-unit is
coupled to each other virtual network device sub-unit within
virtual network device cluster 402. Virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) is coupled to virtual network device sub-unit
122(2) by virtual network device link 360(A). Virtual net-
work device sub-unit 122(2) is coupled to virtual network
device sub-unit 122(3) by virtual network device link 360(B).
Virtual network device sub-unit 122(3) is coupled to virtual
network device 122(1) by virtual network device link 360(C).

Each virtual network device cluster 402, regardless of the
internal configuration of virtual network device sub-units
within that virtual network device cluster, operates as a single
logical network device. Thus, like the virtual network device
of FIG. 3, each virtual network device cluster operates to
ensure that multiple virtual network device sub-units do not
each send a copy of the same packet to the same destination
device. Additionally, the virtual network device cluster oper-
ates to prevent packets from “looping” within the virtual
network device cluster. A packet “loops” when a virtual net-

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

55

60

65

16

work device sub-unit receives a copy of a packet that has
already been forwarded by that virtual network device sub-
unit.

FIG. 6A illustrates an example of a virtual network device
cluster that uses virtual network sub-unit identifiers to prevent
looping and to ensure that the virtual network device cluster
does not send multiple copies of the same packet to the same
destination. Virtual network device clusters with different
configurations, such as those shown in FIGS. 4 and 5A-5C,
can also use virtual network sub-unit identifiers to prevent
looping and to ensure that a virtual network device does not
send multiple copies of the same packet to the same destina-
tion.

Virtual network device cluster 402 of FIG. 6A includes
virtual network device sub-units 122(1)-122(3). In this
example, virtual network device cluster 402 is a distribution-
layer device that is coupled to several access-layer network
devices 120(1)-120(4). Virtual network device link 360(A)
couples virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) to virtual net-
work device sub-unit 122(2). Virtual network device link
360(B) couples virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) to
virtual network device sub-unit 122(3).

Virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) has several inter-
faces, including port P1, which is coupled to network device
120(1), and an interface that is part of interface bundle IB1.
Virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) also includes an inter-
face V1 that is coupled to virtual network device link 360(A).

Virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) includes interface
V2, which is coupled to virtual network device link 360(A),
and interface V3, which is coupled to virtual network device
link 360(B). Virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) also
includes alocal interface that is part of interface bundle IB1 as
well as interface P2, which is coupled to network device
120(3).

Virtual network device sub-unit 122(3) includes interface
V4, which is coupled to virtual network device link 360(B).
Virtual network device sub-unit 122(3) also includes inter-
face P3, which is coupled to network device 120(4). As
shown, virtual network device sub-unit 122(3) does not
include a local interface within interface bundle IB1 (i.e.,
interface bundle IB1 spans fewer than all of the virtual net-
work device sub-units within virtual network device cluster
402).

It is noted that each interface within each virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1)-122(3) can include several physical
interfaces, and that each link coupled to a virtual network
device sub-unit can include several physical links. For
example, virtual network device link 360(A) can be an aggre-
gated link, and thus interface V1 can include several physical
interfaces.

InFIG. 6A, each virtual network device sub-unit within the
virtual network device cluster is assigned a unique virtual
network device sub-unit identifier. Here, virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1) is assigned identifier “01”, virtual
network device sub-unit 122(2) is assigned identifier “02”,
and virtual network device sub-unit 122(3) is assigned iden-
tifier “03”. These identifiers are used to track which virtual
network device sub-units within the virtual network device
cluster have already handled a given packet. It is noted that in
alternative embodiments, several unique identifiers are
assigned to each virtual network device sub-unit. For
example, in one embodiment, each virtual network device
sub-unit is assigned one identifier per local interface. In such
an embodiment, the unique identifiers can identity both a
virtual network device sub-unit and an interface within that
virtual network device sub-unit.
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Each packet that is handled by virtual network device clus-
ter 402 is associated with one of the identifier. In one embodi-
ment, this association is established by appending a header
containing one of the identifiers to each packet that is received
by virtual network device cluster 402. The particular identi-
fier included in a given packet’s header identifies the first
virtual network device sub-unit within virtual network device
cluster 402 to receive that packet. For example, if network
device 120(1) sends a packet to interface P1 of virtual net-
work device cluster 402, a header that includes identifier “01”

will be appended to the packet.

Identifiers can be associated with packets received by a
virtual network device sub-unit at packet ingress and/or
packet egress. For example, in one embodiment, each inter-
face (V1, P1, and the local interface in IB1) within virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1) is configured to append a
header to packets received via that interface, such that headers
are appended to packets upon ingress into virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1). In other embodiments, each interface
within virtual network device 122(1) appends headers to
packets as those packets are sent from that interface. The
headers can include other information in addition to the vir-
tual network device sub-unit identifiers. For example, the
headers can also include information that identifies an inter-
face that originally received the packet and/or information
that identifies the result of a lookup performed for the packet.
It is noted that in one embodiment, interfaces to virtual net-
work device links, such as interface V1, associate a received
packet with an identifier (by appending a header to the packet
or by updating an existing header) if no association between
the packet and the identifier has already been created.

In one embodiment, certain interfaces do not append pack-
ets to headers. In such embodiments, another interface
appends an appropriate header to a packet received via one of
the interfaces that cannot append headers to packets, even if
the packet entered virtual network device cluster 402 via a
different virtual network device sub-unit. For example, if
interface P1 cannot append a header to a packet received from
network device 120(1), and if the packet is forwarded to
virtual network device sub-unit 122(2), interface V2 appends
aheader to the packet in response to receiving the packet. The
header includes identifier “01” to indicate that the packet
entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1). Alternatively, if interface V1 of vir-
tual network device 122(1) can append headers to packets
exiting interface V1, interface V1 appends the header to the
packet when the packet is being sent to virtual network device
122(2).

The association between an identifier and a packet is pre-
served as the packet is forwarded through virtual network
device cluster 402. Thus, if a packet is received via port P1
and then forwarded to virtual network device sub-units 122
(2) and 122(3), the header that includes identifier “01” will
also be forwarded along with the packet throughout virtual
network device cluster 402. When the packet exits the virtual
network device cluster 402, the header is removed.

Each virtual network device sub-unit uses the identifiers to
determine whether a packet can be sent via a particular inter-
face. For example, interfaces coupled to virtual network
device links, such as interfaces V1-V4, use the identifiers to
determine whether a particular packet is allowed to be sent via
that interface. If a packet, which is associated with identifier
“017, is being sent via interface V2, interface V2 uses the
header to detect that the packet has already been forwarded by
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1). Accordingly, inter-
face V2 can prevent the packet from looping back to virtual
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network device sub-unit 122(1) by filtering the packet from
the packet flow being sent via interface V2.

FIG. 6B shows an example of ingress identifier (ID) set-
tings and egress filters that can be used by each interface in
virtual network device cluster 402 of FIG. 6A. In this
example, it is assumed that headers, each containing an
appropriate virtual network device sub-unit identifier, are
appended to packets upon packet ingress. Additionally, if an
interface cannot include an identifier in a packet, the header
appended to that packet will have a value (“00” in this
example) that indicates that a specific identifier value still
needs to be associated with that packet.

In the embodiment of FIG. 6B, an interface will filter
packets from the output flow being sent via that interface
unless the identifier associated with that packet is on a list of
“allowed” identifiers. Itis noted that in an alternative embodi-
ment, an interface can use a list of “not allowed” identifiers to
filter packets from the output flow being sent via that inter-
face.

The “ingress ID setting” column of the table shows the
value of the virtual network device sub-unit identifier that will
be associated with a packet received via a particular interface.
As noted above, an identifier can be associated with a packet
by appending a header that includes that identifier to the
packet. As shown, the identifier “01” will be associated with
packets received via interface P1. Identifier “02” will be asso-
ciated with packets received via interface P2. Identifier “03”
will be associated with packets received via interface P3. The
association will be created either by the particular interface
P1-P3 when that interface receives a packet or by another
component, such as one of interfaces V1-V4 (e.g., as
described below), if the receiving interface is not able to
generate an appropriate header.

Packets received via the interface of virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) that is part of interface bundle IB1 will be
associated with identifier “01”. Similarly, packets received
via the interface of virtual network device sub-unit 122(2)
that is part of interface bundle IB1 will be associated with
identifier “02”.

Packets received via a virtual network device link will be
associated with an identifier if a specific identifier value has
not already been associated with those packets. In this
example, if the identifier value “00” is associated with a
packet, the value “00” indicates that a specific identifier value
(i.e., a value that actually identifies a virtual network device
sub-unit) needs to be associated with that packet. Value “00”
is non-specific (in this example) because value “00” does not
identify a particular one of virtual network device sub-units
122(1)-122(3).

A non-specific value can be associated with a packet if, for
example, the association of identifiers with packets is per-
formed by ingress interfaces and if some ingress interfaces
are unable (e.g., because those ingress interfaces lack certain
functionality) to associate a specific identifier value with a
packet. For example, if interfaces P1-P3 are unable to gener-
ate specific identifier values, non-specific identifier value
“00” will be associated with packets received via interfaces
P1-P3. If a packet received via one of interfaces P1-P3 is
forwarded to another virtual network device sub-unit, a spe-
cific identifier value will be associated with that packet when
the packet is received via a virtual network device link. It is
noted that, unlike specific identifier values “01”, “02”, and
“03”, non-specific identifier value “00” has a different mean-
ing within each different virtual network device sub-unit.
Additionally, non-specific identifier value “00” is only used
to identify local interfaces within a given virtual network
device sub-unit. The meaning of non-specific identifier value
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“00” (i.e., the interfaces identified by non-specific identifier
value “00”) is reassigned when transiting between chassis.

Thus, ifa packet is associated with “00”, the meaning of the
identifier varies depending upon which virtual network
device sub-unit is currently handling the packet. For example,
the only packets that are associated with non-specific identi-
fier value “00” within virtual network device sub-unit 122(1)
(other than any such packets entering via interface V1, since
those packets will be associated with a specific identifier by
interface V1) are packets that entered virtual network device
cluster 402 via virtual network device sub-unit 122(1). Simi-
larly, the only packets that are associated with non-specific
identifier “00” in virtual network device sub-unit 122(2)
(again, other than any such packets entering via one of inter-
faces V2 or V3, since those packets will be associated with
specific identifiers by interfaces V2 and V3) are those that
entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2). Finally, the only packets that are
associated with non-specific identifier “00” in virtual network
device sub-unit 122(3) (other than any such packets entering
via one of interface V4, since those packets will be associated
with specific identifiers by interface V4) are those that entered
virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network device
sub-unit 122(3).

As shown in FIG. 6B, if interface V1 receives a packet that
is associated with identifier value “00”, interface V1 will
associate that packet with identifier “02” to indicate that the
packet entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual
network device sub-unit 122(2). Similarly, if interface V2
receives a packet that is associated with identifier value “00”,
interface V2 associates the packet with identifier “01” to
indicate that the packet originally entered virtual network
device cluster 402 via virtual network device sub-unit 122(2).
If interface V3 receives a packet associated with identifier
“00”, interface V3 will associate the packet with identifier
“02”. If interface V4 receives a packet associated with iden-
tifier “00”, interface V4 will associate the packet with iden-
tifier “03”. When interfaces V1-V3 receive packets that have
already been associated with specific identifier values, inter-
faces V1-V3 will not update those specific identifier values.

The “egress filter” column of the table shows which pack-
ets are allowed to be sent via a particular interface. Packets
that are not allowed to be sent via a particular interface will be
filtered from the output flow being sent via that interface. In
some embodiments, each interface within each virtual net-
work device sub-unit 122(1)-122(3) uses a register to store
this egress filtering information. The register stores a bitmap
in which each bit is associated with one of the possible values
of a virtual network device sub-unit identifier. When a packet
is being output from an interface, the interface will use the
identifier associated with the packet to select a bit within the
register. For example, if the packet is associated with identi-
fier value “02”, the interface will select the bit associated with
identifier value “02”. The interface will filter the packet from
the output flow being sent via that interface based on the value
of the selected bit. For example, the interface will filter the
packet from the output flow unless the bit associated with
identifier value “02” is set to a particular value (e.g., one, in
the table of FIG. 6B).

In this example, packets associated with identifiers “00”,
“017, “02”, and “03” are allowed to be output via interfaces
P1-P3. As this shows, packets are allowed to be output from
these interfaces regardless of where those packets entered
virtual network device cluster 402. This is appropriate, since
each interface P1-P3 is the only interface coupling virtual
network device cluster 402 to a particular network device.
Accordingly, there is no risk that another interface in another
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virtual network device sub-unit will have already sent a
packet to one of the network devices coupled to interfaces
P1-P3. For example, since interface P3 is the only interface
coupling virtual network device cluster 402 to network device
120(4), there is no way that virtual network device sub-units
122(1) and 122(2) can send packets to network device 120(4).
Accordingly, interface P3 does not need to filter packets
received via virtual network device sub-units 122(1) and 122
(2) from the output stream being sent via interface P3.

There are two interfaces included in interface bundle 1131.
Each ofthese interfaces has a different egress filter setting that
is specific to the virtual network device sub-unit in which that
interface is included. For example, the local interface
included in virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) will allow
packets associated with identifier values “00” and “01” to be
sent, but will filter packets associated with identifier values
“02” and “03”. As this shows, the local interface in virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1) will only send packets that
entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1). Similarly, the local interface in virtual
network device sub-unit 122(2) will only send packets that
entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network
device sub-units 122(2) and 122(3). By placing these restric-
tions on the packets allowed to be sent from each interface
within interface bundle IB1, there is no chance that a copy of
the same packet will be sent from both interfaces.

Interface V1 allows packets associated with identifiers
“00” and “01” to be sent via virtual network device link
360(A). As this shows, interface V1 will send packets to
virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) if those packets
entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1). However, interface V1 will not allow
any packets to be sent back to virtual network device sub-unit
122(2) if those packets have already been forwarded by vir-
tual network device sub-unit 122(2). As shown in FIG. 6A,
the only way for a packet that entered virtual network device
cluster 402 via virtual network device sub-units 122(2) or
122(3) to reach virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) is via
virtual network device link 360(A). Accordingly, interface V1
filters packets associated with identifier values “02” and “03”
from the output stream to prevent these packets from “loop-
ing” back to virtual network device sub-unit 122(2). For
similar reasons, interface V4 filters packets associated with
identifier values “02” and “01” from being output via inter-
face V4.

Interface V2 filters packets associated with identifier “01”
and allows other packets (associated with identifiers “007,
“02”, and “03) to be sent via interface V2 to virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2). Thus, interface V2 will prevent pack-
ets that entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual
network device unit 122(1) from looping back to virtual net-
work device unit 122(1), but will allow packets that entered
virtual network device cluster via virtual network device sub-
units 122(2) and 122(3) to be sent to virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1). Similarly, interface V3 allows packets asso-
ciated with identifiers “00”, “01”, and “02” to be sent to
virtual network device sub-unit 122(3) via virtual network
devicelink 360(B), but prevents packets associated with iden-
tifier “03” from looping back to virtual network device sub-
unit 122(3).

While the above example focuses on how virtual network
device cluster 402 handles data packets, the same techniques
can also be used to handle control packets that are sent
between virtual network device sub-units 122(1)-122(3). For
example, virtual network device sub-units 122(1)-122(3) can
each perform Ethernet forwarding. Virtual network device
sub-units 122(1)-122(3) send each other MAC notification
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messages in order to maintain consistency between forward-
ing tables maintained within each of the virtual network
device sub-units. When a virtual network device sub-unit
originally generates a MAC notification message, that MAC
notification message is associated with a non-specific identi-
fier value (e.g., “00” in the above example). If the MAC
notification is sent to another virtual network device sub-unit,
that virtual network device sub-unit then associates a specific
identifier value with the MAC notification in the same way
that a specific identifier is associated with a data packet. If
virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) receives a MAC noti-
fication, which was generated by virtual network device sub-
unit 122(1), associated with a non-specific identifier value via
virtual network device link 360(A), virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) associates that MAC notification with iden-
tifier “01”. If virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) then
sends the MAC notification to virtual network device sub-unit
122(3), the association with identifier “01” is maintained.
Thus, the identifier value associated with a MAC notification
is set to a specific value that identifies the virtual network
device sub-unit that generated the MAC notification. This
identifier value is used to filter MAC notifications from cer-
tain interfaces in order to prevent looping within the virtual
network device cluster.

In one embodiment, the ingress ID settings and egress filter
values for each interface in virtual network device cluster 402
are generated by a centralized controller. For example, virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1) can be designated the “pri-
mary” virtual network device sub-unit within virtual network
device cluster 402. One of the tasks performed by the primary
virtual network device sub-unit is the generation of ingress ID
settings and egress filter values for each interface in virtual
network device cluster 402. If the primary virtual network
device sub-unit fails, one of the other virtual network device
sub-units will assume the role of primary virtual network
device sub-unit.

FIG. 6C illustrates an example of an interface 600 (which
represents a port, uplink interface, or interface to a virtual
network device link) of a virtual network device sub-unit.
Interface 600 uses egress filter values to filter packet flows
being sent from the virtual network device sub-unit via inter-
face 600. As shown, interface 600 includes filter unit 610 and
egress filter values store 620. Egress filter values store 620
stores egress filter values such as those shown in the “egress
filter” column of FIG. 6B (e.g., as generated by a primary
virtual network device sub-unit and provided to interface
600). Egress filter values store 620 can be a register, a
memory location, or other storage area for storing appropriate
egress filter values. Filter unit 610 uses information associ-
ated with each packet (e.g., such as a sub-unit identifier value)
in conjunction with the egress filter values stored in egress
filter values store 620 to determine whether each packet
should be allowed to be output via the interface. Filter unit
610 receives an egress packet flow 650. Egress packet flow
650 is sent to interface 600 by a forwarding engine within the
same virtual network device sub-unit as interface 600. If a
given packet is allowed to be output from interface 600, filter
unit 610 allows that packet to be output from interface 600
onto a link as part of filtered egress packet flow 660. Ifa given
packet is not allowed to be output from interface 600, as
determined based on the information associated with the
packet and the information stored in egress filter values store
620), filter unit 610 inhibits the packet from being output via
interface 600 (e.g., by dropping that copy of the packet) as
part of filtered egress packet flow 660.

Interface 600 also includes ingress identifier (ID) value
store 630 (e.g., a register or other storage area), and identifier
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unit 640. Ingress identifier value store 630 stores an identifier
value that should be associated with an incoming packet as
the packet enters the virtual network device sub-unit, if a
specific identifier value has not already been associated with
the incoming packet. Identifier unit 640 associates the value
in ingress identifier value store 630 with each packet in
ingress packet flow 670 that is not already associated with a
specific ingress identifier. Accordingly, the packets in ingress
packet flow 680 have each been associated with a specific
identifier.

FIG. 7 is a flowchart illustrating the manner in which a
packet is forwarded within a virtual switch cluster. At 710, a
virtual network device cluster receives a packet. As noted
above, a virtual network device cluster includes several vir-
tual network device sub-units that collectively act as a single
logical device. A packet is received by the virtual network
device cluster whenever one of the virtual network device
sub-units included in that virtual network device cluster
receives a packet from a device that is not part of the virtual
network device cluster.

At 720, the packet is associated with the identifier of the
first virtual network device sub-unit to receive the packet. In
other words, the packet is associated with a value that iden-
tifies one of the virtual network device sub-units. The identi-
fied virtual network device sub-unit is the sub-unit via which
the packet entered the virtual network device cluster. The
identifier can be generated by the interface that first received
the packet. Alternatively, the identifier can be generated by an
interface that outputs the packet to another virtual network
device sub-unit within the same virtual network device clus-
ter. As another alternative, the identifier can be generated by
an interface within another virtual network device sub-unit,
which receives the packet from the identified virtual network
device sub-unit.

Associating the packet with the identifier of the first virtual
network device sub-unit to receive the packet can involve
appending a header to the packet. The header includes the
identifier of the appropriate virtual network device sub-unit.

At 730, the packet is filtered from a packet flow being sent
via an interface of the virtual network device cluster based on
the associated identifier. The packet is filtered from the packet
flow dependent upon which virtual network device sub-unitis
identified by the associated identifier. For example, the inter-
face via which the packet is being sent can be part of an
interface bundle that includes interfaces in more than one
virtual network device. The interface filters packets that
entered the virtual network device cluster via any virtual
network device sub-unit other than the sub-unit that includes
the interface in order to prevent multiple copies of the packet
from being sent via the interface bundle.

In one embodiment, filtering the packet from the packet
flow involves accessing a set of egress filter settings associ-
ated with an interface. For example, the egress filter settings
for the interface can be stored in a register, which includes a
bit for each possible identifier value that can be associated
with a packet. The value of the bit indicates whether packets
that are associated with a particular identifier value can be
output from the interface. For example, if the identifier of the
packet has value “01”, and if the bit associated with identifier
value “01” is set to a value of “1”, the packet is allowed to be
output from the interface. If the bit instead is instead cleared
(i.e., if the value of the bit is zero), the packet cannot be output
from the interface. Accordingly, the packet is filtered from the
packet flow being output from the interface.

As noted above, various egress filter settings (used to deter-
mine whether a packet can be sent via a particular interface)
are calculated in order to prevent packets from looping within
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a virtual network device cluster. These egress filter settings
can be generated so that each packet follows a spanning tree
within the virtual network device cluster. In one embodiment,
a single spanning tree is calculated per virtual network device
cluster. In other embodiments, several spanning trees are
calculated per virtual network device cluster, as described
below.

Multiple Spanning Trees per Virtual Network Device Cluster

In a virtual network device cluster, each virtual network
device sub-unit presents a possible ingress point into the
virtual network device cluster. Several different spanning
trees can be calculated for the virtual network device cluster.
Each spanning tree is associated with a different ingress point
(or with a different set of ingress points) than each other
spanning tree. As a packet enters the virtual network device
cluster via a particular ingress point, information identifying
that ingress point is associated with the packet. For example,
a virtual network device sub-unit identifier can be associated
with the packet, as described above. The packet is then for-
warded through the virtual network device cluster in a manner
that is consistent with the spanning tree associated with the
ingress point via which the packet entered the virtual network
device cluster. Forwarding the packet according to a spanning
tree prevents the packet from “looping” within the virtual
network device cluster, since the spanning tree blocks all but
one of the paths between a given pair of virtual network
device sub-units.

FIGS. 8A-8D each show a different spanning tree that is
used to convey packets through the virtual network device
cluster of FIG. 4. In FIGS. 8A-8D, virtual network device
cluster 402 includes four virtual network device sub-units
122(1)-122(4). Virtual network device link 360(A) couples
virtual network device sub-units 122(1) and 122(2). Virtual
network device link 360(B) couples virtual network device
sub-units 122(2) and 122(4). Virtual network device link 360
(C) couples virtual network device sub-units 122(3) and 122
(4). Virtual network device link 360(D) couples virtual net-
work device sub-units 122(3) and 122(1).

FIG. 8 A shows spanning tree 800A. Virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) is the root of spanning tree 800A. In this
example, spanning tree 800A is used to convey packets that
enter virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1). The spanning tree used to convey
packets that enter via a particular ingress point is described as
being associated with that ingress point. Thus, spanning tree
800A is associated with virtual network device sub-unit 122
.

Using spanning tree 800A involves determining whether a
packet can be conveyed via a particular interface based on
whether that interface is blocked by the spanning tree. The
arrows used to represent spanning tree 800 A show the paths in
which a packet (which entered virtual network device cluster
402 via virtual network device sub-unit 122(1)) can be con-
veyed, via non-blocked interfaces. When a virtual network
device sub-unit forwards and/or routes a given packet, the
packet will be sent to one or more interfaces within that
virtual network device sub-unit based on the outcome of the
forwarding or routing. Spanning tree 800A is then used to
determine whether that packet will be output from each of the
interfaces to which the packet was sent. In one embodiment,
each interface that is coupled to a virtual network device link
is programmed to filter packets (which entered virtual net-
work device cluster 402 via virtual network device sub-unit
122(1)) from that interface’s output stream so that the packets
will only be conveyed along spanning tree 800A. For
example, sending packets via virtual network device link
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360(B) is not consistent with spanning tree 800A. Accord-
ingly, the interface within virtual network device sub-unit
122(2) that is coupled to virtual network device link 360(B)
will filter all packets that entered via virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) from that interface’s output stream.

As shown, packets entering via virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) are forwarded to virtual network device sub-
unit 122(2) via virtual network device link 360(A), to virtual
network device sub-unit 122(3) via virtual network device
link 360(D), and to virtual network device sub-unit 122(4) via
virtual network device links 360(D) and 360(C). However,
packets that entered virtual network device cluster 402 via
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) are not conveyed via
virtual network device link 360(B). Additionally, packets that
enter via virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) can only be
conveyed in the direction shown by the arrows in FIG. 8A.
Thus, packets that enter virtual network device cluster 402 via
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) cannot be sent back to
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) by another virtual
network device sub-unit 122(2)-122(3). By blocking the use
of virtual network device link 360(B) and preventing packets
from being sent back to virtual network device sub-unit 122
(1) via the other virtual network device links 360(A), 360(C),
and 360(D), loops are prevented (at least for packets entering
virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1)). It is noted that spanning tree 800A is not
used to determine whether packets can be conveyed via inter-
faces other than those interfaces coupled to virtual network
device links.

FIG. 8B illustrates spanning tree 800B, which is used to
convey packets that enter virtual network device cluster 402
via virtual network device sub-unit 122(2). Virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2) is the root of spanning tree 800B. As
shown, packets entering via virtual network device sub-unit
122(2) can be forwarded to virtual network device sub-unit
122(1) via virtual network device link 360(A), to virtual
network device sub-unit 122(4) via virtual network device
link 360(B), and to virtual network device sub-unit 122(3) via
virtual network device links 360(B) and 360(C). However,
packets that entered virtual network device cluster 402 via
virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) are not conveyed via
virtual network device link 360(D). In the same way that
spanning tree 800A prevents packets that enter via virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1) from looping within virtual
network device cluster 402, spanning tree 800B prevents
packets that enter via virtual network device sub-unit 122(2)
from looping.

FIG. 8C shows spanning tree 800C. Spanning tree 800C is
used to convey packets that enter virtual network device clus-
ter 402 via virtual network device sub-unit 122(3). Virtual
network device sub-unit 122(3) is the root of spanning tree
800C. Packets entering via virtual network device sub-unit
122(3) can be forwarded to virtual network device sub-unit
122(1) via virtual network device link 360(D), to virtual
network device sub-unit 122(4) via virtual network device
link 360(C), and to virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) via
virtual network device links 360(D) and 360(A). However,
packets that entered virtual network device cluster 402 via
virtual network device sub-unit 122(3) are not conveyed via
virtual network device link 360(B). Spanning tree 800C pre-
vents packets that enter via virtual network device sub-unit
122(3) from looping. It is noted although spanning trees 800A
and 800C are similar in some ways (both prevent packets
entering via a respective ingress point from being sent via
virtual network device link 360(B) and each allow packets to
be conveyed on the other virtual network device links), span-
ning trees 800A and 800C have several differences that arise
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due the use of a different root in each spanning tree. For
example, a packet being conveyed according to spanning tree
800C can be conveyed from virtual network device sub-unit
122(3) to virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) via virtual
network device link 360(D), but a packet being conveyed
according to spanning tree 800D cannot be conveyed along
that path.

FIG. 8D illustrates spanning tree 800D, which is used to
convey packets that enter virtual network device cluster 402
via virtual network device sub-unit 122(4). Virtual network
device sub-unit 122(4) is the root of spanning tree 800D.
Packets entering via virtual network device sub-unit 122(4)
can be forwarded to virtual network device sub-unit 122(3)
via virtual network device link 360(C), to virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2) via virtual network device link 360
(B), and to virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) via virtual
network device links 360(B) and 360(A). However, packets
that entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual
network device sub-unit 122(4) are not conveyed via virtual
network device link 360(D). Spanning tree 800D prevents
packets that enter via virtual network device sub-unit 122(4)
from looping.

Each spanning tree 800A-800D is a minimum spanning
tree for the ingress point with which that spanning tree is
associated. A minimum spanning tree is a spanning tree in
which a packet is sent from the ingress point to each possible
egress point using the shortest possible path. In this example,
the possible egress points include any of virtual network
device sub-units 122(1)-122(4) within virtual network device
cluster 402. By using a different spanning tree for each
ingress point, a packet entering via any ingress point will be
forwarded via a minimum spanning tree. This provides better
efficiency than would be possible if a single spanning tree was
used to forward all packets entering virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1). For example, if spanning tree 800A was used
to forward all packets entering virtual network device cluster
402, a packet that entered via virtual network device sub-unit
122(4) and was being forwarded to virtual network device
sub-unit 122(2) would have to be forwarded to the root of
spanning tree 800A, which is virtual network device 122(1),
and then to virtual network device 122(2) via spanning tree
800A (i.e., via virtual network device link 360(A)). This
would result in the packet being sent via three hops (virtual
network device links 360(C), 360(D), and 360(A)), when the
shortest path between the ingress point and egress point was
one hop (virtual network device link 360(B)). In contrast, if
spanning tree 800D is used to convey packets received via
virtual network device link 122(4), the packet described
above will be conveyed along the shortest path.

As noted above, in some embodiment, one virtual network
device sub-unit, referred to as the primary virtual network
device sub-unit, calculates all of the spanning trees to be used
within virtual network device cluster 402. The spanning trees
are calculated using a spanning tree algorithm such as Prim’s,
Kruskal’s, or Dijkstra’s algorithm (it is noted that the span-
ning tree calculation can be performed without implementing
the spanning tree protocol). In some embodiments, each vir-
tual network device link within the virtual network device
cluster is assigned a weight. The weight assigned to a virtual
network device link is based on the bandwidth of the virtual
network device link. The primary virtual network device sub-
unit uses the assigned weights in the spanning tree calcula-
tion. In one embodiment, the primary virtual network device
sub-unit adjusts the weights slightly before calculating each
spanning tree in order to ensure proper load distribution
among the virtual network device links.
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In other embodiments, instead of having one virtual net-
work device sub-unit calculate all of the spanning trees, each
virtual network device sub-unit calculates the spanning tree
for that individual virtual network device unit. For example,
virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) calculates spanning
tree 800 A, virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) calculates
spanning tree 800B, and so on. Each virtual network device
sub-unit can calculate the individual spanning tree for that
virtual network device sub-unit by running spanning tree
protocol with that virtual network device sub-unit as the root.
For example, virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) calcu-
lates spanning tree 800A by running spanning tree protocol
with virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) as the root. Once
the spanning tree has been calculated, each virtual network
device sub-unit then calculates the appropriate egress filter
settings for that spanning tree and distributes those egress
filter settings to the other virtual network device sub-units
within the virtual network device.

In some embodiments, packets are conveyed according to
the different spanning trees by using egress filter settings,
such as those shown in FIG. 6B, for each interface that is
coupled to a virtual network device link. After a spanning tree
is calculated for each ingress point, the egress filter settings
for each interface within virtual network device cluster 402
are calculated such that packets entering via a given ingress
point are conveyed in a manner that is consistent with the
spanning tree associated with that ingress point. The egress
filter settings for a given interface include information that
indicates whether a packet that entered the virtual network
device cluster via a particular ingress point can be output from
that interface. For example, if the spanning tree associated
with the particular ingress point blocks the interface, the
egress filter settings for that interface will indicate that pack-
ets entering via that particular ingress point cannot be output
from that interface.

Each packet is associated with an identifier value, which
identifies the packet’s ingress point, using one of the tech-
niques described above. These identifier values and egress
filter settings are then used to determine whether a particular
packet can be forwarded from a given interface. If a packet is
sent to an interface, the interface will output the packet if the
egress filter settings for that interface indicate that packets
having the packet’s ingress point (as identified by the identi-
fier value associated with the packet) are allowed to be output
from that interface. It is noted that, at least in embodiments
where each spanning tree is associated with a single ingress
point, the unique identifiers used to identify a packet’s ingress
point also identify a particular spanning tree (i.e., the span-
ning tree associated with the identified ingress point).

As an example of how egress filter settings can be used to
forward a packet according to a particular spanning tree, a
forwarding engine within virtual network device sub-unit
122(3) sends a packet to the interface coupled to virtual
network device link 360(C). The interface accesses the iden-
tifier value associated with the packet to determine the pack-
et’s ingress point into virtual network device cluster 402. If
the packet’s ingress point was virtual network device sub-unit
122(2), the packet is being sent according to spanning tree
800B. Accordingly, the egress settings for the interface will
indicate that the packet should not be output via that interface,
and the interface will responsively filter the packet from the
packet flow being sent via the interface. Ifinstead the packet’s
ingress point was virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) (and
thus the packet is being sent in a manner consistent with
spanning tree 800A), the packet will not be filtered from the
packet flow being sent via the interface. Instead, the packet is
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allowed to be output from the interface, since sending the
packet via virtual network device link 360(C) is consistent
with spanning tree 800A.

In one embodiment, when a particular virtual network
device sub-unit forwards a packet, the packet is sent to inter-
faces in all possible paths for the various spanning trees that
traverse the particular virtual network device sub-unit. The
egress filter settings are then used to prevent the packet from
being sent via interfaces other than the interfaces in the appro-
priate spanning tree for the packet, given the ingress point via
which the packet entered the virtual network device cluster.

In some embodiments, upon the failure of any virtual net-
work device link, each of the non-primary virtual network
device sub-units (i.e., each virtual network device sub-unit
that is not responsible for spanning tree calculation) that are
coupled to the failed virtual network device link reports the
failed link to the primary virtual network device sub-unit (or
to all other reachable virtual network device sub-units). While
some virtual network device sub-units coupled to the failed
link may not be able to communicate with the primary virtual
network device sub-unit subsequent to the failure, the virtual
switch cluster is ideally configured so that at least one of the
virtual network device sub-units coupled to the failed link
will still be able to communicate with the primary virtual
network device sub-unit subsequent to the failure.

Upon receiving a failure notification, the primary virtual
network device sub-unit recalculates all of the affected span-
ning trees. The primary virtual network device sub-unit then
updates the egress filter settings within the virtual network
device cluster (if needed) so that the egress filter settings are
consistent with the recalculated spanning trees. In order to
avoid causing any virtual network device sub-unit to be
unable to communicate with the primary virtual network
device sub-unit while the egress filter settings are being
updated, the primary virtual network device sub-unit updates
the egress filter settings of the closest (e.g., in terms of the
number of virtual network device links) virtual network
device sub-units before updating the egress filter settings of
virtual network device sub-units that are farther away. For
example, assume the spanning tree of FIG. 8A is calculated
subsequent to a link failure and that virtual network device
sub-unit 122(1) is the primary virtual network device sub-
unit. Virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) updates egress
filter settings within virtual network device sub-unit 122(1)
first. Then, virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) updates
egress filter settings within virtual network device sub-units
122(2) and 122(3), which can each be reached via one virtual
network device link by primary virtual network device sub-
unit, according to spanning tree 800A. Finally, virtual net-
work device sub-unit 122(1) updates egress filter settings
within virtual network device sub-unit 122(4), which can be
reached via two virtual network device links by primary vir-
tual network device sub-unit 122(1). The primary virtual
network device sub-unit updates devices at the same “depth”
of spanning tree 800A in parallel (e.g., virtual network device
sub-units 122(2) and 122(3), which are each one virtual net-
work device link away from the primary virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1) in spanning tree 800 A, can be updated
in parallel). It should be noted that, in one embodiment, the
primary virtual network device sub-unit only modifies the
egress filter settings that need modification to be consistent
with the recalculated spanning trees. It is also noted that
similar functions can be performed by more than one virtual
network device sub-unit in response to a failure (e.g., if span-
ning tree calculation is distributed among the virtual network
device sub-units instead of being performed by a single pri-
mary virtual network device sub-units).
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In some embodiments, virtual network device sub-units
122(1)-122(4) perform Ethernet forwarding. As part of per-
forming Ethernet forwarding, a virtual network device sub-
unit “learns” a Media Access Control (MAC) address by
associating the MAC address with information identifying
one or more interfaces. For example, an Ethernet network
device learns a MAC address by allocating an entry to that
MAC address in a forwarding table. The entry includes infor-
mation identifying the interface(s) that are associated with the
MAC address. If a virtual network device sub-unit has learned
aparticular MAC address, the virtual network device sub-unit
will forward packets addressed to that MAC address to the
associated interface(s). Otherwise, if the MAC address has
not been learned, the virtual network device sub-unit will
flood the packet to all of the interfaces (other than the inter-
face via which the packet was received) in the VLLAN in which
the packet is being conveyed.

A virtual network device sub-unit associates a MAC
address with an interface in response to receiving a packet
having that MAC address as a source address. Typically, an
Ethernet device will associate the source address of a packet
with the interface via which that packet was received. How-
ever, in virtual network device clusters that implement several
different spanning trees, each virtual network device sub-unit
learns the source address of a packet received via a virtual
network device link in a different manner. Instead of associ-
ating the packet’s source address with the interface to the
virtual network device link, the virtual network device sub-
unit will associate the packet with the interface via which the
packet originally entered the virtual network device cluster.
Information identifying this interface can be carried in a
header appended to the packet.

FIGS. 9A-9C illustrate how a packet is sent through virtual
network device cluster 402 of FIGS. 8A-8D. As shown in
FIG. 9A, a packet enters virtual network device cluster 402
via interface 11 of virtual network device sub-unit 122(1).
Interface 11 (or another component of virtual network device
cluster 402) appends a header to the packet. The header
includes information identifying interface I1 as the interface
that received the packet. The header also includes information
identifying virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) as the
ingress point via which the packet entered virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1). The information identifying virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1) is included in the header by
interface I1, in this example. In other embodiments, that
information can be included in the header by another compo-
nent (such as the interfaces, which are included in virtual
network device sub-units 122(2) and 122(3), to virtual net-
work device links 360A and 360D) within virtual network
device cluster 402.

In this example, the packet is being flooded, and flooded
packets are sent to each virtual network device sub-unit
within virtual network device cluster 402. Since the packet
entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1), the packet is forwarded according to
spanning tree 800A (as shown in FIG. 8A). As shown in FIG.
9B, a forwarding engine within virtual network device sub-
unit sends the packet and the appended header to interfaces
coupled to virtual network device links 360(A) and 360(D).
The egress filter settings for each interface indicates that the
packet can be output from that interface, given that the ingress
point of the packet is virtual network device sub-unit 122(1).
Accordingly, the packet is output to virtual network device
sub-units 122(2) and 122(3) via virtual network device links
360(A) and 360(D) respectively, as is consistent with span-
ning tree 800A.
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In FIG. 9C, virtual network device sub-unit 122(2) has
extracted the information identifying interface I1 from the
header appended to the packet and associated the source
address (SA) of the packet with interface I1 (instead of asso-
ciating the source address with the interface coupled to virtual
network device link 360(A)). Similarly, virtual network
device sub-unit 122(3) has associated the source address (SA)
of the packet with interface 11 (instead of associating the
source address with the interface coupled to virtual network
device link 360(D)). If I1 is part of an interface bundle that
also includes at least one interface in each virtual network
device sub-unit 122(2) and 122(3), virtual network device
sub-unit 122(2) and 122(3) will forward subsequent packets
addressed to SA via local interfaces within the interface
bundle based on the association between SA and I1 (instead
of forwarding such packets to virtual network device sub-unit
122(1)).

As shown in FIG. 9C, a forwarding engine within virtual
network device sub-unit 122(3) sends the packet to the inter-
face coupled to virtual network device link 360(C). The
egress filter settings for this interface indicate that packets,
which entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual
network device sub-unit 122(1), are allowed to be output from
that interface. Accordingly, the packet and the appended
header are output to virtual network device sub-unit 122(4)
via virtual network device link 360(C), as is consistent with
spanning tree 800A.

A forwarding engine within virtual network device sub-
unit 122(2) sends the packet to the interface coupled to virtual
network device link 360(B). However, the interface filters the
packet from the packet flow being sent via virtual network
device link 360(B) in response to the information (in the
header appended to the packet) indicating that the packet
entered virtual network device cluster 402 via virtual network
device sub-unit 122(1). Accordingly, the packet is blocked
from being sent via virtual network device link 360(B), as is
consistent with spanning tree 800A.

In the above examples, only one spanning tree is calculated
per ingress point into virtual network device cluster 402.
However, in other embodiments, multiple spanning trees are
calculated per ingress point (e.g., several spanning trees, each
having virtual network device sub-unit 122(1) as a root, can
be calculated and used within virtual network device cluster
402). If N spanning trees are calculated per ingress point, N
sets of egress filter settings are maintained at each interface.
An algorithm (e.g., a hash-based algorithm) selects a value of
N for each packet. In one embodiment, use of the algorithm
load-balances traffic among the paths defined by the different
spanning trees.

It is also noted that in some embodiments, different span-
ning trees are not calculated for each ingress point. For
example, in one embodiment, a virtual network device cluster
includes eight ingress points, ingress points 1-8 (each ingress
point is a different virtual network device sub-unit). Four
different spanning trees A-D are calculated for the virtual
network device cluster. Each of the four spanning trees is
associated with two of the ingress points. For example, span-
ning tree A is associated with ingress points 1 and 2, spanning
tree B is associated with ingress points 3 and 4, spanning tree
C is associated with ingress points 5 and 6, and spanning tree
D is associated with ingress points 7 and 8. Packets received
via a particular ingress point are then forwarded through the
virtual network device cluster in a manner consistent with the
associated spanning tree. For example, a packet received via
ingress point 7 will be forwarded according to spanning tree
D. Similarly, a packet received via ingress point 8 will also be
forwarded in a manner consistent with spanning tree D. Pack-
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ets received via ingress points 5 and 6 are forwarded accord-
ing to spanning tree C. Packets received via either ingress
point 3 or ingress point 4 will similarly be forwarded in a
manner that is consistent with spanning tree B. Packets
received via ingress points 1 and 2 are forwarded in a manner
that is consistent with spanning tree A.

Each virtual network device sub-unit can include one or
more interfaces that are similar to interface 600 of FIG. 6C.
For example, in one embodiment, each interface includes a
filtering unit and an egress filter values store coupled to the
filtering unit. The egress filter values store stores several
egress filter values, each of which identifies whether the inter-
face is blocked by a respective one of the spanning trees. For
example, the egress filter values in the egress filter values
store can identify whether the interface is blocked by a first
spanning tree, which is associated with a first ingress point,
and whether the interface is blocked by a second spanning
tree, which is associated with a second ingress point.

Multiple Spanning Trees per Network

Environments other than virtual network device clusters
can use multiple spanning trees in the same way as a virtual
network device cluster uses multiple spanning trees. FIGS.
10A-10D show a network in which a different spanning tree
is calculated for each ingress point into the network. In FIGS.
10A-10D, network 1000 includes four network devices 1022
(1)-1022(4) (it is noted that other embodiments can include
different numbers of network devices than are shown here).
Link 1060(A) couples network device 1022(1) to network
device 1022(2). Link 1060(B) couples network device 1022
(2) tonetwork device 1022(4). Link 1060(C) couples network
device 1022(4) to network device 1022(3). Link 1060(D)
couples network device 1022(3) to network device 1022(1). It
is noted that a virtual network device cluster can be consid-
ered an example of a network in which a different spanning
tree is calculated for each ingress point into a network. The
techniques described above with respect to virtual network
device clusters apply to other networks that implement mul-
tiple spanning trees.

FIG. 10A shows spanning tree 1010A. Network device
1022(1) is the root of spanning tree 1010A. In this example,
spanning tree 1010A is used to convey packets that enter
network 1000 via network device 1022(1). Throughout this
discussion, the spanning tree used to convey packets entering
network 1000 via a particular ingress point is described as
being associated with that ingress point. Thus, spanning tree
1010A is associated with network device 1022(1).

Using spanning tree 1010A involves determining whether
apacketis allowed to be conveyed via a particular interface of
one of the network devices within network 1000 based on
whether that interface is blocked by the spanning tree. The
arrows used to represent spanning tree 1010 A show the paths
in which a packet can be conveyed via non-blocked inter-
faces. When a network device forwards and/or routes a given
packet, the packet will be sent to one or more interfaces within
that network device based on the outcome of the forwarding
or routing. Spanning tree 1010A is then used to determine
whether that packet will be output from each of the interfaces
to which the packet was sent. In one embodiment, each inter-
face is programmed to filter packets from that interface’s
output stream such that packets that entered network 1000 via
network device 1022(1) will only be conveyed along span-
ning tree 1010A.

As shown, packets entering via network device 1022(1)
can be forwarded to network device 1022(2) vialink 1060(A),
to network device 1022(3) via link 1060(D), and to network
device 1022(4) via links 1060(D) and 1060(C). However,
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packets that entered network 1000 via network device 1022
(1) are not conveyed via link 1060(B). Additionally, packets
that enter via network device 1022(1) can only be conveyed in
the direction shown by the arrows in FIG. 10A. Thus, packets
that enter network 1000 via network device 1022(1) cannot be
sent back to network device 1022(1) by another network
device 1022(2)-1022(3). By blocking the use of link 1060(B)
and preventing packets from being sent back to network
device 1022(1) via the other links 1060(A), 1060(C), and
1060(D), loops are prevented (at least for packets entering
network 1000 via network device 1022(1)). It is noted that
spanning tree 1010A is not used to determine whether packets
can be conveyed via interfaces other than those interfaces
coupled to links that connect network devices 1022(1)-1022
(4) with each other. Additionally, spanning tree 1010A is not
used to determine whether packets having ingress points
other than network device 1022(1) can be output from a
particular interface.

FIG. 10B illustrates spanning tree 1100B, which is used to
convey packets that enter network 1000 via network device
1022(2). Network device 1022(2) is the root of spanning tree
1100B. As shown, packets entering via network device 1022
(2) are allowed to be forwarded to network device 1022(1) via
link 1060(A), to network device 1022(4) via link 1060(B),
and to network device 1022(3) via links 1060(B) and 1060
(C). However, packets that entered network 1000 via network
device 1022(2) are not conveyed via link 1060(D). In the
same way that spanning tree 1010A prevents packets that
enter via network device 1022(1) from looping within net-
work 1000, spanning tree 1010B prevents packets that enter
via network device 1022(2) from looping within network
1000.

FIG. 10C shows spanning tree 1010C. Spanning tree
1010C is used to convey packets that enter network 1000 via
network device 1022(3). Network device 1022(3) is the root
of spanning tree 1010C. Packets entering via network device
1022(3) are allowed to be forwarded to network device 1022
(1) via link 1060(D), to network device 1022(4) via link
1060(C), and to network device 1022(2) via links 1060(C)
and 1060(B). However, packets that entered network 1000 via
network device 1022(3) are not conveyed via link 1060(A).
Spanning tree 1010C prevents packets that enter via network
device 1022(3) from looping.

FIG. 10D illustrates spanning tree 100D, which is used to
convey packets that enter network 1000 via network device
1022(4). Network device 1022(4) is the root of spanning tree
1010D. Packets entering via network device 1022(4) are
allowed to be forwarded to network device 1022(3) via link
1060(C), to network device 1022(2) via link 1060(B), and to
network device 1022(1) via links 1060(C) and 1060(D).
However, packets that entered network 1000 via network
device 1022(4) are not conveyed via link 1060(A). Spanning
tree 1010D prevents packets that enter via network device
1022(4) from looping within network 1000.

In a network that implements multiple spanning trees, the
entity (or entities) that calculate the spanning trees is aware of
the topology of the network. For example, one of network
devices 1022(1)-1022(4) can be designated as the “primary”
network device, for purposes of spanning tree calculation.
The primary network device maintains information identify-
ing the links and network devices within network 1000, as
well as information identifying how the links and network
devices are interconnected. This information provides the
primary network device with knowledge about the topology
of network 1000. In one embodiment, this information is
provided to the primary network device as part of the primary
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network device’s participation in a protocol that provides for
the authentication of every network device included within
the network.

The primary network device calculates a spanning tree for
different ingress points into network 1000 based on the pri-
mary network device’s knowledge of the topology of network
1000. The primary network device then provides information
(such as egress filter settings) that is consistent with the cal-
culated spanning trees to each other network device. The
other network devices use the information to forward packets
in a manner that is consistent with the spanning trees.

It is noted that in other embodiments, the spanning tree
calculations are distributed among several network devices,
instead of being performed by a single primary network
device. For example, each network device that presents an
ingress point into the network can calculate one of the span-
ning trees for the network (e.g., by running the spanning tree
protocol with that network device as the root). In such
embodiments, the calculation of egress filter settings can also
be distributed among the network devices.

Additionally, each network device within network 1000
that presents an ingress point into network 1000 is assigned a
unique identifier (or several unique identifiers). Packets
received via a particular ingress point are associated with the
unique identifier (or one of the unique identifiers) of that
particular ingress point. For example, as described above, a
header can be appended to each packet that enters network
1000. Alternatively, the unique identifier can be associated
with the packet by inserting the unique identifier into a par-
ticular Ethertype (Ethernet Type) field of an L2 header
appended to the packet, by inserting the unique identifier into
a Multiprotocol Label Switching (MPLS) label appended to
the packet, or by using another similar mechanism.

The header contains information identifying the ingress
point of the packet. Additionally, whenever a packet is
received via one of links 1060(A)-1060(D), network devices
1022(1)-1022(4) associate that source address of the packet
with the ingress point (or with an interface within the ingress
point) instead of associating the source address with the inter-
face coupled to the link via which the packet is received. For
example, network device 1022(2) receives a packet via link
1060(A). The header appended to the packet indicates that the
packet entered network 1000 via interface 1 of network
device 1022(1). Accordingly, network device 1022(2) asso-
ciates the source address of the packet with network device
1022(1) (or with interface 1) instead of associating the packet
with the interface within network device 1022(2) that is
coupled to link 1060(A). If network device 1022(2) subse-
quently receives a packet addressed to that address, network
device 1022(2) will forward the subsequently received packet
based on the association.

FIG.11A shows amethod of calculating a spanning tree for
each ingress point within a network and using the calculated
spanning trees to handle how packets are forwarded through
the network. The network can be any association of intercon-
nected network devices. In one embodiment, the network is a
Layer 2 Ethernet network. In another embodiment, the net-
work is a virtual network device cluster.

In the example of FIG. 1A, one spanning tree is calculated
per ingress point within the network. An ingress point is a
network device via which a packet enters the network (i.e., for
a given packet, the packet’s ingress point is the first network
device within the network to receive the packet). At 1110, an
ingress point for which a spanning tree has not yet been
calculated is selected. Then, a spanning tree is calculated for
the selected ingress point, as shown at 1120. The root of the
spanning tree is the selected ingress point. If a spanning tree
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has not yet been calculated for each ingress point in the
network, as determined at 1130, another ingress point is
selected and functions 1110 and 1120 are repeated for the new
ingress point.

At 1140, the manner in which packets are forwarded
through the network is controlled, based on spanning trees
calculated at 1120. Controlling how packets are forwarded
through the network based on the spanning trees can involve
generating a set of egress filter values for each interface
within the network. Each set of egress filter values is provided
to the appropriate interface, and each interface uses the pro-
vided set of egress filter values to filter packets from the
packet flow being sent via that interface. A set of egress filter
values indicates which packets are allowed to be sent via a
particular interface. In particular, the egress filter values indi-
cate whether a packet, which entered the network via a par-
ticular ingress point, is allowed to be sent via a particular
interface. If the egress filter values for a particular interface
indicate that packets having a certain ingress point should not
be output from that interface, the interface will filter packets
received via that ingress point from the packet flow being
output via the interface.

FIG. 11B shows the manner in which a packet is forwarded
according to the spanning tree associated with a particular
ingress point. At 1150, a packet is received. The packet is
associated with information identifying a particular ingress
point. For example, a header, which includes information
identifying the ingress point via which the packet entered the
network, is appended to the packet in some embodiments.
The associated information is used to identify the ingress
point via which the packet entered the network, as shown at
1160.

At 1170, the packet is sent through the network according
to the spanning tree associated with the ingress point identi-
fied at 1160. Sending the packet through the network accord-
ing to a particular spanning tree can involve inhibiting the
packet from being output via certain interfaces while allow-
ing the packet to be output from other interfaces, such that the
packet is only sent on paths that are consistent with the span-
ning tree. In some embodiments, egress filter values, as
described above, are used to inhibit packets from being output
via particular interfaces by filtering those packets from output
flows being sent via the particular interfaces.

Each network device within a network that implements
multiple spanning trees can include one or more interfaces
that are similar to interface 600 of FIG. 6C. For example, in
one embodiment, each interface includes a filtering unit and
an egress filter values store coupled to the filtering unit. The
egress filter values store stores several egress filter values,
each of which identifies whether the interface is blocked by a
respective one of the spanning trees. For example, the egress
filter values in the egress filter values store can identify
whether the interface is blocked by a first spanning tree,
which is associated with a first ingress point, and whether the
interface is blocked by a second spanning tree, which is
associated with a second ingress point.

It is noted that in some embodiments, the functionality
needed to operate a virtual network device sub-unit as part of
a virtual network device cluster is implemented in software
executing on the virtual network device sub-unit. For
example, each virtual network device sub-unit, network
device, and/or adjunct network device caninclude a computer
readable media upon which program instructions and/or data
useable to control and/or use a virtual link bundle are stored.
Similarly, the functionality needed to operate a network
device (or virtual network device sub-unit) as part of a net-
work (or virtual network device cluster) that implements mul-
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tiple spanning trees can be implemented in software execut-
ing on each network device. For example, a primary network
device within the network can include a computer readable
media upon which are stored program instructions useable to
calculate multiple spanning trees and egress filter values cor-
responding to the multiple spanning trees. Exemplary types
of computer readable media include CDs (Compact Discs),
DVDs (Digital Versatile Discs), hard disks, optical disks, tape
devices, floppy disks, and memory (e.g., various types of
RAM (Random Access Memory), ROM (Read Only
Memory), flash memory, MEMS (Micro Electro-Mechanical
Systems) memory, and the like). Such a network device can
include one or more processors (e.g., microprocessors, PL.Ds
(Programmable Logic Devices), or ASICs (Application Spe-
cific Integrated Circuits)) configured to execute program
instructions stored in the computer readable media. The pro-
gram instructions can include those used to perform control
protocol processing for a virtual link bundle as well as those
used to selectively forward packets via links included in a
virtual link bundle (e.g., based on whether the packets were
received via a virtual network device link). The program
instructions and/or data can also be transferred to a virtual
network device sub-unit, network device, and/or adjunct net-
work device via a network such as the Internet or upon a
carrier medium.

Although the present invention has been described with
respectto specific embodiments thereof, various changes and
modifications may be suggested to one skilled in the art. It is
intended such changes and modifications fall within the scope
of'the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method comprising:

operating a plurality of virtual network devices sub-units as

a single virtual network, wherein each of the virtual
network device sub-units is a physical network device;
and

preventing a packet form being reset to a virtual network

device sub-unit that has already received the packet,
wherein the preventing comprise filtering the packet the
packet from a packet flow in response to information
appended to the packet identifying that the one of the
virtual network device sub-units was the ingress point of
the packet into the virtual network device.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the preventing the
packet from being re-sent to a one of the virtual network
device sub-units that has already received the packet, com-
prises: appending the information to the packet.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the preventing the
packet from being re-sent to a one of the virtual network
device sub-units that has already received the packet further
comprises: allowing the packet to be sent from a second one
of the virtual network device sub-units to a third one of the
virtual network device sub-units, wherein the allowing is
performed in response to the information identifying the first
one of the virtual network device sub-units.

4. The method of claim 2, further comprising: allowing no
more than one copy of the packet to be sent via a given virtual
link bundle.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the allowing no more
than one copy ofthe packet to be sent via the given virtual link
bundle comprises: allowing a copy of the packet to be sent via
an interface of a first virtual network device sub-unit, wherein
the interface of the first virtual network device sub-unit is
coupled to the given virtual link bundle; and preventing any
copy of the packet from being sent via an interface of a second
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virtual network device sub-unit, wherein the interface of the
second virtual network device sub-unit is coupled to the given
virtual link bundle.

6. The method of claim 2, wherein the operating the virtual
network device sub-units as the single virtual network device
comprises: communicating control information from a one of
the virtual network device sub-units to one or more other ones
of'the virtual network device sub-units via one or more virtual
network device links.

7. A method comprising:

receiving a packet via a first interface of a first one of a

plurality of virtual network device sub-units of a virtual
network device, wherein the first one of the virtual net-
work device sub-units is a physical network device; and
after receiving the packet, generating information iden-
tifying the first one of the virtual network device sub-
units as the ingress point of the packet into the virtual
network device, wherein the generated information indi-
cates that the packet was received by the first one of the
virtual network device sub-units; and appending the
information to the packet.

8. The method of claim 7, further comprising: inhibiting
the packet from being sent via an interface of one of the virtual
network device sub-units, wherein the inhibiting is performed
in response to the information identifying the first one of the
virtual network device sub-units.

9. The method of claim 8, further comprising: sending a
single copy of a particular packet to a device coupled to the
virtual network device.

10. The method of claim 8, further comprising: calculating
a plurality of spanning trees for the virtual network device,
wherein each of the spanning trees is associated with a respec-
tive one of the virtual network device sub-units; and sending
each packet received by one of the virtual network device
sub-units through the virtual network device according to an
associated one of the spanning trees.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein a root of one of the
spanning trees is the respective one of the virtual network
device sub-units associated with the one of the spanning trees.

12. The method of claim 10, wherein each one of the
spanning trees has a root, and each one of the virtual network
device sub-units is the root of a single one of the spanning
trees.

13. The method of claim 10, wherein the sending each
packet comprises:

sending a given packet based on an identifier associated

with the given packet.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein the identifier associ-
ated with the given packet identifies one of a plurality of
spanning trees.

15. The method of claim 13, wherein the identifier associ-
ated with the given packet identifies one of the virtual network
device sub-units.

16. The method of claim 15, further comprising: forward-
ing the given packet according to one of a plurality of span-
ning trees, wherein the one of the spanning trees is associated
with the one of the virtual network device sub-units.

17. The method of claim 7, wherein the appending the
information to the packet is performed by the first one of the
virtual network device sub-units.

18. The method of claim 7, further comprising: inhibiting
the packet from being sent via an interface of a second one of
the virtual network device sub-units in response to the infor-
mation appended to the packet.

19. The method of claim 18, wherein the inhibiting the
packet from being sent via an interface of the second one of
the virtual network device sub-units comprises:
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filtering the packet from a packet flow being sent via the
interface.

20. The method of claim 7, further comprising: sending the
packet and the information appended to the packet to a third
one of the virtual network device sub-units.

21. The method of claim 20, further comprising: inhibiting
the packet from being sent via an interface of the third one of
the virtual network device sub-units, in response to the infor-
mation appended to the packet.

22. A system comprising:

a virtual network device, the virtual network device com-
prising: a plurality of virtual network device sub-units;
and a plurality of virtual network device links, wherein
each ofthe virtual network device sub-units is coupled to
at least one other one of the virtual network device
sub-units by one of'the virtual network device links, and
the virtual network device sub-units are configured to
prevent a packet from being re-sent to a one of the virtual
network device sub-units that has already received the
packet by filtering the packet from a packet flow in
response to the packet information appended to the
packet identifying that the one of the virtual network
device sub-units was the ingress point of the packet into
the virtual network device.

23. The system of claim 22, wherein the virtual network
device is configured to appended the information to the
packet, in response to a first interface of the first one of the
virtual network device sub-units receiving the packet.

24. The system of claim 23, wherein an interface of one of
the virtual network device sub-units is configured to inhibit
the packet from being sent via the interface, in response to the
information appended to the packet.

25. The system of claim 23, wherein the virtual network
device sub-units are configured to send a single copy of a
particular packet to a device coupled to the virtual network
device.

26. The system of claim 23, wherein the virtual network
device sub-units are configured to send the packet received
via the first one of the virtual network device sub-units
through the virtual network device according to a first one of
the spanning trees, the first one of the spanning trees is asso-
ciated with the first one of the virtual network device sub-
units, the virtual network device sub-units are configured to
send a second packet received via a second one of the virtual
network device sub-units through the virtual network device
according to a second one of the spanning trees, the second
one of the spanning trees is associated with the second one of
the virtual network device sub-units.

27. The system of claim 26, wherein a root of the first one
of the spanning trees is the first one of the virtual network
device sub-units, and a root of the second one of the spanning
trees is the second one of the virtual network device sub-units.

28. The system of claim 22, wherein the first one of the
virtual network device sub-units is configured to append the
information to the packet.

29. The system of claim 28, wherein an interface of a
second one of the virtual network device sub-units is config-
ured to inhibit the packet from being output via the interface
in response to the information appended to the packet.

30. The system of claim 29, wherein the interface of the
second one of the virtual network device sub-units inhibits the
packet from being output via the interface by filtering the
packet from a packet flow being sent via the interface.

31. The system of claim 28, wherein one of the virtual
network device sub-units is configured to calculate a plurality
of spanning trees for the virtual network device.
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32. The system of claim 31, wherein each one of the span-
ning trees has a root, and each one of the virtual network
device sub-units is a root of a single one of the spanning trees.

33. A network device comprising: an interface, the inter-
face comprising: an egress filter settings store comprising a
plurality of egress filter settings, wherein each egress filter
setting corresponds to a respective ingress identifier value;
and an egress filter unit coupled to the egress filter settings
store, wherein the egress filter unit is configured to filter a
packet from a packet flow being output via the interface to a
first virtual network device sub-unit that has already received
the packet, in response to a particular ingress identifier being
appended to the packet, wherein the particular ingress iden-
tifier identifies the first virtual network device sub-unit as the
ingress point of the packet into the virtual network device.

34. The network device of claim 33, wherein the interface
further comprises:

an identifier unit; and an ingress identifier value store

coupled to the identifier unit, wherein the ingress iden-
tifier value store comprises an ingress identifier value.

35. The network device of claim 34, wherein the identifier
unit is configured to append the ingress identifier value to a
packet, and the identifier unit is responsive to receipt of the
packet by the interface.

36. The network device of claim 35, wherein the ingress
identifier value identifies a virtual network device sub-unit,
and the virtual network device sub-unit comprises the inter-
face.

37. The network device of claim 35, wherein the ingress
identifier value identifies a virtual network device sub-unit,
and the virtual network device sub-unit is coupled to the
interface.

38. A system comprising: means for detecting reception of
a packet via a first interface of a first one of a plurality of
virtual network device sub-units of a virtual network device;
and means for generating information associating the packet
with the first one of the virtual network device sub-units after
receiving the packet, wherein the first one of the virtual net-
work device sub-units is the ingress point of the packet into
the virtual network device, and the generated information
indicates that the packet was received by the first one of the
virtual network device sub-units.

39. The system of claim 38, further comprising: means for
inhibiting the packet from being sent via an interface of one of
the virtual network device sub-units, wherein the inhibiting is
performed in response to the packet being associated with the
first one of the virtual network device sub-units.

40. The system of claim 39, further comprising: means for
sending a single copy of a particular packet to a device
coupled to the virtual network device.

41. The system of claim 39, wherein the associating com-
prises: assigning an identifier to the packet, wherein the iden-
tifier is associated with the first one of the virtual network
device sub-units.

42. The system of claim 41, wherein the assigning the
identifier to the packet comprises: appending a header to the
packet, wherein the header comprises the identifier.

43. The system of claim 41, further comprising: means for
sending the packet and the identifier to a third one of the
virtual network device sub-units.

44. The system of claim 39, further comprising: means for
calculating a plurality of spanning trees for the virtual net-
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work device, wherein each of the spanning trees is associated
with a respective one of the virtual network device sub-units;
and means for sending each packet received by one of the
virtual network device sub-units through the virtual network
device according to an associated one of the spanning trees.

45. The system of claim 44, wherein the sending each
packet comprises:

sending a given packet based on an identifier associated

with the given packet.

46. A computer readable storage medium storing program
instructions, wherein the program instructions are computer
executable to: detect reception of a packet via a first interface
of a first one of a plurality of virtual network device sub-units
of a virtual network device; and after the detection of the
packet, generating information to associate the packet with
the first one of the virtual network device sub-units, wherein
the first one of the virtual network device sub-units is the
ingress point of the packet into the virtual network device, and
the generated information indicates that the packet was
received by the first one of the virtual network device sub-
units.

47. The computer readable storage medium of claim 46,
wherein the program instructions are further computer
executable to: inhibit the packet from being sent via an inter-
face of one of the virtual network device sub-units, wherein
the inhibiting is performed in response to the packet being
associated with the first one of the virtual network device
sub-units.

48. The computer readable storage medium of claim 47,
wherein the program instructions are further executable to:
calculate a plurality of spanning trees for the virtual network
device, wherein each of the spanning trees is associated with
a respective one of the virtual network device sub-units; and
send each packet received by one of the virtual network
device sub-units through the virtual network device accord-
ing to an associated one of the spanning trees.

49. The computer readable storage medium of claim 48,
wherein sending each packet received by one of the virtual
network device sub-units through the virtual network device
according to the associated one of the spanning trees com-
prises:

sending a given packet based on an identifier associated

with the given packet.

50. The computer readable storage medium of claim 47,
wherein the program instructions are further computer
executable to: send a single copy of a particular packet to a
device coupled to the virtual network device.

51. The computer readable storage medium of claim 47,
wherein associating the packet with the first one of the virtual
network device sub-units comprises: assigning an identifier
to the packet, wherein the identifier is associated with the first
one of the virtual network device sub-units.

52. The computer readable storage medium of claim 51,
wherein assigning the identifier to the packet comprises:
appending a header to the packet, wherein the header com-
prises the identifier.

53. The computer readable storage medium of claim 51,
wherein the program instructions are further computer
executable to: send the packet and the identifier to a third one
of the virtual network device sub-units.
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