The First 1401 Class

It was in the fall of 1960 and we lived in a garage apartment in West Endicott.
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1960 West Endicott Garage Apartment

Dan Tierney was the Instructor of the first 1401 class.  The basic 1401 class was one day less than eight weeks.  They did that because if a class was 8 weeks or longer they had to pay your family’s travel expense.  Multiply, Divide and Magnetic Tape were optional classes added to the end of the regular class.  I was going to be there for eleven consecutive weeks.  My wife’s travel expense for the trip had been $19.00 so I put it on my expense account.  It was rejected as I was going to three separate classes and neither was longer than eight weeks.  I took this matter all the way to Bud Hammersley who was the Manager of the whole CE Education Department.  He told me eleven weeks was not appreciable amount over eight weeks so they were not going to pay me.  I told him that eleven was about 37% more than eight and if he thought that was not an appreciable amount I would like a 37% pay raise.  I still did not get my money.

The class was an interesting one not only because of the great job Dan Tierney did but also because of some of the people in the class.  Since it was the first class, the World Trade Corporation had sent five people and most offices had sent their top people.  Glenn Rhodes and I were selected from our office because of our five years experience on core storage machines.  Glenn had worked on the 705 at Southern Railway and I worked on the 704 at Lockheed Aircraft.  Will Wagner was a 700 series man from Orlando, Florida.  Lou Merriman, also from Florida, was in the class. 

There were three Italians in the class.  One was going to be their Specialist, one was going to be an Instructor back home and one was their manager.  They all could speak English good enough not to need an interpreter.  

This was about three years after the mob had their big meeting at Apalachin, NY across the river and west of Endicott.  These men said they had never heard of Binghamton or Endicott but they had heard of Apalachin.

The manager was the only one who owned a car in Italy so he had a Drivers license that was honored by New York.  They bought an old Chevrolet from one of the Instructors at the school.  This Instructor would buy these old clunkers and sell them to students with the understanding that he would buy it back from them for half what they paid at the end of their class.  When these guys left all four fenders were torn up and the horn was almost worn out.  We had a class picnic at the end at the IBM Homestead.  One of Will Wagner’s boys had brought a football.  It was a real sight to see these Italians trying to kick it like soccer ball.  They had never seen an American football and the crazy bounces it took when it hit the ground fascinated them.

There were two Japanese men in the class.  One of them could not speak a word of English.  The other would interpret for him as Dan talked.  There was this low murmur from their corner of the class.

One day the English speaking Japanese raised his hand and said, “Excuse please, fail to see connection of 1401 computer to sanitation department”.  What Dan had said prior was, “If you look at the output of this driver you will see a bunch of garbage on the scope”.  We all had a big laugh at that.

The first word of English the second Japanese man learned was “Steak”.  One night some of us went to a restaurant and saw this man sitting at a table by himself.  His partner had gone to the restroom.  We sat at the table next to him.  The waitress came to his table and asked him if he would like something to drink.  He said, “Steak”.  We told her to wait until the other man came back to the table.

Glenn and Will were assigned as Lab partners.  This was a mistake in the beginning.  Glenn was a methodical person that wanted to learn everything he could from each bug.  Will was an Easter-egger who just wanted to find the bug as fast as possible.  There was a lot of friction between the two and finally Glenn asked to be put with a different partner.  This was done.

I wrote some one card programs for the 1401 that would do: card to printer, card to punch, card to tape, tape to printer and tape to punch.  When I squeezed all the code into the card I had the last three columns left so I put my initials JVG there.  For years later I would run into people wanting to give me copies of these “Great little programs”.  I would tell them to look at the last three columns and if it had JVG then I was the one that wrote them.

The 1401s in the lab would not scan memory while holding the enter key to fill memory full of one character.  I found out that if I put a tape load point sticker over one leg of an AND circuit to block one leg it would scan and enter at the same time.  I submitted a suggestion and was told the original engineering machine would do that and they were thinking about going back to that design so they would not pay me for an award.

The last day of school they brought all the 1401 Design Engineers over to the school to talk to us.  It was a very informal session where each Engineer would tell the section of the machine he was responsible for and we could ask any questions we wanted.  When my turn came I told about my suggestion to make the machine scan and enter at the same time.  I asked them if they had any other service aids on the Engineering model machine they needed but didn’t put on the production machines.  I was told there were none.

The last Engineer to talk was the Memory man.  He stood up and said, “I don’t know what to tell you about the memory as I designed that and you wont have any trouble with it.”  Everyone was stunned. It seemed that was all he was going to say so I said, “If that’s true then you won’t mind giving us your home phone number as we will never need it”.  After a big laugh he got up and talked for almost an hour.

When the session with the Engineers was over and we were back in our classroom the Manager of Instruction came in and told us that Mr. Bill Gerkin, the Vice President of Customer Engineering, was coming to talk to all the classes.  Bill Gerkin wanted to know what we thought of the school and the 1401.  The Manager told us to think up some good questions to ask Mr. Gerkin.  I told him I already had a good question to ask him.  I wanted to know why I could not get paid for my wife’s travel expenses.

As we started to march down to the auditorium for our session with Bill Gerkin the Manager of Instruction pulled me aside and told me that I was going to be paid the $19.00 and there was no need to bring that up with Mr. Gerkin.  When we got to the auditorium I went down and sat right in the middle of the front row.  The Manager of Instruction came down and sat on one side of me and Bud Hammersley sat on the other side.  I had a feeling that If I stood up to ask a question I would have been jerked down by both arms.

I did not ask any questions that day but had a good laugh.  There was a man from Birmingham, AL that had transferred from Atlanta, GA.  He wanted to know how to handle a problem he had been having with his manager.  IBM had always told him if he had a problem to talk to his Manager about it.  His problem was he could not get an answer from his Manager.  He said his old Manager (back in Atlanta) was the kind of man that if you asked him “What time is it?”, he would say, “Wa-Wa-What time do you think it is?”.  Everyone from Atlanta knew exactly who he was talking about.

Everyone had a good laugh at me in class one day.  I was looking at the diagrams for the clock circuits in the 1401.  It’s clock triggers were named A, B, C, D.  There were the normal signal lines like A, B, C, D leaving the page and also the out of phase line like NOT A, NOT B, NOT C, NOT D.  At the bottom of the page there was a line labeled NOT E.  I told Dan Tierney I could not find the page that the NOT E line went to.  He looked at it and said, “That’s not NOT E, that’s NOTE.  Read the note at the bottom of the page.  I had been looking at so many NOT lines my brain had gotten locked in Boolean mode. 

The last day as I was checking out of the school I asked about my $19.00 and was told they had looked in the Branch Office Manual and it plainly stated an example of my situation and I was not going to get the money.  I asked to see the manual and they told me it was Confidential and for Managers only.  All they would have had to do was show me the manual and I would have been satisfied but they didn’t.

Glenn went back to Atlanta when the school was over but I stayed to work in final test at the plant for two weeks.  My office had arranged this to get more hands on experience.  I worked with a final test man named John Bull.  John was going to class two hours a day and working in a test cell for six.  When I got there he had had the CPU part of his training but none of the I/O.  I got to shoot all the I/O bugs and teach him at the same time.  It was a good deal for both of us.  

When we found a bad card we could go to a crib in the plant and swap it for a good one.  I found out that if the cards were not burned by the bad component they were repaired.  If the card was burned or discolored it was scrapped.  I kept a few of these burned cards to take home with me incase I needed one of the good components to repair a card in the field.  That turned out to be a good decision as the very first bad card we ran into back in Atlanta was not in stock at the Emergency Parts Center.   

We were working on Lockheed’s first machine and when it was ready to ship I left to get home in time to install it.  They were having a terrible time with the muffin fans that cooled each gate.  We changed several while the machine was in final test and I made sure they were all running before I left.  When I installed the system at Lockheed I had to change nine more fans.  This was chronic problem until they switched to Howard fans.

I enjoyed this time working in the plant.  Since I had been a Machinist making parts for sock knitting machines in my first job I was always interested to see how something was made.  I made a special trip to find where they were making the 1403 printer trains.  It really surprised me to see that one man was making every train at that time.  I watched him splice the metal tape that the type slugs were bolted to.  It was a lap joint under one of the slugs.  He cut about 1/8” of the plastic coating from ends of the tape with a single edge razor blade and got some Eastman 910 cement out of a small refrigerator next to his workstation.  That was the first time I had ever heard of Eastman 910 or glue that had to be kept in a refrigerator.  He had a very small torque wrench to tighten the two small Allen cap screws that held the slug to the tape.
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1403 Chain with coating (Mylar?) peeled back exposing metal tape.

Shortly after we got home Will had a trouble on a 1401 in Orlando, Florida.  I was tied up installing a system at Lockheed so the District Office sent Glenn to help Will.  That was another mistake.  The second day he was there I got a phone call from Glenn wanting to ask me some questions about the 1401.  I asked him how things were going and he said, “Will would not even try anything I suggested”.  The next day Glenn came home and they sent someone from the plant to fix the machine.  Glenn never took another assist trip.

Glenn and I had installed a 1401 system in the IBM Field System Center in the Gulf Oil Building on Peachtree St.  This was the same building the Customer Engineering District office was in.  Roy Dailey was the District Manager at the time.  I had written a little demo program that would make all the I/O devices run at full speed at the same time.  You could put a deck of cards in the reader and it would read them, punch them, print them and write them on all four tape drives.

One day all the Managers from our office was at the District Office for a meeting.  When it was over Roy Dailey took everyone down to the Field System Center to see a demonstration of the new 1401.  Whoever it was that tried to run the demo could not get it to work so they turned in a service call.  It was sent to Glenn as he was in Atlanta while I was in Marietta, Ga.  Glenn could not get it to work either so my Manager called for me.  It took me about thirty minutes to drive from Lockheed to the account.  When I walked in I asked Glenn what the problem was.  He told me the card reader would read one card, the punch would punch one card, the printer would print one line then the machine quit.

I put the demo program in the reader and pressed the load button and the machine did like Glenn said it would.  I looked over at the tape drives and tape drive number 1 was out of ready.  I pressed the start button to ready the drive and everything took off running.  I kept waiting for it to stop but it did not until it ran out of cards.  Glenn was about to die and I still did not know the non-ready drive was what had been holding up the demo program.  He was so nervous from all those Managers looking over his shoulder he missed the most obvious thing.  I don’t think he ever recovered from this.

A few weeks later my wife and some neighbor wives wanted to go to Atlanta to have their hair done at a place not far from the Field System Center.  It was on a Saturday so I drove them to the Field System Center and let them have the car.  I told them when they came back to park in the garage and I would give them a demonstration of the new 1401 computer.  They knew we had been gone from home all summer while I went to school.

When they got back I took them to the computer room and ran the demo program for them.  They were really impressed, especially with the 1403 printer.  They each took a sample of the ripple print to show their husbands.

All my neighbors were Engineers for Lockheed.  One even had his PHD.  The next day the one that lived across the street from me came over to my house and said, “You really made us look bad yesterday when you showed our wives that computer. Now they think we are a bunch of dummies”.        

Not long after this Bud Hammersley was promoted to Branch Office CE manager in Columbia, SC.  One of their accounts was the Savannah River Atomic Energy Plant at Aiken, SC.  Their 704 went down and the local CE could not fix it.  I flew into Augusta, GA where the Field Manager met me and took me to the account.  

The first thing I noticed was alarm bell had been disconnected.  The 704 had a loud gong type bell that rang one time when an indicator fuse blew.  This was the same kind of bell you heard to indicate the rounds at a prizefight.  I asked why the bell had been disconnected and was told the first time the 704 blew a fuse and rang that bell everyone in the room turned white and almost fainted.  It seems they had a bell just like it on the wall to indicate the nuclear reactor was out of control.  The customer said our bell had to go so it was disconnected.

It didn’t take long to fix the trouble that caused my trip, but it was too late to get the last flight back to Atlanta.  Bud Hammersley had come to the account to show his concern to the customer and offered to drive me back to a Hotel in Augusta.  We had dinner together in the hotel dining room.  When I looked at the menu the most expensive item was prime rib for $14.99.  That was a lot of money back then even for a hotel dining room.  I though about my wife not getting paid for her travel expenses and that’s what I ordered.  Bud never flinched.  I made a total of about five assist trips to Bud’s office and I got a little of that money back each time.  I never understood how a manager could cheat an employee out of money and think he was going to get away with it.  Especially since we filled out our own time card.
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1401 System Just Like The One At The Field System Center

