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3rd Shift
During my first year at Lockheed whenever I was on the 6:00 am shift to bring up the 704 I would go in at 5:00 am to get some more time on the main frame by myself.  This allowed me to look at things on the machine that I could not do at any other time.  I really learned a lot about the machine doing this.  I began to fix more and more of the bias bugs the other men couldn’t.  They would work on one for two or three PM periods without any luck and when we changed shift rotation they would turn it over to me and I would fix it.  They began to take notice.  So did Joe Sipple our CE in Charge.  John Abt was the first to take assist calls in the District.  When Joe Sipple got promoted to Huntsville, Alabama John was Made CE In Charge so he didn’t travel anymore.  The first time Joe had a problem they couldn’t fix in Huntsville he called for me.  I made the trip and fixed the problem and that’s when I started taking the assist calls in the District. 

Lockheed was only using their 704 two shifts so they rented the 3rd shift to the Redstone Arsenal at Huntsville, Alabama.  Each day a chartered twin engine Piper aircraft would arrive at Dobbin Air Force Base bringing two Operators and boxes of magnetic tape.  The civilian pilot was allowed to sleep at the BOQ facility at Dobbins and the next morning he and the Operators with their output would fly back to Huntsville.

The programs they would run at night were computing trajectories to the moon.  The 704 would run from five to ten minutes with nothing apparently happening except the console lights glowing.  Then it would print out one of two messages on the 716 Printer.  One of the messages said, “You have missed the moon”.  The other message said, “You have hit the moon”.  This would go on all night as the machine worked it way down the input tape.  It was very boring for the operators trying to stay awake in case something went wrong and the 704 stopped.

It wasn’t a problem for me when I had shift coverage as I had work to do in the CE room next door and they could come get me if needed.  I decided to try and help them out.  The 704 had a  48 volt light bulb behind a red lens that said HALT.  If the machine stopped this light lit up.  

There was a bell on the wall next to the clock in the computer room that was not used anymore.  No one knew what it had been used for before that room became the computer room.  It was a large tone bar bell like the ones you have in houses except it was much larger and ran on 115 volts AC.  I found an old 48 volt duo relay that had been removed from a 407 because one set of contacts had burned up.  There was a duplex receptacle below the clock with an open half.  I mounted the relay in a junction box with a power cord to plug into the AC receptacle.  Then I ran the 115 volts AC through the N/O relay contacts to the bell.  I could manually pick the relay and the bell would ring.  It was a good loud bell and could be heard above all the blower noise in the room.  I ran a small cable from the Halt light circuit to the hold coil of the duo relay to reduce the load on the driver circuit.  Then I removed the set of burned contact straps from the relay to reduce the pressure on the armature.  It worked fine.  I could place the machine in manual while running and the bell would ring when it stopped.

We had two first aid kits in the CE room and each had a blanket.  I gave each Operator a blanket and they found the warmest place in the room and curled up on the floor and went to sleep.  The bell did not ring until the 704 had finished the input tape and stopped.  I had made two new friends.  Word got around the Region and I began to get request for information on how to put an audible alarm on a 704.

For five years Jack Bellinger, Charlie Crews and I had to cover three shifts on the 704.  It was a killer spending 2/3 of your time on nights especially if you had small children in school.  You didn’t get to spend much time with them.  We worked each shift for two weeks then changed.  We did it that way because you needed to be home in the daytime to take care of things there.  After about two years we talked Lockheed into letting one of us come in a 6:00 am and PM the system and another would come in at 8:30 am until 5:15 pm.  The third would come in and work 7:30 pm until 4:15 am.  Working that 7:30 shift was like being dead for two weeks but at least we had more time with our families.  I kept remembering saying in my initial interview I was not going to work nights.  And being told at the time that Customer Engineers didn’t work nights.  How wrong we both were.
