Story by John Van Gardner

More - http://ed-thelen.org/comp-hist/storiesVanGardner.html

When I Eat Well I Work Well!

When I first started working on the 704 I had noticed that when you ran the floating point diagnostic 4M03, the machine looked like it wasn’t doing anything.  All the accumulator light glowed at a steady rate except bits 34 and 35.  They were not on at all.

One morning when I was doing PM on the machine at Lockheed I decided to see if there was a problem with the indicator drivers for bits 34 and 35.  All the operator panel indicator drivers were 6J6 twin triode vacuum tube located on a chassis just below the operator panel when it was folded to the shipping position.  Each tube drove two indicators and that’s why I suspected a tube.  I changed the tube and it made no difference.  I scoped the inputs to the driver and found that the low order bits were changing so fast the duty cycle was not long enough to fire the two lowest ordered.  The machine was working properly and I filled this information away as nice to know.

One day I received a request to go help on a 704 problem at Western Electric’s Microwave Laboratory at Winston Salem, North Carolina.  This was out of our District’s territory but due to bad weather north of Winston Salem they didn’t know if they could fly someone in from that direction.  They wanted me there by 6:00 am if possible.  I was able to get a flight and was at the guard shack by 05:45.  This was when I first became aware of Western Electric’s security.  There was not a person there with high enough authority to sign me in until 09:00.  Then they assigned a uniformed armed guard to accompany me the whole time I was there.  When I went to the rest room he went with me and stood outside the stall.

I finally did get in the machine room and was introduced to the local CE’s.   The customer was complaining of wrong answers on some programs but the CE’s said all the diagnostics ran error free.  To verify this I began running the diagnostics.

When I got to the floating point diagnostics the first thing I noticed was that bits 34 and 35 were glowing like the rest of the accumulator.  I knew some thing was wrong there.  Looking at the diagnostic program deck I saw that several of the last few cards were a different color from the rest.  I asked the CE’s about them and they told me a story.

When they had originally installed the machine they had a failure on this diagnostic where it checked the Transfer Trapping Mode operation.  They could not find anything wrong with the machine so they talked to the Western Electric system programmer and he told them they didn’t use the Transfer Trapping Mode.  They put the extra cards in the deck to patch around the routine that was failing.

I took the patch cards out of the deck and ran the diagnostic.  It failed like they said it would.  I looked at the code that failed and set a sense switch to loop the test and another sense switch to ignore errors.  Then I scoped the circuit back to a dead tube.  They replaced the tube and the diagnostic ran like it should with bits 34 and 35 not glowing.  The customer began running all the programs that had been failing and they all ran correctly.  We all went to lunch, including the guard.  

After lunch the Branch Customer Engineering Manager came out to Western to thank me.  While we were standing around talking in the machine room Another guard came in escorting another man who was short, red headed, with a big mustache.  He introduced himself as [See Note].  He had finally gotten a flight from up north.  When he was introduced to the Branch Manager [See Note] said, “Well all I have to say to you is that when I eat well I work well”.

The Branch Manager said, “Well, that won’t be a problem because the machine is already fixed and you can catch the next flight back home”.

Every time I think about this incident I think of [See Note] coming in like the cartoon character “Yosemite Sam” and leaving like “Wyley Coyote” with his tail dragging behind him.       

Note:  The name has been deleted to protect the guilty.
