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Working on the Spectra

The RCA Spectra 70 at Lockheed had two disk drives attached to it.  These drives had been manufactured by IBM and were actually 2311s.  They were sold to RCA and they had built a set of covers for one machine that matched the rest of the Spectra system including the little mother of pearl emblem they put on their machines.  The other machine they had just painted the IBM covers to match the Spectra system colors.

One weekend the Lockheed System Programmer, Bill Hicks, had generated a new system pack on drive 131 while the system was running on drive 130.  He checked his new system pack out by loading from drive 131 and everything worked.  He left it that way and the operators ran that way until the middle of the next week.  

The Operators had some kind of problem and decided to move the new system pack from drive 131 to drive 130 where they normally kept the system.  When they pressed IPL the machine hung.  They could not load the system.  They called the RCA CE and they worked on the problem for several days before turning in a service call to IBM.

This caused quite a problem.  RCA had never signed a corporate agreement with IBM to allow us to work on any of their equipment.  We had not trained or planned for it.  The local RCA management said they would authorize it but IBM legal said he did not have the authority to do so.  It took about two more days to get the corporate agreement signed.

When I arrived at work the next day my Manager told me to go see what I could do about the problem.  At that point I had not heard any of the previous information.  I walked to the Spectra room, which was only about fifty feet from our CE room door.  I was told the 130 drive could not load the system.  I asked if the 131 drive could load the pack and they said they were afraid to try it because it may damage the heads in drive 131.  I looked at the disk surfaces and the heads in drive 130 and saw no evidence of Head to disk interference.  I put the pack on drive 131 and the system came up.  That is when Bill Hicks said that was the drive he had built the system on.

It was obvious there was a compatibility problem between the two drives.  I asked for the head alignment pack and was going to check head alignment starting with head 0.  When I went to insert the tool between the head connector and cable harness I notice that head 0 and 1 had been swapped.  That’s when I realized Bill had formatted the pack when he built the system and the heads didn’t care which surface was called 0 or 1 but the other drive certainly would.

To recover from the situation I put the new system pack on drive 131 and had Bill format a new pack on drive 130 and copy 131 to it.  Then I swapped the connectors for head 0 and 1 on drive 131 and had Bill format drive 131 and copy drive 130 to it.  This gave us two system packs and we could load from either drive.  We swapped the two packs and tried it that way.  It worked.

Just to be safe I checked head alignment on both drives but did not have to move any of them.  The swapped connectors on drive 131 had been the whole trouble.  I was out of there before lunch.
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