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Computer:


A computer is a machine that can be instructed to carry out sequences of arithmetic or logical operations automatically via computer programming.


(From Wikipedia)
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1. Computer Pioneer George von Neumann (1903-1957)







This book is the third version of the same title, published in March 2021. The major changes are in the correction of spelling, grammar, typography, and other errors.


The dialogues were rewritten to clarify the situation, which was caused by the fact that the author used the 'he' form throughout the book. Minor technical faults, ambiguities, and wrong historical and chronological 'facts' by the writer were corrected. However, the content of the book stayed the same.


Please note that English is not the author's native language. He is fully aware that the applied writing style is very personal. And so are his handling of sentence forms and punctuation marks: Very liberal.


The book was triggered by a conversation of the author with his son.


Thank you, Stephan, for your motivation.


Thanks also to my co-worker Werner Knecht for his important additions.


The services from Google, Wikipedia, and PONS were much appreciated. The help from Grammarly and LanguageTool was pertinent.




Prologue.


Question 1: What was the world before the Computers and THE NET?


There are not so many anymore who are able to remember that time.


He can.


It was for a long time not realized what this ‘thing’ later called IT (Information Technology) did to the world. An entirely new dimension ‘hit’ humanity.


Question 2: Could the impact of IT in the development of humans, the whole society, and almost everything, not be compared with the invention of gunpowder? Or even with the atomic bomb?


End of ‘psychological’ somersaults. Back to reality. Back to the text of 'The Other Computer History'.


What is coming now may not be of interest to many. Unless she or he is really an overwhelmed ‘computer freak’. In 1955, there was no evidence of something like this. And also the ugly German word, ‘Informationstechnolgie’ was most likely not in the ‘Duden’. 'Duden' was and still is the most important wordbook in German.


It was much easier, even for a born Swiss, to write the technical parts of what now is to be read in English. After all, English is the language of computer people. Not just for them. Children all over the world are eager to learn it already in kindergarten.


He is very, very familiar with the computer and everything related to it. Therefore, the ‘DU’ in the title of the German version of this book. The computer and he had been working together for 45 years. Sometimes friends, sometimes enemies. Deadly sad mood and joy followed in high frequent order. A kind of hate-love. It was definitely a very close relationship.


He was there. From the beginning. He was there until 2004 when he ‘switched off’. Which means he wanted to forget everything about IT. With only half a success. As was so often the case in his computer-oriented life. Today he is no longer so interested in the details of the almost crazy development of IT. And he’s afraid of all its abuse.


He has become a normal user. But that too is becoming a burden. The daily battles with Microsoft Windows and Microsoft Word are getting harder every day.


But he’s not (yet) completely out of service and away from that ‘stuff’. In an intensive conversation with his son on his already somewhat advanced birthday, he recognized his defeats and victories with the machines which so often gave him big problems. But they also brought a lot of joy during his long professional career.


But writing it down is a very different ‘story’.


It seems to have made a big impression on his son what he heard from his father. Of course, he is also a computer scientist. With a diploma and more. Not like his father. At his time, there were no signs of a possibility to study computer science. The term, as said, did not even exist. He has no official certificates. The only official document is the paper, which certifies that he has passed the exam in this hated profession as a precision mechanic.


He received the certificate that he had completed his apprenticeship only after the second agonizing examination. And only because he made a sacred promise to the examiners that he would never work in this profession. Which he obviously would never have done.


In the ‘Stone Age’ of computers and data transmission, the universities did not see their future. The glamorous potential of the new techniques has long been ignored.


He saw it very early. But it was only by the conversation with his son that he realized what a great deal of knowledge he now has.


But does it bring something to write them down?


The question of all the questions: Does it bring money?


Is this not the only final criteria for almost every decision in life?


This book will certainly not bring lots of cash!


He replied to his son: “No pig will care about my stories”. The millions of young people who gesticulate today on laptops, smartphones, and whatever will come are only interested in the photo of the lover, dirty pictures, the games, the news about the next upcoming events and demonstrations,


“I am on Facebook, that’s why I am”. (Quote Rodolfo Bodmer).


more hours a day for weeks and months. Not to mention the dozen hours spent searching on the internet for forgotten abbreviations,


So, it’s a pretty hopeless project to write a book with forgotten facts about technical details and their problems. Or tell the world about the amazing moments he had together with a genius like Seymour Cray. Or the imagination you need to repair supercomputers.


In addition, it will be extremely stressful to concentrate for two or correcting names, verifying facts, and so on. And to fight the attempt to follow the guaranteed arising ‘brain associations’. Force yourself to come back to the topic as soon as possible: To the Other computer history.


Yes, and let no mistakes creep in. A potential reader would not like this and the writer will receive malicious criticism. He prefers to leave mistakes to the computer. Or better to those who create the programs. The benefits of a computer are only as good as the programmer who wrote the software. A computer is a tool. Nothing else. Like a lathe. Only: To work with a lathe and to use it correctly has still to be done manually.


Today, the computer is the boss. Nothing works without it. But also a lot goes wrong with it.


Quote: “The computer creates us today the problems which we earlier did not have”.


Much about this unpleasant reality can be read from now on.


The beginning of the ‘essay’ was quite difficult. Will it ever be finished? Qui vivra verra!


Quote: “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak”. (Matthew 26, 41 in the Bible).


Oh, excuse me for slandering the Homo sapiens. But like most things in life, the accused machine also has very excellent and useful skills. For example, It can perform calculations very quickly. Learning arithmetic in elementary school will soon have become redundant. No more hated and strenuous learning of multiplication tables. The students need no longer to construct grammatically correct sentences. They now have time to chat, send text messages and tell each other the usual nonsense. Or to play computer games. A very productive activity.


But without the word processor with all its ‘features’, problems, and errors, this text could never be written. Today, almost nothing is put on paper by human fingers.


In Switzerland, there is an important exception!


The last will!!!




1. It’s hard to start…(1955-1961).


1.1 The beginning of his professional life.


He wanted to learn FEAM. It was in the late 50tis a highly desirable profession. Today, one would say top modern and ‘in’. So, it is a job with a great future. FEAM stands for ‘Fine Mechanic and Electrical Apparatus Mechanic’. Well understood: Mechanic and Electrical. Not electronic. A word that just came up. The science behind this term was still a long way from being accepted as such.


Let alone electronic data transmission. At that time, playing with a remote-controlled toy car almost required a radio license and learning how to signal in Morse. Is the Morse code not the first one of the many more data transmission protocols which will follow? It is some kind of ‘semi-digital’. The earlier smoke signals of the Indians, other old tribes, and the medieval Swiss at the time of William Tell, were analog.


He had no chance to become a FEAM. As many times before, he had no luck in his still short life. The apprenticeships positions were very rare. And those who were stronger than he had got hold of them. A little brightness came. A company that trained FEAMs offered him an apprenticeship as a precision mechanic. With the option of being allowed to attend the theoretical schooling of the FEAMs. This was nothing more than an empty promise. Only to fill the unpopular apprenticeship position.


So, he struggled through this extremely unpopular ordeal. Weeks of suffering from the filing of an iron block. The exactness requested had to be within a hundredth of a millimeter. The surface on the top of the iron cube had to be exactly flat, as a special polishing machine, build to accomplish this, could not do it better. And the iron block was of extremely hard quality. When he was sweaty and nerve-wracking nearly finished, then the master punched with a pointed iron hammer a huge notch into the now so very fine edited surface. And the ‘Sisyphean’ work started again.


The only positive thing in the four-year apprenticeship was this: A colleague at work, two years older than him, made the remark that he will never stay in the learned profession. He will go to one of the increasingly emerging companies that build electronic data processing machines. At that time, the term ‘computer’ was still very vaguely used. Better known were names like Burroughs, Honeywell, and a few more. And, of course, the largest and the leading one: IBM (International Business Machines). His colleague’s statement remained deep within him. It was a sign from a higher power. In such a power, in fact, he does not believe it until today.


Is the idea to make a successful life with the ‘things’ named ‘Computer’ not only an illusion?


To quote Mark Twain: “Don’t separate yourself from your illusions. When they are gone, you will continue to exist, but you will cease to live”.


But it was definitely a tip that should have a major impact on his life.


1.2 His first ‘experiences’ in the Swiss Air Force.


The reality then looked much darker. For example, that he had to go through basic military training. He had to serve in the Swiss Army Air Force as a data transmission device mechanic. Their duties were, among others, to maintain the antique Siemens telex equipment constructed in 1939. Those worked with a data transmission rate of lousy 50 baud (bits per second). Baud is a term invented by Jean-Maurice-Émile Baudot.


The incoming messages were written on an 8 mm width and 10 meters long paper band. Or were punched with holes in narrow paper strips to be stored and to be able to resend the information. Those paper strips were later burned so that no military secret could get into the wrong hands.


The operating personnel, in the military term the BP2 (operating personnel 2) cut the printed paper strip together and glued them onto a normal sheet of paper. This page was then handed in strict confidence to the officer on duty. The UEMGTMs (Swiss military abbreviation for data transmission device mechanics) then wrote for fun love letters to their girlfriends on these paper strips just mentioned. They rolled them in tiny rolls, and then they were sent by the military postal service to the at that time favorite ‘female’.


Then he had to deal with loud rattling mechanical encrypting devices. In bulletproof heavy iron boxes. And, as a telephone soldier, had to hang with a long hook kilometers of wires on roofs, trees, and lamp posts. Then he had also to establish telephone connections by plugging cables in the 150 kg heavy semi-mobile telephone switchboard. From time to time, the commander was, for great fun, connected to the nearest madhouse.


And, of course, also had to struggle through the usual soldier disciplines such as guard duty, goose-stepping, bodybuilding exercises, throwing hand grenades, cleaning the toilette, peel potatoes, and so on. And was forced to march in nailed shoes, in the jargon called ‘gearwheel sandals’, on hard roads and through rocky trails. He still was equipped with the wooden carbine model 48. A very precise shooting riffle. If you could operate it correctly. He was very terrible at it. He felt the huge recoil after every shot. This resulted in a swollen shoulder and a sore collarbone.


This basic training, called the RS (Rekruten-Schule), was an agony. A lived nightmare. The ‘experience’ troubled him so much that it was causing bad dreams until old age
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2. Swiss Air Force Badges
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3. Siemens Paper Tape Telex
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4. Encryption Device
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5. Punched Paper Tape





1.3 Stockholm, Sweden.


But, like everything, the RS ended. He was again back in reality. Because of his lousy final apprenticeship exam, finding a job in Switzerland was out of the question. He definitely wanted to go abroad. But where? Sweden was one of the few options. At that time, roughly on the same wage level as Switzerland. So, he asked the Swedish embassy in Bern about the opportunity to work in Sweden. And promptly received a work permit as a so-called ‘Staginare’ and also a job offer from the LM Ericsson Company in Stockholm. This company built all sorts of electrical devices, telephones, etc. And of course, the most lucrative: Weapon systems.


The first month in Sweden was very hard. Not so much the work. This was more or less feasible. But the climate! Especially a winter with 1.5 hours of sunshine throughout the entire month of January. This fact was proven by the meteorological office of the city! The food, respectively for him, rather a diet for very poor’s, was also anything else but a pleasure. Deep depression was announced and also came true.


His main job was to clean chassis for secret instruments in military airplanes. These frames were made of magnesium so that they, in an airplane crash, immediately burn, and no secrets could be detected by the enemies. It was boring, annoying piecework. Not too much stress: The excellently organized Swedish trade union was excellent at negotiating working conditions. But to profit from their support he had to join the union and pay the contribution even with his small wage. This was the smallest possible by Swedish law.


But then there was a ray of hope. Not so much the highly anticipated spring. But in the form of a new job. The company Burroughs AB in downtown Stockholm was looking for service technicians for their mechanical calculators. 'Technician' is by far an exaggeration. It was pure fine manual adjustment and assembly work. On fairly complicated mechanical desktop calculators. They were very slow and very expensive. With dozens of tiny springs, cogwheels, bent wires, finely turned pens, and so on. The thing was called ‘Ten-Keys’. Because it had ten buttons to type in the operands. All the machine was able to do was adding numbers. But this rather primitive machine (not a computer...) was sold well. In the absence of something better on the market.


At least, working with these machines was never boring. And often a real challenge. He loved those. But sometimes it was too much for him. His favorite saying was then: “Can that not be accomplished easier?” (In Swedish: Kan ni inte göra det lättarere?).


The month of August in Sweden was approaching. He didn’t want to go through a second torture winter in Sweden. And he was sick and tired of the food there: Sandwiches (smörgos), blood sausage with raisins, red sugared sausages (grillard korv), not very good tasting Christmas fish, weak beer (fatoil) and the strong potato schnapps. This only could be bought in a shop owned by the state, namely The ‘Statlic Bolaget’. Especially before the festivity days, only after a long wait in the cold in a huge waiting queue outside the store.




[image: ]


6. Burroughs Ten-Key Mechanical Calculator





1.4 His first Job as a Programmer.


So, it was time to go back to Zurich. Without money. Because there was another illusion running down the drain. Somebody told him that he would get returned the contributions he paid for the old-age pension plan in Sweden when he leaves the country. But this was not so. Only much later were 127 crowns and 50 öre (About 100 Swiss francs) transferred to Switzerland.


So, he is returning to Zurich by hitch-hiking and living on bread and water. Then he had to find a job. With, to say the least, not the best certificates.


But for once, he was lucky. At least apparently. The company Burroughs, again the same one as he worked for in Sweden, was looking for programmers for their accounting machines. It was so stated in the job advertisement in the newspaper.


And he was hired!


It will surely be very fascinating to ‘make’ programs for these mechanical ‘monsters’. With a weight of over ten kilos. They look like a giant typewriter with over a hundred keys. The programs were not written but were ‘cut’. The commands to achieve the desired processes were controlled by the ‘presence’ or the ‘absence’ of a 5x5 millimeter in size small iron plates. Depending on the command of the program to be executed, those were snapped off at the lower edge of a 20x50 millimeter plate with a pair of pliers. These plates were then placed in a 50-centimeter-long frame underneath the sliding ‘wagon’ at the top of the machine. This ‘wagon’ slides relative quickly from right to left of the machine. Underneath this moving part, are small mechanic sensors scanning the prepared little plates. These sensors in turn trigger the functions of the other mechanical elements in the machine. They will finally execute the desired calculations.


Unfortunately, the reality looked much more unpleasant and darker. He was not allowed to ‘enjoy’ more than 5 percent of his working time in designing and ‘cutting’ programs. The remaining 95 percent he ‘suffered’ as a representative (or better: As door-to-door salesman) for mechanical calculators. The same ‘Ten-Keys’ he earlier repaired in Sweden.


In the hot summer in an uncomfortable perspiration causing polyester suit, white long-sleeved shirt, and red tie. He had to knock on the doors of the very expensive offices in the main business street in Zurich, namely the Bahnhofstrasse. To get thrown out again and again by the secretaries. Until one of the ladies shouted at him: “Young man, you better go to work!”


That was enough. He didn’t sell anything. His superior showed something like having pity for him. This is very usual in this kind of business. He sent him to a customer in a distant, remote village where a second-hand older ‘apparatus’ could be used. He was then able to sell such a ‘crutch’. The only thing he ever sold in his life. It cost 100 Swiss francs. He is until today still ashamed to have made this deal. And he still suffers from a guilty conscience until today.




[image: ]


7. Mechanical Accounting Machine







2. At the ‘Zenith’ of the punched cards ‘Époque’ (1962-1963).


2.1 The Compagnie des Machines BULL!


This promised job as a programmer at Burroughs turned, in fact, out to be, as said, a door-to-door salesmen job for outdated mechanical calculators. It was absolutely nothing for him. He had to find another employer as soon as possible. Something that at least satisfies and motivates. And which should also be reasonably well paid.


It wasn't easy. Despite that, the general economic situation was not that bad at that time. And there were also newspapers with dozens of job offers. One of those immediately caught his attention. A not so well-known French company, headquartered in Paris, the 'Compagnie des Machines BULL', was looking for service technicians for their products. These were mainly machines to process punched cards. In direct competition with the notorious leader in the upcoming IT business: IBM. And BULL was in many respects superior to the ‘monster’. As was so often the case with products invented in France: Mongolfière, Caravelle, Concorde, Citroën DS19 and 2CV, Michelin tires, TGV, and others.


He called the company and was promptly asked to send the usual papers needed for a job application. And the grades achieved in the primary and secondary public school, the with a lot of luck obtained certificate as a precision mechanic and the references of his hitherto very poor and extremely unsuccessful professional career. Does he have more success this time? At least, he was invited for an interview and an aptitude test.


The Swiss subsidiary headquarters of BULL was near the Zurich main station. In a dry office building on the sixth floor. The aptitude test took place in a tightly furnished classroom. At the front table where the future bosses and others. They all were severely looking at the incoming candidates. It turned out that some of them were experts in testing them for the job psychological suitability of the candidates. They were engaged as consultants to find out if the applicants had them for this position required practical and intellectual skills.
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