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This book derived from the announced interest from readers of the authors’ recently published books ‘The OTHER Computer History’ and ‘Die ANDEREN Computer Geschichten’.


It is an essay to describe and analyze the ‘stormy’ years of the CDC from 1957-2005.


The author’s thesis and conclusion will lead to controversial discussions.


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


I like to thank Werner Knecht for his contribution. The information obtained from the Facebook Control Data Corporation Private Group was helpful.


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


This here is Version 4 of the same title.




Prologue.


It is not so long ago…


The history of the development of IT could fill books with several hundred pages. A lot has happened in the computer world from John Neumann to Bill Gates. This book describes the short, but ‘quirky’ history of the American computer company Control Data Corporation, CDC. From 1957 to 2005. CDC was not even known to experts at first. In the old days, everything that had to do with computers was mostly commented on: “Ah, with those IBM machines.” IBM and CDC were always in a highly fierce feud in the battle for market shares. IBM still exists.


Here is an incomplete list of disappeared IT giants: Remington, Sperry Rand, UNIVAC, Burroughs, Honeywell, DEC, PR1ME, and many more.


CDC had a relatively short, but all the more exciting and intense lifecycle. The author was like not many others heavily involved as an 'insider' from 1963 to 1981. During a conversation with his son Stephan, who has a degree in computer science, the author was urged to write down his experiences from the 'storm and stress years' of information technology.


Today, in the year 2023, computers are present everywhere. It is a daily tool used by humanity. And not only in the rich half of the world. But how many of the ‘users’ are aware of how we got here? And how many of the over eight billion human beings had ever heard of the CDC? Of course, CDC is not the only and undoubtedly not the most important of the failing companies.


But one of the most ‘bizarre’ ones.
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1. Photo taken at CDC Headquarters 1966-07-01.





L to R: Gene B. Heywood, Walter G. Andrews, Frank C. Mullaney, Robert F. Leach, Seymour R. Cray, William R. Keye, William C. Norris, Chairman, with a model of the 6600 computer system.
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2. First CDC Organigram







2. CDC 1604 and CDC 160-A.


At the beginning of the revolutionary start of CDC were the first-generation transistor Computers CDC 1604 and CDC 160-A. Both were designed by one of the company’s founders: The genius Seymour Cray. These machines succeeded greatly in universities, highest-level technical institutions, and leading future-oriented enterprises.


Called ‘the father of supercomputing’, Cray has been credited with creating the supercomputer industry.


Joel S. Birnbaum, the chief of technology of Hewlett Packard, said of him: "It seems impossible to exaggerate the effect he had on the industry. Many things that high-performance computers now do routinely were at the farthest edge of credibility when Seymour envisioned them.”


In 1950, Cray joined Engineering Research Associates (ERA) in Saint Paul, Minnesota, a former United States Navy laboratory that had built code-breaking machines, a tradition ERA carried on when such work was available. ERA was introduced to computer technology during one such effort, but at other times had worked on a wide variety of basic engineering as well.


Cray was quickly regarded as an expert on digital computer technology, especially following his design work on the ERA 1103, the first commercially successful scientific computer. He remained at ERA when it was bought by Remington Rand and then Sperry Corporation in the early 1950s. At the newly formed Sperry Rand, ERA became the scientific computing arm of their UNIVAC.


Cray, along with William Norris, another founder of CDC, later became dissatisfied with ERA, then spun off as Sperry Rand.


In 1957, they founded a new company, the famous Control Data Corporation.


By 1960 they had completed the design of the CDC 1604, an improved low-cost ERA 1130 that had an impressive performance for its price. Even as the CDC 1604 was starting to ship to customers in 1960, Cray had already moved on to designing other computers. He first worked on designing an upgraded version, the CDC 3000 series. But company management wanted these machines targeted toward business and commercial data processing for average customers. Cray did not enjoy working on such ‘mundane’ machines, constrained to design for low-cost construction so that CDC could sell many of them. He desired to produce the fastest computer in the world.


After some basic design work on the CDC 3000 series, he turned that over to others and worked on the CDC 6600. Nonetheless, several special features of the 6600 first started to appear in the 3000 series.


The name 1604 was not at all popular amongst the marketing managers. Nobody but Cray alone knew for a long time where the name came from. It derived from the ERA model 1103 Seymour worked on and the Address of CDC’s first computer manufacturing plant, 501 Park Avenue, Minneapolis.


The 160-A was designed by Cray during three days of treatment at a hospital. That’s was the author heard. Or was this just another of those rumors surrounding Cray?


It had 4096 12-bit words of core memory and an instruction set of 64 instructions. Those were mostly designed to control the peripheral devices.


Later, the 6000 series PPUs used the same instructions.


The ETH (Eidgenöschische Technische Hochschule = Federal Polytechnic School in Zürich) bought the first CDC 1604 in Europe. Before they built ERMETH, one of the first Computers in Europe.
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3. CDC 1604
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4. CDC 160-A
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5. ETH Zurich, Switzerland
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6. ERMETH, built at ETH.







3. CDC 3000 Series Computers.


The upper 3000 series used a 48-bit word size. The first 3000 machines to be produced was the CDC 3600. They were first delivered in June 1963. The CDC 3400 and CDC 3800 were shipped in December 1965. These machines were designed for scientific computing applications. They were the upgrade path for users of the CDC 1604 machines. However, these machines were overshadowed by the upcoming 60-bit CDC 6000 series machines when the CDC 6600 was introduced in 1963 and delivered in 1965. Some high-end computer Labs purchased 3000 series machines as stopgaps while waiting to deliver the ordered 6600 machines. CDC had indicated that the 6000 machines would use the same assembler language. The lower 3000 series used a 24-bit word size. They were based on the earlier CDC 924, a 24-bit version of the CDC 1604. The first lower 3000 to be released was the CDC 3200 (May 1964), followed by the smaller CDC 3100 (February 1965) and the CDC 3300 (December 1965). The final machine in the series, the CDC 3500, was released in 1967 and used integrated circuits instead of discrete components. The 3300 and 3500 had optional relocation capabilities floating-point arithmetic and BDP (Business + Data Processing) instructions.


These machines were targeted toward business and commercial computing.


As such, they were not directly competing with the later 6000 machines.
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7. CDC 3600
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8. CDC 3000 Series Mainframes







4. The 6000 series machines.


As said, the 6600 was THE success of the CDC. It was the so-called ‘Flagship’.


It was followed by the CDC 6500, a dual CPU machine. Then came the 6400 with a single CPU and mostly used as a frontend machine for the 6600. Then there were the 6200 and the 6700. Neither of them was very successful.


The CDC 6000 series computers were an astonishing success in the 70is. And they brought the money.
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9. CDC 6600 as seen by an Artist
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10. CDC 6600 in Reality
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11. CDC Mainframes
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12. 6600 from another Angle
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13. 6000 Series Console
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14. 6000 Series Transistor Module
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15. 6000 Series Memories







5. The famous CDC 6603 Disk Drive.


The first 6600 were delivered with the very expensive CDC 6603 Discs. Seymour Cray once told the author: ”This is our best piece.” This is, of course, not at all true. The 6600 mainframe was by far the best IT equipment ever built. This is, at least, the opinion of the author.


The 6603 was not built by CDC itself. It was the successor of the Bryant Model 2. They were made by the Bryant company in Detroit by German toolmakers. As the CE (Customer Engineer) trainees were many times proudly told by the instructor.
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