IBM 701

A notable first: The IBM 701 
Fifty years ago -- on April 29, 1952 --- IBM President Thomas J. Watson, Jr., informed his company's stockholders at the annual meeting that IBM was building "the most advanced, most flexible high-speed computer in the world." Known as the Defense Calculator while in development, the new machine emerged from the IBM Poughkeepsie Laboratory later that year and was formally unveiled to the public on April 7, 1953 as the IBM 701 Electronic Data Processing Machines.* 
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IBM 701 Electronic analytical control unit What was so special about the 701? Well, a few things. The 701 was a landmark product because it was: 

· The first IBM large-scale electronic computer manufactured in quantity; 

· IBM's first commercially available scientific computer; 

· The first IBM machine in which programs were stored in an internal, addressable, electronic memory; 

· Developed and produced in record time -- less than two years from "first pencil on paper" to installation; 

· Key to IBM's transition from punched-card machines to electronic computers; and 

· The first of the pioneering line of IBM 700 series computers, including the 702, 704, 705 and 709. 

A notable first: The IBM 701 
The impetus for the 701's development was the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950. At the onset of hostilities, IBM Chairman Thomas J. Watson, Sr., asked the U.S. Government what the company could do to help. Build a large scientific computer, he was told. One that could be used for aircraft design, nuclear development and munitions manufacture. 

The company had already constructed one-of-a-kind large machines, such as the Automatic Sequence Controlled Calculator -- Mark I, for short -- developed in cooperation with Harvard University in 1944, and the Selective Sequence Electronic Calculator (SSEC) in 1948. 

But to produce a number of clones of a single large-scale machine for multiple customers with varying needs represented a bold new challenge for IBM. In late 1950, Jim Birkenstock, the company's director of product planning and market analysis, set out to visit defense and aircraft firms to determine their requirements and the potential for a machine that would be useful in building aircraft, designing jet engines and performing other technical applications requiring many repetitive operations. 

After IBM secured just 18 orders, Tom Watson, Jr., knew "that we were in the electronics business and that we'd better move pretty fast." 

And move fast they did. In fact, design and construction of the Defense Calculator were undertaken almost concurrently. Actual design started on February 1, 1951 and was completed a year later. Assembly operations began in Poughkeepsie, N.Y., in March 1951. Actual assembly of the first production machine began on June 1, 1952, and it was shipped out six months later for installation in IBM's World Headquarters, at 590 Madison Avenue in New York City. Installation of the first 701 -- in the same space previously occupied by the SSEC -- was announced by the IBM on March 27, 1953. The 701 was some twenty-five times faster than the SSEC and occupied less than one-quarter of the space. 

A notable first: The IBM 701 
The developers and builders of the 701 had created a computer that consisted of two tape units (each with two tape drives), a magnetic drum memory unit, a cathode-ray tube storage unit, an L-shaped arithmetic and control unit with an operator's panel, a card reader, a printer, a card punch and three power units. The 701 could perform more than 16,000 addition or subtraction operations a second, read 12,500 digits a second from tape, print 180 letters or numbers a second, and output 400 digits a second from punched-cards. 

The following is a listing of the 701 specifications and capabilities: 

· 701 Feeds & speeds 

The history of "the machine that carried us into the electronics business" -- in the words of Tom Watson -- is a story of effective teamwork, creativity, commitment and enterprise. Now, in the pages that follow, you can revisit those exciting times a half century ago, view the machine and its components; meet the key IBM players who designed, built and launched it; learn about the 701's customers and its many suppliers; and gauge its performance and capabilities. Although the 701 had a relatively short life in the IBM product catalogue, it carved out a long legacy in the company's history and in the chronicles of the modern computer. Here then, in our 701 Reference room, are several fascinating looks at this momentous product... 

* No, the plural "Machines" is not a typo; the 701 was comprised of 11 compact and connected units, hence its initial official nomenclature. Later usage adopted the singular form, and later still, the computer was referred to as the 701 Data Processing System. 

