History of Computer Services (IT Services)
A perspective by Simon Blake

In September 1984, the day I started as a trainee computer operator, the last 1401 IBM card reader was sent to the scrap heap. Until that time, jobs sent ‘to the computer’ were punched into cards and assembled as a deck of cards that were both a programme and data read in by the card reader. The 1401 was superseded by the punch room creating virtual card images on tape (the Inforex system) which were read into the computer by an IBM 3420 tape drive.
These were large open reel tapes much beloved film makers as they have flashing lights and moving parts unlike much equipment today.

Today, we are used to programmes and data being stored on hard disks.  Back then, there were disk drives, but they were about the size of a top loading washing machine and the disks were dismountable. We had 100 disks and 18 drives. As jobs were started on the mainframe, the jobs would ask for their data sets and it was the operators job to run around the machine room and mount the disks. 
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Its always hard to visualise a Megabyte. The old Mills and Boon romantic novels were around 200 pages long and in rough terms could be contained on about 1MB of disk space.  So the computer room held something like 63,000 M&B novels worth of data. Today we talk about Gigabytes (1000 x 1MB), Terabytes (TB) (1,000,000 x 1MB) and Petabytes (PB) (1,000,000,000 x 1MB). For comparison, today we have nearly 200TB of disk capacity and upward of 1PB of backup data stored on tapes. <check with George> 
Within a year or so all the demountable disks were replaced with fixed disks. These were IBM 3380 ‘E’ models and each unit held 2 physical disks holding 5GB of disk space.  4 units could be put together to make a string of 20GB capacity. They were 6 feet tall and 15 feet long.  See picture below.

The actual mainframe was an IBM  3083  and consisted of the main processing unit, the control unit, the power unit and the water cooling unit. The Central processing Unit (CPU) was water cooled and connected to the air conditioning system. 

At the end of 1988 a concerted effort was made to get terminals out to desks, so that key users such as treasurers teams dealing with payrolls, would start to do direct access input to their systems. The terminals were old IBM 3278 devices which were just green characters on a black background. 80 character to a line, just like punched cards. In fact the computers just treated screens as card readers handling the input from the screens as virtual cards.
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An IBM 3083 complex                           An IBM 3090 complex
Terminal growth became exponential and the facilities on the mainframe became more focused on ‘office’ productivity rather than just accessing and updating key data sets. Alongside the terminal growth in the Castle complex came the requirement for remote sites around the county to have access to the computer systems. The early Hampshire Public Service Network grew out of this expansion. 

Soon, the main system was upgraded was upgraded to Multiple Virtual Storage (MVS) and Customer Information Control System (CICS), but a new Operating system also became available;  Virtual Machine (VM). VM contained the ability to be able to write ‘menu’ systems and program simple executables that made executive computing a real possibility. In 1987 PROFS (PRofessional Office System) was introduced which offered email. It was only internal and reached out to about 2-300 hundred users, but it drove even greater take-up of computing services. With the early menu system and email, Hantsnet was born. It was a true intranet before the term had be coined in general usage.
The old 3083 mainframe was upgraded to an IBM 3090 200E which had 2 faster processors. It was still ‘room sized’ and it only lasted for a year or so, before the computer was enlarged and a second machine installed. A triadic (3 processor) IBM 3090 300S was installed alongside the existing machine and more disks installed, but it was obvious a larger premises would be required and in the early 1990’s Babbage House in Andover was acquired. 
Baggage House was a warehouse of a building and at one stage it held 4 big mainframe computers. One machine was left in Winchester acting as a network concentrator. The late ‘1990’s saw tremendous developments in chip manufacturing processes and by 2001, two air cooled mainframes, were able to do the work of all of the water cooled processors at about 1/50 of the power costs and so all the computing services were moved back to Winchester. 

Hantsnet though, went from strength to strength. It was developed and enhanced throughout the ‘90s.  As an organisation at that time, HCC was unique in that we had a common system across all departments and universal access to email for anyone that had a userid on the system. By the millennium there were 15,000 registered users still using VM and Profs on the mainframe. 

However, the new kid on the block by that time was the PC and Microsoft Windows 3.1 and then Windows 95 (released in 1995). The PC had started to gain traction and users were asking why the mainframe only had a keyboard and was green and black when the PCs could do wonderful things, like play patience with a real looking deck of cards and had a mouse.
In 1997, a project was started to look at a way of rolling out ‘PC’ technology to desktops without the expensive of putting, at the time, very expensive PC devices everywhere. The project was imaginatively named IT2000 and was the forerunner of what is delivered to users today.  Thin client terminals, which have very little maintenance overhead compared with ‘real’ PCs coupled to very powerful servers in the computer room deliver a consistent image and functionality to users.

A key part of the design was the ethos of control of the data. When PCs are used, some data can be stored locally on the computer where it is not backed up or protected. With the thin client server based approach, all data is always in the data centre and protected by heavy duty backup tapes and tape handling robots.

This was whistle stop tour of the computing services trip to become IT services. It has focused heavily on the technology, because that is what has underpinned the journey. Phenomenal miniaturisation and manufacturing techniques have lead us to the point where a single 2 CPU server that costs around £7000, has 20 times the processing power of all the mainfames that were in use in the warehouse that was Babbage House. Whilst it is easy to sit back and admire the technology, it is the intellectual capital locked up in all the billions of bytes of data where the true value of computer is stored. Now where did I put that backup tape?
A very poorly equipped laptop today will have a minimum of 120GB of disk space packed into something less than 1 inch across. The technology has come that far in 35 years!
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The actual disks looked like 8 LP records in a stack under a plastic cover. The base was removed and the disk ‘screwed’ into the drive and the plastic cover was released and removed. Each disk held 630MB of data although the model shown is only 200MB














